Rondom Rembrandt-HKraeutler

‘Rondom Rembrandt’ — Otto Neurath's
(nevolutionary art-related exhibition

Rembrandt died on Octobef 4669

This specific date, a day and year in ‘our calendiaips
to evoke some relationships. It states that a ‘Wwabwn’
person died — approximately 440 years ago — iff ned
very telling information. But as always: the more w
know already, the better and more fully we cantecia
such barren and dry facts and figures.

Otto Neurath (Vienna/Austria 1882 — Oxford/UK 1945)
and the teafmhe worked with in the Gesellschafts- und
Wirtschaftsmuseum in Red Vienna (Fig® djere
concerned with another kind of ‘dry facts’: Sodeatts
which to the one who could ‘read’ them were relgtio
quality of life, of human existences, the condifi@f
society, the structures, and their interrelatedriessis
museum work of the 1920s and early 1930s, which was
geared at the ‘illiterates’, such facts were notdered as
exact figures, or (even worse) long and complicabeds
of figures.

GESELLSCHAFTS- UND
WIRTSCHA i SMUSEUM

Sonntag B -| A
Dionstag 5-7 [o\rreefilmifilamel i o mfonail==ry 0\ £ HARUNGEN
Freitag 5-7 FILME

NEUES RATHAUS, LINKS VOM TURM. TEL.85-4-68

Sondergruppen und Schulen haben gegen
vorherige Anmeldung jederzeit Zutritt

Fig. 1: Poster-like motif of the museum in Vienaspund 1928,
Iso-Coll. 3/2, University of Reading

! Otto Neurath was a philosopher, sociologist, faliteconomist, historian. For a contextualisation
of Neurath, and information on his life and worles8tadler, F. (2001); Paul Neurath in Nemeth and
Neurath 1994; see also: Gruber 2000; Sandner 2@(6//en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Otto_Neurath.

2 Otto Neurath consistently underlined that the ipiahd amount of the work accomplished was due
to team work and the input of specialists frometiht disciplines. Most prominent among these, the
artist and graphic designer Gerd Arntz (1900-198®&),architect Josef Frank (1885-1967), and Marie
Neurath (1898-1986; née Reidemeister); Marie artd Réurath married in their second exile, the
UK in 1941.

3 The images used for this paper are from the Qitio\Marie Neurath Isotype Collection at the
Department of Typography & Graphic Communicationjuérsity of Reading, referenced here as:
Iso-Coll., 3/2, University of Reading. The photqggna were taken by the author and are reproduced
with kind permission of the Department.
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One of Neurath’s many dicta in the context of these
endeavours was: ‘To remember simplified amount
pictures is better than to forget accurate figutés.this
vein, facts could well be presented as rounded atsou
and visualized in pictorial charts (amount pictjurdhis
was done in order to produce comparable visuabisati
(to be experienced and discussed in the publicespaic
museum and exhibitions), and to provide the basis f
active viewing and for identifying factual relatgnlhe
aim was to bring pertinent information, as weltlas
empowerment to deal with it, to non-specialist andes,
to the masses of the ‘uneducated’ who were to teeie
say in shaping the future.

With this paper on ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ (193Byvant
to look at two aspects: firstly, the specific agmio in
this historical art-related exhibiting, and secgnthe
techniqgues and themes applied in this special ebeaaip
‘Wiener Methode'/Isotype workwhich was based on the
earlier work of Neurath and his team in the Viemnes
museum of 1925-1934. Before ‘Rondom Rembrandt’,
Isotype principles had mostly been applied to sutbje
matter such as health, housing, social and economic
development. In this exhibition, the Isotype-wonked
at a democratic approach to treating and learrinogita
art historical topics.

The concepts and circumstances behind ‘Rondom
Rembrandt’ seem reliably documented. Some,
presumably all that is left of the primary matesiale
available for study in the Isotype Collection inddeng,
with an exhibition scrapbook, the accompanying tetgk
correspondence, and original typescripts convegitig
Neurath’s thinking and planning. These documents,

* Neurath 1991: 192.

% | have earlier referred to the ‘Rondom Rembragslibition, however, within a more general
presentation of Otto Neurath’s museum and exhibitvork and from a museum studies perspective,
without specifically looking at art historical tigidns or concerns (Kraeutler 2008).

® This work had become internationally known as‘thiner Methode (der Bildstatistik)’ (Vienna
Method of Pictorial Statistics). Later, 1934 inlexn Holland, the acronym ISOTYPE (also: Isotype;
standing for International System of TYpographicttie Education) was introduced instead.

" This is also found in the Rijksmuseum Researcharip Rondom Rembrandt, s'Gravenhage, 1938;
together with a short entry that it had been phklison the occasion of the exhibitions at de
Bijenkorf; Object Number: C/RM0127.ASC/235*1. (htfpbrary.rijksmuseum.nl/rrl/; accessed: 16,
July 2009).
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together with Marie Neurath’s reports, Paul Rotha’s
article of 1946, published in the Museums Jouaifdhe
(British) Museums Association, and remarkable
comments by yet another expelled art historian with
Viennese academic roots, Alma S. Witflimere used to
explore the concepts and scope of ‘Rondom Rembrandt
how it was intended and organized, which themes and
topics it treated, and how it was meant to become
interesting and provide useful information for Dutc
people in 1938.

