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Foreword

Museums are the places in which we can discover the past, 
reflect on our understanding of the world and gain insights 

that will guide us into the future. It was T. S. Eliot who reminded 
us that 

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future

and that our understanding of “the past should be altered by the 
present, as much as the present is directed by the past”.

In the last fifty years, attendance at museums in Europe 
and America has grown significantly, in part as a consequence 
of mass tourism. Museums have grown in number and in size 
and our appetite for spectacle and experience, as well as content, 
has been fed by dramatic new buildings. Frank Gehry’s Guggen-
heim Museum Bilbao established a new model in 1997 and has 
since stimulated the ambition of small towns and cities across 
the world.

And yet, as we learn from the essays in this volume, size is 
rarely important except in the negative. When the writer Orhan 
Pamuk created his “Museum of Innocence” in Istanbul in 2012, 
following the publication of his novel of the same name in 2008, 
he wanted to demonstrate his belief that museums should be 
modest, of human scale, above all personal. In The Innocence of 
Objects, his manifesto for museums, he wrote:

big museums with their wide doors call upon us to forget 
our humanity and embrace the state and its human masses. 
… The ordinary everyday stories of individuals are richer, 
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more humane and much more joyful … It is imperative 
that museums become smaller, more individualistic and 
cheaper. This is the only way that they will ever tell stories 
on a human scale.

Very few of the writers in this anthology embrace the experi-
ence of the large or the encyclopaedic museum. This may reflect 
the circumstances of an invitation to write a short, personal 
reflection on museums. However, it undoubtedly also discloses 
a widespread feeling that the most rewarding museum visit is 
one which involves communion between the viewer and a single 
object. When I stand in a room before a sculpture made in the 
fifth century BC, a painting made 500 years ago or a film installa-
tion by a living artist, nothing stands between me and the original 
maker. I feel the form and weight of the object in a shared space, 
the vibration of colours on the canvas, the sweep of the brush, 
or the contour of the line on the sheet of paper. These are objects 
made by another human being, recording his or her perception 
or sensation of the world, his or her beliefs, transmuted into our 
own time. It is this intensity, not available through the inter-
net (even though Google’s large magnifications of the details 
of great masterpieces have undoubted allure), that drives us to 
become a witness to human creation in the museum. The expe-
rience of observing and sometimes even holding an object is 
visceral, haptic and spatial. We situate ourselves in space and in 
time through the vision of another creative being. Cumulatively, 
museums offer thousands of small and large epiphanies. 

We may also observe that few writers here have chosen to 
write about the most celebrated museums in large cities. The act 
of seeking out a distant, small museum can heighten the appe-
tite and the experience in a form of pilgrimage. Small museums 
are frequently places in which we can withdraw from the pace 

Treasure Palaces.indd   10 06/09/2016   10:54



xi

Foreword

of everyday life to examine ourselves, or explore the vision of 
others. They both demand and afford time for reflection and 
contemplation. In a world dominated by commerce and com-
modity, by fashion and novelty, museums have become places 
where values endure. In a society in which a sense of commu-
nity or common space is now more rare, they provide a location 
for shared experience. The museum can be a platform for the 
expression of views and can offer insights into the way in which 
culture both responds and contributes to changes in society. In 
the twenty-first century the best museums will create space for 
conversation, debate and the exchange of ideas, as well as for 
instruction. Like universities, they can test hypotheses, but they 
can also attract the kind of broad public that generates a sense of 
trust and community rare in academic institutions. 

It is perhaps surprising that so few of the essays here focus 
on the experience of the building itself, given the attention paid 
to museums by leading architects in the nineteenth and in the 
late twentieth centuries. Alan Hollinghurst’s visit to the Thor-
valdsensmuseum in Copenhagen is an exception, but in general 
writers record their relationship with objects rather than with 
buildings themselves. Nevertheless, as museums become places 
of congregation as well as places of contemplation, the form of 
buildings will inevitably evolve. There will be a shift in the balance 
between space for looking and space for social engagement. In 
the past 50 years we have already seen significant change through 
the introduction of classrooms and lecture theatres and later of 
large shops, restaurants, cafés and “event spaces”. In the next 
20 years, there will be a demand for rooms in which seminars, 
debates, conversation and practical work can occur. “Learning” 
will not be confined to the classroom or the auditorium, but will 
take place throughout the building, moving us forward from 
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palace to forum: a democratic arena in which we can all learn 
from each other, from our present and from our past. That said, 
the unique experience of viewing objects and works of art in 
close proximity will remain the touchstone of museums. It is this 
experience which fuels the imagination of so many writers, and 
it is our privilege to share their insights on the pages that follow. 

