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ABSTRACT 

 

This cultural historical study investigates the challenges faced by historic house museums 

both internationally and in South Africa, and considers the question of whether effective 

communication could solve these problems. It will focus on interpretation, an important 

communication process, which forms an essential part of the visitor experience.  The Irma 

Stern Museum, located in the home of the famous South African artist, is used as a case study 

to provide the context for this investigation. The study also aims to fill a gap in the literature, 

since to date very little research has been undertaken on house museums in South Africa. 

Historic house museums have been analysed as a specific museum type consisting of a house 

and its interior in which a collection consisting of household equipment is displayed in its 

original context as a home. These tangible aspects of culture are complemented by intangible 

aspects such as associations with the people who once lived in the house. House museums 

are found throughout the world. They can be divided into categories, amongst which are 

personality or hero houses, which celebrate the lives of famous people; they are the biggest 

category; other categories are collectors’ houses which belonged to collectors, and artwork 

house museums, which emphasise architectural style. House museums have remarkable 

educational potential because a home is part of everyone’s experience and they therefore 

should be very popular places to visit.  However, since the 1990s these museums – as well 

as museums in general – have been facing challenges to their survival, as a result of social 

and economic changes in society, issues of relevance and lack of funding. 

As a result the role and function of museums and house museums has moved from being 

collection-based to visitor-based. This involves museums knowing who their visitors are so 

that they can effectively communicate with them; the case study is therefore based partly on 

a visitor survey. The importance of communication, an essential museum function which 

includes marketing, education, entertainment, exhibitions, interpretation, the visitor 

experience, and thereby sustainability, is discussed. Museum communication can consist 

merely of the transfer of information from the curator to the visitor who is a passive recipient 

as no feedback takes place. In contrast, by using interpretation the curator, through exhibitions 

and activities, aims to communicate important messages and meanings about the museum to 

the visitor, who may or may not actively interpret the message.             

This study explores the ways in which curators interpret house museums: as shrines, through 

objects in the collections, the context of house and home which includes the period room, and 

through social history. All these forms of interpretation address notions of authenticity, which 

is an essential part of the visitor experience. However, the interpretation offered by some 
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house museums has been identified as a major problem, as it is seen as irrelevant and out of 

touch with the expectations of visitors. This study raises the questions: Do these museums 

only appeal to specific interest groups? If so, do they have a future in South Africa and 

internationally? 

 

Key words: Irma Stern; Irma Stern Museum; Irma Stern collection; historic house museum; 

communication; interpretation; museum visitor; visitor experience, challenges 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Problem statement 

Historic house museums are found throughout the world, including South Africa. A house 

museum consists of the house and its interior, which is furnished not only with household 

equipment and other items, but also incorporates an intangible heritage in the form of 

associations with the people who lived there (Young 2017:14). These museums may therefore 

be houses of all kinds and sizes, such as palaces for royalty, houses of people of power, 

houses of famous people, artist’s studios, and cottages (Pinna 2001:4-9). There are different 

categories of house museums, with the largest category being those which commemorate a 

famous person, such as an artist. 

However, many of these museums are struggling as they are dealing with issues of insufficient 

funding and low visitor numbers. In the United States of America the challenges faced by 

historic house museums have been highlighted since 1998 in articles and in a succession of 

conferences. In 2002 a conference at Kykuit, the Rockefeller estate in New York, entitled Re-

thinking the historic house museum aimed to answer the question posed by the leaders of the 

American Association for State and Local History and the National Trust: “In the increasing 

competition for visitors, members, and financial support, many, if not most, historic sites are 

struggling for survival, and the quality of preservation and maintenance of many such sites 

has declined precipitously. In addition, the quality and appeal of the traditional historic house 

interpretation does not successfully compete with other contemporary sources of educational 

leisure time activities. Is it time for new models, new standards or new approaches?” (George 

2002:1). At the follow-up conference in 2007, The Forum on Historic Site Stewardship in the 

21st century, also held at Kykuit, James Vaughan, the Vice President for Stewardship of 

Historic Sites at the National Trust for Historic Preservation, called for a “national conversation” 

about “the choices we must make to ensure that our sites provide maximum value to our 

society and thus remain relevant and useful for future generations” (Vaughan 2008a:5). 

Relevance is therefore one of the key issues that historic house museums have to address in 

order to attract visitors, as these museums have to compete with other leisure activities on 

offer. It has been suggested that interpretation, “a communication process, designed to reveal 

meanings and relationships of our cultural and natural heritage, through involvement with 

objects, artefacts, landscapes and sites” (Interpretation Canada, quoted in Black 2005:182) 

plays an important role in the success of these museums, leading to a more accessible 

museum and visitors who want to come back (Hague & Keim 2011:Ch 1, np). 
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Since the late 20th century museums, including historic house museums, have had to deal with 

social and economic changes in society, as well as the changes in museum theory introduced 

by the new museology. The result has been a change in the orientation of museums from 

being collection-based to being audience-based. This greater emphasis on the needs of 

visitors has moved attention from collections to communication (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:1). 

Museums have had to accept that they are for people and to succeed in the future they must 

cater for their audiences (Ambrose & Paine 2012:27). Museums are now seen as 

communicating with visitors through every aspect of the museum such as staff, architecture 

and information as well as exhibitions, and the way that the visitor responds to these aspects 

produces the visitor experience. Communication has therefore become an essential museum 

function and museums have recognised that they need to know who their visitors are, if they 

wish to communicate effectively with them (Hooper-Greenhill 1995:3). But communication is 

a complex and multifaceted subject. 

Communication, in the case of the museum, can consist simply of the transfer of information 

from the curator to the visitor, who is therefore a passive recipient, and there is no feedback 

or evaluation (Hooper-Greenhill 1999a:18). In contrast, the challenge of interpretation, the act 

of explaining meaning, is that rather than being passive recipients of information, visitors 

should be encouraged to make discoveries for themselves (Black 2005:180). 

This study will investigate the challenges faced by historic house museums during the 21st 

century within an international context and the role that communication could play in 

addressing these challenges. It will focus on the Irma Stern Museum (ISM) as a case study of 

a historic house museum in South Africa. This Museum, located in Rosebank, Cape Town 

(see Figure A), has been chosen as a case study because it is accommodated in the home of 

Irma Stern, the South African artist who achieved both national and international fame during 

her lifetime and whose works have dramatically increased in value as a result of demand on 

the international art market since her death over fifty years ago (1966). Irma Stern lived and 

worked in this house for nearly forty years. The collection consists of her art works as well as 

the collection of artefacts she built up during her travels. The museum is also relevant as a 

case study as it is administered by the University of Cape Town (UCT). The collection is owned 

by the Irma Stern Trust. The fact that the museum is administered by UCT is important in the 

light of recent events at the university. During the Fees Must Fall protest in February 2016 23 

paintings from the university’s works of art collection (WOAC) were burned as they were 

regarded as colonial symbols. As Irma Stern has been criticised by some as being a “white 

colonialist” (Arnold 1994:150) these actions highlighted the vulnerability of the museum. This 

context makes a study of the ISM as an example of a historic house museum relevant in 21st- 

century South Africa. 
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The core problem of this investigation is therefore to determine whether proper communication 

can address and resolve the challenges faced by historic house museums in the 21st century. 

 

Purpose of the study 

The overall goal of this study is to investigate and analyse communication at the Irma Stern 

Museum and identify the role that a communication policy could play in addressing the 

challenges faced by this museum in the context of historic house museums in the 21st century. 

The following are the specific objectives of this study: 

 to undertake a theoretical analysis and description of museum communication, focusing 

on interpretation, to form the foundation of this study; 

 to ascertain if and how the Irma Stern Museum fits into the category of historic house 

museums; 

 to identify the challenges faced by historic house museums in the 21st century and whether 

these also apply to the Irma Stern Museum; 

 to analyse the effectiveness of the messages communicated by the Irma Stern Museum 

to its audiences concerning the artist Irma Stern, the house, the interior and the collections; 

 to ascertain whether new forms of interpretation would help to produce a better visitor 

experience, thereby making the Irma Stern Museum more relevant and reversing the 

challenge of declining visitor numbers. 

 

Demarcation of the field of study 

This study is based in Cape Town, South Africa. The main focus is the case study of the Irma 

Stern Museum in Rosebank, Cape Town. The Koopmans-De Wet House and Groot 

Constantia Manor House were used as examples of house museums in Cape Town with which 

to compare the ISM as they are situated within the same geographical region. In order to 

analyse the ISM, it was necessary to provide a context of historic house museums both 

internationally and in South Africa. An extensive study was made of the types of historic house 

museums, the way they are interpreted and the challenges they face in the United States of 

America (USA) and the United Kingdom (UK), as both countries have a long history of 

establishing historic house museums, as well as in Australia as it, like South Africa, was also 

colonised by Britain. This in turn formed the context for a study of historic house museums in 
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South Africa to identify the different types, the way these museums are interpreted against the 

background of transformation, and the challenges faced by South African house museums. 

The time period for this study was 2016 to 2018, during which a visitor survey and observations 

were undertaken. The cut-off date for observations at the museum was end of June 2019. 

This study broadly considered the issue of communication and house museums, but this is a 

very wide field. The following two overriding themes were therefore selected for analysis: 

1. Communication: The role of communication in the 21st-century museum; theories of 

communication; how museums communicate; the museum visitor; and interpretation as a form 

of communication; 

2. Historic house museums: categories of historic house museum including personality, 

collector and artwork house museums; interpretation including objects, period rooms, social 

history; historic house museums and the visitor experience; challenges facing historic house 

museums. 

 

Presentation of the study 

Two chapters, namely Chapters 5 and 6, concentrate on the case study, the ISM. Chapter 5 

provided the background to the establishment of the museum, the collection, an analysis of 

the museum as a house museum, as well as the current interpretation offered to visitors, and 

the challenges faced by this museum. Chapter 6 analyses the ways in which the ISM is 

interpreted and the visitor experience based on the results of a visitor survey undertaken from 

2016 to 2018, as well as on comments in the visitor book. A detailed description of the display 

rooms is provided to give an idea of their appearance when Irma Stern lived in the house, 

where archival evidence is available, when the house was converted into a museum, and how 

the rooms appear today. 

Chapters 1 to 4 discuss the relevant concepts utilised in this study as well as providing an 

international context to communication in historic house museums. The purpose of these 

chapters is not merely to provide background information for the study, as the information they 

contain about these concepts is integrated into the analysis of the case study. 

The study concludes with a discussion in Chapter 7 of the South African context, the context 

in which the ISM is situated. It includes issues such as transformation and decolonisation, 

which are relevant to the operations of the University of Cape Town, which manages this 

museum. Having studied the international context in the preceding chapters, it is evident that 
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issues faced by South African historic house museums – such as diverse audiences, 

inclusivity and social justice – are not unique to museums in South Africa. 

 

Sources 

The sources used for this study are reviewed in Chapter 1. This section of the Introduction 

comments on aspects of sources used. Apart from an extensive list of literary sources, two of 

the most important types of sources proved to be the internet and the Irma Stern scrapbooks. 

To find examples of historic house museums to use as comparative examples for this study, 

it was necessary to undertake an internet search of these museums both internationally and 

in South Africa. Comprehensive lists are available for these museums in countries such as the 

USA, the UK and Australia. An internet search showed that a considerable number of these 

museums exist in South Africa, but very few had their own websites. It was therefore 

necessary to consult travel websites such as SA-Venues. However these sites are unreliable 

and do not appear to be updated; for example, Macrorie House Museum in Pietermaritzburg 

has closed, but this is not mentioned on the SA-Venues website. The Heritage Portal, a 

website on which volunteers contribute information about heritage sites, helped to clarify the 

position of house museums that are endangered. The internet sources, in spite of their 

shortcomings, proved to be a valuable source of information showing the extent of house 

museums internationally and in South Africa as well as providing information about them.  In 

many cases the authors were institutions such as tourism websites and not individuals. These 

references start with “internet”, followed by the name of the institution and they are found 

under “Electronic sources”, “Internet sources” in the source list. Internet sources which did 

have individual authors are found under “Literature”. 

The Irma Stern scrapbooks are housed in the National Library of South Africa (NLSA) in 

Queen Victoria Street, Cape Town. These three large scrapbooks were compiled by Irma 

Stern herself and contain newspaper cuttings, letters, magazine articles, exhibition catalogues 

and other documents, providing a valuable reference resource on her life as an artist. As she 

compiled her scrapbooks as a personal record, she did not always note the source of the 

newspaper cuttings, and also cut off the page numbers of some of the newspaper and 

magazine articles. This often makes precise referencing difficult. However, in spite of this 

shortcoming, the scrapbooks are an invaluable and reliable source of information which is 

used by researchers examining the life and work of Irma Stern. Similarly the newspaper 

cuttings in the Irma Stern Museum Archives (ISMA) note the name of the publication and the 

date, but the page numbers have been cut off. These articles are a valuable record of the 

establishment and early history of the ISM. For these reasons the newspaper cuttings at both 
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archival institutions were used as sources for this study, and the reference system was 

adapted to accommodate the shortcomings (for example: references to the scrapbooks in the 

NLSA will be indicated as follows: [Adams, V 1963 Ancient oil jar will have pride of place (Cape 

Times 26 April) NLSA IS Scrapbooks]; while references to the Irma Stern Museum Archives 

will be indicated as: [Dubow, N 1972 The making of the Irma Stern Museum (Cape Times, 8 

June) ISMA]. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

CONCEPTUALISATION, METHODOLOGY AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

1.1. Introduction 

“Social science research is a collaborative human activity in which social reality is studied 

objectively with the aim of gaining a valid understanding of it” (Mouton & Marais 1996:7). This 

study will investigate the challenges faced by historic house museums in the 21st century, 

many of which are struggling as they are characterised by low visitor numbers, restricted 

opening hours, and shortage of funds leading to staff shortages and delayed maintenance. It 

will focus on the Irma Stern Museum (ISM) as a case study of a historic house museum in 

Cape Town, South Africa. As communication is one of the main functions of a museum and 

therefore integral to all the key tasks of a museum, the role that effective communication could 

play in addressing these challenges will be investigated. This study was undertaken in the 

context of the discipline of cultural history and entailed an analysis of the relationship between 

historic house museums and effective relevant communication.  

 

1.2. Conceptualisation 

According to Mouton and Marais, concepts can be defined as “the most basic linguistic 

constructions by means of which people order and categorise reality […] which we employ 

when we refer to (or try to refer to) phenomena” (1996:58-59). They use the word 

‘conceptualisation’ to refer to the analysis of concepts. Conceptualisation can therefore be 

defined as the process of defining concepts in “concrete and precise terms” in order to identify 

what to include or exclude from a definition. The conceptualisation process is important 

because many of the concepts used in the social sciences are vague and have more than one 

meaning (Bhattacherjee 2012:43). This study is concerned with culture, cultural history, 

historic house museums and communication, and it is therefore essential that these key 

concepts are defined and analysed to clarify their meanings, how they relate to each other, 

and how they apply to historic house museums and the case study of the ISM. 
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1.2.1. Irma Stern (1894-1966) 

Irma Stern is regarded as one of South Africa’s most important artists. The following 

description by Christopher Peter, director of the ISM, encapsulates Irma Stern as an artist and 

as a person:  

Irma Stern’s genius as a painter is one thing, but she was a highly complex and 

interesting person on several other levels as well. Her discerning eye as a collector being 

one, her extraordinary intelligence, her unique and personal style, her intrepid travels. 

In fact, her life story is worthy of an epic film, spanning extraordinarily complex decades 

of the 20th century beginning with the Gold Rush of the 1890s and ending in 1966 at the 

height of the Pop Art era. She experienced Germany during the First World War period, 

where she received her art education in Berlin and then experienced the personal 

sadness of a disengagement from Germany during the tragic World War II period. It 

must have been a considerable alienation for a woman who had played the art field 

successfully internationally as a young woman by the end of the 1930s. This 

disengagement, however, was the making of Irma, resulting in the epic journeys to 

Zanzibar and the Congo. This period has assured us of her unique voice in the realms 

of 20th century painting (Peter 2016:8). 

After her death an agreement was reached between the Trustees of her collection and the 

University of Cape Town that her home, The Firs, would be converted into a museum to house 

the Irma Stern material, consisting of her own works and her personal collections. 

Irma Stern the artist and the founding of the Irma Stern Museum will be discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 5.  

 

1.2.2. Culture 

In the present day the term “culture” is being used everywhere to refer to aspects of everyday 

life as well as to academic study. This frequent use of the word is a notable characteristic of 

modern life (Garuba & Radithalo 2008:35). People use the word “culture” when referring to 

their own way of life or community (Burke 1997:183). One of the main institutions  for defining 

culture in society is the museum, as it is the museum which decides which sections of the past 

should be preserved as culturally significant (McDonald & Alsford 2007:276). Stuart Chase 

stated that “the culture concept of the anthropologists and sociologists is coming to be 

regarded as the foundation stone of the social sciences” (1948, quoted in Kroeber & 

Kluckhohn 1952:3). However, despite the fact that the concept of culture is of great importance 
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in academic fields of study such as cultural history, cultural studies, anthropology, sociology 

and literary criticism, it is difficult to define (Green 2008:1). 

The problem of defining culture can be seen in the comments of many writers. In Culture: A 

critical review of concepts and definitions, Kroeber and Kluckhohn point out that they have 

identified 164 definitions of culture (1952:149). EP Thompson has described culture as a 

“clumpish term which by gathering up so many activities and attributes into one common 

bundle may actually confuse or disguise discriminations that should be made between them” 

(1991, quoted in Eley 1995:23-24).  According to Raymond Williams, culture is “one of the two 

or three most complicated words in the English language…This is so partly because of its 

intricate historical development, in several European languages, but mainly because it has 

now come to be used for important concepts in several distinct intellectual disciplines and in 

several distinct and incompatible systems of thought” (1983, quoted in Bocock 1992:230). 

Cultural historian Peter Burke also describes the word culture as being “problematic”. In 1882 

it had been described by Burckhardt as “a vague concept” and referred to “high” culture, and 

then the term was broadened even further to include popular or “low” culture. Culture was 

used to refer to the arts and sciences, and then later included popular versions of these 

phenomena such as folk medicine and folk music. Culture now refers to practices such as 

reading, conversation and games, and artefacts such as houses, tools and images (Burke 

2008:29). The concept of culture has thus expanded considerably, illustrated by Luvuyo 

Dondolo’s statement that culture “is not static, but dynamic, as it changes over time and is 

influenced by many factors” (2005:110).  

This difficulty with defining culture continues, as can be seen in the December 2014 article in 

the New Yorker in which Joshua Rothman writes that Merriam-Webster had announced that 

“culture” was their 2014 word of the year as it saw the biggest rise in look-ups on their website. 

He states that, even though Merriam-Webster offers six definitions, it is still a confusing word. 

In his opinion the problem is that the word “culture” is “more than the sum of its definitions” 

(Rothman 2014). 

“Culture” therefore has a wide range of meanings. Robert Bocock explains that the meaning 

of the word “culture” has changed over time and he provides five examples to illustrate this. 

1. Cultivating the crops and looking after animals. This is the earliest meaning dating back to 

the 15th century, and it survives today in words such as horticulture and agriculture. 

2. The cultivation of the mind, a meaning which developed in the 16th century. This definition 

includes the idea that only some people had cultured minds and manners and only some 

nations, i.e. European ones, had a high standard of culture. Culture became associated 
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with the pursuit of the arts by a cultivated elite, and culture was seen as referring to music, 

literature, painting and sculpture, theatre and film, as well as history and philosophy.  

In the 20th century the idea of culture included “popular culture” of the working class and 

lower-middle class, and a distinction was drawn between high and popular culture.  

3. The Enlightenment view of culture in Europe in the 18th century was of a general secular 

process of social development. All societies would pass through stages of development in 

which Europe played the central, universal role because it represented the highest point 

of civilization or cultured human development.   

4. Herder, the German writer, criticised the idea of a superior European culture in his book, 

Ideas on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind (1784-91) (referred to by Bocock 1992: 

232). He spoke of cultures in the plural, referring to the distinctive ways of life, shared 

values and meanings common to different groups such as nations, classes, sub-cultures 

(for example, working-class culture or bourgeois culture), and historical periods. This 

fourth definition is known as the “anthropological” definition of culture.  

5. Culture is the set of practices by which meanings are produced and exchanged within a 

group. Like the fourth definition, it refers to shared meanings within groups but sees culture 

as a social practice rather than as a thing (e.g. the arts) or a state of being (e.g. civilisation). 

By exchanging meanings people are able to build up a shared culture and this would not 

be possible without language to communicate and build up relations between individuals. 

Language refers to all the symbols and sign systems through which meaning is produced 

and circulated in our culture, such as words, paintings, photographs, drawings, sculpture. 

This approach is derived from social anthropology and has had a considerable impact on 

the social sciences (Bocock 1992:231-233). 

Understandings of the word culture can also be seen in historical context. The following three 

examples illustrate the different ways in which the word was used in the 19th century and is 

still used today. 

1. Matthew Arnold, in Culture and Anarchy (1867), (referred to by Avruch 1998, quoted in 

Spencer-Oatey 2012:1) referred to culture as the academic or artistic products of “high 

culture” as opposed to “popular culture”, thereby implying that only a part of a social group 

will possess “culture”. This form of culture relates to aesthetics rather than social science). 

2. Edward Tylor in Primitive Culture (1870) (referred to by Avruch 1998, quoted in Spencer-

Oatey 2012:1), defined culture as “that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, 

art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 

member of society”. He stated, in opposition to Arnold, that all people “have” culture, which 

is acquired through membership of a social group, and that culture is made up of elements 

such as knowledge, habits and capabilities. Tylor regarded culture as a characteristic 
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owned by all people in all social groups. A social evolutionist, he believed that people 

progress through three stages of development: from “savagery” to “barbarism” to 

“civilization”. 

3. Franz Boas in the 20th century saw culture as manifested in the many and varied cultures 

of different peoples and societies and not as a singular phenomenon. He disagreed with 

Arnold’s views that it is possible to differentiate between high and low culture, and with 

Tylor’s view that cultures can be identified as savage or civilised (Avruch 1998, quoted in 

Spencer-Oatey 2012:1). 

The word culture had developed at least three meanings by the end of the 20th century: “a 

general process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development”; “a particular way of life, 

whether of a people, a period, a group or humanity in general”; and “the works and practices 

of intellectual and especially artistic activity” (Green 2008:2).  

 According to cultural historian Anna Green, the concept of culture refers to “symbolic” and 

“material” production which reflects two Western philosophical attitudes. The first is the 

“idealist”, referring to the human mind and the expression of symbols and ideas which can be 

seen in cultural activities such as “a language, styles of art, kinds of intellectual work”; and the 

second is the “materialist” view, which sees cultural activities, such as economic production 

and social relationships, take place in a social context. Together these two dimensions 

constitute culture (Green 2008:2). This duality is reflected in Burden’s commentary on the 

debate about the definition of culture. In Burden’s opinion, this debate concerns the 

philosophical versus the practical view of culture. She asks the question: Is culture an abstract 

concept which can be philosophised about or is it a product created by man? (2000:18). 

According to Burden, culture is a process of creation which results from a determined human 

need. Culture is also the product that is created. She believes that culture is also the abstract, 

the concept, the thought process, because a concept or a thought system is in reality also a 

product of the human spirit which emerged from a need (2000:19). 

Julian Huxley, a biologist, recognised that culture consists of three parts: artefacts, mentifacts 

and sociofacts. Artefacts consist of the material objects or tools that people need in order to 

live as people must eat, protect and defend themselves. Mentifacts are the knowledge, ideas 

and beliefs of a culture and the ways these are communicated, which consist of literature, 

philosophy, religion. Mentifacts are beliefs and values which are conveyed by means of 

communication, and are learned and passed on to the next generation.  Sociofacts are the 

interpersonal relationships between an individual and the institutions which hold society 

together such as the family, religion, or the state. Sociofacts are therefore the ways in which 

the individual is expected to behave. Like mentifacts, they are learned and passed on to the 
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next generation (Markov et al., 2008:339). According to Dreyer, both mentifacts and sociofacts 

can be regarded as intangible culture (1987:3). Artefacts, mentifacts and sociofacts affect 

each other and are integrated to form culture (Markov et al., 2008:339).  

Culture therefore has many meanings in different contexts and different subject areas 

(Samovar et al., 2010:23).This study deals with the cultural phenomena of historic house 

museums and communication. Museums can be described as “the treasure-houses of the 

human race” as in them are stored the memories of peoples and their cultures (Ambrose & 

Paine 2012:8). Each year the International Council of Museums (ICOM) holds International 

Museum Day to celebrate the fact that “Museums are an important means of cultural 

exchange, enrichment of cultures and development of mutual understanding, cooperation and 

peace among peoples” (internet: ICOM 2019). This concept of museums shows that museum 

visitors cannot be categorised broadly as “the general public”. The needs of different museum 

audiences therefore need to be researched so that a visit to the museum becomes appealing 

by being interesting and relevant to the lives of the visitor (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:29). The 

use of the word “relevant” by Hooper-Greenhill and other authors indicates that relevance is 

an important concept when discussing museums in the 21st century, a point that will be 

discussed in Chapter 3. Hooper-Greenhill’s research interests have been in museum 

communication and education (internet: University of Leicester 2019a); in education the term 

personal relevance refers to learning experiences that relate to the interests, experiences or 

aspirations of the individual student (internet: Great Schools Partnership 2014). 

The fifth definition of culture provided by Bocock addresses the way in which a group of people 

make and share meanings. These meanings are communicated by means of language and 

result in a culture that is shared (1992:232-233). According to Hooper-Greenhill, knowledge 

forms a key part of this approach to culture and involves the processes of producing 

knowledge, constructing meaning, and learning. The processes of interpretation and learning 

therefore involve culture (2000b:12-13) and are key components of the educational role of the 

museum and the visitor experience.  

Hooper-Greenhill suggests that as culture has different meanings, it is not possible to produce 

one definition. Each meaning of the term culture arises in a different context and to understand 

culture it is therefore necessary to identify the context within which it is situated, such as 

museum studies, communication studies and museum visitor studies (Hooper-Greenhill 

2000b:13). In this study culture will be looked at in the context of historic house museums and 

communication, and how these relate to each other. For the purposes of this study, culture 

will be defined in two ways: the first as everything that is created by human beings, including 

the process of creation that led to the cultural product; and the second as the making and 
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sharing of meanings through communication, which includes interpretation and learning, 

thereby forming an essential part of the educational role of the museum and the visitor 

experience. 

 

1.2.3. Cultural History 

In 1969 the British art historian EH Gombrich wrote In Search of Cultural History, in which he 

asked why historians at that time were not interested in cultural history (Meyer 1970:397). This 

neglected “Cinderella” subject was re-discovered in the 1970s (Burke 2008:1). Since then 

cultural history has been “developing quickly as one of the most dynamic subfields or ways of 

doing history” (Arcangeli 2012: Preface). The number of publications on the subject is vast 

and in several countries cultural history is offered by academic institutions as a degree course. 

National and international associations have been established, such as the International 

Society for Cultural History (Arcangeli 2012: Preface). In South Africa the South African 

Society for Cultural History was founded in 1984 (Marais-Botes 2014:1).  

Cultural history is a very broad field that exists in different contexts both cultural and national, 

and incorporates many topics and theories (Green 2008:viii). Burke explains that cultural 

history has as many definitions as culture, which is itself a multifaceted concept. He describes 

it as being “the history of ideas and artefacts of a given social group, and of the place of the 

ideas and artefacts in that group’s way of life” (Gombrich & Burke 1973:881).  

Cultural history is therefore a complex and interdisciplinary subject and has been the topic of 

much debate. In South Africa during the 1980s many debates attempted to answer the 

question: What is cultural history? Attempts were also made to define the difference between 

history and cultural history, as well as to distinguish it from related disciplines such as 

anthropology and ethnology (Burden 2000:13). But these debates were not unique to South 

Africa; for example, in 1991 an international conference was held in the Netherlands with the 

theme Main trends in cultural history. Melching and Valema wrote after the conference that 

“Cultural history flourishes as never before. […] Yet despite all this enthusiasm and activity, 

nobody seems to know exactly what cultural history is. To the general educated public, the 

term seems to indicate either high culture (art, literature, music, great thinkers) or everything 

that is left over once political, social, and economic topics have been discussed. […] The 

increasing sophistication of the academic debate about this discipline has not even begun to 

lead to a consensus about its proper methods or scope” (quoted in Burden 2000:13-14). 

In 1994 a conference at the Centre for European Studies at Harvard University again 

addressed questions such as: “What is cultural history?” “What are the future perspectives of 
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this complex and interdisciplinary area of enquiry in fields such as German and German 

studies?” (Czaplicka et al., 1995:4). No definition of cultural history was produced at this 

conference because, according to Jelavich, “One major reason why cultural history is so 

resistant to standardization is because it is caught in the no man’s-land between interpretation 

and causal explanation, between the humanities and ‘science’ in the Anglo-American sense” 

(quoted in Czaplicka  et al.,1995:4). 

In 1997 Michael Pickering expressed his concern about the “wide division between history and 

cultural studies” and about his experience of “social historians and practitioners of cultural 

studies talking past each other, at times in mutually self-righteous terms, and at others in terms 

of mutual distrust and scepticism” (1997:1). Added to the debate about cultural history are 

concepts such as oral history (Burden 2000:15) as well as the influence of postmodernism 

and its interest in topics such as post-colonialism, race, class, sexuality and gender (Czaplicka 

et al., 1995:6). Taking all these questions into consideration, it is not surprising that Arcangeli 

described cultural history as “a fuzzy field of enquiry” (2012:1).  

Cultural history is one of the disciplines in the social sciences and is therefore described as a 

science (Nel 1984:4; Pretorius 1990:1). During the 19th century university disciplines such as 

history, anthropology and sociology emerged (Green & Troup 1999:1). The German historian 

Leopold von Ranke is known as the “father of historical science” as no 19th-century historian 

has influenced the development of the study of history to the same extent. History became a 

university-based subject during the 19th century in Germany and in the world, and the methods 

used for research and writing were based on Von Ranke’s critical analysis of historical 

documents. Von Ranke believed that history should be studied by using scientific methods 

because in his opinion historical enquiry is “an objective process” (Iggers 2011:xi, xxviii).  

Von Ranke was influenced by the German idealistic philosophy known as historicism, which 

influenced the cultural and social sciences in Germany during the 19th century and the first 

half of the 20th century. This posited that man can be understood only in terms of his history, 

that the sciences dealing with man’s cultural creativity are historical sciences, and that the 

methods of the historical sciences are different from those of the natural sciences or 

philosophy. History is concerned with individuals, persons, institutions and cultures, at the 

heart of which is the human spirit, “the unique element of personality that gives individuals in 

history their character” (Iggers 2011:xxvi).  

At the end of the 19th century the three core principles of scientific history were understood to 

be as follows: “the rigorous examination and knowledge of historical evidence, verified by 

references; impartial research, devoid of a priori beliefs and prejudices; an inductive method 

of reasoning from the particular to the general” (Green & Troup 1999:3). These core principles 
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influenced the study of history throughout the 20th century and are reflected in the statement 

in 1902 by JB Bury, then professor of history at Cambridge University, that “history is a 

science, no less and no more” (quoted in Green & Troup 1999:3).  

Von Ranke’s writings focused on the political and diplomatic history of Europe. He was 

appointed professor of History at the University of Berlin in 1825, one of his roles being to train 

historians, amongst whom was Jacob Burckhardt (Iggers 2011:xviii-ix). Whereas Von Ranke 

believed that politics took precedence over domestic matters, Burckhardt, a cultural historian, 

was interested in the history of art and literature, and he preferred to study in “cross-section” 

one of the major periods of history, the Italian Renaissance, which was his greatest work. He 

believed that cultural history should include the way that “cultural forces”, such as religion, 

philosophy, politics, science relate to one another (Langer 1975:76,78). Burckhardt defined 

cultural history as aimed “at the inner core of bygone humanity, […] describing what manner 

of people these were, what they wished for, thought, perceived and were capable of” (quoted 

in Green 2008:14).  

Cultural history, known as Kulturgeschichte, has a long history itself, as it was already being 

practised in Germany in the late 18th century. Later, in 1860, Burckhardt published his 

masterpiece on the Italian Renaissance, Kultur der Renaissance in Italien. In 1926 Johan 

Huizinga lectured on “the task of cultural history” in the Netherlands. In 1940 in the United 

States of America Caroline Ware wrote The Cultural Approach to History, which was published 

by the American Historical Society (Burke 2012:2). 

Burke explains that a “cultural turn” took place in the 1980s and 1990s, which became known 

as “the new cultural history”. This resulted in cultural history being re-defined to include popular 

culture and everyday life in the form of the history of material culture, the history of the body 

and the history of practices such as collecting and humour (2012:2).  

The “new cultural history” has influenced museum studies as it introduced new fields of study 

and concepts such as collecting, material culture, the domestic interior, memory, social history 

as well as post-modernism which includes post-colonialism and gender studies. Collecting is 

of interest to museum and art gallery staff and art historians, and concerns the study of “the 

culture of collecting” which includes what is collected, the philosophy of collecting, how 

collections are organised and categorised, and the accessibility of collections. The Journal of 

the History of Collections was founded in 1989 (Burke 2008:61). During the 1990s Professor 

Susan Pearce of the Department of Museum Studies at the University of Leicester produced 

six publications on the history of collecting (internet: University of Leicester 2019b). 

According to Burke, cultural historians have typically been more interested in ideas than in 

material culture. He therefore suggests that the research undertaken by Norbert Elias (1897-
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1990) on the history of the fork and the handkerchief for his book The Civilising Process (1939) 

is significant as up to that time only economic historians had researched aspects of material 

culture. Burke points out that cultural historians became interested in material culture during 

the 1980s and 1990s. This is the field of museum curators and specialists in the history of 

furniture and costume, and archaeologists who, he states, had been researching material 

culture for some time (2008:69). Burke’s statement should be questioned as museum curators 

who work in fields such as the history of furniture and costume are themselves cultural 

historians. In South Africa cultural historians were working on material culture before the 

1980s, the dates given by Burke, for example, Daphne Strutt, a museum curator and cultural 

historian, published her book Clothing Fashions in South Africa. An illustrated history of styles 

and materials for men, women and children including footwear, hairdressing, accessories and 

jewellery in 1975. Books on architecture (Pearse 1933), furniture (Pearse 1960; Atmore 1965; 

Baraitser & Obholzer 1971) and silver (Welz 1976) were also well-researched works published 

before the 1980s.  

Material culture can be defined as “the totality of artefacts in a culture, the vast universe of 

objects used by humankind to cope with the physical world, to facilitate social intercourse, to 

delight our fancy, and to create symbols of meaning” (Herskovits, quoted in Schlereth 

1983:112). Related to material culture is the growth since 2000 of a new multidisciplinary field, 

the domestic interior. It includes the study of decorative styles in art history, the meaning of 

space, the role of objects in the rituals of society, the analysis of objects by museum curators, 

and literary studies that have portrayed the domestic interior (Hamlett 2009:97). Cultural and 

social historians have built on the development of style established by art historians by looking 

at a wider social context within which objects are studied, because through sight and touch 

they “communicate past worlds” (Hamlett 2009:98-99). The study of material culture within the 

context of the domestic interior has important implications for the interpretation of the historic 

house museum, which is the focus of this study. 

Green describes memory as perhaps the “leading term in cultural history”, which is concerned 

with stories about the lives of individual people, collective memories about war, and 

safeguarding heritage. The meaning of collective memory and individual memory has led to 

much debate (2008:82). There is considerable interest in historical memories as has been 

shown by innumerable television programmes and films about World War II and the Holocaust, 

for example, as these events are beginning to move further away from living memory (Burke 

2008:67). Green explains that memory is essential for creating identity, both individual and 

collective, and that places and objects, in the form of “objectivised culture…texts, images, 

rites, buildings, monuments, cities or even landscapes”, can play an important part in this 

process (2008:106). The history of memory, sometimes described as “social memory” or 
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“cultural memory”, according to Burke, also stemmed from the new focus on cultural history 

(Burke 2008:67) which started in the 1980s (Burke 2008:2). Once again Burke’s statement 

should be questioned as South African cultural historians were working on memory and oral 

history before the 1980s. The Cultural History Department at the University of Stellenbosch 

was involved with gathering information through oral history and memories from 1972 until 

1998. Undergraduate and postgraduate students went on field trips to conduct interviews on 

cultural historical subjects, both tangible and intangible, and the research that was gathered 

is now in the Stellenbosch University Museum's archive (Ellis 2019: email). 

Social history has become the key area of research in history instead of political history and 

historical sociology has become a key field in sociology (Hunt 1989:1) since the historian EH 

Carr announced in 1961 that “the more sociological history becomes, and the more historical 

sociology becomes, the better for both” (quoted in Hunt 1989:1). The move towards social 

history was influenced by Marxism and the Annales school, which developed in France after 

World War II, on the basis of the original journal founded in 1929, which focused on social and 

economic history. During the 1950s and 1960s younger Marxists became increasingly 

interested in social history, “history from below”, and investigated the daily life of women, 

workers, servants and ethnic groups, for example, EP Thompson’s work on the English 

working class (Hunt 1989:2).  

The introduction of social history has had important repercussions for historic house 

museums, which had been interpreted to portray ruling-class and elite life. In a social history 

approach the history of everyday life and ordinary people is emphasised as well as giving a 

voice to those who had previously been excluded (Young 2017:145). During the 1980s new 

interpretive themes such as women’s work in the home, which included the history of domestic 

service and slavery, were introduced (Young 2017:160). 

Cultural history has been influenced by postmodernism (Czaplicka et al., 1995:6), a critique of 

modernist theory which was described by McLennan as: “reductionism (seeing a complex 

whole in terms of its - more basic – parts; functionalism (seeing elements or parts as the 

expression of a more complex whole; essentialism (assuming that things or structures have 

one set of characteristics which is basic, or in a cognate sense (‘foundational’); universalism 

(presuming that theories are unconditional or transhistorical, as opposed to the ‘local 

knowledges’ favoured by postmodernism)” (quoted in Green & Troup 1999:297). The 

problems in the world are being blamed on modernity and eurocentrism whereas 

postmodernity and its concerns with the important issues of gender, class, race and sexuality 

are seen as a solution (Czaplicka et al., 1995:6). 
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The term postmodernism is regarded as the description of an age, whereas poststructuralism 

refers to the theories and intellectual practices that result from a meeting with structuralism 

and deconstruction as a way of “reading” an array of “texts”. Structuralism posits a closed 

system as a basis for argument within which historians work, each contributing towards writing 

a history, although the individual historian cannot see the whole picture. In contrast, for a 

poststructuralist historian the system is never closed, which means that there can be no all-

inclusive stories or meta-narratives to explain history. Instead of one history, there are many 

histories and voices from the past (Green & Troup 1999:298-299). For example, Richard Price 

writes in Alabi’s World about the history of Suriname, a Dutch colony in the early 18th century, 

which was based on slave labour. He tells this history by weaving together four voices, which 

in itself is “a unique historical experiment”: the historian, the 18th century slaves through their 

descendants, Dutch administrators and Moravian missionaries (Green & Troup 1999: 299-

300; internet: Johns Hopkins University Press 2019). 

Researcher Windsor Leroke describes post-colonialism as a branch of post-modernism and 

suggests that it is an expression of the relationship between First World and Third World 

countries and that it can be regarded as a “critique” of the ideas of the Enlightenment 

(1998:55). Western accounts, which describe colonialism in terms of economic development, 

modernisation and the building of nation states, have been challenged by alternative histories 

written from the view point of those who were colonised (Green & Troup 1999:278). Hooper-

Greenhill points out that as museums are institutions which were established during the 

Enlightenment they are also asking questions in terms of post-modernism about topics such 

as their collections and the stories that should be told about them (1999c:71). 

The issue of decolonisation was highlighted at UCT and nationwide beginning with the Rhodes 

Must Fall student protests in 2015. This call that the statue of the colonialist Cecil John Rhodes 

should be removed led to a call for “racial transformation” at UCT, and the decolonisation of 

education in South Africa (Rall 2018:15). One meaning of decolonisation is “dealing with the 

legacies of colonialism that were left, such as the continued dominance of European 

knowledge in the curriculum of former colonies, which is at the core of the current call for 

decolonisation at institutions of higher learning” (Jansen 2018, quoted in Rall 2018:16). Rall 

therefore cautions that because museums, like universities, are “institutions of learning”, they 

should take note of the move towards decolonisation at universities. She argues that museums 

need to ask how decolonisation could be applied to museums and how they could decolonise 

their exhibitions and collections (2018:11). 

Social organisations, like museums, are being assessed in the post-modern and post-colonial 

world. Traditional values are being challenged and, in the context of this study, this involves a 



19 
 

challenge to the core values of the museum, especially the art museum. Art museums are 

being called into question on two fronts: the first one is narrative and voice: “what is said and 

who says it”; and the second one is interpretation and the making of meaning which concerns 

“who is listening” or the museum visitor (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:18). In the art museum 

traditionally the only voice has been that of the curator and this voice is now being challenged 

from outside the museum. For example, in countries such as New Zealand, South Africa and 

Canada, which were colonised by white settlers who imposed their values and traditions onto 

the indigenous peoples, a feature of post-colonialism is that these peoples want their voices 

to be heard. As a consequence, histories are being rewritten from different, subaltern points 

of view. These developments have had an impact on museums as they highlight the ways in 

which museums present the past through their collections and how they interpret them 

(Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:19). Hooper-Greenhill is thereby suggesting ways in which 

decolonisation could take place in museums. 

Gender is another area of cultural history that has been influenced by post-structuralism. As 

a result the idea that the male perspective was dominant, one of the “metanarratives” of the 

modernist period, has been revealed as untenable and it is now regarded as indefensible 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1999c:71). 

This discussion has shown that, in the words of Green, cultural history is a very broad subject 

that has a bearing on different contexts and includes many topics and theories (Green 

2008:viii). Collecting, material or tangible culture and intangible culture, the history of the 

domestic interior, social history and post-colonialism are all important topics that must be 

addressed by the curators of historic house museums as they determine the messages that 

these museums communicate to their publics. 

 

1.2.4. Museum and Historic House Museum 

1.2.4.1. Museum 

The word “museum” is derived from the Greek word mouseion, which was a temple of the 

Muses, the patrons of the arts and goddesses of learning and inspiration in Greek mythology. 

During the 2nd century AD museums in ancient Rome became related to storing and displaying 

collections obtained by military campaigns. The Roman Catholic Church became a patron of 

the arts in the Middle Ages in Western Europe, and by the end of the 15th century had built up 

an important art collection. During the Renaissance, museum-like buildings housing art, 

historical artefacts and natural specimens and private collections had become established in 

Italy by the 16th century. In the 18th century these collections and the furniture and rooms in 
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which they were accommodated became known as “cabinets of curiosities”. Royalty, the 

nobility and wealthy merchants built up collections in England and modern Europe which were 

accessible to scholars but not the general public. It was during the 18th century that the 

concept of the museum being open to the general public developed with the opening of the 

British Museum in London and the Louvre in Paris (Kotler et al., 2008:9-10). 

Museums can be summed up as being based on collections which are collected and 

conserved and then exhibited to and interpreted for visitors. Museums provide experiences 

for their visitors which can be “authentic, aesthetic, inspirational and learning”, as well as being 

spaces where visitors can view objects and enjoy leisure time. The collections are preserved 

for the benefit of future generations (Kotler et al., 2008:3). The term “heritage centre” is used 

to describe a place "interpreting the natural and/or cultural heritage of a place or area”. Many 

heritage centres are based on collections and are therefore in essence museums (Ambrose 

& Paine, 2012:11). 

Museums vary in size and activity from large international museums to small historic house 

museums, but they all have collections according to which they can be classified: general, 

archaeology, art, history, ethnography, natural history, science, geology, industrial, military 

and intangible heritage (Ambrose & Paine 2012:9-10). One of the main functions of a museum 

is the display of material or tangible culture. Museums are characterised as places to go to 

see “real objects” (Hooper-Greenhill 2000b:14). However, as Burden points out, although 

intangible culture is important, it is often ignored in the literature as attention is usually focused 

on material culture (2007:82). This can be seen in the definitions of a museum by two 

professional bodies. In 1998 the United Kingdom Museums Association produced a definition 

which stated that:  

Museums enable people to explore collections for inspiration, learning and enjoyment. 

They are institutions that collect, safeguard and make accessible artefacts and 

specimens, which they hold in trust for society (Ambrose & Paine 2012:11). 

Likewise the International Council of Museums’ definition of 2001 stated that: 

A museum is a non-profit making, permanent institution in the service of society and 

of its development, and open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, 

communicates and exhibits, for purposes of study, education and enjoyment, material 

evidence of people and their environment (Murphy 2004). 

What is notable is that neither definition makes any mention of intangible heritage.  

The International Council of Museums (ICOM) was formed in 1945 and by the 1970s had 

about 700 members. By 2004 this number had increased to some 19,000 members and 
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membership is continuing to expand. An important factor is that the organisation operates in 

a transformed world environment (Murphy 2004).  

In 2008 Galla observed that over the previous two decades heritage and conservation policy 

had changed from a predominantly “first world” and colonial perspective to one that is post-

colonial and inclusive. This had in turn generated a discussion about change in museums 

(Galla 2008:10). As a result, more attention has been given to the increasingly important 

concept of intangible heritage along with the existing approach to tangible heritage (Galla 

2008:10). Whereas the tangible part of heritage has been dominant, its intangible heritage is 

a vitally important part of every civilisation – a point that was debated at the ICOM general 

conference in Seoul in 2004 (Pinna 2003). This conference produced a revised definition of a 

museum that replaced the words “material evidence” with “tangible and intangible heritage”. 

The ICOM definition of 2007 states that: 

A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its 

development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, 

communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its 

environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment (internet: ICOM 

Museum Definition nd).  

ICOM is currently (2019) in the process of reformulating the definition of a museum once 

again. A draft definition was submitted to ICOM’s Extraordinary General Assembly in Kyoto, 

Japan, in September 2019, but it has not yet been approved (internet: ICOM Museum 

Definition nd). 

By the late 1980s South African museums had accepted that museums needed to change and 

become more inclusive of all South Africans and their diverse cultures. In 1996 the South 

African Museums Association produced a definition of a museum:  

Museums are dynamic and accountable public institutions which both shape and 

manifest the consciousness, identities, and understanding of communities and 

individuals in relation to their natural, historical and cultural environments, through 

collection, documentation, conservation, research and education programmes that are 

responsive to the needs of society (SAMA 2001, quoted in Vollgraaff 2015:46). 

This definition refers not only to the concepts of social inclusion and transformation of the time, 

but also to the relationship of people to their “natural, historical and cultural environments”. 

Intangible heritage was thereby included in the South African Museums Association definition 

before the international ICOM definition of 2007 was approved. 
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In 2003 the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 

defined intangible heritage as: “the practices representations, expressions, knowledge, skills 

– as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that 

communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural 

heritage”. Intangible heritage includes “oral traditions, language, performing arts, social 

practices, rituals and festive events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the 

universe and traditional craftsmanship” (Alivizatou 2006:49-50). The UNESCO definition is 

confusing as, by using the words “as well as”, it gives the impression that objects and artefacts 

which are tangible heritage are also intangible heritage rather than being associated with it. 

However, it is notable that the definition shows that the terms are inter-related (Alivizatou 

2006:50) highlighting the point that, without providing the context, i.e. the aspects of intangible 

culture that form the environment in which objects exist, it is almost impossible to interpret and 

exhibit objects in a meaningful way (Burden 2007:83).  

According to historian and museologist Luvuyo Dondolo, intangible heritage can be defined in 

two ways. The first definition connects intangible heritage to tangible heritage to which it adds 

meaning and values, “social, spiritual and non-spiritual, culture, religious, political and 

historical”, which give the material heritage its intangible significance for its communities. The 

second definition is based on intangible components such as “cultures, traditions, rituals, 

indigenous knowledge systems, customs, oral history, oral traditions, language, values, 

beliefs, songs, music, dance, performing arts” (2005:110). Intangible heritage is concerned 

with how objects were made and used as well as their cultural importance. Alivizatou states 

that intangible culture creates the opportunity for objects in a museum display, to be provided 

with a wider context and interpretation. She uses a mask from Central Africa as an example 

that could be displayed not only as an art object, but also convey an explanation about its use 

and the symbolism associated with it (2006:50-51).  

This emphasis on intangible heritage has important implications for the museum sector in 

South Africa, as museums are being reconceptualised as post-colonial cultural centres where 

“the tangible can only be understood and interpreted through the intangible” (Galla 2008:14). 

Museums are to be changed to make them more representative, inclusive and relevant for all 

South Africans and this would include a broadening of what is understood by heritage by 

including intangible cultural heritage (Corsane 2004:6-7). In 1995 museums were evaluated 

by the Arts and Culture Task Group, which advised the rejection of the focus on the tangible 

heritage of European origin which favoured the interests of people who were city-based, 

middle class and male (Galla 2008:14). This involved a move from an object-centred approach 

to a people-centred approach. Museums should therefore “collect, preserve and access 

memories, stories, ideas, concepts, music, and oral testimonies” and not merely be concerned 
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with the collecting and displaying of objects (Mpumlwana et al., 2002:258). In the case of 

historic house museums, intangible culture also refers to the association of humans with the 

house both past and present (Young 2017:14). 

For the purposes of this study the ICOM definition of 2007 of a museum will be used as it 

includes the concept of intangible culture. However Jette Sandahl, chair of the ICOM 

committee Museum Definition, Prospects and Potentials (MDPP), feels that this definition 

does not relate to the 21st century. It needs to be “historicised, contextualised, de-naturalised 

and de-colonialised” (Sandahl 2017).  

Art museums and historic house museums will now be briefly defined as they are both relevant 

components of the case study, the ISM. 

 

1.2.4.2. Art Museum 

Art museums developed from the Renaissance ”cabinet of curiosities”, which consisted of 

wide-ranging collections of items, each collected for its own value. Such museums usually 

have grand entrances. An object in the collection of an art museums is described as a 

“museum piece” or regarded as being of “museum quality”. Art museum collections generally 

consist of fine art, such as paintings and sculptures. Like other museums, art museums are 

staffed by curators and regarded as places for scholarship and exhibitions (Hein 2000:19). 

 

1.2.4.3. Historic House Museum 

Historic house museums have been described as “a genre of museum, akin to art museums, 

national museums, natural history museums, and so on” (Young 2017:vii).  They may be 

houses of all kinds and sizes such as palaces, the houses of famous people, artist’s studios 

and cottages (Pinna 2001:4). Linda Young defines the house museum as “a dwelling, 

museumized and largely presented in its domestic function” (2017:14). They are a special and 

varied category of museum, as they contain the collections and furnishings of the people who 

used to live in them and thereby conserve and exhibit “real atmospheres” (Pinna 2001:4). 

House museums consist of the property, the building/s, the furnishings including household 

equipment and fittings, and also contain an intangible heritage in the form of a connection with 

the people who lived there (Young 2017:14).  

The concept of a historic house museum will be discussed further in Chapter 2.  
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1.2.5. Communication 

Hall points out that “Culture is communication and communication is culture” (1977, quoted in 

Samovar et al., 2010:22). According to Samovar, it is difficult to conclude “which is the voice 

and which is the echo”, culture or communication. The two concepts are a “duality” because 

we learn our culture by means of communication, and the communication we use is a result 

and aspect of our culture (2010:22). Communication can therefore be defined as “the 

collaborative construction and negotiation of meaning between the self and others as it occurs 

within cultural contexts” (Warren & Fassett 2015:7).  

This definition raises three points:  

1. Communication is a joint effort because people work together to create understandings, 

beliefs and social systems;  

2. This collaboration is a negotiation because communication involves the speaker as well 

as those who receive the message which could consist of language, gestures and sounds. 

If the receiver does not have the same values or background as the speaker he may not 

agree with the message or may even find it insulting;   

3. Communication is defined by its cultural context as it occurs within a system of cultures 

which can be political, religious, economic, sexual, disabled, gendered or ethnic. 

Communication, such as language, might be acceptable in one cultural context but might 

be regarded as inappropriate in another (Warren & Fassett 2015:7). 

The cultural setting is thus the most important part of the context in which communication 

occurs, as it includes rules and learned behaviour that people use when they communicate 

with each other. The setting therefore affects the words you communicate and the meaning 

that you give to the symbols in the messages communicated to you (Samovar et al., 2010:18). 

In the case of this study, the setting is historic house museums. 

During the 20th century museums became dependent on public funding and attitudes to 

museums changed as they were expected to provide a public service. Museums had to justify 

their existence and this led to the development of museum education and museums having to 

become accountable to their publics. Museum education, which involves using the collections 

to tell stories and communicate, in other words interpretation, was added to the existing 

functions of the museum, which entail the management and care of collections (Edson & Dean 

1994:145-146). Museums are unique institutions because, by means of exhibitions, they offer 

the public the opportunity to see the genuine object or the “real thing” (Edson & Dean 

1994:147). However, in 2005 the emphasis was still mainly on material culture and not on 

other resources such as intangible heritage and oral histories (Mason 2005:201), and this is 

probably still the situation in many museums today.  
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The challenge for museums in the 21st century is to acknowledge that museums are for people 

and that it is by identifying and meeting the needs of their visitors that they will be successful 

in the future (Ambrose & Paine 2012:27). Museums therefore need to be effective 

communicators and, in order to achieve this, they must know who their audiences are (Hooper-

Greenhill 1995:3). One of the main functions of a museum therefore is communication, which 

involves all the key functions of a museum, namely “the collection, conservation and 

management of artefacts and specimens, and the management of the whole institution” 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1999b:42). 

Museum communication can be looked at in terms of marketing, in which case it involves the 

museum informing target audiences about what it offers in order to draw their interest; 

informing these audiences of the benefits of the offering; presenting offerings that get a 

positive reaction from the audiences; and providing incentives to lead to the positive action 

being repeated by potential visitors (Kotler et al., 2008:347). Communication entails a sender 

and the receiver of the message, but it is not easy for a museum to communicate with its 

audiences as effective communication can be interfered with during the communication 

process. This process consists of encoding, transmitting, decoding and evaluating. In 

encoding, the language of the message may not be clear, thereby distorting its meaning; the 

channel used to transmit the communication could change the meaning; in decoding the 

message, the receiver might not understand the message; and during evaluation or feedback 

the sender of the message might misunderstand the feedback (Kotler et al., 2008:348). 

Museums use two ways of communication: “interpersonal face-to-face communication”, and 

various forms of mass communication. An example of interpersonal communication is that of 

a museum teacher working with a group, or a curator dealing with an enquiry from a member 

of the public. Mass communication involves dealing with a large number of people in an 

impersonal way – museums do this through exhibitions and publications. The message is 

available to the public and the communication is a one-way process involving a large group of 

receivers and a single message (Hooper-Greenhill 1995:6). Museum communication can 

therefore consist of merely the transfer of information from the curator to the visitor, who is 

therefore a passive recipient, and there is no feedback or evaluation (Hooper-Greenhill 

1999a:18).  However, this simple transmission model is no longer appropriate, as museum 

visitors must be seen as being “users and consumers” who are actively involved in the 

processes of communication and interpretation, and thereby the making of meaning (Mason 

2005:200). As Hooper-Greenhill points out, museums only began to look at their relationship 

with their visitors at the end of the 20th century (1995:11). The challenge of interpretation 

(defined by Interpretation Canada as “a communication process designed to reveal meanings 

and relationships of our cultural and natural heritage”) is that rather than being passive 
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recipients of information, visitors should be encouraged to make discoveries for themselves 

(Black 2005:182,180).  

Museum communication consists of the “entire public interface”. This refers to each stage the 

museum makes contact with its audiences, and not just communication through exhibitions 

(Belcher 1992:649). Hooper-Greenhill describes this as a holistic approach to museum 

communication, as it concerns everything that affects the experience of the museum visitor as 

well as the image of the museum (1999b:41). Museums therefore communicate with their 

visitors through every aspect such as the building and its architecture, the layout, the way the 

collections and exhibitions are arranged and the content of the labels, and the museum staff 

(Mason 2005:200). One of the most important ways the museum communicates with its 

visitors is through interpretation. 

Museum communication is therefore complex and multifaceted and, for the purposes of this 

study, it includes the many ways museums make contact with their visitors. The concept of 

museum communication will be discussed further in Chapter 3. 

 

1.2.5.1. Interpretation  

Interpretation is an important form of museum communication and the concept can be 

understood in two ways: the first way concerns how each visitor responds to the presentations 

of the museum (Black 2005:179), which will be discussed later in this chapter and in Chapter 

3 in relation to the cultural model of communication; and the second way concerns the product 

or what museums offer their visitors (Black 2005:179), which will be discussed in Chapter 4 in 

terms of the ways that historic house museums are presented.  

As the educational role of the museum has become more important, interpretation has been 

highlighted as it involves mediating between the visitor and the museum collection (Edson & 

Dean 1994:171) in order to clearly communicate the message of the curator or expert to the 

visitor in language that can be understood (Roberts 2004:217). Interpretation can be defined 

as “a powerful way of explaining a collection; using displays and associated information to 

convey messages about objects and the meanings which museums attach to them, and 

communicating effectively with target audiences” (Martin 1997:1). It therefore consists of two 

key parts: the curator who produces an interpretation for the visitor through exhibitions, and 

the visitor who actively interprets the exhibitions and the museum experience (Hooper-

Greenhill 2000b:124).  
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Freeman Tilden defined interpretation in his book Interpreting Our Heritage, published in 1957, 

as “An educational activity which aims to reveal meanings and relationships through the use 

of original objects, by firsthand experience, and by illustrative media, rather than simply to 

communicate factual information” (quoted in Belcher 1991:155). He also introduced guidelines 

or principles which have remained the “foundation” of interpretation (Black 2005:180). These 

are: relate the exhibition to the life of the visitor, provoke the attention and interest of the visitor, 

reveal information about the exhibition, present the whole in the form of a main theme, and 

produce message unity. The aim is to encourage active participation by the visitor through 

interpretation in order to bring the exhibition topic to life, as opposed to exhibitions which 

merely present information (Veverka nd-b). Interpretation in a museum therefore involves far 

more than simply providing information for the visitor. Museologist Professor Graham Black 

cautions that in many museums interpretation is not visitor-based but information-based. The 

problem here is that visitors know that they can find the same information, if not more so, from 

other sources such as the internet and books as that made available in museum exhibitions 

(2005:177). It must be pointed out that Black is not altogether correct, as it is not always the 

case that the same information can be found on the internet and in books as that provided by 

exhibitions. Nevertheless it is critical that museum curators understand that visitors come to a 

historic house museum for an experience and this concerns the active engagement of the 

visitor with the house and the collections it contains through interpretation. 

Interpretation has changed from a process which regards visitors as passive to one which 

places the museum visitor at its centre. Through interpretation, museums aim to successfully 

communicate with their visitors messages about the objects on display and their meanings by 

using suitable media (Martin 1997:1). However a problem with interpretation has been that 

rather than concentrating on engaging an active audience, museums have concentrated on 

media to support the interpretation process and this has again resulted in a “one-way” 

communication from the museum to the visitor instead of treating the visitor as an “equal 

partner” in a two-way activity (Black 2005:183).  

According to Black, interpretation should be focused on the visitor and not on the product, and 

should therefore involve the development of exhibitions and their activities. The museum 

environment should be based on “an equal partnership between a museum and its visitors”, 

and the concept that the museum visit is “a journey and a three-way conversation between 

museum, audience and collections” (Black 2005:185). He also describes interpretation as a 

way of enabling museum visitors to connect with the “real thing” and to help them “to develop 

the skills to explore for themselves and so enhance their own understanding”. Black is 

emphasising that interpretation is not merely something that is done by the museum curator 

for the visitor, but that the visitor also has an active role to play in the interpretation process, 
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and Black sees interpretation as a way to trigger this active role. The point is that the visitor 

plays an important part in producing meaning from an exhibition or object by means of his/her 

own interpretation, during which process the visitor re-establishes the object in the context of 

his/her personal experience and memory (Silverstone 1994:165). Interpretation should 

produce a better visitor experience and a clearer understanding of the museum’s role in 

society as well as of the collections themselves (Black 2005:185).  

Before the focus of museums moved to education and the needs of visitors in the second half 

of the 20th century, a form of interpretation, such as lectures and labels, was already in place 

in museums by World War 1. This interpretation was based on information such as facts and 

dates (Roberts 2004:212) and the concept is therefore not entirely new. In contrast interpretive 

planning is a more recent concept which involves the way the museum aims to communicate 

with the visitor through media such as exhibitions and activities. Marcella Wells, an interpreter, 

argues that museums will only fulfil their educational role effectively if they undertake 

interpretive planning to develop the visitor experience; this will entail a process and a written 

plan (Wells 2013:26,38). 

Interpretation makes historic sites relevant and brings them to life. It has been defined by 

Veverka as “the most powerful communication process any historic or heritage site has 

available to communicate its message(s) to visitors!” (Veverka 2000:2). It is therefore an 

important part of the museum experience in historic house museums, a matter which will be 

discussed in Chapter 4. 

 

1.3. Methodology 

Methodology is concerned with the ways in which research is planned and carried out in a 

scientific manner. It can be seen as “the logic underlying the implementation of scientific 

methods in the study of reality” (Mouton & Marais 1996:15). Methodology therefore includes 

the content, the approach, the purpose of the study and the research methods used (Burden 

2000:29).  

 

1.3.1. Theoretical approach 

In order to investigate the potential of communication in addressing the problems faced by the 

ISM, the museum first needs to be evaluated in terms of its status as a house museum. 

Methods of communication at the museum need to be identified and assessed, and the 

museum audiences identified. This study will take a historic house museum and theory of 
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communication approach within a cultural historical context. The research will rely on the 

theoretical framework for historic house museums to assess the ISM, and on models based 

on communication theory to analyse and evaluate current methods of communication and 

investigate the potential of introducing an effective communication policy which includes 

interpretation. 

 

1.3.1.1. Historic house museum theory  

Historic house museums can be divided into three broad categories. The first is the 

documentary site which presents an important historical event or a famous person, and is the 

biggest group in the USA; the second is the representative site which focuses on a period of 

history and the people who lived at that time; and the third group is the aesthetic historic house 

which has been preserved because of its style, it forms a setting for beautiful objects, and it is 

not concerned with past events (Butcher-Younghans 1993:184-186). More recently, Young 

produced six motivations for establishing house museums, which closely resemble the 

categories of these museums as defined by Demhist, the international committee of ICOM, 

which is concerned with house museum management and conservation: 

 Personality or hero: place where an important person lived, such as a politician, military 

hero, artist, writer; 

 Collection: a collection conserved in its original environment; 

 Design: the house is a work of art; 

 Historic event: an event of historical importance happened in the house; 

 Sentiment: formed by a local community looking for a location to reflect its identity; 

 Country house museum: house and contents and grounds put together over several 

generations (Young 2007a:63). 

These categories will provide a useful framework against which to first evaluate the ISM as a 

historic house museum and to form the context within which to investigate the appropriate 

form of communication. 

 

1.3.1.2. Communication theory 

This study investigated the challenges faced by historic house museums at the start of the 21st 

century within an international and South African context and the role that effective 

communication could play in addressing these challenges. It focused on the ISM as a case 

study of a historic house museum in South Africa. The concept of communication, which is 
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one of the main functions of a museum, was used to assess how this museum presents itself 

to its publics and whether it faces the same challenges as those encountered by historic house 

museums internationally, such as issues of relevance and low visitor numbers. 

Two main theories of communication are discussed as relevant to this study.  

First, communication as “the transmission of messages”: messages are encoded and decoded 

by the sender and receiver, using the channels and media of communication to transmit the 

message; failure in communication is regarded as a problem with the process (Fiske 1990:2). 

In the transmission model, communication is seen as a one-way process whereby information 

is sent from one person through a medium to another person or receiver. Communication is 

merely the transfer of information, in the case of the museum from the curator to the visitor, 

the receiver is regarded as passive, and there is no feedback or evaluation. This approach is 

illustrated in the simple model of communication (Figure 1.1) which depicts a communicator 

sending a message to a receiver: 

 

 

Figure 1.1. Simple model of communication (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:31) 

 

Second, communication as “the production and exchange of meanings”: meaning is created 

by the interaction of texts and messages with people; misunderstandings are regarded as a 

result of cultural differences between sender and receiver, and not communication failure as 

such (Fiske 1990:2). This approach is illustrated in the cultural model of communication 

(Figure 1.2) in which communication is presented as part of culture, and culture is regarded 

as being a way of life that is not possible without communication. The individual is placed at 

the centre of the model. Individuals actively negotiate meaning by using their prior experience 

and interpretive strategies within the framework of the interpretive communities to which they 

belong. Communication is therefore an active process. 
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Figure 1.2. Cultural model of communication (Hooper-Greenhill 1999a:17) 

The transmission model of communication implies the concept of the passive museum 

audience, while the cultural model of communication includes the concept of the active 

museum audience. Both models were applied to the ISM to investigate and analyse the 

methods used by this museum to communicate with its visitors and to identify who the visitors 

are. 

Perhaps the best known way that museums communicate with visitors is through exhibitions, 

which are the media through which information about the collections is communicated. 

However, there are many other ways in which museums communicate with their visitors both 

at and away from the museum. Hooper-Greenhill describes this as the holistic approach to 

museum communication and has produced a model to illustrate how this approach works.  

The model (Figure 1.3) consists of a circle divided into segments, each segment labelled with 

a form of communication that the visitor will experience when at the museum: artefacts; 

people; orientation; displays; events; buildings; shop/café/toilets; and publications. Each form 

of communication and the sum total of these forms of communication affect the way the visitor 

experiences the museum and contributes to ways the visitor perceives the museum, which 

produces the museum ‘image’. This image will determine whether the visitor will want to visit 
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the museum again.  The model indicates that all communication forms part of the museum 

experience and that communication takes place at or away from the museum (Hooper-

Greenhill 1999b:40-41). Although this model is concerned with the visitor experience, it is 

notable that the visitor has not been specified in the model. Though the term “people” may 

include the visitor it is not clear enough. This model was applied to the ISM to identify the 

different ways in which this museum communicates with its visitors and how visitors 

experience this museum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3. Model: holistic approach to museum communication: 
experience and image (Hooper-Greenhill 1999b:40) 

 

Visitors look for a variety of different museum experiences. These include transformative 

experiences which give visitors a break from their everyday lives, learning experiences and 

the opportunity to be sociable. Some visitors wish to participate in an educational activity, for 

example, signing up for art classes at the museum. Parents are interested in giving their 

children an experience which is also an opportunity for learning. Visitors not only wish to look 

at exhibitions but also to relax, shop and have coffee (Kotler et al., 2008:5). 
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Figure 1.4. Model: dimensions of the museum going experience 
(Kotler & Kotler 2007:322) 

 

Kotler and Kotler’s model (Figure 1.4.) is useful as it outlines three dimensions of the museum 

experience. The vertical axis shows the level and depth of this experience from a passive 

viewing of the collection to active involvement and immersion. The horizontal axis shows a 

variety of visitor experiences, namely visual and sensory, recreational and sociable, as well 

as learning experiences and celebration and enchantment. Around the circle are the services 

offered by the museum such as hospitality, good design, augmented services, seating and 

other comforts, information, directions, shopping and dining. In this model objects and 

exhibitions are the focal points of the museum-going experience (2007:322). The horizontal 

axis shows potential museum experiences, while the ways that visitors engage with the 

museum are shown on the vertical axis. Museum exhibitions offer the visitor opportunities to 

become involved from viewing a display of objects to engaging in an interactive experience 

(Kotler & Kotler 2007:5). Kotler and Kotler’s model was applied to the ISM to identify how this 

museum communicates with its visitors and the resulting nature of the museum experience. 
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1.3.1.3. Cultural history theory  

In order to evaluate the ISM within its cultural historical context, the Burden model (Figure 

1.5.) was used. Cultural history can be approached in different ways, but this model enables 

a holistic approach (Burden 2000:29).  

Cultural history is the study of the cultural product, the process of creation which led to the 

production of the product, the stimulus which initiated the process, and the context consisting 

of the connections between cultural products within a specific period. At the centre of cultural 

history is the human being who is the creator of the cultural product (Burden 2000:19). It is 

possible to undertake a thorough study of a cultural product and place it within the context of 

its cultural history within which the connections between the different parts, illustrated by the 

model, become clearly understood (Burden 2000:17). This model offers a scientific method to 

show the main areas of human life which are studied in cultural history as well as how they 

are approached, and how the different dimensions are brought together (Burden 2000:30). 

 

 

Figure 1.5. The Burden model (Burden 2000: 21) 
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The model is a three-dimensional representation of the levels or dimensions in which cultural 

history functions. Three axes cross each other in the middle, creating a sphere. This circle is 

enclosed within two further circles representing the supernatural environment and the natural 

environment. Using the model culture can be analysed within 3 dimensions: 

 intangible and tangible culture (the AB axis);  

 patrician and folk culture (the CD axis);  

 traditional and contemporary culture (in the EF axis)  

(Burden 2000:13). 

These are the dimensions in which the ISM, consisting of the building and the collections it 

houses, will be analysed. 

Amareswar Galla, Honorary Professor at the Global Change Institute, University of 

Queensland, Brisbane, Australia, has also produced a model (Figure 1.6.) which includes 

tangible and intangible culture. He sets out a holistic and integrated context that focuses on 

both natural and cultural resources, and “brings together people and their environment”. Galla 

explains that this approach was derived from the 1994 Nara Convention on Authenticity of the 

World Heritage Bureau and is represented in his model (2002:72). The convention highlighted 

the importance of intangible heritage, in contrast to the 1972 World Heritage Convention, 

which was based on a European and Western concern with protecting tangible and natural 

heritage (Galla 2008:16). 

: 

Figure 1.6. The Galla Model: holistic representation of cultural and heritage resources 
 (Galla 2002:73) 
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Galla encloses the total natural and cultural environment within a circle and places people at 

the centre between tangible and intangible culture. Tangible culture is listed in the top half and 

is divided into two sections: immovable or outdoor on the left consisting of sites, places, 

landscapes/waterfalls, structures, sculptures; and movable or indoor, consisting of objects, 

artworks, documents, printed collections, audiovisuals (2002:73).  

These categories are confusing. For example, although Galla refers to tangible and intangible 

culture in his model he does not give a clear description of these terms and also does not 

indicate that tangible culture can have intangible aspects. Also, sites and places could be the 

same thing, and not all sculptures are immovable and placed outdoors, as sculptures can be 

moved and placed indoors. Similarly not all buildings can be regarded as immovable as today 

it is possible to relocate a building to a new site as occurs in open-air museums all over the 

world. The buildings are not demolished, but moved and reconstituted in a new place. 

Examples are the Latvian Ethnographic Open-Air Museum, outside Riga, founded in 1924; it 

has collected 118 buildings since then depicting the peasant way of life from the 17th to the 

end of the 20th century (internet: Brivdabasmuzejs nd); St Fagan’s National Museum of History 

in Wales, established in 1948, consists of over 40 historic buildings including houses, a chapel, 

a school, and a farm (internet: museum wales: St Fagans nd); and Bokrijk, in Belgium, which 

opened to the public in 1958 and consists of 148 buildings arranged in three sections 

according to the region from which they originated (internet: isolated traveller: bokrijk). Open-

Air museums will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.   

Although Galla’s model is interesting it is not clear and is confusing, and it is also designed for 

eco-museums. Burden’s model, in contrast, is compiled specifically as a theoretical grounding 

for the study of cultural history which is presented graphically in a three-dimensional way 

(2000:15). It offers a scientific method to investigate the main areas of cultural history, how 

they can be approached and how the different dimensions relate to each other (Burden 

2000:30). The Burden model will therefore be used for this study. 

 

1.3.2. Method 

Qualitative research is a process of inquiry in which a human or social problem is explored. 

“The researcher builds up a complex, holistic picture, analyses words, reports detailed views 

of informants, and conducts the study in a natural setting” (Creswell 2007:249). This study has 

used qualitative research to explore issues concerning historic house museums such as the 

challenges they face, and to examine how effective communication could help to address 

these challenges in the context of the ISM. A quantitative research approach such as the 

analysis of visitor statistics would not achieve these objectives.  
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Case study research is a type of design in qualitative research in which a case is used as a 

means of understanding an issue (Creswell 2007:73). Case studies can be used “in many 

situations, to contribute to our knowledge of individual, group, organizational, social, political 

and related phenomena” (Yin 2009:4). An architectural case study, such as this one, may be 

defined as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a phenomenon or setting”, including “historic 

phenomena” and “contemporary settings” as issues for study (Groat & Wang 2013:418). In 

this study the ISM will be used as a case study to investigate the role of communication in 

historic house museums. Groat and Wang have identified five characteristics of case studies: 

a single case or multiple cases studied in context; the explanation of causal links; the 

development of theory in the design of the research; the use of multiple sources of data; and 

the ability of a case study to generalise research findings to theory, meaning that the findings 

on the case study can serve as an example to be applied to a larger population (2013:418-

419; 429). 

A case or “bounded system” is explored through multiple sources of data collection such as 

documents, interviews and observation (Creswell 2007:73). The core of case study research 

is that the case and the context within which it is situated are “inseparable” (Groat & Wang 

2013:421). The case study method is therefore appropriate for this study as it has provided a 

specific context or place, namely the ISM, in which to explore the research question.  

The aim of this study is to investigate the nature of the communication at the ISM from different 

perspectives, such as what the museum communicates, what was observed on site and how 

visitors perceived the museum. If different sources of information are used to support the facts 

of a case study, a method known as triangulation, the conclusion will be more credible than 

being based on one source (Yin 2009:116). Yin therefore points out that being able to use 

different sources of information is one of the main strengths of case study data collection (Yin 

2009:114).  

 

1.4. A Review of the literature and other sources 

This review of the available sources was undertaken not only to provide background 

information but to integrate the information into the analysis of the case study of the ISM in 

Chapters 5 and 6.  

Books, journal articles and museum and exhibition catalogues were consulted. Because of 

the lack of information available on individual house museums, especially in South Africa, an 

extensive internet search was undertaken to find information. Primary sources, oral sources, 

fieldwork and a visitor survey were also used 
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1.4.1 Literature 

1.4.1.1. Concepts and theories 

The literature confirmed that the concepts of “culture” and “cultural history” are broad and 

difficult to define. A wide variety of sources were consulted in order to form an understanding 

of both concepts and which fields of study they contain that are applicable to forming a context 

for the case study of the ISM. These included books by Burke (1997, 2008), Green (2008), 

Arcangeli (2012) and Hunt (1989), and journal articles by Burke (2012); Eley (1995), Czaplicka 

et al. (1995), Garuba and Radithalo (2008), Rothman (2014), Bocock (1992) and Markov et 

al. (2008).  

 

The books by Burke, Green and Arcangeli gave an international perspective on the subject. 

Of particular value for this study was Peter Burke’s explanation of the “new cultural history” in 

his book What is Cultural History? (2008). This concept influenced the museum world as it 

introduced new fields of study and concepts such as “the culture of collecting”, material culture, 

the domestic interior, memory, social history as well as post-modernism which includes post-

colonialism and gender studies. All these fields have important implications for the 

interpretation of historic house museums. However, Burke’s assertion that the new cultural 

history was introduced in the late 1980s should be questioned, as South African cultural 

historians had already been working on concepts such as material culture and memory in the 

1970s.  

 

Anna Green’s book Cultural History (2008) also offers an international overview and is a useful 

introduction to the main theories and concepts involved in the subject. Green concurs with 

Burke that cultural history is difficult to define, but her philosophical and detailed approach to 

topics such as psychoanalysis was beyond the scope of this study of house museums.   

 

Hooper-Greenhill’s discussion of culture in a chapter entitled “Culture and Meaning in the 

Museum” in her book Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture (2000b) introduces a 

further dimension that culture also concerns the making of meaning or interpretation, which is 

affected by the knowledge, experience and cultural background of the individual (2000b:13). 

