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ABSTRACT: 

 

The present study is, to my knowledge, the first investigating the newly renovated and rearranged 

permanent art and design exhibition at Nationalmuseum, Stockholm: The Timeline. The exhibition 

presents Western art from 1500 to 1914 and design and portraiture from 1500 until today in a 

chronological arrangement. In the first chapter of the analysis, the exhibition is compared to 

previous arrangements of the permanent art exhibition at Nationalmuseum, as well as to 

historical museological trends. In the second chapter, Carol Duncan’s perspective of the ritual 

structure is applied in order to explore how the specific design of the exhibition affects visitors 

and objects, and how mening and narrative is created. The study does not primarily focus on 

individual objects, but on the general design and structure of the exhibition space. The study 

concludes that historical references can be found in the current exhibition – mainly to a sensual, 

intimate, and aesthetic mode of display from the early twentieth century. Some principles which 

have been dominating in art museums since the mid-twentieth century are challenged, including 

the isolation of objects; use of vast, empty spaces; division between different object categories; 

and sparse, single-row hanging. The varied and dynamic hanging of the current exhibition, in 

contrast to a repetetive one, creates different patterns of movement and object-visitor 

interactions. Still, the ritual structure of the exhibition works to direct visitor attention and 

behaviour, conveying an art-historical narrative. Meanings concerning objects’ historical context 

are fascilitated through the interplay between visual arrangement and textual information. 

 

Nyckelord: art history, art museums, history of art exhibitions, museology, Nationalmuseum, 

permanent exhibitions, public museums, ritual structure   
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Introduction 

 

 

In essence, an art museum is a place in which objects become art and people become spectators 

of art. As we enter an exhibition space we are affected by the specific architecture and interior 

design of the museum – from our movements in the room, to where we direct our attention, and 

the thoughts and feelings that are evoked within us. How can we uncover these mechanisms? 

Nationalmuseum, situated on Blasieholmen in central Stockholm, opened in 1866 and is 

today the largest art museum of the Nordic countries.1 It is also a government authority with a 

mandate to “preserve cultural heritage and promote art, interest in art and knowledge of art”.2 In 

the early 2000s the museum building was in urgent need of renovation, why the museum closed 

in 2013. On October 13, 2018, Nationalmuseum re-opened, presenting a newly renovated 

building as well as rearranged exhibitons. The permanent exhibition of art and design is now 

called The Timeline (Tidslinjen). It has been arranged chronologically, from the sixteenth up until 

the twentyfirst century. One main difference from before the renovation is that the so called 

“white cube” – empty, white exhibiton rooms with sparsely hung art objects – which has been 

the dominating hanging principle for art galleries and museums since the 20th century, has now 

been abandoned.3 During the renovation, the white cube has been broken up and replaced by 

vivid colours and objects cluttering the walls from floor to ceiling. Further, different material 

types are presented together; the rooms are crowded with paintings, sculpture, furniture, china, 

textiles, glass, metalwork, etcetera. 

As the museum just recently opened its doors, the new exhibition is both topical and 

previously unexplored. What does this rearrangment of the museum environment mean for the 

objects and visitors? 

 

 

Aim and Research Questions 

 

The aim of the present study is to investigate Nationalmuseum’s newly renovated and rearranged 

permanent art and design exhibition The Timeline. Adopting the perspective of the ritual structure, 

I wish to explore how the specific interior design and hanging affects visitors and their 

perception of and interaction with the art objects. The research questions of the study are: 

 

● What characterises the new exhibition? How does it relate to/differ from previous 

arrangements of the permanent art exhibition at Nationalmuseum? How does it relate to 

historical modes of display? 

                                                
1 Helena Kåberg (ed.), Nationalmuseum i nytt ljus, Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, 2018, p. 9-10. 
2 Nationalmuseum. https://www.nationalmuseum.se/en/om-nationalmuseum/myndigheten (2018-11-09). 
3 Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube : The Ideology of the Gallery Space, expanded ed., University of California Press, 
Berkely, California, 1999. 
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● How can the exhibition space be described in terms of the ritual structure? What 

meanings and narratives are conveyed and how? How is the ideal visitor constructed? 

 

 

Material 

 

The primary study object is Nationalmuseum, its building and exhibition space. As it hosts 

several on-going exhibitions and hundreds of thousands of objects on three floors, consequently, 

only a limited part of the museum can be included within the scope of this study. As mentioned 

above I choose to focus on The Timeline. It is the main permanent exhibition of the museum, 

presenting the collections in a chronological arrangement. The analysis also includes, to some 

extent, other parts of the building such as the entrance, as these are deemed relevant in order to 

fully understand how the exhibition works. The study focuses on the exhibition space (interior 

design and arrangements of objects) rather than on individual objects, and on presentation rather 

than content. The analysis includes some of the texts visible in the exhibition. 

The museum is a neo-classical building from 1866, overlooking the waters of Strömmen, 

sitting opposite the royal palace. It shows mainly Western art from 1500 to 1914 and design and 

portraiture from 1500 until today. The Timeline starts on the top floor with sixteenth to eigtheenth 

century objects, and continues on the middle floor with nineteenth century until today. Apart 

from the permanent exhibition, parts of the top floor is also dedicated to temporary exhibitions. 

The middle floor also hosts The Treasury (another permanent exhibition showing small objects 

such as jewellery), the old library, and a room for temporary exhibitions. On the ground floor is 

situated, among others, the sculpture courtyard, a space for lectures, an exhibition for children, a 

shop, and a restaurant. Lockers and bathrooms are found in the basement. 

In order to recreate previous exhibition environments at Nationalmuseum prior to 2013, 

photographs from the archive of Nationalmuseum is used. The books Nationalmuseum i nytt ljus, 

published by Nationalmuseum in 2018, and Per Bjurström’s Nationalmuseum 1792–1992 also 

provide information about how the museum has looked like over the centuries and changes 

made during the renovation. Namely, I focus on the permanent exhibition during the time 

periods of nineteenth to early twentieth century, 1915 to 1930, mid-twentieth century, late 

twentieth to early twentyfirst century, and autumn 2018. These particular periods were chosen 

based on when distinct changes in mode of display can be seen, as well as on availability of good 

documentary photographs. 

 

 

Theoretical Approach and Methodology 

 

Many scholars in the late twentieth and twentyfirst century have devoted themselves to the 

workings of the exhibition space, which has been recognised as a powerful agent in its own right. 

Similarily, the curator has gained improved status since the late twentieth century. In Spaces of 

Experiences : Art Gallery Interiors from 1800 to 2000, Charlotte Klonk tracks the development of 
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public art gallery spaces from late eighteenth to early twentyfirst century. In her analysis, the 

concept of experience is central. She states that changes in museum interior design have been due 

to curators’ ideas about what experience visitors should gain. In the present study, however, I do 

not use Klonk’s concept of subjective experience, but rather use her book in order to place 

Nationalmuseum’s exhibition within a historical context, and shed light on its development. For 

this purpose, I also use Brian O’Doherty’s Inside the White Cube : The Ideology of the Gallery Space and 

Carol Duncan’s Civilizing Rituals : Inside Public Art Museums. These scholars provide me with an 

overview of the development of display practises in art museums mainly during the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, enabling me to look at Nationalmuseum’s exhibition from a historical 

perspective. Moreover, they give some perspectives on how various hangings and designs of the 

exhibition space affect visitors and art objects, as well as how narrative and an ideal role for the 

visitor to take on are constructed. In order to further explore how the current exhibition works, I 

apply Carol Duncan’s concept of the ritual structure. 

In Civilizing Rituals : Inside Public Art Museums, published in 1995, Duncan presents the 

perspective of viewing museums as ritual structures. She compares public art museums to 

palaces or temples, partly due to their resemblance in architectural form, but mainly because they 

are settings for rituals. Her definition of ritual, however, is not necessarily religious. Duncan 

describes the public museum as a “stage setting”, a “performance field”, or as a “ritual site”.4 A 

ritual site is an environment “designed for some kind of performance”, which the visitors enact. 