In the early 1940s, recalling the work for the
‘Rondom Rembrandt’ exhibition and its aims,
Neurath wrote:

There are people who are interested in
Rembrandt’s paintings, drawings, etchings etc.

(...) (They) may enter a museum or buy a book
with pictures and text, perhaps a cheap one, which
serves as a kind of guide. There are others, who
heard of Rembrandt, are interested in the famous
man, like some of his pictures, but do not know
how to come into closer contact with hifh.

Obviously, 70 years ago just as today, evolving
technologies for producing, reproducing, and
using images influenced visual cultures and all
related work:' To employ new methods and a
range of visual material when dealing with these
phenomena, was not an Isotype ‘monoptle’.

8 Paul Rotha (1907-1984) worked with Otto and Makirath, producing experimental film with
realistic film sequences, realistic stills and aaied Isotypes (Neurath, in Nemeth and Stadler 1996:
309).

9 Alma S. Wittlin (1899-1990) authored many articlsmuseums and learning and two influential
books on museum work (Wittlin 1949, 1970).

1% Otto Neurath, ‘Around Rembrandt’ (Iso-Coll. 3.22). As this typescript of Neurath’s was written
in English, no changes in vocabulary, spelling angiuation were made in the transcripts used here.
They may sound clumsy to a reader more than 6@ yadter their author, whose mother tongue was
not English, died. The original wording, the mela@id tone, almost as if in conversation with an
interested student, as well as the division ingrahs seem to best convey the intentions of Otto
Neurath.

1 Cf. the programme of the conference ‘Photo Archiaed the Photographic Memory of Art

History’ (The Courtauld Institute of Art, Londonrei2009) which investigated (among others) the
role of photographic archives and collections irhistorical studies. ‘The discipline of art histor

and the technologies of image reproduction haveldped concurrently and their own histories are
closely interlinked.” (http://www.courtauld.ac.ug&searchforum/documents/PhotoArchivesconf-
poster-programme_h_.pdf; accessed 28 August 2009).

2| am not referring here to approaches chosenhieeements by others, be this at the Warburg
Institute, in the Hamburg or Viennese contexts;esgethe work of Alexander Dorner (1893-1957);
Alfred Lichtwark (1852-1914); Fritz Saxl (1890-1848 Hans Tietze (1880-1954).
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Neurath’s Isotype concept, however, still challenge
traditional thinking and practice of art museums'rkvin
several ways: It makes us look at the methods and
strategies for discussing, proposing/making rele\aamd
presenting art historical narratiolisas well as at the
inclusive or exclusive roles and functions of thie a
museum, one of the institutions produced by, anbeat
same time producing art histot.

Putting together and showing an exhibition, thetmos
prominent publicly received activity of museumsais
museume-intrinsic form of publishing, and usuallyans
(is sometimes meant) to put across a specific rgessa
information. As such, the museum is one of socsety’
technologies — in Neurath’s words ‘todfs- to organise
information and to disseminate (agreed upon andabp
images of knowledge. It is conditioned in this atyi by
the potential/possibilities, and/or limitationsitsf own
‘language(s)™® as well as those on the side of the
audiences it aims to communicate with. In the ctile
work of Isotype, the exhibition was prepared stoas
provide a phenomenological and conceptual expegienc
meant to involve the public at large, and to became
form of research in itself, by providing time anghse for
multi-layered discourse.

Notions and methods which had been developed by the
Isotype team in this context, it seems, can silVs as a
model for examining characteristics and structofes
museums’ activities, especially those directly tedao

the public/the users (such as: a transmitter @rmétion;

a provider of aesthetic experience, of spaces g

for (egalitarian) exchange, of symbol and represent,

a venue for entertainment, and/or intellectual
engagement).

The Isotype technique, ‘developed to create
narrative visual material (which) respects the

13 Cf. the importance placed on the narrative apgra@acunderlined in Roberts 1997.

14 Cf. Sandell 2002, Sturken and Cartwright 2001.

5 This concept ‘tool’ was shared within the Viennac® (cf. Rainer Hegselmann, ‘Alles nur
MiRverstandnisse? Zur Vertreibung des LogischeniBsnpus aus Osterreich und Deutschland,’ in:
Stadler, F., 2004, ed., Vertriebene Vernunft Il.ignation und Exil dsterreichischer Wissenschaft
1930-1940, Teilband I, LIT Verlag, Minster: 194).

16 Kavanagh 1991.
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interests of the public”’ changed
museum/exhibition production fundamentally.
Introducing the ‘Transformer’, a
strategic/structural position in the museum team,
it meant leaving behind traditions of peer review
sanctioned, seemingly finite ‘truths’, and instead
actively sharing a critical and dynamic discourse
of ‘insecurity/incongruity’, of open and
empowering processes with the users. In this
sense, this innovative ‘art-sociological
visualisation*®~ fundamentally concerned with
making ART accessible — was revolutionary.