These are essential concepts in understanding communication and interpretation in museums 

and historic house museums. According to Hooper-Greenhill (2000b), because culture has 

different meanings, each meaning arises in a different context. To understand culture it is 

necessary to identify the context in which it is situated, for example, museum studies and 

communication studies. The context for this study is historic house museums and 

communication and the relationship between the two concepts. 
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Articles by Burden (2000), Dreyer (1987), Nel (1984) and Pretorius (1990) looked at culture 

and cultural history from a South African perspective. The article by Burden, “Die metodologie 

van Kultuurgeskiedenis” (South African Journal of Cultural History, November 2000), 

introduces a holistic approach to the study of cultural history. The Burden model (2000:13) 

provided a method to study communication and the ISM, and was used as a theoretical basis 

for this study. This was the only model representing cultural history that could be found. 

Although the article was published in South Africa, it applies to the study of cultural history 

internationally and a translation deserves to be published in an international publication in the 

future. The only other model found that could be applied to cultural history is that by 

Amareswar Galla entitled “Holistic Representation of Cultural and Heritage Resources”. The 

model appears in his article, “Culture and Heritage in Development”, published in 2002 in the 

journal Humanities Research and represents tangible and intangible culture, but it is confusing 

and not clear, as was discussed earlier in paragraph 1.3.1.  

 

1.4.1.2. Museums 

In order to understand why communication has developed into such an important function in 

the museum of the 21st century, the changes that took place in museums during the latter part 

of the 20th century were investigated, and a wide variety of sources were consulted. Timothy 

Ambrose and Crispin Paine’s book, Museum Basics (2012), provides a good introduction to 

the role and challenges of the museum of today, but it is merely a starting point from which to 

undertake further exploration.  The 1980s not only produced the new cultural history but also 

a new concept of museum studies, which was introduced by Peter Vergo in his anthology The 

New Museology published in 1989. This new museology initiated a change in focus of 

museums from collections to people, with a focus on the museum visitor. The social role of 

the museum was emphasised and concepts such as the democratisation and decolonisation 

of the museum, also relevant to South African museums, were introduced. Articles by Kreps 

(2003), Stam (2005), Marstine (2008), Desvaillées and Mairesse (2010), and McCall and Gray 

(2014) further explored the move from the collection-based old museology to the people-

orientated new museology.  

 

At the same time museums have had to deal with social and economic changes in society 

which challenged their sustainability, resulting in the need to demonstrate how they are 

relevant to society in order to obtain public funding. Articles by Hudson (1998), Sandell (1998), 

Edwards (2007) and Fleming (2010) explained the changes in society, as did Graham Black’s 

book, Transforming Museums in the 21st century (2012). Black argues that to remain relevant 
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to society, museums need to change and adapt. He provides a clear vision for the future which 

is backed up with practical examples, in contrast to many sources which are theory-based and 

do not illustrate their concepts with practical examples. The study of the changing role of the 

museum and the challenges museums face in the 21st century formed an essential 

background against which to evaluate and understand the problems faced by historic house 

museums in the 21st century. 

 

The move away from a purely object-centred approach and a Western perspective has led to 

more attention being given in the literature to the concept of intangible heritage and its 

inclusion in museum definitions. Articles by South African authors – Dreyer (1987), 

Mpumlwana et al. (2002), Dondolo (2005), Bredekamp (2006), Burden (2007) – and the 

museologist from India, Dr Amareswar Galla (2008), emphasise the importance of including 

intangible culture in order to make museums more relevant to all South Africans. Burden 

makes the point that it is not possible to display objects in a meaningful way without providing 

the intangible culture that forms the context in which objects exist (2007:83). Intangible culture 

also forms an essential part of the interpretation of historic house museums as it refers to the 

association with the people that used to live in the house, according to Young (2017:14). 

However, Young does not mention that intangible culture also applies to the cultural meaning 

of objects which includes how they were made and used. The cultural meaning, highlighted 

by authors such as Alivizatou (2006) and Woods (1990), is of critical importance as much of 

the interpretation of historic house museums is based entirely on the objects in the collections, 

tangible culture, and the lack of focus on intangible culture has been harshly criticised in the 

literature.  

 

1.4.1.3. Communication 

To build up an overall picture of museum communication and museums, a wide variety of 

literature was consulted. This showed that museum communication consists of many aspects 

which include marketing, education and entertainment, exhibitions and interpretation, and its 

function in the visitor experience. It is therefore not merely a technical process. What is notable 

about the literature on museum communication is that authors use terms such as 

“communication”, “interpretation” and “education”, but that the meanings of these words are 

not made clear (Hooper-Greenhill 1999a:3). Nielsen adds the terms “relevance” and “meaning 

making” and states that, although all these terms relate to communication, they will become 

meaningless if they are not clearly defined (2017:440-441). It is clear that further work needs 

to be done on these definitions, as in the case of interpretation by house museums which will 

be discussed in the next section. 
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The most prolific writer on the educational and communicational role of the museum appears 

to be Eileen Hooper-Greenhill, Professor Emeritus, University of Leicester, who has written 

and edited several books on the subject which include The Educational Role of the Museum 

(1999); and Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture (2000b), as well as articles 

including “Changing values in the art museum: rethinking communication and learning” 

(International Journal of Heritage Studies, 2000a) which, although based on art museums, 

was particularly relevant to this study, the ISM being both a house museum and an art 

museum. Hooper-Greenhill’s work highlights the importance of communication in the changing 

educational role of the museum which is reflected in the relationship between museum and 

visitor, moving from the passive visitor to the active interpreter. Although Hooper-Greenhill 

provides valuable insight into the importance of the role of communication in the 21st century 

museum, her work, like that of most authors, concerns the big museums, especially art 

museums, and not historic house museums.  

The fact that museums communicate with their visitors not only by means of exhibitions but 

also through every aspect such as staff, architecture and information has been emphasised 

by Belcher (1991), Hooper-Greenhill (1999b), Mason (2002), and Black (2005), all of which 

contribute to the visitor experience. Orientation is one of the most important forms of museum 

communication as it can affect whether the museum visit is successful or not. Although other 

authors such as Erlich (1985) and Black (2012) discuss orientation, Belcher in his book, 

Exhibitions in Museums (1991), provides a unique approach to this essential form of 

communication at the beginning of a museum visit by identifying four types of orientation: 

geographical, intellectual, conceptual and psychological orientation, which can be applied to 

all museums, including house museums.  

Both Belcher (1991) and Hooper-Greenhill (1999b) adopt a holistic approach to museum 

communication, and this is taken further by Graham Black in his book The Engaging Museum. 

Developing Museums for Visitor Involvement (2005), which places the emphasis on the visitor 

by looking at every stage of the museum visit and the consequent visitor experience. Black 

emphasises the role of interpretation, which must focus on the visitor rather than just on 

information. While the theory is based on big museums, his book provides many practical 

examples which can be applied to house museums. Black demonstrates that interpretation is 

an important feature of the museum experience, and it therefore forms a key component of 

this study.  
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1.4.1.4. Historic house museums 

Although very little appears to have been written about historic house museums in South 

Africa, there is a large amount of literature available internationally about these museums in 

the USA. According to Charlotte Smith, after the first study on house museums was published 

in 1933, it took six decades before further research was produced (Smith 2002b). Since the 

formation in 1998 of Demhist, the ICOM committee concerned with house museums, which 

organises annual conferences with themes that apply to house museology, these museums 

have been the subject of extensive analysis as can be seen in the increasing amount of 

literature produced, which can be divided into four themes: the nature of historic house 

museums; categories of historic house museums; challenges facing these museums; and new 

ways of interpretation.  

Laurence Vail Coleman, President of the American Association of Museums (1927-1958), 

produced the first study on historic house museums in 1933, entitled Historic House Museums.  

It contains a summary of house museums in the USA as well as what he refers to as a 

“manual” for people who work in these museums. It is notable that Coleman was already 

aware of the educational importance of house museums, which he sets out in a chapter on 

interpretation, stating that it is only through increasing the number of visitors, with a resulting 

increase in funding from admission fees, that a historic house will establish a sound financial 

foundation. Coleman was also aware of the importance of intangible heritage, describing it as 

the people connected with the house, and he felt that this and the tangible culture, i.e. the 

house and its contents, should be “closely interwoven” in any interpretation (1933:91-92). By 

identifying issues which are of concern to historic house museums in the 21st century, 

Coleman was decades ahead of his time and his book remains a reliable source. 

Literature on this topic, especially from the USA, produced since the late 1980s shows that 

declining visitor numbers is one of the main issues that historic house museums have to face, 

and this is related to their image and perceptions of their relevance or value in the community. 

Articles by George (2002), Moe (2002,2012), Vaughan (2008), Godfrey (2008) and Van 

Balgooy (2008) highlight these issues and propose solutions. Donna Harris’s New Solutions 

for House Museums (2007) breaks new ground by proposing that other options should be 

considered for historic houses, if the museum option is no longer viable. The problem with all 

these sources is that they are all specifically USA-based, although the issues they raise can 

be applied to elsewhere in the world, including in South Africa. Although house museums in 

the UK and Australia and Asia face similar problems to those in the USA, there is far less 

literature available specific to these countries. Also the literature specifically on house 
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museums is limited and it is therefore necessary to apply the literature on museums in general 

to house museums. 

The Australian cultural historian, Linda Young, has specialised in historic house museums and 

written many articles as well as a book on the subject. Her article “Is There a Museum in the 

House? Historic Houses as a Species of Museum” (2007) could be described as ground-

breaking as it provides a comprehensive overview of these museums, with a definition, 

classification system and a comparison of house museums in the USA, the UK and Australia, 

and concludes with comments on house museum visitors. Subsequently used as a reference 

by other writers, this article formed the basis for the discussion of house museums in this 

study. In 2017 Young published her book Historic House Museums in the United States and 

United Kingdom, which focuses on house museums as a distinctive type of museum within 

the field of museum studies. Young provides a definition and discusses the different types, 

which she has identified as heroes houses, collectors houses, artwork houses, social history 

houses and English country houses. The book concludes with a section on authenticity and 

the challenges facing these museums. Although this book is a valuable contribution to the 

literature and contains much information, Young has been over-ambitious by attempting to 

cover too wide a field, and her many earlier articles on specific aspects of historic house 

museums were found to be more useful. She herself states that if she were to repeat this 

study, she would not attempt such a comparison because, in her words, “the topic is too big 

to do it justice (2017:viii).  

The article by Gerald George, “Historic House Museum Malaise: A Conference Considers 

What’s Wrong” (2002), is the most definitive article on the challenges facing house museums. 

A report on a conference held at in 2002 written by Moe identified the problem as the fact that 

the interpretation at these museums did not provide a successful alternative to “other 

contemporary sources of educational leisure time activities” (2002:1). This is the premise on 

which this investigation on house museums and communication is based, as interpretation is 

regarded as “the most powerful communication process any historic or heritage site has 

available to communicate its message(s) to visitors” (Veverka 2000:2), and is the subject of 

numerous books: Butcher-Younghans (1993), Alderson & Low (1996), Donnelly (2002), Pustz 

(2010); and articles such as by Herbst (1990), Rees (1998), Sanchis (1998), Bryant (2002a), 

Carruthers (2003), Christensen (2011), Leftwich (2011), Mast (2011), C Smith (2002a) and 

Young (1994, 2002, 2011, 2012).   

It is notable that although the literature on historic house museums discusses interpretation 

as a solution to reversing declining visitor numbers, no author has given a comprehensive 

overview of interpretation in relation to house museums and it is not always clear what is 
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meant by this term. In the “Introduction” to Interpreting Historic House Museums (2002), 

Jessica Foy Donnelly provides an overview, highlighting key aspects such as the importance 

of finding out about the museum visitor, that interpretation should not only be based on objects 

or the lives of famous people, the importance of research, and the advantage of the historic 

house as a museum, as a home is a place that most people can relate to. In “Interpreting the 

Whole House” Dr Rex M Ellis, elaborates on Donnelly’s concerns by tackling the question of 

producing interpretations that are inclusive and meaningful for diverse audiences. This 

involves visitors being able to make connections with different issues or themes that can be 

related to the house, such as food and relationships, and the importance of good stories which 

reflect different viewpoints. Jennifer Pustz’s book, Voices from the Back Stairs (2010), 

provides an example of the use of a theme by focusing on the use of domestic service. By 

means of case studies Pustz provides practical examples of implementing interpretation, in 

contrast to the theoretical approach outlined by Donnelly and Ellis.   

William Seale’s Recreating the Historic House Interior (1979) introduces the importance of 

research in restoring and then interpreting these houses. This is further emphasised by 

Bravery (2008) and Lipscomb (2010) in the context of the responsibility of the curator, as the 

communicator, in interpreting a house museum. Interpretation consists of two key parts: the 

curator who produces an interpretation for the visitor through exhibitions, and the visitor who 

actively interprets the exhibitions and the museum experience (Hooper-Greenhill 2000b:124). 

Interpretation also includes identifying how to interpret the house museum and to whom (Levy 

2002a:44). However, no author has yet clarified the interpretation of house museums either 

from a process or from a content point of view and, in some cases, it appears that interpretation 

is being confused with providing information. This question will be discussed more directly in 

Chapter 4. 

 

1.4.1.5. Irma Stern and the Irma Stern Museum 

Much has been written about Irma Stern as an artist and the work she produced; however, art 

history is not the focus of this study but it does form an essential context to the purpose of this 

museum. Marion Arnold’s lavishly illustrated book, A Feast for the Eye, published in 1994 to 

commemorate the centenary of Irma Stern’s birth, gives a “comprehensive overview of Irma 

Stern’s production of a painter”. The works included in the book were from the ISM, other 

public collections and private collections, and the author describes her choice as being 

subjective. Irma Stern the artist is placed in the context of international art, Irma being a 

Modernist who was influenced by German expressionism, and of South African art where she 

was a “pioneer expressionist” together with artists such as Maggie Laubser and Wolf Kibel 
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(1994:45, 51).  Arnold makes the important point that it is not easy to separate Irma’s art from 

her life and personality. The book provides valuable insight into Irma the person and woman, 

her relationships, home life and interests, all of which are relevant to the interpretation of Irma 

Stern from the viewpoint of intangible culture. This information is based on Irma Stern’s 

personal papers, the majority of which are housed at the National Library of South Africa 

(NLSA). The personal memories of Irma Stern from family and friends who knew her give 

insight into Irma as an artist and woman, thereby providing the context in which to explore 

potential themes for the interpretation of the museum. The information provided in this book 

has been used in subsequent publications, for example, the book by Helene Smuts, At home 

with Irma Stern (2007).  

In contrast to the prolific writings about Irma Stern herself, very little has been written about 

the ISM and its establishment. This includes information in the “Introduction” by J du P Scholtz 

to the Catalogue of the Collections in the Irma Stern Museum (1971); Katherine Floyd’s article, 

“The Irma Stern Museum” (1973); Neville Dubow’s lecture “Irma Stern’s House – A Living 

Museum” (1994), subsequently published in the Standard Bank catalogue for the exhibition 

Irma Stern Expressions of a Journey (2003), all written during the term of office of the first 

director, Neville Dubow, who retired in 1998. After a gap of 17 years Frederico Freschi, 

Associate Professor in Fine Art at the Wits School of Art, published an article “Collecting and 

Curating. A great seduction: the UCT Irma Stern Museum, Rosebank, Cape Town” (2011), 

largely based on an interview with the director. The information on the museum itself is 

therefore subjective and is an example of a curator presenting his own interpretation or opinion 

of the museum, which will be discussed in Chapter 4. In 2016 the ISM formed part of a chapter 

discussing how the museum helped to establish the artist’s reputation, in Sarah Sinisi’s MA 

thesis in Art Historical Studies, “Irma Stern (1894-1966), the Creation of an Artist’s Reputation 

in her Lifetime and Posthumously, 1920-2013” (2016). To date this is all that has been written 

about the museum since 1994. 

 

At home with Irma Stern, the colourfully illustrated museum guidebook by Helene Smuts, gives 

an overview of Irma Stern, the museum and the collection. It is the first publication about the 

museum to use information and photographs from the NLSA, thereby placing her work and 

collection in the context of Irma Stern the person. It moves away from the decorative arts 

approach followed in the original catalogue, and is a further development from Captain 

Banks’s booklet Irma Stern…as a Collector (1986) which describes 26 objects from the 

collection. However, it is unfortunate that Smuts’s overview is called a guidebook, because 

many of the artworks have been re-arranged since it was published in 2007. Apart from an 

update of the upstairs gallery and the inclusion of the coral room, the second edition, published 
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in 2018, has retained the same photographs of the interior, some of which are out of date. 

There is no contents page and no floor plan, and so the guidebook is not helpful in finding 

one’s way around the museum. It is therefore more suitable to be read after a visit as a 

reference work than a guidebook. This book has also been used by subsequent authors. 

 

 

1.4.1.6. The South African context 

Much has been written about the transformation of the museum sector in South Africa since 

1994, but these writings concentrate on sites such as the South African National Gallery and 

the Bushman diorama at the South African Museum (used as case studies for transformation 

at the existing museums), and the new “people-centred” museums such as the District Six 

Museum and Robben Island. Historic house museums tend to be ignored. Articles consulted 

to understand the changes taking place in South African museums after 1994 include those 

by Crooke (2005), Gore (2005), McGee (2005), Yoshiara (2008) and Rankin (2013), who are 

all international writers. Writings from a South African perspective include those by Mpulwana 

et al. (2002), Corsane (2004), Davison (2005), Vollgraaf (2015) and Rall (2018), but again 

these writers are not concerned with historic house museums.  

Steven Dubin’s book Transforming Museums: Mounting Queen Victoria in a Democratic South 

Africa (2006) discusses the transformation of museums in South Africa. It is the only book 

consulted to have a historic house museum entry in the index, and it is notable that he uses 

two of these museums as examples of ways to introduce changes to appeal to a wider 

audience as these museums generally are not included in discussions about museum 

transformation in South Africa, because the focus is on the larger museums. Katherine 

Goodnow includes a chapter on historic sites in Cape Town in her book Challenge and 

Transformation: Museums in Cape Town and Sydney (2006), in which she suggests three 

ways of introducing changes: adding some changes to the existing story; presenting a different 

story; and using the site to tell the story. She uses Groot Constantia as an example of a site 

which, in 2006, was still interpreted by telling the story of the owners and neglecting the stories 

of the workers on the farm such as the slaves. However, apart from the Bo-Kaap Museum, 

this was the only example of a house museum to be included as, like the other authors, she 

concentrates on the larger sites. 

The literature has shown that, although an increasing amount has been written about historic 

house museums since the 1990s, very little work has been done on South African historic 

house museums. An internet search showed that to date only two theses have been written 

on these museums, the first, before 1994, was a Masters in Architecture thesis by M Naude, 
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entitled “The re-use of a building as a house museum: a case study” (1989), discussing the 

Pioneer House which is owned by the Ditsong Museum in Pretoria. This was followed, after a 

long gap, by a PhD thesis by Gera de Villiers entitled “Investigating the semiotic landscape of 

the house museum in Stellenbosch, South Africa” (2018). De Villiers discusses the 

transformation of museums in South Africa through the lenses of decolonisation and 

democratisation, using the Stellenbosch Village Museum and the Kayamandi Creative District 

House Museum as examples. Her thesis makes a contribution to the literature on the 

transformation of museums in South Africa by being one of the first to focus on house 

museums. An internet search revealed that there are many house museums in this country. It 

is therefore essential that this absence of research on these museums is addressed, thereby 

filling an important gap in the literature. 

 

1.4.2. Other sources 

1.4.2.1. Primary sources 

The most important primary source used for this study is the ISM and the collection it contains, 

both the artwork produced by Irma Stern during her lifetime and the collection she assembled 

on her travels. Primary documents including photographs from the Irma Stern Collection in the 

NLSA in Queen Victoria Street, Cape Town, as well as in the ISM archives, proved to be a 

valuable source of information. 

The Irma Stern Collection in the NLSA consists of her personal papers and photographs. One 

of the most important resources is three large bound scrap books with snake skin covers, 

compiled by Irma Stern. The earliest entry is dated 1914 so they are a record of her entire 

career until her death in 1966. They contain newspaper cuttings which report on her 

exhibitions and interviews, magazine articles as well as exhibition catalogues and black and 

white photographs of her art works. Annotations by Irma Stern name and date her artworks 

and identify the sources. These scrapbooks provide a contemporary record of the life, times, 

career, opinions and art of Irma Stern, the artist and the individual. Some of the newspaper 

and magazine articles contain archival photographs of the appearance of Irma Stern’s home 

when she lived there, as well as descriptions of the interiors, and formed a valuable source of 

information for the discussion on the presentation of this house museum. 

 

Also relevant is a collection of papers donated to the NLSA by the Irma Stern Trust consisting 

of  documents such as Irma Stern’s will, the Memorandum of Agreement between the Trust 

and UCT, as well as minutes of meetings and reports related to the establishment of the 

museum. These documents provided vital information on how the permanent collection was 
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selected, the choice of The Firs as a venue for a museum to house the collection and the 

rationale behind the presentation of the museum. Files at the ISM contained copies of some 

of these documents as well as documents from the early years of the museum. These topics 

had not been researched previously. 

 

 

1.4.2.2. Oral sources 

Oral sources were used to clarify certain points raised in other sources and provide 

information. These took the form of personal discussions or emails. Christopher Peter, the 

current Director of the ISM, described his personal input to the museum over the 40 years he 

has been on the staff. Portia Twalo, who as custodian at the museum provides front of house 

service, gave her personal insight into the reactions of the visitors when visiting the museum. 

My workspace is the table in the old kitchen. It is a display room that visitors enter to look at 

the displays at the end of their walk through the ground floor of the house. Some visitors just 

look in and walk on, while others want to engage and initiate a conversation in which they 

usually ask many questions; all of this is discussed in Chapter 6. If relevant, any comments 

concerning their museum experience were noted. In each case it was the visitor who initiated 

the discussion.  

Sumarie Ellis of the Stellenbosch University Museum Archive indicated the length of time that 

the Cultural History Department at the University had been working on oral history and 

memory. Esther Esmyol, curator of Iziko Social History Collections, shared her insight into the 

Iziko house museums. 

 

1.4.2.3. Fieldwork 

This consisted of direct observation of the house and the art and artefacts in the museum 

collection. The site was visited on a daily basis over a four-year period, as I work there; the 

house and collection were examined, and frequent discussions were held with the staff and 

with visitors who wanted to engage. Photographs were taken for a pictorial record and for 

comparison with archival photographs. 

The ISM and the collections it houses were the most important primary source. Visits were 

made to Groot Constantia manor house and Koopmans-De Wet house so that the 

interpretation used at these house museums could be compared with that at the ISM. 
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1.4.2.4. Visitor survey 

In order to analyse communication and interpretation at the ISM, it is necessary to identify who 

visits the museum and assess how it presents itself to its visitors and how they perceive the 

museum. A visitor survey was therefore undertaken for the first time. The survey was voluntary 

and participants remained anonymous. Visitors were asked to fill in a questionnaire which 

consisted of three open-ended questions about the museum visit, as well as statistical 

questions to form a picture of the museum visitor (see Appendix 1). The results are analysed 

in Chapter 6. 
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CHAPTER 2: 

HISTORIC HOUSE MUSEUMS: A GENERAL BACKGROUND 

 

2.1. Historic house museums: a category of museum 

“What exactly IS a historic house museum? Is it a museum ensconced within a unique 

decorative setting? Is it a house masquerading as a cultural institution? Or, is it a piece of 

history trying to integrate the two?” (Coates 1990:26). 

As briefly defined in Chapter 1, historic house museums are “a genre of museum, akin to art 

museums, national museums, natural history museums, and so on” (Young 2017:vii). A 

definition of historic house museums was considered at a conference entitled Inhabiting 

History: Historical House Museums held in Genoa in 1997: “Museum-homes which are open 

to the public as such, that is, with their furnishings and collections […] the specific character 

of this type of building is the indissoluble link between container and contained, between 

palace/house/apartment and permanent collections/furnishings/ornamental fixtures” (Pavoni 

2001:17). Linda Young identified Sir John Soane’s museum in London as the first house 

museum, because in the 1830s he bequeathed not only his collection of fine art and antiques 

to the country, but also the house in which they were kept. In her opinion the definition of a 

house museum is that “content and container were one” (2007a:60). Young later refined her 

definition to “a dwelling, museumized and largely presented in its domestic function” (2017:14). 

As house museums contain the collections and furnishings of the people who used to live in 

them, they are unique as they conserve and exhibit “real atmospheres” (Pinna 2001:4). A 

house museum is therefore different from other museums, because the house not only 

contains the museum, but it is an integral part of the museum. It is therefore the subject as 

well as the object of the museum (Young 2007a:59). The integration of the house and 

museum, as described by Coates and Young, is therefore the main characteristic of a house 

museum. 

House museums may be of all types and sizes such as palaces, the houses of famous or 

powerful people, artist’s studios and cottages (Pinna 2001:4). To be preserved as a museum, 

a historic house must have unique qualities which give it “a position of first rank among other 

structures of the same type”. In the USA this uniqueness is evinced in houses that contribute 

to the “story” of American history, or which are associated with the life of a great American, or 

which are associated with an important event in American history (Burns 1941:255). In 1933 

Laurence Vail Coleman described historic houses as follows:  
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Some buildings are distinguished from the moment they are finished, and the future 

may destroy them only at great loss. Some buildings achieve importance by 

withstanding the assaults of time and so gaining values that they did not have while in 

company with many of their kind. Other buildings have greatness thrust upon them by 

acts of man that create hallowed associations (Coleman 1933:3). 

House museums can be any of the following: furnished houses containing the original 

contents; unfurnished houses which have been re-furnished usually in the form of period 

rooms; museums containing reconstructed period rooms in non-museum buildings; museums 

containing displays of domestic items; or houses used as museums but not forming house 

museums (Carruthers 2003:86). A house museum consists of the property, the building/s, the 

interior furnished with household equipment and fittings, and also contains intangible heritage 

in the form of associations with the people who lived there (Young 2017:14). 

The 1998 ICOM conference in Melbourne resulted in the formation of the International 

Committee of Historic House Museums, called Demhist. According to Rosanna Pavoni, 

although house museums have their own identity, when they are compared to other museums 

such as history or fine or decorative arts museums, they were regarded as the poor relation 

until Demhist was formed (Pavoni 2005). This committee is concerned with the management 

and conservation of house museums and organises annual conferences with themes that 

apply to house museum museology (internet: Demhist: 2018a).  

A historic house museum should also be defined in terms of museum functions, namely  “a 

museum […] that centres on the maintenance, care, and interpretation of either a single, 

historic residential structure or a complex of structures associated with and including a single 

residence that serves as the primary focus” (Butler 2002:18). It is the function therefore of 

every museum building, including house museums, to “protect, conserve, display to the public, 

and foster scientific activity and lifelong education” (Pavoni 2001:20). A house museum not 

only consists of the building and the collection contained within it, i.e. tangible culture, but it 

also has an “inner meaning”, i.e. intangible culture, which concerns the way in which it 

presents the life of a person, artistic taste, or a historical period. In Pavoni’s opinion, if a house 

museum is able to communicate both its tangible and intangible aspects, it has the potential 

of communicating cultural identity in a very effective way (Pavoni 2005). 
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2.2. The development of historic house museums: a brief overview of house 

museums in the United Kingdom, the United States of America, Australia, Asia 

and South Africa 

 

2.2.1. Background 

According to Young, throughout the western world and increasingly in Asia, historic houses 

make up an important type of heritage site (2007b:133). Different reasons, such as the 

development of the conservation movement as a response to change and industrialisation, 

and the expansion of the study of history, have led to houses being preserved and opened to 

visitors (Carruthers 2003:86).  According to Carruthers the large number of house museums 

in existence in the UK shows that in British culture in the 19th and 20th centuries domestic life 

was regarded as especially important. These museums provide a sense of identity as well as 

a setting for the debate on whose history should be preserved and how this should be 

displayed and interpreted to visitors (Carruthers 2003:85-86). 

The development of the concept of a historic house museum has also been influenced by 

open-air museums, such as Colonial Williamsburg, which consist of complexes of individual 

houses (Butler 2002:19). Open-air museums, which are also referred to as folk parks and 

outdoor history exhibits, developed in Europe and are now found internationally. Buildings 

have been removed from their original environments and set up in a designated park, thereby 

giving the public the opportunity to engage with the history of architecture, especially folk 

buildings, outside the confines of traditional museums (Chappell 1999:334).  

This concept of a museum of social history, ethnography and folk culture was developed by 

Artur Hazelius, who collected furniture, costumes, implements and paintings which he felt were 

threatened by the Industrial Revolution. In 1891 he opened an open-air museum, Skansen, in 

Stockholm, which consisted of 120 buildings moved from various parts of Scandinavia. 

Hazelius aimed to “place the historical objects in their functional context…against the 

background of their entire cultural environment”, which was a new method of museum 

exhibition (Alexander 1996:84-86). This is the essence of the house museum, where the 

collections it contains are displayed in their original context.  

Skansen influenced the establishment of other open-air museums. In the UK the first to open 

was the Welsh Folk Museum at St. Fagans in 1946, and the North of England Open-Air 

Museum at Beamish, which opened in the 1970s (Bennett 1995:115,110). The Beamish 

museum displays the urban, industrial and agricultural history of the north-east of England 

(Walton 2007:1). Well-known open-air museums in the USA are Henry Ford’s Greenfield 

Village, opened in 1929, and Colonial Williamsburg, founded in 1926 and financed by John D. 
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Rockefeller, which is probably the best-known outdoor museum in the USA (Alexander 

1996:91). 

As in the UK and the USA open-air museums were also established in Australia. There are 

nine museum villages around the country, the first of which was the Swan Hill Pioneer 

Settlement in Victoria which opened in 1964 (Young 2006:323-324). These villages consist of 

relocated buildings and their main theme is white rural settlement (Young 2006:321). 

Open-air museums are also found in South Africa. Examples include Kleinplasie outside 

Worcester, Western Cape, which depicts the lifestyle of early pioneer farmers from 1690 to 

1900. Here home and agricultural industries such as blacksmithing, tobacco rolling and bread 

baking are kept alive (internet: SA places: Kleinplasie). Another example is the Pioneer 

Museum outside Pretoria, Gauteng, which is situated on the farm Hartebeestpoort. The 

museum consists of an 1848 house furnished in the rural style of the 19th century, a vegetable 

and herb garden, orchard, vineyard and wagon house. Events are presented by guides in 

period clothing (internet: Ditsong 2017: Pioneer Museum). The Willem Prinsloo agricultural 

museum outside Pretoria, Gauteng, houses a collection of animal-drawn vehicles, tractors and 

farming implements and is located in a farmyard typical of 1880-1920 complete with farm 

animals. The museum offers demonstrations such as bread baking, coffee making and the 

milking of cows (internet: Ditsong 2017: Willem Prinsloo). However, although these museums 

are called open-air museums, they cannot be regarded as being in the same league as the 

European examples discussed in Chapter 1. The buildings in the Pretoria examples are 

original and not reconstituted locations, and the information on the Worcester Museum website 

(internet: Worcester Museum nd) gives the impression that the buildings at Kleinplasie, which 

make up the farm yard, are not reconstituted but are replicas. 

 

2.2.2. The United Kingdom  

In the UK the term “house museum” is not in general use as it is in the USA and Australia, and 

the idea is less well known (Waterfield 2007). Julius Bryant, former chief curator of English 

Heritage, is of the opinion that the history of historic house museums in the UK has been 

overshadowed by the country house museums (2002b:52). These houses have been 

described as “the quintessence of Englishness: they epitomize the English love of domesticity, 

of the countryside, of hierarchy, continuity and traditions…perhaps it is entirely natural that 

they should lie today at the heart of the ‘national heritage’, the people’s inheritance of art and 

history” (Mandler 1997:1). Since the late 17th century large country houses had been opened 

to visitors who would be shown around by servants and have the opportunity to view the art 

collections, architecture and furnishings. A well-known fictional example of this practice is Miss 
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Elizabeth Bennett’s visit to Mr Darcy’s home as described in Jane Austen’s novel Pride and 

Prejudice, published in 1813 (Carruthers 2003:87). This trend of viewing works of art continued 

well into the 20th century (Waterfield 2007).  

In 1974 the exhibition The Destruction of the Country House 1875-1975 was held at the 

Victoria and Albert Museum to raise the concern of the public about the future of these houses 

(Smith 2006:120). The exhibition raised awareness of the idea that the country houses were 

in danger and that “if these richly symbolic buildings were lost, so too would be important 

aspects of English national history, culture and identity” (Adams 2013:1). The National Trust 

for Places of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty, which was founded in 1895, has managed to 

save over two hundred country houses and open them to the public (Bryant 2002a:77). The 

Trust’s main duty was described in 1945 as preserving the character and structure of historic 

houses as well as their interiors, gardens and grounds (Rowell 2011:11). According to Bryant, 

after the austerity of World War II, some visitors were attracted to these houses as “treasure 

houses” containing antiques, but most people wanted to see how aristocrats lived, and the 

message conveyed to the visitor was that of nostalgia for “a British way of life that was now 

disappearing” (2002a:77). This might explain why the television series Downton Abbey, set in 

Highclere Castle in Hampshire, has been so popular. 

The country house museum is the largest category of historic house museums in the UK. As 

well as the house itself, they consist of the furniture, floor and wall coverings and collections, 

outbuildings such as stables, and the landscape in which they are situated (Smith 2006:117-

118). The National Trust’s collections are vast and varied, and are one of the largest 

collections in the care of a single institution in the world. The houses range from palaces to 

manor houses and date from the late 16th century to the 20th century. The collections these 

properties contain were mostly made in Britain but also consist of items of an international 

nature collected on travels (Rowell 2011:9).  

According to Bryant, the smaller historic house museums in the UK offer an alternative  story 

to that of the “rise, fall and survival of the great ‘stately’ home” and, as such, reflect the values 

of the communities in which they are situated (2002b:55). For the last hundred years the 

factors that have motivated houses to be preserved as museums in the UK are the 

commemoration of heroes, architectural design and houses containing collections (Young 

2007a:67). From the 1970s categories of houses representative of middle- and working-class 

life and with a time frame extending into the 20th century have been added (Young 2007a:64-

65).  

Bryant refers to hero houses as personality museums which “commemorate a historical figure 

who was born or lived there”, and suggests that they may provide more reliable historical 
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evidence than the country house museums. He has identified eighty-nine personality 

museums in the UK, of which only nine commemorate women. Vanessa Bell, Virginia Woolf, 

Florence Nightingale, Beatrix Potter, Charlotte Bronte and Jane Austen are amongst those 

commemorated. Writers and poets make up the largest number of personality houses, namely 

thirty-seven, artists fourteen, scientists and inventors fourteen, composers five, architects 

three and explorers three. There are only three houses which commemorate politicians: 

Winston Churchill, Disraeli and Wellington. This is in contrast to the political nature of historic 

house museums in the USA, which were founded to commemorate past presidents (Bryant 

2002b:53).  

 

2.2.3. The United States of America  

The USA has a long tradition of preserving houses and converting them into museums 

(Butcher-Younghans 1993:3). In 1998 it was estimated that there were eight thousand house 

museums in America (internet: Athenaeum of Philadelphia 1998). House museums can 

therefore be regarded as “the bedrock of the American preservation movement” (Moe 2002:4).  

In the USA  house museums are owned by the National Park Service, government bodies in 

states, counties or cities, or by non-profit organizations (Harris 2007:8).The founding of a 

house museum usually starts with saving a historic building from demolition. It is then restored 

and authentically furnished and opened to the public, after which it is managed and interpreted 

(Moe 2002:4). 

American house museums have been founded because of a patriotic impulse, to record the 

history of architecture, to attract tourists, to acknowledge a centennial or bicentennial, and as 

a way to express community identity. Since the 1960s the number of house museums has 

increased dramatically (George 2002:1), and in 2016 it was reported that the National Trust 

for Historic Preservation (USA) estimated that there are more than fifteen thousand historic 

house museums (Hellman 2016). Houses have been saved because of their association with 

presidents, famous people, warriors, industrialists, writers and important events (Merritt & 

Reilly 2009:5). In 1850 the first historic house museum to open in the USA was Hasbrouck 

House, Washington’s headquarters in Newburgh, New York (Alexander 1996:88-89). A 

precedent was thereby set for the establishment of a historic house museum, as the state of 

New York purchased the house and maintained the building, and the staff and collections 

became the responsibility of a board of trustees (Lewis 2019). However the model for a private 

home becoming a museum appears to be that of George Washington’s home, Mount Vernon. 

A group of volunteers consisting of a committee of ladies, the Mount Vernon Ladies 

Association led by Ann Pamela Cunningham, saved the house and opened it to the public in 
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1860 (Young 2007a:73). They had set out to create “a shrine where at the least the mothers 

of the land and their innocent children might make their offering in the cause of the greatness, 

goodness and prosperity of their country” (Wallace 1986:139). Saving historic buildings 

became recognised as a suitable occupation for women, and other women’s groups such as 

the National Society of Colonial Dames and the Daughters of the American Revolution were 

formed. These women’s groups used historic houses to promote values such as suitable roles 

for women and patriotism, and as a tool to help immigrants to the USA become Americans 

(Pustz 2010:15-16).  

The Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities was founded by William Sumner 

Appleton in 1910. He had a wider idea of preservation, as he realised that if only the houses 

associated with historic events or important leaders were saved, many other houses would 

not survive. He therefore saved houses because of their aesthetic or architectural importance. 

This was in contrast to the motives of the women’s groups, who regarded historic houses as 

shrines and emphasised historic events or personalities as the focus of their museums 

(Alexander 1996:90). In 1916 the National Park Service was created within the Department of 

the Interior and in 1935 the Historic Sites Act involved the federal government in the historic 

preservation movement and the history museum. The Act stated that it was “a national policy 

to preserve for historic use historic sites, buildings, and objects of national significance for the 

inspiration and benefit of the people of the United States” (Alexander 1996:90). The early 

house museums were founded by women who gave their time to what they felt was an 

important purpose, but today historic house museums are preserved by the government and 

the private sector through the work of historians and architects (Merritt & Reilly 2009:5). 

There were only a few house museums established before 1900 (Swank 1990:88), but after 

that the number began to grow from twenty five in 1895 to one hundred in 1910 (Wallace 

1986:139).  In 1932 Colonial Williamsburg was founded by John D Rockefeller. The preserved 

and restored capital of 18th-century Virginia, Colonial Williamsburg, has been described as 

probably the best known open-air museum in the USA. Here the idea of the historic house 

museum was expanded to include part of a colonial city consisting of about thirty buildings 

with furnished interiors (Alexander 1996:91).  

As discussed earlier, before Appleton began preserving historic houses because of their 

architectural importance, historic house museums in the USA consisted of homes that 

belonged to presidents, authors, frontiersmen and the wealthy and, as such, were homes of 

the elite who were usually white and male (Butcher-Younghans 1993:5). These museums 

therefore presented a one-sided view of American society and this category has been 

disrespectfully described as “the homes of dead rich white guys” (Moe 2002:8). According to 
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Sanchis, historic preservation can also be seen as elitist, because it is perceived to have been 

promoted by privileged people and it is therefore not of interest to everyone (1998:2). 

However, it appears that since the beginning of the 21st century these house museums are 

being reinterpreted to produce a more balanced approach by including the lives of women, 

minorities and slaves, thereby making them more relevant to visitors (Pustz 2010:19). 

Furthermore, the variety of historic house museums has also been increased to include slave 

quarters, an immigrant’s tenement home, and a pioneer cabin, as well as elegant houses 

(Merritt & Reilly 2009:7), thereby offering a more representative view of American society and 

history.  

 

2.2.4. Australia 

Australia has been included in this overview because, like South Africa, it shares a history of 

colonisation by Britain (Coombes 2003:6). Historic house museums make up a large part of 

the history museums in Australia as they are second in number to history museums (Young 

1994:167). Australian house museums are managed by committees or professional 

organisations such as the National Trust (Young 1994:183). The Australian National Trust 

movement was founded in 1945 and, after that, spread throughout all the states in Australia 

during the 1950s and 1960s (internet: National Trust Australia 2018).  

 In 1994 Young estimated that there were about 230 house museums, with most of the houses 

dating from the earliest period of settlement in the colony and from the gold rushes which 

began in the 1850s. The minority of Australian house museums date from the 20th century 

(1994:167-168). Certain aspects of Australian history are covered by house museums, but 

others such as non-English cultures, Aboriginal, working-class and urban aspects have been 

omitted. As previously noted, open-air museums have also been established in Australia. 

According to Young, house museums in the UK, USA and Australia have many common 

features, and the main type is what she calls “large, high-style buildings”. The English country 

house style with its use of antique furniture and quality textiles was adopted in the former 

colonies far away from its context in the UK and has been used by conservationists and 

decorators when establishing house museums. However, in the former colonies these 

museums tend to be regarded as “colonial”, which Young describes as a “shrivelling 

qualification” (2007a:72). 
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2.2.5. Asia 

Although Young describes house museums as “a phenomenon of Western culture” 

(2007a:61), they are increasingly found in Asia (2007b:134). House museums are found in 

ethnographic cultural village museums in Asia-Pacific countries which are based on the folk 

village or open-air museums in Europe and North America. These post-colonial village 

museums depict the past as an essential part of the future in an environment that is rapidly 

changing, and the displays represent both tangible and intangible cultural heritage. They differ 

from the Western equivalent because national politics plays a leading role in their preservation 

(Hitchcock et al., 2005:291). 

These museums usually consist of a collection of buildings in which arts and crafts are 

displayed and performances of music and dance take place. Traditions are recreated by 

actors. Some museums present high culture in the form of Asian court culture and some 

concentrate on the lives of ordinary people. Two examples of these museums are the China 

Folk Villages project at Shenzhen founded in 1991, and the Tamin Mini museum founded by 

the wife of the second president of Indonesia, Mrs Tien Suharto, in the early 1970s (Hitchcock 

et al., 2005: 291-292).  

In Asia World Heritage sites and museums are transforming into “post-colonial sites of cultural 

preservation and representation” and the challenge is to develop “a post-colonial heritage 

discourse that is Asian in philosophy and locally grounded in context” (Galla 2002:63). 

According to Galla, in most parts of the world the development of house museums does not 

include the integration of intangible heritage. However, examples of this integration can be 

seen in Korea in Hahoe Village, and in Vietnam in Hoi An, both of which are UNESCO World 

Heritage sites where Galla conducted studies of the different types of houses (2015). Galla 

explains that in India there is little discussion about house museums. They are therefore not 

given the priority they deserve and the matter has become urgent because of the loss of 

neighbourhood areas as a consequence of rapid urbanization. As a result, both indigenous 

houses and colonial- era Victorian houses are under threat (Galla 2015).  

The individual house museum is also found in Asia. In 2011 Ruiling Shi, Vice Director of the 

Education Department of Xian Banpo Museum in China, was invited by the Demhist board to 

present two historic houses in Shangai, China at the Demhist international conference in 

Antwerp. The first was the house of Dr Sun Yat-sen, who is referred to as the father of modern 

China. The second house, which is in the European style, was that of the chairwoman of the 

Peoples Republic of China, Madam Soon Ching-ling, where she lived from 1949 and 

conducted affairs of state. In reply to being asked whether other types of house museums 

were being developed in China as well as these personality museums, Shi replied that house 
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museums such as collectors’ houses were also being developed. An example is that of people 

who collected Ming Dynasty objects or coins and applied to the government to build a museum 

to house them; such a museum has now opened (Shi 2011:94). 

 

2.2.6. South Africa 

Although an increasing amount has been written about historic house museums internationally 

since the 1990s, very little has been written about South African house museums. An internet 

search showed that there are a considerable number of these museums in South Africa, but 

there is no literature discussing them as a museum category.  

Opening to the public on 10 March 1914, the Koopmans-De Wet House in Strand Street, Cape 

Town is regarded as the first house museum to be established in South Africa. Although Mrs 

Marie Koopmans-De Wet, the last owner of the house, did not make provision for the 

preservation of the house and its collection in her will, she had wished for some of the contents 

of the house to be preserved for future generations. The museum was established through 

the work of a committee that was set up to save the house and its collection for South Africa 

(internet: Iziko 2019: Koopmans-De Wet House), thereby following the method of historic 

house museum establishment used internationally, especially in the USA. In South Africa 

historic house museums are managed by national, provincial and local governments. There is 

no National Trust as found in the UK and Australia.  

 

2.3. Types of historic house museums 

2.3.1.  Categorisation 

The different types of historic house museums have been a subject of deliberation since the 

1990s. They can be divided into three broad categories: The first is the documentary site, 

which presents an important historical event or a famous person. In the USA this is the biggest 

group of historic house museums. The second is the representative site, which focuses on a 

period of history and the people who lived at that time. The third group is the aesthetic historic 

house, which has been preserved because of its style and forms a setting for beautiful objects. 

It is not predominantly concerned with past events (Alderson & Low 1996:12-15; Butcher-

Younghans 1993:184-186). The National Register for Historic Sites in the USA has criteria for 

determining significance; they include events, person, design/construction and information 

potential (internet: US Department of the Interior 1995:11-21). 
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Demhist aimed to create a classification system for historic house museums “to assist 

professionals in understanding their houses better so that they may formulate more effective 

‘mission statements’; goals; conservation, restoration, and security choices; and 

communication with other professionals and with their visitors” (internet: Demhist: 2018b). In 

1999 Professor Rosanna Pavoni presented a categorisation project “to create a system for 

classifying types of historic house museum along homogenous museological lines” (Bryant & 

Behrens 2007: np). Categorisation was introduced as a tool to manage historic houses 

according to their strengths by recognising models of house museums and setting up 

standards. According to Bryant and Behrens, more than one category can apply to a house 

museum, but the curator and management should work out which is the most important. To 

work out the main theme for interpreting and presenting a museum, it is therefore necessary 

to evaluate the museum in terms of categories (Bryant & Behrens 2007: np).  

After the 2007 annual conference in Vienna, Demhist produced a list of categories based on 

the purpose of the house museum:  

1. Personality houses: politicians, writers, artists, musicians, military heroes, etc.; 

2. Collection houses: a collector’s house which displays a collection; 

3. Houses of beauty: the house is an artwork; 

4. Historic event houses: an event occurred in or nearby the house; 

5. Local society houses: a local community museum; 

6. Ancestral houses: country houses; 

7. Power houses: palaces and castles; 

8. Clergy houses: houses lived in by clergy; 

9. Humble homes: domestic architecture (Pavoni nd-a). 

These categories were derived from the results of a 2001 questionnaire in which 150 house 

museums had participated, and the variety of respondents show that historic house museums 

are found throughout the Western world in countries such as Argentina, Belgium, Brazil, 

Canada, Columbia, Denmark, Germany, Guatemala, Israel, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, 

Poland, Russia. Spain, Sweden Switzerland, the UK and the USA (Pavoni nd-b). Two further 

categories were added by Pavoni: period rooms (house museum containing period rooms), 

and houses as museums (a house containing collections unrelated to its history) (Pavoni nd-

a), and it was expected that the number of categories would increase especially as more 

house museums from Asia joined Demhist (Bryant & Behrens 2007: np). 

The Australian cultural historian Linda Young believes that house museums should be 

organised “intellectually” and to achieve this, also in 2007, produced six reasons for 
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establishing house museums which she based on the intentions of the founders of these 

museums and her examination of about 600 examples in Australia, the USA and the UK:  

1. Hero: place where an important person lived;  

2. Collection: a collection conserved in its original environment;  

3. Design: the house is an important example of style or decoration; 

4. Historic event: an event of historical importance happened in the house;  

5. Sentiment: formed by a local community looking for a location to reflect its identity;  

6. Country house museum: house and contents and grounds put together over several 

generations (Young 2007a:63).  

Young then revised the names of the six categories as: hero houses, artwork houses, 

collectors’ houses, social history houses, country houses, and not-very-important houses 

(2017:10-11). The categories show the variety of house museums in existence and also that 

these categories are still open to debate as, for example, it has been suggested that country 

house museums could be included in collection, design and personality or hero house 

museums (Van Balgooy 2017:188). It is also clear that Demhist’s list of categories is not very 

satisfactory, as these categories also overlap with others. 

 

2.3.2. A brief overview of hero, collectors’ and artwork house museums internationally 

and in South Africa 

As stated earlier, little has been written about South African house museums and they have 

therefore not been analysed in terms of categories. For the purposes of this study Young’s 

categories of hero houses, collectors’ houses and artwork houses have been selected for use 

as they appear to be the ones which would best represent the types of house museums in 

South Africa. A description of each category is given, illustrated by examples of house 

museums internationally to provide a broader context for an outline of South African house 

museums. 

There are comprehensive lists of house museums in the UK, USA and Australia on the 

internet. For example the Wikipedia website provides a list of states in the USA and Australia, 

as well as counties in the UK, within which all the historic house museums appear. Clicking 

on the name of the museum produces a photograph and brief description of each. 

In contrast, a search for historic house museums, or writers’ or artists’ museums in South 

Africa, usually produces a list of general museums. This shows that there is a significant gap 

in the literature and therefore much potential for further research on these museums. 

According to Young, the first step when researching house museums is to count the number 



62 
 

of house museums in an area using an internet search. However she found this to be a 

challenge as there is not sufficient detail on the internet (2007a:62). In the case of South Africa, 

this was even more challenging as very few of these museums have their own websites and 

it was therefore necessary to consult tourism websites, but they did not give enough 

information.  As a result it was decided not to attempt to count the number of house museums 

in South Africa. 

 

2.3.2.1. Hero house museums  

These houses, variously known as hero houses (Young 2017), great man houses (Smith 

2002a), homes of historic persons (Alderson & Low 1996) and the documentary historic house 

museum (Butcher-Younghans 1993), are the largest category of house museums (Young 

2011:27). Writing in 2014 Forgan estimated that there were over 170 personality museums in 

the UK (2014:247). Hero house museums have also been called personality museums, which 

have been described as “cradles of genius” (Bryant 2002b:52), and as “a genre of house 

museums that celebrate the great and the good” (Young 2011:27). They commemorate “a rich 

or famous individual or family—a town's founding father, a celebrated writer, a former U.S. 

president, or an industrial magnate” (Butcher-Younghans 1993:184). Artists, composers, 

explorers, scientists and other creative people are also commemorated in personality 

museums (Young 2011:27). The aim is to tell the story of an important person or event from 

history (Butcher-Younghans 1993:184). Another aspect of personality museums to be noted 

is that some commemorate individuals, such as the Scottish poet Robert Burns,  who came 

from a humble background and went on to become famous (Carruthers 2003:87).  

The attraction of personality houses for visitors can be explained as providing “a sense of 

intimately privileged connection between visitor and hero”, enabling visitors to feel that they 

can identify personally with their hero (Young 2017:33). These houses are therefore also 

called biographical houses. Because the house museum contains objects which belonged to 

the personality, the museum is able to use the house and the objects to create an awareness 

of and knowledge about the life of the person (Booth 2012:6). By moving through a house, 

being in the space in which a personality lived, the visitor has access to “clues” about that 

person. This concept was explained by Martin Heidegger in his book Poetry, Language and 

Thought (as referred to by Hancock 2012:15) as a close relationship between a house and 

the person who lives in it, “being and dwelling”. Visiting a house museum and walking through 

the spaces where the person lived might reveal intangible heritage in the form of associations 

with that person, and the house museum has therefore been described as a “container of 

biography” (Hancock 2012:15). 
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The first house museums in the UK were focused on writers, while in the USA they focused 

on politicians. In Britain the first hero house museum opened in 1833; it was Abbotsford in 

Scotland, the home of the novelist and poet Sir Walter Scott. Shakespeare’s birthplace in 

Stratford became the second and was bought by a committee of gentlemen in 1840. This 

initiated the concept of a trust being formed by a committee to manage a house museum, an 

approach which is still adopted today (Young 2012:3). In 1850 the first historic house museum 

opened in the USA was Hasbrouck House, Washington’s headquarters in Newburgh, New 

York (Alexander 1996:88-89). The second was Mount Vernon, Washington’s plantation, which 

was saved by a group of women in 1858 (Young 2012:3). 

In contrast to Bryant’s estimation in 2002 that there were only three houses in UK which 

commemorated politicians, politicians’ house museums are well represented in South Africa 

both before and after 1994. Examples include Groote Schuur, Rondebosch, the home of Cecil 

John Rhodes, Member of Parliament and then Prime Minister in the Cape Colony, imperialist 

and businessman (internet: South African history online 2019). In 2015 because of his 

perceived imperialist and racist views, the statue of Rhodes located on the upper campus of 

UCT became a target of a protest #Rhodes-Must-Fall which led to its removal (Matebeni 

2018). Rhodes purchased Groote Schuur in 1893 and then commissioned the architect 

Herbert Baker to both restore and enlarge it. Baker created a Cape Dutch Revival style which 

featured teak woodwork, white-washed walls, gables and barley-sugar chimneys. The interior 

was furnished with porcelain, silver, glassware, furniture, and four 17th-century Flemish 

tapestries, and a library was assembled. Rhodes bequeathed his house and the surrounding 

land to the nation. From 1911 to 1994 it was the official home of prime ministers and then 

presidents of South Africa. It has since become a museum and is open to the public by 

appointment (internet: SA places nd: Groote Schuur). 

Smuts House Museum, Irene, was the home for over 40 years of Jan Smuts and his wife Issie. 

Smuts was responsible for drafting the introduction to the Charter of the United Nations and 

the Covenant of the League of Nations and is regarded as one of the 20th-century’s most 

eminent statesmen. He was also Prime Minister of South Africa, a commander in the South 

African War and in 1910 played a part in the unification of South Africa (internet: The Heritage 

Portal 2017: Smuts House Museum). Smuts bought the corrugated iron and wood building 

that was originally Lord Kitchener’s mess in Middelburg, Transvaal, and had it rebuilt on his 

farm Doornkloof in Irene. The Smuts House Museum aims to portray his career and lifestyle. 

The interior has been recreated to represent the period 1909-1950 and contains furniture, 

pictures and equipment donated by family members as well as gifts and artefacts acquired by 

Smuts during his world travels. The library contains books on law, religion, botany and 

philosophy. Doornkloof is administered by the General Smuts Foundation and this is regarded 
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as an “interesting model for cultural preservation in South Africa today”. The website makes 

the point that it is the responsibility of individual interest groups to identify and preserve their 

history as the state does not have the funds to do this for all (internet: Smuts House nd).  

Kruger House, Pretoria, was the home of Paul Kruger, the President of the old Zuid-

Afrikaansche Republiek (ZAR). The museum consists of the original house built in 1884, in 

which he and his family lived during the last years of the 19th century, as well as two display 

halls and President Kruger’s State Railway Coach. The interior of the house has been 

recreated to portray the time when Kruger and his wife, Gezina, lived there. The exhibitions 

reflect Kruger’s struggle for freedom from British imperialism, his journey to Europe and exile 

(internet: Ditsong 2017: Kruger Museum).  

President Pretorius Museum, Potchefstroom, was the home of President MW Pretorius, the 

founder of Pretoria and the first president of the ZAR. He is believed to have built the Cape-

style home in which the museum is housed in 1868, as well as the coach house, stable and 

smithy. The story of an urban Boer culture which has largely disappeared is portrayed in this 

museum (internet: SA-Venues 2019: President Pretorius Museum). 

Mandela House, 8115 Vilakazi Street, Orlando West, Soweto was the home of South Africa’s 

first democratically elected president, Nelson Mandela, and his family from 1946 until the 

1990s. In 1997 he donated the house to the Soweto Heritage Trust so that it could become a 

museum. Mandela himself spent little time at the house after 1958 returning in 1990 for 11 

days after his release from prison on Robben Island. The museum was restored in 2008 and 

a new visitor centre was built. Exhibitions tell the story of Mandela’s life and the events and 

lives linked to the house by means of images and interpretive panels, film, sound and guided 

tours (internet: Mandela House nd).  

Satyagraha House in Orchards Johannesburg, a house where Mahatma Gandhi once lived, 

opened as a museum and hotel in 2011. It was here that Gandhi developed his philosophy of 

passive resistance, satyagraha being a form of pacifist protest that he later used in India. The 

Edwardian home has been re-created and contains Gandhi memorabilia and period pieces 

from India. The Deputy Director of Immovable Heritage in Johannesburg, Eric Itzkin, believes 

that the museum will attract international and South African visitors interested in the struggle 

against racism and apartheid, and can also form part of a wider experience if it is combined 

with a visit to the Old Fort Prison where Gandhi and later Nelson Mandela were held, and 

Constitution Hill (internet: The Times of India 20/11/2011). 

Luthuli Museum, situated at 3233 Nokukhanya Luthuli Street, Groutville, KwaDukuza, is 

housed in the original house in which Luthuli lived in 1927. Luthuli was Africa’s first Nobel 

Laureate, a humanitarian and a freedom fighter. He was president of the African National 
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Congress from 1952 until 1967, and was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1960 for his non-

violent struggle against apartheid. The museum promotes the life and values of Luthuli and 

opened on 21 August, 2004. As there was no extant collection, the museum has built up a 

collection, following new museology principles, concentrating on the intangible and on memory 

as well as objects. This has involved collecting documents, oral histories, photographs, 

paintings and objects to contribute to knowledge about Luthuli and the liberation struggle in 

South Africa (internet: Luthuli Museum 2016).  

The homes of writers form the greatest number of personality museums in the UK (Forgan 

2012:248). Interest in the homes of writers and composers is shown by the group LitHouses, 

Literary Homes and Museums of Great Britain, which promotes the presentation of the homes 

of musicians and writers in the UK. These include the homes of famous writers such as John 

Keats, Sigmund Freud, Jane Austen and Charles Dickens; and composers such as George 

Handel and Benjamin Britten (internet: LitHouses nd).  

Keats House in Hampstead, London, is where the poet John Keats lived from 1818 to 1820 

and wrote some of his best known poems such as Ode to a Nightingale. The collections consist 

of books, manuscripts, letters, prints, paintings and artefacts that relate to his life (1795-1821), 

his friends and his times (internet: City of London 2019). Also in Hampstead is the Freud 

Museum, which consists of the house in which Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, 

spent the last year of his life, having come to London from Vienna as a refugee from the Nazis 

in 1938. His study is preserved as it was during his life time and contains his original 

psychoanalytic couch as well as his collection of Egyptian, Greek, Roman and Oriental 

antiquities, and his library (internet: Freud Museum London 2018).  

The Karen Blixen Museum, on the estate Rungstedlund outside Copenhagen in Denmark, is 

located in the home in which she lived after her return from Kenya in 1931. The rooms are 

arranged almost as they were when Blixen, the author of Out of Africa, lived there. Flowers 

were important to Blixen and arrangements of fresh flowers from the garden can be found in 

each room as she would have arranged them (internet: Karen Blixen Museet 2019). The ISM 

also has fresh flower arrangements in every room as Irma Stern herself placed arrangements 

of flowers from her garden in the house while she lived there. 

An example of a writer’s house museum in Australia is Nutcote, the home of May Gibbs (1877-

1969), the well-known children’s author and illustrator. After her death the house was sold but 

in 1987 the May Gibbs Foundation was established to save the house from development so 

that it and its gardens could become a house museum (internet: May Gibbs’ Nutcote nd).  

Writers’ house museums are found in South Africa and include the Sol Plaatje Museum and 

Library, situated in the house in Kimberley in which he lived; it celebrates Plaatje’s life as an 
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author, journalist and politician. He was the first Secretary General of the African National 

Congress and the first South African black person to write a book in English (internet: SA-

Venues 2019: Sol Plaatje Museum). In 1992 Farieda Khan stated that the house had been 

bought for use as a museum and was to be restored. This was notable because it was to be 

the first South African museum to celebrate the life of a black person and that preserving it 

was a good example of co-operation among organisations and the involvement of the 

community (Khan 1992:12). 

 The CJ Langenhoven Museum in Oudtshoorn is housed in Arbeidsgenot, the home where 

the Afrikaans poet, author and playwright Cornelis Jakob Langenhoven lived from 1903 to 

1932. He is probably best known as the author of the previous South African National Anthem, 

Die Stem, which he wrote in 1918. To ensure that the house retained its original appearance, 

it was restored and opened as a museum in 1955 to portray Langenhoven’s life (internet: 

Pathfinda 2019: CJ Langenhoven Museum). 

The Olive Schreiner House Museum, Cradock, is housed in 9 Cross Street, one of the oldest 

houses in Cradock and one of the houses in which Olive Schreiner lived. Olive Schreiner 

(1855-1920) was the author of The Story of an African Farm, a feminist, and a political activist. 

The museum houses antique furnishings, an exhibition on her life, and her personal library. 

Cultural activities take place in the Ikhamanga Hall, which is situated behind the house 

(internet: Cradock info nd: Olive Schreiner House Museum).   

The Louw House Museum, Sutherland, was the birthplace and home of the poets and brothers 

NP van Wyk Louw and WEG Louw. It is the only museum in Sutherland and contains artefacts 

which belonged to the Louw family. Daniel Christiaan Esterhuyse (1815-1897), the 

Roggeveld’s first poet, and the authors Datei Pieter Jordaan and Anna Jordaan are also 

included in the museum. The museum presents the cultural history of Sutherland through a 

collection, donated by the community, consisting of furniture, clothing and farm implements 

(internet: Nightjar Travel 2017: Louw Huis Museum). 

Totius House Museum, Potchefstroom, was the home of Jakob Daniel du Toit, the poet, 

professor and theologian, whose pen name was Totius. Built in 1905, it was the home of the 

du Toit family from 1911 until 1924, while he was the principal of the Theological Seminary of 

the Reformed Church of South Africa. The collection consists of furniture, books, pictures and 

utensils that belonged to the du Toit family (internet: SA-Venues 2019: Totius House 

Museum). 

The AG Visser House in Heidelberg was the home of the Afrikaans poet Dr AG Visser. He 

wrote his poems and practised as the local doctor in this house. The museum houses Dr 

Visser’s private possessions; it accommodates the Heidelberg Tourist Information Office and 
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a gallery provides an exhibition venue for local artists (internet: Heidelberg nd: The AG Visser 

House). 

According to Forgan, artists’ house museums are the next in popularity after writers’ houses 

(2012:248). Visiting an artist’s home provides an opportunity to make a “personal connection” 

with the artist that would not be possible in an art museum (Micucci 2001:5). The UK has 

numerous artists’ house museums such as Gainsborough’s House; Red House, the home of 

William Morris; the Mackintosh House in Glasgow, home of Charles Rennie Mackintosh and 

Margaret Macdonald; Watts House, the home of George Frederic Watts; Hoglands, the home 

of sculptor Henry Moore; Hogarth’s House, Chiswick; Turner’s House; and Leighton House 

(McNab 2017). The home of Frederic Leighton (1830-1896), one of the most famous British 

artists of the Victorian age, Leighton House, is the only purpose-built studio-house open to the 

public in the UK. The collection it contains consists of paintings and sculptures by Leighton 

and his contemporaries (internet: The Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea 2019: 

Leighton House Museum). 

Visitors to the ISM have compared it to other artists’ house museums such as Charleston and 

the Barbara Hepworth Museum in the UK, the Georgia O’Keefe Home and Studio in the USA, 

and the Emily Carr House in Canada. Charleston, the home of painters Vanessa Bell (1879-

1961) and Duncan Grant (1885-1978), who were members of the Bloomsbury group, is a 17th-

century farmhouse in Firle, Sussex. Bell and Grant painted the fireplaces, walls and furniture 

in the house in a style inspired by post-modernism and Italian fresco painting (McNab 2017). 

Barbara Hepworth (1903-1975), a modernist sculptor, lived and worked at Trenwyn Studio, 

where she displayed many of her sculptures in the grounds. Her home became a museum 

after her death according to her wishes and is managed by the Tate Gallery. On display are 

paintings and drawings, sculptures, and her artist materials and tools (McNab 2017). Artists’ 

houses are found throughout Europe such as those in and around Paris in France.  

Examples of artists’ house museums in the USA include the Roger Brown Study Collection in 

Chicago located where Brown (1941-1997) established his home as well as a studio, garden 

and collection (internet: Historic Artists Homes and Studios 2019: Roger Brown Study 

Collection). Like Irma Stern, Brown built up a collection in order to create a stimulating 

environment in which to produce his art. The Georgia O’Keeffe (1887-1986) Home and Studio 

is a historic house museum in Abiquiu, New Mexico, which offers visitors the opportunity to 

experience where the artist lived and worked from 1945-1984 (internet: Georgia O’ Keeffe 

Museum 2019). Visitors to the ISM are similarly offered the chance to experience where Irma 

Stern lived and worked. The Emily Carr House in Victoria, Canada, portrays the life, art and 

writings of the Canadian artist Emily Carr (1871-1945). Carr’s art is displayed in the house and 
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exhibitions of contemporary art by local artists are held during the year (Arrais 2015). A visitor 

to the ISM commented that the art and the house reminded her of the Carr house museum 

and Carr’s paintings of trees. 

Examples of artists’ house museums in Australia are those of Sir Hans Heyson, Norman 

Lindsay and Karl Duldig (Best 2017: np). Sir Hans Heysen (1877-1968) was born in Germany 

and went to Australia in 1884; he is one of Australia’s greatest artists, a proud Australian and 

a conservationist, and his work is nationally and internationally renowned. His home, the 

Cedars in Hahndorf, South Australia, is a colonial-style villa built in the 1870s and furnished 

with artworks and the personal belongings of the Heysen family, as is the separate studio he 

built in 1913 (internet: Hans Heysen 2019). The home of Norman Lindsay (1879-1969), artist, 

cartoonist and writer, is located in the Blue Mountains and contains his paintings, while his 

sculptures are displayed in the garden (internet: National Trust NSW 2019). The Duldig Studio 

Museum and sculpture garden is housed in the home of the internationally renowned sculptor 

Karl Duldig (1902-1986) in Malvern East, Melbourne. Some of the rooms have been kept as 

they were when he and his family lived there; his studio contains his artist’s materials which 

remain as he left them, and his sculptures are on display in the garden (internet: Duldig Studio 

2019). 

In South Africa artists such as Anton Van Wouw, Walter Battiss, Helen Martins and Irma Stern 

are commemorated in house museums. The Van Wouw Museum, Pretoria, is housed in the 

home of South African sculptor Anton Van Wouw (1862-1945) where he lived and which 

contained his studio from 1939 until 1945. The collection consists of examples of his sculpture, 

artworks, and photographs and documents related to his life. The museum is managed by the 

University of Pretoria (internet: SouthAfrica.com: Anton Van Wouw Museum 2019).  

Walter Battiss (1906-1982) is regarded as an important South African abstract painter. The 

Walter Battiss Museum, Somerset East, is housed in an English officers' mess, later run as a 

private hotel by the Battiss family from 1914 to 1917. The collection, consisting of the artist’s 

work, personal items, letters and books, was donated to the Museum in 1981 before his death 

the following year (internet: Somerset East 2019: Walter Battiss Art Museum). The Owl House, 

Nieu Bethesda, was the home of Helen Martins who, from 1950 to 1976, changed the 

appearance of her cottage and its yard. In her house she used mirrors and glass to produce 

coloured walls that glittered, and in the yard with the help of workers she produced concrete 

statues. Because of the large number of camels displayed there, the yard became known as 

the Camel Yard. She also produced mythical figures and quasi-religious tableaus (internet: 

SA-Venues 2019: The Owl House). The Irma Stern Museum will be discussed in detail in 

Chapters 5 and 6. 
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2.3.2.2. Collectors’ house museums 

These museums consist of houses which belonged to collectors of art or antiquities (Young 

2017:10). Some collectors create collectors' museums as “for them, it is the dispersal of the 

objects they have cherished that equates with entropy and death, and they trust the capacity 

of their collection to bring to its visitors a pleasure of a different kind, perhaps, but of no inferior 

value. These museums aim at keeping together, during and beyond their creators' life, an 

assemblage of objects that represents them for present and future generations” (Gamboni 

2007:181). The house and collection are therefore donated to the state and they make up a 

small category of house museums compared to other types (Young 2017:11,115).  

A distinctive characteristic of a collector’s house museum is that it consists not only of a 

collection, but also the way in which the collection was displayed by the collector. Retaining 

the original display methods could be a problem for the future survival of a museum of this 

type and it is necessary to promote this characteristic as an asset in order to keep public 

interest (Gamboni 2007:181,184). However Anne Higonnet, Professor of Art History at 

Barnard College, Columbia University, is of the opinion that although these museums are 

housed in private houses, they should not be called house museums, because the collectors 

who established them wanted them to be public art museums. She believes they should be 

called collection museums as they are the result of assembling a collection, and she gives the 

example of the Frick Collection, which deliberately uses the term collection rather than 

museum (Higonnet 2009). 

Art historian Monica Bowen has compiled a list of collection museums; she defines a collection 

museum as “a preserved art collection amassed by a private collector, which is now on view 

for the public […] located in what was once the private house and/or residence of the collector”. 

The list spans the 19th and the 20th centuries, the earliest being the collection of Baron Samuel 

von Brukenthal which opened to the public in 1817 in Sibiu, Romania (Bowen 2011). In the 

late 19th and early 20th century collection museums, which contain private collections still 

displayed in the same way in which their original owners displayed them, were established in 

Europe and the USA. Examples include the Wallace Collection, London; the Musée Condé, 

Paris; the Gardner Museum, Boston; the Frick Collection, New York; the Huntington Art 

Gallery, California; and Dumbarton Oaks, Washington D.C. (Higonnet 2009). 

The first collector’s house museum, and also the first historic house museum to open in Britain, 

was Sir John Soane’s Museum in London. He wished the layout of his house and furnishings 

to be maintained “as nearly as circumstances will permit” (Thornton 1986:12, quoted in Young 

2007a:60). Soane opened his house to visitors before he died in 1837 and had a private Act 

of Parliament passed in which he left his home to the nation. The Museum is run by a Board 
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of Trustees who see that his wishes are followed (internet: Sir John Soane’s Museum London 

nd). Another example is Calke Abbey, in Derbyshire, the home of the Harpur-Crewe family 

who, over generations, accumulated large collections of natural history specimens, paintings, 

taxidermy and books. The house is now administered by the National Trust (Young 2017:118-

119).  

Apart from comparing the ISM to artists’ house museums internationally, visitors have also 

compared it to collectors’ house museums such as Kettle’s Yard in Cambridge and the Peggy 

Guggenheim Collection in Venice. The home of Jim and Helen Ede from 1957 to 1973, Kettle’s 

Yard is the setting for their collection, which consists of fine art, ceramics, textiles, furniture 

and natural objects. Every afternoon during the term Ede opened his home to students so they 

could enjoy his collection. In 1966 the Edes donated their collection to the University of 

Cambridge. There are no labels in Kettle’s Yard and the collection has been kept as Jim Ede 

displayed it (internet: University of Cambridge 2014). 

From 1951 Peggy Guggenheim (1898-1979) opened her home in Venice, the Palazzo Venier 

dei Leoni, and her collection of Cubist, abstract and Surrealist art to the public every summer. 

During her lifetime she gave her home and her collection to the Solomon R Guggenheim 

Foundation. Guggenheim died in 1979 and her collection opened to the public in 1980 

managed by the Solomon R Guggenheim Foundation (internet: The Solomon R. Guggenheim 

Foundation 2016).  

In the USA Isabella Stewart Gardner (1840-1924) and Henry Clay Frick (1849-1919) 

bequeathed their houses and collections as museums to the nation (Young 2017:129). 

Gardner will be discussed in terms of collecting and her motivation as a museum founder in 

Chapter 5.  

Two examples of collectors’ house museums in Australia are the Johnston collection in East 

Melbourne, Victoria, and the David Roche Foundation House Museum in North Adelaide. WT 

Johnston (1911-1986), a collector and art dealer, built up a collection consisting of furniture of 

the Georgian, Regency and Louis XV periods, as well as paintings and ceramics. After his 

death his home, Fairhall, was converted into a house museum with the aim of preserving the 

atmosphere that Johnston had created in the house (internet: The Johnston Collection 2019). 

Collector of fine arts and antiques, David Roche, established a foundation in 1999 to preserve 

his collection for future generations. The collection is housed in his former home, Fermoy 

House, and displayed to give an idea of his lifestyle, while the construction of a new gallery 

provides the opportunity to use thematic displays for some items of his collection (internet: 

The David Roche Foundation 2019). 
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There is a world-wide trend whereby collectors of contemporary art are building private 

museums so that their artworks can be enjoyed by the public instead of languishing in storage. 

These have been called “ego-seums” (Alberge 2010). Two examples of contemporary art 

museums in Australia are the Justin Art House museum and the Lyon House Museum, both 

in Melbourne. Charles and Leah Justin have been contemporary art collectors for the past 40 

years and enjoy sharing their collection, which is housed in their home, with the public. Visitors 

are given a tour of the house to experience how the Justin’s live with their art, after which they 

enjoy a discussion about art together with refreshments (internet: Justin & Justin nd). 

The Lyon House museum is the private home of collectors Corbett and Yueji Lyon, who offer 

tours on selected days. Visitors have the opportunity of experiencing the combination of a 

private museum and private home, and the museum has been described as continuing in the 

tradition of collectors’ museums such as the Guggenheim Collection and the Frick Collection 

(internet: Lyon House Museum nd). 

 

An unusual example of a collector’s museum is the Museum of Innocence in Istanbul, which 

is both representation of a novel and a museum.  Author Orhan Pamouk published the book, 

The Museum of Innocence, in 2008, which is a love story set in Istanbul between 1975 and 

the present. Also an enthusiastic collector, Pamouk assembled a collection of items that the 

characters in the novel would have used, wrote a story about them, and then opened a 

museum which portrayed life in Istanbul over a period of fifty years. It has been suggested that 

this may be the first example of a museum collection forming the basis of a novel (Kartaler 

2012). 

It appears that the only example of a collector’s house in South Africa is the Sammy Marks 

Museum outside Pretoria. Marks built Zwartkoppies Hall, a 48-room mansion with gardens 

and tennis courts in 1885, and lived there with his wife Bertha and nine children. He stipulated 

in his will that Zwartkoppies Hall and all its contents were to be preserved for up to four 

generations after his death. The Ditsong (National Cultural History) Museum in Pretoria was 

responsible for turning it into a museum. The museum provides an insight into the life of the 

Randlords and contains silver, porcelain, oil paintings as well as a billiards room, large kitchen 

and library (internet: Gauteng nd: Sammy Marks Museum). 

However, although there do not appear to be further examples of collectors’ museums in South 

Africa, there are important examples of collectors who bequeathed their collections to the 

South African nation with the purpose of establishing or furnishing a museum. Examples are 

Alfred de Pass, William Fehr and Ann Lidderdale. 
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Alfred de Pass, known as “the fairy Godfather of South African Galleries”, was a generous 

benefactor to the South African National Gallery, the South African Cultural History Museum 

and especially Groot Constantia (now all part of the Iziko Museums of Cape Town). Groot 

Constantia had to be restored after a fire in 1925 and the Public Works Department hoped 

that the empty manor house would be furnished by donations. De Pass offered to refurnish 

the manor house at his expense and the collection he assembled consisted of furniture, 

paintings, porcelain and other objects that he himself selected. He continued to work on this 

project until his death in 1952. De Pass was solely responsible for the furnishing and 

arrangement of the interior of the manor house and his collection continues to form the major 

part of the interior (Phillips 1981:5,7,11). 

William Fehr, a Cape Town businessman, assembled a collection dating from the late 17th to 

the 19th centuries consisting of oil paintings, furniture, metal, glassware and ceramics,  as well 

as works on paper such as prints and drawings. In 1952 he lent his collection to be displayed 

at the Castle of Good Hope, and the government later bought the paintings, furniture and 

decorative arts in 1964 for display at the Castle. In 1965 Fehr donated his works on paper to 

the nation with the intention that they be displayed at Rust en Vreugd, an excellent example 

of urban Dutch colonial architecture of the 18th century. Fehr was also involved with the display 

of his donation. According to the Iziko website, the Fehr collection is one of the best collections 

of colonial art at the Cape (internet: Iziko 2019: Rust en Vreugd). 

Ann Lidderdale, a well-known Cape citizen, had a vision of establishing a museum intended 

to depict the English way of life at the Cape, and it was largely through her efforts and 

enthusiasm that this museum was established. She offered her collection of English antiques 

to the then South African Cultural History Museum as the nucleus collection of a museum to 

commemorate those of British descent and their contribution to the establishment of South 

Africa. The problem then was to find a suitable location for the collection, as Mrs Lidderdale 

felt very strongly that it should be housed in a building English in origin or style, and Bertram 

House in Cape Town, a red brick, double-storeyed house in the Late Georgian style, offered 

a solution. Mrs Lidderdale not only bequeathed her collection to the South African nation, she 

also encouraged others to do the same, and she set up the Lidderdale Trust fund so that 

additions to the collection could be purchased (internet: Iziko 2019: Bertram House). 