The objects on display are also affected by the ceremonial space, being ascribed new meanings 

while other, older or alternative meanings are suppressed.5 

The museum visitor is supposed to behave in a certain manner and to direct their 

attention in a specific way. This is marked by, for example, the buildings monumental structure, 

explicit rules in the form of signs, and cultural convention, setting the museum space apart from 

the outside world. Here, Duncan uses the terms liminality or liminal experience. Liminality refers to 

a state of mind where one momentarily is detached from normal, everyday life and its 

constraints. One experiences something with new thoughts and feelings, gaining new 

perspectives, perhaps taking a step back from their own time and place.6 Another important 

effect of the ritual structure is that it prompts visitors to assume a certain identity (performing a 

role).7 The museum presents a history of culture, the nation, and the state, with which the visitor 

(or the citizen) can connect. Thus, the ritual structure of the museum imposes certain thoughts 

and feelings, as well as certain behaviours. According to Duncan, the design of the museum 

constitutes “the stage set and the script”, a structured narrative which the visitors are supposed 

to follow.8 Yet, Duncan points out that museums may vary in how effective they are in achieving 

this. Likewise, visitors may vary in how knowledgable or compliant they are. Like Duncan, I 

                                                
4 Carol Duncan, Civilizing Rituals : Inside Public Art Museums, Routledge, London and New York, 1995, p. 1-2, 12. 
5 Duncan 1995, p. 27. 
6 Duncan 1995, p. 10-12. 
7 Duncan 1995, p. 26-27, 49. 
8 Duncan 1995, p. 12. 
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emphasise that this is not a sociological or psychological study.9 Using this approach I will not be 

able to measure the behaviours of “real” or “average” visitors. Rather, the study focuses on the 

hypothetical or ideal visitor, implicit in the museum structure. 

In order to answer the first research question, a comparative method is used. Namely, 

the current exhibition is compared to previous arrangements of the permanent art exhibition at 

Nationalmuseum through qualitative formal analysis. This part of the study aims to describe the 

exhibition in terms of its relationship to historical modes of display. Guided by the concept of 

the ritual structure, as discussed above, the study uses qualitative formal analysis based upon on-

site observations in order to answer the second research question. 

 

 

Previous Research 

 

Nationalmuseum frequently publishes books and reports concerning their work, objects, 

exhibitions, and history. In their own art theoretical journal Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum, 

published once a year and since 2014 freely accessible online, texts concerning for example new 

acquisitions, art, and exhibitions at Nationalmuseum are published.10 In recent editions, the 

editors have discussed some challenges with creating the new exhibition for 2018.11 For instance, 

new acquisitions with the intention of filling previous gaps in the collection were made, including 

among others Italian painting, women artists and designers (with a particular focus on twentieth-

century female designers), crafts, and Danish and Norwegian art. In the 2016 edition, the editors 

write that “one aim at the reopened Nationalmuseum will be to show well-known works from 

the collections in a new way, and at the same time to rediscover others which, for one reason or 

another, have been overlooked”.12 For example, by arranging the collection chronologically 

instead of according to schools or art forms, objects can easily be rotated between the archive 

and the exhibition. 

A more extensive source on the renovation process is found in Nationalmuseum i nytt ljus. 

This book, published by Nationalmuseum in 2018, gives the museum’s own narrative on the 

renovation works and the new exhibition, as well as a historical background and timeline of the 

museum. Another important publication on the history of Nationalmuseum is Per Bjurström’s 

Nationalmuseum 1792–1992, published by Nationalmuseum 200 years after the inauguration of 

Konglig Museum. Bjurström gives a comprehensive and detailed account of for example each 

                                                
9 Duncan 1995, p. 4-5. 
10 Nationalmuseum, Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum, https://www.nationalmuseum.se/samlingarna/forskning-och-

bevarande/art-bulletin-of-nationalmuseum (2018-11-30). 
11 Mikael Ahlund, Magdalena Gram, Janna Herder, Helena Kåberg, Magnus Olausson, & Lidia Westerberg 

Olofsson, ”Foreword”, Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum, vol. 21, 2014, p. 9-10; Janna Herder, Linda Hinners, Merit 

Laine, Lena Munther, Magnus Olausson, Martin Olin, Maria Perers, & Lidia Westerberg Olofsson, ”Foreword”, Art 

Bulletin of Nationalmuseum, vol. 22, 2015, p. 9-10; Janna Herder, Linda Hinners, Merit Laine, Lena Munther, Magnus 

Olausson, Martin Olin, Maria Perers, & Lidia Westerberg Olofsson, ”Foreword”, Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum, vol. 

23, 2016, p. 7-10. 
12 Herder et al. 2016, p. 7. 
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director and their work, accquisitions, and temporary exhibitions over the years. I have used 

these two books both as secondary sources, providing background information about the 

museum’s history, and in my analysis as a source to how the museum has looked like over the 

years, helping me recreate previous interiors. 

Nationalmuseum was preceded by Konglig museum, a publicly owned art museum 

founded in 1792, following the death of king Gustav III (1746-1792). This collection was 

displayed in a gallery in the royal palace in Stockholm. However, the limited space soon became 

problematic, and in 1845 it was decided that a new museum building should be built. The new 

building, on Blasieholmen in Stockholm, was inaugurated in 1866. The architect was Friedrich 

August Stüler (1800-1865), a german who had designed Neues Museum in Berlin. Swedish 

architect Fredrik Wilhelm Scholander (1816-1881) also played an important role in designing the 

interiors and overlooking the project.13 

During the twentieth century, several smaller renovations were carried out on the 

building. According to Kåberg, the idea of the white cube caused curators to hide ornaments and 

architectural details behind screens, plaster, and white paint.14 In the mid 1970s, a new interest 

for the cultural significance of the building had started, and some of the decorative paintings in 

the ceilings were restored.15 Many years later, the publication of Konst kräver rum in 2002 further 

deepend the interest for the buildings qualities.16 In the early 2000s the building was in an urgent 

need of renovation, which was finally realised between 2013 - 2018. One important aim of the 

renovation was to meet modern requirements of climate control. Additionally, the renovation 

and rearrangement aimed to improve accessibility and showing a larger number of objects than 

before. Now, three times as many objects are on display, and more of the building space has 

been made accessible to the public. Further, in Nationalmuseum i nytt ljus the authors stress how 

original features of the architecture have been restored, and that wall colours have been based on 

original, but never realised, plans by Stüler.17 One central narrative in this book is how lack of 

space has been a recurring issue ever since the museum first opened – due to growing collections 

as well as spaces being repurposed for offices or storage.18 

Additionally, Kongl. Museum : rum för ideal och bildning : en konstbok från Nationalmuseum, 

edited by Solfrid Söderlind and published in 1993, provides information about the creation of 

Konglig Museum.19 Further, in her doctoral thesis in museology, published in 2018, Eva-Lena 

Bergström explores temporary exhibitions at Nationalmuseum between 1866-1966.20 Among 

other things, she discusses what she calls the museum dilemma – the tension between different ideas 

about a museum‘s purpose, such as its role as an institution for science as well as for educating 

                                                
13 Kåberg 2018, p. 59-69. 
14 Kåberg 2018, p. 187. 
15 Kåberg 2018, p.129. 
16 Mikael Ahlund (ed.), Konst kräver rum : Nationalmusei historia och framtid, Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, 2002. 
17 Kåberg 2018, p. 9. 
18 Kåberg 2018, p. 117, 119. 
19 Solfrid Söderlind (ed.), Kongl. Museum: rum för ideal och bildning : en konstbok från Nationalmuseum, Streiffert, 

Stockholm, 1993. 
20 Eva-Lena Bergström, Nationalmuseum i offentlighetens ljus : Framväxten av tillfälliga utställningar 1866-1966, diss., Umeå 

universitet, 2018. 
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and entertaining the public. Further, she argues that the boundaries between temporary and 

permanent exhibitions are becoming increasingly blurred. Bergström also gives a comprehensive 

background to the development of Nationalmuseum and the concept of national museums in 

Europe. 

As Nationalmuseum reopened only months before the publication of this study, to my 

knowledge, no previous study has explored the new exhibition. Moreover, there is a lack of 

critical analyses investigating the significance of the design of the exhibition space. Further, with 

most previous research being carried out by or financed by Nationalmuseum themselves, an 

outside perspective is needed. 

 

 

Outline 

 

The analysis consists of two main chapters. In the first chapter, the first research question is 

addressed and the exhibition is compared to previous arrangements of the permanent art 

exhibition at Nationalmuseum. The current exhibition is related to historical ways of displaying 

art in museums and galleries. In the second chapter, an analysis using the perspective of the ritual 

structure is carried out in order to further investigate how the exhibition works and how 

meaning and narrative is created. In a final discussion the conclusions of the study are 

summarised and discussed in relation to previous and future research. 
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Nationalmuseum Past and Present: A Timeline 

 

 

In this first chapter of the analysis, Nationalmuseum’s permanent exhibition during five time 

periods are described, compared, and related to historical modes of display: nineteenth - early 

twentieth century, 1915 - 1930, mid-twentieth century, late twentieth - early twentyfirst century, 

and autumn 2018. I analyse what historical references can be found in the current exhibition, as 

well as what is new or unique. I begin, however, with an account of general trends in mode of 

display during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

 

 

A Concise History of the Gallery Space 

 

In the nineteenth century, many national museums (or national galleries) opened across Europe. 

