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About the Frans Hals Museum
The Frans Hals Museum is one museum in two locations
in the historic city centre of Haarlem, the Netherlands.
The museum is named after Haarlem’s most famous artist:
Frans Hals. Together with Rembrandt and Vermeer, Hals is
one of the grand Old Masters of the seventeenth century,
the ‘golden age’ of Dutch painting, The museum welcomes
over 130,000 visitors each year from all over the world.

Since 1862 the museum cares for an extensive collection
of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century paintings, owned
by the city. In the 1950s its collection of modern art was
moved to a second location in the city under a different
brand name (De Hallen Haarlem), which in recent years
developed into a museum dedicated to modern and
contemporary art, with a special focus on new media and
video art. In 2018, under the leadership of director Ann
Demeester, these two museum locations were merged
into one museum—Frans Hals Museum—with two
locations, Hal and Hof, with a focus on two core collections:
seventeenth-century paintings of the Haarlem school and
contemporary (video) art.

The Transhistorical Museum
Having these two distinct collections, this ‘new’ museum
approaches its collection from a transhistorical perspective:
“objects and artefacts from various periods and art
historical and cultural contexts are combined in the
display, in an effort to question and expand traditional
museological notions such as chronology, context, and
category,” as the introduction to the book The Transhistorical
Museum: Mapping the Field (Valiz, 2018) states. This book,
written in cooperation with Museum M (Leuven, Belgium),
was a research initiative by the museum to collect
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different views on and efforts in this practice, including
contributions by museum staff. This transhistorical
practice is also a way to create space to explore what kind
of visual stories emerge when objects, such as works of art
from different time periods, are put on display side by side.
Before the official “‘marriage’ of the two museums, different
transhistorical experiments had already been conducted
in the museum since 2014, when Ann Demeester was
appointed as director.

The main objectives of these presentations were to
explore what meaning(s) historic paintings gain when
exhibited next to contemporary works of art. What does the
viewer of these presentations see? How do the relationships
to and interpretation of these works change? This resulted
in our educational mission statement: “When viewed in a
different light, you see more.”

A Transhistorical Mission
To implement this transhistorical mission, the Frans Hals
Museum has formulated core values which provide a basic
framework for its program. First of all, the museum is a
space for a visual culture, which facilitates looking at unique
works of art. This is a different approach to the traditional
point of view, where the museum presents an often fixed
historical story through works of art. Secondly, it works
with the notion that artists not only visualize reality, but
develop ideas to depict reality how they see it. A museum
facilitates looking at these images that were created in
someone else’s mind, in different contexts and times. The
museum provides tools to discover these ideas and stories,
and facilitates moments to see these images through other
people’s eyes. This way, the museum is a ‘space for ideas;’
where different views and stories live, and a “machine of

54

meaning’ in which we can examine and discuss works of art
from different perspectives. That way, the museum is not
an island, but a hub connecting different voices in its social
context and as part of a community.

Impacts on Content
Working with these assumptions, traditional methods
of museum work are challenged and up for review.

Having a transhistorical approach to its exhibitions

and presentations has consequences on different levels:
collection-based research, museum texts, programming,
educational programs and events. It raises important
questions about both how the permanent collection of
masterpieces is presented, how temporary exhibitions come
to life, what learning objectives and work forms are used in
educational programs, and how the museum approaches
public programming.

For example, in the new presentation of our permanent
collection Haarlem Heroes: Other Masters, the artworks in
every room revolve around current topics such as gender
and immigration, or are based on questions like “‘who
decides who is an important artist?’ or ‘should a museum
shows its complete collection?’ This way, paintings by
famous ‘Dutch’ artists, for example, ask questions about
belonging: in the seventeenth century many artists were
born elsewhere and migrated with their families to the
Netherlands. This is also the case with Frans Hals, who was
born in Belgium, and today is viewed as the most famous
artist from Haarlem. Artefacts from almost 400 years ago
still ask us questions. This way, the museum’s object labels,
the traditional anchor for museum visitors, become flexible.
The objects stay the same, but the stories presented in text
are renewed.
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The transhistorical approach also affects educational
programs. Instead of having ‘learning about seventeenth-
century art and society’ as a basis for guided tours and
workshops for schools, nowadays the museum includes
‘learning from looking at art’ as its first priority. In a world
where we see more images in a single day than someone
in the 1700s saw in their lifetime, we need to practice how
to look at, interpret and value images. An art museum
provides the perfect environment to train this “visual
literacy’ Using techniques like “Visual Thinking Strategies,
developed by The Museum of Modern Art, or “Visible
Thinking Routines’ by Harvard Project Zero, they provide
fitting tools to analyze paintings, stimulate curiosity and
train critical thinking,

The same dynamics described above can be seen in the
museum’s public programs and online content creation.

In a series of short videos, different “Haarlemmers™—the
Mayor, a singer-songwriter, nine-year-old triplets—talk
about a work of art they feel drawn to and share why.
Recently, visitors were surprised by pop-up performances by
students of the theater and dance academy who interpreted
a painting which stood out for them. Likewise, during a
yearly ‘museum night, visitors were invited to recreate
portraits of the wealthy from the ‘golden age’ (wearing cuffs,
collars and lace) by using ‘worthless’ materials like tissues
and plastic bags as accessories. The resulting self-portraits
were contemporary interpretations of stately paintings
from the museum collection. These activities are set up on
the one hand to get visitors to work with the collection and
to interpret works of art by themselves, and on the other
hand to allow other visitors to look at ‘0ld’ art in a new way
through the creations of fellow visitors.
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A Community Museum

Because a museum is a public place, engaging our
community of visitors is vital to our strategy. As such, we
are developing ways to receive continuous feedback from
the people who visit our museum. An important activity is a
yearly audience study in which we sit down with a minimum
of 60 randomly selected visitors with a cup of coffee to
talk about their museum experience. These conversations
are important because they provide a firsthand account
of visitor responses and because we get feedback on our
approach of designing a meaningful museum experience.
We believe that looking at art is a workout for the mind.
Through our exhibitions, programs, and activities, we are
trying to figure out what works best to connect as many
engaged people as possible to our mission and museum
collection. And it works—in our guestbook an 80-year-old
visitor wrote the following about the new presentation

of our permanent collection: “What a stunning
presentation of your collection! I’'ve visited the museum
many times before, but this exhibition was particularly
beautiful and brisk.”
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