South African collectors did not donate their collections only to the national museums. An 

example of a smaller local museum which grew out of a private collection is that of the George 

Museum. Mr Charles Sayers, the editor of the George and Knysna Herald, who was known 

for collecting “things of historical interest in George” (GMA: Thompson 2011: np), started his 

own museum, consisting of his private collection, in a room in Mitchell Street. It soon ran out 
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of space and had to move to the old Town House in Market Square, and then to the Old 

Drostdy building purchased by the George Municipality for use  as a museum, opening in 

1976. Mr Sayers was the curator of the collection as well as manager of the museum (GMA: 

Cairncross 1987:3). Irma Stern, as well as being an artist, was a collector. Her collection and 

how it led to the establishment of the ISM will be discussed in Chapter 5. Although these 

private collectors did not bequeath museums as well as collections, they played a very 

important role in the establishment of cultural history and house museums in the 20th century 

in South Africa. 

 

2.3.2.3. Artwork/Architectural style house museums 

This category of house museums, referred to as the aesthetic house museum by Alderson 

and Low (1996) and Butcher-Younghans (1993), consists of houses that have been preserved 

because of their architectural design or style and therefore for aesthetic reasons rather than 

because of a connection with a past event or a famous person. Butcher-Younghans defines 

an aesthetic house museum as also providing a background for the collection (1993:185), 

which can take the form of period rooms (Alderson & Low 1996:16). These houses can be 

modern or ancient, vernacular or high style. Young is of the opinion that high style is the main 

reason why most of these houses have been preserved (2017:10) and describes their 

presentation to the public as “walk through artworks” (Young 2012:7), hence the name artwork 

house museums. 

In Britain the 17th century Knole and Osterley Park, redecorated by Robert Adam at the end 

of the 18th century, are examples of high-style houses acquired by the National Trust. In the 

USA the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities, founded by William Sumner 

Appleton in 1910, preserved historic houses such as Boardman House in Saugus MA as 

examples of period architecture. The importance of Victorian architecture had been 

recognised in the USA by 1941 with the preservation of the Morse-Libby house, whereas in 

the UK it took until 1980 for the first Victorian house museum to be established (Young 2012:6, 

7). 

Houses designed by modern architects such as Frank Lloyd Wright first became house 

museums in the USA (Young 2012:7). 2 Willow Road, Hampstead, London, the home of the 

architect Erno Goldfinger, is an example of modernist style in the UK and was acquired by the 

National Trust in 1994. It contains Goldfinger’s furniture, personal possessions and collection 

of 20th century art (Young 2017:107). One of the finest examples of modern architecture in 

Australia is the Rose Seidler house, built in Sydney in 1950, which houses a collection of post-

World War II furniture (internet: Sydney Living Museums nd: Rose Seidler House).  
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An internet search has revealed that there are numerous examples of artwork house museums 

in South Africa. What is notable is that even tourism websites describe historic houses in terms 

of architectural style such as Cape, Georgian, Victorian and Edwardian. It is therefore 

suggested that to reflect the emphasis on architectural style, a more appropriate name for 

houses of this type in the South African context could therefore be “architectural style house 

museum”. It could be argued that this name would also be more appropriate internationally as 

the name “artwork house museum” suggests that the house itself is a work of art rather than 

representing an architectural style. 

In Cape Town the Koopmans-De Wet House, Bertram House and Groot Constantia Manor 

House are examples of house museums forming part of the Iziko Department of Social History. 

Koopmans-De Wet House is one of the last examples of late 18th century houses in Cape 

Town. The double-storeyed house has a neoclassical façade, probably dating from 1790, with 

four fluted pilasters and a frieze above the front door. This house museum is furnished as the 

home of a well-to-do Cape family during the late 18th century. Marie Koopmans-De Wet (1834-

1906), after whom this house museum is named, was an active figure in cultural life in Cape 

Town and entertained the important figures of her day, becoming known as the hostess of the 

salon in Strand Street. During the South African War 1899–1902 she used her house as a 

depot from which to send goods she had received from the Netherlands to the Boer women 

and children in the concentration camps. However, she is represented in this museum only by 

a small display as the emphasis is on the important collection of Cape furniture and silver, as 

well as ceramics (internet: Iziko 2019: Koopmans-De Wet House).This is an example of a 

house museum that might benefit from being re-evaluated against the categories indicated in 

order to determine the main theme for its interpretation. 

Bertram House, on the corner of Government Avenue and Orange Street, Cape Town, built 

c.1839, is a red brick double-storeyed house in the late Georgian style and one of the last 

remaining examples of houses of its kind in Cape Town. The museum, which depicts the home 

of a well-to-do English family of the early 19th century, was conceptualised by Mrs Ann 

Lidderdale. To establish this museum she bequeathed her collection of furniture and porcelain 

to become the nucleus collection (internet: Iziko 2019: Bertram House). 

Groot Constantia dates back to 1685 and is one of the oldest wine-producing farms in South 

Africa (internet: Iziko 2019: Groot Constantia). The site consists not only of a manor house, 

which is a fine example of Cape architecture, but also an outbuilding, the Jonkershuis, two 

restaurants, a wine cellar, grounds, and the vineyards and can therefore be compared to a 

country house museum. The manor house is furnished as the home of well-to-do Cape 

farmers of the 18th to early 19th century. The historic wine cellar has displays of drinking and 
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storage vessels for wine which date from antiquity to the early 20th century, as well as an 

exhibition on the history of the estate which focuses on rural slavery at the Cape and the role 

it played in wine farming (internet: Iziko 2019: Groot Constantia).  

Good examples of architectural style house museums in the Western Cape are the 

Stellenbosch Village Museum in Stellenbosch and the Drostdy Museum in Swellendam. The 

Stellenbosch Village Museum consists of four houses and their gardens each representing a 

different architectural period in Stellenbosch: Schreuderhuis built in 1709, is furnished in the 

style of a Stellenbosch home of 1680–1720. Most of the furniture was made from wood that 

was found locally; Blettermanhuis, an 18th century Cape Dutch-style house with an H-shaped 

floor plan and six gables, was built in 1789 by the magistrate of Stellenbosch Hendrik Lodewyk 

Bletterman. The house is furnished to represent the period 1750-1790; Grosvenor House is 

furnished in the period 1800-1830 and has a large garden. Built in 1782 by Christian Ludolph 

Neethling, subsequent alterations to the house until 1803 resulted in its present form as a two-

storeyed town house similar to the Martin Melck House and Koopmans-De Wet House in Cape 

Town; and OM Bergh House, the home of OM Bergh and his family from 1836-1877, originally 

had a thatched roof and gables similar to Blettermanhuis, but was altered to become a mid-

19th century home. It is furnished to represent the period of 1850–1870 (internet: Stellenbosch 

Museum nd). 

The Drostdy Museum, Swellendam, consists of the Drostdy, the house and official 

headquarters of the magistrate built in 1747 by the Dutch East India Company, together with 

various outbuildings that were built later. The Drostdy was the most important building in 

Swellendam for many years and is an example of Cape Dutch architecture. The collection, 

which includes Cape furniture of the Baroque, Neoclassical and Regency styles, is displayed 

in period rooms (internet: Drostdy Museum nd). Mayville House Museum, built in 1846, forms 

part of the Drostdy Museum complex. It is an example of transitional-style architecture 

combining Cape Dutch and Cape Georgian details.  The house is furnished in the Victorian 

style in period rooms to portray the lives of the middle class in the British colonies (internet: 

Drostdy Museum nd). 

In the Eastern Cape No. 7 Castle Hill is one of the oldest houses in Port Elizabeth. Built by the 

Reverend Francis McCleland, an Irish clergyman, it dates back to 1832. A Georgian style 

cottage, it houses a collection of English furniture and household items, and is decorated in 

the early Victorian style of 1840-1870 (internet: Bayworld 2019).  

Three examples of architectural style house museums in KwaZulu-Natal are Old House 

Museum and Bergtheil Museum in Durban, and Macrorie House in Pietermaritzburg. Old 

House Museum is a replica of a typical colonial-style veranda house and the interior and 
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furniture portray the lifestyle of British settlers in the Victorian period. Sir John Robinson, the 

first prime minister of Natal, and his family are represented by mannequins dressed in the 

fashion of the period (internet: SA-Venues 2019: Old House Museum). 

Bergtheil Museum, Durban, is housed in the oldest building in Westville and surrounded by a 

park. The Bergtheil Museum portrays the history and contribution made by the German settlers 

whom the Director of the Natal Cotton Company, Jonas Bergtheil, brought to Natal in 1848. 

There is also a collection of photographs, documents and artefacts (internet: SA-Venues 2019: 

Bergtheil Museum). Macrorie House Museum, Pietermaritzburg, is an early to mid-Victorian 

double-storey house which, from 1870, was the home of the Bishop of Maritzburg, William 

Kenneth Macrorie. The museum portrays the lifestyle of British settlers, contains a private 

chapel and includes the personal belongings of the bishop, as well as a collection of dolls and 

a doll’s house (internet: SA-Venues 2019: Macrorie House Museum). 

Examples of house museums in the Free State are the Pellissier House Museum and the 

Freshford House Museum. Located in Bethulie, the Pellissier House Museum displays the 

history of the Bethulie area in this house, built in 1843, which was originally the home of a 

French missionary, Reverend JP Pellisier. Exhibitions include the history of Bethulie and the 

missionaries who worked in the area. The collection consists of photographs, furniture, 

clothes, war relics, vehicles and farm equipment (internet: SA-Venues 2019: Pellissier House 

Museum). The Freshford House Museum, Bloemfontein, is one of the few remaining 

Edwardian period houses still in existence in Bloemfontein. Freshford House was designed 

and built by Englishman John Harrison and completed in 1897.  The house represents the 

transition period between the Late Victorian and Edwardian period. Prior to opening as a 

house museum in 1986, the house was restored, which included reproducing the original 

William Morris wallpaper. The house has been furnished with items from the late 19th and early 

20th century and some items in the collection belonged to the Harrisons. The garden is in the 

late Victorian style with herb and rose gardens, clipped hedges and gravel paths (internet: 

National Museum Bloemfontein nd).  

Melrose House in Pretoria, as well as being an example of an architectural style house 

museum, is an example of a house museum where a historic event took place. On 31 May 

1902 Melrose House was the venue where the Peace of Vereeniging was signed ending the 

South African War. George Heys built the three-storey house in 1886. It became a museum 

in 1968 and is an example of the transition from Victorian to Edwardian furniture and 

decoration (internet: Gauteng Tourism Authority nd: Melrose House Museum). Most of the 

items in the collection belonged to the Heys family and the interior consists of ornate fireplaces 

and ceilings, stained-glass windows, paintings by English artists and porcelain. There is 
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information about the South African War as well as an exhibition of photographs (internet: SA 

Places nd: Melrose House). 

The fact that a house museum can fall into more than one category and therefore can be 

evaluated against a number of categories in order to determine the main theme for 

interpretation (Bryant and Behrens 2007: np) will be applied to the case study of the ISM. In 

Chapter 5 the ISM will be evaluated to see whether it fits in with the definition of a historic 

house museum and, if so, into which categories it will fall. 

 

2.4. Challenges facing historic house museums 

Since World War II numerous house museums have opened in the USA, because it was 

understood that turning a house into a museum was the best way of saving a historic building. 

In 2016 it was reported that the National Trust for Historic Preservation (USA) had estimated 

that there are more than fifteen thousand historic house museums in the USA (Hellman 2016). 

Some of these museums are successful and others are not; Leslie Green Bowman, President 

and CEO of the Thomas Jefferson Foundation at Monticello, argues that the problem is that 

there are too many house museums which have not been properly marketed (2013:19-21). In 

the early to mid-20th century museum directors did not regard running a museum as a business 

because, at that time, museums received public funding, and therefore they did not ask 

questions such as: Who is the customer, what does he or she want, how will we communicate 

and deliver the value proposition for our intended business? (Bowman 2013:21). 

From the 1990s one of the main topics in the literature on historic house museums, especially 

from the USA, has been sustainability. House museums have acknowledged that they have 

problems, and been investigating what is wrong and looking for solutions. According to 

Coates, every historic house museum is unique as far as its architecture, history and the 

surroundings in which it is situated are concerned, but at the same time these museums have 

similar problems to face (1990:26). The problem is that they have not generated the income, 

enjoyment and opportunities for learning that should be expected from them (George 2002:1).  

House museums are struggling as they are faced with low visitor numbers, restricted opening 

hours, insufficient funds leading to staff shortages and delayed maintenance (Moe 2002:6). 

Therefore a major challenge for the survival of many of these museums is to attract enough 

paying visitors to keep them viable (Young 2007b:134). Since the 1980s house museums 

have had to deal with social and economic changes in society. This has involved competing 

with other leisure-time activities, a decrease in visitor numbers partly caused by women joining 

the workforce, and dealing with more diverse audiences, who do not necessarily regard 
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colonial history as relevant to their lives (Bowman 2013:21). Part of the problem is that not 

only are these museums detached from their communities and also from present-day 

concerns, but they do not keep up with changes such as new developments in education 

(George 2002:2).  

Museums have had to look to corporates for funding as less government money became 

available for sustaining cultural practices, because a growing population in the later 20th 

century led to more demands for social services. As a result there is more competition for 

funding from corporations, which expect a positive reaction from visitors and accountability in 

order to justify funding museums (Bowman 2013:21). A survey carried out by the National 

Trust for Historic Preservation (USA) in 1988 showed that 80 percent of historic house 

museums had annual budgets of less than fifty thousand dollars; 65 percent had no full-time 

staff and there were fewer than five thousand visitors per annum in 54 percent of these 

museums (Harris 2007:11). House museums therefore have to find ways to become relevant 

in their communities, if they are to resolve the critical issues they face, such as a shortage of 

funding and declining visitor numbers. 

In 1996 Jennifer Esler, former executive director of Clivedon of the National Trust, was the 

first person to highlight the fact that historic houses are struggling and having to face difficult 

decisions about their future preservation and viability in her article “Historic House Museums: 

struggling for survival” (Harris 2007: x). Since then in the USA the challenges faced by historic 

house museums have been highlighted in a succession of conferences held between 1998 

and 2008, as well as journal articles. In 1998 a symposium, American House Museums in the 

21st century, asked about the future of these museums in the next century as many house 

museums were dealing with a crisis. It aimed to assess the state of these museums, discuss 

ways to support those that had the capacity to survive, and explore other uses for those which 

might not be able to remain traditional house museums in the future (internet: Athenaeum of 

Philadelphia 1998). House museums have been described as having to deal with a perception 

problem, as they are seen as irrelevant, looking back rather than forward, being exclusionary 

as they put the welfare of the collections over that of the visitor, having staff who are narrowly 

focused, and guides and volunteers who are seen as being “old and dithery” (Sanchis 1998:4). 

This symposium was followed by two important conferences held at Kykuit, the Rockefeller 

estate in Tarrytown, New York. The 2002 conference, entitled Re-thinking the historic house 

museum, aimed to answer the question posed by the leaders of the American Association for 

State and Local History and the National Trust being:  

In the increasing competition for visitors, members, and financial support, many, if not 

most, historic sites are struggling for survival, and the quality of preservation and 
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maintenance of many such sites has declined precipitously. In addition, the quality and 

appeal of the traditional historic house interpretation does not successfully compete 

with other contemporary sources of educational leisure time activities. Is it time for new 

models, new standards or new approaches?  (George 2002:21).  

Although house museums were praised for their positive qualities such as being “rich and 

diverse learning environments”, “powerful assets”, “unique places” and “authentic”, the 

conference concentrated on the problems facing these museums. These include the fact that 

many of these museums are failing, their “period rooms, guided tours, and don’t touch 

environments” appear to be “tired and antiquated” and are “disconnected both from current 

issues and from their own communities” as they do not make enough effort to assess the 

needs of their existing visitors or try to attract new ones (George 2002:2-3). As interpretation 

therefore appears to be a major part of the problems faced by house museums, the way that 

these museums are interpreted will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 

Gerald George, former executive director of the American Association of State and Local 

History, referred to the “Historic House Museum Malaise” in an article he wrote about the 

conference (2002:21-25), and Richard Moe, then president of the National Trust for Historic 

Preservation, wrote an article asking whether there are too many house museums (2002:4). 

In his article Moe used Germantown in Philadelphia as an example of a town which has a 

collection of historic house museums, many of which are not connected with the community 

in which they are situated. Through the years the neighbourhoods in which these houses are 

located changed, with the result that the houses are now regarded as “relics from a distant 

past” that are not relevant to the lives of the people who live there. This is because they do 

not connect with large parts of the American community such as people who are not rich or 

famous, women, and ethnic groups such as Hispanics and African-Americans (Moe 2002:6).  

In 2004 Stapp and Turino argued that turning a house into a museum in order to preserve it is 

no longer regarded as the best course of action; they used the Fogg Rollins house as a case 

study in an article entitled “Does America Need Another House Museum?” (2004:7-11). 

According to Moe, people often see conversion to a museum as the only way of saving a 

historic house, and he suggests a better option would be that these houses remain in private 

ownership (2002:9,10). Donna Harris’s book, New Solutions for House Museums, was 

published in 2007. She questioned whether the best way to preserve a historic house was to 

turn it into a museum and proposed eight alternative options that could be considered if it was 

decided that the museum route was no longer viable (2007:4-5). These include: re-programme 

the site as a study house with restricted access; re-programme the house for use, not as a 

house museum, but as an office, library or shop; get another house museum organisation to 
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lease and manage the house museum; a merger with another house museum organisation; 

lease the house to a business; sell or donate the house to a private owner; sell to a non-profit 

organisation; and donate the house to the government (Harris 2007). 

At the follow-up conference in 2007, The Forum on Historic Site Stewardship in the 21st 

century, James Vaughan, the Vice President for Stewardship of Historic Sites at the National 

Trust for Historic Preservation, called for a “national conversation” about “the choices we must 

make to ensure that our sites provide maximum value to our society and thus remain relevant 

and useful for future generations” (Vaughan 2008a:5). The key findings and recommendations 

produced by this conference have been published on the Demhist website (internet: Demhist 

2007: Kykuit Findings). In the same year another conference, New Audiences for Old Houses: 

Building a Future with the Past, was held at the Boston Athenaeum to discuss the development 

of historic house museum audiences in the UK and the USA (internet: Historic Districts 

Council, New York City 2007).  

The Historic House Affinity Group Committee of the American Association for State and Local 

History produced a technical leaflet in 2008 entitled How Sustainable is your Historic House 

Museum? that highlighted the issue of declining visitor numbers. The intention was to provide 

a “tool” for historic houses “who want to attract new audiences, new support, and find new 

purposes for their missions and historic properties”, thereby attempting to stop the decline of 

historic house museums and help them to achieve a healthy future (internet: AASLH 2008:12).  

Eleven characteristics of a sustainable house museum were listed: it serves its audience and 

is valued by its community; it is inspiring; it follows standards of excellence; it promotes “a 

culture of learning”; it has connections with individuals and groups outside the museum; it is 

managed proactively; it cares for its properties proactively; it is interpreted in new ways; it 

thinks strategically; it prepares well for the future by introducing technology and increasing 

public access; and it is well marketed (internet: AASLH 2008:2-6). A checklist was also 

provided to work out if a historic house museum was in trouble (internet: AASLH 2008:8).In 

an article entitled “Historic House Museums: An Embarrassment of Riches” Marian Godfrey 

discussed the “enormous challenges that threaten their sustainability” (2008:11). She 

explained that these challenges are the result of the fast changing arts and cultural 

environment caused by digital technology, changes in the population, and the fact that there 

are far more cultural experiences available now than when most historic house museums were 

founded. Godfrey described house museums as being in a state of crisis as they were unable 

to “respond to the changing environment by reinventing themselves programmatically” 

(2008:12-13). According to Max van Balgooy, director of interpretation and education at the 

National Trust for Historic Preservation, the crisis faced by these museums concerns two main 

areas, namely attendance and finances. He feels that the meaning of the word “crisis” should 
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be that used by medical doctors when referring to “the turning point in a disease” because, 

although unwell, if the malaise of historic house museums is accurately diagnosed, there is 

hope for recovery (Van Balgooy 2008:17, 24).  

In 2008 the world found itself in a great recession. Museums were badly affected and forced 

to be entrepreneurial to remain viable by cutting costs, and finding new sources of revenue 

(Bell 2012). The recession resulted in cuts in investment incomes as well as in the services of 

state and local government and this in turn had a devastating effect on historic house 

museums in the USA (Young 2017: 242). This situation is reflected in an article by Richard 

Moe published in 2012, using the same title of the article he published in 2002, entitled “Are 

there too many house museums?” He stated that since his first article the number of historic 

house museums facing problems such as low visitor numbers, lack of finances and needing 

maintenance had grown dramatically, because not only do they have to compete for 

educational opportunities in a digital world, but they also have to compete for funds in a 

“sluggish economy” (2012:55). According to the Humanities Indicators, a project of the 

American Academy of Arts and Sciences, the number of people visiting a historic site fell by 

more than a third from 1982 to 2012 (internet: American academy: Humanities Indicators 

2018). This may be a reflection that culture is no longer considered a top priority because, as 

Hosley points out, in the past philanthropists such as the Rockefeller family and Henry Ford 

made substantial donations to museums such as Colonial Williamsburg and Greenfield 

Village, but the philanthropists of the 21st century, such as Bill Gates, do not donate to 

museums but to causes such as public health (Graham 2014). 

Yet, although museums experienced financial strain because of the recession, they have 

shown great resilience by introducing cost-saving, entrepreneurial and fundraising strategies. 

Museum educators have played an important role in helping their museums to survive these 

challenges by finding new ways, such as programmes and exhibitions, to form a connection 

with their audiences (Geller & Salamon 2010:138-139). Museums have therefore shown that 

they are capable of adapting to changing circumstances. The principle that is applied to a 

business – “You have to adapt to grow or you die” – should also be applied to house museums. 

Adapting means finding different sources of funding, working out the museum’s relationship 

with its visitors and introducing technology into the displays to attract young people (Hellman 

2016). To sum up, there are therefore two main ways of tackling the problems faced by historic 

house museums: concentrate on relevance and funding; or consider finding another use for 

the historic house other than as a museum (Van Balgooy 2017:335). 

However, the challenges faced by historic house museums in the USA are not unique. There 

are also problems of sustainability in the UK, where the 2008 recession also had a devastating 
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impact on museums through budget cuts that were introduced, although from the 1980s the 

arts and heritage sector had already been expected to be “a job and wealth producing industry” 

and to become self-supporting (Young 2017:245, 246). In 1999 Victoria Alexander described 

the UK as a good example of a country moving “from a largely government-based funding 

system to one that is more market-based”. She pointed out that the challenge for museums in 

the 21st century will be to balance conservation and connoisseurship with the need to adopt a 

more business-like model for their management and funding (1999:29, 34). A 1997 case study 

of visits to historic houses in England had already concluded that UK domestic tourism is in 

decline and that the future for historic houses was becoming more insecure. This is because 

the way these houses are presented and interpreted has not kept up with what visitors want 

and expect. Another reason for this decline is the fact that visitors are getting older, which is 

a result of a decline in the number of younger visitors and not just that society is aging 

(Markwell et al., 1997:107). 

Since the recession British museums have had to become more self-supporting and increase 

their income (Young 2017:244-248). It is interesting, though, to note that the National Trust 

experienced an increase in membership in 2009 at the height of the recession. Efficiency 

savings and cost controls were introduced, and bringing properties to life and visitor enjoyment 

were prioritised. As a result visitor numbers and membership increased, making it one of the 

National Trust’s best years (internet: National Trust 2010:4).  

House museums in Australia have also had to deal with a shortage of funding and it has 

therefore been necessary to question their value (Young 1994:184). Although Young does not 

mention visitor numbers as a problem, she does imply that those house museums which are 

independently run will need to introduce active interpretive programmes and systems for 

financial management in order to attract more than their existing visitors and thereby survive 

(Young 1994:183-185). Relevance and survival are challenges faced by heritage institutions 

in parts of Asia as well (Galla 2002:63). Galla’s question “What kind of integrated management 

and interpretation plans are required to make the house museums economically viable and 

accessible to multiple publics, especially the younger generation?” (Galla 2015) therefore 

applies to historic house museums throughout the world, as does Bowman’s question “Who 

is the customer, what does he/she want, how will we communicate and deliver the value 

proposition for our intended business?” (Bowman 2013:21). 

South African house museums face similar challenges, but since 1994 have had to deal with 

the additional challenge of the need for transformation of museums in South Africa. The South 

African house museum situation will be discussed in Chapter 7. 
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CHAPTER 3: 

MUSEUMS AND COMMUNICATION 

 

3.1. Introduction 

This study is based on the premise that communication is one of the main functions of a 

museum and it is therefore involved in all its key functions, namely collecting, conserving and 

managing the collection, as well as managing the museum (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:92). 

Chapter 2 introduced the challenges to sustainability faced by historic house museums in the 

21st century created by social and economic changes in society, lack of funding, and issues of 

relevance. However, these problems are not unique to house museums as, since the later 20th 

century, museums in general have had to deal with these issues as well as with the changes 

in museum theory introduced by the new museology.   

These changes have led to the role and function of the museum moving from being collection-

based to being audience-based. Museums have had to accept that they are for people and to 

succeed in the future they must cater for their audiences (Ambrose & Paine 2012:27). 

Communication has therefore become an essential function and museums have recognised 

that they need to know who their visitors are if they wish to communicate effectively with them 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1995:3).  

The aim of this chapter is to undertake a theoretical analysis and description of the 

communication process to form the foundation of this study and, together with the general 

background to historic house museums of Chapter 2, provide a context for the case study of 

the ISM. The changing role and function of the museum in the 21st century will be discussed 

to highlight the role and importance of communication, which includes marketing, education 

and entertainment, exhibitions and interpretation, as well as its function in the visitor 

experience. This is one way to ensure sustainability of museums and specifically house 

museums in the future. 

 

3.2. The role of communication in the 21st century museum  

In 1970 Joseph Veach Nobel, later president of the American Association of Museums, 

published Museum Manifesto in which he described the five responsibilities of every museum 

and the way they relate to each other: to collect, to conserve, to study, to interpret and to 

exhibit. “They form an entity. They are like the five fingers of a hand, each independent but 

united for common purpose. If a museum omits or slights any one of these five responsibilities 
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it has handicapped itself immeasurably” (quoted in Weil 1990:57). Similarly museologist Dr 

Edward Alexander states that as objects form “the heart of a museum”, the three traditional 

museum functions – collection, preservation and research – remain essential. However, the 

exhibition, interpretation and education functions are also of great importance as these are 

the ways by which the museum aims to enable visitors to appreciate and understand its 

collections (1996:15). Both Nobel and Alexander show that the educational role of the museum 

had been recognised in the 1970s already as being as important as the traditional collections-

based function. 

 

In 1990 Stephen Weil, a museologist associated with the Smithsonian Institution, explained 

that he had been introduced to a new paradigm by the Dutch museologist Peter van Mensch. 

In this approach van Mensch reduced the essential functions of a museum to three: 

preservation, which includes collecting; research; and communicating, which includes 

interpretation and exhibiting. According to Weil, this new approach is significant as the 

functions of exhibition and interpretation are “inseparable”, in contrast to the practice of most 

museums at that time which regarded interpretation as secondary to education. This was 

reflected by the fact that museum education usually formed part of a separate department 

(1990:2).  

 

Communication (hence also interpretation) was therefore not regarded as an important 

museum function until the second half of the 20th century as, until then, the main purpose of a 

museum was to collect and display objects which would be viewed by the general public. As 

the educational role of the museum developed, so did the need to communicate with its 

visitors, and in 2001 the ICOM definition of a museum included the word “communicate”, 

confirming communication as an all-important component in the workings of a museum 

(Desvalées & Mairesse 2010:30). 

 

Museums in the 21st century can be described as being in crisis because of the changes they 

are experiencing. These include changes in the museum visitor, the role of the museum in 

society, what the public expects from museums, changes in the economy and ways of 

communication, and the fact that museums have to compete with other organisations for 

visitors (Stam 2005:55).  

 

Museologist Kenneth Hudson explains that there are four main reasons why museums have 

been forced to change since the second half of the 20th century. He lists these as: people 

believing that the government will care for them, which has the consequence that governments 

have to save money in order to meet these expectations; people in the West have an increased 
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amount of money to spend; museum staff have become more professional; and there has 

been an increase in the number of independent museums which do not rely on public funds 

(1998:45). Publicly funded museums have therefore had to compete for funds and have been 

forced to explain why they are of value to society. Under these circumstances, an educational 

role is more acceptable to society than the role of caring for collections (Sandell 1998:403). In 

return for public funding, politicians expect results in the form of an increase in visitor numbers 

showing that museums are relevant to society. Also, changes in museum staff to address 

issues such as diversity and the employment of more women have led to a greater focus on 

democracy, the community and social history. Museum staff have become more professional 

and better managers, and this has also resulted in a change in focus from the conservation of 

collections to a more socially-oriented educational role (Fleming 2010:1). 

 

Change has also occurred in response to factors such as the new media such as social 

networking which has affected the way we communicate, global migration leading to 

increasingly diverse communities, and the need to address the interests and tastes of younger 

generations born since the 1960s, generations X, Y and Z (Black 2012:1-3). Another 

characteristic of change in museums is that people who had been previously disadvantaged 

have been given the opportunity to promote their own cultures, values and opinions, and the 

museum is now regarded a channel through which to achieve this (Edwards 2007:101).  

 

Writing in 1992, Hooper-Greenhill argued that until that time museums had not been obliged 

to undergo periodic evaluations in the same way that schools had been, and most museum 

work therefore went ahead without any assessment-based policies or objectives (1992:3). 

Today museums are expected to motivate why they should continue to function and raise 

funds, often competing with other organisations. If a museum cannot successfully motivate 

why it has value, its fund raising will be unsuccessful. Reduced funding has led to many 

museums having to raise funds themselves by attracting larger audiences. The marketing 

function of the museum has therefore grown in importance, but it is now also essential to 

analyse the experience that the museum offers to visitors and thereby examine the role of the 

museum as a communicator (Hooper Greenhill 2000a:11-12). Most museums internationally 

face a funding crisis. The questions being asked are: “Are you really worth what you cost or 

just merely worthwhile? Are you truly able to accomplish anything that makes a difference or 

are you simply an old habit?” (Black 2012:4). Therefore, as explained by Perry et al., the 

museum needs to clarify its role in the present day (1996:27). 

 

Museums will no longer be relevant if they do not adapt to the changes in society and this 

involves reassessing their purpose. The reaction to this challenge for many museums has 
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been one of inertia. “Inertia is linked to weak leadership, uncertainty of purpose, a staff 

structure geared to another age, lack of funding and responsibility for the expensive 

maintenance of historic buildings. […] It is very easy to bury one’s head in the sand and hope 

it all goes away” (Black 2012:7). Hooper-Greenhill believes that a crisis such as the recession 

in the UK in the early 1990s, which resulted in government funding to museums being cut, 

demonstrates that museums will not survive if they are not understood to be a part of the daily 

life of society and hence it is necessary to get to know their audiences in order for them to 

become better communicators (Hooper-Greenhill 1995:2-3). By audiences Hooper-Greenhill 

is referring not only to visitors who already go to museums, but to those who are potential 

visitors. In the West visitors to museums tend to be professional people who are well-to-do 

and well educated, but their numbers are declining. Research has shown that museums are 

not managing to attract new communities, or appeal to people below the age of 35 (Black 

2012:5-6). In fact a survey of the American Association of Museums conducted in 2007 

revealed that members felt that keeping museums relevant was the most important challenge 

to be faced (Black 2012:7). 

 

The literature has shown that relevance and value are considered to be important concepts 

when discussing the future of the museum in the 21st century (Anderson 2006; Black 2012; 

Woodham 2014; Nielsen 2017; Simon 2016). The Oxford English Dictionary defines relevance 

as: “Bearing on or connected with the matter in hand; closely relating to the subject or point at 

issue; pertinent to a specified thing” (internet: Oxford Dictionaries 2019). Woodham suggests 

that if the words “the visitor” are included in this definition it can be applied to museums as in 

“Bearing on or connected with the visitor; closely relating to the visitor; pertinent to the visitor” 

(Woodham 2014). Nina Simon, author of The Art of Relevance, defines relevance as “making 

connections that unlock meaning”. This involves connecting the museum collection with the 

interests and needs of museum audiences, both existing and potential (Simon 2016). Making 

these connections is reflected in the objective of museums to be relevant, provide meaningful 

experiences and thereby attract a wider audience and increasing visitor numbers (Jennifer 

2010). Making connections with the museum collection is also the purpose of interpretation.  

 

However, people have different world views and therefore it would be difficult to be relevant to 

all people when they may not be aware that a museum could be relevant to them. It is therefore 

essential that museums promote awareness of what they are about and what they offer to 

society (Woodham, 2014). Because it would be difficult for a museum to be relevant to all its 

visitors, as visitors have their own interests in line with their own worldview, museums should 

aim to be relevant for society as a whole. Relevance in the museum should therefore be 

connected to the present-day political, social and economic environment in which the museum 
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is situated. The emphasis on relevance in the literature, and thereby on the museum visitor, 

shows that the role of the museum has changed from only preserving objects to focus on 

serving the public as well (Perry et al., 1996:26). 

              

However, according to Dierking, the concept of public value was included in the missions of 

museums founded in the late 19th and early 20th centuries and is therefore not a new idea 

(2010:10). The director of the Newark Museum, founded in 1909, John Cotton Dana, believed 

that museums should be “useful to their communities” (quoted in Dierking 2010:10-11). Later 

Stephen Weil pointed out that museums must be aware that the key to their existence is “to 

make a positive difference in the quality of people’s lives” (Dierking 2010:11). 

 

According to Hooper-Greenhill, if museums are unable to answer the questions: “What is the 

use of these objects that are so expensive to keep? Why should society expend scarce 

resources on maintaining collections? How can artefacts, specimens and objects from distant 

parts of the globe affect our lives in today’s often difficult and complicated world? What is their 

value to people?”, then they have no reason to exist (1994:2). The future of museums involves 

a greater emphasis on meeting the needs of visitors and to achieve this, the centre of attention 

has moved from collections to communication (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:1). Museums have 

therefore had to find a new purpose for their existence and their educational role is being 

redefined as existing both in the world of education and in the world of tourism and leisure. 

Museums have a market niche in the leisure industry based on their educational role, which 

is centred on collections and, to the public, the leisure experience that they offer is learning 

related to what they regard as valuable and worthwhile (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:2). The issue 

is that museums have to show that they are worth the time and attention of the visitor as, in 

most people’s lives, a visit to the museum is only a voluntary activity (Dean 1994:1). It is 

especially when museums start experiencing problems in assessing their purpose and 

relevance in society, that communication becomes absolutely essential. By expressing what 

makes them unique or special, museums are able to clarify and motivate why they should be 

a key factor in people’s lives (Nielsen 2017:452).  

 

The opinion that people have about museums and their attitudes towards them are continually 

changing and this has led to people questioning the role of the museum in society. This change 

in attitude has been caused by increasing contact with museums through social media and 

the internet, and broadcasting, and the increase in international travel (Ambrose & Paine 

2012:25). The museum of the 21st century consists of both the virtual world of social media 

and digital technology as well as tangible objects and buildings (Falk & Dierking 2012:24). As 

the increased use of the internet has led to a reduction of television audiences and newspaper 
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readers, it might be expected that it would also impact on the number of visitors to 

contemporary art exhibitions. However, art galleries are doing well because, in an increasingly 

virtual world, they are offering real experiences, but they tend to cater for only a very small 

section of the community who are interested in art, and are not very successful at attracting 

audiences who are not knowledgeable about art (Connor 2009:3-4). The ISM can be said to 

be an example of an art museum which has low visitor numbers because it only attracts visitors 

who enjoy art. In contrast, the new director of the Rupert Museum, an art museum in 

Stellenbosch which re-opened to the public in May 2019, is well aware of the need for the 

public to engage with art. The museum aims to expand its visitor profile from adults and “art 

aficionados” to encourage people of all ages and backgrounds to visit (Kritzinger 2019:16). 

 

In order to understand the changing role of the museum in the 21st century, it is also necessary 

to look at museum theory. Museology or museum studies has been defined by Desvallées 

and Mairesse as the theory of museums but not the practice involved. They have provided 

five definitions of museology, but state that they prefer the 5th definition which is that 

museology “consists of all the efforts at theorisation and critical thinking about the museal 

field” (2010:56). Museum studies can be looked at in two ways: firstly, the functions of the 

museum such as collecting, conservation, documentation, exhibiting, research and 

communication; and secondly, the works of scholars from fields other than museology which 

have influenced the development of this field (Desvallées & Mairesse (2010:56). However, as 

there is little theory specifically about historic house museums, it is necessary as a point of 

departure to look at and apply theory which refers to the larger museums. 

In traditional or old museology, the museum was regarded as collection-based and the curator 

was regarded as the pivot around which the museum operated. The general public understood 

the museum to be “a cultural authority” (McCall & Gray 2014:20). The traditional museum was 

characterised as having a collection cared for by a curator, situated in a building, having 

funding, and believing that its main focus was the collection and not the visitors, i.e. its purpose 

was not public service (Hudson 1998:43). As well as a focus on the collection and its 

conservation, the traditional museum concentrated on functions and methods, internally 

divided its functions into separate departments, isolated itself from society, and communicated 

with the general public in an “authoritarian” way (Martin 2000:12). McCall and Gray describe 

the traditional museum as focusing on its collections and catering for the cultural preferences 

of a small group in society, an elite (2014:20); it is therefore evident in a more diverse and 

democratic dispensation that museums needed to change.  

In 1989 Peter Vergo introduced the concept of new museum studies in his edited collection of 

essays entitled The New Museology (Marstine 2008:6). This entailed an evaluation of the 
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political and social role of the museum, and it emphasised the role of communication and the 

point that museums are interdisciplinary organisations (Desvallées & Mairesse 2010:55). 

Vergo argued that old museology concentrated too much on “museum methods” and ignored 

the social purpose of museums (Stam 2005:56). The new museology began in the 1960s, 

when artists began to evaluate the museum and “demand a voice in determining how their 

works were displayed, interpreted and conserved” (Marstine 2008:6). 

The traditional museum was seen as based on collections and objects whereas the new 

museology aimed to focus on people by looking at the requirements of the museum visitor, 

thereby placing the social role of the museum at its centre.  New museology is about “the 

democratization of museums and museum practices” (Kreps 2003:314). The community is 

perceived not only in the role of visitors, but as also having a role to play in the work of the 

museum. Another characteristic of new museology is decolonisation, which involves dialogue 

between cultures and giving those who are represented in museum collections a say in the 

way these collections are displayed (Marstine 2008:5). As a result museums are undergoing 

a “major rethinking” and the new museology questions the way in which museums in the past 

took all the decisions about issues such as authenticity, value, interpretation, meaning and 

authority (Stam 2005:55-54). 

According to Marstine, a museum can be defined in different ways in today’s world, for 

example, a shrine, a market-driven industry, a colonising space and a post-museum, but these 

categories overlap and so no museum fits exactly or exclusively into one category.  The most 

traditional way to see a museum is as a shrine. In this “sacred space” the priority is for visitors 

to have a one-on-one relationship with the objects, rather than on educational interventions 

such as labels. The priority is the collection rather than education, and little attempt is made 

to communicate with or to find out about the visitors. The museum as shrine is regarded as 

elitist, and art museums as being more important than other museums (Marstine 2008:8-10). 

Some historic house museums are regarded as shrines; they are hero house museums which 

commemorate political heroes as well as creative people such as artists and writers (see 

Chapter 2). 

 

Marstine’s three further museum definitions: a market-driven industry, a colonising space and 

a post-museum – reflect the new museology. The museum as a market-driven industry 

concerns the need that museums have to raise funds especially as budget cuts in government 

funding have resulted in museums outside the USA having to follow the American model of 

supporting themselves and raising sufficient funding. Although objects in collections have 

value as commodities and visitors are aware of this, curators typically have emphasised the 

fact that the interpretation of an object is not affected by its value (Marstine 2008:11). De-
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accessioning, i.e. the selling of objects or works in a collection, is not encouraged as it admits 

that objects are commodities and goes against the principle that once an object has been 

accepted into a collection it should remain there for ever, so that it can be appreciated by 

future generations (Marstine 2008:12).  

The museum as a colonizing space concerns the fact that post-colonial theory looks at how 

culture has been shaped by colonisation and, in the case of museums, how objects from non-

Western cultures were collected and interpreted from a Eurocentric point of view. For example, 

masks were collected because of their “sculptural quality” and because they influenced 

modern European artists such as Picasso, and little attention was given to their original 

function and context (Marstine 2008:14). 

 

The post-museum, based on post-modernist theory, is a new museum model introduced by 

Eileen Hooper-Greenhill in 2000 in her book Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture. 

She described it as still being in the embryonic stage and stated that museums in the 21st 

century need to change as society changes (2000b:22).  This concept reflects the fact that the 

relationship between the museum and its visitors is changing. The museum aims to get to 

know its audiences and motivates diverse groups to become involved in museum activities. 

Visitors are regarded as active consumers and not a mass audience, and assessing the quality 

of the visitor experience has become an important part of getting to know the museum visitor 

(Marstine 2008:19, 30). The post-museum also looks at more appropriate ways of displaying 

non-Western objects (Marstine 2008:29). Perhaps “post-museum” is not an appropriate term, 

as it implies that it is no longer a museum, while it is in fact only an advanced and transformed 

museum, but still a museum. Maybe the term should be reconsidered. 

As discussed, museums in the 21st century have had to adapt to changes in society as well 

as to notions introduced by the new museum theory, implying that the role of museum 

communication has grown in importance. Museums have therefore had to analyse their 

purpose and relevance in society. Museum management consultant Gail Anderson asks 

“What is relevant? Who defines what is relevant and to whom?” (2006:4). She argues that for 

a museum to be relevant, it needs firm leadership to determine how it can communicate with 

its visitors and connect with the society in which it exists. This could involve reassessing the 

purpose, mission and vision of the museum and ascertaining whether it is necessary to start 

a process of change (2006:4). Although the literature refers to museum missions, usually 

explaining the process of drawing up a mission, it is notable that the importance of this 

management component is not emphasised more, considering the challenges faced by 21st- 

century museums. 
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The American Alliance of Museums defines a mission statement as “the beating heart of a 

museum. It articulates the museum’s educational focus and its role and responsibility to the 

public and its collections” (internet: AAM 2018). It therefore clarifies the purpose of the 

museum and the value it offers to its users. A museum will not succeed without a mission, 

because without understanding what its purpose is, it will not be able to serve its users and 

will produce a poor visitor experience. Without a mission statement there can be no strategic 

planning, the museum will find it difficult to connect with the audiences it should serve, and it 

will be difficult to raise the funds it needs (Skramstad & Skramstad 2011:ch 3, np). The mission 

statement forms a base from which the governing body of the museum can start strategic 

planning, and is essential as it guides all museum functions such as its policies, educational 

role and its duty to its collections and the public it is intended to serve (internet: AAM 2018).The 

mission is therefore essential to clarify not only the purpose of a museum’s existence, but also 

what and how it will communicate with its audiences in order to give effect to that purpose. 

 

3.3. Theories of communication: the transmission approach and the cultural approach 

as applied to museums 

As discussed above, changes in society and the introduction of new museology theory led to 

a change in emphasis from the collection to the educational role of the museum. 

Communication is therefore a key element in the future success of museums, as it includes 

education and exhibitions, as well as marketing and the management of the museum 

(Edwards 2007:101).  

As communication is one of the main functions of museums, it is necessary to define what the 

term actually means. A review of the literature has shown that museums have been using 

terms such as interpretation, meaning-making, understanding and relevance when discussing 

their functions. The museologist Jane Nielsen argues that these terms are not clearly defined 

and, in many cases, are used as alternatives for each other, but she suggests that they are all 

included in the overriding concept of communication (2017:441). Similarly Hooper-Greenhill 

makes the statement that three words – communication, interpretation and education – are 

used when discussing the educational function of the museum but, again, there is no clarity 

about the meaning of these words and how they are related to each other (Hooper-

Greenhill1999a:3). Communication is the transmitting and sharing of information but, in the 

case of museums, the term includes the concepts of interpretation, meaning-making and 

learning (Nielsen 2017:443). In order to understand how museum communication works, it is 

necessary first to define and understand the two approaches to communication that apply to 
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museums. The different ways that museums communicate with their audiences will then be 

discussed. 

Communication can be described as a social process by which meaning is transmitted to 

another person and this involves an exchange of meaning. It therefore involves the sending 

of “meaningful messages” from one person to another (McQuail1975:1). According to John 

Fiske, communication is a complex and multidisciplinary field of study and can be understood 

in terms of two main approaches:  

(1) Communication as a process in which messages are transmitted. This involves encoding 

and decoding by senders and receivers respectively, and the use of communication media to 

transmit messages. Failure in communication is regarded as a problem with the process; and  

(2) Communication as a way of making meaning which occurs when people relate to texts or 

messages. This approach draws on semiotics, the study of signs and how meaning is derived 

from these signs. The study of culture is also regarded as the study of communication, so it is 

acknowledged that where the cultures of the sender and receiver differ, misunderstandings 

can occur, but these are not regarded as failures of communication (Fiske1990:2).  

Carey also believes that the word “communication” has consisted of two different concepts, 

the transmission approach and the ritual approach to communication, since it became part of 

conversation in the 19th century (1989:15). Both these theories of communication were 

introduced in Chapter 1.  

 

3.3.1. Transmission approach 

The transmission approach can be defined by terms such as “sending”, “transmitting” or 

“imparting” information. Carey explains that in the 19th century the word “communication” was 

used to describe both the moving of information and the moving of people or goods because 

they were seen as the same process (Carey 1989:15). This approach understands 

communication as a one-way process in which information is sent from one person or source 

through a medium to another person or receiver. The Lasswell formula, produced in 1948, is 

still regarded as a useful introduction to the process of communication. It described the 

transmission approach in the form of questions: Who? Says what? In which channel? To 

whom? With what effect?” It was regarded as a practical but overly simple model as it did not 

include feedback (McQuail & Windahl 1993:13-15).  

Shannon and Weaver’s 1949 model of communication, which has been used to study mass 

communication, similarly describes communication as a “linear, one-way process” which 
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consists of a source of information which creates a message; a transmitter turns the message 

into signals; the signals travel to a receiver through a channel; the receiver recreates the 

message from the signal; and the destination then receives the message. Shannon and 

Weaver introduced the concept of “noise” which could interfere with the signal. Communication 

can fail as a result of noise if the sent message and the received message have a different 

meaning (McQuail & Windahl 1993:16-17).  

This model can be used to illustrate how communication works in a museum exhibition: the 

source is the staff who plan the exhibition; the transmitter is the exhibition; the channel of 

communication is comprised of the objects, texts and programme of activities; the receivers 

are the visitors; and the destination is the understanding of the exhibition reached by the 

visitors; examples of noise in this case could be visitor fatigue or an over-crowded museum 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1999b:32). Like Laswell’s model it did not include feedback. This has 

important implications when applied to museums, as without feedback such as surveys, it is 

not possible for the museum to know whether visitors experienced or understood what the 

museum wanted them to. Also, communication models such as this one fail to represent 

important aspects such as intangible heritage and oral histories, as they concentrate on 

museums, objects and exhibitions (Mason 2005:201). This is in contrast to the Burden model, 

which makes provision for the inclusion of intangible culture which includes communication 

itself (2000:20-23). Another disadvantage of the transmission approach is that the museum 

literature discusses museum communication only in terms of exhibitions (Hooper-Greenhill 

1999b:40); this topic will be discussed later in this chapter. 

The transmission approach originated in the USA and is based on the idea that communication 

is a one-way, linear process (see model in Chapter 1). The communicator selects the 

knowledge to be transmitted to the receiver, who passively receives the information. This 

approach is based on a behaviourist psychology, which suggests that in education learning is 

a response to a stimulus. Students are “empty vessels to be filled” and there is no regard for 

any prior learning students may have (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:15-16). Communication, in the 

case of the museum, can consist merely of the transfer of information from the curator to the 

visitor, who is therefore a passive recipient, and there is no feedback or evaluation (Hooper-

Greenhill 1999a:18).  This linear model can therefore be compared to a “hypodermic needle” 

or “magic bullet” that injects information into a passive audience (Hooper-Greenhill 1995:7). 

Rather than being passive recipients of information, visitors should be encouraged to make 

discoveries for themselves, and this is the challenge of interpretation in museology (Black 

2005:180). Writing in 1995 Hooper-Greenhill made the point that at that time museums were 

starting to study their relationships with visitors and, in her opinion, museum work had been 

carried on without any consideration of the needs of visitors for most of the 20th century 
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(1995:11). This is because museums had relied on the transmission approach and ignored 

the fact that museum audiences are active participants in the communication process. She 

argues that it is therefore necessary to move on to using a new model of museum 

communication, the cultural model, that explains the continuing way that messages are 

composed, sent and then interpreted by the museum visitor (Hooper-Greenhill 1995:9). 

Preferably this method should then also include a form of feedback. 

 

3.3.2. Ritual/cultural approach 

In contrast to the transmission approach, which American communication theorist James 

Carey describes as “the extension of messages across geography for the purposes of control”, 

the ritual or cultural approach is linked to terms such as “community” and “communion” and 

concerns “the maintenance of society in time” and is “the sacred ceremony that draws persons 

together in fellowship and commonality” (1989:18). Carey therefore defines communication as 

“a symbolic process whereby reality is produced, maintained, repaired and transformed” 

(1989:23).  

Since the 1970s the focus of communication has changed from the transmission of a message 

to the reception of meaning, because people want to understand the information they receive. 

The meaning approach raises two issues: a message can have a number of meanings; and 

the culture within which the communication occurs will affect the number of meanings. The 

meaning approach therefore sees meaning as the consequence of an interaction taking place 

within a culture between the producer, the object and, in the case of the museum, the visitor. 

This is in contrast to the information approach, which sees the museum visitor as the passive 

recipient of a one-way transmission of information by a sender (Silverman 1999:10). 

In her cultural model of communication (see Chapter 1), Hooper-Greenhill describes 

communication as “cultural to the core” and culture as “impossible without communication” 

(1999a:16). As discussed in Chapter 1, culture can be regarded as everything that is created 

by human beings, including the process of creation that led to the cultural product; and as the 

making and sharing of meanings through communication, which includes interpretation and 

learning. Culture also involves “the concept of difference”, introduced by the educator and 

cultural critic Henry Giroux, which forms part of postcolonial studies. According to Giroux, 

cultural differences involve language, history, voice and interpretation. The fact that, in 

Giroux’s opinion, culture consists of many different cultures instead of one based on a Western 

perspective, gives it a broader meaning (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:22).  
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Communication is therefore a complex and multi-layered process in which people actively 

negotiate their own meanings or interpret their lives by drawing their prior experiences within 

the framework of the interpretive communities to which they belong. Communication is also 

an active process in which people make meaning or produce an interpretation and share 

values and beliefs (Hooper-Greenhill 1999a:16-17). The concept of interpretation in 

museology can be understood in two ways: as a product that museums offer to visitors, an 

aspect which will be discussed in Chapter 4 in relation to historic house museums; and as the 

reactions each visitor has to museum exhibitions (Black 2005:179), which will be discussed in 

relation to the cultural model of communication in this chapter.   

In contrast to the behaviourist theory of learning, which is associated with the transmission 

model, the cultural model of communication is concerned with the learning theory of 

constructivism, which states that “knowledge is constructed through active interpretations of 

experience” and focuses on the learning process rather than the teaching process (Hooper-

Greenhill 2000a:24). The individual is placed in the centre of the cultural model and, using the 

interpretive framework of his/her prior experience, actively makes meaning within interpretive 

communities (Hooper-Greenhill 1999a:16). Each museum visitor has his/her interests and way 

of learning, and uses interpretive strategies to make meaning of or interpret displays in a 

museum. This meaning can be individual or personal as well as social, because it is influenced 

by the community to which the individual belongs. It is also based on the attitudes and values 

and knowledge and ideas of each individual (Hooper-Greenhill1999a:11-12). The cultural 

approach to communication is described by Hooper-Greenhill as entailing “a cultural process 

of negotiating meaning, which produces ‘reality’ through symbolic systems such as texts, 

objects, artworks, maps, models and museums” (1999a:17). 

To explain how the museum visitor interprets or makes meaning from a museum and the 

objects it displays, Hooper-Greenhill draws on hermeneutics. Meaning-making is described 

as “the process of making sense of experience, of explaining or interpreting the world to 

ourselves and others”. It is also described as “the construction of understanding, […] reached 

through the process of interpretation” (Hooper-Greenhill 1999a:12). In both cases Hooper-

Greenhill has linked meaning-making to interpretation. Gadamer, one of the leading figures in 

hermeneutics, uses the idea of the hermeneutic circle or circle of interpretation to describe 

how meaning is made from a work of art. This involves a continuous and simultaneous circular 

movement between the whole and the parts of a work of art or object, and between the present 

and the past, which is like having a conversation which is never completed (Hooper-Greenhill 

1999a:12).    
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According to hermeneutics, values and beliefs as well as prior knowledge affect meaning-

making, which is also influenced by our own culture and place in history (Hooper-Greenhill 

1999a:12-13). This is why interpretive communities are important as, according to 

constructivist learning theory, learning is social as well as individual. Stanley Fish, the literary 

critic, defined interpretive communities as “made up of those who share interpretive strategies 

[…] for writing texts, for constituting their properties and assigning their intentions”. These 

interpretive strategies are in place before the act of reading takes place and therefore 

“determine the shape of what is read” (Fish 1980:171). The concept of interpretive strategies 

can be applied to the museum as visitors will engage with an object using their own interpretive 

strategies and these will decide how the object will be seen and what the meaning of the object 

will be (Hooper-Greenhill 1999a:13). 

The concept of interpretive communities can also be related to museum visitors who arrive 

with different cultural backgrounds and will therefore have different ways of interpreting the 

objects on display. Visitors, whether individual or part of a group, are an active audience who 

use their interpretive strategies to make meaning from what they see and experience in a 

museum (Hooper-Greenhill 1999a:14-15). According to Hooper-Greenhill, the concept of 

interpretive communities is very useful in understanding the experience of visitors to art 

museums because, if the curator produces exhibitions that cater only for people who belong 

to the same interpretive community as he/she does and therefore adopts the same interpretive 

strategies, the result could be that visitors who belong to different interpretive communities, 

thereby having different interpretive strategies, might not feel comfortable at or benefit from a 

visit to an art museum (2000a:27). Although Hooper-Greenhill specifically uses art museums 

as an example, this concept can be applied to other museums as well, including historic house 

museums. The point is that if exhibitions are planned without any regard for potential visitors, 

the museum will communicate with only a limited audience, namely those who belong to the 

same interpretive community, and the consequence will be low visitor numbers. This is 

especially important in the context of museums in South Africa, where the aim is for museums 

to become relevant to the diverse populations in the country. 

 

3.4. How do museums communicate with their audiences? 

The communication function of the museum should entail much more than transmitting a 

message to the visitor and it is therefore necessary to define what the museum as 

communicator wishes to achieve. Museum communication involves activities such as 

exhibitions, the website, publications and educational activities which are planned to generate 

a dialogue with museum audiences (Cabral 2001:41). Hooper-Greenhill argues that museums 



97 
 

use two types of communication: interpersonal and mass communication. Examples of 

interpersonal or “face-to-face-communication” include the teaching of groups and inquiry 

services. In contrast, mass communication is aimed at more people in an impersonal way; for 

example, an exhibition that uses a one-way message process, visitors receive the message 

sent by the exhibition, and the message is in the public domain. Museums can thus be 

regarded as mass communication media when they communicate through methods such as 

exhibitions, publications, advertisements, and videos (Hooper-Greenhill 1995:6). 

Communication is an important museum function, which includes “those activities that attract 

visitors to the museum (publicity and marketing), investigate their needs (research and 

evaluation) and provide for their intellectual needs (education and entertainment)” (Hooper-

Greenhill1994:140). These communication activities will now be discussed. 

 

3.4.1. Museum marketing 

According to museologist Kenneth Hudson, it was not until the 1970s and 1980s that museums 

found that they had to compete for the leisure time of the community. As a result, museums 

have had to market and sell themselves in ways which involve actively attracting visitors and 

persuading them to return (1998:46-47). The problem is that the public does not have enough 

leisure time to accommodate all the choices of leisure-time activities available to them, and 

effective museum marketing is therefore essential to attract audiences to the museum (Kotler 

et al., 2008:21).  

Museum communication can therefore be looked at from a marketing perspective. This 

involves informing target audiences about what the museum offers in a way to make them 

interested; explaining the benefits of visiting the museum; presentations that lead to a positive 

reaction; and encouraging visitors to return (Kotler et al., 2008:347). Marketing therefore forms 

an essential part of the relationship that a museum has with its visitors (Ambrose & Paine 

2012:42). If a museum does not market itself, the community will not know it exists and what 

it offers, and so nobody will visit. 

Museum literature looks at marketing in two ways: (1) the concept of the visitor being at the 

centre of museum functions influences all its activities as the needs of existing and potential 

audiences are prioritised; and (2) as tools used to increase the interest of the public in the 

museum (Sandell & Janes 2007:291-292). The tools that museums use to communicate with 

their audiences are public relations, direct marketing, advertising, e-communication and sales 

promotion (Kotler et al., 2008:347). In museum marketing the process of communication also 

consists of a sender (the museum) and a receiver (a target audience), along with the elements 
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of encoding, transmitting, decoding and evaluating and feedback. A potential problem is that 

the target audience may not receive the message and image that the museum would like to 

convey, hence the messages the potential museum audience receives should therefore be 

researched (Kotler et al., 2008:348). 

A vital part of museum marketing is knowledge of museum audiences, which involves the 

questions: “Who is the customer, what does he/she want, how will we communicate and 

deliver the value proposition for our intended business?” (Bowman 2013:21). It is therefore 

important that existing audiences are supported and new ones are attracted to the museum. 

The aim also is to encourage visitors to return regularly (Rentschler 2007:350). Museums must 

assess their relationships with their visitors and work out what services they should provide. 

This is essential because museums are now part of the leisure industry, where competition for 

visitors is very high (Belcher 1992:649). Marketing is therefore involved with expanding the 

diversity of audiences as well as increasing visitor numbers and in this way it supports the 

social mission of the museum (Rentschler 2007:359). If visitors are able to identify with the 

museum, they will be more likely to support it. Marketing can enable visitors to associate 

themselves with the museum by, for example, incorporating social issues in exhibitions and 

giving visitors an opportunity to become involved in the museum by becoming volunteers, 

members or patrons (Rentschler 2007:360).  

Museums can take three steps to attract more visitors: promote the museum; provide better 

access to the museum; and make the museum more attractive by changing what it offers 

(Ambrose & Paine 2012:49). These steps will now be looked at in terms of the offerings the 

museum presents to its visitors through its educational role, exhibitions and the visitor 

experience.  

 

3.4.2. Museum education 

As education is the core function of the museum in the 21st century, it is necessary to identify 

what the educational role is. In the words of John Cotton Dana in 1909, “A good museum 

attracts, entertains, arouses curiosity, leads to questioning and thus promotes learning. It is 

an educational institution that is set up and kept in motion – that it may help the members of 

the community to become happier, wiser and more effective human beings” (quoted in Edson 

& Dean 1994:185). Museums exist to serve the public and the main way they do this is through 

education, which has become part of the mission of most museums (Dillenberg 2011:10). 

Museum education is now regarded as including exhibitions, events and workshops, and does 

not simply refer to visits of groups of adults or schoolchildren (Hooper-Greenhill 1999a:3).  All 

potential users must be able to access the educational resources of the museum including 
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“collections, scholarship, expertise and skills”. Museums therefore have an obligation to make 

these resources accessible to “users” and cater for their requirements (Anderson 1999:8).  

The survival of museums is the reason why their educational role has become more important 

and this involves understanding learning in the museum and how the visitor’s learning takes 

place (Hein 1998:12). In 1992 the American Alliance of Museums produced a report 

Excellence and Equity which they described as going “to the very core of what museums are 

all about” (internet: 2008:28). The report raised three key concepts: the commitment to 

education as central to the museum’s public service must be included in the museum mission 

and form the base of activities at the museum; museums must become more inclusive places 

that welcome diverse audiences and must therefore reflect diversity in their management and 

activities; and the key to fulfilling the museum’s potential for public service in the coming 

century is strong leadership (internet: AAM 2008:9). However, the report recognised that not 

every museum “can be all things to all people”, and broadly defined education as including 

“exploration, study, observation, critical thinking, contemplation, and dialogue” (internet: AAM 

2008:10, 9). Museum learning is unique because it takes place in museums, which are social 

environments and is based on contact with real and authentic objects and works of art 

(Anderson 1999:31). 

Education can be explained in terms of two approaches: a cultural transmission approach and 

a meaning-making approach. Museum practice has been based on theories which developed 

in the late 19th century and which saw human beings as “products of their culture”. Children 

were regarded as “blank slates” and the education process was geared towards teaching 

ignorant people, who were regarded as passive learners, who were taught their “culture” by 

an educated teacher. The result was that order was maintained in society because all its 

members developed the same outlook on life. Museums were regarded as vehicles for 

communicating culture. From the 1960s a new theory was introduced which regarded people 

as “active agents” who construct their own knowledge by interacting with people, objects and 

cultural institutions. The cultural theory can therefore be seen as entailing the transmission of 

knowledge from the teacher to the passive learner resulting in the acquisition of the culture, 

whereas the meaning-making theory can be seen as entailing the active creation of knowledge 

which is influenced by culture, and involves interactions with other people, artefacts and 

cultural institutions (Rounds 1999:5-6). In museums the “old passive general public” has now 

become the “new active audience”. Visitors should therefore be regarded as individuals who 

have “their own particular needs, preferred learning styles, and social and cultural agendas” 

and no longer as a “passive homogenous mass of people, the general public” (Hooper-

Greenhill 1999c:67).  
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According to museum educationist George Hein, educational theory consists of two parts: a 

theory of knowledge and a theory of learning. Knowledge can either be seen as a value 

existing independently of the learner or as ideas that are constructed in the mind by 

individuals. Learning therefore can also be seen in two ways: the behaviourist approach 

whereby knowledge results from absorbing facts, information and experiences in a step-by-

step process by responding to stimuli, and the constructivist approach whereby learners 

construct knowledge as they learn by interacting with the world around them (1999:73-76). 

Hooper-Greenhill links these theories to the museum by explaining that if knowledge exists 

outside the learner and learning is acquiring this knowledge, then the teacher must transmit 

this knowledge to the passive learner who is “an empty vessel to be filled”. In contrast, if 

knowledge is seen as actively produced by the individual, the teacher then becomes a 

“facilitator” (1999c:68).  

Both approaches can be applied to the context of the museum. The behaviourist approach is 

represented by the transmission model of communication and this can be seen in the way that 

didactic or instructive exhibitions are produced for “the general public” by a curator who works 

alone and compiles the message, selects the objects to be displayed and writes the text. This 

approach has been followed for about 200 years and is still found in many museums. In 

contrast, the constructivist approach is more recent as it was initiated in the second half of the 

20th century. It is represented by the cultural model of communication and sees the museum 

educator as a facilitator of active learning, which is achieved by, for example, object-handling 

sessions and discussions. The museum visitor is seen as actively involved in making sense 

of the environment and it is accepted that visitors may not all have the same point of view 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1999c:68-71). 

The focus of museums has moved from education, ie the museum as teacher, to learning, i.e. 

the museum used by visitors of different ages for their own enjoyment and enlightenment. 

Museum learning is known as “free-choice learning” because visitors want to learn. Learning 

includes emotions and experiences as well as absorbing facts (Ambrose & Paine 2012:59-

60). The United Kingdom Museums, Libraries and Archives Council describes learning as “a 

process of active engagement with experience. It is what people do when they want to make 

sense of the world. It may involve increase in or deepening of skills, knowledge, 

understanding, values, feelings, attitudes and the capacity to reflect. Effective learning leads 

to change, development and the desire to learn more” (Ambrose & Paine 2012:62). As 

museums are places where self-directed and informal learning takes place, they are able to 

provide a variety of learning experiences based on objects for people with different interests, 

backgrounds and ages (internet: AAM 2008:18). According to Stam, these visitor experiences 

are the product of the museum. She therefore regards the information which visitors obtain 
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from a museum visit, rather than the display and preservation of museum objects themselves, 

as the main purpose of the museum (2005:60). In fact she suggests that the survival of 

museums depends on how they manage this information and communicate it to potential 

audiences (2005:68), thereby emphasising the importance of communication in the 21st 

century museum. 

 

3.4.3. Museum exhibitions 

The exhibition can be described not only as a “core function” of a museum, but also as an 

effective way to communicate with the museum visitor (Lord 2001:15). Exhibitions are the 

media through which the museum communicates information about its collections and its 

research and, when these messages and experiences appeal to the visitor and are relevant 

and important, the museum visit is more rewarding (Spencer 2001:374). The museum is the 

main institution that uses exhibitions to achieve its mission of public service. Exhibitions are 

how museums educate and they are therefore the main characteristic which makes museums 

different from other organizations involved in public service (Dillenberg 2011:11). Museum 

exhibitions differ from exhibitions such as trade fairs, as the aim of the museum is not to sell 

a product but to educate its visitors (Lord 2001:15). Museums are also unique because they 

display the “real thing” (Edson & Dean 1994:147). 

When an object enters a museum collection, it becomes “a museum piece” and becomes 

decontextualized as it has been separated from its social origins. The object is then re-

contextualised by being displayed in the new context of the museum. In recent years the 

purpose of objects in museums is being reassessed as a result of the move from object-based 

to people-based museums. It has therefore been recognised that the de-contextualisation of 

objects has led to their separation from the people who made them. As a result, curators are 

now paying more attention to the people whose objects form part of museum collections by 

devoting attention to the intangible culture in the form of the traditions and values connected 

to these objects (Kreps 2003:313,314). In contrast, the advantage that historic house 

museums have over other museums is that they exhibit through the context of the house, so 

if the original collection remains in the house museum, it is being displayed in its original 

context. Even if the interior is reconstructed or reproductions are used, the collection is still 

displayed in context of the house.  The issue of de-contextualisation is also relevant to house 

museums in cases where the owner was a collector who travelled and collected objects made 

by other cultures. The ISM is an example of this, as Irma Stern herself was a collector and, for 

example, collected African art on her travels to Zanzibar and the Congo, and brought these 

objects back to her home, The Firs. 
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Museums produce exhibitions to facilitate learning by using objects and information (Dean 

1994:2). Exhibitions educate, inform, entertain, produce arguments and tell stories and can 

therefore be regarded as being like other media in this respect (Silverstone 1994:162). But an 

exhibition is a medium of communication that has characteristics which are different from 

those of other media such as the internet, television and books, because real objects are 

displayed (Dillenberg 2011:12). As museums exhibit and interpret real objects, visitors regard 

them as having more authority than newspapers or television, and they are therefore 

potentially influential communicators (Pinna 2001:6). Exhibitions differ from other media 

because they have a kind of permanence that is not characteristic of a newspaper or television 

programme, because museums exist in a space in which visitors can walk around and view 

the objects on display (Silverstone 1994:162).  

 In 1968 museum consultant Duncan Cameron described the museum as a “communication 

system” and argued that it was different from other systems because the medium of 

communication was “real things”. These consist of the “art and artefacts, or man-made objects 

of the anthropological, art, or history museum”. Cameron argues that museums portray 

different cultures which are communicated through objects. He described museum 

communication as a complex system which has many transmitters, many media and many 

receivers. In its simplest form communication in the museum consists of the exhibitor or 

museum curator being the source, the objects or “real things” being the media, and the 

museum visitors being the receivers (1968:33-36).  Cameron has thereby applied the 

transmission model of communication to the museum context, but he also included the idea 

of noise or interference by acknowledging that unless the curator includes media such as 

labels, it was likely that visitors would not understand the message in the objects selected for 

exhibition. He therefore stated that it was essential to assess the success of the message sent 

by the curator through the exhibition and this should be done through visitor feedback 

(1968:37).  

In 1970 Knez and Wright, museologists at the Smithsonian Institution, wrote an article 

agreeing with Cameron that the museum is a communication system and the place where 

visitors are able to see the “real thing”. However they disagreed with his opinion that objects 

were the medium of museum communication and suggested that there was a difference 

between art museums, where the object is considered more important, and history and natural 

history museums where “written and spoken language”, such as labels and photographs, are 

used to “inform, instruct, or entertain” the visitor thereby making the exhibited objects 

meaningful (1970:205-206). Knez and Wright were of the opinion that the main purpose of 

museum communication is acquiring knowledge. The message of the exhibitor should 

therefore be conveyed in the form of words such as labels, based on research, and supported 
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by illustrative material. They believed that these visual aids were more effective 

communicators than the objects selected for exhibition and, in their opinion, this is the 

characteristic of communication which is available only in a museum (1970:209). It could 

therefore be argued that Knez and Wright were putting forward an argument for exhibitions 

based on ideas in contrast with Cameron’s concept of exhibitions as being object-based. 

Tangible objects are the key medium of the exhibition, but the value of collections consists of 

the information that they contain or transmit (Dean 1994:1). However, no culture can be 

represented only by tangible objects. Intangible culture such as oral tradition, values and 

rituals must also be included as it conveys the significance and meaning of tangible buildings, 

works of art and objects (Anderson 1999:10).  

The main characteristic of exhibitions is that they are physical and consist of three dimensions, 

whereas websites are two dimensional as they consist of words and images displayed on a 

flat screen. Websites cannot be regarded as exhibitions, as they are virtual and not real 

(Dillenberg 2011:13). Exhibitions can be defined as “a physical environment designed for the 

experience of embedded knowledge”. They have four characteristics: a physical environment, 

which is a medium the visitor can walk into and that distinguishes exhibitions from other forms 

of communication; an experience which visitors actively experience with their bodies and their 

senses absorbing information while they move through the exhibition space; information which 

is presented but also contained in the exhibition space through the choice of objects, the way 

they are displayed, lighting and the colour of the walls, all of which contain meaning which 

visitors acquire as they experience the exhibition; and a purpose, which is to serve the public 

through education (Dillenberg 2011:13). The fact that exhibitions are spaces which the visitor 

is able to walk into and through relates well to the experience of visiting a historic house 

museum. Here the visitor is able to walk into and experience the rooms in a house, as long as 

they have not been barricaded off for security reasons, and experience and enjoy the 

collections they contain which are arranged in the context of the house. 

Although the purpose of museum exhibitions is to educate, visitors are also motivated to visit 

a museum for “enjoyment”, as a museum visit takes place during their leisure time (Lord 

2001:15). People will be prepared to learn if the communication takes place in an environment 

that is enjoyable and relaxed (Edson & Dean 1994:156).  

As social and political changes in society have led to changes in museums which now focus 

more on education and on the differentiated museum audience, they have also led to changes 

in the role of the curator (Edwards 2007:98). Curators can no longer simply be experts in an 

academic field, but also have to be “communicators, computer and IT operators, fundraisers, 
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outreach officers, research specialists, conservators, strategic planners, financially adept, 

project managers” (Edwards 2007:98). 

One of the most significant changes is the increased use of the internet, which has resulted in 

a change of thinking about the role of the curator. It has been suggested that this role has 

become “democratised” and this fits with the change from “expert to amateur” and from having 

“gatekeepers to public participation”. Curating has now been extended to the internet as well 

as museums and art galleries, and involves anybody who can organise art and artefacts (Blight 

2013). Young visitors in particular “curate their own cultural activities” from all the knowledge 

that is available on the internet rather than using the knowledge of a curator (Connor 2009:5). 

This digital curating involves organising images on social networking platforms in a way that 

creates meaning for the user (Blight 2013). The question is therefore: “In a world where 

everyone is a curator, what good is a curator?” (Connor 2009:5,9). This is a thought-provoking 

point. Firstly, an amateur cannot be an expert and not everybody could fill the role of a highly 

trained and experienced museum curator. It would be the equivalent of self-diagnosis of an 

illness by resorting to the internet. However, the fact that many people are able to view images 

of museum collections on the internet opens up huge possibilities for museums as, after 

viewing the image, people often would prefer to come and see the “real thing”. It also serves 

as a warning for curators that they need to be aware of the changes introduced by the internet 

and the possibilities for its use by museums, such as a way to reach new and younger 

audiences. However, the internet should be used with caution by self-curators as many people 

believe everything that they find on this resource and it is not always possible to verify all of 

that information, and often no attempt is even made to do so. 

According to Hooper-Greenhill, many museums still produce exhibitions by following the 

approach whereby the planning is done by the curator, who has expert knowledge about the 

collection, selects the paintings or objects to be displayed and writes the labels. Only the voice 

of the curator is heard in the exhibition. Visitors are regarded as the “general public”, a mass 

audience, and no research is done to find out who this “general public” might be and why it 

visits the museum. Many art museums continue to use this approach, and consequently have 

little knowledge about their visitors. The exhibition thus communicates in a one-way direction 

from the curator to the general public, and this is done in terms of the transmission model 

(2000a:17). As Hooper-Greenhill was writing in 2000, it might be expected that by 2019 the 

way of developing an exhibition would have changed to follow a more constructivist approach, 

but the transmission model is still followed in museums such as the ISM and Koopmans-De 

Wet House. Some museums have changed their approach, for example, Hampton Court 

Palace, UK. Here the reinterpretation of the palace in 2009 focused on creating a new visitor 
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experience based on audience research as well as research on the palace and its collections 

(Lipscomb 2010:100). 

In the traditional museum the exhibitions were researched and prepared by curators based on 

topics of interest to the curator and “opened to the public”. No interpretation was made 

available for those for whom the topic was not familiar and if the audience could not relate to 

the exhibition, “they were regarded as being deficient” (Hooper-Greenhill 1992:210). 

Museologist Elaine Heumann Gurian describes this approach as deliberately or unintentionally 

placing barriers to learning for some visitors in exhibitions and suggests that the staff, in 

cooperation with the traditional visitor, do not want to encourage new visitors as they feel that 

they are superior and that the museum is an exclusive place for them to visit (1991:177). This 

elitist attitude that Gurian refers to may apply specifically to the USA as a 2010 blog posting 

by Jennifer, based in Cleveland, Ohio, refers to elitism in the form of “the upper eschelon of 

artistic aficionados, patrons and promoters”. The ISM, which has relationships with upmarket 

auction houses, may unintentionally give the impression that it caters only for art aficionados 

and may therefore not be aware that it may be putting off potential visitors.  

To illustrate this approach, Gurian quotes from Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement 

of Taste by Pierre Bourdieu: “A work of art has meaning and interest only for someone who 

possesses the cultural competence, that is the code into which it is encoded…A beholder who 

lacks the specific code feels lost in a chaos of sounds and rhythms, colours and lines, without 

rhyme or reason…Thus, the encounter with a work of art is not ‘love at first sight’ as is 

generally supposed”. Gurian asks why those who create exhibitions perpetuate this approach 

and how can it be changed (1991:177-178). Museum educator, Danielle Rice, explains that 

most people find painting difficult to understand. This includes people who are well-educated 

but do not have an art background (1988:13-14). Hooper-Greenhill cautions that people will 

avoid visiting museums if they do not offer the leisure activities they are looking for, or if they 

find the emphasis on education does not appeal to them, or if the museum tells  their histories  

from a viewpoint they are unable to relate to (2000a:20). For example, a visit to an art museum 

can be an intimidating experience for those without an art background and art museums must 

be aware of this. 

As the emphasis of museums changed to communicate information about the collections to a 

more differentiated audience, in the 1960s and 1970s education departments were 

established within museums to communicate or interpret the knowledge of the curator 

conveyed in an exhibition to the visitor. This communication took place in the form of visits by 

school children, lectures and guided tours. At first education officers were regarded as 

subordinate to the curator but they are now included in the planning of exhibitions in response 
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to the increased importance of the role of communication in museums. Curators are now 

expected to share their knowledge with visitors and other museum staff, and thereby balance 

their role as researchers with being communicators (Franco 1994:156). 