These museums usually grew out of princely art collections from the sixteenth, seventeenth, and 

eighteenth centuries. The princely gallery halls tended to be lavishly decorated, intended to 

impress the ruler’s guests. One popular way of arranging art in the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century, was so that differences in formal qualities between different schools or 

masters was emphasised. For example, paintings from different countries (“schools”) depicting 

the same motif could be placed next to each other. Through this way of hanging, the visitor is 

addressed as a connoisseur or gentleman. The objects were not labeled, but the visitor was 

expected to possess knowledge of various schools and masters. This was an important part of an 

aristocratic education, and a sign of belonging to an elite.21 

The idea behind national museums, on the other hand, was to benefit the general public 

rather than just an elite. According to Klonk, the national museums of the nineteenth century 

were seen as a place for aestethic contemplation, in contrast to the many commercial public 

places.22 The museums should also “contribute (...) to the formation of a national sense of 

citizenship”.23 Klonk links this to ideas of individualty which developed in the nineteenth 

century. The museum visitor was adressed as a responsible individual, who could benefit from 

education and raise their minds in the museum, attaining the role of the ideal citizen.24 Duncan 

writes that one main idea behind public museums was to “enlighten and improve its visitors 

morally, socially, and politically”.25 

                                                
21 Duncan 1995, p. 24-26. 
22 Charlotte Klonk, Spaces of Experince : Art Gallery Interiors from 1800 to 2000, Yale University Press, New Haven and 

London, 2009, p. 20. 
23 Klonk 2009, p. 21. 
24 Klonk 2009, p. 37-43; Still, Klonk emphasises the paradox that many of the actual museum visitors were in fact 

not considered citizens, as they did not have the right to vote. In Sweden, public vote for men and women was 

achieved in 1921. 
25 Duncan 1995, p. 16. 
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An art-historical hanging soon became the norm of arranging art in museums. Paintings 

were hung so that visitors could follow the historical development of each school or artist. In 

this way of arranging the art, according to Duncan, progress and evolution towards an ideal 

beauty was emphasised. With this arrangement the visitor is no longer addressed as the 

gentleman or connoisseur, but as a bourgeois citizen. The museum presents (“rationally 

organised and clearly labeled”) a narrative of the evolution of civilised culture. According to 

Klonk, the intention behind this art-historical arrangement was to affect the senses of the 

spectator, educate them, and induce a sense of belonging to a specific national culture.26 

In the early nineteenth century, the dominating wall colour for galleries was a dark olive 

green, as this was considered a neutral colour at the time. However, scientific discoveries 

regarding for example primary colours, complementary colours, and the contrast effect, inspired 

ideas about deep red being the ideal wall colour in galleries. Red was believed to best harmonise 

with the golden frames and enhance the different shades in the paintings. Thus, deep red soon 

became a popular wall colour in nineteenth-century galleries and art museums.27 

Conclusively, the display of art in nineteenth-century public museums sought to prompt 

individual contemplation. Paintings hung, pedagogically presented, in two or more rows 

(relatively close) on olive green or dark red walls, usually organised by schools. According to 

Klonk, this had become consesus by the mid-nineteenth century.28 In the late nineteenth century, 

however, some curators began experimenting with different wall colours and new ways of 

arranging the exhibition space. A mode of display which sought to emphasise more intimate and 

domestic feelings lasted from the late nineteenth century until the 1930s.29 For example, curators 

created exhibition rooms which would remind one of, but not fully imitate, contemporary home 

interiors, by placing furniture and textiles together with art in the same exhibition room.30 

Further, a new emphasis on creating an aestethically pleasing effect or appealing to 

contemporary tastes, rather than on education, emerged.31 During this time period we see 

paintings hung low, at eye level, in single rows or grouped together with gaps between them, and 

for the first time exhibition rooms painted white. Duncan writes that an idea of the museum as a 

place for aesthetic contemplation or pleasure, rather than for education or enlightenment, 

gradually took over in the twentieth century.32 

According to Klonk, this experimentation of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century lay ground for the emergence of the “white flexible container” in the 1930s. During the 

1920s, sparcely hung art on white walls had become the norm in New York galleries.33 In the 

1930s, white walls became standard in the Museum of Modern Art, which had opened in 1929. 

Exhibition rooms were clean from any ornaments, and art hung low and widely spaced apart. 

                                                
26 Duncan 1995, p. 24-26; Klonk 2009, p. 41-43. 
27 Klonk 2009, p. 31-37. 
28 Klonk 2009, p. 49. 
29 Klonk 2009, p. 50. 
30 Klonk 2009, p. 55-57. 
31 Klonk 2009, p. 58-59, 63-64. 
32 Duncan 1995, p. 16. 
33 Klonk 2009, p. 138. 
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According to Klonk, the aim of this display was to educate visitors, emphasising the 

development of styles in modern art.34 Duncan, too, describes how the central narrative in 

modern art galleries presented a socially constructed, authoritative story of the progress of 

twentieth-century art.35 For Klonk, the white cube also corresponds to an ideal of the visitor as a 

consumer. The Museum of Modern Art, Klonk writes, aimed to making visitors “recognise 

themselves as informed members of the consumer society that was then emerging in the United 

States”.36 Klonk also argues that the curator of the Museum of Modern Art, Alfred Barr, strived 

to relieving the viewing of art from its associations to femininity and fashion. Thus, he wanted to 

“masculinisate” it, partly by abandoning the use of more intimate or domestic interiors in gallery 

spaces.37 Duncan, too, argues that the modern museum is “normally scripted for male subjects”, 

not least due to the vast amount of female bodies (often nude) on display.38  

Popularly, this twentieth-century mode of display is known as “the white cube”, a term 

first coined by O’Doherty in 1976.39 The laws of this gallery space, O’Doherty writes, state that it 

must be isolated from the outside world by means of sealing off windows, removing furniture, 

and painting the walls white.40 The art, then, exists in a time-less, “limbolike” state. He compares 

and contrasts the white cube to the nineteenth-century Salon de Paris, in which paintings 

covered the walls like mosaic.41 According to O’Doherty, at the Salon each painting was seen as a 

self-contained entity, isolated by the frame. The design of the white cube, however, is closely 

related to the nature of modern art; namely, modern artists’ interest for context and the effect of 

context on art. 

According to Duncan, the white clean space prompts visitors to transcend into a mode 

of spiritual contemplation and intense concentration.42 This context is so powerful that anything 

within it becomes art, and outside of it objects lose their status.43 O’Doherty also writes about 

how twentieth-century installation artworks functioned to “discover” – making us conscious of – 

every aspect of the exhibition space.44 Klonk, however, critises O’Doherty and writes that “the 

white cube never existed”.45 The aim of having white walls in galleries, she argues, what not to 

create an enclosed space but to make the space flexible and adaptable. 

Furthermore, Klonk argues that the popularity of temporary exhibitions and biennals in 

the late twentieth century has caused temporary exhibitions to play a central role in art galleries, 

                                                
34 Klonk 2009, p. 149. 
35 Duncan 1995, p. 102-108. 
36 Klonk 2009, p. 149. 
37 Klonk 2009, p. 151. 
38 Duncan 1995, p. 113. 
39 O’Doherty, 1999. 
40 O’Doherty 1999, p. 14-15. 
41 O’Doherty 1999, p. 15-16; The Salon de Paris was the official exhibition of the Académie des Beaux-Arts in Paris, 
held annually. 
42 Duncan 1995, p. 110. 
43 O’Doherty 1999, p. 14. 
44 O’Doherty 1999, p. 66. 
45 Klonk 2009, p. 218. 
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as well as a trend for frequent rearrangements of the permanent exhibitions.46 This also 

corresponds to an emphasis on the importance and status of the curator as well as the 

development of the idea of the visitor as a tourist.47 

 

 

Nineteenth - Early Twentieth Century 

 

Stüler, the architect of Nationalmuseum, originally planned a bold colour scheme for the walls 

with different shades of pink, yellow, blue, redish brown, and green. As Stüler passed away 

before the building was finished, Scholander completed the work, abandoning Stüler’s original 

plans for a more conservative palette of dull green, red, and brown. On the second floor the 

sculpture collection was displayed, with larger pieces being shown in the big halls and smaller 

objects and drawings in the smaller rooms. On the second floor, the handicraft section was also 

installed in 1884. On the top floor, plaster casts of antique sculptures were shown in the 

stairwell, and paintings in the galleries. The rooms were lit with day light from windows. The 

sculpture halls were side-lit whereas the galleries on the top floor were lit from above with roof 

windows.48 

At the time of the opening, the museum also hosted some additional collections.49 On 

the first floor, the historical collections, the coin cabinet, and the Egyptian collection were kept. 

