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The Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam has been a staple of dutch identity since its founding in
1885. As such, it has undergone numerous changes, in order to retain its function as a bastion of
Dutch culture.1 Its most recent renovation however, spanning from 2003 to 2013, was arguably
its most ambitious yet.2 The renewal of the museum itself had two main goals, namely to
remove incoherent additions tacked onto the building over the years, and to honour the initial
intentions of Pierre Cuypers, the first architect of the museum. This latter aim, dubbed ,
‘Continuing with Cuypers’, is what I am interested in. I plan to examine what it means for this
museum to restore a past that had been previously discarded. In order to keep this examination
manageable, I will hone in on one portion of the museum, simply named: The ‘Voorhal’. More
specifically, I intend to examine its mural paintings, designed by Georg Sturm, an artist who
worked with Cuypers during the initial design of the Museum. The decision to restore these
frescoes is interesting because they had been rejected and removed in 1920, only a couple of
decades after the buildings’ completion.3 This removal took place following disagreements
regarding the artworks ability to tell a truly dutch story.4 Now, with the renovation, it has
suddenly been brought back. My question therefore becomes ‘To what extent does the
restoration (or otherwise ‘bringing back’) of Georg Sturms nationalist paintings in the Voorhal
of the Rijksmuseum, alter its original function, and imply a new phase of remembrance in the
museum as a whole?’
In order to answer this mouthful of a question, I will be taking a close look at the role and
function of the murals before they were taken down, referring to 19th century nationalist
sentiments, and the importance of restorative nostalgia in the work. Following this I will discuss
the artworks removal, and the goals of the restoration that painstakingly brought it back 80
years later. Once more I will be discussing the role f nostalgia, but this time in relation to the
restoration of the museum. Finally I will examine how the function and meaning of Sturms (and
by extension, Cuypers) work, has altered in terms of what it is now actually memorializing. By
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“History of the Rijksmuseum - Organisation,” Rijksmuseum.
https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/organisation/history-of-the-rijksmuseum
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These years change depending on what you’re looking at. The renovation was given the go ahead by the dutch
government in 2001, but preparation for the hands on work took three years, and full scale development of the
building did not begin until 2003/2004. It fully reopened on april 13th, 2013, taking five years longer than originally
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Museum History Journal 5, no. 2, (2012): 256
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comparing the differences in the restorative quality the artwork has before and after its 80 year
sleep, I intend to argue that the Voorhal murals are no longer about showing an entire history of
the dutch people, but rather about remembering, and monumentalizing the past of the
Rijksmuseum itself.
Georg Sturm was a lesser known player in the initial design of the Rijksmuseum.5 While
Cuypers traditionally takes the lead role in all things related to the old building, Sturm was
instrumental in the decorative aspects of its halls; concerning different murals throughout the
building, tiles on the facade, friezes in the great hall, and the many allegories of nature, time and
disciplines dotting the in-between spaces. One of his essential projects was a collection of murals
in the ‘Voorhal’, positioned in a central point of the Museum (fig 1).6 This work was made with
the intention to represent a shared history and ideal of the dutch people, depicted as such in
three tiers (fig. 2).7
The first tier concerns ‘dutch historical events’, such as the bringing of christianity to the
frisians (fig. 6), or the self sacrifice of Jan van Schaffelaar in the Barneveld occupation (fig. 5).
Each of these murals feature a male protagonist, representing characters that were considered to
be essential to the dutch canon.8
Above these paintings lie white monotoned sections, featuring figures of boys and girls,
playfully acting alongside different motifs relating to disciplines, faith, justice, etc. (fig. 3) (fig.
4). These images use the familiar renaissance technique of illusionary marble that harkens back
to greek and roman antiquity. It has a nostalgic quality that is central to this piece.
Beyond that, just below the curves of the ceiling, are a series of murals depicting
beautiful women, as allegories for desirable characteristics, such as ‘self sacrifice’ (fig. 10), or
patriotism (fig. 11). These too, appropriate an allegorical style dating back to antiquity, that aims
to communicate the impossible beauty that the mortal world must strive for. It uses the
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In 1885
Or ‘Great hall’, though some people get the great hall confused with the ‘Gallery of Honour’, and I want to avoid
making that mistake. So ‘Voorhal’ should do just fine.
7
Via google streetview, you are able to view the entire room should you wish to do so:
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idealized female body as a conduit for the unattainable virtues that, in this case, The
Netherlands must strive to possess.9
This kind of nationalist style of painting was not a strange sight in Europe during the
time Sturms work was conceived. By the end of the 19th century, a widespread rise of
nationalism throughout europe was just beginning to wind down, and the building of museums
up to this point had been highly popular. So it should come as no surprise that Sturms murals
were designed to reiterate this idea of national identity, given that it was also what the
Rijksmuseum was expected to embody in this period.10
In order to grasp the importance and effect that Nationalism and communal identity
have in Sturms work, we must look at how essential the role of nostalgia is within it. By painting
scenes of historical dutch characters in romantic settings, surrounded by an array of colour,
virtues, and intricate design, they become symbols for a ‘perfect’ dutch past. One that revels in a
mythos of glory, and is adorned approvingly with the classical signs and styles of ‘high art’ or
culture.11 This, together with a sense of longing for ‘The Netherlands as the power it once was’,
is perhaps most indicative of the works’ nostalgic character.12 13
Svetlana Boym’s take on nostalgia is particularly interesting in this case. She describes a
couple of forms, or “tendences” that nostalgia might have, one of which focuses on the idea of
‘restoration’, and revolves around a desire to return to a past that is no longer present. Extreme
cases of restorative nostalgia are exemplified by nationalist revivals, such as Mussolini's use of
the roman past to glorify his regime.14 However restorative nostalgia can be more subtle than
that. It is about the creation of narratives that make present the ideals of an imagined past.15 It
does not necessarily consider itself to be nostalgic, but longs for a communal remembering of
shared glory and virtue nonetheless. It ‘restores’ a perfect snapshot what was (and therefore ‘is’)
using invented icons and traditions.16
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Invented traditions; Boym, “Future of Nostalgia,” 42.
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That the murals of Georg Sturm have a restorative tendency would not be an outlandish
claim. In fact, I would argue that the initial role of the Voorhal murals were precisely intended to
engage the audience in a fantastical truth. As a perfect construction of the past, they were
intended to define the Voorhal as a space for the dutch public to think upon their shared history,
utilising a dramatic narrative to fuel an idea exclaiming that ‘against all odds! We are here!’.17
However, despite the efforts to be all of this and more for the dutch people, the reception
of Sturms murals was lukewarm. It is likely that this work would have found itself quite at home
in the 18th century, but its creation being at the very end of the 19th, people began to complain
that it was old fashioned. By the 20th century, with the art world developing a taste for realism,
discussions became more serious concerning why Sturms murals, and most of his decorative
work for that matter, should be removed.18
Public critics on Sturms designs made multiple claims, including that the decorations
distracted too much from the artworks in the museum, and that the style was no longer relevant.
What took the paintings down in the end, however, was the accusation that they were too
catholic for a protestant country. That, by not properly reflecting the beliefs and identity of the
dutch people, the intention of the piece (and the museum for that matter), fell apart. Like a 17th
century dutch church, by 1920 the walls were painted white, and the public seemed content to
forget the paintings that had once adorned them.19
Now, eighty years later, something of a shift has taken place. The walls in the Voorhal
have been restored to become the frames for Sturms murals once more. So what has changed?
What role do Sturms murals play now?
To answer this we must first take a look at the goals of the restoration as a whole. Some
of the focus points of the remodeling were not only to adopt a more coherent structure for the
museum, but also to bring back key aspects of the Rijksmuseums’ past. Although it should be
noted that many of the renovated portions of the museum don’t shy away from a contemporary
style of architecture, most of the comments concerning the renovation stressed that Pierre
Cuypers must have the lead role. According to the head architects Antonio Cruz and Antonio
Ortiz, their challenge was to “strip the building of its later additions, ensure that it is once again
17