Changes in society in the 20th century have led to people who previously did not have a voice 

being given the opportunity to be heard (Edwards 2007:101). For example, in countries such 

as South Africa, Canada and New Zealand, where people from Europe settled and imposed 

their traditions and values through the process of colonialism, history is being written from new 

perspectives focusing on different events, or reinterpreting familiar events in different ways. 

The opinions of the curator are therefore being questioned from outside the museum (Hooper-

Greenhill 2000a:19). Museums now provide a forum for people to be able to express their own 

cultures, values and opinions. In South Africa the aim of museums is to become relevant to 

the diverse communities in the country and to achieve this they have to transform their 

exhibitions and collections, which will be discussed in Chapter 7. An important part of post-

modern museum theory is communication, which is therefore essential for providing 

successful education and exhibitions (Edwards 2007:101).  

The goal of the museum staff is to provide a museum experience that is “relevant, educational 

and inspirational”. Change in museums is therefore essential and concerns an evolving role 

for the curator; differentiated audiences as opposed to a monolithic “general public”; new 

voices wanting to express themselves; and new histories being told (Hooper-Greenhill 

2000a:28). There are therefore two issues facing museum communication: the issue of 

narrative and voice, which has to do with whose voice is heard and what it is saying; and the 

issue of interpretation, which concerns the way in which different audiences make meaning 

and reach an understanding (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:18,20). It is understood that the 

museum visitor of today wishes to be more actively involved in museums. The passive visitor 

has been replaced by the active and discriminating client or consumer (Hooper-Greenhill 

1992:211). 

Visitors want enjoyable and transformative experiences, therefore planning a museum 

exhibition so that it produces effective communication with its visitors is a challenge. To 

achieve this three questions need to be asked: What do we want to communicate? With 

whom? What is the best way to communicate? If these questions are not addressed, there is 

no guarantee that the exhibition will be successful (Lord 2001:18-19). Exhibitions often fail in 

spite of the best efforts of the museum staff (Miles 1994:251). 

Exhibitions can be either object-orientated or concept-orientated, meaning that the emphasis 

is either on objects or information. In an object display the objects are attractively displayed 

and speak for themselves, as there is little educational information. Art is often displayed in 
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this way. The opposite approach is the information display in which objects are of little 

importance or not displayed at all. The emphasis is on presenting an idea or ideas, and 

graphics, photographs and text are used to communicate the message. A third type of 

exhibition is a combination of the object and concept approaches, such as thematic exhibitions 

which use objects to illustrate a theme and key information is supplied. The choice of the type 

of exhibition to be produced therefore depends on the combination of information and objects 

that will best communicate the message of the exhibition to a target audience (Dean 1994:5). 

The object-oriented and concept-oriented approach as regards historic house museums will 

be discussed in Chapter 4 because, although an object-based approach is usually followed, a 

concept- or theme-based approach has been regarded as more appropriate in some of these 

museums. 

According to Belcher, there are three main types of exhibitions: emotive, didactic (aim to 

instruct and educate) and entertaining (visitors wish to be entertained and amused while being 

educated), but an exhibition may encompass characteristics of each type. Emotive exhibitions 

are designed to affect the emotions and consist of two types: aesthetic and evocative. Art 

objects such as paintings are the subject of aesthetic exhibitions, which can be characterised 

by objects being selected in an exhibition so that the visitor is able to appreciate their beauty, 

with interpretation kept to a minimum to avoid interference with the visual experience and the 

aim of the exhibition is to create an aesthetic “ambiance”. Evocative exhibitions make use of 

atmosphere to affect the visitor’s emotions. The aim is to recreate a “total environment” which 

the visitor is able to walk into and experience. In 1987 Margaret Hall explained this type of 

exhibition as “an atmosphere of an era, a country, a particular art style, or a scene is created 

in a theatrical way. This scene-setting aids understanding by evocation and association, and 

not necessarily by display of informative texts” (quoted in Belcher 1991:58-62). An example of 

an evocative exhibition is therefore a period room in a historic house museum, the aim of 

which is to recreate a scene and atmosphere. It can thereby be seen that exhibitions are one 

of the main ways in which museums communicate and they therefore form an important part 

of the visitor experience. 

 

3.4.4. Holistic approach to museum communication: the visitor experience  

Presenting a good image to its publics is an essential museum function and it requires effort 

for a museum to appear as “professional, authoritative, friendly and approachable” as possible 

(Belcher 1992:650). There should be a holistic approach to museum communication, which 

includes all aspects of the workings of the museum that affect the visitor experience or the 

image of the museum (Hooper-Greenhill 1999b:41). These aspects include the building, the 
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entire museum staff, the atmosphere in the museum, and concern about the orientation of 

visitors and the visitor experience (Hooper-Greenhill 1999b:50). According to Belcher, 

effective museum communication includes “the entire public interface”, which refers to every 

stage at which “contact is made with the public” and not just the exhibitions, although they are 

one of the most important factors. All these points of contact generate an overall image 

(1992:649).  

The museum’s image consists of two aspects: how it presents itself and how it conducts itself 

(Belcher 1991:211). Museums communicate intentional and unintentional messages to their 

visitors such as: “Is it a place that welcomes strangers or only the initiated? Is it a place of awe 

and wonder where countless treasures are stored, a place of peace and quiet offering a respite 

from the stresses of modern life, or a place where children can freely explore? Does it care 

about the needs of all its visitors?” (Packer 2015:14). Museums therefore communicate with 

their visitors in many ways such as the behaviour of the front of house staff, the architecture 

and exhibitions, the colour of the walls and the information provided in the form of labels 

(Mason 2005:200). As well as communication taking place inside the museum, museums also 

communicate with people outside the building by using marketing such as advertising, mailing 

lists and research, building up relationships with the community and developing outreach 

programmes to take place in venues outside the museum (Hooper-Greenhill 1999b:41).  

In 1999 Joseph Pine and Jim Gilmore published their book The Experience Economy, which 

described how the industrial economy changed to a service economy and then to an 

experience economy where the new product on offer is experiences. The phrase “experience 

economy” is now used by museums and the concept of experience can be linked to 

sustainability and relevance (Van Mensch 2004:14), both being challenges facing museums 

in the 21st century. The concept of experience has been dealt with more in the literature on 

leisure and tourism than related to museums. A museum visit can be regarded as a leisure 

occupation as it involves the interests and experiences of the visitor, but because a museum 

visit takes place away from home, it can also be regarded as a tourism activity (Packer & 

Ballantyne 2016:129).  

Museums provide their visitors with different experiences which are found only in museums. 

These experiences are gained from objects made by humans, which are presented to visitors 

based on research and interpretation (Rentschler 2007:354). According to Hooper-Greenhill, 

the museum experience encompasses the components of education and entertainment, which 

enhance each other (1994:140).  It is therefore essential that visitors are given the opportunity 

to engage with the collections themselves as active participants and not be regarded as 

passive recipients of what the museum offers (Ambrose & Paine 2012:26). In this way visitors 
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can be given the opportunity to actively make their own experience and this process can be 

influenced but not controlled by the museum. The response of the individual visitor to these 

museum offerings makes up the visitor experience (Packer 2015:13). 

According to Falk and Dierking, the whole museum experience lasts from the decision to visit 

the museum, through the visit, and includes how the visit is remembered afterwards (2012:23). 

The museum visit and the resulting experience can be understood through three contexts 

which overlap and interact: the personal context, the sociocultural context and the physical 

context. The personal context concerns the knowledge and experiences the visitor brings with 

him/her as well as the ways of learning the visitor prefers and his/her developmental level. 

The sociocultural context concerns the fact that each visitor experiences the museum through 

his/her own cultural background, which explains why different visitors have different 

experiences. Museum presentations likewise reflect the cultural values and beliefs of the 

museum staff. Social interaction with other visitors, group members and museum staff also 

influences the museum visit. The physical context concerns the architecture, the atmosphere, 

the objects and the exhibitions, which are factors that affect the way the visitor reacts to the 

museum. The museum experience for each individual visitor is unique because it consists of 

the interaction of these three concepts through a period in time (Falk & Dierking 2012:26-29). 

People visit museums because they are looking for an experience they can remember or tell 

others about. Experiences can include learning, being affected by something in the museum, 

or taking home a memory (Packer 2015:13). Based on visitor research at Smithsonian 

museums, four categories of satisfying experiences have been identified: object experiences 

in which the focus is on “the real thing”; cognitive experiences in which the experience is 

influenced by the interpretation; introspective experiences in which the visitor experiences a 

private response or feeling resulting from an object or the museum setting; and social 

experiences in which the visitor interacts with another person, which could include family or 

friends (Pekarik et al., 1999:152, 157-159). According to Packer, museums could produce an 

environment in which to make satisfying experiences possible for visitors. New technologies 

such as social media and smartphones could be used by visitors to create and share their 

experiences. Other visitors would want to use more traditional methods such as the telling of 

stories (Packer 2015:15).  

Museum staff who create exhibitions concentrate on the design of the exhibition and the ideas 

they wish to convey. The visitor experience, however, also involves meeting more basic needs 

such as access to public transport, available parking and knowing that it will be possible to 

find food at the venue (McLean 2004:197). The museum communicates with its visitors 

throughout the visit by means of “its website and signage, its accessibility, its architecture, the 
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welcome and orientation it offers, the rest rooms, seating areas, retail outlets and cafes it 

provides”, but much of this communication is not planned. Museums could therefore more 

consciously design the services they offer to facilitate experiences (Packer 2015:14). 

However, it is interesting to note that although the literature emphasises how important it is for 

museums to satisfy the needs of the visitor in order to provide a successful museum 

experience, hardly any of the sources mention the requirements of disabled people. If, for 

example, wheelchair access is difficult in a historic house museum, the museum staff must 

provide an alternative so that a disabled person is also able to experience an enjoyable 

museum visit. 

The visitor experience is created by the engagement of the visitor with the ”real thing” in the 

form of real objects and exhibitions and with the museum environment, other visitors and 

museum staff (Black 2012:61). The enthusiasm of the museum staff for the museum and its 

subject is the most important resource. Visitors will feel unwelcome if they are not given a 

warm welcome (Wallace 2017:7). Contact with a staff member can “make or break” a museum 

visit and as visitors have contact with front of house staff rather than the curator it is critical 

that museums realise the important role these staff members play in a successful visitor 

experience. Poor visitor service is a problem in museums, especially in smaller museums 

(Black 2012: 61-63), and historic house museums should therefore be aware of this. 

In order to support the learning experience museums cannot behave as though they are mass 

communicators and must give all visitors the opportunity to customise their visit so that they 

can experience the museum in the ways that they want (Black 2012:97). Staff should be aware 

that museums are not easy places to visit, because the terms used to describe the highlights 

of a museum, such as decorative art, recent acquisitions and ethnography, tend to be terms 

which are specific to museums and therefore not used in everyday life (Hooper-Greenhill 

1994:90). It is also essential that museums understand that, when arriving at a museum for 

the first time, visitors will be in unfamiliar surroundings and will need information to guide them 

at the beginning of the visit (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:89).This process starts with providing an 

orientation to the venue, so that visitors can work out for themselves what they wish to do at 

the museum and find out what is happening there. Museums are beginning to understand that 

visitors can use their websites to plan their visits in advance (Black 2012: 69). However, it is 

more likely that visitors will plan their visit to a large museum on a website as not all museums, 

especially the small house museums in South Africa, have their own websites. However, the 

ISM is one of the few house museums in South Africa to have its own website which is also 

updated on a regular basis. 
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Orientation is important for the museum visitor, as it involves the mental preparation necessary 

before experiencing an exhibition and the objects it contains, as well as the process followed 

by the visitor on arrival at the museum and then at the exhibition (Belcher1991:99). Different 

types of orientation are necessary: “For those who learn by reading… we provide maps, 

signage, brochures and other pamphlets. For those who want others to show them how to 

experience the Museum, we provide frontline staff… Lastly, for those who just want to forge 

ahead on their own… we try to make the experience as intuitive as possible” (Leonard 2001:1, 

quoted in Black 2012:69).  

Belcher provides a very useful explanation of what orientation involves by identifying four 

types:  

(1) geographical orientation concerns the visitor being able to place himself within the layout 

of the museum, thereby needing to know the geographical layout. Before the visit this involves 

information on how to reach the museum and when at the museum visitors need a plan of the 

museum to locate the displays;  

(2) intellectual orientation involves enabling the visitor to have the maximum experience by 

making available an introduction to and basic information on a subject, and this is especially 

important for school visits. Intellectual orientation consist of subject leaflets, catalogues, 

publications and videos;  

(3) conceptual orientation concerns the need of the visitor for information about the concept 

or ideas the exhibition is aiming to communicate and this should take place before the visitor 

experiences the exhibition. This consists of an orientation area, leaflets on the museum and 

its exhibitions, and explanatory panels; and  

(4) psychological orientation involves the visitor having a positive attitude towards the visit. 

This orientation entails the use of promotional material on the museum and its exhibitions 

(Belcher 1991:99-100).  

Belcher’s explanation highlights the importance of orientation leading to a successful museum 

experience and offers a unique approach. However, museums should not take it for granted 

that visitors will do any research or consult the museum website before visiting. It is therefore 

essential that museums are ready to orientate visitors who arrive at the museum by remaining 

cognisant of Belcher’s four types.   

Another reason why orientation is important is because it can affect the museum experience. 

It can serve as a “catalyst” for communication with the visitor by providing a framework for a 

successful educational experience (Erlich 1985:13). One aspect of orientation that is often 

neglected is signage. Outside the museum this involves clear direction signs for motorists and 



112 
 

pedestrians as well as a sign at the entrance. Inside the museum visitors need signs to find 

their way around (Belcher 1992:657). Other important aspects of orientation include staff to 

interact with the visitors, an information desk and a floorplan of the museum and list of 

exhibitions (Belcher 1991:101). All these aspects apply to visitors to historic house museums 

as well as to big museums. 

An important part of visitor research should be understanding what visitors experience in order 

to find out what they feel is important. This may not necessarily be the same aspects that are 

important to the museum or the message the museum is trying to communicate. Museums 

therefore need to be aware of visitors’ reactions if they wish to communicate effectively 

(Packer 2015:13).  

The total museum experience can be summed up as including “the exhibitions and activities, 

and also the shop, whether there is food and drink, the cleanliness of the toilets, the 

friendliness of the staff and most importantly, the quality of the museum or gallery visit will 

depend to a large extent on how easy it is to manage in practical terms, or on an intellectual 

level and socially” (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:88). The museum experience therefore 

encapsulates the change from traditional museology to the ideas of the new museology as the 

emphasis is on the visitor. Museum staff must be aware that there is far more to a museum 

visit than simply viewing exhibitions. Having discussed communication and the importance of 

the visitor experiences it is necessary to explore the question: who is the museum visitor? 

 

3.5. The museum visitor 

Visitors are the “lifeblood” of exhibitions (Belcher 1991:213) and, in the words of John Falk, 

“The value of museums begins and ends with the relationship with our visitors. It’s a contract 

that is renewed every time they engage with us, and if we don’t live up to it we will be usurped” 

(quoted in Nolan 2010:119). In fact without visitors it is very unlikely that a museum will survive 

(Wallace 2017:3). The focus on the visitor works together with the traditional museum 

emphasis on the collection and research (Kotler et al., 2008:154). 

Museums will only be able to increase their visitor numbers if they learn how to offer an 

enjoyable experience to a more diverse audience, thereby gaining their support (Rentschler 

2007:357).  To offer a successful visitor service the museum must understand the concerns 

and needs of visitors and it is therefore essential that the museum is aware of the social and 

economic contexts in which it operates (Ambrose & Paine 2012:26). 

According to Marilyn Hood, a museum consultant specialising in audience development, 

people choose leisure activities based on six criteria: “being with people, or social interaction; 
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doing something worthwhile; feeling comfortable and at ease in one’s surroundings; having a 

challenge of new experiences; having an opportunity to learn; participating actively” 

(2004:151). A museum’s potential market can be divided into three groups based on their 

choice of leisure activity: frequent visitors, occasional visitors and non-visitors. Frequent 

visitors are the smallest group and visit about three times each year. They understand 

museum values such as objects and exhibitions as they have become familiar with museums 

over a number of years. Their criteria for leisure activities – an opportunity to learn, new 

experiences and doing something worthwhile are satisfied at the museum. Occasional visitors 

visit museums once or twice a year and feel that, although museums satisfy some of the 

criteria that they regard as important for choosing a leisure activity, such as social interaction, 

entertainment and active participation, not enough is offered to motivate them to visit on a 

regular basis. Non-visitors were not introduced to museums as children and therefore regard 

them as formal and unfriendly as they do not understand the museum values. Their criteria for 

leisure are interacting socially with people, active participation and familiar surroundings and 

they do not feel that these factors are present in a museum. Hood makes a very important 

point that if museums want to attract new audiences, it is essential that what is offered meets 

the criteria that appeal to the non-visitor’s idea of a leisure activity (2004:153-155).  

If museums wish to be better communicators, they must find out about the audiences with 

whom they wish to communicate (Hooper-Greenhill 1995:3). Museums therefore need to carry 

out research to obtain a detailed knowledge about the different museum audiences to enable 

them to provide services that cater for their needs and wants (Ambrose & Paine 2012:27), 

which includes more human interaction, more orientation and information, and more services 

and comforts (Kotler & Kotler 2007:168). The challenge for museums in the 21st century is to 

acknowledge that museums are for people and that it is by identifying and meeting their needs 

that museums will be successful in the future (Ambrose & Paine 2012:27). 

Research takes the form of visitor surveys. In the UK these surveys began in the 1960s, and 

the number of surveys increased as museums became more accountable to their publics 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1995:3). Visitor surveys are able to identify the demographic characteristics 

of visitors, the way they visit the museum and, in some cases, how they feel about the museum 

experience (Merriman 1991:44). Analysis of visitor surveys has shown that museum 

audiences are mainly white, educated and professional, and this profile has remained the 

same even though the community itself has changed over a period of time. Researchers 

therefore believe that only one type of person visits museums (Rentschler 2007:346). The 

report Excellence and Equity points out that an observation of visitors and surveys will show 

that museum visitors are not representative of the diversity of modern-day society. For 

example, this observation still applies to the ISM in 2019. It is therefore essential that all people 



114 
 

should be made to feel welcome and museums need to find out about the attitudes and 

experiences of their visitors and what they expect to experience during a museum visit 

(internet: AAM 2008:17). Museums are engaging with more diverse audiences as they strive 

to attract more visitors. The factors that would influence a return visit would be that museums 

are able to provide an experience that compares favourably with the other activities that are 

available for people to choose from, and if the visitors are able to connect with the offerings of 

the museum (McLean 2004:194-195).  In the context of museums in South Africa, which aim 

to become relevant to the diverse populations in the country, it is therefore critical that 

museums understand the needs of their present and potential visitors by undertaking surveys. 

 

3.6. Conclusion 

The objective of museums in the 21st century is to be relevant and provide meaningful 

experiences, thereby attracting a wider audience and increasing visitor numbers (Jennifer 

2010). This objective also applies to historic house museums which, as has been explained, 

are facing challenges. The literature suggests that as the interpretation of these museums is 

no longer able to compete with other educational and leisure time opportunities available for 

potential visitors to choose from, it is therefore essential that this important communication 

process is examined and assessed. 

According to the interpretive planner, John Veverka, a heritage site needs interpretation or 

reinterpretation if it shows warning signs such as visitor numbers that have not considerably 

increased over the past 2-3 years; no growth in visitor numbers; visitor numbers being less 

than they should be when compared to those of similar house museums; or a decrease in 

visitor numbers (2000:5). By using interpretation, which he describes as “the most powerful 

communication process any historic or heritage site has available to communicate its 

message(s) to visitors”, the number of visitors and repeat visitors, and the support of the 

community will increase (Veverka 2000: 2,6). Likewise, without effective interpretation a 

heritage site will not succeed, as the main reason people visit is for the interpretation of the 

message and story of the site. In Veverka’s opinion, a site can be brought alive by means of 

interpretation and thereby made relevant and important (2000:1). 

Interpretation can be defined as “an approach to presenting the heritage which seeks to 

engage and involve the audience with the ‘real thing’, to encourage participation and, through 

that, to assist visitors to develop the skills to explore for themselves and so enhance their own 

understanding” (Black 2005:185). It forms part of the entire museum visit and can provide a 

better museum experience (Black 2005:189). How interpretation applies to historic house 

museums will be investigated in the next chapter by looking at the ways in which these 
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museums are interpreted, problems with this interpretation, and how to reinterpret these 

museums to provide a better visitor experience and thereby appeal to a wider audience. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

HISTORIC HOUSE MUSEUMS AND INTERPRETATION 

 

4.1. Introduction 

The fact that historic house museums are facing challenges as a result of social and economic 

changes in society was addressed in Chapter 2. They have to compete with other leisure-time 

activities and attract more diverse audiences because, as George explains, “the quality and 

appeal of the traditional historic house interpretation does not successfully compete with other 

contemporary sources of educational leisure-time activities” (George 2002:21). The success 

of a historic house museum therefore depends on the type of communication it uses to 

communicate with a variety of audiences on different levels (Ball 2011:7). This is why it is 

essential that interpretation, this important communication process, is examined and assessed 

in relation to historic house museums. 

The concept of the visitor experience, of which interpretation forms an essential part, was 

introduced in the previous chapter.  It was explained that interpretation as a communication 

process can be understood in two ways, namely the way that the individual visitor responds 

to the museum (as discussed in Chapter 3), and the product, namely what museums offer 

their visitors (Black 2005:179) which is the subject of this chapter as it applies to house 

museums. 

The aim of this chapter is to investigate interpretation in historic house museums to form a 

context for the case study of the ISM. It will look at the status of interpretation in house 

museums and the role of the curator in interpretation. The ways in which these museums are 

presented and interpreted will be explored together with the planning of interpretation, which 

involves exhibitions, programmes and activities, to provide a better visitor experience. 

  

4.2. The status of historic house museum interpretation  

The literature contains many criticisms of the interpretation offered by historic house museums 

in order to account for why a house museum visit may not appeal to many people and 

consequently why visitor numbers are low. It suggests that interpretation should be regarded 

as an important factor in the future survival of these museums. However, in their book, The 

Presence of the Past. Popular uses of History in American Life, Roy Rosenzweig and David 

Thelen report on their survey of 1,500 Americans in which they were asked how they felt about 

the past and its effect on their lives. The majority of respondents reported that when learning 
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about the past they found historic sites and history museums to be more reliable than other 

sources. By visiting a historic site the respondents felt that they had gone to the time when 

people had lived in these sites and had used the objects that were on display. When looking 

at historic sites and objects, visitors felt that they “were experiencing a moment from the past 

almost as it had originally been experienced” and not changed as it would be in television or 

a film (1998:105-106). This illustrates that history museums, especially historic house 

museums, have great potential to offer their visitors a worthwhile learning experience. 

According to George, a historic house becomes a museum when interpreted to the public, 

“when education is added” (2002:22). Reporting on the 2002 conference entitled Re-thinking 

the Historic House Museum, which investigated the problems facing American house 

museums, he pointed out that delegates felt that these museums had many positive attributes. 

These included giving “an immediacy to history” and being  “unique places”, allowing people 

to “step back in time”, being  “authentic” and  providing “rich and diverse learning environments 

for people of all ages”, and being “entertaining and fun” (George 2002:22). With these positive 

features and educational potential it might be expected that house museums have a recipe for 

success. However, many are in trouble and facing challenges such as lack of funding, 

dwindling visitor numbers and lack of appeal to diverse audiences. Since the 1990s house 

museums in the USA have acknowledged that they have problems and have been looking for 

solutions. Numerous conferences and articles have subjected the interpretation of these 

museums to critical analysis to identify the reasons to explain why they are facing challenges. 

These resulting criticisms can be said to be in contrast to and contradict the positive qualities 

described above. 

The main criticism of historic house museum interpretation, summed up by George, is that it 

is “repetitive, boring, and questionable”. The mainstay of this interpretation, consisting of 

“period rooms, guided tours and don’t touch environments”, is regarded as “tired and 

antiquated”. These museums also appear not connected with current issues and their own 

communities (George 2002:22). Further criticism includes the fact that the interiors can be 

perceived as mausoleums, and the presentation of the home of a famous person as a shrine 

or place of pilgrimage is no longer considered appropriate. Writers such as Pustz argue that 

new interpretation is therefore required to produce house museums that are relevant to more 

members of society (Pustz 2010:119,120). Also, these museums need to be aware that, since 

most of them were founded, digital technology has been introduced and, as explained in 

Chapter 3, young visitors expect to be able to create their own cultural experiences and share 

them on social media (Godfrey 2008:12).  
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In 2015 public historians Franklin Vagnone, Deborah Ryan and Olivia Cothern, who describe 

themselves as museum professionals “who care deeply about historic house museums”, 

published The Anarchist Guide to Historic House Museums. Based on their research, they 

identified five problems faced by these museums:  

1. “Historic house museums reflect political and social propaganda” as they do not provide 

accurate historical information;  

2. “Historic house museums have nothing relevant to contribute to conversations” because 

they are seen as old fashioned;  

3. “Historic house museums are boring” because they do not offer a good experience to 

visitors;  

4. “Historic house museums have been narrowly curated and do not reflect real life use” 

because they are presented as a “stage set”; and  

5. “Historic house museums are too expensive to preserve and engage in deceptive 

conservation practices” because they are not transparent about the cost of maintaining 

these houses (Vagnone et al 2015:102).  

They therefore believe that these museums need to broaden their “purpose” by engaging with 

the communities in which they are situated and working together on the experience that they 

offer to visitors (Vagnone et al. 2015: 99). While their criticism may be based on research, it 

cannot be said that it applies to all house museums, as not every visitor will necessarily agree 

that all historic house museum interpretation is boring and that they have nothing relevant to 

contribute to the discourse. Also not every house museum is in trouble. 

Yet because interpretation is an important factor in the future survival of the house museum, 

this criticism should nevertheless be taken seriously. In the words of James Vaughan “carefully 

researched period rooms and dutifully catalogued collections will not ensure a site’s survival 

if no one visits”. If visitors do not care about the future survival of these houses, the curators 

will have failed (2008b:71). In order to succeed it is essential that these museums constantly 

monitor visitor response so that they can change or withdraw interpretations that are 

unsuccessful. 

However, according to Moe, history has become alive for many people through a house 

museum visit. He therefore believes that these museums have a future if they are able to make 

the most of their success as education venues, cater for diversity in the community and find 

ways to become more attractive to more people (2002:11). This is where interpretation fits in, 

as it involves communicating the important messages about the museum to visitors. If these 

are understood, the result should be a more accessible museum and visitors who want to 

come back (Hague & Keim 2011: Chapter 1, np). As explained in Chapter 1, interpretation 
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consists of two key parts: the curator who produces an interpretation for visitors through 

exhibitions and programmes, and visitors who actively interpret the exhibitions using their own 

interpretive strategies (Hooper-Greenhill 2000b:124).  

In museum studies the word “interpretation” refers to visitor experiences, education and 

learning (Wells 2013:38). It can be defined as “a powerful way of explaining a collection; using 

displays and associated information to convey messages about objects and the meanings 

which museums attach to them, and communicating effectively with target audiences” (Martin 

1997:1). Therefore interpretation involves mediating between the visitor and the museum 

collection (Edson & Dean 1994:171) in order to clearly communicate the message of the 

curator to the visitor in language that can be understood (Roberts 2004:217). Interpretation 

involves the curator who explains the historic house museum and its collection to the visitor 

who actively makes meaning or interprets the message. It also concerns what is to be 

interpreted and how the museum will communicate its messages about the house and the 

collection (Levy 2002a:44).  

Interpretation can be understood as a process of revealing meaning to visitors to encourage 

them to actively create their own meaning from what they see and take part in at the museum. 

Although interpretation is based on information, it does not simply involve providing 

information for the visitor (Tilden quoted in Belcher 1991; Veverka nd-b; Black 2005). 

However, in many museums interpretation is not visitor-based but information-based. Black 

cautions that the problem here is that visitors know that they can find the same information, if 

not more, from other sources such as the internet and books, as is available in museum 

exhibitions and that the purpose of a museum visit is therefore for the experience provided 

(2005:177). This implies that if a museum visit does not offer a worthwhile experience, visitors 

will not come. Information consists of facts and Veverka emphasises the point that 

interpretation is how you communicate with visitors and not what you communicate (Veverka 

nd-a). The problem may therefore be that if house museums merely offer information, this 

does not inspire and could be regarded as boring by visitors.  

Although books and journal articles have been written about interpretation in historic house 

museums, it is not always clear what the authors mean by this term. (This is another example 

of the lack of clarity of terms used by writers, as commented on by Nielsen (2017) and Hooper-

Greenhill (1999a) in Chapter 3). The emphasis appears to be on the presentation of these 

museums and the stories they tell about the houses, their previous inhabitants and the 

collections they contain. Furthermore, as the traditional approach to presenting the home of a 

famous person as a shrine is described as no longer acceptable, interpretation is put forward 

as a way of making these museums “socially relevant”. It is also notable that in many cases, 
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when the authors talk about providing interpretation in a house museum, it appears that they 

are referring simply to providing information and have therefore missed the point that, although 

interpretation is based on information, it is a process of revealing meanings to visitors who 

themselves are active interpreters, and not simply a case of providing them with information.  

The process of interpretation in historic house museums will now be examined. 

 

4.3. The role of the curator and research in historic house museum interpretation 

Exhibitions have an “author” just as other media such as books and films do. In a historic 

house museum the exhibition, produced by the curator, usually takes the form of a period 

room which should be regarded as “a work of scholarship”. The researcher E. McClung 

Fleming therefore compares the author of a period room to the author of a book. The author 

of a book is identified, explains the aims of the book, credits people for help received, records 

the sources in footnotes, provides a bibliography, and the book is then reviewed (1972:40). 

Steven Kotze of the Durban Local History Museums noted on a visit in 2018 to the Vikingaliv 

Museum in Stockholm, Sweden, that all those involved in the exhibition such as researchers, 

writers and artists were acknowledged on a panel together with a bibliography. His comment 

was that this is a rare occurrence in South Africa (Kotze 2019:6). 

In contrast, the author or curator of the period room remains anonymous, provides no 

information about the aims of the period room, does not acknowledge help received or the 

sources consulted, and there is no evaluation. Fleming argues that it is important not only to 

identify the curator but also his/her aims in creating the period room (1972:39-40). Suzannah 

Lipscomb, research curator at Historic Royal Palaces, also believes that curators should 

identify themselves as having curated an exhibition because, although the work of historians 

is based on fact, it is important that visitors realise that curators are interpreters of this 

evidence (2010:115). It is through research that the curator forms his own understanding or 

interpretation which he then conveys to the visitor. 

The literature emphasises the importance of research in the interpretation of historic house 

museums. Curators are responsible for the way they conserve and interpret a historic house 

and this should be done with “curiosity, dignity and respect” (Stone 2015:35).  According to 

Bravery, the curator is the “principal interpreter” whose duty is to have a thorough knowledge, 

based on research, of the house, its contents and the environment in which it is situated 

(2008:1). Visitors want to enjoy and be entertained by the interpretation, but expect it to be 

based on research and to be authentic (Lipscomb 2010:107). Research is especially important 

when presenting the history of, for example, minority groups to visitors who might have little 

knowledge of them, and presenting difficult histories such as slavery. If the facts are not 
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correct, visitors will not trust the house museum (Ellis 2002:68). To acquire the necessary 

knowledge in order to interpret the house, its collections and the previous inhabitants, curators 

need to follow a “multi-layered and multi-disciplinary approach”. This should be based on 

research on objects, records and archaeological excavations as well as the reading of history, 

contemporary literature, domestic history, the role of women and animal husbandry (Bravery 

2008:1-2).  

In 1979 William Seale, a historian who specialises in the restoration of historic houses, 

published Recreating the Historic House Interior, in which he introduced a new way of 

restoration based on research. In the 1960s interiors had been painted “architect white”, but 

in the late 1970s rooms were being redecorated to return them to their past appearance 

(1979:ix). Before the 1970s the restoration of interiors was based on interior design and art 

history, little research was undertaken and decorative arts settings were regarded as being 

historical fact (Lee 2004:23). Therefore, in the USA, instead of being based on the actual 

interiors of 17th, 18th and early 19th century, historic house interiors were based on the colonial 

revival style (Cohen 1980:276). The Colonial Revival was a period in American history dating 

from 1876 to 1930 during which there was an increase in immigration, industrialisation and 

urbanisation. Many historic house museums were founded which presented “the colonial 

past”, thereby giving a perception of permanence in a world that was changing. Colonial 

interiors were also recreated in people’s homes and, in the early 20th century, important 

collections were established such as the Mercer Museum in Pennsylvania, the Winterthur 

Museum in Delaware, and Henry Ford’s Greenfield Village Project (Reigle 1996:14).  

If a historic house is to become a museum, the restoration must be based on research that 

must be undertaken before any work starts (Lee 2004:23-24) because, as Seale warns, 

decisions taken about restoration that are not based on sound research are “irrelevant” and 

“usually destructive” (1979:1). In Seale’s opinion, historic house interiors are recreated 

because it is usually not possible to restore or return the interior to the way it looked at a 

certain period because of lack of evidence (Seale 1979: ix).Seale’s use of the words “interior” 

and “room” include the architectural space as well as the objects contained within it, and 

recreation involves a detailed investigation of aspects such as the analysis of wallpaper and 

paint, the treatment of windows, floor coverings, as well as the types of furniture that apply to 

the house and the way it would have been arranged (ix, 8-10). He also promoted the use of 

social history methods of research such as consulting newspapers and advertisements, 

photographs, paintings, inventories and wills and private papers to recreate domestic interiors 

(Cohen 1980:276). A recent example of Seale’s approach is the front parlour in George and 

Martha Washington’s home, Mount Vernon, in Washington, which reopened to the public in 

2019 after restoration. The parlour was last restored thirty years ago and since then new 
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documentary evidence made it possible to recreate the furniture as none of the original 

furniture had survived. Also a forensic analysis of the architecture of the room led, amongst 

other developments, to the room being repainted in the cream colour that existed when 

George Washington lived there (internet: Mount Vernon Ladies Association 2019). 

The bicentenary of the arrival of the First Fleet in Sydney, Australia, took place in 1988 

(internet: National Museum of Australia: 2018), prompting a rise in nationalist sentiment and 

interest in the colonial history of Australia. As in the USA, the approach to historic house 

museums changed to one grounded in research and interpretation. The approach of 

“whitewashed walls, pretty cottage gardens and mannequin-dominated interiors” was no 

longer regarded as suitable (Bravery 2008:1). According to Young, most historic houses in 

Australia date from the early period of white settlement and are regarded as important, original 

and period pieces, characteristics that should be recognised and respected (1994:175).  

Curator Katy Barrett asks important questions about how a historic house museum should be 

presented to depict the way that life was lived there. “Should we reconstruct interiors, or simply 

evoke where the original contents are few and far between? What point in the life of a house 

should we return to? What is the relationship between a building and its contents?” (Barrett 

2014:110). She does not supply the answers, but as these are important aspects that curators 

have to take into account when planning the presentation and interpretation of a historic house 

museum, they will be explored in this chapter. Curators of historic houses have to decide 

whether a historic house should be restored to its appearance at one period in its history, or 

whether to show all the changes through the years, and this is a continuing debate. Whatever 

approach is chosen, “you are changing the normal course of history by interrupting the process 

of change over time”. By removing all the changes to show the house at one period in its 

history, only one part of its history will be preserved. However, if all the changes are kept any 

future change has been stopped, and the house will reflect the time when change stopped 

(McDonald 1993:6). According to Seale, it is not correct to believe that a historic house will 

not undergo further reinterpretation in the future as “It is like saying some book will be the last 

biography of someone” (Lee 2004:31). Since the 1980s many early house museums have 

been renewed by a second or third restoration (McDonald 1993:1,8). The past is re-invented 

whenever a house and its collection are reinterpreted and this interpretation is influenced by 

the times in which it takes place (Ball 2011:7). 

However, in spite of historical research, it is not uncommon for restoration to follow personal 

taste, resulting in a house being restored to a higher standard than the original. For example, 

brass jets have been replaced by crystal chandeliers, dark-stained woodwork has been 

painted white and the furniture has been selected by an antique dealer. The result is to provide 
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an imaginary version of the past (Alderson & Low 1996:19, 20). A house contains items of 

mixed quality and Seale similarly warns that during restoration the collections in a house 

museum are often brought up to a high level of quality and taste whereas they should reflect 

a mixed range (Lee 2004:27).  

Writing in 1998, Frank Sanchis, then Vice President, Stewardship of Historic Sites, National 

Trust for Historic Preservation, stated that the consequence of insufficient research is that 

most house museum interpretations and programmes are “off the point and ridden with 

inaccuracies and errors” (1998:4). It is notable that all the sources consulted have stressed 

the importance of the role of the curator in the interpretation of a historic house museum both 

through restoration and the setting up of the displays. In order to fulfil this function in an 

accurate manner, it is essential that the curator has a sound knowledge of the house and its 

collections, otherwise the restoration and interpretation will be inaccurate or misleading. The 

danger is that the interpretation could be based on dubious or unsound assumptions which 

will in time come to be regarded as fact. 

 

4.4. Presentation and interpretation in historic house museums 

4.4.1. Background 

The notion that historic house museums can be divided into three broad categories – namely 

the documentary site presenting an important historical event or a famous person; the 

representative site focusing on a period of history and the people who lived at that time; and 

the aesthetic historic house forming a setting for beautiful objects because of its style – was 

introduced in Chapter 2. Categorizing house museums establishes priorities for their 

interpretation (Bryant & Behrens 2007: np). It is important to note that not all house museums 

fit exclusively into one of these categories but can be a combination of two or three (Butcher-

Younghans 1993:186).   

In the USA the “Great Man” house museum (which Charlotte Smith called the documentary 

house museum and Linda Young refers to as the hero house museum) celebrates the life of 

a famous man, and was introduced in the 1850s as “a shrine in which patriotism, or love of 

country, could be promoted” (Smith 2002a: 74,86). This form of interpretation remained 

unchanged until the 1970s, when a social history-based interpretation was introduced which 

expanded on the focus of seeing history from the viewpoint of the ruling class, in which the 

dominant figures were white and male, to include other sections of society, such as women 

and ethnic minorities, in the stories told by house museums. The interpretation of historic 

house museums is a result of the politics that prevailed at the time when these museums were 
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founded (West 1999:xi), and Smith points out that in spite of changes in house museum 

historiography, the ‘Great Man’ approach still exists (2002a:74, 80). In the USA women, 

domestic servants and slaves are often excluded from historic house museum interpretation 

and, as a result, the house cannot be seen as part of the broader social contexts in which it is 

situated (West 2003:84, quoted in Smith 2006:127).  

In the 1970s the idea of recreating historic house interiors was introduced as a way to present 

historic houses such as George Washington’s Mount Vernon and those in Colonial 

Williamsburg. These houses were brought to life by means of period rooms, props such as 

replica food, and staff dressed in period costume (Bryant 2002a:77). The influence of social 

history led to the homes of great men like George Washington being reinterpreted to include 

the stories of people who were less familiar historically, such as women and slaves (Pustz 

2010:19). Museums are therefore moving towards a situation where everyone’s history will be 

given the same attention and respect (Pustz 2010:7).   

Similarly in the UK, the majority of house museums tend to be representative of the elite in 

society. As it is felt that the English country house “speaks for itself”, not much interpretation 

is offered apart from information about the previous occupants. A visit consists of a walk 

around the house and grounds, and visitors are expected to engage with the house and 

collections and enjoy the atmosphere. It can therefore be regarded as a passive experience. 

The National Trust has introduced social history elements in some of its houses such as the 

opening of servants’ areas (Smith 2006:126), although there is usually little information 

available on the workers or the context of the house (Smith 2006:37). The transmission 

approach to communication is therefore being followed, and the fact that visitors are active 

participants in the communication process has been ignored. 

By the 1980s historic houses in the UK were presented to the public in three ways:  

(1) The opening of country houses to public viewing by the National Trust. The curators, who 

had been trained in the history of decoration and architecture, began to emphasise aspects 

about these houses in which they themselves were interested (Carruthers 2003:90). Visitors 

were able to enjoy the beauty of the houses and the collections of antiques they contained 

(Bryant 2002a:77).   

(2) The recreation of the historic interiors of two properties, Osterley Park and Ham House 

situated outside London, was an approach introduced in the 1970s by curators at the Victoria 

and Albert Museum. This involved the redecoration of the interiors as they would have been 

in the 17th and 18th centuries (Bryant 2002a:77).  The idea was to take the houses back to 

their original appearance and remove any later Victorian or Edwardian additions, as these 

were regarded as “beyond the pale in style and taste” by curators at that time (Carruthers 
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2003:90). Visitors were given the opportunity of seeing a well-researched period interior 

consisting of the architecture and furniture (Bryant 2002a:77). However the disadvantage of 

this approach is that house museums are usually taken back to a period early in their history 

and the destruction of any later additions means that it is no longer possible to show how the 

house changed over time by, for example, depicting different periods in different rooms. The 

result is that the appearance of the house has been fixed at an early date in its history (Young 

1994:175), and it has lost parts of its history that had been built up over time (Bravery 2008:7). 

This trend was also followed in South Africa, an example being the Koopmans-De Wet House 

in Cape Town, which was restored by Dr WF Purcell in the early 20th century. His aim was to 

restore each room to its 18th century appearance and to furnish the interior to represent the 

period of the late 18th to the early 19th century. The Victorian interiors of Maria and Margaretha 

Koopmans-De Wet, the last occupants, were removed (internet: Iziko 2019: Koopmans-de 

Wet House). 

(3) The social history approach, which concerns museums moving from an object-oriented 

approach to an ideas-oriented approach, is more suited to including the interpretation of those 

people who did not leave much behind in the way of documents and objects  (Pustz 2010:8).   

In 1978 Mark Girouard published Life in the English Country House, which resulted in the 

kitchen and service quarters in certain National Trust properties being opened to visitors 

(Carruthers 2003:91).  By recreating life “below the stairs” it was possible to tell the whole 

story of the house and bring it to life.  This approach has been described by Bryant as “lifting 

the bonnet on a Rolls-Royce car, opening and restoring servants rooms revealed the engine, 

the secret army of workers” (Bryant 2002a:77).  

Curators interpret historic house museums as shrines, through the objects in their collections, 

through the context of house and home which includes period rooms, and through social 

history, all of which involve a focus on authenticity, which is an essential part of the visitor 

experience.  These aspects will now be discussed in more detail. 

 

4.4.2. Shrines 

The notion of the museum as a shrine was introduced in Chapter 3 with Marstine’s description 

of the museum as a “sacred space” in which visitors are encouraged to have a one-on-one 

relationship with the objects on display (2008:8). Marstine was referring to the traditional art 

museum, but some historic house museums which commemorate political heroes and creative 

people such as artists and writers can also be regarded as shrines. Known as personality 

museums (Bryant 2002b) or hero house museums, this is the largest category of historic 

house museums (Young 2011:27).  
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In the USA society felt vulnerable by 1850 because the heroes of the revolution were dead, 

memories were fading, and immigration and industrialisation were taking place. A new secular 

religion was developed which involved rituals such as hero worship and pilgrimage to hero or 

Great Man house museums, which were regarded as shrines to celebrate America’s 

memories. Hero house museums became “sites of pilgrimage” and were regarded as relics or 

sacred spaces as they represented what was left of the hero’s life. By visiting his house the 

visitor was able to come into contact with the hero and his numen or spirit. The success of the 

American house museum was based on this civil and domestic religion which shaped the 

interpretation of it as a shrine (Smith 2002a:75-77).  

Tourists have been compared to medieval pilgrims who visited the shrines of dead saints, and 

the objects they have come to see have been compared to relics. They are modern pilgrims 

whose religious literature is the guidebook and who follow the ritual of sightseeing. Objects 

are regarded as “sacred” because of their perceived authenticity, for example, the actual coat 

worn by Lord Nelson, or the fact that an artwork was painted by a famous artist. Tourism also 

provides places such as museums where secular saints are commemorated and this is similar 

to the pilgrimage of medieval times (Horne 1984:9,10, 17). Young therefore suggests that hero 

house museums are a manifestation of “civil religion” in the present day, and that the house 

can be said to be a shrine which contains relics in the form of the collection (2012:3). For 

example, when the house of a writer becomes a museum, it initiates a process of memory-

making and, because the house is associated with the writer, it can become a place of “literary 

pilgrimage”. Visitors want to see the place where the writer worked and want more contact 

with the writer than they can obtain by reading the texts (Hendrix 2012:1). Beatrix Potter’s 

home, Hill Top in Cumbria, is a good example of a writer’s house as it is presented as if she 

had just gone out for a walk (internet: National Trust: Hill Top: nd).  

A visit to a historic house museum is a ritual and a magical experience as the visitor enjoys a 

‘sense of communion’ with national heroes (Young 2011:27). Visitors are able to imagine 

famous people and events through the objects on display and this gives house museums their 

ability to communicate history (Woods1990:78). Referring to writers’ house museums, Hendrix 

suggests that the house and the objects it contains would be the medium through which the 

visitor is able to communicate with the writer, but this would be a one-way conversation as the 

writer is no longer alive (2012:237). Meaning is made by looking at objects that belonged to a 

“Great Man” because the visitor believes that as the artworks and objects on display are 

associated with this famous person, they are therefore authentic (Young 2002:6-7). Objects 

associated with a famous person are known as numinous objects; this has a psychological 

significance because they contain a spirit or numen that people respond to with a feeling of 

reverence. Because they are associated with a person, these objects can tell stories about 
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their association and thereby contain an intangible quality (Maines & Glynn 1993:10). They 

therefore can produce an emotional reaction in the visitor (Gurian 1991:181). If visitors wish 

to experience a numinous response to objects, it is important that human interest is included 

in the interpretation of the house (Cameron & Gatewood 2000:12). However, it should be 

pointed out that as emotional reactions are very individual, what may produce an emotional 

reaction in one person may evoke indifference in another.  

Memory, as described by Green, is perhaps the leading term in cultural history which is 

concerned with stories about the lives of individuals, collective memories and the protection 

of heritage (2008:82). Museums “act as a permanent memory store” because they build up, 

conserve and make their collections accessible to the public. By deciding what to collect, 

museums define what history is, and by the way that they display and interpret collections, 

they produce meanings (Black 2011:415). History is produced in museums by the work of the 

curator, but Gaynor Kavanagh explains that the visitor, and the way he/she reacts to the 

museum, also has an important part to play in producing history. She describes museums as 

a place where history, the formal version of the past presented in exhibitions, meets memory 

which is the personal experience of the visitor during or as a result of the museum (Kavanagh 

2005:1).  

The concept of memory can also be related to the historic house museum which Malagy 

Cabral describes as “a place of memory and a place of power”. The house museum can be 

regarded as the “house of memory”, because it preserves the memory of certain individuals 

through the objects that belonged to them. These can be regarded as material “leftovers” 

preserved in buildings which are architecturally important. The museum is therefore a kind of 

memory whereby the visitor experiences the absence of the previous occupants, and it is also 

the power of the museum to enable certain people from the past to live on through their 

memory (Cabral 2001:43-44).  

Visitors are attracted by historic house museums because they have a “highly evocative 

power” which produces feelings and memories. Their “special atmosphere” enables visitors to 

go back into the past and think about the people who once lived in the spaces they are now 

walking through. Historic house museums are seen as “real” and visitors respond emotionally 

to the previous but now absent inhabitants of the house. The house museum therefore not 

only presents knowledge, but also produces feelings and thereby links collective memory and 

personal memory (De Gorgas 2001:10). The intangible past can possibly be sensed in the 

historic house in the form of “atmosphere” and this can cause the visitor to have cognitive and 

emotional experiences such as interest, pleasure and wonder (Gregory & Witcomb 2007:265). 

Therefore acknowledging the force of memory is important in the planning of interpretation in 
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historic house museums, as it represents another way in which the museum visitor is an active 

participant in the interpretation process. It also illustrates that emotional engagement is an 

important part of a museum experience. 

One of the main problems historic house museums have to face when planning interpretation 

is that the people who lived in the house are no longer there, resulting in the interiors becoming 

mausoleums, “meaningful in their permanence but petrified and lifeless in their presentation” 

(Lopez 2015:10). Another problem is that house museums which commemorate a famous 

person tend to focus the interpretation entirely on the person and ignore the social context in 

which he belongs (Herbst 1990:119). Jessica Foy Donnelly, previous curator of collections at 

the McFaddin-Ward House, therefore makes the point that although many visitors enjoy the 

focus on a famous person and his/her belongings, a house museum can provide a much 

broader interpretation that offers more experiences, thereby creating more potential 

connections with visitors and having a wider appeal (2002:2).  

The issue of relevance is therefore key to house museum interpretation in the 21st century. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, relevance can be defined as “making connections that unlock 

meaning”, and this involves connecting the museum collection with the interests and needs of 

museum audiences, both existing and potential (Simon 2016). A problem with the 

interpretation of many house museums is that it has remained the same since these museums 

were founded and still reflects the values of that time (Pustz 2010:14). The founders of a house 

museum may not see their museum in a broader social context and so have a limited vision, 

and may also not recognise the role it could play in education. These views often continue 

long after the house becomes a museum, because future staff, out of respect for what has 

been achieved, are reluctant to make changes (Herbst 1990:121-122).  

Society is now interested in all people who lived in the past and not just famous men and 

women. The interpretation of a house museum therefore needs to be based on the entire 

context of the house (Butler 2002:36), thereby becoming more meaningful for visitors and 

enabling these museums to evolve from being shrines to becoming socially relevant (Pustz 

2010:119). However, in spite of the criticism of the shrine approach, people are interested in 

the lives of famous people and, as Schroeder points out, the number of house museums points 

to a human need for heroes (1986:2). 

 

4.4.3. Objects 

A house museum consists not only of the building and the collection contained within it 

(tangible culture), but it also has an “inner meaning” (intangible culture) which concerns the 
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way in which it presents the life of a person, artistic taste, a historical period (Pavoni 2005). 

The people who lived in the house and used the objects that are on display in their daily lives 

become real people in a house museum (Pinna 2001:7). In Pavoni’s opinion, if a house 

museum is able to communicate both its tangible and intangible aspects, it has the potential 

of communicating cultural identity in a very effective way (Pavoni 2005).  

Museum consultant Suzanne Schell describes historic house museums as sites which 

“preserve and recreate an historical context for the tangible remains of the past”, which refers 

to the house and the objects it contains (Schell 1985:6), thereby placing the emphasis for 

interpretation entirely on tangible culture. Because interpretation often tends to focus too much 

on the objects and the famous owner, thereby leaving out the other people who lived in the 

house, it can be regarded as dull. The risk of this approach is that it can result in a lack of 

public interest and affect the trustworthiness of a house museum (Donnelly 2002:1). 

Objects form part of material culture, which Leland Ferguson defines as including all “the 

things that people leave behind…all of the things people make from the physical world – farm 

tools, ceramics, houses, furniture, toys, buttons, roads, cities” (Schlereth 1983:112). However, 

Ferguson does not mention that people do not only leave objects or tangible culture behind, 

they also leave behind intangible culture, such as the stories of their lives and their beliefs and 

values. The life of the original owner of the house, the intangible component, as well as the 

building and the objects it contains can be described as “the cultural assets of the historic 

house museum”. The notion that the cultural assets will speak for themselves is old-fashioned 

as it is only through research that they will reveal their constituted knowledge and enable 

communication with visitors (Cabral 2001:44).  

Objects are displayed in the preserved or recreated context of a house museum to 

communicate something important about the past (Schell 1985:7). The difference between a 

house museum collection and the collections in other museums is that it is arranged in context 

in the house and the relationship between the objects themselves and the objects and the 

building gives them historical importance and value. However, visitors will find that the 

meanings and stories about the previous inhabitants of the house, the collection and the house 

itself will “remain invisible” if there is no interpretation (Leftwich 2011:126). Exhibitions in house 

museums also differ from those in traditional museums as objects are displayed out of display 

cases and with minimal labelling. The result is that the whole house as well as the displayed 

objects forms a “historic object, meaning that content and container are one”. Displaying 

objects in the context of the house provides an opportunity for visitors to experience history in 

an imaginative and meaningful way (Claisse 2016:681). 
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The fact that collections in house museums are displayed and can be seen in their original 

environment gives them authenticity. These collections include furnishings, works of art, 

interior decoration and kitchen equipment. However, the people who once lived and used the 

objects in the house are now absent. To introduce this aspect Young suggests that an 

exhibition style of display could be used in house museums which would better explain the 

use of the contents. An example of this is the 2004 exhibition, Maids and Mistresses, which 

concerned women’s lives, upstairs and downstairs (Young 2007b:138). This exhibition 

involved seven country house museums in Yorkshire, UK, namely Brodsworth Hall, Burton 

Constable, Castle Howard, Harewood House, Lotherton Hall, Nostell Priory, and Temple 

Newsam, and presented the history of the maids and mistresses who once lived in these 

houses by studying their portraits, oral histories and writings (Larsen 2004:1). 

Collecting, preserving and interpreting history is the mission of most history museums and the 

focus is on “collecting cultural material and interpreting culture”. Culture has been defined by 

cultural anthropologists such as Clifford Geertz and Steven Beckow as “the ideas men 

possess and use to understand their world” (Woods 1990:83). This is a very vague and limited 

definition as it looks at culture only in terms of ideas, compared to the definition offered in 

Chapter 1, which defined culture as everything that is created by human beings, including the 

process of creation that led to the cultural product, and includes the making and sharing of 

meanings through communication, which includes interpretation and learning. 

 According to Geertz, cultural interpretation is “thin” when it simply describes an object, or 

“thick” when it entails identifying the symbolic meaning of an object within a culture, such as 

its use and manufacture. Beckow states that objects should be preserved and then researched 

in “their original contexts and with their original associations” to identify their meaning (Woods 

1990:83). Both Geertz and Beckow are referring not only to the tangible objects, but also to 

the intangible associations of objects that make them more meaningful. According to Woods, 

museums use interpretations that concentrate more on the “thin” interpretation of objects. He 

uses the example of guided tours at historic house museums which merely offer a biography 

of the life of the previous inhabitant and point out a few items of furniture. The opportunity of 

explaining the cultural importance and meaning of these objects, such as their use and 

manufacture, which Woods regards as one of the most important attractions of the museum, 

has consequently been lost (1990:83-84).  It is therefore important that interpreters “hook 

visitors with objects, rivet their attention, then read the objects, unraveling layers of meaning 

– physical, personal and social – one at a time” (Woods 1990:84). Woods is therefore referring 

to the fact that visitors actively interpret their own meaning and should be encouraged to do 

this by receiving effective interpretation from the museum. 
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Objects therefore form an important part of historic house interpretation, but in many cases 

they are interpreted merely in terms of decorative arts and their use in the home, or their 

intangible aspects are ignored. If visitors are not interested in the period and style of the 

objects on display this information will have little meaning (Donnelly 2002:2). According to 

Nancy Bryk, collections curator, decorative art objects should be reconceived and renamed 

household furnishings because, as well as being beautiful, they were made to be used in the 

home. The Henry Ford Museum and Greenfield Village are now presenting household items 

from a maker, user and household furniture perspective, instead of from the aesthetic period 

and style approach (Bryk 2000:1). An example of this decorative arts form of interpretation 

can be seen in the 1971 Catalogue of the Collections in the Irma Stern Museum (Figure. 4.1), 

which consists of a numbered list of objects, each with a brief description, which reads like an 

auction catalogue.  

 

Figure 4.1. Page listing part of the African art collection in the Catalogue of the Collections 
in the Irma Stern Museum (1971) (Photo: K Wheeler) 
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More imaginative ways other than those that are object-centred are therefore needed to attract 

visitors (Clark 1990:37).   

Writing in 1933, Laurence Vail Coleman had already identified the importance of both tangible 

and intangible culture in a house museum. He stated that a house has two aspects which 

relate to each other, namely foreground and background. The foreground is the intangible 

culture of the house, specifically its association with a person. The background is the tangible 

culture of the house consisting of the house and its furnishings (Coleman1933:91). However, 

it must be noted that in 2019 in house museums in Cape Town, such as the ISM, the 

Koopmans-de Wet House and the Groot Constantia Manor House, the interpretation is still 

largely object-based and, although in some cases intangible elements such as references to 

the previous inhabitants are made, this is not the focus. Most of the sources consulted in this 

discussion refer to the intangible as a way to explain the significance of the tangible. By 

intangible culture they refer only to one aspect, the associations of the previous occupants 

with the house, and not to the meanings of the objects in the collections in house museums. 

As explained in Chapter 1, the intangible connects meaning and values to the tangible, but it 

also refers to cultural products such as knowledge, language, beliefs, and music.  Therefore 

by not explaining the intangible elements of the objects: who made them, how they were made 

and how they were used, the potential of making objects on display in a house museum more 

interesting has been lost. For example, the African Art collection and the Pre-Columbian 

collections at the ISM are displayed in cases as decorative art objects, thereby conveying a  

“thin” interpretation which does not include the cultural meanings linked to the people who 

made them, what they were used for and their cultural significance.  

The AB axis of the Burden model (see Figure 1.5 in Chapter 1) can be applied to this 

discussion of how to represent tangible and intangible culture in house museums. Tangible 

culture is represented by the house and the collections it contains, whereas intangible culture 

refers not only to the previous inhabitants and their lives, but also to the cultural meanings of 

the objects in the collections which, Beckow explains, refers to the way they were made and 

used. It is important to understand what objects mean within their original contexts and with 

their original associations (Woods 1990:83). In the case of the house museum, the context 

would be the house and the associations would be the people who acquired and used these 

objects.  Interpretation in house museums still appears to be weighted too much in favour of 

the tangible and therefore sits at the B end of the axis. It is only when the intangibles are 

included that house museums will be able to present a more balanced interpretation that will 

be of more interest to visitors and avoid being, in the words of Donnelly and Vagnone et al., 

boring. 
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4.4.4. Context: house and home and the period room 

A house can be called a house museum if its importance is that it is or was a home, it is 

managed according to professional standards, and the interpretive aim is to explain an aspect 

of domestic culture (Young 2007a:60). The Oxford English Dictionary defines “home” as “A 

dwelling place; a person’s house or abode; the fixed residence of a family or household; the 

seat of domestic life and interests” (Flanders 2014:3). “Home” can be investigated as a “place, 

space, feeling, practice, active state of being in the world” and is described in the literature as 

related to “house, family, haven, self, gender and journeying” (Mallett 2004:62). A house is a 

physical structure, whereas a home is “The place where one lives or was brought up with 

reference to the feelings of belonging, comfort etc. associated with it” (Flanders 2014:3). 

According to Galla, a lasting theme for displays in house museums is “Hearth and Home” 

(2015:1). The definitions therefore emphasise the fact that home embodies the experience, 

people and emotions, whereas house is a structure. 

The interpretation provided by the founders of the early American house museums was based 

on the idea of domestic religion, which promoted the importance and values of home. The 

belief was that the national character would be strengthened when the sound values learnt in 

the home were practised in public (Smith 2002a:77). According to Charlotte Smith, domestic 

religion contributed to the success of house museums and characterised the education they 

offered. The belief was that by visiting a house museum, visitors would be persuaded that by 

emulating the life of a great man or woman, they would become great themselves (2002a:77). 

House museums consist of the grounds, the house, the interiors, furnishings and household 

goods, but also the former presence of the human occupants associated with the house 

(Young 2007a: 60). The idea of a home is perhaps what makes historic houses so interesting 

for visitors, as a home is something everyone can understand and relate to (Leftwich 

2011:125) and hence using a “familiar, homely tone” can communicate successfully with 

visitors (Young 2012:1). By walking into a house museum, visitors are able to enter into a 

particular period of time and connect with the objects which are on open display and not behind 

glass as in other museums (Leftwich 2011:125).  

House museums offer the opportunity for objects to be seen and stories told in their original 

context, namely the house (Donnelly 2002:4) and this is their advantage over other museums. 

Former lecturer in Museum Studies at the University of Leicester, Kevin Moore, argues that 

although real things form the essential characteristic of museums, place is as important as 

things. His concept of the “power of the real” consists of the power of “the real thing” and the 

power of “the real place”. Museums contain objects which “make history” and thereby contain 

the power of “the real thing”. The “real place” is a site which has the power to carry the past 
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into the present, because it has a “real” relationship with past events (Moore 1997:135). 

Historic house museums combine “real things” in a “real place” when the original collection 

remains in its original setting, and this “double power of the real” makes it possible for these 

museums to make the past “alive” (Moore 1997:138-139). The ISM is an example of the 

original collection remaining in its original setting. This is the difference between a house 

museum and other museums, because when an object enters a museum collection, it 

becomes “a museum piece” and becomes decontextualized as it is separated from its origins. 

It is then displayed in the new context of the museum (Kreps 2003:313,314), which is true of 

big museums which have formal exhibitions. However context involves more than the 

collection being displayed in a house setting as, in order to understand the message of the 

historic house museum, visitors must be informed about the history and period of the house, 

and the area in which it is situated (Levy 2002a:54). 

Historic house museums are usually interpreted by re-creating room settings in which 

furniture, fittings and household decorations are displayed (Young 1994:173), known as period 

rooms. The concept of the period room started in Europe in the 19th century and was a 

practice whereby objects began to be displayed in terms of period or style instead of according 

to type and the material from which they were made. The first person to set up period rooms 

was Artur Hazelius, who constructed dioramas and used actual interiors in the Nordiska 

Museet which he founded in Stockholm in 1873 and then in his outdoor museum Skansen. 

The reason why museums in northern Europe began to arrange their displays by period and 

style rather than type and material was to focus on cultural history (Pilgrim 1978:5-6). 

People identify with the interior of a home because much of their private time is spent there 

(Fleming 1972:39). The recreation of an original context can help visitors to understand the 

museum’s messages especially if what they see can be related to their own lives and 

experience (Black 2005:278). The visitor is able to recognise the furnishings and objects and 

thereby come to an understanding of how life was lived in the past. Visitors make personal 

connections with the objects they see and this can be influenced by personal taste, such as 

liking or not liking objects on display. If the visitor does not recognise some of the objects, this 

can lead to a discussion about the differences between the present and the past (Young 

1994:172).  

Period rooms are popular because of their “human interest” aspect and the domestic interior 

is regarded as a key cultural document, because it contains art and objects that are used in 

the home (Fleming 1972:39).  In an analysis of an exhibition at the Royal Ontario Museum in 

Canada visitors were asked their preferences for the display of a group of furniture, decorative 

art objects and sculpture, and the preferred choices were for objects to be displayed in the 
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context of a room or as part of a theme (Hooper-Greenhill, quoted in Black 2005:278). Black 

explains that this is an example of people relating what they see to their everyday lives, in this 

case the context of a room (2005:278).  

Looking at house museums within the context of a home, it is apparent that they have positive 

features. House museums have remarkable potential for educating and communicating 

because it is possible to put forward a simple approach to history, art and architecture as a 

house is part of every person’s experience (Pavoni 2001:19). Therefore the strength of the 

house museum is its history and the fact that this has the potential to interest visitors and 

inform them about the wider historical context that it represents (Herbst 1990:128).  Historic 

houses are places “where the veil between the past and the present seems very thin” and they 

are therefore powerful as visitors feel that they are re-experiencing a place (Lipscomb 

2010:109). A visit can be described as walking into and becoming absorbed in a space or time 

capsule which contains objects that reflect life in a past period of time and which inspire the 

imagination (Leftwich 2011:125). The ability to inspire visitors to use their imagination, which 

has also been identified as a significant feature by other authors such as Butcher-Younghans 

(1993), Cabral (2001) and Hendrix (2008), is a key factor that should be taken into account in 

the interpretation of these museums.  

As Coleman wrote: “House museums appeal partly to the emotions and this – their power for 

museum purposes – deserves to be strengthened by developing atmosphere. One of the 

commonest remarks of visitors in any well-appointed house is that they enjoy being there 

because the place is like a home and not like an institution” (1933:35). It is therefore clear that 

house museums must capitalise on their advantage that they are homes that people can 

identify with and that this should form an important part of their interpretation. 

Nostalgia is a form of memory which can be defined as “an emotional engagement in a 

present-past and longing for a future defined through the past” (Hodge 2011:120). Through 

remembering or nostalgia, adult visitors make a personal connection to the house museum 

(Young 2017:24). Visitors are able to relate to the contents, the way that the rooms are 

arranged and to the objects on display in terms of their own lives and family histories if they 

share the same positive ideas about the past and “cultural memories”. As younger people do 

not necessarily have the same appreciation for the cultural memories contained in the 

furnishings and objects in house museums, Gregory and Witcomb are of the opinion that this 

could be a problem as these museums therefore may not necessarily speak to them (2007: 

268). This cannot be said to be true of all young people, however, as many are interested in 

historical objects and house museums. Nostalgia, like memory, also demonstrates that the 
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museum visitor is an active participant in the interpretation process, and illustrates that 

emotional engagement is an important part of the house museum experience. 

Ron Potvin, Assistant Director and Curator at the John Nicholas Brown Center at Brown 

University, argues that the term “historic house museum” should be dropped because he feels 

it is connected to the idea of “velvet ropes” (used for security reasons to prevent visitors 

entering rooms). In his opinion the term “historic home museum” more accurately represents 

the everyday life that took place in the house and is therefore able to represent the former 

inhabitants as real people, thereby connecting the present with the past by means of emotion, 

objects and stories (Potvin 2010:2). By emphasising the word “home” Potvin is acknowledging 

that presenting the intangible part of culture, which is the nature and significance of the lives 

lived in the home, as well as the tangible collection, is an essential way of connecting a historic 

house museum with its visitors and making it relevant, thereby ensuring its survival.  

The concepts of house and home, which together form the original context, are therefore 

important for the interpretation of both the intangible and tangible parts of the historic house 

museum. However Stone, like Potvin, has identified a problem with the term “house museum” 

because, in her opinion, “house” refers to “home”, which is a place in which people lived and 

made history, as opposed to the “house museum”, which often produces period rooms which 

freeze the room and its contents in a particular time period (2015:28). According to Clark, 

because the period room is set in a moment in time, it goes against the reality of history which 

is “a process of change” (1990:36). This freezing of the period room has also been criticised 

by Young, as she argues that looking at objects in this context provides a passive experience 

for the visitor (2002:8). As period rooms are not lived in, they can only give an idea of what 

the home was like originally.  The challenge is therefore to avoid the “frozen moment” and 

produce period rooms which bring these museums to life and, as Ellis explains, are a space 

in which visitors are able to see themselves and thereby are able to identify with the house 

(2002:80). 

The aim of house museums is to display objects in their original context in period rooms which 

are “interpreted experiences”. A period room can consist of a variety of objects, some valuable, 

such as oil paintings, some objects of little value, some which were owned by the former 

inhabitants of the house, and some which were purchased to complete the room (Vaughan 

2008b:34). However, without interpretation some room arrangements will be meaningless. 

The visitor may take the recreated room at face value and accept what is seen as true. For 

example, without an explanation, the visitor might not understand the 18th century practice of 

arranging side chairs around the drawing room with their backs to the wall until they were 

pulled out and arranged for use (Young 1994:173). The advantage of a furnished room display 
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in a house is that visitors are able to apply their prior experience and make connections. 

However, there could be a problem if visitors try to apply their knowledge of the modern-day 

house as a means of understanding the culture and circumstances of the previous owners 

depicted in a historic house museum. For example, furniture that in its time was regarded as 

basic is now being regarded as valuably antique. Young is of the opinion that it is therefore 

necessary to provide more interpretation to make these displays historically accurate (2002:8). 

However, her use of the word “interpretation” in this way implies providing information rather 

than revealing meaning. These are also examples of how visitors can potentially not 

understand the messages of the museum. 

According to Pilgrim, the way that a period room is arranged and decorated is influenced by 

the person who creates it, the curator, as well as the taste of the time (1978:18). Some house 

museums contain collections of items that were originally used in the house; some contain 

items that were specifically collected at a later date to recreate the interiors, and some are 

unfurnished. Examples of historic house museums in South Africa which contain the original 

collections are the ISM in Rosebank and the Casa Labia Cultural Centre in Muizenberg. In the 

case of the Koopmans-De Wet House in Cape Town, the house and its contents were 

auctioned after the death of the last inhabitant. A committee, which had been appointed to 

establish the museum, bought 356 out of more than 2,000 lots, mainly furniture and porcelain, 

and these items form the nucleus of the collection that can be seen there today. The rest of 

the collection was purchased or donated subsequently. The collection is therefore partly 

original and partly representative of what would be expected to be part the furnishings of the 

house (internet: Iziko 2019: Koopmans-de Wet house).  Groot Constantia Manor House was 

badly damaged by fire in 1925 (internet: Iziko 2019: Groot Constantia). The collection it houses 

is therefore not original as from 1927 to 1952 the collector A.A. de Pass furnished the house 

with objects that he himself bought and donated, and which form the nucleus of the collection 

today (internet: Iziko 2019: Groot Constantia). The Stellenbosch Village Museum consists of 

four houses, each furnished to depict a different period, c 1709, c 1789, c 1803 and 1840-

1880, but these are also recreated interiors which do not contain the original furnishings 

(internet: Stellenbosch Museum nd). However the collections they contain are displayed in 

real settings, i.e. historic house museums with historically accurate interiors, and therefore the 

fact that the furnishings are not original should not spoil a positive experience for the visitor. 

As Moore explains, most museum collections are not displayed in the original place 

(1997:137). 
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Figure 4.2. Example of a period room: The dining room in Koopmans-De Wet House 2010 
  (ISHDA) 

 

Figure 4.3. Example of a period room: The dining hall in Groot Constantia Manor House 
2010 (ISHDA) 
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However period rooms are not only about providing an authentic setting in which to display 

objects. According to Bravery, period rooms or interiors enable the visitor to understand the 

past as they “are about context and connection”. Through the interiors of a historic house 

museum, the visitor is given the opportunity to connect with the spirit of the place through the 

people who used to live in the house and used the spaces (Bravery 2008:9). The concept of 

spirit of place, or the atmosphere or character, and its importance for interpretation will be 

discussed later in the chapter.  

 

4.4.5. Social history 

The new museology has added to the challenges faced by historic house museums in the 

form of new approaches towards visitors and inspired by, for example, postcolonial theory and 

gender theory (Mardh 2015:27). Social historians developed new ways to investigate 

American history with the result that, as people recognised their own history in the research 

that was produced, there was an increased interest in history (Crew & Sims 1991:166). 

Social history looks at the history and culture of the whole of the community, especially people 

who have been disadvantaged, rather than only the history of “great white men”. In the 1970s 

museums in the USA were influenced by the politics of women and the black community. In 

Britain interest in the history of the working class and in issues of ethnicity and gender 

developed in the 1980s. As a result museums have reached out to communicate with all in 

society by improving their interpretation and this has had positive results regarding attracting 

new visitors, working on new subjects, and has democratised the work of the museum (Moore 

1997:33-34).  

Before social history became a mainstream discipline, little was known about how most people 

lived, because historians concentrated on events and people that attracted public notice (Crew 

& Sims 1991:163). Social history or “history from the bottom up” changed this situation and 

introduced new sources for research such as material culture, diaries, census records and tax 

records. History museum curators were encouraged to reinterpret exhibitions to include the 

contributions made by people such as the working class, various ethnic groups and women, 

who had been overlooked in the past (Crew & Sims 1991:163-164). As Patricia West, curator 

of Martin Van Buren National Historic Site argues, visitors who want to know more about the 

lives of “great men” will not be able to completely understand them if they have no knowledge 

about the women in their lives such as wives, mothers, daughters, servants, slaves (1997:8).  

Producing exhibitions that included the diversity of society was problematic, because 

museums had tended to collect items that had belonged to the “well to do” and collections 
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therefore did not contain the necessary objects. Objects influence the themes covered in an 

exhibition, and therefore curators tend to identify those themes that are supported by relevant 

objects and leave out those that are not (Crew & Sims 1991:164-165). As discussed in Chapter 

3, exhibitions can be based on ideas or objects. In an exhibition based on ideas, the objects 

– which are important as they are the tangible form of the ideas – do not dominate the 

exhibition as the information which results from the research carried out by the curator is 

regarded as more important than the objects (Crew & Sims 1991:168-169). There are other 

ways of interpreting historic house museums than by means of the period room. These include 

the use of formal displays in cases, text panels, audio or audio-visual presentations and guides 

(Butler 2002:37). 

According to Young, historic house museums have been created by organisations such as 

historical societies and the National Trust, which promote an antiquarian rather than a 

historical approach to interpretation. Their interpretation therefore concentrates on the life of 

a great person, life in the past or antique furnishings rather than on issues that relate to 

present-day life. In her opinion, these organisations would therefore not wish to include “the 

nasty realities” which form part of social and women’s history in their interpretations (Young 

2002:4-5). 

Houses that become museums are usually large and portray an idea of the opulent past. 

Although many people, other than the owners, lived in these houses, in some cases only the 

public rooms and the owner’s bedroom are available for viewing by visitors, with the kitchens, 

laundries and servants’ rooms are not on display (Young 1994:176). In the case of the ISM, 

the function of all these rooms, including the owner’s bedroom, was eradicated when the 

house was converted into a museum. According to Young, not all Australians are represented 

in house museums in Australia and she is of the opinion that by means of interpretation the 

Aboriginal people, who were farm workers or servants in large households, could be included 

(Young 1994:177).  Young argues that, in competing for visitors, there are many themes in 

women’s history which could be introduced into house museum interpretation such as clothing 

and child care (2002:21), and Pustz argues for adding the lives of domestic servants to house 

interpretations (2010:119).  However, much of the interpretation offered in house museums 

still tends to highlight the life of an important person, the way of life in the past or the furniture 

and furnishings (Young 2002:4), as is the case at the ISM.  

A social history approach in order to, for example, introduce themes about women’s lives, 

therefore moves away from displaying the objects in the house museum as “relics, antiques 

or artworks”, and introduces a more holistic view in reinterpreting an existing site (Young 

2002:9). Museums have been moving from an object-centred approach to an idea-centred 
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one that interprets the lives of people “who left behind less in terms of documents and material 

evidence” (Pustz 2010:8), but even if there is little material available this is no excuse for not 

representing them. The consequence will be a museum that is not credible and has few visitors 

(Ellis 2002:67).  However, it is not possible to present a social history approach entirely 

through a period room and so further interpretation such as text panels, spoken text in the 

form of a guide and audio-visual aids will be needed (Young 2002:9). Examples of text panels 

can be seen throughout the Koopmans-De Wet House explaining day-to-day life in the house. 

 

Figure 4.4. Example of a text panel in Koopmans-De Wet House 2003 (ISHDA) 

In response to criticism of their presentations as being “static, object centred, apolitical and 

idealised”, some house museums have changed their purpose to linking present-day matters 

of interest with past issues. Examples are linking modern-day human trafficking with slavery, 

and the contemporary striving for gender equality with the women’s suffrage movement. An 

example of a “museum of ideas” is the Matilda Joslyn Gage House in Fayetteville, New York. 

As Gage was a human rights activist, the Gage Foundation decided that it would be more 

appropriate to create rooms which would be interpreted by themes such as women’s rights 

and religious freedom. Although the house has been restored to the way it looked in the 1880s, 

it was decided not to present a Victorian interior based on objects and decorative arts, 

although one room, the front parlour, was to be restored to the way it looked in the 19th century 
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(Christensen 2011:153-154,158).  President Lincoln’s Cottage in Washington is another 

example of a house museum where the guided tour interpretation is based on themes drawn 

from Lincoln’s ideas. Audio-visual media and lighting are used to add to the experience. 

Objects and furnishings are used only where they support the story and there are no barriers 

to stop visitors from entering the rooms (Mast 2011: 206,209). According to Mast, furnished 

rooms connect visitors with their daily lives, whereas rooms which communicate ideas 

encourage visitors to think and talk about their own ideas and opinions, and this makes the 

visitor experience relevant (Mast 2011:216).  