On the second floor the royal armory (Livrustkammaren) was displayed. Along with the 

paintings, the collection of costumes was shown on the top floor. Much of the sculpture 

collection would also be moved later on, why there were more sculptures in the museum at this 

time. 

Inside the building the collections were framed by architectural elements such as pillars, 

pilatsers, arches, and painted ceilings. Contemporary photographs (see fig. 1-3) show paintings 

hung tightly, cluttering the walls not in rows but mosaic-like arrangements. In the middle of the 

floor are placed sofas and a few smaller objects displayed on podia or in cases. The galleries were 

arranged according to schools. In the handicraft section objects were organised according to 

material, technique, style, and region (see fig. 4). Cermaics were divided into three sections: 

Europe, China, and Japan. Furniture, displayed in the large pillar halls, were grouped according 

to styles from renaissance to empire, put on podia with the different styles being separated by 

screens. Smaller objects were kept in glass cases. In a couple of rooms imitations of sixteenth 

century interiors had been arranged.50 Lack of space was, however, a problem already from the 

start, and the rooms were described as very crowded.51 

                                                
46 Klonk 2009, p. 194. 
47 Klonk 2009, p. 192-194. 
48 Kåberg 2018, p. 74-83. 
49 Kåberg 2018, p. 119; The royal armory and costumes were moved back to the royal palace as soon as in 1884, the 
Egyptian collection was moved in 1928, the historical collections and the coin cabinet in 1940, modern art in 1958, 
and the far eastern objects in 1963. 
50 Per Bjurström, Nationalmuseum 1792-1992, Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, 1992, p. 160-161. 
51 Kåberg 2018, p. 105-107. 
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Fig. 1. Nationalmuseum, gallery, the Dutch hall, top floor, 1906. 

 

 

 
Fig. 2. Nationalmuseum, gallery, the French 18th century hall, top floor, 1906. 
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Fig. 3. Nationalmuseum, cabinet, Dutch art, top floor, 1906. 

 

 

 
Fig. 4. Nationalmuseum, the handicraft section, middle floor, 1904. 
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Fig. 5. Nationalmuseum, gallery, the Dutch hall, hanging by Richard Bergh in 1916, c. 1916 – 1930s. 

 

 

 
Fig. 6. Nationalmuseum, gallery, the Swedish 18th century hall, hanging from 1918, unknown date. 
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Fig. 7. Nationalmuseum, the handicraft section, renaissance, 1934. 

 

 
Fig. 8. Nationalmuseum, the handicraft section, rococo, 1930. 
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Thus, Nationalmuseum’s exhibition at this time cannot be said to correspond entirely to the 

mode of display which Klonk describes as customary for nineteenth century national museums. 

According to Klonk, it was preferred that paintings were hung in rows, which would more 

clearly convey a narrative of progress which the visitor could easily follow. Perhaps, it was the 

lack of space which urged the curators in Nationalmuseum to hang the paintings this way. Still, 

the arrangement of schools is present, as well as categorising of objects according to material and 

place of origin, which is typical of the nineteenth century. 

 

 

1915 - 1930 

 

In 1915, Richard Bergh (1858-1919) became the director of Nationalmuseum. Up until his death 

in 1919, he made important changes to the museum interior which would last for several 

decades. According to Bergh, the museum should adopt beauty and logic in order to make the 

exhibition easy to survey and aestethically pleasing.52 Bergh re-hung the paintings more sparcely 

and added some furniture and handicraft objects to accompany them (see fig. 5-6). Overall, he 

put more emphasis on the painting collection by for example moving the sculptures from the 

stairwell and instead placing paintings there. 

Several rooms were re-painted. For example, the stairwell was painted light blue and the 

hall Kupolsalen was covered in guilded jute. Some of the cabinets, one of the halls, and the 

stairwell were painted in grey.53 Further, some renovation works were carried out in order to 

improve lighting. On the top floor, three smaller cabinets were combined into one larger hall, 

provdided with lighting from above instead of from the sides (windows being sealed off). One of 

the halls, Strömsalen, was given a new roof window while the other facade windows were sealed 

off.54 This way, total wall surface with enough light to accomodate paintings was improved.55 On 

the middle floor, the handicraft section was rearranged, too. Just as Bergh introduced handicraft 

objects in the painting galleries, some paintings were displayed in the handicraft section. In 1923 

a chronological arrangement of the handicraft collection opened, with different types of objects 

(furniture, ceramics, glass, metalwork, as well as some drawings and paintings) shown together 

according to style (see fig. 7-8).56 

During this period, objects were grouped according to different themes, which sought to 

create educational narratives, easy for the audience to receive. Bergh’s re-hanging corresponds to 

some aspects of the trends which Klonk described as being seen from the late nineteenth century 

until approximately 1930: a mode of display which emphasised intimate and domestic feelings, as 

well as being aesthetically pleasing and looking good in terms of contemporary tastes. 

 

 

                                                
52 Bjurström 1992, p. 195. 
53 Bjurström 1992, p. 198. 
54 Kåberg 2018, p. 108-110. 
55 Bjurström 1992, p. 196-197. 
56 Kåberg 2018, p. 111. 
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Mid-Twentieth Century 

 

Throughout the twentieth century, several smaller renovation works were carried out. In 1931, 

electrical light had been installed and eventually daylight from windows was entirely shut off, due 

to ideas about how art should be experiences as well as the harmful effects of sunlight on 

paintings. Many of the painted ceilings were covered with white paint.57 Documentary 

photographs show paintings hung much more sparcely than before, quite low in single rows (see 

fig. 9-10). In the smaller rooms, paintings are hung more sparcely than previously, too (see fig. 

11). Overall, fairly light colours were used for the walls, and sometimes white. A few sculptures 

are placed in the galleries, as are some benches or chairs. The galleries are still arranged according 

to schools. 

The mixture of paintings and different crafts which Bergh had iniated was abandoned 

and different object types were once again separated. In the handicraft section, the number of 

objects displayed was greatly reduced and the screens removed (see fig. 12).58 Fig. 12 also shows 

that the wooden cabinets have been replaced with modern steel cases. 

During the twentieth century, the idea of the white cube as the preferred mode of display 

had developed. Symptoms of this can clearly be read in mid-century Nationalmuseum, with the 

paintings hanging a lot more sparcely than previously and overall much fewer objects on display. 

The eye-level, spacious hanging encourages visitors to carefully study and contemplate over each 

work. The hanging is more flexible, as the works are seemingly detached from the context of the 

room. The light wall colours and steel cases convey a sense of open space and monotony. Yet, 

the white flexible conatiner, as described by Klonk and O’Doherty in modern art galleries, is not 

fully realised here. Original architectural features are still present, the space thus not being an 

enitrely “neutral”, white container. 

 

 

Late Twentieth - Early Twentyfirst Century 

 

Photographs reveal how very little changed in the museum interior from the mid-twentieth 

century up until the early 2000s. We see, for example, one hall with dull green walls and one hall 

and some cabinets with white halls (see fig. 13-15). Paintings have been hung somewhat tighter, 

perhaps a symptom of the recurring lack-of-space issue. In the middle of the galleries are some 

sculptures, chairs, and benches placed. All objects appear to have been provided with larger 

signs. 

In the late 1990s, the handicraft, or design, section was rearranged and turned into two 

exhibitions displaying objects from 1500-1740 and 1900-2000, respectively (the period 1740-1900 

was left out due to lack of space).59 In the twentieth century exhibition (Den moderna formen) all 

windows and most pillars were covered, hiding the architectural features of the rooms (see fig.  

                                                
57 Kåberg 2018, p. 128. 
58 Kåberg 2018, p. 116. 
59 Kåberg 2018, p. 116-117. 
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Fig. 9. Nationalmuseum, gallery, the French 19th century hall, top floor, 1959. 

 

 

 
Fig. 10. Nationalmuseum, gallery, the Dutch hall, top floor, 1959. 
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Fig. 11. Nationalmuseum, cabinet, 1890s Swedish art, top floor, 1959. 

 

 

 
Fig. 12. Nationalmuseum, the handicraft section, middle floor, 1956. 
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Fig. 13. Nationalmuseum, gallery, the French 19th century hall, top floor, 2007. 

 

 

 
Fig. 14. Nationalmuseum, gallery, the Dutch hall, top floor, 2013. 
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Fig. 15. Nationalmuseum, cabinet, top floor, 2013. 