The study of ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ shows what
had been done to involve — logistically,
intellectually, emotionally — ‘new’ audiences,
employing museum-‘distant’ locations, a range
of new techniques and new themes.

The Wiener Methode/Isotype

The Wiener Methode/lsotype-measures as applied for
exhibitions — in short, an effective communication-
methodology using predominantly visual means and
strategies — are summed up in Otto Neurath’s words:
furnish a museum means to be a teackeot,as Marie
Neurath put it, they meant, ‘(...) to arouse ingerdirect
the attention and present a visual argument which
stimulates the onlooker to active participatiéh’.

Neurath considered museums and exhibitions to be
especially powerful social tools for communicateand
enfranchisement, and treated their articulations.—
exhibitions — as propositions with which to thitdarn,
and argue. He saw an exhibition’s specific stresigth
founded on two facts. Firstly, an exhibition isated in a
collective effort of a working-team, and decidedbt the
(possibly very specialised and idiosyncratic) meains

" Neurath 1973: 240, 1996: 296.

8 This quality was already pointed out in 1982 bigdiich Stadler, “Rundum Rembrandt’ (Around
Rembrandt) war der erste Versuch einer Visualisighkunstsoziologischer Verhéltnisse’ (The
exhibition ‘Around Rembrandt’ was the first attenaptvisualising art-sociological conditions;
Stadler 1982: 364-382).

' Neurath 1991: 257.

20 Marie Neurath 1974: 148.
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expression of an individuat.Secondly: that in contrast to
the solitary action of (for example) book learning,
exhibitions provide a space and place for communal
arguing, and thus would help to foster a general

‘scientific attitude'??

Most often this Wiener Methode (developed over
time since the early 1920s) has been referred to in
contexts of graphic design — pictorial statistind a
charts?® However, in museums and exhibitions it
aimed ‘bigger’, employing what today is called
signaletics, respecting the spatial lay-out, sense
perceptions, as well as the (cultural) predispasiti

of the intended users, in order to enhance effectiv
learning in three-dimensional settings, to engender
active engagement, exploration on the (exhibition)
users’ side, as well as exchange and discdirse.
This encompassing Isotype-approach included the
design elements and structural organisation of the
Isotype Exhibition Technique (with the ‘Rules to
keep in Mind’; advance-organisers, repetitions,
chapters, redundancies), ‘expressing in words only
what cannot be shown in pictures’, and the ‘visual
language of pictorial statistics’, appropriate for
egalitarian ‘visual argumentatiof?.

The Isotype methodology was hallmarked by
interdisciplinarity, teamwork, sense-related, vakfe
experiences, and above all by its fundamental user-
orientation. There was a great range of printederat
with pictures and text (charts, posters, books) alao
films and slides, and the 3-dimensional museum and
exhibition settings, the spaces designed for ptaten
and exchange of pertinent information.

2! Neurath 1991: 198.

22 Cf. Neurath, ‘Visual Aids Compared’ (1996: 294-29Bhe term ‘scientific attitude’ stands for a
relentlessly questioning and searching attitudging on measurable and arguable facts, which is
directed against fundamentalism and irrationality.

23 Cf.: Twyman 1975; Hartmann and Bauer 2002; Isotyg also been discussed in other contexts,
cf.: Nikolow, S. und Schirrmacher, A. (eds) 200eh®idt-Burkhart, A. (2005) ; Vossoughian 2008;
see also: http://www.hyphenpress.co.uk/journal/2088 2/isotype_recent_publications;

24 This aspect is centrally treated in Kraeutler 2008

%5 Neurath 1936: 65-73, 1991: 594-595. This expressias also used by Marie Neurath (1974). The
clear case arguing for visualisation, visual litgreand visualisation skills as core skills anceasial

to thinking has often been made (Sturken and Cayittv2001; Gunther Kress and Theo van
Leeuwen, Reading images: The grammar of visuabde&outledge, London 1996) and again been
discussed more recently (Pink 2006).
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There were the provisions ensuring that the presest
communication with the exhibition users were resgéc
in all phases of exhibition work. These also ineldd
delivering the information which laid open the engal
data, and made it possible for the users to reaaddo
check the argumentation-line. These measures, in
principle Neurath’s invention of ‘transformatiomiere
embodied in the ‘transformer’ (audience advocatestee
of the public)?® This was the Isotype-team member
responsible for audience-orientation in all stepd a
processes of planning and preparation, and in all
approaches and media used.

With this, Otto Neurath was successful in
establishing an organisational approach to design
(...) (where) the actual structure of the team
clarified the stages in the process of designirty an
introduced precise points when work could be
evaluated and, if necessary, modifféd.

In the art exhibition ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ many oé th
key visuals related to the users’ own surroundtiys
towns, the country) and to their own practical eigees
(the contexts of production and consumption of good
the commodity-features of a specific time; how
Rembrandt organised the production of his paintihgs/
his family and surroundings changed). This clear
orientation at everyday common concerns is highly
interesting in the light of, for example, Pierreuddieu’s,
the French sociologist’s work, which identified gam
clues as pertinent and successful categories for
introducing possible recognition formations for non
specialised audiencés.