Historic house museums have also been criticised as being very conservative, as they have 

been slow to adopt a social history approach to issues such as colonialism, gender, sexuality 

and class and still tend to concentrate on their former elite inhabitants  (Oram 2011:192). This 

section has discussed how a social history approach, which is usually motivated by the authors 

as a way to attract more diverse audiences to visit, can be introduced into these museums in 

order to provide a balanced representation of history. However, the appropriateness of these 

themes has to be explored in the context of each individual house museum, as it may not 

always be possible to follow a social history approach. People are interested in the lives of 

famous people and, as stated before, the sheer number of house museums indicates a human 

need for heroes (Schroeder 1986:2). Visiting a house museum that commemorates a famous 

person could therefore be compared to reading a biography, and interest in this person may 

well be the priority of the visitor to some of these museums. 

 

4.4.6. Authenticity 

According to Pustz the concept of authenticity forms “an important part of the museum 

experience” (2010:6). Described as the “buzzword of the 21st century”, it is accepted that 

because the past existed, it is authentic. People therefore want to visit other times because 

they want an authentic experience (Michael Chrichton 1999, quoted in Lowenthal 2008:6). 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines authentic as “Of undisputed origin and not a copy; 

genuine”. However, Lipscomb makes the point that authenticity is not easy to define and 

questions whether, in the case of a historic house, it means the accuracy of the appearance, 

an unchanged structure, or a truthful account of what happened in the past (2010:101). 

According to Young, for places and objects to be authentic, they must be original, and people 

who are regarded as “trustworthy and reliable” authenticate objects. Museums are accepted 

as places where history and art are authenticated and therefore it is their duty to both assess 

and interpret the authenticity of their collections and buildings to their visitors and to the 
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community (Young 2017:175), and in the case of the house museum this would be done by 

the curator. 

Museum visits have value because visitors regard what they see, namely the buildings or 

objects associated with a historical event or a work of art by a well-known artist, as being 

“authentic”. Historical sites, such as house museums, have the quality of authenticity as they 

are places that are able to inspire and where the visitor can recognise the original and the real 

as opposed to the reproduction and the recreation in a world that is becoming more virtual 

(Sanchis 1998:2). This is in contrast to viewing images of objects in museum collections on 

the internet. Through physical contact with objects in an exhibition, the visitor finds meaning 

which can be aesthetic or historical. It is only if the visitor believes that the objects are authentic 

that he/she will accept the meaning he/she has gained from the objects (Lord 2001:16).  

Museum curators Susie Wilkening and Erica Donnis argue that the concept of authenticity has 

become very important to visitors to history museums to the extent that it is regarded as one 

of their most important characteristics (2008:18). The authors of The Experience Economy, 

Pine and Gilmore point out that it is essential that museums understand and manage 

authenticity because people want real experiences, as they “increasingly see the world in 

terms of real or fake”. In a museum a real experience consists of an engagement with objects 

and buildings. To provide authentic experiences to their visitors, there are two factors 

museums need to take into account. The first concerns the identity of the museum, which 

includes the values and purpose of the museum, and the nature of its buildings and collection. 

Whatever a museum does must be in terms of this identity. The second factor is that whatever 

a museum says about itself must be confirmed by the visitor experience, otherwise it will be 

perceived as fake (Pine & Gilmore 2007:1,2).  

The literature explains the different ways in which authenticity applies to historic house 

museums.  They are authentic and real places which are able to inspire visitors and stimulate 

their imagination by means of the stories they tell about the previous occupants, the building 

and the collections (Sanchis1998:5). Visitors regard a house museum as “real” because they 

can understand and recognize the different rooms on display from their own lives (Pavoni 

2001:19). Also visitors want to experience “real people, real stories, [and] accurate 

representation[s] of real lives” (Wilkening & Donnis 2008:19). Therefore authenticity should 

apply not only to the building and the objects it contains, but also to the people and stories 

interpreted in historic house museums (Pustz 2010:11). These statements explain why 

authenticity is important in the interpretation of these museums. 

Museum visitors believe that authenticity is inherent in the collections of original objects and 

the buildings in which they are housed. They also believe that it is based on detailed research 
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which confirms historical accuracy (Wilkening and Donnis 2008:19). However, the concept of 

authenticity can also be looked at in terms of why visitors regard a historic house museum as 

being authentic. According to Pavoni, because everyone is familiar with a house, they 

recognise the nature and function of each room and regard it as authentic. Therefore if, for 

example, the museum staff rearrange and redisplay a room from scratch, the visitor will accept 

this as an accurate presentation of the original by the museum, even though they know it is a 

new display. Pavoni uses the term “critical filters” to explain this. Because visitors feel at home 

in a house setting and regard it as real or authentic, they will supress their critical filters and 

accept what they see as real (2001:19). Historian Ludmilla Jordanova’s comments about the 

kitchens in country houses illustrate how visitors can suppress their critical filters. Although 

these are popular displays, they do not give an accurate idea of how kitchens were used as 

they do not manage to explain the hard work that took place in a kitchen. They have therefore 

been “sanitised” and “offer a special kind of fiction, which visitors agree to treat as ‘history’” 

(2000:148). The idea of critical filters is very useful as a means of explaining why visitors to 

the ISM accept the wall colours in the house as authentic, even though they are informed that 

most of the rooms were painted in different colours when Irma Stern lived there. This is a 

warning for curators that visitors might believe that because something is portrayed in a certain 

way in a museum, it is authentic. 

However, anthropologists Eric Gable and Richard Handler suggest that authenticity is a myth 

of the present day, as it is only possible to portray the past through stories based in the 

present, and not to recreate it (quoted in Pustz 2010:11). The Demhist conference held in 

2011 addressed the question of authenticity and asked “How authentic can any reinvention of 

the past be? Is there such a thing as authenticity? Is there such a thing as history or are there 

only historians reinventing the past?” To answer these questions it was suggested that it was 

necessary to concentrate on the relationship between the curator who produces the past and 

the visitor who receives it (Ball 2011:7), thereby emphasising that the authenticity or otherwise 

of a historic house museum is the result of the research and interpretation of the curator, and 

the active interpretation of the visitor. 

The curator therefore has a critical role as the interpreter being responsible for research, the 

presentation, interpretation and perceived authenticity of the house museum, all of which 

affect the visitor’s personal interpretation and whether the house museum will be regarded as 

being authentic. 
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4.5. Problems affecting interpretation and the visitor experience  

The fact that historic house museums have been criticised as being more interested in their 

collections than in their visitors raises the question of the purpose of conservation. According 

to James Vaughan, Vice President of Stewardship of Historic Sites at the National Trust, the 

effective management of a historic house museum involves maintaining a balance between 

the needs of the house and its collections, the grounds, and the visitors (Malone-France & 

Mayes 2014:23). This is especially important when trying to balance the needs of conservation 

with those of the visitor experience.  

Houses become museums not only to commemorate famous people, collectors, examples of 

design, and historic events, but also to save them for the future. Once they have been saved, 

however, they then have to succeed as museums (Young 2007a:59). Keeping a house in good 

condition costs money and the running of a house museum is very expensive as it includes 

staff salaries, dealing with the wear and tear caused by visitors, and the cost of conservation 

and insurance of the collection (Moe 2002:9).  

When a house becomes a museum, it usually needs conservation, followed by ongoing 

maintenance. The house and collection, such as the carpets, needs to be protected and this 

involves limiting visitor access (Young 2007b:134), which can negatively affect the visitor 

experience. Historic house museums face conservation challenges which are different from 

those of other museums, because the collections are displayed in the open. They are therefore 

more vulnerable to damage and deterioration as they are not protected by museum display 

cases, and objects such as carpets and clocks are still in use. Access and open display create 

problems for conservation (Staniforth 2011:3), which explains why the visitor experience often 

takes the form of a walk through the house interpreted by a guide or labels in order to 

understand why the house is important. This can be described as a passive way of 

experiencing a house museum, which may well result in the visitor feeling that there is no need 

to return (Young 2007b:134), especially if the guide is neither engaging nor well informed.  

Satisfying the needs of conservation and those of the visitor experience can be a difficult 

balancing act for the museum curator. When opening a historic house museum to the public, 

it has to be protected, especially if the house is small, as large numbers of visitors could 

damage furnishings such as carpets and paintings (Young 2007b:134). The problem is that 

when converting a house into a museum, the introduction of conservation standards designed 

to preserve a house and its contents for future generations can remove any form of life from 

the home. Conservation in house museums can be described as “returning used and lived 

with architecture and objects to an ideal, original state, erasing evidence of use, introducing 

an overlay of preservation and the veneer of distance” (Stone 2015:32). Curators also stop 
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visitors from entering rooms by installing barriers, which American authors describe as velvet 

ropes, although other methods are used such as, for example, cords, and perspex or wooden 

barriers. These deny visitors the opportunity of entering and thereby experiencing a space. 

House museums therefore have to find a solution to presenting a home setting, interpreting 

the lives of those who lived in the house and its history, while at the same time conserving the 

house and its collections (Stone 2015:32-33). 

 

 

 

Figure 4.5. Rope barrier (bottom right) in the bedroom at Groot Constantia Manor House 
2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 
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Figure 4.6. Perspex barrier at the entrance to the drawing room in Koopmans-De Wet 
House 2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 

 

 

 

Figure 4.7. Wooden barrier at the entrance to the studio in the Irma Stern Museum 2017 
(ISMA) 
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Figure 4.8. Wooden barrier with information panels at the entrance to the kitchen in 
 Groot Constantia Manor House 2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 

 
The need for conservation can therefore negatively affect the visitor experience and produce 

lifeless interpretation. One of the problems is that visitors are told that they may not touch 

museum objects, with the consequence that they are only allowed to use their senses of 

listening and sight when in the house museum. According to Potvin, there needs to be a 

balance between the visitor experience and the needs of conservation. Visitors should be 

allowed to touch or hold certain objects, because he feels that not all objects are equally fragile 

(2010:4). As the means used to protect the objects, such as display cases in a period room 

and barriers spoil the visitor experience, Vaughan similarly asks “Can we actually afford to 

treat every piece as though it were a Rembrandt?” and whether a more relaxed approach to 

the collection, whereby it is accepted that not every object is irreplaceable, would lead to a 

better visitor experience. In his opinion parts of a collection should be classified as “for use”, 

thereby allowing visitors to sit in a period room or touch certain objects, in this way creating a 

balance between the needs of the visitor and the needs of the building and its collections 

(Vaughan 2008b:34).  

At the Demhist conference on conservation held in 2012 Staniforth reported that the National 

Trust’s strategy “bringing places to life”, which aimed to present houses as they were lived in 

rather than as museums, has shown that it is possible to combine a more effective visitor 
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experience with sound conservation standards. The collections were risk assessed and those 

objects deemed sturdy enough are made accessible to visitors who are allowed to read books 

in the library, sit on chairs and play the piano (Staniforth 2012:1,7). In Australia, Elizabeth 

Farm at Rosehill, west of Sydney, managed by the Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, 

is a restored house which contains reproductions because none of the original contents 

remain. Visitors are therefore allowed to eat at the table, sit on the chairs and read the books 

(Clark 2012:3). In both examples visitors are able to actively experience the space, 

approximating the way that the previous inhabitants did.  

 

4.6. Reinterpreting historic house museums for a better visitor experience 

This chapter has investigated the different ways that historic house museums are presented 

and interpreted, and has identified the fact that, although these museums have educational 

potential and many positive features, they are in trouble and facing challenges. It is therefore 

necessary to look at possible solutions. 

The problem with historic house interpretation, according to Mast, is that the model consisting 

of guided tours of period rooms that has lasted for 150 years has resulted in a decline in visitor 

numbers and funding problems. House museums must therefore find different ways to attract 

visitors (2011:206).  Another problem is in the way that society regards these museums as 

they are seen as being irrelevant and less interested in visitors than in their collections 

(Sanchis 1998:4). 

Historic house museums in the USA often do not manage to “connect” with their communities 

(George 2002:23). In many cases the area in which the museum is situated has changed 

through the years, resulting in the museum being seen as part of a past that is out of touch 

with the people who now live there (Moe 2002:6). Many people regard house museums as 

irrelevant to their lives as they “represent the homes of the privileged, whose histories and 

experiences are remote from most visitors”. The challenge therefore is to find ways of making 

house museums more inclusive by representing the lives and experiences of the diverse range 

of the American people in the interpretation (Stone 2015:34). Although most of the literature 

on historic house museums is American based, these problems also apply to other multi-

cultural societies such as the UK and South Africa. 

The interpreter John Veverka explains that it is through interpretation that house museums 

become important and relevant and are brought to life (2000:1). It is therefore recommended 

that these museums reassess the interpretation and programmes they offer to visitors and 

consider whether or how these might be improved because, as suggested by Pustz, new 
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interpretations would be “a breath of fresh air” as they would help house museums provide a 

more holistic context by moving away from the shrine approach and thereby becoming more 

relevant. Changes in interpretation are also necessary because of the need for relevance in 

order to attract new audiences to these museums (Pustz 2010:119).  

To be successful any interpretation must include Tilden’s principles of interpretation as 

introduced in Chapter 1. This means that the message or communication of the house 

museum must provoke the interest of visitors and relate to their lives, reveal the message, 

address the whole by using a theme and strive for message unity by using methods which 

support the theme. Without implementing Tilden’s principles, the museum will merely produce 

information and not interpretation (Veverka nd-a). This may be a major interpretation problem 

concerning house museums which has not yet been discussed in the literature. Black suggests 

that interpretation in many museums is based on information without considering the needs of 

the visitor (2005:177). This can also be applied to house museums, which may not have 

realised that although interpretation is based on information it is a process of revealing 

meanings to visitors and not simply providing them with information.  Interpretation, which is 

merely fact based, in the form of period rooms that are frozen in time and which give the 

impression of being mausoleums, follows the transmission approach and does not allow for 

active experiences. The result could well be visitors not wanting to return. 

Interpretation in museums includes the visitor experience, as well as teaching and learning 

(Wells 2013:38). In the historic house museum context interpretation has been appropriately  

defined by Lipscomb as “the process of communication between a heritage site and the 

audience that makes content understandable and establishes emotional and intellectual 

meanings and connections between the audience and the building, collection, or content” 

(2010:100). According to Alderson and Low interpretation consists of a programme which 

defines the objectives the museum wants the visitor to understand, and an activity which 

concerns the skills used by the museum to create the understanding. The understanding of 

the meaning develops from the impressions that the visitor gains from the quality of the 

exhibitions and restoration of the house museum as well as from the museum’s interpretation 

techniques (Alderson & Low 1996:3,5). These techniques include brochures and pamphlets, 

site orientation, self-guided tours, stationed interpreters, guided tours, demonstrations, role 

playing or character presentation, living history performances, lectures, workshops and 

conferences and classes for students (Butcher-Younghans 1993:209-211). 

Historic house museum interpretation is based on creating and communicating stories about 

the house, its contents and its former occupants to the visitor. If these stories are based on 

human experience, they will help to bring the house to life so the aim is to encourage a 
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connection between the visitor and the past occupant of the house (Leftwich 2011:125,132-

133). Therefore a period room which merely shows what the past looked like and offers no 

interpretation is not enough. Objects do not speak for themselves and therefore objects 

displayed together in period rooms also need to be interpreted. The period room provides a 

context with an appropriate atmosphere in which to display a collection and this can arouse 

the interest and imagination of the visitor. Different interpretive techniques can be used such 

as labels, text or recorded explanations, or to create atmosphere period music could be played 

(Underwood 1993:381). However care needs to be taken that using these techniques is not 

merely a case of providing information, as if their use does not inspire interest or is not related 

to people’s lives, the visitor experience will not be improved. 

According to Leftwich, it is the way that the house and its contents are interpreted that makes 

it appeal to the visitors. Using Graceland, Elvis Presley’s home, as an example she explains 

that the guided tour there prioritises the way life was lived in Graceland rather than the history 

of the house and of the objects on display in the rooms. The story is based on the experiences 

of those who used to live there in order to form a connection with the visitor (Leftwich 

2011:130). Guided tours are one of the most effective ways to interpret a house museum to 

visitors, but it is essential that the guides are well trained, know their subject and can engage 

effectively with visitors (Levy 2002b:193). It is through a competent guide that a house can be 

brought alive for visitors, but the big challenge is for house museums to find ways to achieve 

this without guides as, in a small museum with limited staff, it is not possible to have a guide 

on duty at all  times. 

House museums are interesting as, although they present a home of the past, they exist in 

the present day (Parno 2013:199). To interest different groups of people Ellis suggests that 

universal themes with which people can identify should be used. The point is to find things 

that the people of today will find interesting. There are many issues connected with the context 

of the house such as food, gardening, relationships between men and women, domestic life 

and the world of work which could help a diverse audience engage with the house (Ellis 

2002:76-77) and which would provide an opportunity to introduce intangible culture into the 

house museum experience. 

To further illustrate whether present day issues could help in the understanding of past issues, 

James Bryant uses as an example the introduction of a trail which was laid through the 

Georgian interiors of the British Galleries in the Victoria and Albert Museum in 2007 to 

commemorate the bicentenary of the Act of Parliament that abolished the transatlantic slave 

trade. Bryant suggests that Georgian house museums should ask “what other themes can the 

Georgian interior and its collections offer? What ‘Big Issues’ of that age can be revealed to 
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today’s public through such objects” and try to find in their collections ways to relate to the 

important issues of the present day. These include issues such as slavery, immigration, 

multiculturalism and the cult of celebrity in politics, nationalism and regional identity, European 

citizenship and the globalization of culture which also existed in the Georgian era. He therefore 

suggests, as an example, that curators of Georgian house museums should therefore 

investigate the Georgian interior as a way to communicate these ideas and issues to attract 

more visitors (Bryant 2007:349).  

To attract visitors it is not only important to have presentations which are appealing, but also 

to provide an energetic programme of events and regular temporary exhibitions (Black 

2005:207).  Programmes that include drama and music work well, as they enliven historic 

house museums and introduce an entertaining approach to presenting the history of the site 

(Ellis 2002:72). As part of the UK National Trust’s “bringing properties to life” initiative, Ham 

House has introduced a discovery map for families to explore the international characteristics 

of the collection. The map encourages visitors to move around the house using clues and 

solving riddles. This has proved to be an effective way to involve visitors in the house and its 

collections (internet: National Trust 2010:6). Considering the international nature of Irma 

Stern’s collection, this is the kind of project that could be introduced at the ISM. The National 

Trust has also used installations of contemporary art to complement a historic house or to 

encourage comment. The aim is to offer new ways to experience their properties, thereby 

bringing them back to life (internet: National Trust 2012:25). Programmes of events provide 

another way to introduce intangible culture to the interpretation of house museums.  

A number of museums in the UK offer a monthly programme of events. One example is Kettles 

Yard in Cambridge, which offers events for adults, young people, families and children, that 

include art workshops, talks, flower arranging, tours and music concerts (internet: University 

of Cambridge: 2014). Keats House in London offered a programme in July 2019 consisting of 

a poetry reading and poetry workshop, a guided walking tour, a dramatic performance, talks 

and, as it was summer a workshop, how to make a fan (internet: City of London 2019). In 

Muizenberg, Cape Town the Casa Labia Cultural Centre produces a monthly programme of 

events, including music concerts, art classes, lectures, book launches and poetry readings 

(internet: Casa Labia 2019), as notified in a monthly calendar on their website. 

 

4.7. Interpretive plan 

In the USA “best” practice for interpretation and presentation has been explained by the Tri-

State Coalition of Historic Places, Standards and Practices for Historic Site Administration, in 

terms of four points: “(1) Create a well-developed interpretive plan that ties history of the site 
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to major historical themes and common human experiences. Interpretive theme incorporates 

core values of organization’s mission statement; (2) Provide interpreters with training that is 

updated regularly to include recent site research; (3) Use visitor evaluations to improve current 

interpretation and develop future programs; (4) Expand public access and audience input 

regarding its interpretation and presentation” (Hague & Keim Stutman 2015:Chapter1, np).  

Interpretive planner Marcella Wells explains that interpretation, “the action of explaining the 

meaning of something”, is a long-established concept, whereas museums have only recently 

embarked on the process of interpretive planning (2013:33). This planning is undertaken for 

the specific purpose of developing visitor experiences (Wells 2013:38). In spite of its 

importance in many museums, communication is not planned, but if the museum is to succeed 

in its work in the 21st century it will need to communicate successfully with its publics (Hooper-

Greenhill 1999b:42). A formal communications policy should therefore be drawn up stating 

how the museum communicates with its visitors and this should include interpretation 

(Ambrose & Paine 2012:121). It is therefore essential that there is a good interpretation plan 

and programme because, as Veverka states, interpretation is a critical part of the success of 

a heritage site and can help to increase visitor numbers and gain the support of the community 

(2000:6). 

Historic house museums were founded and exist “to serve the public interest”, so to be 

successful they need to know about their audiences and apply this knowledge to interpretation 

(Donnelly 2002:9). According to the AASLH Technical leaflet, “a sustainable historic house 

museum is valued by its community and serves its audience”. To ascertain whether this 

criterion is met, three questions are asked: whether the museum knows the interests and 

needs of its audiences, if programmes of activities include new audiences, and whether the 

museum knows who its neighbours are (internet: 2008:2). However, it appears that not many 

historic house museums conduct visitor surveys and so not much is known about their visitors 

and why they visit (Alderson & Low 1996:26).  

It is to the advantage of the house museum to consult the community when planning a new 

interpretation. The community is then given the opportunity to play an active part in the future 

of the museum, and the museum will identify how to appeal to its audiences (Pustz 2010:119). 

If the community is included in the planning, history is connected to the issues of today and to 

personal experience and presents different perspectives, then it will be possible for history 

museums to play an important part in the community (Godfrey 2008:16). 

This chapter has looked at interpretation from four perspectives: that of the curator who, by 

means of research, identifies meaning in a historic house and its collection (Wells 2013:38); 

who to interpret for; what is to be communicated; and how to communicate (Levy 2002a:44). 
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The interpretive plan addresses the last three perspectives. It is “a conceptual document” 

based on the mission of the museum, which defines the objectives of the interpretation. It 

identifies the themes to be interpreted, which will form the base of the storyline for the house 

museum. The plan then draws up the programme for communicating the interpretive 

messages to the visitors (Schell1985:9).  It can therefore be described as the “educational 

blueprint” as it puts forward the vision and content for the interpretation and education the 

museum intends the visitor to experience. A museum attempting interpretation without a plan 

could be compared to a teacher giving a lesson to a class without a lesson plan based on the 

curriculum (Levy 2002a:43). In both cases success is unlikely. 

The purpose of an interpretive plan is to produce concepts to help visitors connect what they 

see during their visit to the museum to their own lives and experience (Hague & Keim 

2011:Chapter 1, np). It is therefore necessary to define why a site is important; identify who 

the audiences are and what they need and want; and to produce a plan that both caters for 

the needs of the audiences and interprets the site. The plan must also allow for evaluation to 

enable the museum to assess whether the interpretation was successful or not (Levy 

2002a:44). This is why it is essential that house museums know about their audiences: “who 

visits, what they expect, why they come, how they learn, what they think about their 

experience, and who doesn’t come and why”, and not simply concentrate the interpretation on 

facts about the historic house museum (Donnelly 2002:9), otherwise the communication with 

the visitor will be one-way and consist of providing information and not interpretation.  

Examples of the needs and wants of visitors have been identified by the Curator of the Roger 

Brown Study Collection in Chicago, Lisa Stone, in the form of three important features of the 

visitor experience: firstly, visitors want an interactive experience and therefore do not want to 

be prevented from entering the rooms; secondly, they do not want to observe the museum 

passively and want an active experience through asking questions or having a conversation; 

and thirdly, they want to take photographs to record their visit (Stone 2015:33). This shows 

that visitors want to be actively involved in their museum experience. According to Wallace, 

as visitors want experiences they may no longer be prepared to view a room from behind a 

barrier and observe and listen in silence (2017:10). These examples show why it is essential 

that historic house museums communicate with their visitors to find out what their needs are, 

otherwise they will continue to produce a visitor experience that may not be what the visitor 

wants or expects. 

Interpretive plans must be based on the mission statement of the museum so that the 

museum’s purpose is reflected in the planning (Butcher-Younghans 1993:186). The 

interpretive plan can be described as a “tool” for carrying out the mission (Levy 2002a:45). If 
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the mission is intended to state the purpose of the museum, not having a mission means that 

a museum does not understand the reason for its existence and its value, and it will therefore 

be unable to cater for its visitors by giving them a meaningful experience. In this case 

Skramstad and Skramstad ask the question: “would they or anyone else want to come to our 

museum, much less support it?” (2011: Chapter 3, np). 

An important part of the mission could be a statement of the significance and the “spirit of 

place”, concepts which involve a detailed exploration of the importance and purpose of the 

historic house museum. The concept of “place” is defined in the Burra Charter, which offers 

recommendations for the management and conservation of places which have cultural 

importance, as “a geographically defined area” that may include tangible and intangible 

features (internet: Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter 2013:2) It is therefore a very wide-ranging 

concept and would include house museums. The UK National Trust uses three steps when 

planning the management of a historic site and developing an effective experience for visitors. 

These are a “statement of significance”, which defines the unique importance of a site; the 

“spirit of place” which defines the “character, sense or atmosphere of a place”; and “visitor 

insight”, namely knowledge of their visitors, which is essential when designing experiences to 

successfully communicate the significance and spirit of a place to visitors (Wood 2014:13).  

The concept of spirit of place has been described by Staniforth as the “golden thread that runs 

through good property management” as it ensures that all activities such as conservation, 

presentation, interpretation and marketing are in keeping with the character of the historic 

house (2014:59).  A definition of spirit of place was produced at the ICOSMOS international 

conference at Quebec in October 2008:  “the unique, distinctive and cherished aspects of a 

place. It is thus as much in the invisible weave of culture (stories, art, memories, beliefs, 

histories, etc) as it is the tangible physical aspects of a place (monuments, rivers woods, 

architectural style, pathways, views, and so on ) or its interpersonal aspects (the presence of 

family, friends and kindred spirits)”  (Staniforth 2014:60). The concept thereby recognises both 

tangible and intangible culture. However, Galla makes the point that in most parts of the world 

the inclusion of intangible heritage values in the development of house museums has hardly 

been discussed (2015:1). 

The UK National Trust regards the manager of each of its properties as “the guardian of spirit 

of place”, who is charged with seeing that all activities at a property are appropriate for its 

character. Each property has a spirit of place statement written by curatorial and conservation 

staff which is based on research and reviewed on a regular basis. This could be regarded as 

the ‘brand’ and its purpose is to make sure that what takes place at a property is appropriate 
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for its character (Staniforth 2014:60,64). These concepts are also used in Australia (Bravery 

2008:1).  

The concepts of significance and spirit of place do not appear to be adopted in the 

management and conservation of house museums in South Africa. However, the Koopmans-

De Wet House refers to these concepts on its website under two headings: the first asks “Why 

is this house important?” and states that it is the first house museum to be established in South 

Africa; and the second heading is “Sense of place” and acknowledges that the house “has 

atmosphere” and explains that although visitors will relate to the rooms and their contents, 

they will be aware that life was different in the past (internet: Iziko 2019: Koopmans-de Wet 

house) . 

Although the way these concepts are used in the literature could be said to be a bit vague as 

they are closely intertwined, the statement of significance and spirit of place are important 

concepts with which to analyse why a site and collection are important and work out the 

character of the place both in terms of tangible and intangible aspects. They are useful tools 

to work out the values and purpose of a historic house museum in order to draw up a mission 

statement, which would lead to determining how the museum would be effectively conserved 

and interpreted in order to provide an effective visitor experience. These concepts should 

therefore become part of historic house museum practice in South Africa. 

According to Seale, a house becomes a museum because “people believe it has something 

to say; the house must sing for its supper”. It is only when its purpose has been worked out 

and its interpretation planned that the house museum can be successful (1979:14). 

Interpretation planning is important as it gives the museum the opportunity to work out what 

its messages are in terms of its mission and decide how it is going to interpret these for visitors. 

If house museums do not plan their interpretation, such interpretation could be haphazard and 

irrelevant.  

It is notable, however, that some of the sources regard interpretation merely as a plan and a 

tool, and discuss it as something that is done to or for the visitor by the museum, thereby 

following the transmission approach to communication. The fact that visitors are active 

participants in the museum experience and create their own meaning, as put forward in the 

cultural approach to communication, in many cases does not appear to have been factored 

into the notion of interpretation by house museums. Although planning is important, the 

expectations and responses of the visitor must always be taken into account. It is therefore 

essential that provision is made for evaluation in the form of ongoing visitor surveys to 

determine whether the interpretation programme has been successful and whether it needs 

to be reviewed. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

THE IRMA STERN MUSEUM: ESTABLISHMENT AND CURRENT SITUATION 

 

5.1. Introduction 

The Irma Stern Museum (ISM) in Rosebank, Cape Town, has been chosen as a case study 

for this investigation on historic house museums and communication, because it 

commemorates Irma Stern, the South African artist who achieved both national and 

international fame during her lifetime, and is housed in her home where she lived and worked 

for nearly 40 years. The collection in the museum consists of her art works as well as the 

collection of artefacts she built up during her travels. Irma Stern died on 23 August 1966 and, 

only six years later, the museum was opened on 9 June 1972 by Mr Clive Corder, Chairman 

of the Irma Stern Trust (Floyd 1973:1). The Museum is administered by the University of Cape 

Town (UCT). The collection is owned by the Irma Stern Trust.  

 

Figure 5.1. The entrance to the Irma Stern Museum in Cecil Road, Rosebank 2019  
(Photo: K Wheeler) 
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The fact that the museum is administered by UCT is important in the light of events at the 

university in recent years. In 2015 the statue of Cecil John Rhodes was attacked by the 

Rhodes Must Fall protesters, which led to its removal from its prominent position on the upper 

campus. The Fees Must Fall protest followed in February 2016 during which 23 paintings from 

the UCT Works of Art Collection were burned (Tietze 2017:1,2). Most of the artworks were 

historical portraits which had been removed from Jameson Hall and the residences Smuts 

Hall and Fuller Hall. Protesters regarded these works as “symbols of the coloniser”, and felt 

that the burning of these artworks represented “colonial symbols being eradicated” and as part 

of a “decolonisation project” (Furlong 2016). These actions highlighted the vulnerability of the 

ISM. This context makes a study of the ISM as an example of a historic house museum 

particularly relevant in 21st-century South Africa. 

As a case study, the ISM will provide the context within which to explore the issue of historic 

house museums and communication in the 21st century and the challenges faced by these 

museums.  This chapter investigates the establishment of the ISM in an attempt to identify the 

rationale behind the way the collection is presented to visitors. The Irma Stern collection is 

introduced and Irma Stern and her activities as a collector are explored. The ISM is then 

evaluated to see whether it fits in with the definition of a historic house museum and, if so, into 

which category it falls, or whether it should rather be defined as an art gallery. The situation of 

the ISM in 2019 will then be evaluated against the challenges faced by historic house 

museums internationally in the 21st century. 

 

5.2. Irma Stern (1894-1966) the artist: a brief biography 

Irma Stern is regarded as one of South Africa’s most important artists, together with Jacob 

Hendrik Pierneef and Gerard Sekoto (Lewis 2015:41). She has been described as “an 

outstanding artist” because of the work that she produced and also through her interest in the 

art of different cultures worldwide (Floyd 1973:2). During the 1930s she was called “the 

greatest creative artist in South Africa” and before her death was known as “the grande dame 

of South African art” (Wyman 1999-2000:18). Irma Stern was a prolific artist who produced 

not only oils, but works on paper consisting of drawings and gouaches, as well as prints, 

sculpture and ceramics (Floyd 1973:2), and she also painted furniture and some of the doors 

in her house. After her travels in Africa Irma published two journals written and illustrated by 

herself, Congo published in 1943 and Zanzibar published in 1948.  
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Figure 5.2. Irma Stern in her studio 1946 (NLSA) 

Irma Stern was born in 1894 in Schweizer-Reneke in the old Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek 

(ZAR) (now North West Province). Her father Samuel Stern was imprisoned in Vryheid, 

because of his support of the Boer cause during the South African War, when Irma was 5 

years old.  Irma and her mother and brother Rudi travelled to Cape Town and, after her father 

was released, the Stern family travelled to Germany. They returned to South Africa when the 

war ended and settled in Wolmaransstad in the Transvaal. Thereafter the family visited 

Germany on a regular basis resulting in Irma developing her roots in Africa and Europe, both 

of which were expressed in her work (Lewis 2015:30,32).  

Irma began to study art in Germany in 1913, where she was exposed to Expressionism and 

Max Pechstein (1881-1955) became her mentor in 1917. She was a member of the 

Novembergruppe and in 1919 held her first solo exhibition in the Fritz Gurlitt Gallery in Berlin 

(Irma was to go on to hold nearly one hundred solo exhibitions during her lifetime).  She 
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returned to Cape Town in 1920 where her first art exhibition at Ashbey’s galleries, Exhibition 

of Modern art by Miss Irma Stern, was found to be shocking by the conservative community 

as they were not familiar with Post-Impressionist and Expressionist art. Her work was 

appreciated in Europe, however, and she travelled there on a regular basis, exhibiting at the 

Empire Exhibition in London in 1924 and being awarded the Prix d’Honneur in 1929 at the 

Bordeaux International Exhibition. This success in Europe gradually led to her work being 

accepted in South Africa (Lewis 2015:33-34).  

Irma travelled to Natal, Swaziland, Pondoland and Namaqualand during the 1920s and 1930s,   

which provided the opportunity to paint the local people. World War II made it difficult to travel 

to Europe and led to Irma’s travels in Africa, to Zanzibar in 1939 and 1945, and to the Congo 

in 1942, 1946 and 1955. These trips inspired some of her best known and acclaimed works. 

During the 1950s she painted religious themes based on an interest in Roman Catholicism, 

although she was Jewish. Irma regularly travelled to Europe during the 1950s and 1960s in 

search of new subjects such as grape harvesters, field workers and fishing harbours. In the 

1950s she exhibited at the Venice Biennale four times and once at the Sao Paulo Biennale 

(Lewis 2015: 34,38,41).  In South Africa she was honoured in 1960 with the Guggenheim 

Foundation National Award and in 1965 she received the medal of honour from Die Suid-

Afrikaanse Akademie vir Wetenskap en Kuns. Irma died in 1966 (Lewis 2015:30-41). 

Since 2000 the prices for Irma Stern’s work on the international art market have risen 

substantially, reflecting a growth of interest in her work. Her painting Arab Priest reached 

R34 million on auction in 2011, breaking previous records for her own work. Associate 

Professor in History of Arts, University of the Witwatersrand, Frederico Freschi interprets this 

development as Stern achieving the status of an important modernist who could be compared 

on an equal footing to German Expressionists such as Max Pechstein (2011:92). The impact 

of the value of her paintings can be linked to Marstine’s discussion of the definitions of a 

museum in the 21st century, in Chapter 3, one definition being that it is part of a “market-driven 

industry”. The point is that visitors are aware that museum objects have value, but that this 

should not affect the way that they are interpreted in a museum (Marstine 2008:11). However, 

in the case of the ISM discussions with most visitors have shown that they are more interested 

in the market value of her artworks on display than in anything else at the museum.  

This brief biography has looked at Irma Stern the artist. However, according to art historian 

Marion Arnold, it is not easy to separate her personality, life and art (Arnold 1994:150). Sandra 

Klopper’s book Irma Stern: Are you still alive? has made an important contribution to 

knowledge about Irma Stern as a person. Based on her letters to her friends Freda and 

Richard Feldman, the book gives Irma Stern a voice and explores her relationships with her 
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family, friends and servants, as well as her travels and her dealings with other artists and the 

art world (Klopper 2017). Irma Stern was Jewish, a female artist, appreciated African art and 

enjoyed classical music, flowers and food.  She has been described as an Expressionist and 

having “a vision of Africa” (Arnold 1994:150). At the end of the 20th century her interest in 

painting black people has been analysed in gender and feminist studies as well as through a 

post-colonial lens (internet: South African History Online 2018). She is regarded by some as 

having a romanticised view of her African subject matter and there is a claim that her vision of 

Africa was idealised and patronising (Kaufmann & Lewis 2015:10).  She has been criticised 

as being politically incorrect, a “white colonialist”, and for making use of other cultures for her 

own benefit (Arnold 1994:150). However, these criticisms ignore the fact that Irma Stern lived 

in South Africa during the time of apartheid and she and her works should be explored within 

the context of that time and not within a very different context over sixty years later. 

From the above it can be seen that Irma Stern can be interpreted in different ways. This has 

important implications for interpretation in the museum, as historic house museum 

interpretation is based on creating and communicating stories about the house, its contents 

and its former occupants to the visitor. If these stories are based on human experience, they 

will help to bring the house to life, so the aim is to encourage a connection between the visitor 

and the past occupant of the house (Leftwich 2011:125,132-133). Irma Stern as a person 

provides much potential for establishing a connection with visitors to the museum. 

Much has been written about Irma, especially in the build up to the centenary of her birth in 

1994 and in the subsequent years. Publications include: Irma Stern by Neville Dubow, 1974; 

Paradise: The journal and letters of Irma Stern (1917-1933) edited by Dubow, 1991; Irma 

Stern: The early years by Karel Schoeman, 1994; Irma Stern: a feast for the eye by Marion 

Arnold, 1994; Hidden Treasures. Irma Stern: Her books, painted book covers and bookplates 

by Irene Below, 2000; and Remembering Irma: Irma Stern – a memoir with letters by Mona 

Berman, 2003. In 2003 an edited catalogue was published for the exhibition: Irma Stern: 

Expressions of a Journey held at the Standard Bank Gallery in Johannesburg (Freschi 

2011:92). In 2015, to commemorate 50 years since her death, the Iziko South African National 

Gallery mounted an exhibition of her works in their permanent collections supplemented with 

loans from private collections, entitled Brushing up on Stern, accompanied by an illustrated 

catalogue. The latest publication is the book by Art historian Sandra Klopper, published in 

2017, Irma Stern. Are you still alive? Stern’s life and art as seen through her letters to Richard 

and Freda Feldman, 1934-1966.  
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5.3. The establishment of the Irma Stern Museum 

5.3.1. Irma Stern’s will  

Irma Stern died on 23 August 1966. In terms of her will her executors, Syfrets Trust Company 

Limited, were to act as a Committee of Trustees to carry out her wishes. Apart from three 

personal bequests, Irma Stern bequeathed to her Administrators, in Trust, “my Collection of 

Paintings, Drawings, Graphic, Antiques, Native Collection and other such items”, which were 

to be selected by the Trustees from “my Artistic Works, Rugs, Carpets, Furniture, etc.” The 

collection selected by the Trustees was to be “maintained as entities and not be separated” 

and the Trustees were to make arrangements to house the collection permanently or 

temporarily within and outside of South Africa (ISMA: Prinz1965:2).  

The Trustees were to be responsible for the maintenance and care of the collection, and were 

given the power to acquire additions to the collection, and to loan or add parts of the collection 

to other collections inside or outside of South Africa. The proceeds of her house and from 

items not selected to form part of the collection were to be invested as capital to fund bequests 

to other galleries, award scholarships to art students, and for the “encouragement and 

promotion of fine arts within and outside the Union of South Africa”. Her Executors were also 

directed to “use their discretion in the realisation or retention of my assets” (ISMA: Prinz 

1965:3,4).  

In terms of her will the Trustees were therefore given considerable powers. They were 

responsible for selecting which works of art and objects were to be included in the Irma Stern 

Collection, and where and how it was to be housed.  It is interesting to note that Irma Stern 

did not stipulate that her house was to become a museum as she intended that it should be 

sold and the proceeds invested as capital to fund her intention of promoting art. It is also 

important that the museum makes sure that her intentions are clearly understood, because 

most visitors mistakenly believe that the collection is owned by UCT. 

Just over a month after Irma Stern’s death there were signs that Syfrets Trust was beginning 

to implement the terms of the will as Dudley Welch, Irma Stern’s companion, wrote to her 

friends Freda and Richard Feldman on 11 October informing them that he had received a 

letter from Syfrets Trust stating that the house was to be sold as soon as possible. Mona 

Berman, the Feldmans’ daughter, explained that this news prompted her mother’s campaign 

to establish the house as a museum. This  involved writing to the Cape Town City council, the 

Mayor, Syfrets Trust, and daily newspapers in Johannesburg and Cape Town (Berman 

2003:157). In a letter to The Star newspaper dated 11 October 1966 (referred to in Berman 

2003: 158) Freda stated the case for a museum:  
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As a very old friend of hers since 1931, and as one who knew her as few people did, I 

would like to add my strong recommendation to those in charge of her estate to 

preserve her home as the Irma Stern Museum. 

Apart from her own works, she has over the many years during her travels, collected 

antiques and unique objects d’art which were in themselves an expression of her 

personality. This collection is one of the most valuable in this country and would lend 

itself admirably to an appropriate Museum of this great South African artist. 

Her studio with its characteristic smells of paint, which have permeated the very walls, 

her jars of brushes just in the right places, her easel, her store cupboards medievally 

decorated, her ceramics and pottery cannot be transplanted anywhere else. 

Similarly, her beautiful dining room with the outstanding Spanish refectory table; her 

lounge which housed her rare art treasures, some of her own sculptures and those 

majestic armchairs in which Irma Stern sat as a reigning queen; her outstanding 

collection of African art in her hall and passages. 

Even her bedroom was of unique beauty, as it gave the impression of a place of 

worship, and few were allowed to enter. 

Last, but by no means the least, the ‘door’ to the entrance of her house which she 

brought back from Zanzibar with all its primitive and beautiful carvings ushers the 

person passing through it into a sanctuary of art. 

Irma Stern’s house must be preserved as a museum because to remove or break up 

this house will destroy a lifetime’s work and collection (Berman 2003:158).  

Three further letters to the newspapers, found in one of Irma Stern’s scrapbooks in the NLSA, 

also support the idea of establishing a museum in Irma Stern’s home. Professor Maurice Van 

Essche (1906-1977), head of the Michaelis School of Fine Art at UCT, suggested that a 

museum should be started in her home which is near the University, and a foundation could 

be established so that her paintings and personal papers could be permanently preserved in 

the house (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Sunday Times Reporter 1966). Betty Lunn, a cousin of Irma 

Stern, called for a society to be formed to prevent the dispersal of Irma Stern’s collection, to 

catalogue the collection and to open the collection to the public. “To know her house ‘The Firs’ 

gives one the greatest understanding of Irma Stern’s work and no better place comes to mind 

to exhibit her collection and her art but in her house. The studio and garden should be available 

to artists. As in many countries where the houses of great artists have been exhibited, so 

should ‘The Firs’ and its contents be open to the nation” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Lunn 1966). 

Mrs Bruck-Jacobi endorsed the suggestion that Irma Stern’s home and contents should be 
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preserved as a museum. She felt that the collection should be displayed as a unit as its 

importance would be destroyed if it was split up and housed in different museums (NLSA IS 

Scrapbooks: Bruck-Jacobi 1966).  

Public opinion therefore appears to have played an important role in the establishment of the 

ISM. Similarly, when Charles Darwin died in 1882 he also did not leave instructions that his 

home, Down House, should become a museum. This occurred as the result of a proposal to 

his son in 1898 that the house be preserved as a “shrine for pilgrims” or for “some practical 

scientific object”. Darwin’s house was opened to the public in 1929 and came under the control 

of English Heritage in 1996 (Bryant 2002b:52-53). 

 

5.3.2. The Firs: a potential venue for the museum 

 

 

Figure 5.3. View of the entrance to The Firs from the driveway 2012 (ISMA) 

Irma Stern’s house, The Firs, has been described by restoration architect, Trevor Thorold, as 

a suburban villa which is partially double-storied and situated in landscaped gardens. The core 

of the house was, in his opinion, a “Cape Regency” gentleman’s residence built in c 1835 in 

the H-shape. Through the years it had been altered, especially by the architect, John Parker, 

at the beginning of the 20th century (ISMA: Thorold 2012: 23). When Irma became the owner 
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of the Firs in 1927, she had already become established as a “modern artist in Cape Town”, 

as she had held her first exhibition in Cape Town in 1922 and had been awarded the Prix 

d’Honneur at the Bordeaux International exhibition in 1927 (ISMA: Thorold 2012:10).  

 

 

Figure 5.4. View of The Firs from the front garden 2012 (ISMA) 

The Firs was described by Neville Dubow as “a rambling double-storied Victorian house […] 

set in a large leafy garden in the Cape Town suburb of Rosebank. Its interiors are spacious, 

but not particularly well lit: it is a house that evokes sensations of shade, rather than bright 

light” (2003:46). Irma Stern described the house when she bought it in 1928 as being “very 

conventional”. It was reported that she lost no time knocking the small rooms into big ones, 

because “I need a lot of space because I have a lot of collections” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: 

Cape Times Woman’s Reporter 1965). Irma changed the appearance of the house to reflect 

her personality and house her collection, her art and studio (ISMA: Thorold 2012:11).  

Dubow explains that Irma Stern did not like empty spaces, which is why she painted any 

available surface such as doors, cupboards and windows. This included painting the glazed 

doors in the lounge leading to the veranda, the entrance doors to the studio, kitchen and 

lounge, the cupboard in the studio with the Dance of Death, and the cupboard in the dining 

room with ten scenes, one depicting a nativity scene which includes her husband Johannes 

Prinz (Dubow 2003:46). She brought back the Zanzibar door after she travelled there in 1935 

and had it installed as her front door. A bathroom was built on in 1963 to be next door to her 

bedroom which was on the ground floor (ISMA: Thorold 2012:11). According to Freschi, The 

Firs is “one of the few artist’s home-type museums in South Africa […] it offers a unique 

opportunity to engage at first hand with the artist’s aura and influences […] and with the 
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personality and lifestyle behind the vibrantly lustrous works […]. Indeed, in many ways, ‘The 

Firs’ is an artwork in and of itself” (Freschi 2011:92). 

   

Figure 5.5. Interior door, glazed doors and cupboard with the Dance of Death painted by 
Irma Stern, 2003 (ISMA) 

The Trustees were approached by different organizations offering to house the Irma Stern 

Collection (Floyd 1973:1); they included both the UCT Council and the South African Cultural 

History Museum (Scholtz 1971:3). Negotiations between the Trustees and UCT about a venue 

for housing the Irma Stern Collection started and were helped by the fact that the chairman of 

the Trustees and the Chairman of the UCT Council were the same person, Mr Clive Corder 

(Dubow 2003:46). Dudley Welch, Irma Stern’s companion, had encouraged her to appoint Mr 

Clive Corder of Syfrets as the administrator of her estate and they later became friends (NLSA 

IS Scrapbooks: Levin 1966). 

The decision that The Firs should become the permanent home of the Irma Stern Collection 

was taken at a meeting of the Trustees chaired by Corder on 10 January 1967. A committee 

chaired by Professor J du P Scholtz, Trustee, was set up to investigate the housing and display 

of the collection as well as how The Firs could be altered to become a museum (Scholtz 

1971:2). On 12 January Dudley Welch informed Freda Feldman by telegram that The Firs was 

to become a museum (Berman 2003:159).  

By this time Irma Stern’s house had been offered to UCT by the Trustees for the nominal figure 

of R1 and it had been agreed that it would be converted into a permanent home for the Irma 

Stern Collection. Furthermore, the UCT architect Professor Strauss Brink had been asked to 

prepare the plans for the alterations. However, in spite of the progress that had been made, 

Corder was opposed to The Firs being used to house the collection. In a memorandum dated 

3 October 1967 he stated that he did not believe it was the right course of action to spend 

money on an old house which had security problems, would cost money to maintain, was not 
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within the grounds of the university and did not have parking. The sale of The Firs and the 

money saved by not doing the alterations would add to the Trust’s capital (which was what 

Irma Stern had stated in her will).  In his opinion it would be better if the collection were to be 

housed in a gallery on university property and he suggested the old Administration Block or 

“Strubenholm”, which contained the College of Music. The problem was that neither of these 

venues was immediately available (ISMA: Corder 1967).  

Corder’s practical vision for the collection was that it should be displayed in the old 

Administration Block which had a “dignified exterior”, was accessible and had parking facilities. 

The collection would be housed on the ground floor and the rest of the building could be used 

for other collections. He did stipulate, however, that drawings should be made of the studio so 

that it would be possible to recreate it in the new venue. Corder was obviously very aware of 

the pressure of public opinion through “personal approaches” and letters to the newspapers, 

which he described as “emotionalism”. He felt a recreated studio would satisfy those who were 

concerned that “the atmosphere of the collection might be lost”. Once the selection of the 

collection had been completed, Corder suggested that a meeting should be held to discuss 

the move to a new gallery, placing the collection in storage, and the sale of The Firs (ISMA: 

Corder:1967).  

The discussions about the future of the Irma Stern Collection can be compared to a similar 

situation in Australia, that of Margaret Olley, “Australia’s most celebrated painter of still life and 

interiors”, who died in 2011 (internet: Tweed Regional Gallery nd). Like Irma Stern, Olley did 

not request that her house should become a museum and a decision had to be taken about a 

suitable memorial to her. This included the future of her house in Sydney. Some felt that her 

house and its contents should be preserved, whilst others believed that her artefacts should 

be displayed in a gallery. It was pointed out that the house needed major restoration, and 

converting it into a museum would be very expensive (Westwood 2011).  

These concerns are similar to those Clive Corder had expressed some fifty years before, when 

he questioned the suitability of using The Firs as a museum and suggested that Irma Stern’s 

studio be recreated in another venue. Recreating an artist’s studio elsewhere is an alternative 

practice to preserving the studio in situ. An example is the studio of Francis Bacon situated in 

London, which was moved in 1998 to Dublin City Gallery as Dublin was Bacon’s birthplace. 

This involved not only the contents such as books, paint tubes and photographs but the ceiling, 

walls and doors, over seven thousand items (Westwood 2011). However, the problem with 

relocating and reconstructing an artist’s studio elsewhere is that the original context is 

destroyed (Wood 2005:163). 
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Although the decision to use The Firs as a museum had been taken in January, the matter 

was still being discussed at the end of the year. On 18 December 1967 a meeting of the 

Trustees and the Irma Stern Selection Committee began with an inspection of the 

Administration Block. The purpose of the meeting was that the committee consider two 

options: housing the collection in The Firs, or housing the collection in the Administration 

Block, where Irma Stern’s studio would be recreated. Both Professor Scholtz and Miss Sauer 

supported retaining The Firs to house the collection. In Miss Sauer’s opinion, “the entire 

atmosphere created by Irma Stern at The Firs would be lost if the collection were not housed 

there”. Corder then suggested that work on The Firs should go ahead, because the 

Administration Block would become available only in three years’ time and the position could 

be reviewed again then (ISMA: Minutes 1967).  

 

5.3.3. The selection of the Irma Stern Collection 

In the meanwhile Professor Scholtz (1900-1990), an art collector in his own right, proceeded 

in terms of the will with the daunting task of sorting out and selecting the items which would 

be included in the Irma Stern Collection in the period up to February 1968. He wrote two 

reports in which he described the process he followed.  

In the first report, dated 5 December 1967, Scholtz explained that he started working on the 

more than two hundred oil paintings stored in the upstairs rooms, most of which did not have 

the title written on the back. The identification of the works was difficult and time-consuming 

because, although dates and titles were provided in the Ashbey’s inventory (Ashbey’s 

Galleries were the auctioneers and appraisers who valued Irma Stern’s estate), the paintings 

were not listed in chronological order or according to subject, and there were several lists. He 

found that the titles applied to more than one painting, so he had to check the date on each 

painting, but it was difficult to read in many cases. (This is understandable as Irma Stern’s 

handwriting is difficult to decipher). Scholtz wrote the title and the date on the back of the 

stretcher or frame as he identified each painting. The pictures were divided into three groups: 

oils to be included in the permanent collection; oils which could be sold; and oils of too low a 

standard to sell. The final selection of 42 oil paintings was made by Professor Scholtz assisted 

by Professor Van Essche and Professor Lipshitz (from the UCT Michaelis School of Fine Art). 

Approximately 80 graphic works were then sorted into 2 groups: those to be considered for 

the permanent collection and those that could be sold (NLSA: Scholtz 1967:1.3). The fact that 

works could be sold was in line with the terms of the will, which stated that the trustees could 

“use their discretion in the realisation or retention of my assets” (ISMA: Prinz 1965:4). 
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Scholtz then sorted out the graphic work downstairs. In the painted cupboard in the passage 

he found 472 items and set aside 67 to be considered for the permanent collection. In the 

stinkwood armoire in the studio he found sketchbooks, some with sketches by Irma Stern, 

drawing paper and mounting boards, a few etched copper plates and envelopes containing 

photographs of paintings by Irma Stern. He found 914 works by Irma Stern ranging from 

“unsigned rapid sketches through other graphic work in many media to a small number of oils 

on paper or cardboard” (NLSA: Scholtz 1967:4). He grouped the works into consideration for 

the permanent collection; works to be sold; and works of a low standard. He also set aside a 

number of very early drawings dating from 1908 onwards, which he considered were of real 

historical interest rather than aesthetic value, as well as a large number of unsigned sketches 

which he felt should be kept, although they would not be exhibited. Scholtz, Van Essche and 

Lipshitz then made the final selection for the permanent collection: 153 graphic works 

consisting of gouaches, colour crayon drawings, drawings in other media, monotypes and 

etchings. Scholtz explained that the works could not be listed individually as none of them had 

titles. It was agreed that the very early works should be kept. He later added three early original 

lithographs, “the only litho’s Irma Stern had ever done”, to this group. Scholtz also kept two 

sketchbooks containing 24 detached drawings which were unsigned, one cover of a 

sketchbook with an unsigned drawing on it, and 112 loose unsigned rapid sketches (NLSA: 

Scholtz 1967:3,4). Scholtz, Van Essche and Lipshitz decided to keep all the sculptures by 

Irma Stern, except one head, for the permanent collection (NLSA: Scholtz 1967:5). 

The selection of Irma’s artworks for the permanent collection, as well as the selection of works 

that could be sold, had been completed. Scholtz concluded his report by remarking that the 

market value of Irma Stern’s work was much higher than the valuations in the Ashbey’s 

inventory and noted that “prices always rise considerably after an important artist’s death” 

(NLSA: Scholtz 1967:6). 

The second report dated 5 February 1968, covering the period December 1967 to February 

1968, describes how the contents of the ground floor and the outbuildings were sorted. In the 

studio the artist’s material was sorted into three groups: items to be sold at Ashbey’s, such as 

rolls of canvas, stretchers, easels, approximately two hundred boxes of paint, unused brushes 

and drawing paper; items not suitable for sale but that could be used were sent to the Michaelis 

School of Fine Art; and rubbish, including “some sixty cigarette tins!”, which was removed 

(NLSA: Scholtz 1968:1). Scholtz noted that he kept all the equipment Irma Stern had used: 

her easel, her palettes, the brushes in their basket, the palette knives and the tray of half-used 

tubes of paint.  
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Irma Stern’s writing desk and the stinkwood armoire were then sorted out. He explained that 

“Care was taken not to destroy anything which could be of interest to the student of Irma 

Stern’s life and work. All photographs and colour slides of her work, of exhibitions she had 

held, of items of her collections, of interiors of ‘The Firs’, were retained; also all personal 

photographs, alone or with friends taken at her exhibitions or parties or painting in the country 

or in her studio. Of interest further were autobiographical notes, her notes on painting, an 

account book on sales (title of pictures, buyer, price), catalogues of her exhibitions, etc. […]. 

Much of this will be of importance also to the future curator of the Irma Stern House and 

Collection” (NLSA: Scholtz 1968:1, 2). The Trustees later placed this collection on loan to the 

NLSA in Queen Victoria Street, where it is regarded as the valuable resource for researchers 

that Scholtz intended it should be.  

It was noted that there was a discrepancy between the titles on the back of photographs of 

Irma’s paintings and those listed on the Ashbey’s inventory. An example of this is an oil 

painting in the permanent collection entitled “Malay Wedding”, when it should in fact be “Day 

of the Prophet” (NLSA: Scholtz 1968:2) and this mistake remains in the collection records 

today. 

Scholtz described “an important discovery” he made in the studio, namely a “portfolio 

containing approximately 450 pasted-in sketches, mostly in pencil but some in ink and a few 

in colour, dating from the 1920s and 1930s. These are clearly rapid pictorial notes or drawings 

made in situ, often with written indications of colour to be used when these sketches were at 

some time later to be taken as bases for full-scale oils or gouaches […] The sketches are of 

such importance historically, sometimes also aesthetically, that the whole portfolio should be 

kept intact as part of the permanent collection”. (They were later registered as sketchbook 

pages accession numbers: 1474-1559). He also kept “a number of etched plates” (later 

registered as accession numbers 1886/1-13) as well as a collection of cloths, housed in “The 

Dance of Death” cupboard, used by Irma in paintings of figures or still lifes (NLSA: Scholtz 

1968:2). 

In Scholtz’s opinion items such as modern furniture, pots and vases were not suitable for the 

permanent collection and therefore were sent to be sold at Ashbey’s Galleries. Scholtz, Miss 

Magda Sauer and Dr Anton Hendriks then made the final selection for the permanent 

collection from the furniture, rugs and the objects d’art. All items not selected were marked 

and sent to be sold. The selection of pottery and sculpture by Irma Stern for the permanent 

collection was made by Scholtz and Professor Lipschitz (NLSA: Scholtz 1968:3). 

The report concluded that the selection of the permanent collection was now complete and 

that everything that had not been selected was being removed from the house. According to 
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Scholtz, the Committee for Housing and Display of the Irma Stern Collections would now know 

what they had to work with (NLSA: Scholtz 1968:4). 

In a report dated 18 November 1972, written after his resignation as a Trustee, Scholtz clearly 

set out how he had organised and where he had stored the works not selected for the 

permanent collection. It is interesting that already in 1972 he had noted that some works on 

paper “were badly foxed or otherwise in a sad state” (NLSA: 1972b:6). This indicates that the 

house was damp. He also explained that when he sorted out The Firs, he “did not destroy a 

single item of the work of the artist, however insignificant or unfinished it appeared” (Scholtz 

1972b:3). According to Scholtz “this is the generally accepted principle when the studio of a 

deceased artist is cleared up. Even if an item has very slight or no artistic merit, it may be of 

importance to a later researcher – for instance, a slight preliminary pen or pencil sketch may 

be the beginning of a later complete drawing, gouache or oil painting” (NLSA: Scholtz 

1972b:3). Scholtz therefore understood the importance of preserving all examples of Irma 

Stern’s work for future research purposes.  

 

Professor Scholtz’s reports are a very valuable record of how he sorted out the contents of 

Irma Stern’s house, in terms of her will, and his criteria for the selection of the permanent 

collection. From his reports it is possible to recognise artworks and items that are in the 

permanent collection in the museum, and items such as the account book and photographs 

housed in the NLSA. It is clear that Scholtz’s focus was entirely on Irma Stern the artist and 

therefore, not only did he keep a selection of her artworks and her collection, but also what he 

considered might be of use to the future curator of the Irma Stern Museum. By so doing he 

assembled an important research resource which, housed in the NLSA, is used by researchers 

on Irma Stern’s life and work.  

 

His reports also indicate that the original Trustees saw their mandate as selecting a permanent 

collection and not as creating a house museum.  However, it is regrettable that Irma Stern the 

person was not considered when selecting the permanent collection, as all her household 

goods as well as items of furniture not considered of a high enough standard for the collection 

were sold, and her personal items such as clothes were disposed of. William Seale, the author 

of Recreating the Historic House Interior, explains that a house contains items of mixed quality. 

He therefore warns that during restoration the collections in a house museum are often 

brought up to a high level of quality and taste, whereas they should reflect a mixed range (Lee 

2004:27). Seale also points out that items and papers that at first may appear to be junk should 

be kept as they may be found to be very important at a later stage (1979:1). Scholtz, however, 

disposed of items which he described as “worthless junk and litter” (NLSA: 1968:4), although 
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he kept all examples of the artist’s work. For example, in his 1972 report he recommended 

that the curtains hanging in the dining room be given to a rummage sale because they were 

soiled, and the mats Irma Stern had used to line the shelves in the passage on which she 

displayed her African collection should be disposed of (NLSA: 1972b:4). His actions may well 

be looked at very differently today. For example, it was reported in 2014 that 75 thousand 

objects had been moved to recreate Margaret Olley’s studio in the Margaret Olley art centre 

in the Tweed Regional Gallery in Murwillumbah, New South Wales, Australia. These included 

items which she had collected while travelling, some of which were cracked and glued together 

(Wolff 2014) as well as ashtrays and cigarette butts. All these items were replaced in the same 

positions in which Olley had placed them (Baillie 2014). 

 

The CD axis of the Burden model, representing patrician and folk culture, can be applied to 

this discussion of the standard of the collection selected by Professor Scholtz. The collection 

tends to be weighted towards the C end of the axis, in favour of patrician culture, as items 

such as furniture that were not considered to be of a high enough quality for the permanent 

collection were sold, and items considered to be junk were thrown away. The collection 

therefore does not give a balanced representation of Irma Stern’s home, as it is based on the 

opinions and taste of one person, whose main criterion was quality. The emphasis on patrician 

culture can also be linked to the AB axis of the model representing tangible and intangible 

culture as, by disposing of Irma Stern’s personal possessions and household goods deemed 

to be trivial or worthless, the Trustees in effect disposed of important facets of Irma Stern’s 

daily life.  Interpretation in this museum can therefore be described as weighted at the B end 

of the model, as it emphasises the collection, or tangible culture at the expense of intangible 

culture.  

 

However, although the visual arts such as paintings, which make up a large part of the 

collection on display, are considered art which is intangible, it can be argued that there is more 

emphasis on tangible culture. The intangible aspects in the case of the artworks should refer 

to Irma Stern and her life, and in the case of the objects in the collection should refer to their 

cultural meanings, such as how they were made and how they were used. For example, the 

subjects of the many portraits on display are merely identified in some cases, and there is little 

discussion of who these people are and how they fit into the context of Irma Stern’s life and 

times.  This important subject should form one of the interpretive themes of the museum. 

 

The sale of Irma Stern’s effects was held at Ashbey’s Galleries on 19 April 1968 and fetched 

a total of R50 000.00. A newspaper report described the prices as “startling” and the auction 

as “sensational” (Ashbey’s Galleries 1968: accession number 2001). Works by Irma Stern on 
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this occasion consisted of 28 oil paintings, 41 gouaches and drawings, a set of lithographs, 

Visionen, 12 lots of pottery, 1 carving and a brass dressing table set by Irma Stern. 

Regrettably, amongst the furniture that was sold were items which can be seen in archival 

photographs of the interiors of The Firs when Irma Stern lived there, described in the catalogue 

as being:  

Lot 85g “A mosaic TILE TOP TABLE on tapered legs” (from the lounge); 

Lot 86 “A magnificent FRENCH REGENCE LIT-A-BATEAU, double size, the end with swan 

neck shape and ormolu mounted (from her bedroom);  

Lot 90 “A pair of exquisitely carved Balinese CHAIRS, the backs depicting Siva in a bower of 

leaves and foliage, let in upholstered seats (from the entrance hall);  

Lot 92 “An old Cape SIDE TABLE in stinkwood with beefwood inset panel, on cabriole legs, 

crossbanded feet and crossed under stretcher” (from the studio);  

Lot 93 “A Cape made STINKWOOD DAY BED , in the ‘Koopman de Wet’ manner, the legs 

spiralled and supported by crossed under stretchers, slatted end pieces, caned seat” (from 

the lounge) (Ashbey’s Galleries 1968:6,7). 

 

 

 

Figure 5.6. Catalogue of the sale at Ashbey’s Galleries, 19 April 1968  
(Irma Stern Collection accession number: 2001) 

 

Also included in the sale were objects d’art and Irma Stern’s household effects such as 

glassware, dinner services and tea services. The sale concluded with a section of artist’s 
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materials such as paper, wood-carving chisels, paints and a potter’s wheel (Ashbey’s 

Galleries1968:14,15). In recent years some items bought at the sale such as the potter’s 

wheel, an easel, paints and a white porcelain four-part cheese dish (part of Lot 16) have been 

donated to the collection.  

 

5.3.4. The opening of the Irma Stern Museum 

The plans for the alterations to convert the house into a museum were drawn up by Professor 

Strauss-Brink, Head of the School of Architecture at UCT. These involved leaving the lounge, 

dining room and studio “as far as possible as Irma Stern had left them”; the conversion of the 

kitchen and pantry into an exhibition room; the Zanzibar door, the original front door, to 

become an exhibit and the entrance to be through the side door; the upstairs rooms to be 

converted to house Irma Stern’s oil paintings; the outbuildings to be converted into offices and 

the reception; and the garage to become a gallery for Irma Stern’s drawings and gouaches 

(Scholtz 1971:3). 

 

 

Figure 5.7. The Zanzibar door, the front door of The Firs 2012 (ISMA) 
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At this stage it was decided to retain the wall which separated the lounge from Irma’s bedroom. 

In November 1969 plans were submitted for building a flat for the curator (ISMA: Thorold 

2012:11). This flat was built only one metre away from the kitchen wing and Irma Stern’s studio 

(ISMA: Thorold 2012: 23), with the effect of replacing the mountain view from the studio 

window with a blank wall, and causing damp problems in the studio in future years. 

Finally, on 17 June 1969, a Memorandum of Agreement was signed by the Committee of 

Trustees and the University of Cape Town. This agreement stated that the property known as 

The Firs had been sold to the University of Cape Town “for the express purpose that it shall 

be used exclusively as a public art gallery and museum” to house the Irma Stern Collection 

(ISMA: Memorandum of Agreement 1969:2). The collection was to remain the “exclusive 

property” of the Trustees, but the University would be responsible for its maintenance and 

safety. Once the property had been transferred to the University, the University would 

undertake the alterations to convert the buildings into a public art gallery and museum to house 

the collection (ISMA: Memorandum of Agreement 1969:3). The University would be 

responsible for the “administration, maintenance and staffing of the property and the 

Collection”. The Trustees “reserve the right to exercise a supervisory control over the method 

of displaying and housing the Collection, the cost of maintenance and staffing […] The 

appointment of the curator of the Collection shall be subject to the approval of the Trustees” 

(ISMA: Memorandum of Agreement 1969:4). The University agreed to catalogue the collection 

and produce a catalogue for sale which would include a short biography of Irma Stern and a 

list of works in the Collection with brief descriptions. The agreement could be cancelled if either 

party gave one year’s written notice of intention to do so (ISMA: Memorandum of Agreement 

1969:4,5). 

On 17 August 1969 the transfer of The Firs was registered. The Housing and Display 

committee was replaced by a User Committee, which was responsible for taking decisions on 

the display of the collection and the publication of a catalogue. Members of this Committee 

consisted of Professor Scholtz for the Trustees, Professor Strauss Brink, Mr Bruce Arnott 

(Assistant Director of the South African National Gallery), Professor Neville Dubow (Director 

of the Michaelis School of Fine Art) and the chairman was Professor Donald Inskip, Chairman 

of the University Council Building Committee (Scholtz 1971:3). 

Professor Neville Dubow, Director of the Michaelis School of Fine Art, was appointed director 

of the museum and played a leading role in its establishment.  As art critic for The Cape Argus 

he wrote his first review on Irma Stern in 1959, and continued to write about her in future years 

as well as interviewing her for the radio. He was a frequent guest at The Firs for dinner parties 

and tea (Dubow 2003:52). It is therefore fitting that Dubow was appointed as the first director 
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of the museum. He took on this responsibility, for which he was paid a honorarium, as well as 

his duties as the director of the Michaelis School of Fine Art (Peter 2018: interview). According 

to Peter, Dubow was “the perfect candidate for the position of Founding Director, as most 

importantly, he had had a real and vital engagement with Irma herself during his many years 

as a revered, and feared art critic. Fortunately for both of them, they admired, respected and 

liked each other. The chemistry was right! In the instance of the Museum which is based on 

an artist’s life, work and collection, a home, this aesthetic marriage was vital!” (Peter 2015:8). 

In addition to writing a section on Irma Stern for the museum catalogue in 1971, Dubow 

published two important works: a monograph published in 1974, and in 1991 Paradise, The 

Journal and Letters (1917-1933) of Irma Stern, edited and with a commentary (Peter 2015:9). 

However, although the Trustees and University were working hard at establishing the 

Museum, it does not appear that they were communicating their progress to the public. In a 

letter to The Cape Times on 23 October 1969, Roza van Gelderen, a friend of Irma Stern, 

pointed out that “many of her friends” would like to know what had happened to the promised 

museum and enquired why it had not yet opened to the public. She described the items that 

had been in the house and also referred to the Ashbey’s sale held in 1968, at which the 

Trustees had sold items that had not been selected for the permanent collection such as “Her 

Empire bed”, which was now owned by Mrs Hilde Silberberg, and in De Wet House, Tulbagh, 

and the 18th-century Spanish oak pews now owned by Mr Albert Newall. Roza pointed out that 

Irma Stern had died three years before and there was as yet no indication of when the house 

would open as a museum (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Van Gelderen 23/10/1969). 

In 1970 Neville Dubow and Bruce Arnott drew up a preliminary report and then a revised report 

in February and March respectively on how the rooms in the house were to be arranged and 

the collection displayed. The studio was “to be kept as closely as possible to its original 

working appearance: e.g. easel, painter’s equipment, a selection of her most recent oils on 

the walls, etc.” Small objects were to be displayed in cases to be hung on the walls. They 

suggested that “a reconstruction be made of a still life set-piece such as forms the subject of 

one of Irma Stern’s ‘typical’ canvases, together with the original canvas mounted on the easel”. 

The bedroom could become a reading room with a “display of biographical material” but in the 

meanwhile it was to be kept for use by the Trustees. (This shows that the bedroom was still 

intact at this time.) African and exotic art was to be displayed in the corridor, the aim being to 

keep the original atmosphere but also to secure the items. Wall display cabinets would replace 

the existing shelves and racks. The former kitchen and scullery was to be used to display 

ceramics and items “primitive” in origin which had been on display in the studio, living room 

and dining room (ISMA: Arnott & Dubow 1970:1). The former study was to be used to display 

unframed graphics as well as a history display consisting of catalogues, news cuttings and 
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photographs. The Zanzibar door in the entrance hall was to be spotlighted and exotic fabrics 

hung on the walls (ISMA: Arnott & Dubow 1970:2).  

Graphic work was to be hung on walls next to the staircase, and the three galleries on the first 

floor were to be used to display paintings and graphic works. The garage was to become a 

gallery for a well-labelled display of graphic work to show the development of Irma’s work 

stylistically and chronologically (ISMA: Arnott & Dubow 1970:2). Arnott and Dubow specified 

that the displays should be internally lit, the display cases should be of contemporary design, 

the displays were to be properly labelled, and there should be a catalogue “comprehensive, 

fully illustrated and of a scholarly nature” (ISMA: 1970:3). 

Dubow and Arnott therefore had some good ideas for displaying much more of Irma’s 

collection than is on display at present. From a museological point of view it is a pity that their 

ideas of displays of the development of her work and of her life either did not materialise or 

were dismantled in later years, as was the display of ceramics in the old kitchen. As a result 

there is no display of Irma Stern’s work from a chronological and stylistic viewpoint, which 

would have enabled a greater selection of her drawings and engravings to be displayed. 

Except for the African art in the passage, and miscellaneous objects such as the pre-

Columbian collection in the glazed fronted cabinets on either side of the fireplace, most of her 

collection is now in storage since a wall-mounted cabinet fell off a damp wall in the passage 

in 2017, and small items were packed away in preparation for the renovations in the studio in 

2018. 

A report presented at a meeting of the User Committee on 4 March 1970 appears to indicate 

that the committee aimed to establish a formal museum, as display cases were to be fitted in 

nearly every room, namely the dining room, studio, back passage, Dudley’s Room, the kitchen 

and scullery, and the long gallery. The “shelved recesses” in the lounge were to be fitted with 

perspex. All the rooms were to be painted white (ISMA: Report 1970). At a further meeting on 

19 January 1971 it was agreed that carpeting was to be installed in the upstairs gallery and 

the windows were to have sun filter curtains on kirsch runners; the old pelmet fixing blocks 

were to be removed; and the fireplace was to be painted white with the curb and edges black. 

The (Cape Regency) cupboard doors in Dudley’s Room were now to remain, as it had been 

decided previously to remove them. It was noted that in the studio the edges of the windows 

“were smeared with green paint”. The curtains in the dining room and studio were to be 

cleaned and rehung (ISMA: Minutes 1971).  

The original curtains still hang in the dining room, but no curtains appear in the studio and they 

are not shown in photographs taken when the museum opened. The use of sun-filter curtains 

on kirsch runners shows that by introducing 1970s elements into the house, Dubow and Arnott 
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were not aiming to keep the appearance of the house as it had been when Irma Stern lived 

there. This is a good example illustrating that the house museums are influenced by the period 

in which they are established.  

Work on the catalogue of the collection was undertaken in 1970 under the editorship of Bruce 

Arnott. According to Professor Inskip, it was only when this work began that the scope of the 

Irma Stern Collection became clear (Inskip 1971:1). The collection was divided into categories, 

each to be catalogued by specialists in Cape Town. Advice was also sought overseas from 

the British Museum, the Victoria and Albert Museum in London and the Schweizerisches 

Museum fűr Volkskunde and the Ikonenmuseum in Recklinghausen. The oil paintings were 

catalogued by Professor J du P Scholtz and Professor Neville Dubow; the African art by Mr 

Egon Guenther and Professor RR Inskeep; the European art, the furniture, the ceramics and 

the textiles by Dr W Schneewind, Mrs E Paap and Dr I Eckert of the South African Cultural 

History Museum; the African baskets and mats by Miss EM Shaw of the South African 

Museum, and the South and Central American and early Mediterranean art by Mr FL 

Alexander (Inskip 1971:1). Each specialist was given a list of items which were to be described 

on forms provided and the deadline for return of the forms to the editor was 31 October 1970. 

The catalogue was then compiled from the information on the forms. Apart from a Foreword, 

Introduction and an Evaluation of Irma Stern, The Catalogue of the Collections in the Irma 

Stern Museum  (1971) consists of an inventory of numbered items (numbers 1 to 623), each 

with a brief description including name, origin, date, material, measurements and inventory 

number. The corresponding numbers were placed on the items themselves. As explained in 

Chapter 4, a decorative arts approach with the focus on period and style was being followed.  

Professor J du P Scholtz resigned as Trustee of the Irma Stern Trust on 15 May 1972. From 

his letter of resignation it appears that tensions – which began with the difference of opinion 

between himself and Corder regarding the venue for housing the collection, The Firs versus a 

building on UCT property – continued. Scholtz was concerned about the future of the museum 

if it was related to only one institution and had suggested that once the museum was 

established, the possibility of having it declared a Provincial Museum should be explored as 

he felt there would be advantages, such as financial assistance. This proposal was rejected 

by Corder and so Scholtz resigned, stating that “I feel that I no longer have the power to stop 

a course of events with which I do not wish to be associated. This is the only reason for my 

resignation” (NLSA: Scholtz 1972a). 

The ISM opened to the public in July 1972. In his acceptance speech at the handing over 

ceremony Dubow, the Director, explained the significance of The Firs and why it became a 

museum. He stated that “Irma Stern found the creative stimulus for her work in many parts of 
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the world. The pulse of her work beats to many exotic rhythms. But it was to this house that 

she came back time and time again from her wanderings; and it was to this house that she 

brought back examples of work from a great spread of cultures – all of which are linked to her 

own work by one overriding factor. In all of them is to be seen the principle of uncompromising 

vitality. The same principle which was the hallmark of her own output. This is the stuff out of 

which we have endeavoured to fashion a Museum. A Museum that will be a home for the 

creative spirit and not a mausoleum” (Peter 2015:8).  

In 1973 Katherine Floyd, Donald Inskip’s secretary, described how The Firs was converted 

into a museum: “The main house and outbuildings have been most skilfully altered to meet 

the specialised needs of a museum and art gallery, without destroying the original atmosphere. 

The artist’s studio has been preserved as she left it. Her lounge and dining-room furniture […] 

has been restored but remains in its accustomed places. The carved and studded Zanzibar 

door is still there, although it is no longer the main entrance to the house. The public entrance 

is from Cecil Road into the Long Gallery (this was originally a coach house, later a garage) 

where the artist’s graphics are displayed. Access to the main house is from the Long Gallery 

and across the courtyard past the old well. On the ground floor of the main house are the 

studio, lounge and dining room. The items in the private collections which are on view are 

displayed in various other rooms and galleries on this floor. Her own paintings are all hung in 

the rooms (now interleading) on the first floor” (Floyd 1973:1). Journalist Judy Oliver described 

the effect of the museum as most unusual, because the character of Irma Stern remains even 

though her house has been converted into a workable museum (ISMA: Olivier 1972:5). 