Nicholas Serota
Director, Tate

Treasure Palaces.indd   12 06/09/2016   10:54



xiii

Preface

Some people have good ideas in the bath; Tim de Lisle had 
one of his best in the British Museum. It was the spring of 

2008, and he was soon to take over as editor of The Economist’s 
sister magazine, Intelligent Life, when he went with his ten-year-
old daughter to the BM’s Chinese New Year day. The Terracotta 
Army was sold out, but they amused themselves instead fol-
lowing a trail of lanterns, watching a performance by a Chinese 
theatre troupe and browsing the stalls in the Great Court, which 
had been transformed into a giant wok.

That day was to go down in British Museum history as the 
single best attended they had ever had. Thirty-five thousand visi-
tors passed through the turnstiles, and the main doors had to be 
shut for the first time since the Chartist riots of 1848.

It struck Tim that a phenomenon like this simply couldn’t 
have happened in his childhood. Back then, in the 1970s, museums 
were, he remembered, “mostly dreary places: dusty, fusty, impen-
etrable”. He remembered being dragged out by his parents on wet 
Sunday afternoons to visit the V&A (“frumpy old frocks on head-
less mannequins”), the Imperial War Museum (“noisy, confusing 
and tedious”) and the Natural History Museum (“one damned 
skeleton after another”).

But in the 30-odd years between his childhood and his chil-
dren’s, the winds of change had blown through museums. They 
had woken up, become light and welcoming rather than gloom-
ily introverted. The Louvre had sprouted glass pyramids, and the 
Great Court at the British Museum turned into a glass doughnut. 

Inspired by all this, Tim dreamed up a new series. Called 
“Authors on Museums”, its formula was simple, but strong. With 
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each issue of Intelligent Life a distinguished writer – not an art critic 
– would return to a museum that had played some part in their 
life, and write about what they liked (or didn’t) about it, weaving 
in a thread of memoir. 

A couple of years later, I took over the commissioning of the 
series. I had some interesting misses. Rose Tremain explained 
that she disliked museums in the same way that she disliked New 
Year parties – “I feel imprisoned by the demand to come up with 
a suitable emotional and intellectual response in a very narrow 
piece of time”; Richard Ford confessed that he gives himself 
“about 45 minutes before the floors turn to concrete and my eyes 
don’t focus”; David Sedaris admitted that he wasn’t a museums 
kind of person, but “a gift shop and café kind of person”.

But more often than not authors were raring to go, and by 
the time the series drew to a close earlier this year, 38 authors had 
written about museums that inspired them – even, in some cases, 
changed their lives. Their choices ranged from the august (John 
Lanchester on the Prado) to the domestic (Roddy Doyle on the 
Lower East Side Tenement Museum in New York) and the frankly 
weird (Aminatta Forna on the Museum of Broken Relationships 
in Zagreb). What distinguished and unified them all, however, 
was the quality of writing.

We spent a long time mulling over which pieces to include in 
this volume, and we think we’ve chosen 24 of the very best. We 
hope you enjoy them as much as we have.

Maggie Fergusson 
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There’s Life in These walls

THe Lower eAST SIde TeNeMeNT MUSeUM, New YorK

roddy doyle

It is hard to accept that this is a museum. It is hard not to expect 
a member of the Gumpertz family, probably Mrs Gumpertz, to 

walk in and demand to know what I’m doing here, in their home.
“Looking at your wallpaper” is the answer.
Mrs Gumpertz – Nathalie, née Rheinsberg – lived here, at 97 

Orchard Street, on New York’s Lower East Side, a few doors south 
of Delancey Street. I’m standing in the apartment she occupied 
with her four children and her husband, Julius, until he left for 
work one morning in October 1874. He was a shoemaker, a heel 
cutter, and he never returned.