See Fig. 8 for this. An image of the dutch fight against Roman invasion. Boym discusses how paranoia and
fantasy of persecution is also a restorative tendency; Boym, “Future of Nostalgia,” 43.
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Realism traditionally emphasizes contemporary social reality, and is often regarded as a reaction against the
idealization of life's aspects by the romanticists.
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Reynaerts, “Wall Paintings in the Rijksmuseum,” 256. See fig. 12 for image of the white walls.
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a coherent whole and restore Cuypers’ clear layout.”20 It became known as the ‘continuing with
Cuypers’ method, which quickly became a selling point for the restoration. Despite mixed
responses to the museums design in the late 19th/early 20th century, Cuypers work is now
described as a ‘masterpiece’ and a ‘monument’. Through this, the restoration adopted a puritan
mindset in its goal to embody the ‘original’/‘true intention’ of the museum.21
Restorative nostalgia once again plays an interesting role here. There is a desire to
recreate a past in all of its perfection and splendor. However this time, it has less to do with the
content of the work, and more to do with dusting off the photographs of Sturm and Cuypers
designs, and projecting it into the canon of the history of the Rijksmuseum. In this way, the
restoration aims to create an almost perfect snapshot of the past. The idea of the ‘snapshot’ is
particularly relevant in the case of Georg Sturms designs for the Voorhal; the entire room was
brought back to be as exact as possible, with not a hair out of place.
Although the Restoration of the Voorhal has a very different origin story, it would be
interesting to compare it briefly to the restoration of the Sistine Chapel, as described by Boym in
her discussion of restorative nostalgia. The intention of the restoration was to “return to the
‘original michelangelo’”, and to bestow upon him “the gift of eternal youth.”22 He was a ‘genius’
brought back to life through the ‘true revival’ of his work, much like Pierre Cuypers has been
idealized in the ‘revival’ of the Rijksmuseums’ origins.
In both these cases there is a desire to remove the aspect of ‘time’ in the restoration of
the paintings, to keep them “eternally young”.23 The restoration rejects the pining for a ruin that
once was, and instead insists that it is here, it was never gone.24
Now to return to our original question; has the role or function of Georg Sturms Voorhal
paintings now changed? After all, it is again in its original space, and it still fulfills an important
role for the dutch national identity by being situated in the Rijksmuseum. To some extent its job
remains as it was; telling a communal dutch mythology.
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“The Renovation” Rijksmuseum Website; https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/renovation/the-renovation
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Nonetheless, things have changed. The murals, before and after the renovation, both
contain an aspect of restorative nostalgia, but with a goal that has altered. In 1885 the artwork
was intended to represent and recall an entire history of the dutch people, down to the Roman
invasion.25 Its goal was to provide an image of dutch history and virtue for the people to be
united under. The nostalgic image for a glorious dutch past was therefore brought into a space
for the dutch present. But perhaps its longing for an unreal history was too overt, and for that
reason its removal became justified.
Its place now, on the other hand, is to perform as a piece of the original Rijksmuseum. It
still exists to play out the role of ‘what once was’, but this time it recalls the dutch identity
through its relationship to the founding of the building. In this way, nostalgia for its content has
become secondary to the nostalgia for the monument; the original Rijksmuseum.
Therefore I would argue that the restoration of Georg Sturms Voorhal murals, and the
emulation of Pierre Cuypers throughout the museum, fuels a push to monumentalize and
commemorate the building as it stands.26 It propels a new phase of remembrance in the
Rijksmuseum, as it now not only commemorates dutch art, but it too has built a fantasy around
itself and its own origins.
It is unlikely that Georg Sturm or Pierre Cuypers could have predicted that the
destruction and subsequent revival of their work would have been so decisive, and so opposing
of each other. It is interesting to see that despite the failure of the murals to emulate a history
and nostalgia that the dutch audience were supportive of, it was still brought to life once more
within a century of its destruction. Looking at the use of restorative nostalgia on each end, and
at the changed function of the work, provides an interesting and meaningful perspective on how
the role of commemoration within the museum has changed. The museum building becomes an
artwork, a monument, and itself a part of the dutch history.