The Irma Stern Museum Committee, reporting to the UCT Council, was set up to administer 

the museum. It consisted of the Chairman, appointed by Council, the Director of the Museum, 

the Deputy Principal, two representatives of the Trustees and two representatives of the UCT 

administration. Staff included the Director, who was also the Director of the Michaelis School 

of Fine Art, a Resident Supervisor and five Museum Attendants (Floyd 1973:5). Floyd 

described the museum and its contents as presenting “a lively and fascinating record of an 

outstanding artist” (1973:2).  

Further alterations have taken place since the museum opened to the public. The old kitchen 

became the curator’s office and the wall between the kitchen and the pantry was reinstated 

so that it and Irma Stern’s bathroom became store rooms. During 2014 a renovation project 

took place which involved converting the curator’s flat into a multi-purpose display area, store 

room and a kitchen. At the same time the curator’s office moved to the outbuildings and his 

old office, now known as the old kitchen, became a display room for portraits and early works 

by Irma Stern. However in Thorold’s opinion, although more of Irma’s work is on display than 
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when she lived in the house, the “lived-in quality” has been lost; this is because there is not 

enough room to display her work, there is a lack of proper storage space for artworks not on 

display, and space has to be set aside for temporary exhibitions (2012:11). 

Today the house is surrounded by different “garden room” and courtyard spaces, each has a 

different charm and character and provides a different view of the house. Information is 

available to reconstruct the landscape as it was when Irma lived there, such as planting the 

flowers which occur in her still lifes as well as the fruit that she painted (ISMA: Thorold 

2012:30). According to Arnold, Irma loved flowers and during her lifetime the garden was filled 

with roses, camellias, dahlias, strelitzias and magnolias (Arnold 1994:13). This is an aspect of 

the museum which could be explored further and Thorold’s suggestion of reconstructing the 

garden implemented. 

 

5.4. The Irma Stern Collection 

The Irma Stern Collection, selected by Professor Scholtz, consists of two parts: works by Irma 

Stern and Irma Stern’s Collection. These 623 items were listed in the catalogue: Catalogue of 

the Collections in the Irma Stern Museum, published by the University of Cape Town in 1971. 

Since the museum has been open to the public the collection has increased through 

donations, bequests, loans and purchases of Irma Stern’s work and other items, and the later 

registration of works on paper not selected by Scholtz for the permanent collection. Because 

of its size, there is not enough space in the house to display the entire collection and a 

considerable number of works on paper remain unframed in storage. To make it more 

accessible, in 2016 the Trustees arranged to have the entire collection, which had been 

digitised, put online on their website (internet: The Irma Stern Trust Collection). 

 

5.4.1. Artworks by Irma Stern 

Works by Irma Stern consist of oil paintings, works on paper which include the sketchbook 

pages and prints, ceramics, sculpture and painted furniture. According to Peter, the works in 

the collection consist of examples of the work she produced since she came to live at The Firs 

until her death (quoted in Freschi 2011:96). 

The collection is unique as it shows the way her style developed and contains important works 

that would have been difficult for the museum to obtain (Peter, quoted in Freschi 2011:96). In 

a newspaper article published before the museum opened in 1972 Dubow described the oil 

paintings on display in the upstairs gallery as “the cream of the paintings in the artist’s 
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possession when she died”. They consist of important examples of her development as an 

artist. The  earliest example, dated  1914, is from the time she studied in Germany; from the 

1920s Swazi girls and Umgababa; from the 1930s Madeira landscapes; from the 1940s still 

lifes and Congo landscapes; from the 1950s Italian landscapes; and her later Spanish 

paintings (Dubow 1972: ISMA). The 101 oil paintings in the collection consist of portraits, nude 

studies, landscapes, biblical scenes, cityscapes and figure studies.  

Irma Stern was an artist who lived with the paintings she produced (Freschi 2011: 96). Archival 

photographs clearly show this as the paintings hanging on the walls of her home can be 

identified as those she had painted. Peter does point out, however, that although all periods 

of her work are represented in the collection, there are gaps in the oil paintings especially in 

her Zanzibar works (quoted in Freschi 2011:96). The greatest part of the collection of oil 

paintings is made up of portraits. These show that Irma was a gifted portrait painter and 

together, if thoroughly researched, they would make up an important personal and social 

history. She kept the portraits she did not sell because the sitters did not like them or they 

were too expensive (Peter, quoted in Freschi 2011:96). According to Arnold, women in Cape 

society  were upset by Irma’s style of portraiture and she explains that Hilda Purwitsky, Irma’s 

friend, saw the problem as being that “fashionable ladies didn’t like their figures distorted, their 

faces prophetic of the future” (Purwitsky Papers, quoted in Arnold 1994:99). There are now 

101 oil paintings in the collection, 46 of which are listed in the catalogue. 

Works on paper form the largest part of Irma Stern’s works in the collection. Consisting of 

gouaches and drawings, they include the sketchbook pages, unsigned sketches and rapid 

sketches as well as monoprints and lithographs which had been meticulously selected by 

Professor Scholtz for research rather than for their aesthetic value. The catalogue lists 64 

drawings and gouaches, and 27 prints, indicating that a large part of the works on paper are 

in storage. 

Other works by Irma include three painted cupboards, 14 sculptures ranging in size from 

substantial busts and figures to small pieces, and 15 ceramic items consisting of plates, jars 

and pots. Not listed in the catalogue are the ceramic tiles noted by the reporter Pam Dorrington 

on a visit to The Firs in 1964 as being set into the wall on the veranda (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: 

Dorrington 1964). 

An important addition to the collection was Irma’s illustrated journal which she kept from 1919 

to 1924. This was found by chance at the back of a disused cupboard in the studio after the 

house had been converted into a museum. The museum had also acquired Irma’s letters in 

German to her childhood friend Trude Bosse, which include the period of the journal. Dubow 

subsequently edited the journal and published it under the title: Paradise: The Journal and 
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Letters of Irma Stern and used extracts from the letters to illustrate further some of the journal 

entries (Dubow 1991:7,11,81) 

 

5.4.2. Irma Stern’s collection 

In the guidebook, At Home with Irma Stern, writer and arts educator Helene Smuts describes 

Irma’s collection as containing outstanding examples collected throughout her life. She 

summarises the collection as follows: “Besides her rare African pieces, including ancient 

Egyptian figurines in bronze, Stern’s good eye sought out a collection of Etruscan and 

Boeotian terracottas from the 6th century BC, a good range of Chinese ceramics, south and 

central American art ranging back to pre-Columbian times and sculptures and icons 

representing religions from East to West, including early Mediterranean, Indian, and Far and 

Middle Eastern faiths. Her collection of textiles ranges from Persian carpets to African weaves, 

from Indonesian, Indian and fine Chinese to medieval European tapestries and iconic Coptic 

fragments, a few centimetres wide” (2007:26). 

 

Figure 5.8. Irma Stern in her studio with her collection of 6th century Boeotian terracotta 
artefacts in the background, early 1960s (ISMA) 
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The Catalogue of the Collections in the Irma Stern Museum (1971) lists these collections as 

follows: African Art; South and Central American art (Pre-Columbian); Early Mediterranean 

and Middle Eastern Art; European art (12th/20th century A.D.); Eastern and Middle Eastern Art; 

Furniture; Ceramics; Textiles. 

 

Irma Stern’s interest in collecting pervaded her life as it took place over an extended period of 

time (Klopper 2017:39). According to Arnold, Irma began to collect when she was in Germany, 

when German Expressionism and the taste for African and Oceanic art and medieval German 

art, which prevailed at the time, would have influenced her aesthetic ideas (1994: 128). 

Reporter Johan van Rooyen also suggests that Irma’s interest in collecting began when she 

was a student in Europe. She was offered a priceless collection of Egyptian tomb figures and 

other archaeological items, but was unable to raise the money. He reports that Irma later 

became a dedicated collector spending the major part of her income on works of art (NLSA IS 

Scrapbooks: 1966). Irma began to include objects from her collections in her paintings early 

in her career as an artist, for example, a small figure of Christ, now on display in the Studio in 

the ISM, which was probably obtained in Germany and then brought to Cape Town, is included 

in the painting Still Life with Statue 1922 (Arnold 1994:128).  

Arnold described Irma’s collection as “a painter’s and not a purist’s collection; her objects 

stimulated her creativity and satisfied her need for a rich domestic environment in which the 

forms of different periods and places initiated visual dialogues with one another and with the 

vases of flowers that adorned her rooms” (1994:13). Irma collected objects to be inspired by 

and to live with, not to “preserve unique, irreplaceable artefacts” (Kauenhoven Janzen 1983: 

3). Whenever Irma travelled away from home she returned “with the trophies of the hunt” with 

which she surrounded herself in her home and which were the inspiration for her art (ISMA: 

Dubow 1996:14). To Floyd these were “an expression of creative impulse, a life force which 

finds its reflection in Irma Stern’s own work […] they all reflect a great creative force” (1973:3).  

Two examples of items brought back from her travels are a Swiss mask, Loetschenthal, “a 

great, carved, leering mask, fringed with tufts of sheepskin, its open mouth displaying two rows 

of broken, stained teeth” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Cape Times 20/11/1957) (Figure 5.9), and an 

amphora used for oil, wine or grain in about AD 150 (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Adams 1963) 

(Figure 5.10). The Cape Times Woman’s Reporter noted that Irma Stern’s house was 

overflowing with treasures: “‘Everything means something to me. If it didn’t I’d throw it out said 

Miss Stern” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Cape Times 1965). 
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Figure 5.9. Newspaper cutting reporting on Irma’s acquisition of a Swiss mask (accession 
number: 404/4), 20 November 1957 (NLSA) 
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Figure 5.10. Newspaper cutting reporting on Irma’s new acquisition of an amphora 
(accession number: 391), 26 April 1963 (NLSA) 



186 
 

In 1986 Captain Steven Banks produced a booklet Irma Stern…as a collector in which he 

provided further information on a selection of 26 of the objects in Irma Stern’s collection. In 

the Foreword he noted that Stern was “an avid collector, with the educated eye to be expected 

of a painter”. Within her collection were “a number of excessively rare and beautiful things 

such as would grace the finest collections in the world”. Although Irma did not record how she 

built up her collection, it is known that she visited the stalls on the Grand Parade in Cape 

Town, which was a known venue for finding “treasures”, and she also bought from dealers 

(Banks1986). After a visit to The Firs in 1964 Pam Dorrington reported that in each country 

Irma visited she found something in which she saw a story and brought it back to decorate 

The Firs and to enrich South Africa (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Dorrington 1964:64). In a letter to 

Peter, dated 10 August 1985, Banks reported that while he was in London researching Irma 

Stern’s collection he had visited the British Museum, the Museum of Mankind, and dealers in 

the West End. He found that some items in the collection were of high quality, and some were 

of great interest, while some were mediocre and some were fake. He also concluded that the 

information in the museum catalogue was not always accurate (Banks 1985). Bank’s 

catalogue was able to make the necessary corrections. 

The influence of Irma’s collection on her home and her work was aptly expressed by Dubow: 

“Few artists could have left more of a personal stamp on their surroundings. Irma Stern is the 

supreme example of a special group of artists who imprint their personalities on their house to 

the extent that they become more than enclosures of worldly goods: they become in a very 

real sense the repository of the artist’s spirit” (Dubow 2003:45). Irma used some of the items 

from her collection in her paintings. In recent years the museum has been receiving an 

increasing number of enquiries from auction houses writing catalogue entries for the 

identification of the items used in an Irma Stern painting. For example the painting Dahlias, 

signed and dated 1947 (Figure 5.11), and sold by Strauss and Co on 15 October 2018, depicts 

a mat from Zanzibar, a celadon dish containing fruit, and the dahlias are arranged in a green 

martaban jar (Strauss and Co 2018: website), all of which are in the Irma Stern Collection. 
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Figure 5.11. Dahlias, oil on canvas, by Irma Stern 1947 (Strauss & Co.) 

Susan Pearce, Professor Emeritus of Museum Studies, University of Leicester, describes 

collections as an extension of ourselves. The collected objects produce a private world for the 

individual, where “collections mirror and extend our bodies and souls”. A collection reflects the 

life of the individual as some items come to a collection from the past as family heirlooms, 

some items are part of important times in life, and they provide a hope of immortality to be 

handed on after death (Pearce 1995:21). Collections are made because individuals select 

objects from what is available in the world and put them together in such a way that the 

meaning of the collection is more than the individual items of which it consists. Collectors are 

involved in a human process of discovery and affirming themselves (Pearce 1992:66). 

Museums are founded and collections are donated to museums, because the collector wants 

to believe that the collection is important and wants long-term recognition for it. These 

museums take the form of memorials and are named after the collector. Likewise collections 

donated to museums are expected to be kept together and displayed together in one gallery, 

which sometimes will be named after the collector (Pearce 1992:65). This wish for immortality 

has motivated many collectors to leave their collections to museums as by doing so they leave 

part of themselves behind and their names live on. If the collector does not have children, the 

collection can take the place of a child through which the collector’s name will be kept going 

into the future (Baekeland 1994:217).  
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These collecting theories can be applied to Isabella Stewart Gardner (1840-1924), a collector 

who founded a museum of art which bears her name in Boston, Massachusetts. In 1892 

Gardner and her husband decided to collect works of art with the aim of creating a museum 

(Matthews 2009:183). Gardner’s travels and many relationships suggest the need for a 

collector to have self-confidence and to have new experiences and relationships. Another 

motivation of collecting is that it gives the opportunity for the collector to find and express her 

identity through the collection. Each object in Gardner’s collection was linked with her own life 

and she saw a philanthropic purpose for her collection as she built a house for it in which she 

arranged the objects. She then bequeathed her collection to the museum “for the education 

and enjoyment of the public forever”. Gardner did not have children, so this museum would 

have fulfilled a need for immortality as it created a memorial named after her (Matthews 

2009:188).  The museum would also have fulfilled the wish for long-term recognition of her 

collection (Pearce 1992:65). She provided an endowment to operate the museum, stipulating 

in her will that nothing in the galleries should be changed, and no items be acquired or sold 

from the collection (internet: Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum nd).  

Parallels can be seen with Irma Stern, who also travelled and expressed her identity through 

her collection as each object can be seen to be linked with her life. She also saw a 

philanthropic purpose for her collection as she bequeathed it for the promotion of fine art. It 

can also be said that as Irma Stern did not have children, her collection would have fulfilled 

her need for immortality.  

The sculptor Dora Gordine (1895-1991), born a year after Irma Stern, is another example of a 

collector who built a house, Dorwich House in 1935-1936 in Kingston, London. Its purpose 

was to display her collection of Oriental furniture, wall hangings and sculptures which were 

acquired on her travels in south-east Asia in the early 1930s. After 1945, together with her 

second husband Richard Hare, she assembled a further collection of ancient Oriental objects 

and 19th-century Russian objects d’art.  Many visitors came to admire Gordine’s sculpture as 

well as her art collection (Black 2009:253). Journalists and photographers from publications 

such as The Tatler and Country Life were shown around the house by Gordine and her 

husband (Black 2009:257). Gordine died in 1991 and Kingston University acquired the house 

three years later. In 2004 it became a museum (Black 2009:260). Again there are similarities 

with Irma Stern, who also travelled to build up her collection, which she displayed in her home. 

Irma was also visited at home by visitors and journalists, and these occasions were reported 

in articles in the local press. Irma kept the newspaper cuttings in her scrapbooks, now housed 

in the NLSA, and Arnold describes her as “good value for journalists needing a story” 

(2003:40). These newspaper cuttings covered descriptions of her home as well as additions 

to her collection; this will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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5.5. The Irma Stern Museum: house museum or art gallery? 

House museums contain the collections and furnishings of the people who lived in them and 

thereby conserve and exhibit “real atmospheres” (Pinna 2001:4). As discussed earlier in this 

chapter, one of the main reasons why the decision was taken to house Irma Stern’s collection 

in The Firs was to retain the atmosphere that she had created. House museums, consisting 

of the house furnished with household equipment and fittings, also contain intangible heritage 

in the form of associations with the people who lived there (Young 2017:4). David Parker, the 

curator of the Charles Dickens Museum in London, said that he was envious of Thomas 

Carlyle’s house which contained many “original possessions and documentation of the 

arrangement of the rooms along with a large body of biography about Thomas and Jane 

Carlyle”, adding “The rest of us should be so lucky!” (quoted in Booth 2012:231). As Moore 

explains, when the original collection remains in its original setting, this “double power of the 

real” makes it possible for historic house museums to bring the past “alive" (1997:138-139). 

The ISM therefore started with an advantage over many other house museums as the original 

collection was to be housed in its original setting. 

However, although Irma’s collection was to be housed in her house, no mention appears to 

have been made of this museum as a house museum in any of the documents that were 

produced by the planning committees. The Memorandum of Agreement between the Trustees 

and the University stated that The Firs was to be used as a museum and art gallery to house 

the Irma Stern Collection (ISMA: Memorandum of Agreement 1969:2). The fact that 

newspaper articles and documents frequently state that the museum was to be situated in 

Irma Stern’s house indicates that this was a very important part of the concept of the museum. 

For example, Neville Dubow explained that the Trustees had decided that the best way to fulfil 

the terms of her will was by converting her house into a museum where her collections could 

be displayed. In setting up the museum, the aim had been to keep the character of the house 

so that it still had the atmosphere of a house and not a museum (Dubow 1972: ISMA). Dubow 

described the museum as “a memorial to a very remarkable creative spirit” and stated that 

“anyone who knew her and her art would recognize just how integrated were her surroundings 

and her own creative output. The one drew from the other [...] It is fitting, then, that any 

memorial to her lifework should be bound up with her home in Rosebank” (Dubow 1972: 

ISMA).  It appears then that the ISM was to be a museum and art gallery situated in her house, 

but although the house was regarded as an essential part of the museum, the museum itself 

was not conceived as a house museum. 

Peter describes his impressions of the ISM when he took up the post of Resident Supervisor 

on 1 August 1978. “It was very elegantly presented and quite austere”. The interior was 
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painted white. There were olive green Wilton carpets in the form of a runner on the downstairs 

passage floors, fitted on the stairs, and on the upstairs floors and the floors of the former 

kitchen and pantry. The wall display cabinets in the passage were lined with purple and orange 

felt. Irma’s paintings were displayed upstairs; there were no paintings downstairs except for 

one painting on the easel in the studio. Drawings were displayed in display cabinets in the 

entrance gallery. The downstairs part of the house was devoted to the display of Irma’s 

collection. The wall between the lounge and Irma’s bedroom had been taken down in the late 

1970s, as Dubow needed space. A greenish-gold dralon curtain separated the lounge from 

the library. Objects were displayed in the original Regency Gothic wall cabinets in Dudley’s 

Room, which later became Peter’s office, and then the Congo Room. The Congolese 

collection was on open display in the passages on hessian-covered display panels. This was 

later changed because a knife was stolen. The panels on the window side displayed the 

masks, echoing the style that Irma had used. The wall cabinets containing the velours de 

Kasai (Kuba raffia cloths) in the passage, and the Indonesian textiles in the Zanzibar Room 

were made by Mr Rackham, the first resident supervisor. He had been the technical officer at 

the SA National Gallery and was a craftsman. He lived in the flat on the premises and had a 

retirement job (Peter interview: 2018a).  

According to Dubow, the original concept of the museum was “a static” exhibition of objects 

from Irma Stern’s collection to be displayed downstairs, and her works to be displayed 

upstairs. Another example illustrating the fact that Dubow did not see the museum as a house 

museum was his explanation that because Irma’s bedroom was on the ground floor next to 

the lounge, the upstairs section had been used for storage during her lifetime. When The Firs 

became a museum, the upstairs part of the house was converted into a gallery for Irma’s work 

(Dubow 2003:47) and was not recreated as bedrooms, as might be expected in a house 

museum. 

A few years later it was decided that the exhibition space upstairs should be used for 

temporary exhibitions by other artists in order to better achieve Irma’s aim of the 

encouragement and promotion of art. To provide more wall space, two of the upper floor 

windows above the circular drive were blocked up (Dubow 2003:47). An annual programme 

of temporary exhibitions by visiting artists was implemented from 1982 and provides a source 

of income for the museum. The windows were unblocked in 2019. 

More space was now needed downstairs to display the paintings that had been on display 

upstairs and for activities such as lectures, book launches and concerts, and the wall that had 

divided Irma’s bedroom from the lounge was removed. This provided room to house Irma’s 

library, which was then returned on permanent loan from the then South African Library 
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(Dubow 2003:47-48). The loan was accommodated in specially built bookcases, and track 

lighting as well as an old light fitting which had belonged to Irma Stern was installed (ISMA: 

Minutes 1985). The museum and art gallery concept rather than a house museum concept 

appears to have developed further. 

Peter describes Dubow and Arnott, who were responsible for the arrangement of the museum, 

as “fine aesthetes”. In his opinion Dubow had “classic, low key taste”. He describes the ISM 

as a museum of its time, reflected in the 1970s, restrained and pared down. This links to the 

theory that states that the way that a period room is arranged and decorated is influenced by 

the person who creates it, the curator, as well as the taste of the time (Pilgrim 1978:18). Peter 

considers that they did “a beautiful installation” (2018a: interview).  

Dubow began to refer to the ISM as a house museum in 1994, the year of the centenary of 

Irma Stern’s birth. He stated that because a house museum consists of both a home 

environment where people live and a museum where objects are displayed, the concept is a 

“contradiction”. Dubow therefore had a problem with the term “house museum”, as Stone did, 

which was discussed in Chapter 4. In his opinion the solution was to create a living museum, 

which was the aim of the ISM. Dubow had recently seen other house museums in Russia and 

he wanted to place the ISM in the context of these (Chisholm 1994: ISMA), which may be the 

reason why he started referring to the ISM as a house museum. In the first Irma Stern 

Memorial Lecture held on 12 October 1994, on the occasion of the celebrations of the 

centenary of the artist’s birth, Dubow talked about the house museum as occupying “a special 

niche in the crowded field of museum culture”. He stated that “in an artist’s house museum 

the contents are there because one person (the artist) wanted them to be there. The art in a 

house museum glows (as the critic Peter Schjeldahl observed) with Blake’s ‘lineaments of 

gratified desire’” (Dubow 2003: 45). He compared The Firs to other house museums such as 

Rodin’s Paris studio, Monet’s Giverny, Anna Akhmatova’s apartment in St Petersburg and 

Tolstoy’s house in Moscow, as he felt that they, like The Firs, were living museums and not 

mausoleums (Dubow 2003:48). The lecture was later published as a chapter in the catalogue 

for the exhibition Expressions of a Journey at the Standard Bank Gallery in Johannesburg in 

2003.  

The ISM was established in the 1970s before William Seale’s book Recreating the historic 

interior was published, which emphasised the need for historic house museum restoration to 

be based on research and warned that decisions taken about restoration which are not based 

on research are “irrelevant” and “usually destructive” (Seale 1979:ix). Before the 1970s the 

restoration of historic houses was based on interior design and art history. Little research was 

undertaken and decorative arts settings were regarded as being historical fact (Lee 2004:23). 
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In the 1960s the interiors of historic houses had been painted “architect white”, but in the late 

1970s rooms were being redecorated to return them to their past appearance (Seale 1979:ix). 

Seale could therefore have been describing the ISM in which the interior was painted white. 

The planning of this museum would be undertaken very differently today. The 2012 heritage 

assessment of the ISM recommended that some of the demolished areas such as the upstairs 

gallery and the bedroom wall be reconstructed (ISMA: Thorold 2012: 37). Seale also warns 

that in the restoration of a house museum the collections are often brought up to a high level 

of quality and taste, whereas they should reflect the mixed range of the former occupants (Lee 

2004:27).  As already described, all the items which Scholtz did not select for the permanent 

collection, such as modern furniture, pots, vases and the silver, glassware, crockery were 

removed for sale, resulting in the loss of many items that today would be considered of vital 

importance for establishing a house museum.  The way in which the house and collection are 

presented will be discussed in the next chapter.  

Historic house museums should be categorised to sort out the priorities for their restoration 

and interpretation (Alderson & Low 1996:16). According to Demhist, the purpose of 

classification is to produce effective mission statements, goals, conservation, security and 

communication with visitors (internet: Demhist 2018b). A house museum can be placed into 

several categories, but it is essential that the curator and management work out which is the 

most important. To work out the main theme of a museum, it is necessary to evaluate it in 

terms of relevant categories (Bryant & Behrens 2007: np). The three categories of house 

museum on the basis of which the ISM could be evaluated are personality, collection and 

artwork.  

Personality or hero house museums are places where an important person lived and they 

have been described as “cradles of genius” (Bryant 2002b:52) as they commemorate famous 

individuals such as politicians, writers and artists. These houses are attractive to visitors as 

they feel that by visiting them, they can identify personally with their hero (Young 2017).  In 

Britain the houses of writers make up the greatest number of personality museums, followed 

by artists (Forgan 2012:249). In the USA Historic Artists’ Homes and Studios is a coalition of 

more than 30 artists’ homes and studios which are now museums. They describe the artist’s 

studio as “a magical and wondrous place because something special was born there” (internet: 

Historic Artists’ Homes and Studios 2019). An example of an artist’s house museum is the 

Sorolla Museum in Madrid consisting of the artist’s house, studio and gardens. Sorolla’s 

artworks and his furniture and objects that were part of his everyday life are displayed in the 

house, which the website describes as taking “visitors into the artist's world in a unique way, 

with his paintings and personal belongings” (internet: Spainisculture nd). Irma Stern is 
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regarded today as South Africa’s “most eminent artist” (Kaufmann & Lewis 2015:10) and, like 

the Sorolla Museum, the ISM is housed in her former home, The Firs, where she lived for forty 

years, so it definitely falls into the personality museum category. 

Collector’s house museums are houses which belonged to a collector of art or antiquities and 

is the site where the collection is conserved in its original environment (Young 2007a:63). The 

wish of the collector is that the house and collection should be kept together for future 

generations and they are donated to the state for this purpose. The ISM therefore does not fit 

into this category, as Irma left her collection to her Trustees for the “encouragement and 

promotion of fine art” and her intention was that her house should be sold to raise capital. 

However, it could be argued that the ISM could also be regarded as a collector’s museum as 

Irma’s Trustees had decided that the best way to fulfil the terms of her will was to convert her 

house into a museum where her collections could be displayed. Furthermore, collecting 

formed a very important part of her life, and the objects she collected, whether locally or on 

her travels, were brought back to her home where she arranged them, lived with them and 

drew inspiration from them for her art. Irma Stern therefore belongs to the small number of 

important private collectors in Cape Town such as Alfred de Pass, William Fehr and Ann 

Lidderdale, who bequeathed their collections to the South African nation with the purpose of 

establishing or furnishing a museum. Although they did not bequeath a museum as well as a 

collection, they played a very important role in the establishment of cultural history and house 

museums in the 20th century in South Africa. 

Artwork or architectural-style house museums are those which have been preserved because 

of their design. The Firs dates to c 1835 and was a single-storied, thatch roofed, “Cape 

Regency” gentleman’s residence with an H-shaped plan. It was remodelled in the Edwardian 

style, influenced by the Arts and Crafts movement, by the architect and owner John Parker at 

the beginning of the 20th century. The major alteration was the addition of an upper storey 

(ISMA: Thorold 2012:23). Irma Stern also put her own personal stamp on her house by 

painting the glazed doors leading to the veranda and four of the interior doors, and installing 

the Zanzibar door as her front door. The house therefore has historical layers which include 

the alterations made when it was converted to a museum. These layers could provide an 

important opportunity for “a more meaningful interpretation of the site and its history” (ISMA: 

Thorold 2012:36). 

The ISM can therefore be categorised primarily as a personality house museum because of 

its association with Irma Stern. Irma’s collection and the architectural significance of the house 

should also form important features of the re-evaluation of this museum in the future. Another 

example of an artist’s house museum which falls into more than one category is that of the 
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Swedish sculptor Carl Milles and his portrait painter wife Olga Granner. They built their home, 

which incorporated studios, in 1906 on the island of Lidingo outside Stockholm. During the 

1920s they travelled throughout Europe and collected works of art which make up the 

collection at Millesgården today. Milles established a foundation for Millesgården in 1936 

which he donated to the Swedish people (internet: Millesgården nd). 

However, the historic house museum elements at the ISM are evinced only downstairs in three 

period rooms: the studio, the lounge and the dining room. Dudley’s Room, the old kitchen and 

the library are set out as gallery rooms displaying Irma’s artwork, augmented by a few items 

of furniture. Zanzibar works are displayed in Dudley’s Room, Irma’s early works and portraits 

are displayed in the old kitchen, and portraits are displayed in the library. In these three rooms 

the works are mass hung from below the ceiling down to knee level, giving the impression of 

an art gallery.  

As explained earlier in this chapter, the upstairs display areas provide accommodation for an 

annual programme of temporary exhibitions by visiting artists. These exhibitions are of a 

commercial nature. The downside of this programme is that the staff spend more time on 

organising and marketing these exhibitions than on undertaking these functions for the 

museum itself. It has been observed that updates on the museum website are to promote the 

temporary exhibitions and do not concern Irma Stern and her collection. 

The ISM can therefore be said to consist of two components as it is a combination of a house 

museum and art museum downstairs, and a commercial art gallery upstairs. This will be 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, which looks at visitor perceptions. The duality of the 

ISM, with elements of both a house museum and a commercial art gallery, is confusing and it 

is therefore essential that a mission or purpose for this museum should be worked out. 

 

5.6. The Irma Stern Museum and the current interpretation 

Although the subject of Chapter 6 is “The ISM and interpretation”, it is necessary to first provide 

some background by analysing the current situation regarding interpretation at this museum. 

In Peter’s opinion, the museum is a combination of “an art museum and elements of a house 

museum” (2018a: interview). He believes that it is possible to get the feeling from the studio, 

the dining room and the lounge that Irma is still there and has just popped out for a while. 

Peter feels it is sad that the decision was made to keep only the best things, and that no items 

were kept from the dining room and the bedroom. According to Helene Smuts, “Irma Stern’s 

presence is felt in her sitting room, at the front door end of the passage, with her collection of 

precious things, all from absent worlds” (2007:22). Dubow described The Firs as “the 
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repository of the artist’s spirit” (2003:48). Peter, Smuts and Dubow therefore feel that Irma is 

still present in her house. 

However, in contrast, a friend of Irma Stern’s, Victor Glasstone, in a letter to Christopher Peter 

reminded him that on a visit to the museum in 1981 he had made suggestions of how it would 

be possible to “put something of Irma back into the house” as it was his understanding that 

Dubow had “degutted Irma from Irma’s Stern’s home”. He described it as having been “a 

wonderfully stimulating, lively, exciting place”, and he pointed out that the photograph of the 

studio (Figure 5.12) on page 58 of Dubow’s 1974 monograph on Irma Stern gave a good idea 

of what the studio looked like (ISTC: Glasstone 2012). Glasstone’s comment that Irma had 

been removed from her home is interesting as, in comparison, a description of the house of 

Australian artist Margaret Olley was that it “felt cold and dark without Olley’s animating spirit” 

(Westwood 2011).  

 

Figure 5.12. Photograph of the studio, 1936, referred to by Victor Glasstone (NLSA) 

One of the main problems historic house museums have to face when planning interpretation 

is that the people who lived in the house are no longer there, resulting in the interiors becoming 

“mausoleums – meaningful in their permanence but petrified and lifeless in their presentation” 

(Lopez 2015:10). Another problem is that limited interpretation, based on the furniture and 

household equipment on display, is considered adequate to explain why the house was 
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considered important enough to be conserved and opened to the public (Young 2002:6). Both 

problems apply to the ISM in which the interpretation is object-based and there is little 

information about Irma Stern either as an artist or a person.  

To Dubow the main challenge in establishing the museum was to “keep its essential character 

and be a living museum not a mausoleum”, and to achieve this the main ground floor rooms, 

the lounge, the dining room, the studio, “should as far as possible retain their original feel” 

(2003:48). There had to be a balance between informality and security and the African 

artefacts therefore had to be placed in glass cabinets.  

Writers’ house museums can be described as being places of pilgrimage, because visitors 

want to see the place where the writer worked and want more contact with the writer than they 

would have by reading their texts (Hendrix 2012:1). In the same way an artist’s house museum 

such as the ISM could also be regarded as a place of pilgrimage where visitors can appreciate 

where Irma Stern’s creativity took shape. However, interpretation at the ISM can be said to 

follow the “shrine” approach as the museum focuses only on Irma Stern as an artist and not 

as a person and, in spite of Dubow’s concerns, without the presence of Irma the museum is 

in effect a mausoleum and not a living museum. 

The short biography of Irma Stern, included at the beginning of this chapter, suggested that 

Irma Stern as a person had great potential for creating and communicating stories about the 

house, its contents and its previous occupants, who included her husband, mother, her 

companion and her servants, thereby establishing a connection with visitors. This is what is 

missing from the interpretation of this museum, which needs not only to have its “personality” 

restored, but also to be broadened to become relevant to a more diverse audience.  

 

5.7. Challenges facing the Irma Stern Museum   

The literature discussed in Chapter 2 revealed that historic house museums internationally are 

facing challenges. These include the issue of relevance as visitor numbers are decreasing 

and there is a lack of funding; attracting enough paying visitors to keep them going; appealing 

to more diverse audiences who do not necessarily regard colonial history as relevant to their 

lives; and the fact that these houses are presented and interpreted in a way that has not kept 

up with what visitors want and expect. House museums therefore have to find ways to become 

relevant in their communities if they are to resolve the critical issues they face, primarily a 

shortage of funding and declining visitor numbers. 

As Moore explains, when the original collection remains in its original setting, this “double 

power of the real” makes it possible for historic house museums to bring the past “alive" 
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(1997:138-139). The Irma Stern Collection is housed in context in the house in which she lived 

for forty years and to which she returned from her many travels. Visitors often comment on 

this and love the fact that they can imagine her in her house. However, in spite of these positive 

aspects, this museum too is facing major challenges, some of which resemble those of historic 

house museums internationally and some of which are unique to the ISM. 

 

5.7.1. Low visitor numbers  

It is notable that visitor numbers have been an issue from when the museum first opened to 

the public.  In his report of the first year’s operation of the ISM for the period 10 June 1972 to 

9 June 1973 the director, Neville Dubow, reported that the total number of visitors for the year 

was 5,620 (which is more than double the number in 2018). The most popular visiting day 

appeared to be Sunday, the majority of visitors came in the afternoons, many at 16.00 hours, 

and quite a large number during the last half hour of the day. Dubow asked whether a larger 

audience might be attracted by occasional evening openings (ISMA: Dubow 1973).  

The low number of visitors was also reported in the press. Already in 1973 in an article about 

the museum Fiona Chisholm commented that “there is only one fault about this museum. Not 

enough people have discovered what a pleasurable experience it is to visit” (Chisholm 1973: 

ISMA). In 1981 Rose Korber reported that “There is no doubt that this is a unique and special 

place, comparable to anything of its kind anywhere in the world, and it has elicited a strong 

response from international visitors […] Yet it is a sad fact that it is under-utilised as far as the 

local public is concerned. The average monthly attendance is no more than 300 of whom the 

majority are out-of-town and overseas visitors! As a facility for the art-loving public of Cape 

Town, it is not being used as much as it should be” (Korber 1981: ISMA).  

Later in 1994 in his introduction to Neville Dubow’s inaugural Irma Stern Memorial Lecture, 

Revel Fox, then chairman of the Irma Stern Museum Committee, stated that the museum was 

an important asset to Cape Town and must continue to be so. It was therefore essential that 

the ISM serves a wider public and he hoped that the centenary celebrations would help to 

make the museum better known thereby starting this process (ISMA: Fox 1994). Unfortunately 

this inaugural lecture also proved to be the last. Dubow referred to museum visitors in his 

lecture by pointing out the disadvantages of the location of the museum. It was not on a tourist 

route as it was located in a suburb, and therefore there would be no drop-in visitors. A visit to 

the museum would involve a conscious decision to travel to the museum (2003:47). The 

concept of a gallery upstairs with temporary exhibitions was introduced to attract more visitors. 
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Forty-seven years later, in 2019, low visitor numbers remain a challenge. The museum records 

have shown that on average there are 2,200 visitors per year, which works out at 10 visitors 

per day. Observation has shown that the majority of visitors are white and aging. If the museum 

does not attract a younger and more diverse audience, the numbers will dwindle further. 

Marstine’s concept of the post-museum, as one of the definitions of the museum of the 21st 

century, is relevant here as it reflects the fact that the relationship between the museum and 

its visitors is changing. The museum of today aims to get to know its audiences and to involve 

diverse groups in the museum. Visitors are regarded as active consumers and not a mass 

audience, and assessing the quality of the visitor experience has become an important part of 

getting to know the museum visitor (Marstine 2008:19).This is the subject of the next chapter, 

which includes an analysis of the first visitor survey conducted at the ISM. 

 

5.7.2. Funding  

According to the literature, the issue of funding is a major challenge for museums and historic 

house museums in the 21st century. The ISM is managed by UCT. To run the museum a 

director, a curator, an office manager, two custodians, a cleaner and a gardener are employed. 

Universities, like museums, have funding issues as they are no longer able to rely only on 

governments for funding and have to broaden their sources of funding. The problem with 

university museums is that they form part of departments which are having to cope with 

declining funds while costs are increasing. As a result these museums have to accept reduced 

funds and staff as academic research and teaching have to be given priority by the university 

(Stanbury 2000:4).   

Funding for the ISM appears to have been a problem from the start. In his letter of resignation 

of 1972 Professor Scholtz stated that once the museum had been opened, the possibility of 

having it declared a Provincial Museum should be explored as he felt there would be 

advantages, including financial assistance (NLSA: Scholtz 1972a). Dubow revealed that 

funding for the museum was a problem as he stated in his 1994 lecture that “the museum has 

always had to run on a shoestring budget” (2003:47). The motive of UCT for undertaking to 

administer this museum, if funding has always been a problem, could therefore be questioned.  

In his introduction to the inaugural Irma Stern Memorial Lecture by Neville Dubow on 12 

August 1994, Revel Fox pointed out that cultural assets such as the ISM would need to sustain 

themselves. He talked about the “special challenges of these times” which had to be faced 

during which there would be fierce competition for limited resources. Museums would 

therefore have to increase their visitor numbers, become more accessible and produce an 

income (ISMA: Fox 1994). The temporary exhibitions held upstairs which are commercial 
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enterprises, as well as the hiring of the museum as a venue for functions, are a further source 

of income, but this aspect needs to be carefully planned and expanded.  

In 1967 already Clive Corder had expressed his concerns about spending money on an old 

house which had security problems, would cost money to maintain, was not within the grounds 

of the university and did not have parking facilities. Forty-seven years later his concerns are 

still valid. Lack of funding has resulted in lack of maintenance of the building, the act of keeping 

a building in repair (internet: Oxford Dictionaries 2019), and this has affected the visitor 

experience. 

The state of repair of the house, especially a damp problem, is leading to the rapid 

deterioration of the collection, making the house a very unsuitable location for housing the 

collection. However, since 2014 funds have been made available by UCT for converting the 

curator’s flat into a display room, storage area and kitchen, and for maintenance work on the 

offices situated in the outbuildings along Cecil Road. Further funds were made available in 

2018 to replace the rotten studio floor and repaint the walls in the studio and passage, and in 

2020 funding is to be made available for further maintenance, which will include sorting out 

the damp problem in the passage. Regrettably, although the Irma Stern Collection is housed 

in a historical building, this work is undertaken as maintenance and not as restoration, the 

process intended to restore something to its supposed original condition (internet: Oxford 

Dictionaries 2019), and is therefore not based on research. Seale’s warning that decisions 

taken about restoration that are not based on sound research are “irrelevant” and “usually 

destructive” (1979:1) is not being heeded by UCT. 

According to Dubow, when the house was converted into a museum the work that was carried 

out focused on access and security (Dubow 2003:47). It is regrettable that UCT did not carry 

out a full restoration at that time and sort out the damp problem, which was already evident as 

can be deduced from Scholtz’s comment made in 1972 that some of the art works were foxed 

(NLSA: Scholtz 1972b:3). Restoration of the house/museum to bring it to international 

standards has been estimated at about R20 million by the Trust, and UCT has said that it 

cannot afford to do a full restoration (ISMA:  Minutes 7 March 2019).  The museum therefore 

conveys a sense of neglect through, for example, peeling paint on the windows, a sagging 

veranda roof and damp seeping through the walls.  

Security concerns at the museum were highlighted by the Fees Must Fall protest in February 

2016 during which 23 artworks were destroyed on the upper campus, which is 1.5 km away 

from the ISM (see Figure A). This highlighted the vulnerability of the Irma Stern Collection, 

considering the value of artwork by Irma Stern at auction. Priority items were identified and 

evacuation plans discussed (ISMA: Minutes 2016a, b). Security arrangements such as beams, 
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electric fences, security cameras and armed response were discussed at the next meeting, 

where it was pointed out that funding for security was a problem (ISMA: Minutes 2016c).  

Lack of funding has also affected the visitor experience at the ISM. The key aspects are that 

the museum is not open at times conducive to visitors’ convenience such as Sundays and 

evenings; there is no coffee shop and there is no museum shop other than a selection of books 

for sale from the reception desk. 

Corder’s concerns that The Firs was not located within the grounds of the University and did 

not have parking space available are also valid today and affect the visitor experience, which 

will be discussed in the next chapter. Although the UCT campus has grown since the museum 

was established and it can be said that the museum now borders on the lower campus, it is 

situated off the beaten track in a student-orientated area of Rosebank and is not well 

signposted, making it difficult to find. UCT has created a parking area specifically for the 

museum in Chapel Road, around the corner from the museum entrance in Cecil Road, which 

offers secure parking to visitors. However Cecil Road, a City of Cape Town and not a UCT 

road, is used as a parking area for UCT students. Cars are forced to give way as two cars 

cannot pass each other on the road. This makes crossing the road dangerous for visitors to 

the museum. Another problem is that there is no parking for tourist buses in the road because 

of the student parking, nor can buses enter the museum parking area as the entrance is too 

small. It is essential that the parking problem is sorted out. 

 

Figure 5.13. View of Cecil Road from the front door of the Irma Stern Museum showing 
parking problems 2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 
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5.7.3. Relationship of the Irma Stern Museum with the UCT Works of Art Collection  

A unique challenge faced by the ISM is its relationship with the UCT Works of Art Collection 

(WOAC). The ISM falls under the Department of Properties and Services at UCT. Peter 

explains that when he started work at the Museum, there was “not a lot of sympathy for the 

museum from UCT”. Anita Saunders, the wife of the then Vice-Chancellor and lecturer in the 

Department of Cultural History of Western Europe at UCT and a curator at the South Africa 

National Gallery, encouraged her husband to take a greater interest in the Arts. Peter felt that 

at that time the University “didn’t really know what to do with the museum”. The Museum was 

closely tied up with the Michaelis School of Fine Art, as Dubow was the Director of both. Peter 

had to report to him on a monthly basis (Peter 2018: interview).  

UCT is responsible for its own art collection as well as the ISM. This collection is not housed 

in a gallery, but takes the form of an open display in different buildings situated on the various 

campuses which make up the university. Although the ISM had been acquired specifically to 

house the Irma Stern Collection, which is the property of the Trustees and not the University, 

in 1979 the WOAC committee decided to investigate developing a university gallery in the 

grounds of the museum. The rationale was that displays which were both static and changing 

would attract “two different ‘publics’” as, in the opinion of the committee, the museum had 

“respectable status but waning attendance” (Brown 2015:89.90). 

Captain Keast, a librarian at UCT, and his wife were the first cataloguers of the UCT WOAC 

and put together a very comprehensive catalogue of university holdings. After Keast retired, 

the Registrar Len Read  informed Peter in 1984 that his conditions of employment were to be 

changed and, in terms of a new structure, he was to be the curator of the WOAC as well as 

the ISM (Peter 2018: interview). Peter was now responsible for the curation and restoration of 

the WOAC, which included selecting, framing and hanging works on all the campuses, 

organising art exhibitions on the campuses, and he later became secretary of the WOAC 

committee (Brown 2015:104). As Peter was expected to fulfil all these responsibilities, it is not 

surprising that his role as the curator of the ISM was “compromised” (Brown 2015:103, 104). 

Another problem was that certain people in the University regarded Peter’s work on the 

collection as that of the University’s “interior decorator” and this was reflected in an attitude 

which undervalued the whole collection (Brown 2015:109). It could be argued that this attitude 

included the ISM, which was also undervalued. 

A strategic plan for the ISM, dated 2009, acknowledged the responsibilities of the Curator and 

Assistant Curator of the ISM for the UCT WOAC and committee. These included the selection 

and purchase of new works, picture hanging, placing of sculptures, cataloguing and producing 

a photographic record of the works, producing labels, and the storage of the works not on 
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display. In addition to these responsibilities, they were also responsible for the ISM (ISMA: 

Strategic Plan 2009:3). It can therefore be seen that a majority of the time of the Curator since 

1984, and later the Assistant Curator since 2003, has been spent on the curation of the UCT 

WOAC to the detriment of the museum.  

The motives of UCT were therefore questioned in a report to the Museum Committee in 2013: 

Irma Stern is an internationally renowned artist whose work has been steadily 

increasing in value. However, she appears to have disappeared from the museum itself 

as the museum appears to be used as a vehicle for sorting out works of art for the 

University of Cape Town and setting up paying exhibitions for artists instead of 

promoting and researching Irma Stern as an artist. 

It is therefore suggested that the time has come to re-assess the mission of the Irma 

Stern museum in order to establish why the museum was created and why it should 

continue to exist. This should include a vision stating what the museum aims to achieve 

and putting forward the central values which are behind the work of the museum 

(Wheeler 2013:5).  

One of the consequences of the Rhodes Must Fall Movement was the setting up of a Task 

Team by the University in October 2015 to evaluate the artworks from the viewpoint of 

transformation and inclusivity (ISMA: Artworks Task Team 2017:2). During the 2016 Fees 

Must Fall protest 23 artworks were destroyed on Upper Campus (ISMA: Artworks Task Team 

2017:3). A new WOAC committee was set up in June 2016 and a curator of the collection was 

appointed and funded by the University’s transformation budget. This led to a decrease in the 

involvement of the ISM staff. The director is now a consultant, and the curator is responsible 

for the updating of the database and is the secretary of the WOAC committee (Peter 2018: 

email). During the protest works from the UCT WOAC were stored in the Entrance Gallery of 

the ISM for safekeeping, taking up space which should have been used for displaying works 

from the Irma Stern Collection, and the gallery was closed off with a blind. In 2019, although 

most of these artworks have been removed, the gallery is still not in use.  

It appears that by giving the staff at the museum the responsibility for the University’s WOAC, 

UCT lacked insight into the work involved in running a successful museum. 
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5.7.4. Mission/statement of significance 

One of the main challenges faced by the ISM is that it does not have a mission statement. 

This would explain why it was necessary earlier in this chapter to ask the question: What is 

the ISM: an art museum/art gallery or a historic house museum? If the mission states the 

purpose of the museum, then not having a mission implies that the ISM does not understand 

the reason for its existence and its value, and is therefore unable to cater for its visitors by 

giving them a meaningful experience. In this case Skramstad and Skramstad’s question – 

“would they or anyone else want to come to our museum, much less support it?” – is very valid 

considering the low visitor numbers (Skramstad & Skramstad 2011: Chapter 3, np). 

It can be therefore be argued that not having an explicitly stated mission is one of the main 

reasons for the challenges faced by this museum. In order to draw up a mission statement the 

ISM will have to work out its values and purpose. This will then determine how it can be 

conserved and interpreted in order to provide an effective visitor experience. It is important 

that the museum plans its interpretation, as by so doing it will work out what its messages are 

in terms of its mission and decide how it is going to interpret these messages for its visitors. 

As the ISM is administered by UCT, it is essential that its relationship with the University is 

reflected in any future mission statement. Both universities and museums are educational 

institutions and therefore the ISM can no longer simply exist to preserve the legacy of Irma 

Stern but, like Hays-Height House at Harford Community College in Maryland, USA, should 

see itself as becoming a place to “promote life-long learning, community engagement, critical 

thinking, and historical and cultural understanding within the context of local, national and 

global issues” (Brady et al. 2014:7,19). In the case of UCT, transformation is one of the goals 

of the University’s strategic plan (internet: iapo.uct 2020) and the ISM would have to become 

part of this.  

The challenges facing the ISM raise the question of whether a museum is the most appropriate 

way to commemorate Irma Stern and it is worth comparing the case of Irma Stern with that of 

Margaret Olley. Although Olley’s house has, like Irma Stern’s, been described as “a living work 

of art, even as Olley’s most original creation: a layering of detail and texture built up over the 

years” (Westwood 2011), converting it into a museum was recognised as a problem because 

the house was not big enough to accommodate many visitors, and the rooms would have to 

be roped off for security reasons, meaning that visitors would not be able to engage with the 

objects. It was suggested that the house would be better used as a venue where artists could 

come and work (Westwood 2011).  

Olley’s studio was subsequently recreated in the Tweed Regional Gallery in New South Wales 

as part of the Margaret Olley Art Centre, which “celebrates the career, life and legacy of its 
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namesake”. The recreated studio, hat factory and yellow room contain over twenty thousand 

items from Olley’s home which she had collected for use in painting, as well as the original 

doors and windows. The Margaret Olley Art Centre has an artist in residence, exhibitions of 

her paintings and collections, an interactive multi-media drawing activity, research library and 

art education workshop. The website suggests that “these combined elements offer a rich and 

dynamic context for Olley’s extensive artistic career” (internet: Tweed Regional Gallery nd).  

The decision to house the Irma Stern Collection in The Firs appears to have been based on 

an emotional impulsion rather than on a sense of the practicalities involved. Although the 

shortcomings of the building had been pointed out from the beginning, the Trustees and UCT 

went ahead anyway. According to Bryant, from 1970 to 1980, a decade which he describes 

as the busiest for establishing house museums in the UK, sixteen personality museums were 

founded. Similarly in Cape Town the ISM opened in 1972, and Bertram House was opened to 

the public after the death of Mrs Lidderdale in 1977 (internet: Iziko 2018: Bertram House). 

Donna Harris, the author of New Solutions for House Museums, argues that in the USA many 

historic houses became museums, because it was believed that creating a museum was the 

best way of ensuring the survival of the house. The problem is that those who established 

these museums did not realise the level of skills, knowledge and funding that would be needed 

to administer a museum. She believes that there would be far fewer house museums today if 

people had known, and that it is therefore important that house museums that are struggling 

consider options other than striving to survive as museums (Harris 2007:4,5). 

 

5.8. Conclusion  

The ISM has continued in operation since 1972 oblivious of changes in society, the 

introduction of the new museology theory, and the arrival of democracy in South Africa in the 

latter 20th century. It can therefore be said to be out of touch with the majority of the population 

in South Africa. This context makes a study of the ISM as an example of a historic house 

museum relevant in 21st-century South Africa as it ties up with difficult questions of relevance 

and value. For example, in 1993 Marilyn Martin, the retired director of Iziko SA National 

Gallery, asked whether it is possible to justify retaining opera when it is attended on an annual 

basis by 671 768 people, almost all of whom are white (Martin 1993:97). In the same way, 

looking at transformation in South Africa and at UCT, one could ask whether it is possible to 

justify retaining the ISM when the total number of visitors for 2018 was 2,199 and almost all of 

them were white.  

This chapter has introduced the ISM as a case study to provide the context in which to explore 

the issue of historic house museums in the 21st century, the challenges that they face, and the 
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importance of communication. It has identified that the case of the ISM is similar to that of 

many historic house museums internationally as it too faces challenges, but these are of a 

more complex nature in a highly diverse and transforming society than those of most house 

museums. As Hooper-Greenhill points out, it is important to analyse the experience that 

museums offer to visitors and thereby examine the role of the museum as a communicator 

(2000:12). This is the subject of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6: 

 

THE IRMA STERN MUSEUM AND INTERPRETATION 

 

6.1. Introduction 

 

The literature discussed in Chapter 2 revealed that historic house museums internationally are 

facing challenges. These include the issue of relevance as visitor numbers are decreasing 

and there is a lack of funding; attracting enough paying visitors to keep the museums going; 

more diverse audiences who do not necessarily regard colonial history as relevant to their 

lives; and the fact that these houses are presented and interpreted in a way that has not kept 

up with the requirements of visitors. Chapter 5 identified that these challenges also apply to 

the ISM. 

According to Hooper-Greenhill, museums were not subjected to critical analysis until the 

1990s: until then most museum work was therefore undertaken without identified objectives 

and agreed policies (1992:3). This analysis arose from questions about funding and 

maintenance, which led to museums having to justify their role in society (1992:1). Hooper-

Greenhill uses education as an example to explain that analysis in schools and universities 

led to big changes and developments both in the curriculum and in teaching methods from the 

middle of the 20th century. Although the educational role of the museum is recognised as a 

key function and relies on effective communication with new and existing audiences, analysis 

in museums started much later (Hooper-Greenhill 2000b:2).  The ISM has not been the subject 

of a critical analysis before. The concept of communication, as one of the main functions of a 

museum, will be used to assess how the ISM presents itself to its publics and how they 

perceive the museum, and why it also faces the same challenges as historic house museums 

internationally, namely low visitor numbers and issues with relevance, as identified in Chapter 

5. 

The term “interpretation” refers to the visitor experience, education and learning in a museum 

(Wells 2013:38). As such it involves the development of the museum environment, exhibitions 

and associated programmes, and this concept can be understood from two perspectives: the 

individual interpretive reactions that visitors have to museum exhibitions; and the product, 

which is what the museum provides for its visitors (Black 2005:185,179). Interpretation is “the 

most powerful communication process any historic or heritage site has available to 

communicate its message(s) to visitors!” as it makes historic sites relevant and brings them to 

life (Veverka 2000:1-2). It is therefore a vitally important part of the museum experience in 

historic house museums. 



207 
 

This chapter aims to investigate, by analysing the results of a visitor survey, who the audiences 

of the ISM are and how successfully the museum communicates with them; and to assess the 

effectiveness of the messages communicated by the museum about the artist Irma Stern, the 

house, the interior and the collections. It will discuss whether new interpretations would help 

to make this museum more relevant and play a role in reversing the decline in visitor numbers; 

and ascertain whether an effective communication policy, which includes interpretation, could 

address the challenges faced by the ISM in the 21st century. 

 

6.2. The Irma Stern Museum visitor 

 

6.2.1. Low visitor numbers 

 

The low number of visitors is a major issue facing the ISM. The graph (Figure 6.1) shows the 

visitor numbers from 2009 until the end of 2018. The numbers were obtained by a head count 

of visitors on arrival at the museum. In the report on the first year’s operation of the ISM for 

the period 10 June 1972 to 9 June 1973 Neville Dubow reported that the total number of 

visitors for the year had been 5,620 (ISMA: Dubow 1973). From the graph it can be seen that 

the annual number of visitors has remained at less than half the first total reported in 1972. 

The highest total noted on the graph was for 2010 being 2,569 visitors and, since then, the 

numbers appear to be on a downward trajectory as in the years 2015 and 2017 numbers were 

below 2,000 visitors per annum. These numbers should be a cause of concern for the museum 

management, as they raise questions about the relevance and viability of this museum. It is 

therefore critical that the museum finds out who does visit and what they feel about the 

museum, given that historic house museums were founded and exist “to serve the public 

interest” and to be successful they need to know about their audiences (Donnelly 2002:9).  
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Figure 6.1. Irma Stern Museum visitor numbers 2009-2018 

 

 

However, although visitors have been described as the “lifeblood” of exhibitions (Belcher 

1991:213), it appears that by 1996, when Alderson and Low’s work was published, not many 

historic house museums in the USA conducted visitor surveys and so not much is known about 

their visitors and why they visit (Alderson & Low 1996:26). If museums wish to be better 

communicators, they must find out about their audiences who are their partners in the 

communication process (Hooper-Greenhill 1995:3). An important part of visitor research 

should be understanding what visitors experience in order to find out what they regard as 

important, as this may differ from what the museum believes is important. Museums therefore 

need to be aware of visitors’ reactions if they wish to communicate effectively (Packer 

2015:13). Visitors know about the museum through word of mouth and the website before 

they arrive, so what does the museum know about its visitors? (Wallace 2017:4). 

 

The ISM is no exception as the visitor survey analysed in this discussion was the first to be 

undertaken at this museum. In order to obtain an idea of the opinions of the visitors about the 

ISM, two forms of research were undertaken for this study: a visitor survey, and an 

investigation of the comments in the visitors’ book. 
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6.2.2. Visitor survey 

  

No visitor survey had previously been conducted at the ISM. Accepting that visitors are the 

lifeblood of museums and that it is necessary for museums to find out about their visitors if 

they wish to communicate with them more effectively, it was considered essential  to undertake 

a survey at the museum for this study. The survey was conducted from 1 November 2016 to 

31 January 2018. The two custodians, who are responsible for reception and guiding visitors 

round the museum, were tasked with informing the visitors about the survey on their arrival at 

the museum and asking them to fill in a form when leaving. The number of respondents was 

therefore random and depended on how effective the custodians were in encouraging visitors 

to fill in the form, and which or how many visitors were prepared to take the time to fill in the 

form. During the period of the survey there were 2,371 visitors; 299 forms were returned but 

not necessarily all visitors were asked to complete the form. 

 

The survey form consisted of a combination of closed-ended questions to obtain basic 

information about each visitor, and three open-ended questions to assess visitor attitudes to 

the museum experience: what they liked about the museum; what they did not like; and how 

they felt the museum could be improved. The response to each open-ended question was 

read through and themes were identified. Each response was referenced with a survey form 

number together with the age and gender of the respondent (Smith 2006:127-128). 

 

The characteristics of visitors to the ISM can be presented as follows: 

 

 

Figure 6.2. Irma Stern Museum visitor: age groups 
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The majority of visitors are aged over 65, closely followed by the 51-65 age group. The 17-24, 

25-35 and 36-50 age groups together made up 32 % of the total, and the smallest group was 

under 16 (Figure 6.2). It is therefore clear that the majority of visitors to the museum are from 

the oldest identified age group. Observation of visitors to the museum revealed that the 

majority are white and that a visit by a person of colour is a rare occurrence. This was 

confirmed by both custodians.  

 

 

Figure 6.3. Irma Stern Museum visitor: gender 

 

The survey revealed that the majority of visitors are female (Figure 6.3). 

The average ISM visitor is therefore aged over 65 or 51-65, is female and is white. 

 

Other information about visitors to the ISM revealed by the survey: 

 

 Have you visited the museum before? 40 % were repeat visitors, 59 % were first-time 

visitors; and 1 % did not answer the question. 

 

 Where do you come from? 29 % of visitors came from Cape Town or another town in 

South Africa, whereas 71 % were international visitors. 
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Responses to the three open-ended questions to assess visitor attitudes to the 

museum experience 

 

1. What did you like most about your visit? 

 

Responses were divided into three main sections: Content at the museum, Physical setting 

and No response category. The visitor survey by Cameron and Gatewood was used as a 

guide to working out these categories (2000:113-118). Respondents often listed more than 

one thing that they liked about the museum, for example: “the ambiance, the glorious art, the 

fascinating and stunning flowers & the staff” (ISM34, female, 51-65). 

 

Content at the museum responses could be divided into three categories: authenticity; 

information or interpretation; and some kind of personal connection that the visitor made with 

the museum. 

 Authenticity responses included comments about the collection and the provenance 

provided by the house. 

 Information/interpretation responses included comments about guides, tours and displays, 

the temporary exhibitions and talks given by the curators, and the visit being a learning 

experience. 

 A personal connection with the museum could be detected in comments about the 

atmosphere/ambience/environment, experience, beauty, tranquillity, serenity, stepping 

back in time; and to Irma Stern: spirit of Irma, being close to Irma, feel she is still here, a 

sense of ‘her’. 

 

Physical setting responses could be divided into three categories: aesthetic features, 

accessibility and friendly people. 

 Aesthetic features responses included comments about the house, the colours, the 

collection, the flowers and the garden. 

 Accessibility responses included comments about the display areas being easily 

accessible. 

 Friendly people responses included comments about a friendly staff, hospitality and 

camaraderie. 

 

No response category was the smallest (22 out of 299). In each case the space was left 

blank. 
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2. Was there anything you did not like? If so what was it? 

 

Responses were divided into three main categories: Content available at the museum; the 

Physical setting; and a third category of no response. 

 

The No response category was the largest and the comments made were no/nothing; N/A; 

x or the section was left blank. 

 

Content at the museum responses included comments about lack of information, signage 

in the museum, the temporary exhibition and the fact that Irma Stern’s bedroom no longer 

existed. 

 

Physical setting responses included comments about the condition of the lighting, 

paintwork, security and the garden. 

 

The content at the museum and physical setting responses consisted of only 53 out of the 

total of 299 respondents to the survey, indicating that visitors to the ISM generally enjoyed 

their visit. 

 

3. How could we improve your visit? 

 

Responses were divided into three main categories: Content available at the museum; the 

Physical setting; and a third category of no response. 

 

The No response category was the largest (185 out of 299) and either contained 

complimentary comments or the section was left blank. 

 

Content at the museum responses concerned specific requests for orientation, information 

and signage. 

 

Physical setting responses concerned requests for amenities such as a coffee shop and 

parking.  

 

The detailed visitor comments have been used to illustrate the themes in the discussion on 

interpretation at the ISM in this chapter. 
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6.2.3. Visitors’ book 

 

The museum visitor book is a source of information that is seldom used for research on 

museum visitors, their views, experiences and understandings of the museum. Visitor books 

consist of individual comments that often reflect comments that are already in the book. There 

is no information about who wrote the comments, but they do reveal the interpretations made 

by visitors (Macdonald 2005:119, 122,123).  

 

Comments in the ISM visitor book from March 2013 until April 2018 were noted, the aim being 

to compare them with the other source of comments used in this study, namely the visitor 

survey. It was notable how many comments in the visitor book reflected or repeated previous 

comments, as also pointed out by Macdonald. In both cases the respondents remained 

anonymous. 

 

As with the visitor survey, the responses were divided into two main categories: content at the 

museum, which included comments about authenticity, and some kind of personal connection 

the visitor appeared to have made with the museum. The authenticity comments included the 

collection and the provenance provided by Irma Stern’s home. The personal connection 

comments, as in the visitor survey, were revealed by words such as atmosphere, ambiance, 

beautiful, inspiring, experience, evocative, enchanting, the space feels alive, sense of the 

artist’s personality, “meeting” this woman. What is interesting is that some of the comments 

are addressed to Irma Stern directly.  

 

The physical setting comments concerned aesthetic features about the house, the artworks 

and the collection. As with the visitor survey, the detailed visitors’ book comments have been 

used to illustrate the themes in the discussion on interpretation at the ISM which follows below. 

 

 

6.3. Interpretation and the Irma Stern Museum 

 

6.3.1. What is the Irma Stern Museum: an art museum/art gallery or a historic house 

museum? 

 

This question was introduced in Chapter 5, where it was noted that in terms of the 

Memorandum of Agreement between the Trustees and the University, the aim was to produce 

a museum and art gallery to house the Irma Stern Collection. It was only in 1994 that Dubow 

referred to the ISM as a house museum. However, in the later 1970s, a few years after the 
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opening of the museum, the museum was re-conceptualised not only to concentrate on the 

life and works of Irma Stern, but to use the exhibition space upstairs for temporary exhibitions 

by other artists in order to better achieve Irma’s aim of the encouragement and promotion of 

art. The exhibitions held upstairs are a commercial enterprise. The ISM is therefore a duality 

as it consists of two contrasting components: a combination of a house museum and art 

museum downstairs, with a commercial art gallery upstairs. In the guidebook At Home with 

Irma Stern Helene Smuts describes the house as “what is – and what is not – a domestic 

interior” (Smuts 2007: back cover), thereby indicating that the nature of this museum is not 

straightforward. 

Art museums, like other museums, exist for the collection, research and the production of 

programmes for different audiences using the objects in the collection. The Smithsonian 

Institution points out that although people would expect an art museum to own its collection, 

there are art centres in Europe and America known as “Alternative Spaces”, “Art Galleries” or 

“Kunsthalle”, which do not have their own collections, although they operate in the same way 

as art museums (internet: 2001: 2). The ISM does not own the collection which it houses, as 

it is owned by the Irma Stern Trust. Art Museums are usually arranged in one of three ways: 

in chronological order, as a drawing room in a country house, or as a “modernist white box” 

(O’Neill 2002:33). Two of these forms of display can be seen in the ISM as Irma Stern’s 

artworks and collection are arranged in the downstairs rooms of her house, and the upstairs 

gallery follows the white box format, as the walls are painted white and the gallery is lit by 

natural light from the windows as well as lights on the ceiling. Visitors to art museums are 

encouraged to have a one-on-one relationship with the objects as in many cases educational 

interventions such as labels have been avoided (Marstine 2008: 9).  Art museums are 

perceived as catering for “cultured and sophisticated” visitors; they are removed from everyday 

life and concentrate on aesthetically-based exhibitions, conservation and scholarship 

(Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:10). In the ISM the displays, such as the salon-style hanging of 

portraits in the library and the hanging of artworks above the picture rails, can be said to be 

aesthetically-based and not historically-based as they do not represent the appearance of the 

interior as it was when Irma Stern lived there, which is depicted in archival photographs. 

A house museum is made up of a mixture of the house, the collection and the landscape in 

which it is situated. It is therefore able to tell visitors a story in a more powerful way than an 

object or document can on its own (Malone-France & Mayes 2014:22). According to Moore, 

the house museum has the power to bring the past into the present, because it has a 

connection to a past event (1997:135), or in the case of the ISM, to a person, in this case the 

artist Irma Stern. The most effective historic house museums are those which house their 

original collections, in other words “real things in their real context”. However, there is a 
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perception that not much needs to be done to bring the past alive in a historic house containing 

its original collection, and that the interpretation of these houses is often minimal or absent, 

such as in the houses of the National Trust in the UK (Moore 1997:136-9). Like the art 

museum, the country house “speaks for itself” as little interpretation is offered other than, in 

the case of the country house, information on the former occupants. A visit consists of a walk 

around the house and grounds, and visitors are expected to engage with the house and 

collections and enjoy the atmosphere (Smith 2006:126). This is the typical ISM visitor 

experience. 

Because the ISM is a combination of a house museum and an art museum, and also contains 

a commercial gallery, the visitor survey included a question to ascertain how visitors perceived 

the ISM (Figure 6.4). They were asked whether they thought the ISM was a house museum, 

an art museum, an art gallery, or all of the options. The majority of respondents, 53 %, stated 

the ISM was a combination of all three; 17 % regarded it as a house museum; 14 % an art 

museum, and 1 % an art gallery. Some respondents ticked more than one box, 10 % regarded 

it as a house museum and an art museum; 2 % as an art museum and art gallery; and 2 % as 

a house museum and art gallery. An entry in the visitor book stated: 8/2/2017 “most 

impressive!! Wonderful combination of a home and art gallery”. The majority of respondents 

therefore regarded the ISM as a house museum, an important factor to be considered in the 

interpretation of this museum.  

 

Figure 6.4. Visitor perceptions of the Irma Stern Museum 
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According to Demhist, house museums should be classified to help curators to understand 

their houses so that they are able to develop effective mission statements and goals, and 

make good decisions about conservation, security and communication with visitors (2018b). 

An evaluation of this museum in Chapter 5 in terms of categories – personality, collector and 

artwork/architectural design – concluded that the ISM can be categorised primarily as a 

personality house museum because of its association with Irma Stern; but that Irma’s 

importance as a collector and her collection itself as well as the architectural significance of 

the house also form important features of this museum. One of the great strengths of the ISM 

is that the collection is housed in context in the house in which she lived for forty years and to 

which she returned each time from her many travels. It therefore has the “double power of the 

real” as the original collection is in its original setting, a feature which makes it possible for 

historic house museums to bring the past “alive" (Moore 1997:138-139).  

 

In 1972 Dubow had described the Museum as a memorial to Irma Stern (Dubow 1972: ISMA). 

A writer’s house can be described as a place of pilgrimage because of its association with the 

writer. Here the visitor, as a tourist or pilgrim, is able to communicate with the writer through 

the house and the collections it contains, and this stimulates the imagination (Hendrix 

2012:237, 239). Similarly the ISM could be regarded as a place of pilgrimage because of its 

association with the artist Irma Stern, where the visitor is able to communicate with the artist 

through her house and collections. According to Cabral, in a house museum “the image of 

whomever used to live there or own the house, associated with the collection and the building, 

exerts an attraction and fascination that acts on the imagination” (2001:42-43). The feeling of 

being able to communicate with Irma Stern can be seen in the reaction of visitors to the 

museum, who appear to love the fact that they can imagine her in her house and can 

communicate with her. Examples in the visitor survey include: “To be in the house where Irma 

Stern lived” (ISM153, male, 51-65); “Seeing her personal things” (ISM161, female, 36-50); “I 

often come to temporary exhibitions but love the peace and beauty of IS house & do love her 

paintings. There is a sense of ‘her’” (ISM262, female, over 65). Visitor book: 21/7/2015: “A 

satisfying experience of ’meeting’ this woman of her time – her creativity and capacity to 

capture humanity in colour and form was an inspiration…thank you”.  

 

The idea that visitors are able to communicate with Irma Stern is apparent in some comments 

in the visitors’ book which are addressed to the artist: 

 

26/3/2013: “Dear Irma Stern, I hope that one day I will be 1/10th the celebrated prominent 

South African Artist that you are! Loved the exhibition”.  
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11/2014: “Irma Stern you inspire me a lot. Your works are meaningful to others who love you. 

May your legacy continue”. 

11/2014: “Irma Stern your work is one of the best I have ever seen. You inspire me at all time. 

I wish every person sees what I see in your artwork. Rest in peace”. 

7/4/2017:” We have stopped for a brief moment in time into a life that was dense and filled 

with colour. Thank you Irma Stern! Eyes wide open”. 

9/5/2018: “Fabulous. I love it. Thank you Irma for your legacy. It inspires me and countless 

others. Lucy Jones (London)” (Figure 6.5). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.5. Irma Stern Museum: entry in the visitors’ book addressed to Irma Stern 2018 
(Photo: K Wheeler) 

 

Interpretation forms an essential part of the whole visitor experience and starts before arrival 

at the museum, continues through the visit and determines how the visit is remembered 

afterwards (Black 2005:189). The visitor experience is created by the engagement of the 

visitor with the “real thing” in the form of real objects and exhibitions as well as with the 

museum environment, other visitors and museum staff (Black 2012:61). The museum 

communicates throughout the visit not only through exhibitions, but also through “its website 

and signage, its accessibility, its architecture, the welcome and orientation it offers, the rest 
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rooms, seating areas, retail outlets and cafes it provides” (Packer 2015:14). The following 

discussion covers the entire ISM visitor experience from start to finish, beginning with looking 

at the website before the visit, orientation, and the presentation of Irma Stern, the house and 

the collection. 

 

 

6.3.2. Website 

 

Before visiting the museum visitors have the option of consulting the museum website, 

www.irmastern.co.za, in order to find out about the museum and plan their visit in advance. 

The home page gives a brief summary of what the museum is about as well as providing links 

to the current temporary exhibition and news. The link with the question “Planning a visit?” 

takes you to the contacts page which gives information such as location, admission fees and 

opening hours. There is, however, no floorplan to give visitors an idea of the layout of the 

Museum before their visit. 

 

Information on the museum consists of an “About” section containing a brief introduction to 

the museum and a section on the house itself. Three sections deal with Irma Stern: the “Artist” 

section contains an introduction to Irma Stern, the artist with tabs for paintings and drawings, 

and sculpture and ceramics, and a tab for the journals written by Irma Stern; the “Collections” 

section contains a brief introduction to Stern’s collections; and the “Irma Stern” section 

provides a brief biography of the artist, a timeline and quotes.  

 

 

6.3.3. Orientation 

 

One of the types of orientation listed by Belcher is psychological interpretation, as visitors 

need to have the right attitude and be in the right frame of mind when they visit a museum 

(1991:100). The visitor experience entails meeting basic needs such as access to public 

transport, available parking and knowing whether it will be possible to find food at the venue 

(McLean 2004:197). Issues such as lack of parking and bathrooms in a poor condition can 

negatively affect a museum visit (Cameron & Gatewood 2000:122). 
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Figure 6.6. Visitor Survey question: How did you travel to the Museum? 

 

The visitor survey revealed that although, as expected, the majority of visitors (85 %) travelled 

to the museum by private car, other methods of transport were also used: 4 % used public 

transport; 8 % came on foot; 2 % used other means of transport such as Uber; and 1 % did 

not respond (Figure 6.6). These responses need to be taken seriously as the visitors’ 

comments pointed out that the ISM is not easy to find, indicating a lack of information about 

how to reach the museum (Belcher’s geographical orientation). It would be understandable if 

the visitor started the visit to the ISM on a negative note, judging from the following comments: 

 

Visitor survey: “There should be big signage on the Main Road showing how to get here!! 

(from both directions)” (ISM102, male, over 65); “It would be helpful for people coming by train 

to have signage at the station to direct you to the museum” (ISM126, female, over 65). 

Visitors’ book: 6/4/2013: “Not easy to find but warm style. Nice. Geneva”; 4/2/2015: “Took a 

while to find – BUT – well worth it”. 

 

On arrival at the museum, visitors ring the doorbell. They are welcomed by the custodian on 

duty at the reception desk and buy a ticket. On the wall in Reception is an introductory label 

about the museum and two framed magazine articles about Irma Stern, which the custodians 

use to give visitors an introduction (see Figure 6.7). Some visitors are interested and ask 

questions, some read the information, and others start to walk towards the house (Twalo 2018: 

interview). One visitor was not happy with the content of the one magazine article, which she 
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considered to be gender-biased: Visitor survey: “We did not like the way the text of the front 

article depict Irma Stern (in the entrance). For the author the artist is a frustrated lady 

overweight! This a ’male’ vision on a lady artist that is not acceptable in 2017! Please ask a 

real critic who likes women artists, to write on Irma Stern” (ISM248, female, 51-65). What the 

visitor clearly did not realise is that if a critic “who likes women artists” writes the article, it can 

easily also be subjective and biased towards women artists. However, the irony is that the 

article was written by a woman, Andrea Lewis, who is the curator of Prints and Drawings at 

Iziko South African National Gallery. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.7. Irma Stern Museum: reception showing orientation wall and noticeboard 2019 
(Photo: K Wheeler) 

 

 

Apart from the introductory label in Reception there is no orientation inside the museum, as 

there is no leaflet containing a floor plan to give to visitors on arrival so they can locate 

themselves within the layout of the museum and also locate the displays. Answers to open-
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ended question 3 in the Visitor Survey: “How can we improve your visit?” revealed a need for 

more information on arrival: 

“It would be nice to see a layout of the house” (ISM126, female, over 65); “No programme or 

house map available on entrance” (ISM12, female, 36-50); “Signage – so that one knows 

where to go and what the various themes of the rooms are” (ISM68, female, 51-65); “For new 

comer explain what the museum is and direct the visitors to the various rooms or outlay” 

(ISM292, female, 51-65); “It would be great to have a sign explaining who Irma Stern was and 

tell a little bit about her life at the entrance! (We just looked it up on Wikipedia)” (ISM97, female, 

17-24). 

 

Visitors are then taken outside to the courtyard and the layout of the museum is explained: 

the office areas, the Coral Room display area and the House. The custodian then shows the 

visitors where the garden is and explains that they are welcome to walk through it. Visitors are 

taken to the house, where they enter through the side door and are then introduced to the 

second custodian on duty inside. Visitors then walk around the house into Dudley’s Room, the 

Zanzibar room, the library and lounge, the passage lined with cabinets containing African art, 

the dining room, Irma Stern’s studio and the old kitchen, before being invited to view the 

temporary exhibition upstairs and the exhibition of Madeira works in the multi-purpose 

exhibition room, sometimes called the Coral Room, in the outbuildings. The way that these 

display rooms are presented will be discussed in the next section. The custodians adapt their 

interaction to the requirements of the visitor, offering information if they are requested to do 

so and leaving visitors to wander round by themselves, if they do not want information. 