I live in Dublin, a city of plaques. Renowned writers, revered 
nation-builders – the city seems to have been full of them. I often 
wonder what would happen to the architectural glory that is Geor-
gian Dublin if someone unscrewed a plaque. It might collapse. 
There is a plaque on the front wall of a house across the street 
from my suburban home: Arthur Griffith, the founder of Sinn 
Féin, lived there. A ten-minute walk away, there’s another – Erwin 
Schrödinger, physicist and Nobel laureate, lived here between 1939 
and 1956. Bram Stoker grew up ten minutes away in the opposite 
direction, although there’s no plaque on the side of that house. Pre-
sumably the current occupiers don’t want to see their front garden 
packed, railings to letterbox, with young Japanese vampires. There 
is a Stoker plaque on the side of a different house, on Kildare Street.
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I like the plaques. I like knowing that James Joyce lived here, 
and here, and here and here and here, and that Lord Edward 
Carson was born over there. I like the surprises – Sheridan Le 
Fanu lived here, Ernest Shackleton lived here, Ludwig Wittgen-
stein liked to sit and write at these steps in the winter months of 
1948 and 1949. The plaques seem to add depth to the city, to make 
it at once more Irish and less insular. It is right to celebrate and 
point out the hard work, the ingenuity, the good luck and bad 
luck that made these names so famous. But there is the limitation: 
fame. I have never seen a plaque saying “Mary Collins lived here, 
1897–1932; she loved her family”, or “Derek Murphy, 1923–2001, 
printer, sat on these steps and had a smoke on his way home from 
work. He liked a laugh and always tried his best.”

That is why the Tenement Museum is so special and why I’m 
here for the third time in 15 years. No famous people lived here. 
But people did.

I’m standing in front of a sewing-machine very like the one 
that Nathalie Gumpertz must have used to keep her family 
alive after her husband walked out. We will never know why he 
left, and that is a big part of the museum’s appeal. Each room 
is assembled – or reassembled – from facts. Birth certificates, 
census details, court testimonies, pieces of cloth, fragments of 
wallpaper, corners of linoleum. The rest is left to us. We know 
he left and we know he never returned. We stand in this room, 
which has been left – seems to have been left – as it was soon 
after Nathalie and her children realised that he wasn’t coming 
home. We look at the sewing-machine. It is tiny compared with 
a modern model. There was no electric light, no gaslight. Four 
or five strides would get us from one end of the apartment to the 
door and the narrow, dark hallway outside. Water had to be col-
lected in buckets from the back of the house, down – and back up 
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rodin’s Sonnets in Stone

MUSÉe rodIN, PArIS

Allison Pearson

You never forget your first kiss. Mine happened on a school 
trip to Paris over 30 years ago and it was either a happy coinci-

dence or a divine joke that, during that same Easter, I encountered 
another unforgettable Kiss. The awkward, though increasingly 
absorbing, snog with Dave from Oadby on a hummocky camp-
bed in a dormitory pungent with teenage socks retains a place in 
my personal gallery, but no longer in my heart. The other Kiss – 
by Auguste Rodin – started a love affair with a small museum on 
the Left Bank in which Le Baiser sits among the sculptor’s sublime 
works and several fine pieces by his mistress, Camille Claudel. 
The kisses bestowed by art, unlike those of men, are set in stone.

It was in the Musée Rodin that I first realised what Art was 
capable of. Trailing along behind Monsieur S., our strenuously 
Francophile teacher in his sadly unironic beret, we had already 
“done” Notre Dame. Then came a route march through the 
Louvre. Before its airy makeover with the glass pyramid, the 
Louvre felt like the worst kind of museum: punishingly vast, the 
walls of its interminable corridors lined with dukes with beards 
like spades and spoilt, mean-mouthed women in poodle wigs. 
After some hours, footsore and deafened by culture, we got to 
the Mona Lisa. I remember thinking how small she was. And how 
podgy. The famous smile hinted at embarrassment that all these 
people would bother coming so far to see her, when really she 
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was nothing special. We adored Monsieur S. and we listened to 
him hold forth, complete with faux-Gallic gesticulations, about a 
turning point in the history of portraiture, the subtle handling of 
flesh tones, blah blah. But it was no good. The Mona Lisa was such 
a masterpiece, we could hardly see her. Or discover her secret for 
ourselves, as teenagers badly need to do, whether in love or art.