25

See Fig. 8.
On the Rijksmuseum website there are many quotes, such as “Pierre Cuypers’ 1885 masterpiece is a monument as
well as a museum building”, or “The monumental ornaments also returned to the Gallery of Honour, the Front Hall,
the Night Watch Gallery and the stairwells.” that underscore this statement;
https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/renovation/the-renovation.
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Visual Glossary:

(Fig 1.) Website Rijksmuseum. “Plattegrond,” Rijksmuseum, Jan 11, 2020.
file:///C:/Users/Anna/Documents/Leiden/AMS%201/plattegrond_rijksmuseum_nl.pdf
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(Fig. 2.) George Sturm, Schilderingen Voorhal, 1885-1910 … 2004-13. Diversen Maten.
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
(Fig. 3.) George Sturm, “Schilderingen
Voorhal,” 1885-1910 … 2004-13.
Plafondschilderingen, Jean Royen.
2015. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.

(Fig. 4.) George Sturm,
“Schilderingen Voorhal,”
1885-1910 … 2004-13.
Plafondschilderingen, Jean
Royen. 2015. Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum.
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(Fig. 5.) Georg Sturm, Jan van Schaffelaar werpt zich van den toren te Barneveld om de bezetting te
redden, zuidelijke wand in de Voorhal. 1885-1910 … 2004-13. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
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(Fig. 6.) Georg Sturm, Willibrordus predikt het Christendom aan de Friezen, aan de zuidelijke wand in de
Voorhal. 1885-1910 … 2004-13. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
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(Fig 7.) Georg Sturm, Willem de Goede veroordeelt den baljuw van Kennemerland. 1885-1910 …
2004-13. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
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(Fig. 8) Georg Sturm, Claudius Civilis predikt den opstand tegen de Romeinen, aan de zuidelijke wand in
de Voorhal. 1885-1910 … 2004-13. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
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(Fig. 9.) George Sturm, “1027 Bisschop Bernulphus Bervoorderaar der Kunsten 1054” 1885-1910
… 2004-13. Plafondschilderingen, Jean Royen. 2015. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
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(Fig. 10) Georg Sturm, Zelfopoffering, aan de zuidelijke wand in de Voorhal. 1885-1910 … 2004-13.
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
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(Fig. 11.) George Sturm, “Vaderlandsliefde” 1885-1910 … 2004-13. Plafondschilderingen, Jean
Royen. 2015. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
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(Fig. 12.) Rijksmuseum Beeld Afdeling Photograph, Voorhal met publiek en achteraan een orgel
boven wandtapijten. 1966. Amsterdam Rijksmuseum.
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