 

 

 
Fig. 16. Nationalmuseum, handicraft and design, middle floor, 2013. 
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15).60 This exhibition probably represents the furthest realisation of the white cub in 

Nationalmuseum. Much of the buildings features have been covered up, creating a more 

anonymous space. As can be read in Nationalmuseum i nytt ljus, “only if you looked up at the 

ceilings could you sense what building you were in”.61 Thus, the idea of the exhibition space as a 

neautral, white container is evident. 

 

 

Autumn 2018 

 

During the renovation works, much of the original ornaments and architectural details were 

restored, such as ceiling roses, parquet floors, and painted dome ceilings.62 The windows, which 

had all been sealed off, have been made visible (only containing see-through window screens to 

prevent sun light harming the art). The cabinets that were combined into a larger hall have been 

re-installed, thus restoring the variation of both larger, top-lit rooms and smaller, side-lit 

cabinets. A mix of natural light from windows and electrical spotlights is used. Rooms are 

painted in different colours, inspired by Stülers original drawings, and include different shades of 

red, blue, green, yellow, pink, and purple.63 

The exhibition has been arranged chronologically. On the top floor, objects from the 

period 1500-1800 is found, and objects from 1800 up until today is shown on the middle floor. 

Moreover, design and handicraft are not separated but integrated into the exhibition and shown 

together with both paintings and sculptures (see fig. 17-18). Different types of objects are thus 

grouped together according to various themes; periods, styles, regions, movements, or concepts. 

On the floors, modules break up the large halls while very few benches are found (in most 

rooms, none). 

Various different hanging principles are used. In many cases, paintings have been 

grouped together, relatively close, using up most of the wall surface from floor to ceiling. 

Sometimes they are hung in rows, although the use of single rows is almost abandonded. Only a 

few paintings have been left in solitude with empty space around them. Objects are arranged 

sometimes symmetrically and sometimes asymmetrically. 

 

Contrasts and Correspondence 

 

The current exhibition bears reference to several historical modes of display. The floor-to-ceiling 

hanging and general clutter reminds us of the nineteenth-century Salon de Paris, or 

Nationalmuseum’s earliest history. Let us for example compare the hanging in fig. 17-18 with fig. 

1-2. In both of these, all of the wall surface has been used, and paintings are hung in mosaic 

patterns rather than rows. An important difference, however, is that the hanging is much sparser  

                                                
60 Kåberg 2018, p. 129. 
61 Kåberg 2018, p. 129. Translated from Swedish. 
62 Kåberg 2018, p. 146-175. 
63 Kåberg 2018, p. 192-193. 
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Fig. 17. Anna Danielsson/Nationalmuseum, the hall for 17th century art, 2018. 

 

 

 
Fig. 18. Anna Danielsson/Nationalmuseum, the hall for 18th century art, 2018. 
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in the 2018 exhibition. The 2018 hanging thus seems to have much in common with the circa 

1916-1918 hanging which we see in fig. 5-6. The difference here is that the paintings in fig. 5-6 

are hung much lower, mostly using the lower half of the walls. 

The mixture of different types of objects, grouped in ways that are aesthically pleasing 

and tasteful to the contemporary eye, also relates to Bergh’s circa 1916 hanging or the intimate 

and sensual mode of display typical of the period late nineteenth century to 1930. For example, 

the arrangement seen in fig. 8 appears very similar to the eighteenth century halls in the current 

exhibition (fig. 18). The experimental colour scheme on the walls would also fit in with this 

period and type of interior, as described by Klonk.64 Nevertheless, the current exhibition is more 

crowded than Bergh’s design, which sought to being educational and easy to survey through a 

more sparse hanging. 

The exhibition of 2018 appears strikingly different from mid-twentieth- to early 

twentyfirst-century Nationalmuseum. The wall colour scheme is brigther and deeper and the 

hanging more cluttered. Further, the open, monotonus spaces are broken up and filled with 

objects. The long single rows are abandonded, hanging being various rather than repetetive. 

Overall, the presence of the walls and the architectural features of the room are now emphasised 

as objects worthy of admiration in their own right. Still, one could argue that traces of the white 

cube remains. Objects or parts of the collection can easily be interchanged. Though not 

individually isolated, as in a white cube, paintings and objects are also not “a wallpaper”, as in a 

Salon, but independent enough of the wall and the room to make the exhibition space flexible.65 

This flexibility works as a solution to the museum’s problem with lack of space, while it can also 

be seen as an effect of modern ideas of the temporary exhibition space and the curating process. 

The modules placed on the floor especially evoke this association to the flexible and neutral art 

container. Looking at fig. 16, which shows the twentieth-century design exhibition from the early 

2000’s, we see modules on the floor used in a similar way, albeit for design objects and not 

paintings. The modules appear to fulfill many of the criteria of the white cube or the flexible 

container, as they have a modern, “neutral” design without any architectural ornaments; they 

could be moved seamlessly into any space as if independent of context. The modules in the 2018 

exhibition, however, connect to their current context architectural and historical context through 

the use of wall colours. Yet, although coloured the walls are clean and neutral, free from 

ornaments, patterns, or structure. 

In order to further elicit the changes in display during Nationalmuseum’s history, I will 

know take a closer look at one specific object, as an illustrative example. One of 

Nationalmuseum’s most famous artworks by Rembrandt, the so-called The Conspiracy of Claudius 

Civilis (Netherlands, 1661-1662), is seen in fig. 1, 5, 10, and 14.66 In fig. 1, we see an early display 

where the painting is surrounded by other works hanging very close, the frames almost touching. 

In the 1916 arrangement (see fig. 5) the painting has instead been placed in solitude, only flanked 

by two columns. This arrangement clearly makes the painting stand out and marks it out as 

                                                
64 See A Consise History of the Gallery Space above. 
65 O’Doherty 1999, p. 16. 
66 Known in Swedish as Batavernas trohetsed. 



 

24 
 

something of special significance and in need of attention, not least in contrast to the group of 

smaller paintings at the side. In the mid-twentieth and early twenty-first century, it is not as 

clearly marked out as it is part of a continous row. Yet, its central placement and sheer size 

attracts attention (fig. 10 and 14). The spacious single row hanging, as already mentioned, 

prompts careful contemplation over each individual piece. In the 2018 exhibition, the painting is 

similarily placed in the center of the room, hung low at eye level. It has been given relatively 

much space, compared to most works in the exhibition. There are other paintings hung to the 

side of it, a bit spaced apart, but none above it. In front of it is also an empty space with a bench. 

The 2018 display of The Conspiracy of Claudius Civilis, thus, follows the example of later 

arrangements, which pedagogically marks it out. A close mosaic hanging, as in the late nineteenth 

to early twentieth century, would not convey the same significance. 

The current exhibition, then, has much in common with previous arrangements. 

Something we see  for the very first time, however, is the mixing of art and design. Thus, the 

previous categorisation and hierarchy between different material types can be said to being 

challenged. In this display we also see the floors of the large halls being filled in a way that has 

never been seen before in Nationalmuseum’s art galleries. This changes the patterns of 

movement in the rooms, which were previously vast (only with some benches, perhaps for 

peaceful contemplation). The space is now more intimate, inviting visitors both to come closer 

and to move around more. The use of vivid wall colours has been seen before in late-twentieth 

century galleries, but it is the change in movement patterns and visitor-object interaction that can 

be argued to being truly challenging, creating a different experience. 

To summarise, the 2018 arrangement of the permanent art exhibition at 

Nationalmuseum is not radically new, but has some similarities to historical exhibition spaces. 

Although it may appear as a contrasting opposite to the modernist white cube, it bears traces of 

some of the ideas of that flexible, white container. Modern ideas about the importance of 

context and the interplay between the art objects and the space have, of course, not been 

forgotten, only tackled in a different way. Meanwhile, some features of the 2018 exhibition have 

indeed never been seen at Nationalmuseum before. In the next chapter, I continue investigating 

how the space works. 
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Nationalmuseum as a Performance Field 

 

 

In the present chapter, I will continue exploring the specific qualities and workings of the current 

exhibition, The Timeline, by applying Duncan’s perspective of the ritual structure. I provide a 

somatic description of the exhibition, explore how it works to establish liminality and rituality, 

analyse its effects on visitor movements and attention, how mening and narrative is created, as 

well as how the visitor is addressed and how the exhibition constructs its ideal visitor. The 

analysis focuses mainly on the general interior design and layout of the exhibition, but also uses a 

few specific examples in order to further elicit some of its mechanisms. 