Marie Neurath tells us about these times and coséer

% Neurath 1991: 244, 245; Kraeutler 2008: 148-15aridNeurath and Robin Kinross 2009.

2" Twyman 1975: 12.

28 Bourdieu 1974, 1984.

2 There are several Rembrandt exhibitions, heldetlyesrs, which may have influenced the
‘Rondom Rembrandt’, there was one in Moscow andrigrad (Rembrandt van Rijn, 1936), in Bern
(Rembrandt, 1937), and at the Rijksmuseum (Rembtantbonstilling ter herdenking van de
plechtige opening van het Rijksmuseum op 13 jui5,8.3 July — 13 October 1935). And there was
a most interesting publication published in Londoswirie, A. P. (1930), A study of Rembrandt and
the paintings of his school by means of magnifiedtpgraphs (http://library.rijksmuseum.nl/rrl/;
accessed: 16 July 2009). Cf.: A. P. Laurie: Therfeigts and Mediums of the Old Masters (Auszug),
London 1914. (Internet Catalogue search of the &ebd.ibrary at the Rijksmuseum;
(http:/Nibrary.rijksmuseum.nl/rrl/; accessed: 0B-07)
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There had recently been a special Rembrandt
exhibition in Amsterdam, at which it had struck me
how many opportunities to help the public had
been missed, by conventional hanging, and by
separating the paintings from the prints. Now, we
could not show originals, but rather we had much
of the environment in which this work had been
made, and so our exhibition had the title ‘Rondom
Rembrandt’ (around Rembrandt).

Neurath did not try to change the classical artenoss,

but he cogently used their presence/existence,and,
least indirectly, did make use of the traditionizlptays.
Rembrandt’s works, as would have been known to
everyone in Holland, were on show in the Rijksmuseu
in Amsterdant’ and the Mauritshuis in The Hague, while
‘Rondom Rembrandt’ was at the department store ‘De
Bijenkorf’.%

Let me try to state, in brief, what — in practitadms —

the ‘uses’ of ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ may have consisted
of. For the commissioners ‘De Bijenkorf’, the imniege
intention had been to attract people to their slepes.
‘Rondom Rembrandt’ was the first of two exhibitions
sponsored, and became a sucééss.

Obviously, it is not possible to ascertain whatrngom
Rembrandt’ meant for the customers of a department
store. With an unintentional (i.e. not functionasge,

this may have been an empowerment/enfranchisement
in art-appreciation terms: New experiences such as
talking about the painter and his artwork in auesty

way, and with a feeling of, ‘We can also relat¢he

‘hero’ Rembrandt, to that part of our society’engsts,
that part of our heritage, this most important sghaj
Dutch-ness'.

30 Marie Neurath in: Marie Neurath and Robin Kinr@8€9: 57-58.

31 Enquiries regarding possible material evidencgomumentation of the ‘Rondom Rembrandt’
exhibition were directed to the Rijksbureau voonKihistorische Documentatie in The Hague and to
the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. These resulted idannments held in either of these institutions,
but pointed out that big ‘Rembrandt’-exhibitionsiHzeen organized by the Rijksmuseum in
Amsterdam in 1935 and in 1938 (personal commuminatetter from Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam,
NL, of November 30, 1990).

32'De Bijenkorf had its main store in Amsterdamtjasross the ‘Gracht’ near the Rijksmuseum.
3 These early activities of sponsoring in the fiefdcultural branding’seem interesting, and might
be associated with, catering to consumerist ap@éahlso: Mica Nava, '... the respectable public
place in shops, cinemas, galleries, parks, et@avé\2000: 24).

8
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One effect seems clear: ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ prasgnti
and networking these themes and diverse
contextualisations in a dynamic and unusual produact
structure/environment (as offered in the departrsere
venues) brought an exponentiation of exposure,
exploration, and potential for learning and ‘meagnhin

The exhibition as a whole showed how an interest
in the arts and an understanding of a certain
historical period can be combined by means of a
well-arranged, language-like technique of
presentatiori’

Intervention practices/conventions of the specific
discipline art history, were clearly and
purposefully also employed for the ‘Rondom
Rembrandt’-presentations. These basically asked
for activities such as looking, observing,
comparing, counting, and rating, étc.

Of course, putting an art exhibition into the sadem of
a department store meant that it was a necessary
precondition to satisfy varied interests, as the
demographics of department store customers ottee |
1930’s would most likely have been as diverse dayp
with academically trained persons by far in theanisy.
By introducing everyday themes and aspects, ‘Rondom
Rembrandt’ aimed to attract, address and invohueda
‘audience’. This was a necessary and clearly fefi s
away from art history’s disciplinary traditions.igt
exactly these everyday themes which enabled ats®th
persons without a specialist's background to fealoane,
to build up confidence, and familiarise themsehwgh
the historic setting of the artist’s life. As Netlravrote:

We set up exhibitions in department stores. They
were visited by ten thousands of people who
ordinarily would not have gone to a musetfm.

