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Museums in Germany

An Introduction by Wilfried Wang

Undoubtedly the construction and continued funding of public mu-
seums is part of the enlightenment project, which has its origins
as far back in German history as the mid-eighteenth century.
Through the diffusion of high cultural ideals — aesthetics com-
bined with ethics — the public at large was to be lifted in its aspi-
rations and sensibilities. These ideals, formulated originally by
intellectuals at court and later institutionalized by rulers,
philosophers, architectural theoreticians and politicians, continue
as the conceptual raison d’etre for the renewed interest as mani-
fested in the recent spate of new museums in Germany,
Museums today are as much places for learning as they are for
entertainment. They serve to introduce the newest developments
in various spheres of human artistry as well as to recover knowl-
edge in distant phenomena. They attract large crowds of the pub-
lic as well as offer places for concentrated and extended learning
for the researchers. Museums are no longer just hosts of perma-
nent exhibitions.They mount spectacular and jewel-like special
exhibitions.They are places for almost day-long visits including
places to eat and spaces to hear music or lectures. They are no
longer just places that hoard exhibits. Museums today are com-
mercial institutions that sell exhibition related objects. Manage-
ment of museums has become more specialized, requiring ever
more professional staff with skilled qualifications. All this means
to say that the early enlightenment view of museums as simple
buildings with a central entrance and a parcours, a circular route,
is a thing of the past. What has survived into the Millennium there-
fore is not so much the abstract structural type but the cultural
role of the museum.

Therefore, in addition to the specific radiance that each special-
ized museum is to diffuse beyond its physical boundary, museums,
seen together as a critical cultural mass, as well as museums seen
in their larger urban and regional contexts, are considered to play
a much larger role in the shaping of a city’s, region’s or nation’s
cultural life.

This having been understood by every politician since the end of
the Second World War in Germany has meant that, essentially to-
wards the late 1980s and early 1990s, the rivalry between cities
and regions in Germany could be seen as one reason for the im-
mense expansion in building projects for museums. The selection
of museums shown in this issue are just a fraction, if the most
important, of all museums constructed in Germany in recent years.
There is virtually no small town without its historical museum.
There are hundreds of wealthy and generous private individuals
who wish to share their love of the arts with a greater public and
who have therefore decided to donate and, in some cases, built
their own public museums.

By far the largest number of museums built new is in the field of
the arts. In the face of the crisis in contemporary painting and
sculpture, new media have advanced production in this field. In-
stallation art, videos, projections, photography have been the most
important new forces in the fine arts. Another large and growing
segment in museums, even though many of their directors would
prefer not to speak of museums as such, are those dedicated to the

history of the holocaust. Mostly located on sites of the Nazi atroci-
ties, they fulfill an immensely important task of never allowing
these events to be forgotten.
Many other specializations in museum provision have been taking
place: there are museums for printing, for architecture, for vehicles
(even for airships or Zeppelins), for leather goods, for food, for
glass products, for labour, for hygiene, for the chemical industry;
in fact, no aspect of contemporary life is left uninstitutionalized
in a museum.
Entire complexes of museums have been erected in Germany. Such
concentrations have not merely been confined to periods earlier
in the nineteenth century, but also to the 1980s, when the dam-
ages of the Second World War were still felt and were thus to be
overcome by new provisions. The most remarkable new urban cen-
ters were created in Frankfurt am Main with its Museumsufer or
museum embankment. Here adaptive reuse and extension were the
prime architectural means of resurrecting an urban quarter that
was in some decay. Today, some fifteen years after the complex
began to be used as an area for culture, the mix of life has brought
a breath of fresh air into a dense part of an otherwise monofunc-
tional city. Other examples of concentrated museum construction
can be found in the major German cities, mostly at the historically
significant cultural districts. Thus the reunited Berlin is experi-
encing a renaissance in its Museumsinsel or museum island
concept, while Hamburg and Munich are equally eager in expand-
ing already important locations for exhibitions and museums (eg.
Deichtorhallen renovated by J. P. Kleihues and the Kunstgallerie
by O. M. Ungers in Hamburg, the Moderne Pinakothek by Stephan
Braunfels in Munich).
Initiatives in the provinces are not to be disregarded, for they fre-
quently offer more profound insights into new issues than emer-
gence from the metropolitan centres. Regular exhibitions with in-
ternational reputations in Kassel (Documenta) and Muenster
(sculpture exhibitions in public space) can be seen together with
commissions for new buildings as in Nuremberg (Museum for Art
and Design by Volker Staab) or in Osnabrueck (Felix Nussbaum
Museum by Daniel Libeskind).
All these different activities document the rich cultural diversity
that stems in the first place from the federal structure of Germany.
Without it, the tendency towards concentration would have been
felt in the same way as can be seen in France and England. For the
dynamism of building museums and for the sustained effort in run-
ning them, a competitive spirit is healthy, as the vibrant cultural
life in Germany documents, despite the reorientation in the basis
of funding cultural activities, that has taken place in the last decade,
not just in Germany.
Whether there will be yet more museums is a question that cannot
be answered for certain. One thing that is certain, however, is the
fact that Germany possesses one of the highest ratios of museums
per capita, and that museums attract far more visitors per annum
than even the immensely popular football matches. And so long as
this is the case, there will be scope for future developments.
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