 

Again a visitor survey comment, answering open-ended question 3: “How can we improve 

your visit?” revealed a need for more orientation as there was a request for signage in the 

Museum: “Have signs – where temporary exhibition is – upstairs. When leaving – where exit 

door is etc” (ISM89, female, over 65). 
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6.3.4. Presentation of Irma Stern, the house and the collection 

 

6.3.4.1. Background  

 

The aims of interpretation in a heritage site, in this case a house museum, are to explain why 

an object or house is important; to position the object or house in a wider context, including its 

historical, social and environmental factors; to indicate what is missing from the house, such 

as household objects; and to explain why, because of its importance, the object or house 

should be conserved. Heritage can be interpreted by using any communication medium such 

as an exhibition, a period room, a guided tour, and some form of orientation. Successful 

interpretation relies on the way heritage is presented and consists of research, design and 

communication (Young 1995:4-5, 6). Interpretation concerns the museum’s communication in 

verbal, text or audio-visual format, as well as the understanding the visitor obtains from the 

displays, the standard of the restoration and whether the furnishings are authentic (Alderson 

& Low 1993:5). The way that the ISM interprets the artist Irma Stern and the Irma Stern 

Collection will now be discussed. 

 

According to Schlereth, “A historic house possesses at least two histories: its past as an actual 

residence and present life as a house museum” (quoted in Pustz 2010: 14). To get a sense of 

The Firs as it was when it was Irma Stern’s home, the Irma Stern Archives, housed in the 

Special Collections Department of the National Library of South Africa in Queen Victoria 

Street, Cape Town, contain rich resources consisting of personal papers as well as 

photographs which include the interior of her house. Archival photographs reveal how life was 

lived in the different rooms of a house such as the living rooms and kitchen as well as providing 

clues to how the spaces were arranged (Schlereth 1983: 118), and so the photographs of the 

interiors of The Firs are therefore a valuable resource. How Irma Stern used the living space 

in the Firs can be deduced from John Parker’s 1908 plan of the ground floor (Figure 6.8). Irma 

used the drawing room as her bedroom, and the wall between the guest’s bedroom and the 

sitting room was removed to make a bigger lounge, as can also be seen in the archival 

photograph (Figure 6.20).   
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Figure 6.8. The Firs: John Parker’s plan of the ground floor 1908 (ISMA: Thorold 2012:17) 

 

 

As discussed in Chapter 5, Irma was visited at home by visitors and journalists and these 

occasions were reported in articles in the local press, giving descriptions of the interior of her 

house and her collection as well as revealing the attitudes of the day. 

 

An article entitled “An Artist’s Home: Strange Beauty and Startling Contrasts” describes her 

collection as follows: “Beautiful things from many countries and of different civilisations have 

been gathered in this house. Possibly you would be glad to hurry past the horrific masks made 

by native tribes that adorn the hall, but you would want to linger over the antique Chinese 

bronzes and porcelain in the drawing-room and the decorative ceramics in the dining-room” 

(Cape Argus 23/8/1946). Irma was one of the few collectors of African art in Cape Town and 

the journalist’s description of “horrific masks” reveals that these items were not understood or 

appreciated at that time. 
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Irma’s collection was described by Dorrington in an article “At home with Irma Stern” as 

consisting of items which would be expected to be seen in a museum rather than in a private 

collection (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Dorrington1963). 

 

 

6.3.4.2. Display rooms  

 

The following is a description of the display rooms in the order in which they are viewed by the 

visitor walking around the house, giving an idea of their appearance when Irma Stern lived in 

the house where archival evidence is available, when the house was converted into a 

museum, and how the rooms appear today. See floorplan for the location of each room on the 

ground floor (Figure 6.9):  
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Figure 6.9. Irma Stern Museum: Ground Floor Plan 2019 (Hugo-Hamman Architects) 
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Entrance: Visitors leave the reception area and walk across the courtyard to the side door, 

which now serves as the entrance to the house and walk into a passage leading to the Lounge.  

 

Dudley’s Room (Figure 6.10) is the first room on the right-hand side, so called because it was 

the bedroom of Dudley Welch, Irma Stern’s companion. It was known as the Congo Room 

because until late 2017 the walls were hung with a selection of Irma’s Congo works. The Buli 

stool, the most important piece in the African art collection, was displayed in a display case in 

the centre.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.10. Irma Stern Museum: Dudley’s Room as the Congo Room 2017 (ISMA) 

  

During 2018 works from this room were removed to form part of a new exhibition in the 

passage entitled The Artist engages with Africa: north, south, east, west, and the room was 

re-hung with Zanzibar works. The shelves in the built-in display cabinets were covered with 

fabric and hold a selection of items from the ceramics collection (Figure 6.11). The room is 

furnished with a side table and a table for books. It is a gallery for displaying art works and not 

a period room. 
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Figure 6.11. Irma Stern Museum: Dudley’s Room with Zanzibar artworks 2017 (ISMA) 

 

The Zanzibar Room is the second room on the right, so called because of the Zanzibar door 

installed by Irma Stern as her front door. This was the entrance hall when Irma lived in the 

house. An archival photograph of the room with the door open to the passage (Figure 6.12) 

shows that each visible wall was hung with a large striped mat from Zanzibar; there was an 

oriental rug on the floor, and one of a pair of carved Balinese chairs which were sold in the 

1968 Ashbey’s sale.  
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Figure 6.12. The Firs: entrance hall in 1946, now the Zanzibar room (NLSA) 

 

When the museum opened, display cabinets were built on the left wall facing the passage and 

contained two Indonesian textiles (Figure 6.13). The rest of the room is hung with works of art 

with a Zanzibar theme. Works on paper are hung above the picture rail so it is difficult to see 

the details.  
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Figure 6.13. Irma Stern Museum: Zanzibar room until the end of 2017 (ISMA) 

 

In 2017 it was necessary to remove the textiles for conservation purposes, but it was found 

that it was physically not possible to open the display cases. The director therefore took the 

decision to remove the cases and their contents. In their place a large Zanzibar mat was hung 

on the wall to form a background to two works on paper, resembling the way Irma decorated 

her hall (Figure 6.14). 
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Figure 6.14. Irma Stern Museum: Zanzibar room 2018 (Photo: K Wheeler) 

 

Library 

 

This room was Irma Stern’s bedroom. A reporter described the bed in 1965 (Figure 6.15): “She 

[Irma Stern] sleeps in an enormous French Napoleonic bed with dramatic curved ends covered 

in cerise brocade” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Cape Times Woman’s Reporter 1965).  
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Figure 6.15. The Firs: Irma Stern’s bedroom c1965, now the library (ISMA) 

 

As described in Chapter 5, the room space still existed when the museum opened in 1972; 

however, the contents had been sold in the 1968 Ashbey’s sale. Later in the 1970s the wall 

dividing the bedroom from the lounge was removed as Dubow, the founding Director, wanted 

more space for activities at the museum and to hang the oil paintings by Irma Stern that had 

been located upstairs (Dubow 2003:48).  
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Figure 6.16. Irma Stern Museum: library 2017 (ISMA) 

 

The walls have since been hung in the salon-style from floor to ceiling with Irma’s portraits. 

Built-in glass-fronted library cabinets were installed to house Irma Stern’s collection of books 

in 1985 (Figure 6.16.). This collection had been left by Irma to her companion Dudley Welch 

when she died in 1966 and he took it with him when he went to live in England. After his death 

the books were returned to South Africa and housed in the then South African Library. They 

were returned on permanent loan to the Museum in 1985 (Below 2000: 3).The collection 

consists of subjects such as art, fairy and traditional tales, and modern literature. Irma Stern 

designed covers and book plates for some of her books, and art historian Dr Irene Below 

describes the collection as a reflection of Irma’s personality and her interest in books (2000: 

3).   
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Figure 6.17. Irma Stern Museum: library showing seating and table with reference books 
2017 (ISMA) 

 

The library has been furnished with a large table on which are arranged a variety of books 

about Irma Stern, and comfortable seating in the form of two sofas have been provided to 

allow visitors to sit and enjoy the books and be “At home with Irma Stern”. A door in the long 

wall leads into a storeroom, which was originally Irma’s bathroom (Figure: 6.17). 
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Figure 6.18. Irma Stern Museum: library and lounge showing increased space 2017 (ISMA) 

 

Although this alteration has increased the space for activities, it has substantially changed the 

character of the house by creating an enormous living area (Figure 6.18). It is also 

misleading/confusing for visitors as they find it hard to understand that this ground floor space 

was Irma’s bedroom and that it was not located upstairs. The salon-style hanging and size of 

the space give an impression of grandeur which, looking at archival photographs, did not exist 

in Irma’s time. This space could therefore be regarded as being more in keeping with an art 

museum than a house museum. The large space has been described by visitors: “The 

grandeur of it all. The passion of the art” (ISM128, female, 17-24); “It feels almost like a home. 

A expensively decorated home” (ISM120, female, 17-24). 

 

Lounge 

 

Irma’s lounge was described as containing furniture which is a collection of contrasts, which 

gives an idea of the taste of the owner. There are old Persian carpets, heavily carved chairs, 

rough statues by “primitive races” and fine Venetian ceramics, and the walls hung with her 

paintings (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Hauptfleisch 1955:41). Referring to a  piece of furniture made 

in 1641 and brought out from Germany for Irma by her parents, Dorrington described it as 

enabling one to read the Bible story from the birth of Christ to the Last Supper (NSLA IS 
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Scrapbooks: Dorrington 1964:64). This is probably the large cupboard on the wall opposite 

the fireplace (Figure 6.18). A display cabinet containing “antiquities collected in many 

countries” stood next to it (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Dorrington 1964). Neither of these items of 

furniture, nor the table with turned legs and covered with a cloth, are in the Irma Stern Trust 

collection.  

Archival photographs taken in 1946 showing the lounge from both ends (Figures 6.19. and 

6.20.), and a 1964 photograph showing the fireplace end (Figure 6.21.), indicate that the 

lounge as it is arranged today is similar to Irma Stern’s day, with the exception of the 

occasional table in front of the fireplace and the daybed on the left, both of which were sold at 

the Ashbeys sale.  It was a more intimate room before the wall between the lounge and the 

bedroom was removed by Dubow. Apart from the Swiss masks seen in Figure 6.21, Irma did 

not hang paintings above the picture rail as is the case in the museum today. The photographs 

also show flower arrangements on the occasional table. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.19. The Firs: the lounge 1946 (NLSA) 
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Figure 6.20. The Firs: reverse of the lounge 1946 showing the bedroom wall in existence 
(NLSA) 
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Figure 6.21. The Firs: the lounge 1964 (NLSA) 

 

When The Firs became a museum, the walls were painted white (Figure 6.22). Professor 

Dubow later agreed with the then resident supervisor, Christopher Peter, that bold colours 

should be used on the walls. The first room to be painted was the Lounge in a “goldy yellow” 

(Figures 6.23 and 6.24). It was later repainted green (Figure 6.25), because this colour had 

been found on the walls. The picture rail and the skirting boards were also painted green. 

When the display cases in the kitchen were dismantled, doors were installed on the shelves 

on either side of the fireplace for security reasons so that the ceramics could be displayed 

there (Peter 2018: interview). The archival photographs of the fireplace end of the room show 

that the walls were a light colour and the picture rail was painted a darker colour (Figure 6.21). 
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Figure 6.22. Irma Stern Museum: the lounge 1977 painted white (ISMA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.23. Irma Stern Museum: the lounge 1994 painted gold (ISMA) 
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Figure 6.24. Irma Stern Museum: the lounge 1994  

showing gold walls and 1970s sun filter curtains (ISMA) 
 

 

 

Figure 6.25. Irma Stern Museum: the lounge October 2017 (ISMA) 
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Entrance Hall and Passage  

 

The entrance hall leads into a passage that runs the entire length of the house and ends at 

the studio door.  Irma Stern displayed her collection of African art in the entrance hall and 

passage on shelves as well as on the walls (Figures 6.26 and 6.27), although a journalist’s 

account of 1946 noted that some of this collection was displayed in the studio: “Her 

tremendous studio was packed with African art. Carvings from Nigeria, the Gold Coast and 

the Congo stood side by side with hammered metalwork, trays, vases and other gems from 

the craftsmen of East Africa” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Lawless 1946). 

 

 

 
Figure 6.26. The Firs: the passage looking to the entrance hall 1946  

showing Irma’s African art collection (NLSA) 
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Figure 6.27. The Firs: the passage 1946 
showing Irma’s African art collection (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Milady, October) 

 

The African Collection is listed in the catalogue as items 171-336; it comprises 165 items, so 

it is the largest of Irma’s collections. The artefacts include figures, masks, cups, boxes, stools, 

carved tusks and a dagger, as well as textiles, pottery and basketry. The peoples of West and 

central Africa such as the Bambara, Dahomey, Dan, Bini Yoruba, Fang, Kota, Kuba, Pende 

Songye, Yaka, Bembe Lega, Luba, Lulua, Azande and Mangbetu are represented 

(Kauenhoven Janzen 1983: 4).  

 

While studying in Berlin Irma developed and shared with her mentor, Max Pechstein, and other 

artists an interest in the art of other cultures, which could be seen in the collections of 

ethnography in Tervuren, the British Museum and Berlin (Kauenhoven Janzen 1983:3). Irma 
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returned to Cape Town in 1919, by which time Primitivism, an interest in primitive culture as a 

reaction to the sophistication of Western Europe, had become popular (Davison 1993:30).  

Having viewed African art in overseas museums, Irma set out to experience it first-hand 

through her travels in Swaziland, Pondoland and Zululand. However, Davison points out that 

there are fewer than ten items from these areas in her collection, presumably because these 

items, unlike artefacts from central and West Africa, were not yet regarded as “art” (1993: 35).  

By 1936 Irma had begun collecting African artefacts, remarking about some West African 

masks hanging in her studio that she had bought them in a barber’s shop in Cape Town (NLSA 

IS Scrapbooks: Cape Times 29/2/1936). It was also reported in 1938 that she had obtained 

“beautiful native carvings, of masks and odd bowls”, which she had found in the Caledonian 

market in London and had met Teddy Wolfe, the South African painter, also looking for 

interesting artefacts (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Cape Argus 5/3/1938). Irma obtained the Luba 

caryatid stool, attributed to the Master of Buli, before she visited the Congo as it appeared in 

a painting entitled Still Life with Buli Stool, dated 1940 (Arnold 1994:146). She was therefore 

collecting before she travelled to Zanzibar in 1939 and 1945, and to the then Belgian Congo 

in 1942, 1946 and 1955, where she acquired most of her African art (Kauenhoven Janzen 

1983: 3). A newspaper report of 1946, before her first trip to the Congo, stated that “Miss Stern 

is not only a painter of all African types – North, South, East and West – but a discriminating 

collector of tribal art in the form of musical instruments, masks, pottery, sculpture and wood-

carving. Her house at Cape Town is filled with such treasures, most of which have come to 

her through the hard but invigorating way of personal discovery” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: The 

Star 24/4/1946). 

 

The artefacts she collected on her trips to central Africa consist of artefacts from the Azande, 

Mangbetu, Bena Lulua, Luba, Kuba, Songye, Yaka, Lega and Pende people who live in 

northern, central and southern parts of the Congo (Davison 1993: 35). On her return home 

from her travels Irma incorporated the artefacts she had acquired into her home. As 

Kauenhoven Janzen explains, she lived with her collection and was inspired and stimulated 

by it (1983:3). Figures 6.26 and 6.27 show the shelves in the passages lined with Kuba raffia 

cloths, velour de Kasai, on which are displayed artefacts from her travels such as figures, 

masks and stools, all of which were selected for the Irma Stern Trust Collection. 
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Figure 6.28. The Firs: the passage 1946 (NLSA) 

 

The other side of the passage leading to the studio is shown in Figure 6.28. Two panels 

commissioned for the Café Royal in Cape Town are propped up on furniture. The left panel 

entitled Artists in a Boat (accession number: 646) stands on possibly the church pew that was 

sold at the Ashbeys sale. This panel is in the Collection, as is the Cape neo-classical table on 

the right on which stands one of Irma’s sculptures: African girl with plaited hair (accession 

number: 145). There is a single light in the centre of the passage ceiling and a runner on the 

floor. Photographs of the passages appear to show that the walls were painted a darker colour 

with contrasting white ceiling, picture rail and skirting boards.  
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Figure 6.29. Irma Stern Museum: passage showing display of African art October 2017 

(ISMA) 
 

 

 

Figure 6.30. Irma Stern Museum: passage October 2017 (ISMA) 
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When The Firs was converted to a Museum it was decided, as discussed in Chapter 5, that 

the African art was to be displayed in wall cabinets for security reasons (Figures 6.29 and 

6.30). As a result, the passage areas are very different from the way they appeared when Irma 

lived in the house. 

 

Since December 2017 the passage has also become home to an exhibition of paintings, The 

Artist engages with Africa: north, south, east, west, which consists of Irma Stern’s paintings of 

South Africa and the Congo hung both on the walls and above the display cabinets. 

 

Dining Room 

 

Irma’s dining room was discussed in newspaper and magazine articles. In 1955 a visit by the 

American Women’s Club concluded in the dining room where, “on the long refectory table was 

a perfect still life – dark red roses and autumn leaves in a bronze bowl, a dish heaped high 

with fruit, platters of biscuits and sherry decanters beside gleaming wine glasses. It seemed a 

pity to disarrange anything so pleasing to the eye, but Asa, the Malay parlour-maid and the 

model for some of her mistress’s pictures, had no such inhibitions” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: 

Cape Argus 7/5/1955). 

 

An article in the Farmers Weekly described a visit to Irma Stern’s home for dinner held in the 

dining room with its refectory table which can seat 21 people, and the Italian and Spanish 

dining-room chairs. The table was set with handwoven table mats and the dinner service was 

turquoise Florentine. The menu was described in detail and a recipe for paella was included 

(NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Dorrington1963:4-5). 

 

Dorrington also described being served at table by a maid who wore a long white dress and 

had a black veil over her face in typical “Malay” tradition (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Dorrington 

1964:64). 
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Figure 6.31. The Firs: Irma Stern in her dining room 1965 (NLSA) 

 

 

An archival photograph dated 1965 (Figure 6.31) shows Irma in her dining room seated at her 

refectory table surrounded by her Spanish chairs, with the settle behind her and a Spanish 

side table on the window side wall. This black and white photograph indicates that the walls 

and picture rail were painted a light colour, possibly white, and photographs of the room taken 

before the museum opened also show what appear to be white walls (Figures 6.32 and 6.33). 
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Figure 6.32. The dining room c 1968 before the opening of the Museum (ISMA) 

 

 

 

Figure 6.33. The dining room c 1968 before the opening of the Museum (ISMA) 
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The walls were later painted an oxblood colour with pink above the picture rail (Peter 2018: 

interview). The dining room is still furnished with the main items of furniture shown in Figures 

6.34 and 6.35, namely the refectory table and Spanish chairs, the side table and the settle. 

The opposite wall is taken up with a cupboard painted by Irma in the 1920s and acquired by 

her friend Mr R von Freiling in 1939, who enlarged it. This cupboard was acquired by the 

museum in 1974 and placed in the dining room, because it was the largest space available to 

accommodate it but presumably also because of the religious themes painted on the doors 

(ISMA: Cape Times 27/7/1974) (see Figures 6.34 and 6.35). The theme of the Adoration of 

the Magi includes a portrait of Irma’s husband, Dr Johannes Prinz. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.34. Irma Stern Museum: dining room 2017 (ISMA) 
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‘ 

Figure 6.35. Irma Stern Museum: dining room 2017 (ISMA) 

 

Photographs of the room taken after Irma’s death and before the museum opened (Figures 

6.32 and 6.33) show that an English cabinet was placed against that wall, and also the end 

piece of a plate rack is visible. Both items of furniture are in the collection and it would therefore 

be possible to re-create the appearance of this room as it was when Irma lived at The Firs. 

The photographs also show that religious artefacts and the font were placed in this room. The 

dining room continues to be used as a setting for artworks with a religious theme. As in the 

lounge, artworks have now been hung above the picture rail, which was not the case when 

Irma lived in the house (Figures 6.34 and 6.35) and add to the art gallery rather than house 

museum feel. The dining room now has an aura of grandeur which it did not have in Irma’s 

day, when the interiors were much simpler. 
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Studio 

 

Journalists appear to be fascinated by Irma Stern’s studio and the descriptions which follow 

give an insight into its appearance.  

 

 

 

Figure 6.36. The Firs: studio 1932 (NLSA) 

 

“After tea she took us into her studio, a most enchanting room, with three walls of a pale yellow 

colour and the fourth a bright and happy orange. All about the walls hung canvasses pinned 

onto wooden frames. Some stood on easels or lay rolled up on the floor in piles. A huge 

flamboyant palette shared a table with dozens of brushes, cigarette tins, ashtrays, sketches, 

packets of seeds (for she is a great gardener), and a little vase containing a precious flower. 

French windows open onto a lovely garden riotous with colour like the pictures its flowers 
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inspire. This too tended daily and lovingly by her own hands, is a direct expression of her own 

personality, for Irma is nothing if not an individualist” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Hora 1929:29). 

 

“The studio without question the most fascinating room in the house, with its terra-cotta walls, 

native grass mats, great woven baskets and everywhere the impedimenta of the artist – 

brushes innumerable, palettes thick with paint, shelves laden with boxes of paints - Chinese 

jars, cupboards full of brightly coloured stuffs and rough sketches and canvases hung and 

piled everywhere in lavish profusion” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: The South African Ladies Pictorial 

1936:v).  

 

 

 

Figure 6.37. The Firs: studio 1936 (NLSA) 

 

 “When she is at home Miss Stern spends most of her time in her studio, a large sunny room 

opening onto the garden and painted in a clear yellow […] On her easel this week was a still 

life – a most effective piece of decoration with branches of the mauve and purple tulip tree 

stuck in a jar splashed with greeny-blue glaze and painted against the clear yellow background 

of the room” (Cape Argus 23/8/1946). 
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Figure 6.38. The Firs: studio 1946 (NLSA)  

 

“In the corner is a divan where the artist can rest after long hours at the easel – painting can 

be very tiring and Miss Stern works assiduously. Large cupboards conceal neatly stacked 

artists’ materials” (Cape Argus 22/4/1949).  

 

“At last the visitors were allowed to see what they had really come to see – Miss Stern’s studio. 

There were a few murmurs of surprise at the extreme orderliness of the large and airy room. 

Easel, palette and brush basket stand where the light falls through the wide glass door leading 

to the garden. Painted cupboards opened to reveal painting materials stacked neatly on 

shelves. There is no confusion, no untidiness even when Miss Stern is hard at work” (NLSA 

IS Scrapbooks: Cape Argus 7/5/1955). 
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Figure 6.39. Irma Stern Museum: studio 1977 (ISMA) 

 

Today the studio is displayed more or less how the artist left it, which had been the intention 

of Arnott and Dubow, who planned the museum. Her furniture, easel, painting equipment and 

items from her collection which are on display can be seen in archival photographs (Figures 

6.36, 6.37, 6.38) which show how this room evolved. When the Museum opened to the public 

the studio was painted white (Figure 6.39), but later repainted in the original yellow colour that 

can be seen as the background to many of her paintings, with a white ceiling, picture rail, 

skirting boards and inside shutters (Figure 6.40). The paintings displayed on the walls are 

changed regularly.  
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Figure 6.40. Irma Stern Museum: studio 2017 (ISMA) 

 

In December 2018 a maintenance project was undertaken to replace the partially rotten floor, 

which in 2014 had been noted as needing urgent attention requiring the furniture in the studio 

to be moved (ISMA Minutes 2014). This project included the repainting of the studio. This work 

was unfortunately undertaken as maintenance and not restoration, and was not based on 

research. It was decided that this room should be repainted yellow. As the Director 

remembered reading a letter written by Irma Stern in previous years in which she stated that 

one wall in the studio was painted orange, the decision was taken that the orange wall should 

be reintroduced, although it was not known which wall this was. The discovery of a section of 

green-painted skirting board when the corner shelves were removed, led to the decision that 

the ceiling, picture rail, skirting boards and inside shutters be painted in shades of green, 

although an exploratory scrape of the ceiling revealed that it was white. The studio is the most 

important room in the artist’s house and had been the subject of much discussion in the early 

stages of the planning of this museum, as described in Chapter 5. Also, considering the work 

and planning involved in the re-creation of Margaret Olley’s studio in Australia described in 

Chapter 5, it is regrettable that the opportunity for the restoration of Irma Stern’s studio was 

lost and important decisions were taken in the space of a week which were not based on 

research. 
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Kitchen/pantry 

 

Unfortunately there is no record of the appearance of the kitchen when Irma lived in The Firs. 

It was reported in a newspaper article that Irma was a good cook and hostess, supervised her 

cook, and when entertaining planned the menus well in advance, prepared the food and was 

known for her curries (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Cape Times Woman’s Reporter 1965). Mention 

is made of Charlie the cook and Asa the parlour maid. An archival photograph (Figure 6.41) 

shows Irma and Dudley taking tea with a friend on the veranda in 1946 with Freddie the butler 

and Charlie the cook in attendance. Both are wearing uniforms consisting of white jackets, 

Freddie with a sash across his jacket, and fezzes.  

 

 

 

Figure 6.41. Charlie and Freddie serving tea on the veranda at The Firs 1946 (ISMA) 

 

When the house was converted into a museum, the kitchen was gutted and the wall between 

it and the pantry removed to make a display room for the larger ceramics, which were 

displayed in internally lit formal display cases. These ceramics included the Bactrian camel, 

“Chinese kraakporselein” and tomb figures. Peter describes this room as being beautifully 

displayed in a very formal environment, and that there were sun filter curtains on kirsch rails, 

very 1970s (2018a). A few floor tiles remain on the floor in front of a recess where the 

stove/range might have been. 
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Figure 6.42. Irma Stern Museum: old kitchen as the director’s office 2009 (ISMA) 

 

In the mid-1990s it was decided that the space should be used more informally. A dry wall 

was introduced to make a storeroom. The display cases were removed and the ceramics were 

moved to cabinets on either side of the fireplace in the lounge. The room became the Director’s 

office (Figure 6.42) (Peter: 2018a).  

 

After maintenance work on the outbuildings in 2014, the Director moved his office there and 

the kitchen was converted into a display room for portraits and early works by Irma Stern. 

Large ceramic pots are displayed in two alcoves, and there is one sculpted head and a piece 

of English furniture (Figures 6.43 & 6.44). The room also accommodates a table and chairs, 

so it can also be used as a work station as well as a gallery. Like Dudley’s room, this room is 

a gallery space and not a period room. 
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Figure 6.43. Irma Stern Museum: old kitchen 2017 showing an English cabinet 

and a work table (ISMA) 
 

 

 

Figure 6.44. Irma Stern Museum: old kitchen 2017 showing portraits and alcoves (ISMA) 
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Upstairs gallery 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.45. The Firs: John Parker’s 1908 plan of the upper floor (ISMA: Thorold 2012:17) 
showing the bedroom walls which were demolished to form a gallery when the house was 

converted into a museum 
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Figure 6.46. Irma Stern Museum: upstairs floor plan showing the gallery 2017 
 (Hugo-Hamman Architects) 

 
 
When the Museum opened, Irma’s own work was originally displayed upstairs (Figure 6.47) 

and her collections downstairs. This arrangement evolved to her work and collection being 

displayed downstairs, while since 1982 the upstairs gallery has been used for a programme 

of temporary exhibitions featuring outside artists. (Figure 6.48). These are usually 

commercial exhibitions.  
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Figure 6.47. Irma Stern Museum: upstairs gallery as a venue for displaying Irma Stern’s oil 

paintings 1977 (ISMA) 
 

 

 

 

Figure 6.48. Irma Stern Museum: upstairs gallery as a commercial gallery 2012 (ISMA) 

 

According to Peter, visitors come to the Museum “for a diverse artistic experience, not just to 

see Irma Sterns”. He believes that because “attracting visitors to small museums is not easy”, 
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the temporary exhibitions have helped to keep interest in the museum alive (quoted in Freschi 

2011: 95). To help visitors relate to their houses, the UK National Trust has since 2009 

exhibited contemporary art to add to the visitor experience (internet: National Trust: 2012:25). 

Another example of the use of contemporary art in an artist’s house museum is that of the 

Ticho House Museum in Jerusalem. Apart from a permanent exhibition of the works of Anna 

Ticho, the museum holds temporary exhibitions of the works of contemporary artists (internet: 

Israel in photos:Ticho House Museum). In the case of the ISM, the Custodian, Portia Twalo, 

pointed out that most of the visitors come to see the temporary exhibitions and, in her opinion, 

if there were no temporary exhibitions there would be very few visitors (2018: interview). Two 

visitor survey comments indicated unhappiness that there was no temporary exhibition at the 

time of the visit: “Would have liked to see an exhibit of an artist on the second floor although 

there was none at the time of our visit” (ISM175, male, over 65); “There was no temporary 

exhibition upstairs” (ISM285, male, 36-50).  

  

 

 

Figure 6.49. Visitor survey question: What is the reason for your visit? 

 

The visitor survey asked respondents to give a reason for their visit to the museum, giving 

them the choice of: Interest in Irma Stern; Interest in Art in general; Temporary exhibition; All 

of the above (Figure 6.49). The biggest group was All of the above at 27%, followed by Irma 

Stern and Art at 24 % and interest in Art in general at 18 %; 9 % of visitors came specifically 

to see the temporary exhibition, which could indicate that these temporary exhibitions may not 
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be as significant a drawcard as the ISM thinks that they are. It would be worth exploring this 

further in a future visitors’ survey. 

 

However, the survey illustrated that some exhibitions are popular:  “I loved the flower 

arrangements and the botanical art. Always love Stern” (ISM55, female, 51-65); while other 

exhibitions are not: “Sorel Hoffman was a bit lacklustre – didn’t do anything for me – but that’s 

just a personal opinion” (ISM123, female, over 65); “Wasn’t that interested in the upstairs 

exhibition – would have loved to have seen her bedroom” (ISM161, female, 36-50); “The 

exhibition upstairs. Didn’t like the ‘art’ at all” (ISM205, female, 36-50); “upstairs is very different 

– not same quality of exhibit” (ISM274, male, over 65). 

 

 

The Coral Room 

 

Once visitors have completed viewing the house they proceed to the “Coral Room”, so called 

because of the colour of its walls, which is situated in the outbuildings (Figure 6.50). Here a 

selection of Irma’s Madeira works is on display. This room formed part of the Curator’s flat 

and, as well as being a display room, is now used as a venue for different activities such as 

drawing workshops for children, botanical drawing classes, small exhibitions and functions 

(Smuts 2018: 52). 

 

 

 

Figure 6.50. Irma Stern Museum: the Coral Room 2018 (ISMA) 
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Conclusion of visit 

 

Apart from the option to walk around the garden, the visit is now at an end. Unfortunately there 

is no coffee shop for refreshments. Visitors leave through the entrance. At the reception desk 

postcards and books on Irma Stern are offered for sale. Not surprisingly under the “How could 

we improve your visit?” question in the visitor survey there were numerous requests for a 

coffee shop, or for seating to be placed in the garden. 

 

Peter describes the Irma Stern visitor experience as “the combination of the paintings, the 

furnishings and the objects, coupled with the depths and lushness of the grounds means that 

when people come here they immediately feel that it is another time and another place” 

(quoted in Freschi 2011: 100). The positive comments in both the visitors’ survey and the 

visitors’ book revealed that visitors enjoyed their visit to the Museum and highlighted aspects 

such as the house with its collections and furnishings, the flower arrangements, the garden 

and also the staff, for example: “The ambience, the glorious art, the fascinating and stunning 

flowers & the staff” (ISM34, female 51-65); “Ambience of home, garden and peace. Staff 

always available and helpful” (ISM79, female, over 65); “I especially liked the serenity of house 

and the garden. Friendly & kind staff” (ISM80, female, over 65); “Also, loved the friendliness 

of the staff who clearly love to work here! You do a fabulous job” (ISM172, female, 51-65). 

However, it is interesting to note that the authors of all these comments are aged 51 years 

and above, which indicates that the museum is communicating with and catering for one group 

of visitors, the traditional older audience. 

 

 

6.3.5. The Collection  

 

The advantage of interpreting history through a historic house is that every visitor can identify 

with a house, and can therefore relate to the people who once lived there, even though it was 

in the distant past (Donnelly 2002:3). As described above, the collection is displayed in the 

rooms in the house, four of which – the entrance or Zanzibar Room, the lounge, the dining 

room and the studio – could be described as period rooms; on the other hand, Dudley’s room, 

the library and the old kitchen, and the Coral Room in the outbuildings function more as art 

gallery rooms augmented by the addition of items of furniture.   

 

After an introductory guided tour, visitors can walk around the museum themselves. The 

museum catalogues, guidebook and labels were therefore analysed to assess what 
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information was made available for visitors about the museum and the collection, and how this 

museum is interpreted in the 21st century, specifically in present-day South Africa.  

 

Information is provided in the form of the original catalogue published in 1971, which is offered 

on loan to visitors. Objects and artworks on display that are part of the original permanent 

collection each have a number which corresponds to the list of numbered items in the 

catalogue. Objects are identified in terms of material, style, date and country of origin. The 

artworks are identified in terms of medium, size and date. No further information is offered. 

Objects and artworks that were added to the collection after the museum opened and were 

therefore not included in the catalogue have been given brief labels. Unless visitors have a 

good prior knowledge of fine art and the decorative arts, or are collectors, the catalogue and 

labels would not mean much and the interpretation would therefore not necessarily be of 

interest. Rees’s comment that we need to ask what our visitors want to learn and not just what 

the curators want to teach (1998:6) is very valid in this case. 

  

Visitors are also offered on loan the catalogue by Captain Banks, Irma Stern…as a collector, 

in which he wrote up his research on twenty-six items from Irma’s collection, “the best things 

to be seen”. The African art entries were written by Patricia Davison. Copies of this catalogue 

are left open next to the appropriate object in some places, and in some cases entries have 

been reproduced and mounted as labels and placed next to the relevant items in the African 

art cases. 

 

Labels are fixed to the wall next to the artworks, but not every artwork has a label, in which 

case there is no identification. The reception and the dining room have a brief general label, 

the former one on Irma Stern, and the latter one on the use and contents of the room, but such 

labels do not appear in any of the other display rooms. There is no information about Irma’s 

book collection housed in the glass-fronted bookcases in the library, apart from one label about 

her fairy stories. 

 

Available for sale is a guidebook entitled At home with Irma Stern, published in 2007, which 

has recently been reprinted. This was the first publication to place the life and work of Irma 

Stern in context, using archival sources, and contains much useful information. However, it is 

unfortunate that it was called a guidebook, as the collection is constantly being moved around 

with the result that the book was already out of date before it sold out. It is therefore of more 

use as a reference work to read after a visit.  
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A selection of reference books on Irma Stern is placed on the table in the library. Visitors are 

encouraged to sit in this room and consult these books for further information. Comments in 

the visitor survey indicated that visitors appreciated this opportunity: “Information on objects 

was easy to find. Books which were there for guests to read. Seeing Irma Stern’s studio” 

(ISM194, female, 17-24); “interesting reading material + extensive collection of works + 

furniture etc. Reading material complements collection while also offering critique of Stern’s 

work in a modern context” (ISM196, female, 17-24).   

 

The bulk of the artworks and collection is displayed in the rooms in the house, except for Irma 

Stern’s collection of African art, which is displayed in cabinets in the passage.  The objects 

are displayed from a decorative arts perspective as they are attractively arranged on shelves 

in the cabinets and grouped according to the people who made them. Each object has a 

number linking it to the 1971 catalogue. Apart from information such as identification, material 

and origin supplied in the 1971 catalogue, there is no contextual information such as what 

these items were made for.  Seven items link to Captain Bank’s catalogue, which provides 

more detailed information. Information contextualising some of the African art collection and 

describing Irma Stern’s travels to the Congo and how these items inspired some of her 

artworks are included in the guidebook At home with Irma Stern, but no further information is 

otherwise available. The African art featured in responses by all age groups to the question: 

“What did you like?” However, respondents wanted more information: “The unlabelled African 

objects” (ISM165, female, 25-35); “I think there should be more contextual clues provided for 

African cultural objects. Not all visitors will take time reading the books” (ISM196, female, 17-

24); “Would like more information and context for the African artworks” (ISM199, male, 17-24). 

What is interesting is that all these respondents are in the younger age groups. 

 

In summary, there is little information about how items were used, especially the African art 

and pre-Columbian collections, which offer scope to provide interesting information about the 

people who made these items, where and how they lived, and what the items were used for. 

For example, a Central African mask could be displayed not only as an art object with the 

focus on its artistic and technical characteristics, but also with an explanation about its use 

and the symbolism associated with it in its original context. This focus on the intangible context 

conveys a deeper meaning, because it emphasises the cultural importance of the object and 

the way it was made and used (Alivizatou 2006:51). 

 

Catalogues are offered to visitors on loan and have to be handed back at the end of the visit. 

There is little information about how the rooms were originally used. All the interpretation is in 

the form of text, in the form of catalogues and information booklets, and labels meaning that 
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visitors are only able to use their sense of sight when in the house. The visitor experience 

offers no opportunities for active engagement, other than through the imagination, or if the 

visitor were to meet one of the curatorial staff and decide to engage in conversation. An entry 

in the Visitor book reflects this: 4/1/2017: “Many of the paintings are not labelled and I find the 

entire experience a bit haphazard. A pity given such a gifted artist”. 

 

The simple model of communication (see Figure 6.51) depicting the transmission approach is 

useful in explaining interpretation at the ISM.  This model depicts communication as consisting 

of the transfer of information from the curator through the medium of the display rooms to the 

visitor who can therefore be regarded as a passive recipient as no feedback or evaluation 

takes place. The curator designs the exhibitions by selecting the objects to be displayed and 

writes the labels. The visitors are regarded as the “general public” and the museum does not 

evaluate the museum experience (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a: 17). The ISM follows this 

approach, although the visitor survey was the first attempt at evaluation in order to gain an 

idea of the views of the visitors.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.51. Simple model of communication (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:31) 

 

 

6.3.6. Period rooms 

 

As discussed in Chapter 4, period rooms provide a context with an appropriate atmosphere in 

which to display a collection and this can stimulate the interest of the visitor (Underwood 

1993:381). The context for displaying objects provided by the house museum is unique and it 

also provides an opportunity for visitors to experience history in an imaginative and meaningful 

way, making use of all their senses (Claisse 2016: 681). The fact that the museum is situated 

in Irma’s house appears to resonate with the visitors, as comments in the visitor survey and 

visitor book emphasised appreciation of the fact that the art and collections were displayed in 

the artist’s home: Visitor Survey: “Seeing the art in the rooms in which she lived” (ISM8, 

female, 25-35); “Amazing collection of art & artefacts in a wonderful house setting with a 
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profusion of flowers. Fabulous” (ISM59, female, over 65); Visitor Book: 2/4/2013: “A wonderful 

museum. I love that one can see the art in Irma Stern’s own house amongst all her collected 

things”; 28/12/2016: “Incredible – and to have her art in her home just makes it so much more 

meaningful. You have the sense that she is still with us. Thank you”. 

 

Evocative exhibitions have been defined by Belcher as the recreation of an environment and 

atmosphere which the visitor is able to enter and become a part of, thereby affecting the 

emotions of the visitor (Belcher 1991:58-62). The period rooms in the ISM, the lounge, the 

dining room and the studio could therefore be referred to as evocative displays. Visitors are 

free to walk into all the display rooms including the studio which, until maintenance work was 

done in 2018, had a barrier at the entrance to protect the many small items on display. This 

barrier was not put back after the work was completed. The freedom to enter the rooms was 

appreciated by visitors, as can be seen in comments from the visitor survey: “The silence. 

Appreciated the free ‘walk-in’ feel of the museum. It feels almost like a home. A expensively 

decorated home” (ISM120, female, 17-24); “The freedom to move around on my own and 

discover all the beautiful pieces” (ISM173, female, 51-65); “Enjoyed the freedom to explore 

the house and even just sit in the rooms. Very peaceful way to experience art” (ISM 247, 

female, 17-24). Visitors are also allowed to use their cell phones to take photographs in the 

museum, thereby being given the opportunity to record their experiences while visiting, 

although this was not commented on in the visitor survey. 

 

However, Moore points out that there is a perception that not much needs to be done to bring 

the past alive in a historic house containing its original collection, and that the interpretation of 

these houses is therefore often minimal or absent (Moore 1997:139). The ISM’s approach to 

interpretation can therefore be compared to Smith’s description of the country house which 

“speaks for itself” (2006:126). Visitors are expected to engage with the house and the 

collections it contains during a visit which basically consists of walking around the house. 

There is little information provided apart from information on the collection, and less on the life 

of the artist. However, objects do not speak for themselves and therefore the items displayed 

together in period rooms also need to be interpreted (Underwood 1993:381).  The concept 

that cultural assets will speak for themselves is old fashioned as it is only through research 

that they will reveal information and be able to communicate with visitors (Cabral 2001:44). 

 

Interaction with visitors at the museum reveals that much more interpretation of Irma Stern, 

the house and the collections is required. My workspace at the ISM is in the old kitchen, which 

is the last display room on the ground floor. Visitors enter the room to view the paintings, some 

walking on but others, on finding someone in the room, want to engage and have a discussion 
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about the museum and what they have seen. At this stage many visitors take the opportunity 

to ask questions. These questions were recorded for this study and include the following about 

the life of Irma Stern: Did Irma Stern paint the walls these colours? Where did she get her 

furniture? Was she married? Did she have children? How much work did she produce? Was 

she well known in her lifetime? How much is the collection worth? How old is the house? Why 

did she have such an interest in religious art when she was Jewish? Why do the portraits look 

so sad? Why are there so many portraits – did the subjects give them back? How did she 

acquire the Zanzibar doors? The fact that these questions were asked by visitors indicates 

that there is a serious lack of interpretation at this museum. 

 

The short biography of Irma Stern at the beginning of Chapter 5 revealed that the life, 

personality and work of Irma Stern have much potential for creating and communicating stories 

about the house, its contents and its former occupants, who included her husband, mother, 

her companion Dudley and her servants, thereby establishing a connection with visitors. The 

questions asked by visitors therefore illustrate what is missing in the interpretation of this 

museum and that the interpretation of the ISM must be broadened to interest not only more 

diverse audiences, but also the traditional audience as they were the visitors who asked the 

questions.  

 

The focus of the interpretation at the ISM is therefore on the tangible culture it displays, which 

consists of the house, Irma Stern’s works of art and her collections. This tangible culture can 

be regarded as patrician culture, and the CD axis of the Burden model (patrician and folk 

culture) can be applied to the ISM in order to contextualise elements of the patrician and folk 

cultures present in Irma Stern’s house, The Firs. What is not explained in the interpretation of 

the ISM is that some of the elements she included in her paintings, such as African artefacts, 

as well as items in her collection, for example, the Swiss mask (see Figure 5.9 in Chapter 5) 

are folk culture. The EF axis which represents traditional and contemporary culture is also 

useful in explaining the tangible culture on display. The current collection sits at the E or 

traditional end of the axis because Professor Scholtz was of the opinion that items such as 

modern furniture, pots and vases were not suitable for inclusion in the permanent collection 

and they were sold. For example, the occasional table situated in front of the fireplace in the 

lounge, illustrated in an archival photograph dated 1964 (Figure 6.21), was sold at the 1968 

Ashbey’s sale (Lot 85g), presumably because, at that time, it was regarded as modern. The 

collection is therefore not an accurate representation of the household contents when Irma 

Stern lived at The Firs. 
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Judging from the visitors’ questions above, the intangible context of the house and the 

collections it houses appears to have been ignored in the interpretation of this museum. The 

Burden model depicts communication as a main theme of intangible culture. The objects on 

display should be interpreted to convey the intangible context and meaning. Irma Stern, the 

person, provides the context for her home and collection.  More interaction between the two 

points of the AB axis would therefore make the messages the ISM communicates about its 

collections more meaningful for the visitor and lead to a better visitor experience.  

 

Galla also refers to tangible and intangible culture in his model, dividing the tangible into 

movable, being indoor, and immovable, being outdoor, objects (2008:16). It is difficult to apply 

this model to the collection housed at the ISM as Irma’s sculptures are movable and most are 

housed indoors, and are not immovable and housed outdoors, in terms of Galla’s  distinction. 

 

Museum visits have value because visitors regard what they see, i.e. the buildings or objects 

associated with a historical event or a work of art by a well-known artist, as being “authentic” 

and by visiting a museum visitors can enjoy the authentic experience of viewing “the real 

thing”. Through contact with objects in an exhibition the visitor finds meaning and only if the 

visitor believes that the objects are authentic will he/she trust the meaning gained from the 

objects (Lord 2001:16). Comments in the visitor survey indicate this concept of authenticity is 

important as great value is placed on the fact that the original art can be viewed in the home 

of the artist: “The provenance provided by Irma’s domestic environment” (ISM117, female, 

over 65); “Seeing the art in the rooms in which she lived” (ISM8, female, 25-35); “The original 

pictures painted by Irma” (ISM44, male, 51-65); “That it has been a home that was lived in by 

I. Stern, and is beautiful & welcoming, set in wonderful garden” (ISM81, female, over 65); “The 

provenance provided by Irma’s domestic environment” (ISM117, female, over 65); “Primarily 

please do not ever move the artworks away from her house!! The quietness – space to enjoy 

visual feast and think about Irma’s life/travels” (ISM150, male, 51-65); “Irma Stern’s portraits. 

Her collections of interesting items, furniture etc. Peter’s wonderful flower displays! The 

wonderful feeling of authenticity about her home. The garden” (ISM227, female, 51-65); 

“Everything. Amazing to see paintings of an artist in its original place – the house of the artist” 

(ISM254, female, 51-65); “That you can see her real ateljee and home as well as all the 

beautiful paintings” (ISM93, male, over 65). 

 

According to Pustz, it is the duty of museums to interpret the buildings and objects in their 

care in a truthful manner (2010:7). Visitors want to enjoy and be entertained by the 

interpretation, but expect it to be based on research and to be authentic (Lipscomb 2010: 107). 

The ISM opened to the public and was therefore planned before Seale’s book Recreating the 
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historic interior was published in 1979, which emphasised the need for historic house museum 

restoration to be based on research. Seale warned that decisions taken about restoration 

which are not based on research are “irrelevant” and “usually destructive” (Seale 1979:ix).  

The planning of this museum would therefore be handled very differently today. The 2012 

heritage assessment of the ISM recommended that some of the demolished areas such as 

the upstairs gallery and the bedroom wall (see Figure 6.45) be reconstructed (ISMA:Thorold 

2012: 37). Seale also warns that in the restoration of a house museum the collections are 

often brought up to a high level of quality and taste, whereas they should reflect the mixed 

range the prevailed during the owner’s lifetime (2004:27).  As described in Chapter 5, all the 

items which Professor Scholtz did not select for the permanent collection, such as modern 

furniture, pots and vases, and the silver, glassware and crockery, were removed for sale. As 

a result many items that would be considered of vital importance today for recreating a house 

museum were lost. Archival sources show that Irma Stern loved food, cooking and entertaining 

and it is very unfortunate that it is not possible, for example, to set her dining-room table for a 

dinner party.  

 

A magazine article of 1936 points out that an important characteristic of Irma’s home was the 

use of colour. Colour was to be found in her paintings, her flower arrangements and the vases 

which contained them. Her household furnishings were also described in terms of their colour: 

“The big rustic coffee cups from Salsburg [sic] were bought for their colour, an iridescent 

turquoise green, so were the enormous blue and white teacups. Mrs Stern [Irma’s mother] has 

a flair for carpets and linen, china and glass. It is difficult to say which are lovelier, the old 

Viennese soup cups used at dinner, or the antique Meissen coffee cups used after, the 

Limoges dinner service or the blue Czecho-Slovakian glass centuries old” (NLSA IS 

Scrapbooks: The South African Ladies Pictorial 1936:v). However, no mention of wall colour 

was found in the archival sources. 

 

When the museum first opened to the public in 1972 all the interior walls were painted white. 

This ties up with Seale’s description of “the barren ‘architect white’ interiors imposed on old 

houses in the 1960s” (1979:ix). Peter explains that he hated the white walls and wanted the 

house to be more beautiful and celebratory, and the concept of using bold colours was agreed 

to by Professor Dubow. He did not investigate much as to what the original colours were that 

were used on the walls and there were no paint scrapes (Peter 2018: interview). The colour 

choices were “based on assumptions”, for example the ox-blood colour used in the dining 

room was found on the inside of one of the cupboards in the lounge. However, Peter explains 

that the green used in the lounge and the yellow in the studio are, in his opinion, “true to 

samples taken from the walls”. In many of Irma Stern’s paintings a greenish-yellow appears 
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in the background (Peter, quoted in Freschi 2011: 96). It was soon discovered that her 

paintings “sailed onto the high seas” with the colour background (Peter 2018: interview). 

However Thorold, the restoration architect, argues that the colours and colour schemes used 

in the interior are recent and are not based on the way they would have been during Irma’s 

life. Also the way that the picture rails, architraves and skirting boards are painted with the 

same paint and colours would probably not have occurred in Irma’s day (2012:34). The point 

is that most of the colours used on the walls cannot be said to be authentic, because no 

detailed paint analysis has been carried out. 

 

The vivid colours used in the house are noted by the visitors, as one of the most frequently 

asked questions is whether Irma Stern painted her house those colours. Visitors generally 

agree with Peter that the strong colours accentuate the paintings: “Bright walls show off art – 

I like the density of the displays. Love the botanical art upstairs. The gardens are beautiful too” 

(ISM92, female, 25-35). The concept of critical filters, discussed in Chapter 4, would help to 

explain why visitors to the ISM appear to accept the wall colours in the house even though 

they are made aware that some of the colours are not those used by Irma Stern when she 

lived there, especially the bright pinks in the library and old kitchen, and the coral colour in the 

Coral Room. According to Pavoni, because visitors feel at home in a house setting and regard 

it as real or authentic, they will supress their critical filters and accept what they see as real 

(2001:19). However, a visitor from Cape Town in discussion on 14/12/2018, after asking about 

the wall colours, said she would prefer to see the house restored and painted with the colours 

that Irma Stern would have chosen. This illustrates very clearly that the museum needs a 

mission. It needs to work out whether its purpose is merely to continue to portray the spirit of 

Irma Stern, or to produce something more historically authentic and convey this to its visitors. 

 

The ISM website states that “Visitors to the museum can experience this uniquely furnished 

interior when viewing the sitting room, dining room and studio retained in the manner left by 

the artist”, and  that “Several of the rooms and studio are furnished as she arranged them” 

(internet: University of Cape Town Irma Stern Museum). This is misleading as, although there 

are similarities, the archival photographs and archival information used to illustrate the 

discussion of the presentation of the house and collection in this chapter show that these 

rooms could be more accurately recreated. Likewise the practice of hanging artworks above 

the picture rails in the period rooms could be questioned as the archival photographs show 

that this is not how Irma Stern arranged her rooms. A visitor commented on the density of the 

hanging of artworks in the visitor survey: “So many work in such a small space!  I like this. But 

it does not bring justice to every single artwork” (ISM91, female, 25-35).  
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In summary, it appears that in the displays in the ISM aesthetics and personal taste take 

priority over historical accuracy as little research is undertaken for the installations. As stated 

by Seale, any decisions taken without research are “irrelevant” and “usually destructive”, and 

the importance of research in the restoration and interpretation of historic house museums 

has been emphasised in the literature discussed in Chapter 4 (Cabral 2001; Bravery 2008; 

Ellis 2002; Crewe & Sims 1991; Lipscomb 2010). 

 

6.3.7. Conservation 

 

As stated by Young, when a house becomes a museum, it usually needs conservation, 

followed by ongoing maintenance (2007b:134).  Chapter 2 has shown that maintenance is one 

of the challenges facing historic house museums. It costs money to keep a house in good 

condition and to run a house museum, and delayed maintenance has become a characteristic 

problem of house museums (Moe 2002:9, 6). As discussed in Chapter 5, the ISM is badly in 

need of maintenance as, for example, it has a long-standing damp problem and the woodwork 

is deteriorating and needs replacing. In December 2018 essential maintenance took place to 

replace the partially rotten studio floor and to repaint the damp walls in the studio and passage. 

However, the underlying causes of these problems were not addressed. The state of the 

house conveys the message that there is a lack of funding and the museum is not being 

maintained. This delayed maintenance ties in with literature on historic house museums and 

shows that the problems at the ISM are similar to those facing other historic house museums 

internationally (George 2002; Bowman 2013; Moe 2002; Harris 2007; Godfrey 2008; Van 

Balgooy 2008).  

 

ICOM defines conservation as actions used to safeguard tangible cultural heritage (internet: 

ICOM 2020). The term therefore applies not only to historic buildings used as museums but 

also to the collections they contain. When opening a historic house museum to the public, it 

has to be protected, especially if the house is small, as visitors could damage furnishings such 

as carpets and paintings (Young 2007b:134). Curators therefore install barriers to stop visitors 

from entering certain spaces, but this spoils the visitor experience. Vaughan therefore 

suggests that parts of a collection should be able to be used by allowing visitors to sit in a 

period room or touch certain objects (2008:34). This is similar to the concept of “bringing 

places to life” introduced by the UK National Trust in which visitors are allowed to sit on chairs 

and read books in the libraries, while barrier ropes have been removed where possible.  

 

The ISM allows visitors to have access to as much of the house as possible. The studio, until 

the end of 2018, was the only room which had a barrier at the entrance, but this was removed 
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after the maintenance work was completed. Visitors are now allowed into Irma’s “space” and 

they appreciate this. However, the disadvantage of not having a barricade is that small items 

such as her paint box with its artist’s materials, palettes, paintbrushes and paint tubes as well 

as small items from her collection have had to remain in storage.  Some visitors, who have 

visited the museum before, would prefer to see these items redisplayed and the barrier put 

back. House museums, such as Groot Constantia, often use perspex domes fixed to a table 

to protect smaller items, and this method could be explored at the ISM.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.52. Groot Constantia Manor House: an example of a perspex dome placed on a 
table to protect a book, with “Please Do Not Touch” notice 2019  

(Photo: K Wheeler) 
 

 

Visitors are allowed to sit on the sofas in the library at the ISM as they do not form part of the 

collection, so that they can read the books provided. However, through the years the lounge 

chairs have been used during functions and the dining room chairs have been used for 

meetings. The result is that these chairs have become worn and are in need of recovering 

and/or restoration. This shows the disadvantage of allowing visitor access and that there 

needs to be a balance between conservation and the needs of the visitor experience. 

 

From the comments in the visitor survey visitors do not appear to notice the poor condition of 

the building and parts of the collection, except for one respondent who commented: “Paintwork 

getting v. delapidated in places” (ISM74, female, over 65).  In fact, they compliment what they 
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perceive to be good maintenance: “The fact that the house & garden have been preserved so 

well” (ISM15, female, 51-65); “Wonderful preservation of the spirit and works of Irma Stern” 

(ISM16, female, 51-65); “It was just lovely; The beauty of how the Irma Stern Collection has 

been so rightfully preserved and displayed” (ISM24, male, 25-35); “The manner in which the 

home is maintained and her art presented” (ISM226, male, 51-65). The concept of critical 

filters discussed earlier in this chapter and in Chapter 4 would again help to explain why visitors 

to the ISM do not appear to notice the very obvious lack of maintenance of the building as 

they suppress their critical filters. 

 

 

6.4. The current status of interpretation at the Irma Stern Museum 

 

In the light of the way the ISM presents itself and its collections to its visitors, does it face the 

same challenges as those faced by historic house museums internationally, such as 

maintaining relevance, low visitor numbers and inadequate funding? As discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter, visitor numbers at the ISM are low. In the period 2009-2018 

attendance reached the 2500 mark in 2009 and 2010, the highest in this period, but since then 

the numbers have ranged between 2000 and 2500, even dropping below 2000 in 2015 and 

2017. The visitor survey has shown that the majority of visitors are 65 years and older and are 

female, and observation has shown that the majority are white. These visitors are what Black 

describes as “traditional audiences”, consisting of people who are educated and professionals 

and aging, and at smaller museums these audiences are declining (Black 2012: 6).  Visitors 

to the ISM enjoyed their visit, judging from the comments in the visitor survey and visitor book, 

and from the large number of no responses to the questions in the visitor survey asking what 

they did not like and for suggestions for improvement. However, as in the case of the ISM, if 

visitor numbers remain relatively static, this is a warning sign that the museum needs 

interpretation or reinterpretation (Veverka 2000:5). 

 

Hooper-Greenhill’s cultural model of communication (see Figure 6.53) is useful when trying to 

understand the concept of different audiences and why visitor numbers are low at the ISM.  
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Figure 6.53. Cultural model of communication (Hooper-Greenhill 1994: 17) 

 

The individual, placed at the centre of the cultural model, uses the interpretive framework of 

prior experience to actively make meaning within interpretive communities (Hooper-Greenhill 

1999a: 16). Hooper-Greenhill relates interpretive communities to the museum by referring to 

visitors who have different cultural backgrounds and therefore will have different ways of 

interpreting the objects on display. Museum visitors are an active audience as they use their 

interpretive strategies to make meaning from what they see and experience (Hooper-Greenhill 

1994a: 14-15). The cause of low visitor numbers at museums could therefore be that the 

curators attract visitors, the traditional audience, who use the same interpretive strategies and 

belong to the same interpretive communities as they do. Museums therefore need to explore 

what they must do to attract visitors who use different interpretive strategies and belong to 

different interpretive communities (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:24, 27). This model could be 

applied at the ISM to understand why the museum only attracts one kind of audience, the 

traditional audience, and why it needs to devise ways in which the museum could 

communicate with a diverse range of audiences. 

 

The question to be asked is therefore what would be necessary to open the art museum, in 

this case the ISM, to new audiences who might belong to different interpretive communities 

(Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:27). Bourdieu’s statement that “A work of art has meaning and 

interest only for someone who possesses the cultural competence, that is, the code into which 

it is encoded” (quoted in Gurian 1991:177) could also offer a clue as to why visitor numbers at 
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the ISM are low. If people do not have much of an art background, they will not know what to 

look for in a work of art and will therefore feel lost in an art museum, and the art form most 

difficult to understand is painting (Rice 1988:13,14).  

 

The visitor survey showed that visitors under the age of 50 made up only 32 % of the total. 

This finding is in line with international research which has shown that museums are not 

managing to attract new communities, or replace the traditional audience which is declining, 

or appeal to people below the age of 35 (Black 2012: 5-6).  Rees, the resident director at 

Mount Vernon USA, therefore suggests that if visitor numbers remain the same it is necessary 

to ask why this is so. He describes declining attendance at Mount Vernon in the 1990s as a 

result of not keeping up with changing times and explains that to improve the situation visitor 

surveys were conducted, planning took place and outside experts were consulted (1998:3). 

According to Hooper-Greenhill, people will avoid visiting museums if the museums do not offer 

the leisure activities people are looking for; they find the emphasis on education does not 

appeal to them; and their histories are told from a perspective that they are unable to relate to 

(2000a:20). It is through reinterpretation, which Pustz describes as providing “a breath of fresh 

air”, that house museums are able to become more relevant and move away from being 

shrines. It is therefore essential to evaluate the quality of interpretation and interpretive 

techniques that are used and whether they could be upgraded. For interpretation to meet the 

needs of visitors, museums must get to know their visitors by using visitor surveys, and this 

knowledge must be included in the interpretation (2010: 119,120).  

 

The ISM opened to the public in 1972 with Irma’s oil paintings displayed upstairs and her 

collections downstairs and, since the establishment of a commercial gallery on the upper floor 

in the 1980s and the opening of the Coral Room gallery in 2015, little has changed. However, 

since 1972 social and economic changes have taken place in society as discussed in Chapter 

2, as well as the introduction of the new museology, and the arrival of the new South Africa in 

1994. From 2000 Irma Stern’s paintings achieved very high prices at auctions on the local and 

international art market showing a growth of interest in her work. More recently the Fees Must 

Fall protest took place in February 2016 during which artworks from the UCT WOAC were 

destroyed. This protest raised concern for the safety of the collection at the ISM. However, 

none of these major developments have been reflected in the interpretation of the museum, 

which remains largely the same as it was when the museum opened in 1972. It is therefore 

time to re-evaluate the ISM. As Pustz explains, house museums will become relevant if they 

change their interpretation to cater for an audience that is more diverse. The problem is that 

although times have changed, the stories many of these museums tell have not changed since 

they were founded (2010:14-15), as in the case of the ISM. However the stories museums tell 
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should be based on research, as discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, and therefore fact. It is 

perhaps more accurate to say that stories should be told from different viewpoints or new 

stories should be added. Curators need to bear in mind that there is a real danger, however, 

that reinterpretation can be done solely for the sake of reinterpretation and with the specific 

objective of attracting more diverse audiences, while disregarding facts and research. 

Reinterpretation must therefore be carefully planned. 

 

As has been described, the interpretation in the ISM is object-based, as Irma’s paintings and 

collection are displayed in period rooms and gallery-style rooms, and the African art collection 

in wall cabinets. This is the same as the interpretation of most house museums which still tend 

to highlight an important person, the way of life in the past or the furnishings (Young 2002:4). 

House museums need to find new ways to attract visitors as interpretation consisting of guided 

tours of period rooms is no longer working and has resulted in financial problems and declining 

visitor numbers (Mast 2011:206).  In contrast, a social history approach moves away from 

displaying the objects in the house museum as artworks or antiques, and introduces a more 

holistic view, in other words reinterpreting an existing site (Young 2002:9). Different themes 

could be used to introduce subjects based on the home setting. People can relate to issues 

such as domestic life, children and food and this is helpful in attracting a diverse audience 

(Ellis 2002:76-77). Introducing themes could be applied to the ISM as research has shown 

that Irma loved cooking and food, entertaining, flowers and her garden. The fact that there are 

visitors’ comments about the flower arrangements and the garden shows that these aspects 

connected with them and indicates that these themes could be developed further and more 

purposefully.  

 

According to Dr Rex Ellis, previous vice president for the historic area at Colonial Williamsburg, 

a house museum will not reach diverse audiences if the interpretation does not reflect more 

than one point of view (2002:65). He also feels that museums should not avoid controversial 

subjects such as slavery. Bryant uses the example of the use of the Georgian interior to explain 

that important issues such as slavery, celebrity and immigration which existed in Georgian 

times are also important concerns today. He suggests that these links to current topics could 

be used to attract more visitors (2007:349). Current topics can also be applied to Irma Stern. 

The American scholar LaNitra M Berger, who studies the life and work of Irma Stern, has 

explored where Irma fits in post-apartheid South Africa and in particularly the time of the 

Rhodes Must Fall and Black Lives Matter movements. She believes that Irma remains relevant 

today because of the contradiction of “being reluctant to support social equality”, on the one 

hand, but, on the other hand, “she crossed racial barriers to paint black, coloured and Indian 

South Africans” with great empathy during the times of racial segregation and apartheid. There 
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is much to question and to celebrate about Irma Stern and that is why Berger continues to 

study her (2015: 24, 26). These are issues that could be explored by the ISM. Exhibitions 

could be based on ideas because, according to Christensen, themed interpretation rooms 

could be created in historic house museums to connect past issues with the present day 

instead of basing all exhibitions on objects (2011:153-154, 158). This approach of idea-based 

exhibitions could be followed in the gallery-type rooms at the ISM to introduce relevant themes 

thereby, providing a more varied and meaningful experience for visitors.  

 

The new museology has introduced new forms of interpretation which have been influenced, 

for example, by postcolonial theory and gender theory (Mardh 2015: 27). Thorold, the 

restoration architect, points out that The Firs has social importance because of the 

achievements of Irma Stern, who as a woman, managed to achieve success as an artist both 

locally and internationally in the conservative environment of South Africa in the years 1930 

to 1960. He explains that her house “is associated in public memory” both with her success 

as a female artist and with her art (2012:36). Irma Stern as a female artist in 20th century South 

Africa is a theme yet to be explored by the ISM. 

 

Postcolonial theory looks at how museums collected objects from non-Western cultures and 

interpreted them from a Eurocentric point of view, ignoring their original function and context. 

For example, masks were collected because of their “sculptural quality” and because they 

influenced modern European artists such as Picasso (Marstine 2008:14).  Irma Stern would 

make an interesting subject for analysis in the context of the post-colonial world as in recent 

years she has been regarded by some as a “white colonialist”; she has been criticised for 

being a “mere appropriator of other cultures” and of being politically incorrect (Arnold 

1994:150). In an article on Irma Stern written by Tom Macdonald in 1946 Irma replied to his 

comment “The lure of the primitive is in your collections and paintings” with “Yes. I was 

interested in the African from the anthropological angle at first. It was like a voyage of 

discovery. Africa and the African appealed to me because of their colour compositions” (NLSA 

IS Scrapbooks: Macdonald 1946:71). In turn Macdonald describes her African art as “The 

masks on the walls, eerie and ugly […] masks of dancers and witch doctors […] ridiculous-

looking little gods from pagan altars, daggers in various sizes, some as small as pocket knives, 

cleavers, and of course masks and masks and masks. Startling most of them were but some 

were artistic [...] There was a bracelet of white copper heavy enough for a doorstopper in a 

Cape gale” (NLSA IS Scrapbooks: Macdonald 1946:71). These comments give a very 

interesting insight into the denigrating attitudes towards African art in 1946, when not many 

people other than Irma would have collected it. 
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The African art collection produced some interesting comments in the visitor survey which can 

be looked at in a post-colonial context: “I’m not a big fan of Irma Stern – for the plundering & 

such” (ISM195, other, 17-24); “The thought that some of these objects were taken away from 

the people who made them” (ISM197, female, 17-24). A comment from the visitors’ book: 

6/3/2015: 3rd-year UCT “I wish I understood her beliefs and stances on certain social issues 

in the context of her era although the descriptions of the art are also very informative”. That all 

these comments were written by visitors in the 17-24 age group shows that there is scope for 

discussing the collection from different perspectives which would possibly attract new 

audiences.  

 

Interpretation in house museums usually concentrates on the objects in the house and the 

owner or most prominent person of the household, thereby neglecting the other people in the 

household and their stories. This approach could place public interest in and the integrity of a 

historic house at risk (Donnelly 2002:1). In the ISM interpretation concentrates on Irma Stern 

the artist, her works and her collection, and not on Irma Stern the person. By basing the 

interpretation of the museum only on her artworks and collection, the other intangibles such 

as her way of life, her character, beliefs and worldviews have been ignored.  

 

According to Pustz, including the role of the servants in the interpretation of a house museum 

provides a more balanced history and thereby provides a more comprehensive understanding 

of the site for visitors (2010:110). In the case of the ISM it would not be possible to re-create 

the service areas as has been done in other house museums, because the kitchen and pantry 

were converted to a display room when The Firs became a museum. However, there is 

information in newspaper articles about the servants who worked for Irma Stern: Charlie the 

cook, Freddie the butler and Asa the maid, as well as in Irma’s letters to her friends the 

Feldmans, and the reminiscences of her friends Rosa van Gelderen and Merle Freund. The 

kitchen could be used as a venue for a display of ideas introducing the contribution of the 

servants in the Stern household. Although the servants did not leave behind objects which 

could be displayed, interesting information about them is contained in archival sources and 

would give a more rounded picture of the Stern household. However, in order to avoid being 

regarded as paternalistic, such a display would have to explain that the surnames of the 

servants are not available as the sources refer to them only by their first names, as was 

customary at the time. 

 

Thorold points out that The Firs is an important property because of the people who have lived 

in it, and therefore it has architectural, historical, contextual and social significance. It has 

architectural significance as it “appears to have been a good example of Cape Regency 
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architecture” as it was built in the early part of the British occupation of the Cape (ISMA: 

Thorold 2012:36). In 1908 Parker had altered and added to the Firs changing it from its Cape 

Regency appearance. The few alterations made by Irma were the introduction of the Zanzibar 

door as her front door, building on a bathroom and painting interior doors; they are important 

because of the association with her. Professor Strauss Brink, the UCT architect, was 

responsible for converting the house into a museum, as described in the previous chapter, but 

in Thorold’s opinion these alterations are “not of architectural merit”. There is contextual 

significance as there is historical layering both in the house and the garden. In the house these 

layers consist of the original Cape Regency home, the additions by Parker in 1908, and the 

conversion to a museum in the early 1970s. The existence of the well in the back garden 

connects the property to its agricultural history. The garden similarly has layers, namely the 

Norfolk Island pine and the Fan Palms, which would have been a feature of the Victorian 

landscaping; and the oak trees at the bottom of the garden which are more than 100 years 

old. The main associational importance of The Firs is its association with Irma who lived there 

from 1927 for nearly forty years. During this time she left her influence on the landscaping of 

the property and on the house and interior by creating her “own artistic environment through 

the display of her collection and her artworks” (ISMA: Thorold 2012:36). 

 

From the above it appears that the current ISM interpretation tells only a small part of the story 

of Irma Stern and applies the principles of the shrine approach. The ISM can therefore be 

described as a mausoleum and not a living museum. This feeling is magnified in winter as the 

house is freezing cold, because there is no climate control. The visitor survey has revealed 

that the present interpretation appeals to the current audience which supports this museum. 

There is, however, great potential for the ISM to be reinterpreted in a wider context, which 

could lead to an increase in visitor numbers by attracting a more diverse and younger 

audience, yet it is also important to retain the interest of the traditional audience. The EF axis 

of the Burden model is useful in explaining the present situation of the ISM as it represents a 

timeline of the past in relation to the present. The messages developed by the museum in 

1972 when it opened to the public are still being used now in the present day. The problem is 

that the audiences have remained the same but they are now declining in number because of 

advancing age. It is therefore essential that this museum is reinterpreted.  
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6.5. The future potential for the interpretation of the Irma Stern Museum  

 

As discussed in Chapter 5 one of the main problems is that the ISM does not have a mission 

statement. Not having a mission suggests that a museum has not explicitly worked out the 

reason for its existence and its value, and it will therefore be unable to cater for its visitors by 

giving them a meaningful experience (Skramstad & Skramstad 2011: Chapter 3, np). This 

would explain why it was necessary early in this chapter to ask the question: What is the Irma 

Stern Museum: an art museum/art gallery or a historic house museum? The museum website 

states that the ISM “aims to promote an understanding and appreciation of the life, work and 

travels of Irma Stern, a major South African artist, by displaying a collection of her art and 

artefacts in the domestic setting of her home”, but no mention is made of the commercial art 

gallery which forms an interrelated part of this museum.  

 

The concept of assisting visitors to understand and appreciate art forms part of a definition of 

museum education adopted in 1988 at a meeting of Art Museum Educators in Denver USA 

(Rice 1988:13). Linda Norris, an independent cultural professional, argues that the frequent 

use of the word “appreciate” in museum mission statements does not go far enough, as it does 

not show any passion or inspiration and this could be the reason why museums find it hard to 

attract visitors (Norris 2012:np). If this statement on the ISM website is an unofficial mission 

statement, it needs to be updated to establish what the purpose of the ISM is, who its 

audiences are, and what value should be offered to its audiences. Based on this an interpretive 

strategy could be formulated which sets out a vision as to how the expectations and needs of 

its visitors can be met, and how this museum could communicate with as broad a section of 

the community as possible. So far the visitor survey that has been analysed in this chapter is 

the only one that has been undertaken at the ISM and it is important that this form of evaluation 

becomes a regular event at this museum in order to find out more about the visitors and what 

their interests are, as the low number of visitors indicates that the ISM is not connecting with 

its community. 

 

Interpretation must be based on research (Hague & Keim 2011: Chapter 1, np). Writing in 

1998 Sanchis, then Vice President, Stewardship of Historic Sites, National Trust for Historic 

Preservation USA, stated that most house museum interpretations and programmes are full 

of mistakes, because the research on which they are based is limited. If interpretation is not 

based on fact, a fictional account about a museum can be presented as fact and although the 

visitor might enjoy this, it can erode the trustworthiness of the museum (Butcher-Younghan’s 

1993:189). Research leads to identifying who and what in the history of the historic house is 

important in order to select the main themes or ideas to be interpreted (Levy 2002a: 47, 51). 
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The themes provide a wider context in which to interpret the collections to make them more 

meaningful for visitors (Hague & Keim 2011: Ch 1, np). 

 

The major problem with the interpretation at the ISM is that the focus is entirely on objects. 

Burden makes the statement that without providing the context, the aspects of intangible 

culture that form the environment in which objects exist, it is almost impossible to interpret and 

exhibit objects in a meaningful way (Burden 2007:83). This must be taken seriously at the 

ISM. House museums contain intangible heritage in the form of associations with the people 

who lived there (Young 2017:14) and it is therefore important that the intangible context is 

introduced in the ISM. As well as being a noteworthy artist, Irma was a human being who had 

relationships not only with her family but also with the servants who worked in her home, she 

travelled in Africa and Europe, she was interested in fashion, and she loved gardening and 

food. There is scope for presenting a story of her life, as well as her stylistic development as 

an artist as proposed by Arnott and Dubow in their 1970 report. An important theme which 

could be included is her social circle, as represented by the portraits she painted of the well-

known personalities of her day, such as Abbé Breuil, Lancelot Hogben, Lady Moore, Roza 

van Gelderen and others, which would provide the context of society in Cape Town in her 

time. Introducing themes such as these would help to make the museum more interesting 

because they would be stories that visitors could relate to.  

 

Interpretive tools are chosen in order to tell the stories about the house museum in the most 

effective way (Levy 2002a:56). These consist of activities such as exhibitions, guided tours, 

orientation, brochures, classes for all ages, and lectures and workshops (Butcher-Younghans 

1993:208-212). Outreach projects and programmes for the public are the “lifeblood of historic 

house museums” as they introduce life and entertainment to the museum and can encourage 

inclusiveness (Ellis 2002:71-72). The ISM offers tours and classes by an educational officer 

to schools and students (internet: University of Cape Town Irma Stern Museum). However, 

considering the fact that Irma Stern forms part of the Department of Basic Education Visual 

Arts curriculum for Grades 10 to 12 (internet: CAPS 2011: 54, 55, 57), records kept by the 

Museum since 2012 show that only between 2 to 4 groups attend the ISM on a monthly basis, 

showing that this museum is underutilised by schools. Regular exhibitions by outside artists 

take place according to an annual schedule, but other activities such as book launches and 

art classes take place on a random basis and there is no programme drawn up in advance. 

Two anonymous visitors from Cape Town, in a discussion on 23/11/2018, stated that they had 

been visiting the museum since Professor Dubow’s time. There used to be regular music 

concerts and poetry readings and they felt it was sad that these appear to have stopped. 
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This chapter has shown that museums do not only communicate with their visitors through 

exhibitions but in fact should and could use many other ways as well. Hooper-Greenhill’s 

model (1999b:40) introduced in Chapter 1 (see Figure 6.54 below) is a useful way of illustrating 

how museums communicate in a holistic way and that all these different forms of 

communication affect the way the visitor experiences the museum and also the museum’s 

image. This image will determine whether the visitor will want to visit the museum again 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1999b: 40-41).  The model consists of a circle with segments each labelled 

with a form of communication.  As this model concerns the effects of communication on the 

visitor experience, it is strange that Hooper-Greenhill has not explicitly labelled the visitor on 

the model.   

 

 

 
Figure 6.54. Model: holistic approach to museum communication: experience and image 

(Hooper-Greenhill 1999b:40) 
 

 

The different forms of communication depicted in this model can be applied to the ISM. 

Communication in the ISM is predominantly based on site, and not off site in by means of 

outreach. Here this museum communicates through its collections in the form of Irma Stern’s 

artworks and her collection which are displayed in the house and outbuildings in the form of 
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period rooms, and rooms arranged as art gallery rooms. The house itself communicates as it 

is the original house where Irma lived and it contains her collection and, judging from the 

positive visitor comments, this communication is effective. Unfortunately the building also 

communicates lack of maintenance through, for example, the damp, peeling paint on the 

windows and sagging veranda roof, although most visitors appear not to notice this. Activities 

and events such as walkabouts and workshops are offered from time to time. The comments 

in the visitor survey appear to indicate that the forms of communication which are depicted in 

the top half of the circle are successful. In the bottom half of the circle, apart from the section 

labelled people which would concern the role of the staff at the ISM about which the visitor 

survey comments were very complimentary, the sections regarding orientation, publications 

and shop/café appear to need attention. Visitors requested more orientation and more 

information about the museum and signage. Many visitors commented that they wished that 

there was a café and more variety in the shop.  