34 Otto Neurath, Iso-Coll. 3.2 / 42; and quoted irntRo1946: 145.

% ‘Rondom Rembrandt’, just as traditional art higtavorked with a periodisation of Rembrandt's
life and work; was concerned with questions of aatititiy and of attribution; worked with
photographic reproductions (as, for example, atsliby art historians working in the Rembrandt
Research Project; http://www.rembrandtresearchetroje/Preface:4; accessed: 16 July 2009).
However, in contrast to traditional art histofgoghdom Rembrandt’ was not as centrally concerned
with the artist’s techniques, or with the themested in the works.

% Otto Neurath quoted in Rotha 1946: 144.
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And also:
(...) who have been very interested in this new
type of exhibitions and this new type of booKjet.

The department store venues for which the ‘Rondom
Rembrandt’-exhibitions were prepared, introduced an
extraordinary quality® These locations underlined the
effort to provide egalitarian opportunities for sgp
pictures (art works) and for thinking and talkirgpat
them as something other than ‘holy relics’. It méuke

act of ‘going to exhibitions’ easy and continuoughw
everyday concerns. ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ rendered the
topic presented comprehensible with common knovdedg
and capabilities, rather than something that reguar
specific ‘lofty’ attitude and the prior internaltsan of an
authorised body of knowledge.

With this, we are in the middle of the continuinggoing
discussion of whether a museum (especially an art
museum) is a ‘shrine’, or a ‘tool’, and if so, whatd of
a tool? Traditionally art museum work has concdatra
on the study of the artwork as a solitary objectcivltan
be exhibited, exclusively interpreted, and undedtoy,
and within the disciplinary tools, framings, andesns
of the discipline (art history). Scholars more rabe
have come to study art from a broader, visual cailtu
perspectivé?® Treating questions of authentification and
the examination practices used in these proceasesel|
as embedding artists in their socio-cultural conkexe
become more common. Nowadays, scientists working in
different disciplines have adopted the view thathare
their findings with the non-specialised, broad jpbl
forms an important part of the epistemological psst’
Others, with a broader museological focus, have
discussed questions regarding visual culture, amd a
actively challenging the ways in which author/ande
positions are constructed in museums and galleries
through exhibitions’ languagés.

37 Otto Neurath, Iso-coll. 3.2 / 42.

% Cf. Nava, ‘... the department store is one of thuhatypal sites of modernity. It exemplifies the
ambiguity of the visual’, (Nava 2000: 24).

39 Alpers 1983, 1989; Bal and Bryson 1991; Staff®89.

40 Cf. Nikolow and Schirrmacher 2007.

“1 Bennett 1995, 2004; Duncan 1995; Hooper-GreeR@i7; McClellan 1994, 2003.
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Such concerns and approaches seem to restate
notions, methods, and enterprises ‘already there’
and successfully applied in Otto Neurath’s and his
team’s work.

The Isotype-Art Exhibition ‘Rondom
Rembrandt’ (Around Rembrandt) and Visual
Argumentation

By the late 1930s when ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ was
prepared in Holland, the ISOTYPE rules and

exhibition techniques had been fully developed.

The same synchronic method and visual argumentation
as applied to world events in previous work, waesdus
conceptualise Rembrandt’s art, his official and e

life, his time and surroundings.

Also for ‘Rondom Rembrandt’, there was a purpogeful
mixed arrangement of informative pictures, using
pictograms (Fig. 2), pictorial statistics and chart
prepared according to the conventions (for arramggm
in time-line, spatial line and amount-axis; for éyface,
colour, lay-out, sizes, spacing, and amount of alerb
information used).

Fig. 2: Pictogram for Rembrandt’s paintings, echdhmgcharacteristic
initial of the artist’s signaturdso-Coll. 3/2, University of Reading

The interpretive ISOTYPE-technique for this speceade
of art hisorical ‘visual argumentation’ is examinadhe
following section.

11
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The overall theme and approach chosen is beautifull
‘enacted*? by the title of the accompanying booklet.

Fig. 3: Titlepage of the Rondom Rembrandt booklet.
Around the ‘R’ (Rembrandt’s paintings): Two concepts
and four pictograms representing the areas treated,
explain the approach and content of the exhibition
and of the bookletso-Coll. 3/2, University of Reading

The charts featured only limited text, sometimeskay

to the specific amount/number represented by the
symbol/icon, and the lead ima§Besides these
pictographic elements there were maps - very common
synoptic (re)presentations - and extensive use of
photographic reproductions of Rembrandt’'s and other
artists’ works.

These visuals together delivered a diagrammatiet-in
medial configuration and synoptic viétw- rather than
merely picture or word-based, and/or temporally
consecutively presented information. This is showere
with a map-example from the ‘Rondom Rembrandt’-
exhibition and booklet (Fig. 4).