 

 

Experiencing Nationalmuseum 

 

Before entering the museum, visitors are obliged to queue, slowly marching through a fenced 

labyrinth-like formation. Standing in the queue, we can enjoy the view; the large, temple-like 

building of Nationalmuseum overlooks the water and the royal palace. Before long, we are let in 

by the people in orange vests and ascend the stairs, entering through double pairs of large glass 

doors. In the entrance hall we are greeted by murmur of voices and fumes from the restaurant 

kitchens. We climb up large marble staircases, perhaps admiring the grand murals depicting 

events from Swedish history. On the top floor, the Timeline begins. 

Here, we move around the floor in circular patterns between halls and smaller cabinets. 

The rooms are divided by glass doors, some opening automatically and some requiring the 

pushing of a button. All of the halls have several exits. One of the larger rooms, likely the first 

you enter, is dedicated to sixteenth century (painted in deep red). Further, one hall is for 

seventeenth century (blue), one for the period 1720 to 1770 (yellow), and one for 1770 to 1800 

(light blue). The halls are equipped with large roof windows, the latter featuring facade windows 

as well. On the middle floor, we move between medium sized rooms and larger pillar halls. The 

rooms have one entry and one exit, creating a linear flow. Facade windows provide natural light 

in addition to the artificial lighting. The halls are dedicated to the periods of 1800 to 1870 

(yellow), 1870 to 1900 (greenish blue), turn of the century 1900 (light grey), 1920 to 1965 (red), 

and 1970 to 2000 (white), respectively. Objects from 2000 until today are shown in a somewhat 

smaller room. 

The exhibition overwhelmes us with sensory information. The rooms are bright, 

colourful, busy, and filled with objects; one barely knows where to look. People are talking and 

laughing. Somewhere a small child is crying. Someone leans forward to touch a statue. In the 

larger rooms, modules on the floor forces us to keep moving around them, and getting close to 

the objects. At times, passages between walls are very narrow, pushing us onwards as we meet 

another visitor. As mentioned, most rooms lack benches. The exhibition presents a variety of 

different arrangement types, both visually and thematically. This dynamic means we are 

constantly presented with something new, as if each wall was a riddle to be solved. 
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Setting the Stage 

 

According to Duncan, the architectural qualities of a museum works to set it apart as a ritual 

site.67 It all starts with for example the size and palace- or temple-like look of the building, 

including its pillars, stairs, and doorways. Nationalmuseum does indeed fulfill this description 

with its Italian-inspired, grand, neo-classical architecture (see fig. 19). Duncan also writes, that 

museums often occupy some surrounding parkland, further marking off its distance to the city 

and streets, setting it apart from a ”normal space”. With Nationalmuseum this is not exactly the 

case, as the museum is situated directly beside the street with very little parkland surrounding it. 

Still, it sits openly in the cityscape, distanced from other buildings and with open water in front 

of it. Thus, it certainly stands out. By marking off the space in this way, it is conveyed that this is 

a special and significant place, filling a certain purpose, and requiring special attention and 

behaviour. 

 

 

 
Fig. 19. Anna Danielsson/Nationalmuseum, Nationalmuseum exterior, 2018. 

 

                                                
67 Duncan 1995, p. 10. 
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Fig. 20. Sign, Nationalmuseum, 2018. 

 

 

 
Fig. 21. “Do-not-touch” sign, Nationalmuseum, 2018. 
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Much of the ritual setting is regulated by cultural convention – well-rooted ideas about what a 

museum should look like, its purposes, meanings, and how one should behave in it. As Duncan 

writes, it is considered a place for contemplation and learning.68 Additionally, explicit signs and 

rules are also part of this process of defining the ritual. In Nationalmuseum, very few signs with 

rules are found. Outside of the exhibition rooms, relatively discrete instructions in the form of 

stylised icons are displayed (see fig. 20). In many exhibtion rooms, there are no signs. Some 

objects have been given a ”do no touch”-symbol (see fig. 21). Still, these signs serve to remind 

visitors they are in a ritual space. Moreover, the frequent presence of guards represents another 

element of the ritual setting. All of these cues, thus, function as signals prompting visitors to take 

on the role of the museum visitor and art spectator. The boundaries between normal, everyday 

life and ritual, liminal space are specified. 

 

 

Enacting the Museum 

 

In the previous chapter, we touched upon how different designs of the exhibition environment 

fascilitates different patterns of movement.69 The interior design of the room also carries 

information about expected behaviours, for those who are familiar with the culturally 

conditioned codes.70 Duncan writes that the rituality of art museums “resembles in some respects 

certain medieval cathedrals where pilgrims followed a structured narrative route through the 

interior, stopping at prescribed points for prayer or contemplation”.71 Just as the pilgrims would 

re-live the narrative of the life of Christ, museum visitors can re-live art history and spirtually 

connect with the genious of historical artists. The act of spirtually connecting with the past, 

according to Duncan, is an important symbolic strategy of any ritual space.72 The “script”, the 

way in which visitors are instructed to move through the room, help to pedagocially laying out 

the storyline. Large, empty gallery halls with a linear hanging instructs visitors, through this 

design, to slowly move along the walls, carefully studying each individual painting. If the central 

narrative in such an exhibition is to show the progress of art history, this will be easy for the 

visitor to follow. 

In the present exhibition, however, the layout of most rooms create narrow passages (see 

fig. 22). The exact flow of each room is not as obvious. Although it is custom in Western 

cultures to move (read) from left to right, these rooms will provide several options, and the 

visitor might have to move around the same module twice in order to see everything in the 

room. Can this exhibition still be compared to the pilgrims’ procession which Duncan describes? 

The patterns of movement are more free, more explorative. The focal points are less defined. It 

would be impossible to view every object in the exhibition, as it would simply take more time 

than any visitor could spend in a single visit. Thus, it seems the structure of this exhibition rather 

                                                
68 Duncan 1995, p. 10. 
69 See Nationalmuseum Past and Present: A Timeline above. 
70 Duncan 1995, p. 12. 
71 Duncan 1995, p. 12. 
72 Duncan 1995, p. 17. 
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instructs its visitors to choose, discover, and freely select what objects they like to give some 

extra time. Alternatively, the structure does not encourage visitors to contemplate on individual 

objects, but to admire the arrangement as a whole, not spending to much time on any single 

work of art.73 

 

 
Fig. 22. Anna Danielsson/Nationalmuseum, the hall for 16th century art, 2018. 

 

In Spaces of Experince, Klonk provides yet another perspective, arguing that modern art museums 

address visitors as consumers.74 With the Museum of Modern Art in New York, the museum was 

established “as a space in which consumers could cultivate their taste, up-date themselves in 

matters of style, and recognise themselves as informed members of the consumer society that 

was then emerging in the United States”, she writes.75 Walking through The Timeline, drawing a 

parallell to consumerism does not seem far-fetched. Our patterns of movements, circling around 

shelves and walls looking at displays of an abundance of objects, gives a very similar experience 

to the act of moving through a store, evaluating products. Thus, Klonk’s concept of the ideal of 

the consumer-visitor can be applied to this exhibition, complementing Duncan’s temple 

metaphor. The visitor, then, is not just expected to connect with the past, gain education, and be 

enlightend, but also to develop their taste and style. Visitors will take part in the act of evaluating 

the aesthetic qualities and tastefulness of arrangements and objects. 

Furthermore, the narrowness and closeness of the rooms elicit associations to intimacy 

and domesticity. The visitor comes physically closer to the displays, while the environment also 

more closely resembles domestic interiors. As discussed in the previous chapter, the present 

exhibition reminds us of early twentieth century museums where sensuality, intimacy, and 

                                                
73 For a discussion on a couple of exceptions to this rule, see Benchmarks below. 
74 Klonk 2009, p. 149; 174. 
75 Klonk 2009, p. 149. 
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aesthetically pleasing arrangements was the ideal. The Timeline, too, appears to fit in with these 

concepts. As the physical distance between visitors and objects is reduced, the symbolic distance 

decreases as well. The art objects’ elevated status and meaning as something holy or something 

only to visually admire, is weakened. Here, objects seem more touchable and personal. Thus, 

there is an interpay between physical and symbolic closeness, which challenges an art museums 

usual functions to mystify objects while diminishing other functions and meanings beyond 

simply being looked at. While an empty, white room prompts visitors to go quiet and still, the 

busy layout of this exhibition prompts visitors to move and talk. The structure of The Timeline, 

then, constructs the space as a place for socialization. 