 

Kotler and Kotler’s model of the museum-going experience (2007:322) (Figure 6.55) is also 

useful as it depicts objects and exhibitions as the focal points of the museum experience which 

is the case of the ISM. It also divides the visitor experience into visitors on their own, and 

orchestrating the visitor experience. In the case of the ISM, apart from an introduction from a 

custodian, visitors walk around the museum by themselves. The museum experience happens 

by chance and is not specially orchestrated.  

 

 

 
Figure 6.55. Model: dimensions of the museum-going experience 

(Kotler & Kotler 2007:322) 
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6.6. Conclusion 

 

According to Seale, it is not feasible to believe that a historic house will not undergo further 

reinterpretation in the future, as “It is like saying some book will be the last biography of 

someone” (Lee 2004:31). Many early house museums have been “reborn” since the 1980s by 

a second or third restoration (Macdonald 1993: 2,7). This is why it is important that these 

museums and the ISM undertake constant self-evaluation.  

 

In 2019 the ISM is facing change as the director is retiring at the end of the year and UCT will 

have to appoint a successor. This is the appropriate time to draw up a mission for the Museum 

and a vision for its future that reflects the social and economic changes that have taken place 

internationally and in South Africa since the 1970s. This includes the introduction of the new 

museology into the field of museum studies. Formulating a mission would lead to the ISM 

developing a more explicit understanding of its purpose and value, and this would become the 

foundation for an effective interpretive plan to facilitate the reinterpretation of the ISM in a 

wider context. The aim would be to make the museum relevant and bring it to life, thereby 

creating meaningful visitor experiences which should result in an increase in visitor numbers. 

However, it must also still appeal to its traditional audience. 

 

Irma Stern is one of South Africa’s most important artists and therefore the ISM should be a 

hive of activity. The story of her life, as discussed in Chapter 5, revealed that Irma Stern the 

person holds much potential for creating and communicating stories about the house, its 

contents and its previous occupants, thereby establishing a connection with visitors. This is 

what is missing in the interpretation of this museum, which needs to be broadened to make 

the site relevant to a more diverse audience.  
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CHAPTER 7: 

THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT 

 

7.1. Issues concerning museums in South Africa  

Chapter 6 concluded that the ISM needed to be reinterpreted in a wider context to make it 

relevant and bring it to life, with the aim of increasing visitor numbers. An essential part of this 

wider context is the situation of historic house museums in South Africa and where they fit into 

the context of South African museums.  

Museums in this country are in the process of adapting to the new South Africa and moving 

away from the past of colonialism and apartheid, and to promote this, museum staff are looking 

at the mission, collections, exhibitions and education programmes at their museums (McGee 

2006:179). The goal is to become relevant to the diverse communities in South Africa and 

museums therefore have to transform their exhibitions and collections (Gore 2005:75). 

European settlement of South Africa began in Cape Town in 1652 by the Dutch East India 

Company. Later immigrants from Europe, mainly French and German and later British, moved 

to South Africa and colonised the country (McGee 2006:180). White minority rule was 

established which deprived black people of the right to vote, and this was consolidated by the 

system of racial segregation and later apartheid by the National Party government, which 

lasted from 1948 to 1994 (McGee 2006:179). South African museums and house museums 

therefore have their origins in the colonisation of the country and can be regarded as colonial 

institutions that followed a Eurocentric approach to collecting, conserving, education and 

research. The house museums of Iziko Museums of Cape Town have been described as 

having “colonial, elitist connotations” (ISHDA: Davison 2004). As there is no counterpart in 

Africa to the Europe-based idea of a museum, Janet Hall questions whether museums, which 

in first world countries are regarded as important for describing national identity and preserving 

history, have any value in the third world (1995:179-180). 

In 1988 David Owen, historian at the Albany Museum, Grahamstown, described apartheid as 

introducing a situation in society of “us and them”. This could be seen in South African 

museums through the separation of displays of white culture from ethnographic displays. He 

raised the point that South African history up to that time had covered the history of the white 

settlers and was written by white academics who approached the subject from a perspective 

that was either English liberal or Afrikaner nationalist. Black history written by black South 

Africans therefore needed to be included in history exhibitions if they were to become relevant 

to all South Africans (Owen 1988:150). 
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The South African Cultural History Museum (SACHM) in Cape Town has been used as an 

important example of a museum illustrating the separation of colonial collections from 

ethnographic collections (Davison 1990, 2004; Crooke 2005; Goodnow 2006). However, it 

does not appear that state policy was to separate cultural history and ethnography at 

museums in South Africa, because at the then Transvaal Museum and the Africana Museum 

the ethnographic collections and cultural history collections were regarded as one collection 

(Davison 1990:160).The cultural history and natural history collections had been housed in 

the South African Museum until 1964, when the decision was taken to move the cultural history 

collections to a separate building (Goodnow 2006:60). In 1965 the SACHM was established 

to house the “classical and exotic collections” as well as those which showed “the material 

culture of settler communities in South Africa” (Davison 1990:161). The first director of the 

new museum, Jan van der Meulen, who came from Germany, described the collections as not 

only Africana but pointed out that “The field would be much wider [than Africana] and embrace 

not only the culture of the European countries which had contributed to South African culture 

– Holland, Germany, England and France – but also classical antiquity and Eastern cultures” 

(Cape Argus 12 November 1963, quoted in Davison 2005:103). These collections were 

transferred to the building that had been the Dutch East India Company’s Slave Lodge 

throughout the 18th century (Crooke 2005:135). At that time the display of the collections did 

not follow a social history approach, but items were classified in terms of materials such as 

furniture, textiles and ceramics which were displayed as collections in a series of rooms 

(Davison 1990:162-3).  

According to Crooke, the result of placing  the colonial collections in a cultural history museum 

and ethnographic collections in a natural history museum sent a message that black history 

was associated with natural history and archaeology, whereas “culture, art and history came 

from Europe” (2005:135). Patricia Davison, deputy director of the South African Museum and 

later the first Director of the Iziko Social History Collections, argues that the result of this 

separation was that it was not possible to interpret the cultural history or social history 

collections in an integrated way as the majority of the South African population had been 

excluded (2005:104). However, she does point out that in countries such as the USA and 

Australia natural history and ethnology are also housed in the same museum, but in South 

Africa this came to be seen as discriminatory (Davison 2000:3). 

Even before 1994 South African museums had accepted that change was necessary. Museum 

conferences held in the late 1980s identified that for transformation to take place to balance 

the emphasis on the culture of white settlers in history museums, four subjects needed to be 

included in museum exhibitions: life in the townships as experienced by black people; the 

working conditions of black labourers; the history of slavery; and the importance of the natural 
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environment with its variety of flora and fauna (Coombes 2003:153). A conference of the South 

African Museums Association held in 1987 in Pietermaritzburg had as its theme Museums in 

a Changing and Divided Society and is regarded as a turning point (Vollgraaff 2015:41-42). 

During this conference cultural history museums were accused by several black speakers of 

being “irrelevant, expensive luxuries” (Owen 1988:149); and Brian Stuckenberg 

acknowledged that “Museologically speaking, we are in Africa, but not yet of Africa” (quoted 

in Vollgraaff 2015: 42). Later, during a visit to South Africa in 1991 Dr Kenneth Hudson, the 

British museologist, stated that “unless South African museums make serious efforts to 

balance their portrayal of the country’s history, they will remain monuments to white 

supremacy, fossilised in a biased past and utterly irrelevant” (quoted in Hall 1995:176).  

 The 1987 conference issued a declaration which recommended:  

1. That South African museums in their various programmes purposefully direct their 

efforts to promote the dissemination of information to and enjoyment of museums by 

all South Africans;  

2. That South African museums actively assist all our various communities better to 

understand the circumstances of both their separate and common history so as to give 

them a clearer view of their present relationships and thereby how they can be more 

harmoniously involved one with the other in the future;  

3. That South African museums sincerely strive to be seen to belong to all South 

Africans irrespective of colour, creed or gender;  

4. That all South Africans be encouraged to express openly their views as to how the 

country’s museums may better serve the interests of all in South Africa  

(Martin 2000:11).  

 

An example of this transformation process can be seen in the South African National Gallery 

which, since 1990, has tested each function of the gallery against the need for change. This 

involved emphasising the educational role of the museum and not only the care of the 

collection, and working with different audiences and not just the traditional audiences which 

could be regarded as elite (Martin 1996:4). A further example is the former SACHM, now Iziko 

Social History Department which, in the 1990s, explored ways in which it could become more 

representative of and inclusive of South Africans. By concentrating on slavery, the goal of the 

museum was now for an integrated interpretation of the cultural history and ethnographic 

collections by providing the South African public with a history that had not been available in 

the museum before (Davison 2005:104).  
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Museums can be said to provide for the elite and South African museums are an extreme 

example of this trend, which resulted in the exclusion of underprivileged audiences (Dubin 

2006:21). Writing in 1995, Hall suggested that although South African museums have always 

been open to all, few black people have visited museums. There were several reasons for 

this: most museum buildings are intimidating; black people were not represented in the 

displays; their leisure time is occupied by other activities; and from a practical point of view, 

visiting a museum would be expensive because they live far away from the city centres where 

museums are located (1995:180). When he opened the first important new museum in South 

Africa in 1997, the Robben Island Museum, President Nelson Mandela said that during the 

time of colonialism and apartheid museums in South Africa had represented a minority of the 

population and therefore excluded many others (Galla 1999:38). Later, in 2008, former 

President Thabo Mbeki, in his speech at the opening of the Timbuktu manuscript exhibition, 

stated that “Many museums may seem to be inert, beautiful old buildings holding the old silver 

of the ruling dynasties of the past and the art of the old masters” (Mbeki 2008). Cultural history 

museums in South Africa at that time were therefore seen to have an image problem and 

needed to transform.  

Through a process of transformation South African museums have been moving away from 

the approach which disregarded the history of the black population, and are working on 

producing exhibitions that aim to include different and more inclusive approaches. The aim is 

the inclusion of both black and white people who, as South Africans, played a role in the history 

of the country and museums have an important role to play in representing this (Zuma 

2018:46). An example of transformation is the SACHM, which was renamed the Slave Lodge, 

thereby acknowledging its original function, with its principal theme “From human wrongs to 

human rights”. The exhibitions on the ground floor now concentrate on the history of slavery, 

although the exhibitions on the upper floor still consist of older displays such as  ceramics and 

silver (internet: Iziko 2020:Slave Lodge). Transformation can be defined as aiming for 

“inclusion, assimilation, participation, collaboration, and, sometimes eradication” (Dubin 

2006:5). In museums this involves four aspects: exhibitions which are inclusive; collecting 

policies which fill in gaps by including traditional arts and crafts; museum staff from diverse 

backgrounds to introduce different perspectives; and attracting new audiences (Dubin 2006:5-

6). South African museums are working on accommodating the needs of audiences who had 

not been catered for in the past. This involves providing displays that are relevant to all South 

Africans, introducing a more informal atmosphere, providing outreach programmes to rural 

settlements and townships, where most of the population live, and translating labels and 

panels into more than just one or two of the eleven official languages (Dubin 2006:6). 
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According to Davison, the aim of exhibitions should be to promote tolerance among different 

people by communicating different ideas and enabling different voices to be heard (2000:4). 

Current visitors to museums must be taken into account in any discussion of inclusion (Flynn 

& King 2007:467). In 2013 art historian Elizabeth Rankin noted that museum visitors tended 

to consist of tourists and school groups and few South African visitors, and asked how 

museums could promote their educational role amongst wider audiences, thereby making 

themselves more relevant (2013:89). South African museums are in a process of 

transformation and it must be understood that in the past most people in South Africa felt that 

museums had little or no value in their lives (Mpumlwana et al., 2002:248). Therefore in order 

for museums in South Africa to survive, they need to change and become more relevant to 

and representative of all people in South Africa. This also applies to house museums. Some 

believe that the word “museum” needs to be clarified in a South African context as it is a 

Western idea (Corsane 2000:26). Museum and heritage consultant Gerard Corsane believes 

that to increase the number of visitors to museums, it is not enough to inform people that 

museums are worth visiting but it is also essential to investigate “where museums and galleries 

fit into the world-views of different people” and how this worldview is affected by factors such 

as age, gender, class and ethnicity. The fact is that although South African museums have 

become more accessible, introduced new education programmes and re-worked their 

displays, only a small part of the community visits museums (Corsane 2000:28). Though this 

comment was made in 2000, it is not possible to say to what extent the situation may have 

changed by 2019 without an in depth investigation. 

Corsane believes that Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital, which was introduced in 

Chapter 3, could be used to help to understand how museums need to change in order to 

attract more visitors (2000:25). According to Bourdieu, every group in society has a culture 

but the dominant group in society uses the educational system to impose its culture or habitus 

on other groups. Those who belong to the dominant culture have the cultural capital they need 

to succeed in the group. Corsane suggests that Bourdieu’s theory could be applied to South 

African museums. A museum is a Western concept which formed part of the habitus of the 

culture which was made dominant by colonialism and apartheid in South Africa. Therefore the 

people who had the cultural capital to enjoy visiting museums were those who understood the 

habitus of the dominant culture. Consequently those who did not have the cultural capital of 

the dominant group were not keen to visit museums (Corsane 2000:27-28). Corsane wrote 

this in 2000, only six years after the arrival of democracy in South Africa in 1994. Although, as 

discussed earlier, South African museums had already accepted that they needed to change 

and transform before 1994 the dominant culture was still the colonialist/apartheid culture. 

Corsane therefore suggests that in order for museums to become more relevant to South 
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Africans they need to become a part of a new South African habitus in which all cultures are 

represented and not just one and this is an important part of transformation (2000:28). This 

application of Bourdieu’s theory to South African museums does give an interesting 

perspective from which to explain why so few South Africans visit museums.  

Yoshiara raises the point that even though museums have worked on changing their 

exhibitions, the way they communicate with their visitors has remained unchanged. Methods 

of communication such as labels and guided tours still cater for current visitors who have 

cultural capital, but those visitors who are less familiar with museums find that these methods 

are insufficient for their needs (2008:291). Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital and Yoshiara’s 

comment on the ways that museums communicate may be linked to the concept of interpretive 

communities put forward by Hooper-Greenhill in her model of cultural communication. 

Museum visitors who have different cultural backgrounds belong to different interpretive 

communities and therefore interpret displays in different ways (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:24). 

Hooper-Greenhill cautions that if an exhibition is planned without targeting different audiences 

and researching what their interest in the topic is, the consequence is that potential visitors 

will be put off visiting the museum if they feel they cannot relate to the exhibition. The museum 

will then only attract visitors who have the same knowledge and interpretive strategies as the 

curator (Hooper-Greenhill 2000b:137). Her point can be applied to the ISM, for example, 

where there is no visitor research and the curator consequently caters for an audience that 

shares the same cultural capital that he does. It can be argued that this museum therefore 

only appeals to one part of the population, namely the traditional audience, and this is one of 

the reasons why its visitor numbers are low.  

Because museums in South Africa are regarded as being a Western construct, it is important 

that the concept of a museum is investigated and that there be ongoing discussions about 

museums and their role in South African society (Mpumlwana et al., 2002:245). This does not 

apply only to South Africa, however, as international museums have been looking at their role 

in society since the late 1970s, when the old museology was questioned (Owen 1988:149), 

as discussed in Chapter 3. The museum situation in South Africa should therefore be looked 

at not in isolation, but in terms of museums internationally because, as Crooke points out, 

South African museums are dealing with challenges that apply worldwide, such as the 

relevance of their collections, under which circumstances the collections were collected, and 

the way these collections communicate in the present (2005:135). Issues such as relevance 

and social inclusion are considered to be important concepts when discussing the future of 

the museum in the 21st century, and the legacy of colonialism is not unique to South Africa. 

Annie Coombes’s book, History after Apartheid, was written as a contribution to the 

comparative debate on the history of countries such as South Africa, Australia, New Zealand 
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and the United States, which share a history of British imperialism and colonisation (2003:6). 

The transformation of museums in South Africa can therefore add to discussions about the 

position and purpose of museums in society (Mpumlwana et al., 2002:244).  

It is vital that the museum and heritage sector transforms to become more inclusive of and 

relevant to all South Africans (Mpumlwana et al., 2002:246). However, approaching 

transformation by making some minor changes and additions to displays will not help a 

museum to attract a more diverse audience (Dubin 2006:235). The objective of museums in 

South Africa, such as the former SACHM, now Iziko Social History Department, is to be 

representative of all the different cultures that make up South Africa, by presenting histories 

that have not yet been told  (Davison 2005:104). This is in line with international museum 

theory, which suggests that museums have the potential “to construct more inclusive, 

equitable and respectful societies” (Sandell 2002:4). In the 1990s the UK and Europe 

addressed the issue of “social exclusion” which concerns the marginalisation and 

disenfranchisement of sections of society. As a result, museums have been asked to identify 

their social purpose and become a means of social inclusion. Museums internationally have 

also had to justify their existence and value, since government funding has been reduced and 

they have found that their educational role has been valued more than their conservation role. 

This has led to museums investigating the reasons why people do not visit museums and 

aiming to encourage more diverse audiences to visit, thereby becoming more inclusive 

(Sandell 1998:401,403,410).  In 2010 David Fleming, past president of the UK Museums 

Association, commented that museums have changed over the last 30 years to become more 

socially responsible, reflecting the concept of social justice which asserts that all people should 

be able to access and benefit from museums and be represented in them. This has resulted 

from a growing awareness that the most important role of a museum is education and that 

museums should become accessible to all people if they want to receive government funding 

(2010:1-2). 

Julie McGee, a visiting professor of Africana studies and art history at Bowdoin College, USA, 

asks: “What does it mean for an institution of European and colonial heritage embedded in 

South Africa to transform and incorporate more fully non-Eurocentric cultures?” (2005:180). In 

countries such as South Africa, Canada and New Zealand, where people from Europe settled 

and, through colonialism, imposed their traditions and values on the inhabitants, the voices of 

these  people now wish to be heard, the opinions of the curator are being questioned, and 

history is being written from new perspectives (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a:19). Different people 

want to be consulted about the way that their history is represented and they want to control 

their own history and culture, and museums have accepted that these opinions must be 
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included. One of the main ways that museums have tried to transform in the new South Africa 

is by means of a different approach to exhibitions (Gore 2005:76).  

Researcher James Gore explains that museums in South Africa, Australia and New Zealand 

originated as “colonial organisations” in the 19th century.  The emphasis was on the colonial 

power and Western culture and the culture of the indigenous population was not included and 

usually regarded as a part of the natural history of the country. During the 20th century the 

emphasis changed from British history to the white history of each individual country. Later, in 

the post-colonial era, museums in these three countries have been including the histories of 

the indigenous populations in their exhibitions and handling issues such as “reconciliation, 

biculturalism and transformation” (Gore 2005:95-96). However Jack Lohman, the first CEO of 

Iziko Museums of Cape Town, points out that cultural diversity, which includes intercultural 

dialogue, accessibility and representation, is an issue that affects all museums and countries 

and not just those that have a colonial past or are dealing with immigration (2006:12). 

Museums in South Africa are prioritising exhibitions which are inclusive and contain different 

perspectives (Dubin 2006:5). Transformation therefore includes addressing concepts such as 

the relevance in the new South Africa of Eurocentric museums and collections, and how 

subjects such as slavery, colonisation and apartheid could be interpreted in exhibitions 

(Crooke 2005:135). Internationally transformation in museums also concerns women’s and 

working-class history and does not only entail the inclusion of the indigenous population (Gore 

2005:97). 

Transformation is a complex process and raises many questions such as the relevance of 

museums and their collections of European origin in the new South Africa, how exhibitions 

should include the subjects of colonialism and slavery, and whether museums will be 

sufficiently motivated to reflect and reinterpret their displays (Crooke 2005:135). In 2017 a 

group of museum professionals from the Netherlands undertook a study visit to South Africa 

to explore the shared cultural relations between museums in the Netherlands and South 

Africa. Both national museums and small house museums were visited. The concluding 

remarks of the report on this visit reflect the complex nature of transformation in South Africa 

by raising the question of “the place of colonial history in a country where the wounds of 

colonialism have not yet healed, and where there is a thirst for a more inclusive historical 

narrative which is not necessarily supported by the physical objects which museums exist to 

preserve” (Schuit et al., 2017:25). 

The process of the transformation of the state heritage institutions in South Africa began in 

1996 with the Department of Arts, Culture, Science and Technology (DACST) White Paper on 

Arts, Culture and Heritage: All Our Legacies, Our Common Future, which stated that “arts, 
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culture and heritage must undergo a fundamental transformation if they are to achieve the 

vision embodied in our commitment to human dignity, the achievement of equality, and 

advancement of human rights and freedoms” (internet: Department of Arts and Culture White 

Paper, 1996). The aim was to transform arts, culture and heritage institutions, such as 

museums, to become democratic and inclusive (internet: Department of Arts and Culture 

2017:11).This document led to a number of Acts of Parliament being passed in the 1990s to 

rationalise and restructure these heritage institutions (Bredekamp 2006:76-77). It also 

acknowledged that both tangible and intangible heritage is important (Corsane 2004:9). In 

Galla’s opinion, until this point South African museums had focused on the tangible cultural 

heritage which originated in Europe and highlighted the interests of the middle and upper 

classes, while ignoring the intangible “living” cultural heritage (1999:38). However, Galla’s 

statement is not accurate as by 1999 the intangible was already represented in museums such 

as the Afrikaans Language Museum and the English Literary Museum, and in existing 

exhibitions of tangible artefacts in a number of other museums.  

In 1998 the Cultural Institutions Act was passed which provided for state-aided museums in 

Gauteng and the Western Cape to be amalgamated into a northern and southern museum 

flagship institution. These flagships were based on the model of the Smithsonian Institution 

(Mpumlwana et al., 2002:250). The southern flagship was branded as Iziko Museums of Cape 

Town in 2001 (Bredekamp 2006:78); Iziko was defined as “an isiXhosa word, meaning 

‘hearth’, traditionally and symbolically the social centre of the home; a place associated with 

warmth, kinship and ancestral spirits. Here food is prepared and shared, stories are told, and 

knowledge passed from one generation to the next. Similarly, the museums that make up Iziko 

are spaces for cultural interaction” (internet: Iziko 2019: Welcome). The vision of Iziko is “to 

be African museums of excellence that empower and inspire all people to celebrate and 

respect our diverse heritage” (Bredekamp 2006:79). 

Having become part of Iziko, the museums were then grouped into three sections based on 

their collections: (i) Natural history: the South African Museum, Planetarium and West Coast 

Fossil Park; (ii) Art: the National Gallery and Natale Labia Museum; and (iii) Cultural History: 

the Slave Lodge, Koopmans-De Wet House, Bertram House, SA Maritime Museum, SAS 

Somerset, the historical precinct of Groot Constantia, Bo-Kaap Museum, Rust en Vreugd and 

the William Fehr Collection at the Castle (Bredekamp 2006:78). The formation of Iziko made 

it possible to integrate the anthropology collections housed in the South African Museum and 

the cultural history collections housed in the SACHM (Davison 2005:101). In this process the 

then SACHM together with its satellite museums, the historic house museums, was renamed 

the Department of Social History within the Iziko flagship (Bredekamp 2006:79). As an 

“umbrella organization” Iziko provided a structure to enable South Africans to take ownership 
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of their past and the collections in Iziko which had now been integrated (Iziko Museums nd: 

Koopmans-De Wet House booklet). It was decided that these integrated material culture 

collections should be renamed social history collections rather than cultural history because, 

as both Davison (2005:101) and Bredekamp (2006:79) explain, the aim was to highlight the 

fact that “objects are not ends in themselves” as they are the tangible representation of the 

context or intangible culture in which they exist. According to Davison, the relationship of the 

natural environment to people is also covered by social history (2005:101); however, this is 

also true of cultural history as can be seen in the Burden model, which depicts the functions 

of cultural history within an outer circle representing the natural environment. Within the natural 

environment are the three dimensions within which culture can be analysed, one of which, the 

AB axis, represents tangible and intangible culture within cultural history (see Chapter 1). 

Iziko’s choice of the term “social history” rather than “cultural history” could therefore be seen 

as the result of a desire to break with the past. 

In 2014 the Department of Arts and Culture started working on revising the 1996 White Paper. 

While it recognised that there had been good progress in the contribution made by arts, culture 

and heritage towards a more inclusive society, it was felt that it was necessary to further 

develop and speed up these changes. One of the aims of the revised white paper was to 

include African art, culture and heritage into official policy, thereby working towards more 

explicit decolonisation, which is defined as “placing African knowledge, epistemology, art, 

culture and heritage at the centre of policies, practices, institutions and programmes” (internet: 

Department of Arts and Culture Revised White Paper 2017:4,15,9). The concept of an African 

museum as opposed to a concept imposed by the West was addressed at a conference of the 

South African Museums Association in 2014 and the ways in which non-Western and African 

ideas have influenced museums were investigated. These included the integration of cultural 

and natural studies as well as the inclusion of intangible culture in museum practice (Vollgraaff 

2015:47). 

The decolonisation of museums can be linked to the decolonisation of universities, an issue 

which was revived through the student protests, the Rhodes Must Fall protest in 2015 and the 

Fees Must Fall protest in 2016. The aim of these student protests was to transform universities 

to become more inclusive (Pilane, quoted in Le Grange 2016:2). Colonisation can be 

described as consisting of two phases: the first involves the process of taking over a country 

and its inhabitants; and the second involves colonising the mind by means of the law, 

education, economics and science. Neo-colonialism concerns the fact that although a 

previously colonised country has now become independent, its people are still influenced by 

the world’s superpowers or the previous coloniser (Le Grange 2016:4). Decolonising 

universities is associated with decolonising the curriculum that is taught, which involves who 
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tells the stories to students about their past, present and future, and what stories are told. The 

university curriculum can be looked at in three ways: the explicit curriculum being tools such 

as modules, readings and assessments given to students; the hidden curriculum involves the 

culture represented by the university; and the null curriculum concerns what is left out of the 

curriculum (Le Grange 2016:7).  As museums are concerned with telling stories to their 

visitors, these concepts can be applied to interpretation in a museum, as the explicit dimension 

could refer to the stories told through the museum and its collection; the hidden dimension 

would be culture portrayed by the museum; and the null dimension would be the stories that 

are not told such as the role of slavery at a historical site. 

Although South African museums have been working towards transformation since before 

1994, the draft Policy Framework for National Museums, which was released in 2014, revealed 

that twenty years after the dawn of democracy, museums are regarded as being in crisis. This 

document highlighted the fact that museums are still seen as lacking social value and that 

they were inflicted on the country by the West (Vollgraaff 2015:41). Writing in 2018, Ngcobo 

asks how much the colonial-era museums have transformed to represent all South Africans 

(2018:149). 

 

7.2. South African historic house museums and interpretation  

South African museums and house museums are working on producing exhibitions that aim 

to include different more inclusive approaches. Against this background of transformation, 

historic house museums continue to face considerable challenges. House museums tend to 

portray the life-style of wealthy people. For example, the wine farm Groot Constantia has been 

described as offering a colonial interpretation that tells a story of “colonial glory and 

settlement”, which concentrates on the owners and ignores the role played by the slaves and 

workers on the farm (Goodnow 2006:104).  It is very understandable, then, that a museum 

like this and its collection could be perceived as preserving “outdated colonial values”, and 

must therefore be reinterpreted if it is to have any relevance to the lives of the majority of South 

Africans (Mpumlwana et al., 2002:257). South African historic house museums need to 

reinterpret themselves by presenting their histories from a wider perspective (Ellis 2002:65). 

Another problem, as Sanchis explains, is that historic preservation can be seen as elitist as it 

is perceived to have been carried out by privileged people and it is therefore not of interest to 

all (1998:2). Moreover Davison, the previous Director of Iziko’s Social History Department, 

explained in 2006 that at that time the emphasis in Cape Town was on sites such as the Castle 

and the Slave Lodge, where it would be easier to introduce more inclusive interpretations and 

where there was the potential for high visitor numbers (Goodnow 2006:104). Groot Constantia, 
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and by implication the other historic house museums, would therefore have to take “second 

place” (Goodnow 2006:104), thereby showing that they were not a high priority in the museum 

pecking order. 

Katherine Goodnow, a previous consultant for Iziko museums, put forward three ways of 

changing the messages communicated by history and historic house museums. The first is to 

make some changes to the existing story; the second is to present a different story, for 

example introducing the history of slavery in the Slave Lodge; and the third is to use the site 

rather than the building to carry the message as in the case of the District 6 Museum 

(2006:103). As discussed in Chapter 2, very little information is available on historic house 

museums in South Africa other than those listed online. Also very few house museums have 

their own websites, so not only is little information available, it is difficult to work out how these 

museums are interpreted. The following is a brief overview of examples of ways in which 

historic house museums in South Africa have been reinterpreted. The information found has 

been divided into themes: additions and changes to existing displays; new ideas; and 

curatorial versus social history approach. 

 

7.2.1. Additions and changes to existing displays 

The Old House Museum in Durban and Macrorie House Museum in Pietermaritzburg are 

examples of different ways in which historic house museums have used additions and 

changes to displays in an attempt at transformation.  The Old House Museum, built in the 

1840s, presents the interior of a British settler’s house which, in Professor Steven Dubin’s 

opinion, could be located anywhere in the UK. The museum has chosen to add objects such 

as African dolls and toys to existing displays, otherwise the interior remains unchanged. In 

contrast, the Macrorie House Museum has introduced a social history approach. Information 

panels have been placed in each room introducing subjects such as domestic servants and 

the role of workers on a tea plantation, thereby adding layers of meaning. The recreated 

interior has not been changed (Dubin 2006:235-236).  

Ayanda Ngcobo of the Durban Local History Museums comments on interpretation in the 

Bergtheil Museum in Westville, Durban. Jonas Bergtheil is regarded as the founder of the 

suburb of Westville. Presenting the lives of German settlers from the 1840s until the 1900s, 

this house museum is furnished in the Victorian style. As it is a house museum, the exhibitions 

are in the rooms of a home. There are six exhibition rooms – a bedroom, kitchen, dairy, early 

inhabitants’ room, main room and the Indian room – as well as three rooms for storage. 

Ngcobo assesses the displays in this museum from the viewpoint of transformation and points 

out that because the main focus is still on white settler history, there are gaps in the 
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interpretation. In his opinion, although the museum covers the period until 1900, there is an 

opportunity for continuity until the present day. Displays could include what life was like for 

black people under apartheid, such as the experiences of black domestic workers employed 

in white houses, and the experiences of black workers having to carry passbooks when 

travelling to work in a white area. She does though acknowledge that the exhibition on the 

early residents of Westville, which opened in 2014, differs from the rest of the museum as it 

contains different histories of Westville, thereby including information which tended to be left 

out in the past (2018:161-163). According to Ngcobo, the situation in this museum is not 

unusual and although there has been an attempt to include different histories, in her opinion 

this is not enough, as it is important that existing displays and the messages they convey are 

examined (2018:164). Ngcobo’s suggestions should be questioned, as the purpose of the 

museum may be completely defeated if 20th century political developments and their influence 

on the lives of people are included in this specific museum, since it was clearly established 

with other objectives, covering another period. It may be more meaningful to create something 

new to accommodate her ideas. 

 

7.2.2. New ideas 

No. 7 Castle Hill, Port Elizabeth, is a restored settler’s home occupied by the Rev Francis 

McCleland and his family. The collection is described as a “Victorian, domestic ‘time capsule’ 

of the mid-nineteenth century”, and is defined by “historical period” and the “desire for historical 

accuracy” (Wintermeyer 2016: np). Bryan Wintermeyer, chairperson of this museum, has 

looked at the collection in terms of curation, dealing with transformation and diversity, 

community engagement and increased economic sustainability. In line with the social history 

approach to interpreting house museums, the presence of a domestic servant has been 

introduced into the displays in the house. The museum has converted a room which housed 

the toy collection into the room occupied by Mary Robinson, the servant employed by the 

McLellands. However, it is stated that little is known about her and the way her room would 

have appeared (Wintermeyer 2016 np). This lack of information and objects related to servants 

is one of the problems house museums face if they want to include domestic servants in the 

interpretation (Pustz 2010:50). 

Wintermeyer also reported that he had explored three ways of interpretation that could be 

used in house museums. First he suggests that the collection could be re-defined and based 

on other criteria, so that this house museum could become more relevant in the present day. 

To illustrate this aim he used the example of the 2016 proposal by Erica de Greef, Aprons, 

Buttons and Coats, which allows visitors to relate to costume collections at museums through 
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exhibitions arranged by letters of the alphabet rather than historical style, thereby making 

costume more attractive to diverse audiences. Secondly, Wintermeyer uses the Museum of 

Innocence in Istanbul, which won The European Museum of the Year award in 2014, as an 

example of looking at the personal component of house museums. Both the house museum 

and the novel, The Museum of Innocence, produced by Orhan Pamuk, are set in the 1970s 

and the house museum contains memories and objects used by the characters in the novel. 

The emphasis is on the personal possessions and daily lives of people. The Museum of 

Innocence presents the upper class in Turkey in the 1970s in the same way that No. 7 Castle 

Hill presents the Victorian middle class. Thirdly, Wintermeyer looks at the work of Catriona 

Fisk on the fashion collections in two house museums in Brisbane, Australia. Fiske believes 

that objects can have value because of their personal importance to a family rather than simply 

as representative of a historical period. House museums can therefore provide an opportunity 

for the active interpretation of the collection by the visitor rather than a passive viewing. 

Wintermeyer’s suggestions on three different ways in which to look at the exhibitions in house 

museums differs from the usual time-capsule approach, as they explore how different 

audiences could interact with museum collections and how collections could be interpreted in 

different ways other than by historical period (Wintermeyer 2016:np). 

 

7.2.3. Curatorial or social history approach to interpretation 

The Koopmans-De Wet House and Groot Constantia Manor House are examples of historic 

house museums where a curatorial or object-based approach is followed. In both museums 

the collection is displayed in a series of period rooms in which each item on display is identified 

in terms of material, style and date, rather than explaining how it was used. The disadvantage 

of this approach, which is also followed by the ISM, is that unless visitors have a good prior 

knowledge of the decorative arts or are collectors, it is unlikely that they would find this form 

of interpretation interesting. Rees’s comment that at Mount Vernon they needed to ask what 

their visitors wanted to learn and not just what the curators wanted to teach (Rees 1998:6), 

therefore applies to these museums.  

Koopmans-De Wet House  

Furnished as a house of the late 18th century, the Koopmans De-Wet house offers a glimpse 

into the lifestyle of a wealthy Cape family. The collection consists of fine examples of Cape 

furniture and silver as well as ceramics (internet: Iziko 2019: Koopmans-De Wet House), and 

the interpretation emphasises the collection, which is arranged in a series of period rooms. 

The house is decorated and furnished in the style of the late 18th century and therefore is an 

example of re-decorating a house to depict its original appearance by removing any later 
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Victorian additions (Carruthers 2003:90). Barriers, either of perspex or rope, have been 

installed at the entrance of most of the rooms for security reasons, with the result that visitors 

are unable to walk in and experience the rooms (see Figures 7.1 and 7.10). At the entrance 

to each room is an information panel consisting of a numbered diagram of the contents of the 

room, together with information about each item, for example, in the drawing room: “CHAIR 

Stinkwood with caned seat Cape Neoclassical style c. 1800”. The descriptions of the objects 

on display indicate that they formed part of a catalogue before the information panels were 

introduced (see Figure 7.2). 

 

Figure 7.1. Koopmans-De Wet House: entrance to the music room with perspex barrier and 
information panel consisting of a diagram with numbered contents of the room 2010 (ISHDA) 
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Figure 7.2. Koopmans-De Wet House: information panel for the dining room consisting of 
diagram and numbered contents of the room 2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 

 

Apart from this decorative arts approach, the Koopmans De-Wet House has also introduced 

elements of a social history approach to interpretation. According to Schroeder, a social history 

approach involves providing an interpretation that includes all those who lived in the house, 

not only the owner, but also the wife and children, slaves and servants (1986:6). A booklet, 

Iziko Koopmans-de Wet. The Story of a Strand Street House, provides a lively, inclusive 

account of domestic life in Cape Town, each chapter asking a question such as: Who built the 

house? What period does the house reflect? Who lived here? What was it like? Why is the 

house important? It also provides information about how the rooms in the house and the 

objects they contain were used (Iziko Museums: Koopmans-De Wet House nd). Slaves 

worked in this house in the early 19th century and research has identified their names, 

professions as well as the work that they did. This information has been made available on 

information panels in the museum as well as on the website, providing a more holistic story of 

the house by means of a vivid account of the way each room and the collection it contains 

was used by the family and the slaves who lived there (internet: Iziko 2019: Koopmans-De 

Wet House).  
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Figure 7.3. Koopmans-De Wet House: an information panel in the boudoir which includes 
the names of the domestic servants who worked in the house 2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 

 

While the inclusion of the majority of the South African population forms a major part of the 

transformation process in museums, Gore points out that other issues such as women’s 

history and the working classes should be included as well (2005:97).  Although this museum 

is named after Marie Koopmans-De Wet (1834-1906), who was a very important figure in 

Cape Town’s social and cultural life in the late 19th century and played an active role in the 

issues of her day (internet: Iziko 2019: Koopmans-De Wet House), there was no mention of 

her in any room in the house. An exhibition, consisting of information panels, has since been 

introduced in the boudoir on the upper floor and describes her life and times, her involvement 

in Cape society, and her role in the South African War, when she made a significant 

contribution towards helping the widows and orphans of the Boer republics. It also includes a 

panel (Figure 7.3) which focuses on the domestic servants who worked in the house. A further 
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information panel on the life and times of Marie Koopmans-de Wet can be seen in the linen 

room (Figure 7.4). 

 

Figure 7.4. Koopmans-De Wet House: information panel describing the life and times of 
Marie Koopmans-De Wet 2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 

 

On a table in the boudoir is a folder containing photographs of the interior of the house when 

she lived there which visitors are invited to browse through (Figure 7.5). Although this is a 

small exhibition, the inclusion of information on Marie Koopmans-De Wet has filled a huge gap 

in the meaning of the house. 
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Figure 7.5. Koopmans-De Wet House: a page from the information folder on Marie 
Koopmans-De Wet in the boudoir 2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 

 

Groot Constantia  

Dating back to 1685, this is one of the oldest wine-producing farms in South Africa (internet: 

Iziko 2019: Groot Constantia).  The site is reminiscent of a country house as there is not only 

a Manor House but also an outbuilding, the Jonkershuis, which contains a classroom and a 

restaurant, a coach house with a display of carriages, a wine cellar, grounds and the 

vineyards. The collection is displayed in a series of period rooms, some of which have barriers 

at the entrance in the form of ropes to prevent visitors from entering. Each object on display 

has a number attached to it corresponding to a number in the catalogue (Figure 7.6), copies 

of which are offered on loan to visitors. Similar to the Koopmans-De Wet House information 

panels, the information in the catalogue consists of the name of the item, material of which it 

is made, place of origin and date, for example: “178. CHAIR, stinkwood, Cape, c. 1750. Van 

der Stel type” (Iziko 2015: np). There is no information available about how the items or the 

rooms were used. 
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Figure 7.6. Groot Constantia Manor House: a page from the catalogue offered on loan to 
visitors showing a numbered list of the collection displayed in the dining hall 2019 

(Photo: K Wheeler) 
 

The museum booklet, Groot Constantia 1685-1885 Its owners and occupants, gives an 

account of the architectural history, the owners and the wine produced on the farm (Van der 

Merwe 1997:62). The slaves who worked on the farm are mentioned, but the emphasis is on 
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the owners. The last page gives a brief description of the interior of the house and its contents. 

It is certainly not a lively account, for example: “Furniture for writing is found here (in the study). 

The objects in the room date from the 18th to early 19th century and the furniture is in the neo-

classical or Louis XVI style” (Van der Merwe 1997:62). A visitor with no knowledge of furniture 

history would find this meaningless. Cape furniture, which forms a large part of the collections 

at both Groot Constantia and Koopmans De-Wet House, still tends to be interpreted from a 

curatorial perspective. A more multidisciplinary approach within the context of the Cape, such 

as that taken by Deon Viljoen, the international expert and researcher in the subject, could be 

adopted. Viljoen suggests that the context in which Cape furniture evolved can be explored 

through aspects such as the makers, of whom an important number were slaves, and the 

timber available for its construction (Viljoen 2002:161,165). However, according to Burden, 

this point about the slaves is a myth. She quotes the opinions of Mary Cook, Woodward and 

Pearse who all concur that the assumption of present-day writers that Cape furniture was 

made by slaves is very doubtful (Burden 2013:9).  

In 1999 Carohn Cornell highlighted the invisibility of slavery in the Slave Lodge, the Bo-Kaap 

Museum and Groot Constantia in an article entitled “Whatever became of Cape Slavery in 

Western Cape Museums?” She felt that although slavery is mentioned in museum booklets 

offered for sale, visitors might think that slavery did not exist at the Cape (1999:262).  Cornell 

argued that information about slavery should be introduced more explicitly in these museums 

and, in the case of Groot Constantia, there should be a display on slavery in the Jonkershuis 

and a slave route throughout the estate should be introduced (1999:274). In a study conducted 

in 2002 Goodnow criticised the “one-sided history” presented at Groot Constantia and stated 

that this was to be reviewed (2006:101). By October 2004 a new exhibition in the Orientation 

Centre in the Jonkershuis at Groot Constantia presented a more holistic history of Groot 

Constantia. This included the history of the slaves who had worked on the farm from 1685 to 

1838, as well as an account of the slave owners such as Simon van der Stel and Hendrik 

Cloete. The information on the display panels included the names of the slaves who worked 

on the Estate, the role they played and their occupations such as carpenters, masons, 

shoemakers, coopers and domestic workers (Figure 7.9).  

Since 2017 further changes have taken place at Groot Constantia. Through an agreement 

between Iziko and the Groot Constantia Trust, wine tasting has been introduced in the wine 

cellar. The entrance hall in the manor house has been converted to become an area for ticket 

sales and information (Figures 7.7 and 7.8). The paintings and furniture from the collection 

which were on display here have been relocated to other rooms in the house to facilitate this 

and four information panels have been introduced (Esmyol 2019: interview). 
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Figure 7.7. Groot Constantia Manor House: entrance hall showing information panels 2019 
(Photo: K Wheeler) 

 

 

Figure 7.8. Groot Constantia Manor House: entrance hall with desks for ticket sales and 
information posters 2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 
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Half of the wine cellar has been converted into a wine-tasting room which also houses display 

cases containing paraphernalia for the drinking and serving of wine. The other half of the cellar 

contains some vehicles and wine-making equipment as well as the exhibition panels (Figure 

7.9) which had been on display in the orientation centre, now a classroom, therefore giving 

more prominence to the story of slavery at Groot Constantia. Although the changes in the 

entrance hall of the manor house could be criticised as a sacrifice to commercialisation, the 

fact that tickets to the wine tasting are being sold there has resulted in visitors using the manor 

house to access the wine tasting. As a result the museum is full of life, which is in stark contrast 

to the mausoleum-like atmosphere at the Koopmans-De Wet House, which has hardly any 

visitors. 

 

Figure 7.9. Groot Constantia Wine Cellar: information panels depicting the story of slavery 
at Groot Constantia 2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 
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7.3. Challenges faced by South African house museums 

As discussed in Chapter 2, historic house museums around the world are struggling as they 

are characterised by low visitor numbers, restricted opening hours, shortage of funds leading 

to staff shortages and delayed maintenance (Moe 2002:6). A major challenge for the survival 

of many historic house museums is to attract enough paying visitors to keep them going 

(Young 2007b:134). South African house museums face similar challenges, but also have the 

challenge of the transformation of museums in South Africa that has to be taken into account.  

The following are examples of problems faced by South African house museums, which 

include low visitor numbers, restricted opening hours, shortage of funds leading to staff 

shortages, delayed maintenance, changed character of the location in which the museum is 

situated and criminal activity. 

 

Iziko house museums 

In 2004 two public meetings organised by the Iziko management on 15 July and 17 August 

made it clear that the Iziko house museums in Cape Town – the Koopmans-De Wet House, 

Bertram House and Rust en Vreugd – were facing problems. The intention of the meetings 

was to form an interest group for these museums which had just been partially closed to the 

public because a budget shortfall had resulted in a staff shortage which in turn led to the 

visiting hours being shortened. The main challenge was to ensure that these museums stayed 

open and that visitor diversity and visitor numbers improved. It was agreed that a steering 

committee should be formed to establish the proposed interest group. Issues raised included: 

how the house museums would form part of the transformation of Iziko; that all Iziko sites 

should be interpreted to be relevant to all South Africans; that visitor numbers should be 

studied; that each house museum should have a curator on site; that each house museum 

should have a Friends of the Museum society and a group of volunteers; and temporary 

exhibitions and activities such as lectures and courses should be organised (ISHDA: Notes 

Iziko House Museums Interest Group:2004). Such issues have been extensively discussed 

by historic house museums internationally, especially in the USA (see Chapter 2). However, 

in March 2005, Iziko ended this process and no further initiatives have taken place. No support 

group was formed and the anticipated volunteer support did not materialise. 

In 2019 the situation at the Iziko house museums is considerably worse. These museums 

continue to battle with insufficient funds, a below critical mass of staff, and delayed 

maintenance. Bertram House has been closed to the public for the past four years because of 

maintenance issues and although Iziko intends to re-open this museum to the public, it is not 
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known when this will be and what form the museum will take. Opening hours continue to be 

restricted, for example, Koopmans-De Wet House and Rust en Vreugd are now open only two 

days a week (Esmyol 2019: interview). A visit to the Koopmans-De Wet House on 13 

September 2019 revealed that this house also has maintenance issues as the back rooms 

have a serious damp problem (Figures 7.11 and 7.12). The house also appears to be 

neglected and uncared for, because the light fittings had not been dusted, the copper utensils 

in the kitchen had not been cleaned (Figure 7.10) and some of the furniture was out of place. 

The attendant on duty commented that since the house has been open to visitors for only two 

days a week, the number of visitors had dropped. Very few programmes of activities are 

offered to encourage both locals and tourists to visit and the displays mostly remain unaltered. 

Twenty years after the establishment of Iziko, it appears that the management has little interest 

in the house museums under their care and that they are not taken seriously (Esmyol 2019: 

interview).   

 

Figure 7.10. Koopmans-De Wet House: the kitchen with rope barrier at entrance, showing 
the copper that has not been cleaned 2019 (Photo: K Wheeler) 
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Figure 7.11. Koopmans-De Wet House: the morning room showing the result of damp 2019 
(Photo: K Wheeler) 

 

 

Figure 7.12. Koopmans-De Wet House: the upstairs hall showing the result of damp 2019 
(Photo: K Wheeler) 
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The Smuts House Museum, Irene. In 2017 it was reported that the Smuts House needs 

maintenance and the library which contains rare books is not climate controlled and therefore 

hot in summer and cold in winter. The problem appears to be that the site is looked after by a 

private foundation and volunteers who find the exercise challenging (internet: The Heritage 

Portal 2017: Smuts House). 

No. 7 Castle Hill, Port Elizabeth. A discussion document written in 2016 by Bryan 

Wintermeyer, chairperson of the museum, looks at the relevance and future of this museum 

within the context of historic house museums nationally and internationally. Its operational 

situation is noted as “perilous”. Visitors describe the museum as a “time machine”, a settler’s 

house furnished as it would have been, and comment favourably on their visit. However, it is 

noted that the area in which the museum is situated is not safe as there are criminal elements 

and drug dealers, and it is suggested that visitors should visit the museum in a group and not 

alone (Wintermeyer 2016).  

AG Visser House, Heidelberg. In 2016 it was reported that the Lesedi Local Municipality was 

to lose its custodianship of the AG Visser house because of the gross mismanagement and 

neglect, which had resulted in most items of value being destroyed or stolen. These items 

included the possessions of AG Visser as well as light bulbs and copper cables (Mentz 2016). 

In 2017 The Heritage Portal, a news and information platform for the South African Heritage 

Sector, described the AG Visser house as having been in crisis for many years. It  reported 

that the municipality had still not complied with a court order to hand over control of the building 

to Helderwaters (Pty) Ltd, a replacement company to the Rembrandt group which had donated 

the AG Visser house to the Heidelberg municipality in the late 1980s (internet: The Heritage 

Portal 2017:AG Visser House ). 

A number of house museums have closed. 

The Natale Labia Museum, Muizenberg. The house and collection of furniture, paintings and 

objects belonging to Count Luccio Labia were accepted by the government as a satellite 

museum of the South African National Gallery in 1985. The collection was displayed in the 

rooms on the ground floor and the upstairs was used as a space for exhibitions, lectures and 

music concerts (Tietze 2017:163). After the government sold an adjoining piece of land 

belonging to the property in 2004, a painting was lost under Iziko management, and Iziko 

decided to close the museum in 2005, Count Labia demanded and succeeded in regaining 

possession of his home (Herman 2011). The house was restored and reopened as a cultural 

centre in 2010 (internet: Casa Labia 2016). 

Pierneef House Museum, Pretoria. A refurbished 19th-century house, this museum 

contained a collection of works by Pierneef, one of South Africa’s best known artists, as well 
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as some of his personal possessions. According to the website, this museum has closed but 

no information is given as to why (internet: SA-Venues 2019: The Pierneef House Museum). 

Macrorie House, Pietermaritzburg.  The board of trustees decided to close the museum 

because the building and collection had been threatened by crime and because the Province 

reduced funding (internet: The Heritage Portal 2016: Macrorie House). The Macrorie House 

collection has been moved to Baynesfield Estate and included in the Joseph Baynes House 

Collection. This has been recognised as providing a new context for the collection in the 21st 

century (Whelan 2017:48). 

Len Raymond, previous chairman of the Heritage Association of South Africa, commented 

that lack of funding is forcing many local museums to close and he estimated that more than 

50 had closed in recent years, showing that there is a national crisis (internet: The Heritage 

Portal 2018: Macrorie House).  

Gately House, East London. The museum experienced theft of copper pipes and Victorian 

garden chairs and, after the curator was held at gunpoint in 2016, it was decided to open the 

museum only by appointment. The board then decided to close the museum. It was reported 

that because of an increase in crime the visitor numbers had dropped (internet: The Heritage 

Portal 2016: Gately House). 

The following house museum has not yet opened to the public. 

Winnie Madikizela-Mandela's former home, Brandfort 

In 2005 it was reported that the home where Mandela lived when she was banished to 

Brandfort under apartheid was to become a museum. Although funds had been made 

available for this project, it had still not been completed in 2019 (Morapela 2019). In January 

2020 it was reported that although the renovation of the building has been completed the 

house remains locked and empty and is nowhere near opening as a museum (Davis 2020).  

South African house museums therefore face similar challenges to house museums 

internationally, such as low visitor numbers and shortage of funds. It is regrettable that criminal 

activity has also become a challenge. As most museums and house museums in South Africa 

have their origins in the colonisation of the country, they can be regarded as colonial 

institutions which followed a Eurocentric approach to collecting, conserving, education and 

research. Transformation is essential if these museums are to survive and the goal of the 

interpretation of museums such as the ISM must be to become relevant to the diverse 

communities in South Africa. 
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CHAPTER 8: 

EVALUATION 

 

8.1. Addressing the problem  

The core problem of this investigation was to determine whether effective communication 

could address and solve the challenges, such as maintaining relevance and inadequate 

funding, faced by historic house museums in the 21st century. The case study, the ISM, 

provided the context in which the research problem was investigated and analysed. 

The change of museums over the past two to three decades from being collections-based to 

audience-based, resulted in communication becoming one of the most important functions of 

a museum. Together with that came the recognition that museums need to know who their 

visitors are if they wish to communicate effectively with them (Hooper-Greenhill 1995:3). This 

communication can consist of merely the transfer of information from the curator to a passive 

recipient, the visitor, and there is no feedback or evaluation (Hooper-Greenhill 1999:18). In 

contrast the challenge of interpretation, the act of explaining meaning, is that visitors should 

be encouraged to make discoveries for themselves instead of being passive recipients of 

information (Black 2005:180). 

The themes of communication and historic house museums were analysed to form an 

international context in which to assess whether the ISM faces the same challenges as other 

house museums, and how it presents itself to its visitors. These themes were also explored in 

the South African museum context.  A visitor survey and observation were used to investigate 

who visits the ISM, and how successfully the museum communicates about the artist Irma 

Stern, the house, the interior and the collections. The concept of using new interpretation to 

help make this museum more relevant was explored.  

The study concluded that communication is indeed an essential museum function. However, 

communication at the ISM, an example of a house museum in the 21st century, is not planned 

and this appears to be the case at many other house museums. It is therefore essential that 

a communication policy is drawn up, which includes interpretation, to facilitate effective 

communication with visitors and help to address challenges such as relevance, thereby 

potentially reversing the declining visitor numbers. The ISM was found to be similar to historic 

house museums internationally, but the problems it faces are of a more complex nature than 

most house museums because of the diverse nature of South African society. Communication 

will play an important role in solving some of these problems, but it will not be able to solve 

everything, such as the relationship of the museum with UCT.  
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8.2. Assessing the goal and objectives 

The overall goal of this study was to investigate and analyse communication at the ISM and 

identify the role that effective communication could play in addressing the challenges faced 

by this museum in the context of historic house museums in the 21st century. To achieve this 

goal five specific objectives were identified and addressed, as explained below. 

A theoretical analysis and description of communication was undertaken to form the 

foundation of this study. The literature highlighted the fact that communication has become an 

essential museum function, which includes marketing, education and entertainment, 

exhibitions and interpretation, the visitor experience and thereby the future sustainability of 

museums and house museums (Belcher 1991; Hooper-Greenhill 1994; Mason 2005; Black 

2005, 2012). Changes in society and the introduction of the new museology theory in the late 

20th century led to a change in the focus of museums from their collections to their visitors, 

resulting in education becoming the core function. Museums have had to accept that they are 

meant for the education of people and to succeed in the future they must cater for the needs 

of their visitors (Ambrose & Paine 2012:27).  If museums want to communicate effectively with 

their visitors, they must find out more about them (Hooper-Greenhill 1995:3), which is why a 

visitor survey formed a key part of this study.  

The two main approaches to communication, the transmission approach and the cultural 

approach were applied to the ISM in order to assess how this museum communicates with its 

visitors. In the museum context the transmission approach regards communication as a one-

way process in which information is transferred from the curator to the visitor, who is regarded 

as a passive recipient, and there is no feedback or evaluation (Hooper-Greenhill 1999a:18). A 

second approach, the cultural approach, regards communication as producing and 

exchanging meaning. Museum visitors are therefore active participants in the communication 

process and interpret or make meaning within interpretive communities. In the case of the 

museum, this notion can be understood as visitors who have different cultural backgrounds 

and will therefore interpret the objects on display in different ways. This is an important basis 

for understanding why visitors may be put off visiting museums. If the curator caters only for 

visitors who share his/her interpretive strategies and come from the same interpretive 

community, other visitors may not benefit from a visit to the museum. 

Museum communication needs to be assessed holistically as museums do not only 

communicate through exhibitions, but through all the aspects of the museum that affect the 

visitor experience. These include the building, the staff, orientation and the facilities offered 

such as a café, shop and toilets. Hooper-Greenhill’s holistic model of museum communication 

and Kotler and Kotler’s model of dimensions of the museum experience were useful, together 
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with the visitor survey, in identifying how the ISM communicates with its visitors and the 

resulting visitor experience. However, as Lord points out, exhibitions are the core function of 

the museum (2001:15) and the medium through which museums communicate about their 

collections and research (Spencer 2001:374). The term “interpretation” alludes to the whole 

process of the visitor experience, education and learning in a museum (Wells 2013:38), and 

is therefore the means by which museums aim to communicate with their visitors about their 

collections, through exhibitions, in order to convey meanings.  It is therefore an important 

communication function. As Hooper-Greenhill points out, it is important to analyse the 

experience that museums offer to visitors and thereby examine the role of the museum as a 

communicator (2000:12). Communication theory provided an essential foundation for the case 

study of the ISM. 

Historic house museums as a museum type were explored to form a framework within 

which to ascertain whether and how the ISM fits into this category of museums. Although the 

literature suggested that house museums could be divided into different categories in order to 

draw up mission statements and provide better communication and management, this study 

was the first to analyse South African house museums in terms of categories. Three of 

Young’s categories – hero or personality houses, collector’s houses and artwork/architectural 

style houses – were selected to analyse the ISM.  

The study found that the ISM fits into all three categories, but could be categorised primarily 

as a personality house museum because Irma Stern is regarded as South Africa’s most 

important artist. Irma herself was a collector and her artworks and collection are housed in her 

home. Although she did not leave instructions that a museum be established after her death, 

she bequeathed her collection for the promotion of fine art and, it is argued, her home could 

therefore also be regarded as a collector’s house museum. The ISM could also be categorised 

as an artwork or architectural style museum because, having been built in c 1835 and 

remodelled by John Parker, an important Cape architect at the beginning of the 20th century, 

it was personalised by Irma herself.  

However, the historic house aspect could only be identified in three of the downstairs rooms 

as only the lounge, dining room and studio could be called period rooms. The remaining 

rooms, Dudley’s room, the library and the old kitchen are art gallery rooms. In contrast to the 

downstairs area which preserves the house, the upstairs area is used as an art gallery that 

presents an annual programme of temporary exhibitions of contemporary art. These 

exhibitions are of a commercial nature and usually have no connection with Irma Stern. 

The objective was achieved as the ISM was found to fit into three house museum categories. 

It was also found to be a duality: a combination of a house museum and art museum 
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downstairs with a commercial gallery upstairs. As there is no connection between the period 

rooms and art gallery rooms downstairs and the art gallery upstairs, it was therefore concluded 

that it is essential that a mission statement be developed for the ISM in order to work out its 

purpose and values.  

The challenges faced by historic house museums internationally since the latter part of 

the 20th century were identified. These include issues such as maintaining the relevance of 

exhibitions for the visitor to counter declining visitor numbers; lack of funding resulting in 

delayed maintenance; attracting more diverse audiences who do not necessarily regard 

colonial history as relevant to their lives; and the fact that these houses are presented and 

interpreted in a way that has not kept up with the requirements of visitors (Moe 2002; Vaughan 

2002; Godfrey 2008). The analysis of the ISM revealed that these issues also apply to this 

museum. Low visitor numbers have been an issue since the opening of the ISM to the public 

in 1972, and continue to be a problem forty-seven years later in 2019.  Observation showed 

that the majority of visitors are white and aging. The numbers will dwindle further if the museum 

does not attract a younger and more diverse audience. According to Veverka, if visitor 

numbers remain static, this is a warning sign that a museum needs reinterpretation (2005:5).  

Funding was also identified as a problem. The museum is administered by UCT, which 

appears to have the same problems as other universities as they have to prioritise teaching 

and academic research over maintaining their museums (Stanbury 2004:4). This house has a 

serious damp problem, which makes it an unsuitable location for a collection. Unfortunately 

when work is carried out on the building, it is maintenance and not restoration and therefore 

not based on research. UCT has said that it cannot afford to do a full restoration (ISMA Minutes 

2019). Like house museums internationally, the ISM will have to look for alternate forms of 

funding if it intends to undergo a full restoration.  

An internet study of South African historic house museums revealed that they, like the ISM, 

face similar challenges as those faced by house museums internationally, such as lack of 

funding leading to maintenance issues, and low visitor numbers. In addition, some South 

African house museums have been victims of criminal activity. Since 1994 South African 

house museums have also had to deal with the additional social challenge of managing the 

transformation of museums in South Africa. 

The effectiveness of the messages communicated by the ISM to its visitors concerning 

the artist Irma Stern, the house, the interior and the collections were analysed. The 

visitor survey identified the ISM visitor as predominantly being a member of the traditional 

museum audience. Positive comments in the survey and in the visitors’ book indicated that 
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the messages communicated by the museum through the collections are effective. However, 

the point is that this museum appears to cater for only one type of audience. 

Observation of the displays and the available catalogues revealed that interpretation at the 

ISM is object-based and there is little information available about Irma Stern either as an artist 

or as a person. Discussions with visitors revealed that what is missing are the aspects of 

intangible culture, i.e. the context in which tangible culture exists and without which, according 

to Burden, it is almost impossible to interpret and exhibit objects in a meaningful way 

(2007:83). These intangible aspects relate to the people who lived in the house, such as Irma 

Stern, her family and her servants, as well as her interest in travel, fashion, food and 

gardening. The display of, for example, the African art collection also lacks the intangible 

dimension as there is little information about the cultural significance of these objects, who 

made them, and what they were used for. Including intangible aspects would provide a more 

balanced interpretation and result in a better visitor experience, which should attract a more 

diverse audience. Irma Stern the person has much potential for creating and communicating 

stories about the house, its contents and its former occupants, thereby establishing a 

connection with visitors. The interpretation of the ISM therefore needs to be broadened to 

become relevant to a more diverse audience. At present it is obvious that the messages 

communicated by the ISM are only relevant to one audience, the traditional audience. 

The study showed that museums do not only communicate through exhibitions, but through 

the whole visitor experience. Orientation, which Erlich describes as a “catalyst” for 

communication with the visitor by providing a framework for a successful educational 

experience (1985:13), is one of the most important components of interpretation. The survey 

identified that this aspect of communication is lacking at the ISM. Visitors pointed out that the 

museum was hard to find, and once inside they requested information about Irma Stern as 

well as signage and a floorplan. These are examples museum communication not only being 

ineffective but being non-existent.  

The notion of whether new interpretation would help to produce a better visitor 

experience, more relevant forms of interpretation and reverse the challenge of declining 

visitor numbers, was explored. This study identified that the challenges, such as low visitor 

numbers and shortage of funds, faced by the historic house museums in South Africa are very 

similar to those experienced elsewhere in the world, especially in the USA and Australia. Some 

of these museums have colonial and elitist connotations, their interpretation in the form of 

period rooms is seen as boring, and they are regarded as not being in touch with the issues 

of the present day and therefore are not relevant in some people’s lives. The study revealed 

that the ISM was relevant for the times and audiences that existed when it was founded, and 
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the present low visitor numbers indicate that this sense of relevance is no longer evident for 

today’s audiences. It was concluded that reinterpretation of the ISM within a wider context is 

therefore essential, if the aim is to increase visitor numbers by making the museum more 

relevant and bringing it to life in order to create meaningful visitor experiences.  

The present interpretation at the ISM can be said to be that of a “shrine” as the focus of the 

museum is only on Irma Stern. However, without her actual presence the museum is in effect 

a mausoleum and not a living museum, a problem described by Lopez as historic house 

museums being ”meaningful in their permanence but petrified and lifeless in their presentation” 

(2015:10). The introduction of a social history approach could therefore be considered to 

introduce different themes based on the home setting such as domestic life, food and the 

garden. According to Ellis, this would help to attract a diverse audience (2002:76-77). 

The ISM as a cultural product was evaluated within the context of cultural history. The Burden 

model provided a framework for the analysis of the building and the collections it contains, as 

well as for understanding how the museum communicates with its visitors, focusing on 

interpretation. This evaluation using the Burden model sums up the objectives addressed in 

this study and what was achieved, as outlined below. 

As the interpretation of the museum is object-based, it appears to be weighted at the A end of 

the Burden model as it emphasises the collection or tangible culture, at the expense of the 

intangible culture which should refer to Irma Stern and her life. It should also refer to the 

cultural significance of the objects in the collection, such as who made them, how they were 

made and used. The CD axis of the model, which represents patrician and folk culture, is 

weighted towards the C end of the axis, in favour of patrician culture, as items such as furniture 

not considered to be of a high enough quality for the permanent collection were sold, and 

items considered to be junk were thrown away. The collection therefore does not give a 

balanced representation of Irma’s home, as it was based on the opinions and value system of 

one person, Professor Scholtz, whose overriding criterion was quality rather than accuracy. 

The emphasis on patrician culture can also be linked to the AB axis of the model representing 

tangible and intangible culture, as by disposing of Irma Stern’s personal possessions and 

household goods, the Trustees in effect disposed of important facets of Irma Stern’s life. The 

EF axis representing traditional and contemporary culture was useful in explaining the present 

situation of the ISM, as it represents a timeline of the past in relation to the present. The ISM 

was relevant for the times and audiences that existed when it was founded. However, the 

messages developed by the museum in 1972, when it opened to the public, continue to be 

used in 2019. The problem is that the audiences remain the same, but their numbers are now 

declining because of advancing age, and the low visitor numbers indicate that the messages 



320 
 

communicated by the ISM are no longer relevant for today’s audiences.  It is therefore 

essential that this museum should be reinterpreted if the aim is to increase visitor numbers by 

making the museum more relevant and bringing it to life in order to create meaningful visitor 

experiences and attract a wider and younger audience. 

All the objectives for this study were addressed and achieved. The overall goal, which was to 

investigate and analyse communication at the ISM and identify the role that effective 

communication could play in addressing the challenges faced by this museum in the context 

of historic house museums in the 21st century, was also achieved.  

 

8.3. Other significant conclusions 

Although interpretation is described as “a powerful communication process” (Veverka 2000:2), 

there was a lack of clarity in the literature about the meaning of the word as applied to historic 

house museums. Although the sources point out that interpretation aims “to reveal meanings 

and relationships through the use of original objects” (Tilden, quoted in Belcher 1991), this 

aspect is dealt with very briefly and the word is generally used to cover the presentation of 

these museums and the stories they tell about the houses, their former inhabitants and the 

collections they contain. Interpretation is also discussed as a way to make house museums 

“socially relevant” as the traditional approach to presenting the home of a famous person as 

a shrine is described as no longer acceptable (Pustz 2010:119). In some cases, when the 

authors discuss interpretation in the house museum context, they appear to refer to providing 

information and have therefore missed the point that, although interpretation is based on 

information, it is a process of revealing meanings and significance to visitors who themselves 

are active interpreters, and not simply a case of providing them with information. The meaning 

of interpretation in the house museum context therefore needs to be clarified.  

House museums appear to still be following the transmission approach to communication and 

not considering the fact that visitors are active participants in the museum experience and 

create their own meaning, as put forward in the cultural approach to communication. It is 

therefore essential that provision is made for evaluation in the form of ongoing visitor surveys 

to determine whether the interpretation programme has been successful and whether it needs 

to be reviewed. House museums have been described as probably not the most exciting type 

of museums and this may well be because   the interpretation provided by these museums is 

merely information or facts. If interpretation is based on facts and not on the visitor’s needs, 

there will be no opportunity for the visitor to participate actively and thereby bring the house to 

life. Interpretation is based on information, but an essential factor is how this information is 

communicated to the visitor (Veverka nd-a). The difference between providing interpretation 
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and providing information is therefore an important aspect that should be explored in the house 

museum context. 

The literature raised the important question of whether founding a house museum is the best 

course of action to save a historic house. Donna Harris, the author of New Solutions for House 

Museums, argues that had people been aware of  the skills, knowledge and funding involved 

in administering a house museum, there would be far fewer of these museums today (Harris 

2007:4,5). An interesting example is the case of the Australian artist, Margaret Olley, who died 

in 2011 and who, like Irma Stern, did not specifically request that her house become a 

museum. When planning a memorial to her, it was decided that her house was too small to 

be a museum, and also that restoring and converting her house into a museum would be too 

expensive. Her studio was later recreated within an art gallery. There are therefore more 

practical ways of creating a memorial to a famous person. 

It was notable that in the UK, Australia and the USA historic house museums are managed by 

National Trust organisations which have memberships as source of funding. In South Africa 

they are managed by national, provincial and local governments. This highlights the 

importance of interest groups to keep these museums alive and raise awareness if there are 

problems. An example is the Iziko house museums where the proposed interest group was 

never established. The Koopmans-De Wet House and Rust en Vreugd are now open on only 

two days a week. Bertram House has been closed for maintenance for the past four years and 

it is not yet known when it will reopen to the public. The Koopmans-De Wet House, the oldest 

house museum in South Africa, has a major damp problem and it was observed that it is 

neglected as routine housekeeping or maintenance is not taking place. These examples are 

disturbing, as it could be argued that both the Koopmans-De Wet House and Bertram House 

contain collections the quality of which is on a par with house museums in the UK such as No. 

1 Royal Crescent in Bath, and No. 7 Charlotte Square in Edinburgh, and it is therefore 

essential that museum best practice is followed.  The Smuts House Museum website raised 

an important point that, as the state does not provide enough funding, it is the responsibility 

of individual interest groups to identify and preserve their own history. Harris’s suggestion that 

drastic action should be taken by house museums that are struggling by considering options 

other than remaining museums should therefore be taken seriously. It is not acceptable that 

historic house museums and the collections they contain are the victims of neglect. 

The study highlighted the role and importance of communication in the 21st-century museum 

and house museum, which includes marketing, education and entertainment, exhibitions and 

interpretation, its function in the visitor experience, and thereby in the future sustainability of 

museums and specifically house museums. However, in spite of their importance, Hooper-
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Greenhill points out that in many museums communication is not planned and has been “left 

to chance” (1999b:42). The study showed that this is also the case at the ISM which has been 

oblivious of changes in society since 1972, changes introduced by the new museology theory 

and the arrival of democracy in South Africa at the end of the 20th century. This museum can 

therefore be said to be out of touch with the majority of the population in South Africa. This 

context made a study of the ISM as an example of a historic house museum relevant in 21st- 

century South Africa as it ties up with difficult questions of relevance and value. 

The visitor survey showed that it is essential that research is undertaken to find out who the 

ISM visitors are and whether the museum is providing services that these visitors want and 

expect. The survey identified the ISM visitor as belonging to the traditional museum audience, 

defined by Black as people who are educated, professionals and aging (2012:6) and 

observation showed that the majority are white. The museum is therefore communicating with 

and catering for one group of visitors. Responses in the visitor survey also indicated that there 

is scope for more visitor studies to, for example, assess whether the temporary exhibitions of 

contemporary art do attract visitors to the museum. Without feedback through visitor surveys, 

communication at the ISM will continue to be a one-way process and the museum will remain 

unaware whether what it offers has been favourably received by its visitors. Also feedback 

through engaging with visitors who are prepared to discuss their visit to the museum gave 

valuable insight into what the visitors want to know and hence what is missing from the 

interpretation offered by the museum. 

The study showed that museums do not only communicate through exhibitions, but through 

the whole visitor experience. This was apparent from the visitor survey which indicated that 

orientation both outside and inside the museum was lacking and the importance of this 

element must be taken into account and acted on in the future. The most important conclusion 

is that the messages currently communicated by the ISM are the same as those when it first 

opened in 1972. Since then changes have taken place in society both in South Africa and 

internationally, and the new museology has been introduced, but none of these aspects are 

reflected in the interpretation of the ISM.  The object-based approach to interpretation has 

remained unchanged since the museum opened. The disconnect between period rooms, art 

gallery rooms and the commercial gallery upstairs highlighted the importance for the ISM to 

draw up a mission statement, as it was apparent that it had not worked out its values and 

purpose. A mission statement would determine how this museum could be conserved and 

interpreted in order to provide an effective visitor experience. It would provide a basis for 

interpretation by helping to work out what the museum’s messages are and how these should 

be interpreted for visitors. The Iziko house museums fall under the mission for the whole of 

Iziko. They do not have individual mission statements and this could partly explain why these 
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house museums are in their present situation. Considering the importance of a mission 

statement, it is notable that although most sources explain how to draw up a mission 

statement, the importance of having a mission is not emphasised more in the literature. This 

mission is therefore essential to clarify not only the purpose of a museum’s existence, but also 

what and how it will communicate with its audiences. 

Online lists of historic house museums in the USA, UK and Australia have revealed that there 

are many of these museums in existence internationally. In the USA alone it was estimated 

that in 2016 there were more than fifteen thousand (Hellman 2016). Although there is little 

information on South African house museums, and few have their own websites, it became 

apparent by means of checking tourist websites that South Africa is also home to many of 

these museums. Because of the number of house museums both in South Africa and 

internationally, it could be expected that they would form an important part of the museum 

world and be well represented in the literature. But in 2005 Pavoni described house museums 

as the poor relation compared to other museums, yet was of the opinion that the formation of 

Demhist in 1998 would change this. However, it could be argued that this situation has not 

changed because in the course of this study it was found that although far more literature 

specifically on house museums has been produced since the 1990s, much of the museum 

theory available was not related to house museums and it was therefore necessary to consult 

literature on museums in general and apply this to house museums. It was notable that the 

literature on the transformation of museums in South Africa hardly mentioned house 

museums. 

Although all museums have had to face challenges since the later 20th century, as discussed 

in Chapter 3, a large amount of literature is available specifically about the situation faced by 

historic house museums internationally. The main challenges are issues of relevance, which 

are reflected in low visitor numbers, and lack of funding. The literature emphasises that as the 

interpretation of these museums is no longer able to compete with other educational and 

leisure time opportunities available for potential visitors to choose from, it is therefore essential 

that this important communication process is examined and assessed. 

The foundation of Demhist in 1998 has provided house museums with a platform where these 

issues could be debated in the form of conferences and publications. However, the most 

information and action still appears to come from the USA. Since 1996, when Esler was the 

first person to highlight the fact that house museums were facing challenges, conferences 

have been held and numerous articles written acknowledging that these museums were in 

trouble and that they needed to look for solutions. The conversation about house museums 

began in Kykuit, New York, at the 2007 conference with the theme “The Forum on Historic 
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Site Stewardship in the 21st century”, about how to keep house museums relevant into the 

future. It still continues today in the form of conferences and workshops. In August 2019 a 

book on this subject, edited by Ken Turino and Max van Balgooy, entitled Reimagining Historic 

House Museums: New Approaches and Proven Solutions was published. 

What was notable about this study was how the ISM, Koopmans-De Wet House and Groot 

Constantia Manor House, which were used as comparative museums in Cape Town, slotted 

into the theory of house museums internationally. It is evident that South African house 

museums therefore face similar challenges regarding relevance and shortage of funds. 

However, it is regrettable that in South Africa criminal activity has now also become a 

challenge. As most museums in South Africa are the products of the colonisation of the country 

by European powers, they can be regarded as colonial institutions which followed a 

Eurocentric approach to collecting, conserving, education and research. Transformation is 

therefore essential if these museums are to survive and the goal of the interpretation of 

museums such as the ISM must be to become relevant to the diverse communities in South 

Africa.  

This study was a first step towards starting a conversation about historic house museums in 

South Africa. It identified the importance of the role of communication and the fact that these 

museums also face the challenges of house museums internationally. This raises the question 

of whether house museums appeal to only specific interest groups and, if so, whether they 

have a future. The study also identified that it is essential that awareness about these 

important museums be raised, otherwise they will not survive. There is very little literature on 

South African house museums; therefore this study fills an important gap by comprehensively 

discussing the importance of communication between museums and their audiences, and 

additionally highlighting the fact that there is scope for future research on these important 

cultural assets. 
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Appendix 1 

IRMA STERN MUSEUM 

VISITOR FEEDBACK 

 

We would appreciate it if you could take a few minutes to answer the following questions to 
help us improve the experience of our visitors: 

 

1. Have you visited the Museum before? 
 

 Yes. I have been _____ times 

 No 
 

2. What is the reason for your visit? 
 

 Interest in Irma Stern 

 Interest in Art in general 

 Temporary exhibition 

 All of the above 
 

3. Do you regard the Museum as: 
 

 A house museum 

 An art museum 

 An art gallery 

 All of the above 
 

4. What did you like most about your visit? 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Was there anything you did not like? If so what was it? 
 

 

 
 

6. How could we improve your visit? 
 

P.T.O. 
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7. How did you hear about the Museum? 
 

 Have always known about it 

 Recommended by friends/relatives 

 Website 

 Tourist literature 

 Radio 

 Newspaper 
 

8. How did you travel to the Museum? 
 

 By car 

 By public transport 

 On foot 

 Other 
 

9. Where do you come from? 
 

 Suburb or town: 

 Country (if international): 
 

10. Age group: 
 

 Under 16 

 17-24 

 25-35 

 36-50 

 51-65 

 Over 65 
 

11. Gender:      
   

 Male 

 Female 
 

 

 

 

For Office Use: 

Questionnaire Number: 

Date: 

Staff member:  

Finish Time:  

Interview Duration: 