42 Cf. the caption used for this image in Marie Néuand Robin Kinross 2009: 57.

43 Marie Neurath epxlains the German term ‘Fiihrurigstike this: ‘illustrations in a chart to
suggest meanings to the viewer’ (Marie NeurathRabin Kinross 2009: 20).

44 Cf. Rhodes, D. D.; Arrowsmith, J. R., The Synoptiew as a Model for Poster Presentations,
(http://adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2004AGUFMED51A00 BtRessed: 25 August 2009).

12
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Fig. 4: A map of the Netherlands with photograpiejeroductions and coloured
rectangles respectively, representing Rembrandirgipgs of different periods, show
where the artist's works were in 1938, at the tohthe ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ exhibition
(left: exhibition-version; right: booklet-versiorso-Coll. 3/2, University of Reading

‘Rondom Rembrandt’ ‘showed’ rather than descrilye t
historical background, wars and peace, Rembrandt’s
contemporaries, the flourishing of the country, ahthe
cities and universities of Amsterdam and Leiden.
Some organizational schemes were specific to certai
pictorial charts — for example, for a chart relgtio
Rembrandt and Rubens (Fig. 5).

Fig. 5: Exhibition version of the chart relatingttee thematic specialisation of
Rubens and Rembrandt respectivédp-Coll. 3/2, University of Reading

With ‘visual weight’ (numbers of pictorial signs
representing amounts of artistic genres), thistqhiéhe

13
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subjects of the paintings and their destinationsfidered
the basis for comparing the extent of thematic
specialisation in the works of the two artists. Spe
symbols were prepared for portrait, landscapegimls
and mythological paintings. In the exhibition-versithe
lead images (reproductions of other Dutch artists’ks
showing interiors) gave the clue/background foirthe
respective markets, the commentary established the
percentage-relation to the complete oeuvres of Renalb
and Rubens, at the same time relating these toanhark
interests®

The basic activities of counting, measuring, cConmugs
the ‘factual connections’ to be made by the usexrgre
offered in many instances of the ‘Rondom Rembrandt’
exhibition. These, just as well as the games, fanet as
incentives for engaging on an easy level, and akked
careful screening of overviews, pictograms and lead
images. This made the visitors spend time and grferg
visual and intellectual activity, comparing insight
contemplating relationships and stating and arguing
possible meanings.

Using such an approach was decisive for presenting
diverse materials (the artists work and the intateelness
of social facts) and for evoking diverse possileditof
readings. At the same time, it meant that conchssio
about the meanings of the information presente@ wer
largely left to the viewers. They were asked tavaty
study the information and seek relationsffipsa natural
activity for scientists — and the activity which svi@ be
evoked also from those newly initiated users. They
should feel confident, curious, and positive in the
‘familiar atmosphere’ of the department store.

The intentions behind the ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ can be
summarised as follows: to render an interesting and
comprehensible picture of the famous painter of the
Dutch Golden Age, to help the users to work out
categories of art appreciation, and to develop
competencies and self-esteem in relation to thedits.

45 Otto Neurath, Iso-Coll. 3.2 / 42: 3.
46 Cf. Discussion of potential of diagrammatic pretations in Schmidt-Burkhart 2005: 35.
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Otto Neurath pointed out that:

The new idea of the AROUND ISOTYPE
EXHIBITION and the AROUND ISOTYPE
BOOKLET is the combination of individual

events, particular pictures and then in analysis of
such pictures in detail, on the one hand, anden th
addition of environmental material on the other
hand. The exhibition dovetailed these various items
in a peculiar way, and the booklet did the sathe.

The ‘Isotype Exhibition Technique’ offered additain
guidelines for the visualisations, and for relatinghe
interests of the users. These includedgress in words
only what cannot be visualized, avoid monoi@iy to
satisfy varied interestawvoid overcrowdingunify charts
and modelsandemphasize experiences of daily.fffe
Overcrowdingwas avoided by selecting only those
aspects of obvious relevancy, by leaving out infairan,
reducing the amount of text-information, and using
visuals.This, for example, was carried out with respect to
the exact dates of the self-portraits, which asrikau
argued do not matter to any great extent for thee no
specialist, and therefore could be implicitly and
satisfactorily expressed by visual means (Figure 6)

Fig. 6: Series of photographic reproductions of Rembt's self-portraits,
combined with the life-line and the colour-codirgnsistently used in the
exhibition and bookletso-Coll. 3/2, University of Reading

47 Otto Neurath, ‘Around Rembrandt’ (Iso-Coll. 3.22). As this typescript of Neurath’s was written
in English, no changes in vocabulary, spelling angiuation were made in the transcripts used here.
“8 Otto Neurath, Iso-coll. T 1572.

15



Rondom Rembrandt-HKraeutler

This sequence of self portraits, taught many things
you see immediately alterations in his gesture, in
his personality, you see his gaiety his depressive
habits as an old man. You see, immediately how
his brush is changing, from the first paintingshe
last. We subdivided his life line, and gave each of
these subdivisions a particular colour (...). These
colours lead the visitor through the exhibitiore th
reader through the booklét.