 

 

Meaning and Narrative 

 

During the twentieth century, museum visitors have become accustomed to white cube interiors 

as a place intended for aesthetic contemplation. It could be argued that empty, white rooms carry 

especially temple-like associations. As Duncan writes: 

 

Although fashions in wall colors, ceiling heights, lighting, and other details have over the 

years varied with changing museological trends, installation design has consistently and 

increasingly sought to isolate objects for the concentrated gaze of the aesthetic adept and to 

suppress as irrelevant other meanings the objects might have. [...] Most art museums today 

keep their galleries uncluttered and, as much as possible, dispense educational information in 

anterooms or special kiosks at a tasteful remove from the art itself. Clearly, the more 

‘aesthetic’ the installations – the fewer the objects and the emptier the surrounding walls – 

the more sacralized the museum space.76 

 

Here, Duncan argues that the uncluttered and empty characteristics of galleries play an important 

role in creating a “sacralised” space. The experience is close to that of entering a church or a 

temple. The cluttering and crowdedness of the current exhibition at Nationalmuseum would, 

then, have a de-sacralising effect, possibly diminishing its effects regarding prompting for 

example focused gaze and attention, aesthetic contemplation, or spiritual connection. Placing 

objects in isolation will enhance their symbolic “value” as well as their meaning as an object 

intended for aesthetic viewing. Consequently, placing objects in groups will reduce the value of 

each individual item, and enhance meanings concerning their interrelationships. 

With the repetetive hanging gone and replaced by one which is varied and dynamic, the 

visitor is constantly required to “solve” or “deduce” each arrangement. Encountering a wall, 

case, or section of a room, the visitor must ask questions such as “what do these objects have in 

common?”, “why where they placed together?”, or “what is the theme here?”. This means the 

visitor is intellectually engaged; addressed as active rather than passive. At the same time, the 

visitor is receptive to the “solution” often provided in the form of written information. 

                                                
76 Duncan 1995, p. 17. 
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These small signs accompany most works in the exhibition. The texts are short, just a 

few sentences. They may give some iconological interpretations, social context, or facts about the 

time and place in which the objects were made. For instance, we can read that a sixteenth-

century table canopy was commisioned by king Frederick II of Denmark, and that it features his 

coat of arms. Beside it, is also a text titled “War Trophies”. This explains among other things 

how renaissance objects acquired from the war loot of Rudolf II’s art chamber in Prague in 1648, 

during the Thirty Years War, have become an important part of the Swedish cultural heritage. In 

each hall, a short introduction to the period is found in large letters on one of the walls near the 

entry. We may read, for example, that king Gustav Vasa of Sweden and other sixteenth-century 

rulers used art in order to legitimize their power. The text titled “The Turn of the 20th Century” 

mentions National Romanticism and Ellen Key, and the introduction to contemporary design 

says that “the designfield has evolved in relation to globalization, digitizing, and humanity’s need 

to create a more sustainable development”. 

The texts are usually neutral in tone, one exception being for example Rembrandt. In a 

text titled “Rembrandt Harmensz. van Rijn (1606-1669)” we can read, among other things, that 

his paintings reveal “exceptional skill in rendering light for symbolic effect”. Under Girl at a 

Window, The Kitchen Maid (1651) we can read: “His vivid image of a girl at a window is painted 

with broad brush-strokes and sharp contrasts between light and shadow. The warm red of the 

jacket offers a harmoinous contrast to the white blouse and the dark background.” Thus, the 

texts here function to emphasise Rembrandt’s skill and importance. It is conveyed that he is one 

of the main masters visitors should pay extra attention to. 

In the nineteenth-century section we encounter more politically charged subjects such as 

feminism and nationalism. Beside the large painting Bringing home the Body of King Karl XII of 

Sweden (Gustaf Cederström, 1884) we can read that “[t]he populist and nationalism-based view of 

Swedishness, which is used politically today, is based on the idea of a static, ideal and construed 

past”. “The thought that there is a historical time and place to look back at, where everything 

was in a certain way, is not accurate”, the text states. On other signs in the nineteenth-century 

rooms, we can read about “the male gaze”, “the myth of the freely creating ‘male genious’”, and 

the role of women artists. In these examples, the texts problematise the works, juxtapositioning 

them with current political debate. 

To summarise, the interaction between visual presentation and written content is an 

important element in how meaning is created in the exhibiton. The texts serve to place the 

artworks within a social context. Along with the specific arrangements and grouping of objects, 

an authoritative narrative is created. The mixing and grouping of different objects tells us that 

they should be seen as parts of a context, perhaps as symptoms of their time and place. The 

merging of different object categories reinforce the idea that no distinction should be made 

between “high art” and “handicraft”, but that all should be seen in relation to their context.  

Furthermore, one central storyline is to show the progress of art and styles over the 

centuries, as told by the chronological arrangement and the title of the exhibition. Additionally, a 

narrative concerning not just the art, but the building, as well as the work of the curator, can be 

read here as well. With the architectural features of the building visually brought out and 
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emphasised, its role as an important character on the stage is emphasised, too. The way in which 

the curator has selected and arranged objects is also emphasised as an important part of the 

museum experience. Further, the idea of availability and public property is central, which is 

highlighted through the abundance of objects and the fact that they will be interchanged 

regularly. 

 

 

Benchmarks 

 

I will now take a closer look at the use and functions of benches in the exhibition. As previously 

mentioned, most rooms contain no benches, with a few exceptions. This is an important 

difference to previous eras, when vast, empty galleries with benches in the middle of the room 

was the norm. A bench prompts the visitor to sit still and carefully study the artwork during a 

longer period of time. As described above, the lack of beches in today’s Nationalmuseum, then, 

fascilitates a more active and moving visitor. Furthermore, the fact that the benches in the 

exhibition are rare exceptions gives them a special significance. The artworks which have been 

granted extra space and a bench in front of them appear especially important. 

In the exhibition, this is the case for two oil paintings which have already been 

mentioned previously in this study: The Conspiracy of Claudius Civilis by Rembrandt  (Netherlands, 

1661-1662), and Bringing home the Body of King Karl XII of Sweden (Karl XII:s likfärd) by Gustaf 

Cederström (Paris, 1878). Both of these paintings have been hung with more space surrounding 

them than most objects in the exhibition, and with a bench placed in front of them. Additionally, 

they are both very large, with The Conspiracy of Claudius Civilis being circa 2 x 3 meters and Bringing 

home the Body of King Karl XII of Sweden circa 2,65 x 3,7 meters. The Conspiracy of Claudius Civilis, as 

has already been discussed above, is one of Nationalmuseum’s most prominent paintings.77 This 

is also true for Bringing home the Body of King Karl XII of Sweden, carrying plenty of nationalistic 

symbolism. Before the renovation it used to be displayed in the stairwell, clearly visible for all 

visitors upon entering. 

Whether intended or not, it is conveyed that these paintings are particularily important. 

While many spaces in the exhibition direct visitors to playful investigation, empty space and 

benches invite visitors to perform a more peaceful ritual. As discussed above, placing objects in 

isolation emphasises their role as objects for visual admiration and reflection.78 Sitting on the 

bench, one is expected to engage themselves in aesthetic contemplation, reflection, or 

admiration. The focused, careful gaze of the visitor is fascilitated. Just like the arranged groups 

on display will make visitors ask themselves “why where these objects placed together?”, as 

discussed above, here the visitor will ask “why was this object placed on its own?”. Using 

Duncan’s temple metaphor, one might compare these types of arrangements to altars. Benches, 

especially when used with moderation (or selectively) as in the present exhibition, thus work as 

an effective tool for directing visitor behaviour and attention. We may also look at how the 

                                                
77 See Contrasts and Correspondence above. 
78 Duncan 1995, p. 19. 
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accompanying texts, discussed above, interact with these visual cues. With The Conspiracy of 

Claudius Civilis the text reinforces its significance, while the text of Bringing home the Body of King 

Karl XII of Sweden problematise it. 

 

 

The Ideal Visitor 

 

Duncan writes: “The museum setting is not just itself a structure; it also constructs its dramatis 

personae. These are, ideally, individuals who are perfectly predisposed socially, psychologically, and 

culturally to enact the museum ritual.”79 She emphasises that this is an ideal which does not exist 

in reality. Most visitors will fail to read all cues or comprehend the messages which curators 

might have attempted to convey. Many will break rules: touch objects, eat, drink, or take 

photographs with flash. In some museum layouts, it will even be obvious when visitors move in 

the wrong direction. In The Timeline, as mentioned, the circular, winding moving patterns mean 

the museum structure allows visitors to move in different directions. Some visitors might, still, 

go about The Timeline in the wrong order, perhaps starting on the middle floor or going from 

eighteenth to sixteenth century, thus failing to follow the structured script. A visitor who only 

looks at the art but does not read the written information will miss part of the narrative and 

ritual instructions. A picture might be worth a thousand words, but text is more direct and gives 

less room for free interpretations and missunderstandings. An ideal visitor then, is someone who 

takes part of the informative signs and reflects upon the interpretations there given. 