The last thing we wanted at the end of that day was another 
damned museum. But with the light fading to the freckled silver 
that makes the Parisian skyline look like an early photographic 
print, we found ourselves in rue de Varenne. You have to cross a 
cobbled yard to get to the front door of the Hôtel Biron. The Biron 
is actually a perfect small chateau, like a doll’s house lowered 
from heaven into seven acres of exquisite formal gardens in Fau-
bourg Saint-Germain. Built circa 1730, it was first a private house, 
then a school. By 1905 it was in disrepair and the rooms were let 
out to several tenants. At one point, they included Jean Cocteau, 
Henri Matisse, Isadora Duncan, the poet Rainer Maria Rilke and 
Rodin himself. The queue for the bathroom must have been quite 
something.

In 1916, when Rodin was 75, it was agreed that the building 
would become the Rodin Museum, and he donated his own col-
lection, along with all of his sculptures and the lesser-known 
drawings, with their clean-lined foreshadowings of Matisse’s 
Odalisques.

Although Rodin died before it opened in 1919, it’s hard to 
think of another museum where the presence of its creator can 
be felt so strongly. Frankly, it would be a disappointment if, after 
hours, a heavily bearded figure did not come down the curving 
marble staircase like Moses in his nightshirt and continue the 
mighty work of freeing his figures from their marble prisons. Let 
my people go.
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Cool Under Fire

THe NATIoNAL MUSeUM oF AFGHANISTAN, KABUL

rory Stewart

Two vast and mostly trunkless legs of stone stand in the hall; 
near them sits a shattered Bodhisattva with hunched shoul-

ders and sorrowful gaze – the work of an Afghan sculptor 1,700 
years ago. In 2001, the Taliban broke it into a hundred pieces. And 
the Bodhisattva seems to be mourning all the cracks and plaster 
joints of its reconstruction.

It is difficult not to write about the Kabul Museum as a 
lament, and perhaps that was true long before the Taliban. The 
single white marble door on your left as you enter probably 
comes from the Kabul bazaar, burnt by the British in 1842 in 
revenge for their humiliation in the first Anglo-Afghan war, or 
from the Royal Palace in the Bala Hissar, destroyed in 1880 during 
the second British occupation. The museum bears the scars of 
the rocket that hit it in the spring of 1993, and of the militias who 
broke into the storeroom the following autumn, ransacking the 
cases, burning the records and removing most of the collection.

And yet it is not a depressing place. I first saw it at the begin-
ning of 2002. I had walked from Herat to Kabul that winter. I had 
seen hundreds of pickaxe-wielding villagers, directed by Pakistani 
traders, uncovering, looting and destroying the ancient city of the 
Turquoise Mountain, the lost Afghan capital of the Middle Ages. 
The Taliban had just blown up two monumental Buddhas that 
had stood, carved into the side of a cliff in the Bamiyan Valley, 
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since the sixth century. I found new craters, left by looters, on 
mountain ridges at 11,000 feet. In this country of isolated hamlets, 
the life expectancy was 37, literacy rates in the south were 8 per 
cent and archaeological looting had become a common occupa-
tion, along with heroin production and mercenary fighting.

Central Kabul seemed like one extended security checkpoint. 
You were stopped by men who ripped car doors open and pointed 
their rifles at passengers. You found roads narrowing suddenly 
into tunnels of sandbags, or closed altogether by concrete blast 
walls. You were pushed off the street by armoured vehicles with 
blaring sirens, by embassy convoys, by militias in pick-up trucks.

But the wide, 5-mile boulevard leading south-west to the 
Kabul Museum took one back into a more peaceful nation. You 
could see the snow peaks on either side. Men, oblivious to the 
traffic, sat back on empty carts, pulled by ambling donkeys. This 
had been the first paved road in the country. King Amanullah had 
driven his seven Rolls-Royces down it in the 1920s, and although, 
since then, the avenue of plane trees had been cut for firewood, 
it was still paved. At the end of the boulevard, framed by 15,000-
foot peaks and facing the museum, was his great ruined palace of 
Darul Aman – “the place of peace”.

The museum was not surrounded, like a NATO base, with 
razor wire and blast walls. Nor was it one of the garish palaces 
of the new Afghan rich, with bulging filigree balconies and pink 
cupolas. Nor, again, was it covered with the green tiles favoured 
by drug barons and warlords, contractors and ministers. Instead, 
here was a two-storey 1930s villa, with walls of muted grey peb-
bledash and a small line of white plaster decoration beneath the 
roof. Outside it in a shed stood two 1950s American cars, par-
tially concealed by brown canvas sheets. And a railway engine, 
for a railway that does not exist.
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