With a view of fostering new capabilities and chiagg
attitudes of the users, Neurath underlined that
Rembrandt’s painting technique, a topic usually
associated with competency in the specialiseded, f
can be made interesting to the non-specialiseceaadi

... itis important to show details in enlargement,
even to the layman, who learns, what research
means - he likes that, assumed, that this knowledge
does not ask for long hours of studies.

(W)e showed photographs of some of his
(Rembrandt’s) pictures for comparative purposes.
We tried to give some understanding of the
painter’s brushwork by showing a hand painted
when he was young, and one painted in his old
age>’ (Figure 7).

Fig. 7: Photographic reproductions showing the ati@ristics of Rembrandt’s
work as a young and more mature artist, respegtivel
Iso-Coll. 3/2, University of Reading.

49 Otto Neurath, Iso-Coll. 3.2 / 42.
%0 Otto Neurath, Iso-Coll. 3.2 / 42 and quoted intRo1946: 144-145.
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The photographs combined with pictorial statistinsl
assembled in thematic or chronological order, cgatie
the intended messages visually. Visual guidance by
colour coding - here Rembrandt and his family(BBi) -
aimed at keeping aware of fundamentally important
background information, the time scale and the giman
surroundings, without producing ‘visual noise’ help
the user to tune in and to follow the message in an
undisturbed way.

Fig. 8: Chart showing Rembrandt’s and his familyéselopment in
photographic reproductions of portraits by thesartvith time line and colour
coding.lso-Coll. 3/2, University of Reading

If we had not done this, we should have had to
label all his etchings and paintings with theiregat
thus burdening the visitor with more detail than he
could absor*

(...) Other charts showed the life lines of
Rembrandt and his family, those of famous
contemporaries and of certain institutions agaanst
background of war and peate.

By placing Rembrandt into a social context of edesy
concerns, a concrete historicity and time concepew

51 Otto Neurath, Iso-Coll. 3.2 / 42 and quoted intRo1946: 145.
52 Otto Neurath quoted in Rotha 1946: 145.
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introduced. Also Rembrandt’s reception within sogie
developed in relation to the time line (where hwks
had gone, who bought from whom, for how much and
when) was argued visually (Figures 8 and 9).

Fig. 8: Timeline and synoptical view rendering impat personalities, buildings, events
of Rembrandt’s time; to the left the chart as usetthé exhibition and to the right, the
preparation of the synoptical view for the booklsb-Coll. 3/2, University of Reading.

Fig. 9: Chart with timeline and pictograms showihg market value
development of Rembrandt’s workso-Coll. 3/2, University of Reading.

Fig. 10: Chart showing the placement and use ofjfimee in the ,Rondom
Rembrandt’ exhibitionlso-Coll., University of Reading.

In order to actively involve the non-specializedli@nce
in the discussion of painting techniques, ‘Rondom
Rembrandt’ also used simple question and answeegam
similar to those used a decade earlier in Vienig (0).
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In this sense, with an encompassing user orientainol
such a great range of provisions for engaging tre n
specialist, the ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ exhibition was a
multilayered medium for democratic visual
argumentation:

(...) where the methods of presentation were
devised with the need for public information in
mind and not merely to satisfy the personal
aesthetic taste of the director.

These qualities and the success of the ‘Rondom
Rembrandt’ exhibitions had not gone totally unnedien
the museum world. In 1946, Paul Roththe influential
British film maker, had been invited as a speakehé
Museums Association’s Annual Conference. In his
presentation and discussion of visual communication
techniques, and the developments of what (alscphed
the ‘Age of the Eye®’Rotha reported on ‘the well-known
work of the Isotype Institute’. He specifically pted at
its efforts in creating a ‘picture language’ andctwestra
of instruments for visual educatiot? at the outstanding
approach and quality of ‘Rondom Rembrandt’, and
guoted extensively from Otto Neurath’s manusciapt f
the planned bookrom Hieroglyphics to Isotyp®

In 1945, Alma S. Wittlin exchanged letters with Xkt
about the ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ exhibition concept Sh
later paid tribute in two of her widely read publions,
remarking that ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ was among the
most advanced exhibition concepts and designs vdhieh
had been able to find in museum work of the intar-w
years in Central Europé.

Still, there seem to be no evidence of other copteary
reactions or direct influence of ‘Rondom Rembranidit’
its own time, or later.

% Rotha 1946: 145.

% The co-operation with Rotha, from 1941 onwards aasntinuation of the experimental work of
producing and showing ‘diagrammatische Filme’ (dimgmatical films) which had been started as
early as 1927 by the GWM in Vienna, and continadsh) in the United States from the 1930s
onwards, with titles such as ‘Blood Transfusioidrld of Plenty’, ‘Land of Promise’, ‘Total War
in Britain’ (cf. Neurath 1991: 644).

% The talk was about ‘The film and other visual wigies in education’ (Rotha 1946).

% Rotha 1946: 142.

% Rotha stated that he was engaged in editing apmhging Otto Neurath’s manuscript for
publication the same year (cf. Rotha 1946: 144).