We have already touched upon some of the visitor ideals which can be read in the 

exhibition. The visitor-as-citizen goes back to the very first public museums, and traces of this 

ideal can be found in Nationalmuseum. For example, the pedagogical signs address the visitor as 

someone who will benefit from education. The authoritative tone of the texts constructs the 

visitor as a subordinate receiver of the art-historical narrative. Here, an understanding of art 

objects’ roles in past societies, as well as post-structural perspectives appear to have become 

important parts of the ideal citizen’s education. 

Another visitor ideal already mentioned is the informed consumer, who benefits from a 

more aesthetic education, improving their sense of style and taste in the museum. Such a visitor, 

ideally, can place The Timeline within the context of museological trends as well as trends in 

interior design in general. Traces of a new visitor, the tourist, is also acknowledged through the 

use of English translations of all information. Cues which connect the museum to other tourist 

attractions around the world - such as glass entrances and souveniour shops – constructs the 

visitor as an international tourist. Yet, the number of objects on display, too many to being 

experienced in a single visit, and the interchangability element point to the ideal visitor rather 

being a recurring local. Conclusively, the ideal visitor is perhaps not one single, well-defined 

persona, but bears traces of several ideals developed over the course of the history of public art 

museums. 

                                                
79 Duncan 1995, p. 13. 
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Summary 

 

In this second chapter of the analysis, Duncan’s metaphor of the ritual structure has been used 

to elicit some important mechanisms of The Timeline. The act of spiritually connecting with the 

past is one important element of the ritual structure; museum objects represent something which 

transcends time and space. As visitors walk through the exhibition from room to room, thus, 

they enact the timeline, following the history of art and styles. Additionally, another part of this 

ritual is the aesthetic experience as well as socialization. The ideal visitor will appreciate the way 

in which the curators have arranged objects in aestethically pleasing or creative groups, and 

develop their visual knowledge of style and taste in the museum. 

The monumental architecture of the building is crucial to constructing a liminal space, 

while the design of the exhibition partly works to lessen its sacral associations. In Duncan’s 

theory the isolation of objects is an important factor of the ritual space. Empty rooms with 

isolated objects, presented without any context or information, enhances the objects’ meanings 

as art only intended for viewing, while depriving them of other meanings. In The Timeline, 

however, grouping of different objects creates a central narrative which emphasises the artworks’ 

ability to teach visitors about history, past societies, ideas, and perspectives used to interpret the 

art. Still, both visual and textual cues function to teach visitors which works are especially 

important and how they should be understood. 
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Final Discussion 

 

 

How can we describe the new art and design exhibition at Nationalmuseum? Does it provide a 

new experience? Is it more democratic or inclusive? Does it fulfill its goal of improving 

availability? Do the intentions of the curators correspond to the ideas and meanings which the 

visitors take home with them? How should a museum environment be designed? What modes of 

display are best suited for specific purposes? These are some questions which the re-opening of 

Nationalmuseum might evoke, and of which I have only touched upon but a few in the present 

study. These questions also highlight the, perhaps sometimes blurred, lines between art theory or 

visual culture studies and museology. As for the latter questions listed, it has not been the 

intention of this study to evaluate or assess the quality of the exhibition. A deepened 

understanding of the mechanisms of an exhibition space, acquired thorugh critical analysis, 

might, still, prove useful to such museological disucssions in the future. 

This has been the first study investigating the new permanent art and design exhibition at 

Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, following their re-opening in 2018. The exhibition abandons the 

linear, repetetive structure – which used to be the norm in the museum – for a busy, crowded, 

and colourful environment which engages visitors through a dynamic and varied hanging. In the 

first chapter of the analysis the current exhibition design and hanging was compared to previous 

modes of display. Some references to historical hanging principles can be seen, such as the 

mosaic-like floor-to-ceiling hanging of the nineteenth-century Salon de Paris or, indeed, 

nineteenth-century Nationalmuseum (although the current hanging is somewhat more sparse 

than these examples). Not least, the current exhibition is in many ways similar to the mode of 

display introduced to Nationalmuseum by superintendent Richard Bergh in 1916. This 

museological trend from the early twentieth century emphasised ideas such as sensuality, 

initimacy, and aesthetic pleasure. Still, more modern ideas about exhibition spaces can be traced 

in the exhibition as well, such as ideas about flexibility, the status of the curator, and the effect of 

context and surroundings on the experiene of art. Applying the perspective of the ritual structure 

from Carol Duncan’s Civilizing Rituals : Inside Public Art Museums, the second chapter of the 

analysis further reveiled how the specific layout of this exhibition affects its objects and visitors. 

Architectural cues remind visitors they are entering a space other than normal, everyday life, 

requiring special attention. The structure of this exhibition creates circular, winding patterns of 

movement, where visitors get close to the objects. The crowdedness, in contrast to the custom 

of isolating objects in vast rooms, remove some of the art objects’ mytified, elevated status. 

Visual and textual information guide visitors through an education on the history of art, 

fascilitating certain meanings and narratives about the objects’ place within a historical context. 

As the exhibition covers the main part of two floors and displays thousands of objects, 

the limited scope of this study has not allowed for analysis of all aspects of it. This study has 

been a first step towards describing and understanding the general structure of the exhibition. 

Throughout this study, moreover, I have been interested in the hows rather than the whats. Future 

analysis of each room, section, group, or even single artwork could render even further 
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knowledge of how the exhibition works. Further, the perspective of the ritual structure has been 

but one possible point of departure for exploring this exhibition. Future studies may focus, for 

example, on issues of gender and representation in the exhibition. For instance, are there more 

female artists represented in the current exhibition compared to before the renovation? What 

characterises a feministic or inclusive art exhibition? Can social systems such as patriarchal power 

structures be seen in the present exhibition? Further, previous scholars have discussed how the 

museum space is usually scripted for the male visitor.80 Its representation of mainly male artists 

and display of naked, female bodies is one important contributer to this. Klonk also argues that 

the design of the modern gallery space in particular sought to masculinisate and de-feminine the 

space. In the current exhibition, however, we observe a step back towards a more intimate, 

domestic environment. This has not been the main focus of the present study, but questions for 

future studies may include investigating whether the exhibition structure can be said to being 

more or less scripted for the male or female visitor. 

Previous publications on the renovation and re-opening of Nationalmuseum include 

texts in the journal Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum and the book Nationalmuseum i nytt ljus. These are 

all published by Nationalmuseum themselves and focus mainly on practical issues, the goals and 

aims of the project, as well as new acquisitions. As an outsider exploring the exhibition through 

critical analysis, the present study has contributed to our knowledge of the exhibtion, how it 

affects us, and how its structure works to create experience, meaning, and narrative. Yet, further 

research is needed to continuing the task of mapping out what this re-arrangement of the 

exhibition entails. 

The present study also contributes with new insight about the application of the theory 

of the ritual structure. When Duncan published the book in 1995, she included elements typical 

of museums at the time as important parts of the ritual structure. For example, displaying objects 

in isolation, with as little surrounding context or informative signs as possible, repetetive hanging 

principles, and the use of open spaces. She argues that these contribute to the liminality and 

ceremonial nature of the space. How well does the ritual structure correspond to other kinds of 

museum environments? Will it still prove a rewarding theory as museums develop perhaps in 

new directions? What are the criteria required for a space to work as liminal or ritual? This study 

has shown that a crowded, dynamic exhibition still can be understood in terms of a ritual 

structure, albeit not in the exact same way as the examples provided by Duncan. In the present 

analysis, it has proved fruitful to investigate in what ways the exhibition does or does not fulfill 

the criteria of Duncan’s ritual space, and what that means. Future studies interested in 

investigating this theoretical framework might further explore the limitations and applications of 

the ritual structure on contemporary and future exhibition spaces. 

Conclusively, the current exhibition challenges some principles which have been 

dominating in public art museums since the mid-twentieth century: removing alternative 

meanings and context from art objects by isolating them with none or little accompanying 

information, striving to create a serene and church-like space through light and open spaces, 

                                                
80 Duncan 1995, p. 113; Klonk 2009, p. 151. 
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separating different object categories, and hanging paintings sparsely in single rows along the 

walls. In many ways, this entails new meanings as well as interactions between art and visitor are 

fascilitated. Nonetheless, although new ideas about the museum experience and understanding of 

art have developed, the museum remains a ritual structure, guiding its visitors in the enactment 

of an art-historical narrative. 
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