%8 Cf. Wittlin 1949: 176.
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Otto Neurath’s exemplary art history museum work

Let me round up main points and come back to our ow
time. ‘Rondom Rembrandt’ presents a good example of
Neurath’s work, which had definitely moved out afera
when

(...) exhibitions and museums were collections of
dead pieces inadequately related to their
environment, their very presence explained to the
public by little illegible labels?

As usual in Isotype-work, also in the exhibitioroiitlom
Rembrandt’ this had been offered, with a decisivé a
stringent perspective of the ‘future us®rin a collage-

like and ‘constructivist’ approach, correspondinighw
Neurath’s fundamentally democratic and developntenta
concept of ‘orchestration’.

Neurath, the Vienna Circle-philosopher, in his a8mf
‘humanising’ specialist/expert work, as shown hasith
the example of an art exhibition, proposed a foaim
research that draws upon the expertise and metfods
several of the relevant disciplines - art histaggciology,
geography, political economy, perceptual psychalogy
anthropology, etc. - without presuming any onehefe
to be a complete explanatory model, but with the
understanding that each of these disciplines natiairr
the rigour of its methods and yet be open to exigen
testing, and to other approaches.

Aware of the systemic undercurrents of the ‘hidden
curriculum’?* Neurath criticized that the traditional
museums rarely employed self-reflective mechanisms
their activities, as was provided in his work bg th
‘transformer’, the ‘trustee of the public’. And tha
exactly for this reason, usually only a very smpailit of

the (visually) transmitted information and the \abu

% Rotha 1946: 145.

% Wwith a tradition in visitor studies, and reseairtto exhibition design, and formative evaluation,
the concept of the ‘future user’ has become comynadbpted since Otto Neurath’s times.

¢ This is the school-related image used for the knphenomenon of systemic undercurrents
causing incoherence in content, style of messadé¢tanactual practice and message delivered. The
‘hidden curriculum’ is reflecting and at the sarnmeet sustaining culturally dominant values and
attitudes (cf. Hooper-Greenhill 2000:5).
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media was in fact directed towards the goal of
communicating?

The Isotype-methodology, developed to avoid these
pitfalls, provided mechanisms for constant, critenad
thorough self-reflective checking, for the scidntif
attitude necessary to deliver unambiguous statesnent
(propositions) in effective and ‘visually enticing’
environments.

The notions and ideas found in Otto Neurath’s
work seem prescient of more recent research, of
findings of contemporary museum and audience
studies, and of constructivist — or connectivist —
educational theory of our age, of the ‘linguistic,
iconic and spatial turns’. Also more than half a
century after Neuraths critical work, it still seem
that exactly these fundamental aspects, touching
on the structures and characteristics of the
traditional museum, need to be rethought and
changed to provide the sustainable ‘museum for
the future user'.

In 1955 (10 years after Neurath’s death), in a cp¢e
the American Association of Museums, Richard Nixon,
then vice-president, suggested that having a niadita
and exclusive individual experience before an dbjes

a symbol of democracy; whereas to present thelsocia
history of an object was associated with Sovielesty
propagand&’ Indeed, today we have moved away from
such crass ideology. This is most probably notestion
of right or wrong, but of ‘and’ and ‘as well asihéof
approximations. However, the question remains, what
position in the communicational set do (art) musgum
and (art) exhibitions’ environments actually offer non-
specialised as well as for specialised audiences?

In words reminding of Neurath’s arguments for user-
orientation, another author, almost fifty yeargiat
requested:

62 Neurath 1991: 182.
% Quoted in Marstine 2006: 9.
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Museums are not collections. They are not
organizations whose main function is to preserve
collections. They are institutions run by people
whose main task is to organize public interaction
with collections, which of course must be
preserved to enable this to happen. Collections
become museums only to the extent that their staff
accept responsibilitfor the quality of the
experience of the public. Accepting responsibility
does not mean determining what people
experience, but stimulating, enabling and
supporting people in choosing what they w¥nt.

If the art museum, the most perceptible and pupblicl
important concrete manifestation of art historical
research, wants to adopt such an egalitarian ahasine
attitude, and apply it in a wider museological sermis
cannot restrict its work to the exclusive level of
discipline-oriented collection research. It is tleesked to
present the results of art historical researcthabthey
make connections, and has to offer broad and iivelus
contextualisations.

About seventy years ago, with ‘Rondom Rembrandt’,
Neurath and his team proposed an example of eidnbit
work geared at democratically engaging also the non
specialist in this sublime subject. They based tverk
on the results of the specific disciplines — amotigers
art history — and transformed these in an inteighsary
and ‘humanising’ approach. With this — introducmayel
successions of meditations and argumentationsy- the
proposed a structural change, from the seeming
certainties of the expert Authority (exhibition hat,
museum) to a collage of voices and perspectives,
broadening the social base for meaning in many ways

‘Rondom Rembrandt’, the (r)evolutionary art related
exhibition treated in this essay, presents an adsig
example of this critical approach to exhibition Wwolt
underlines that ‘Neurath’s writings, lectures and
organizational activities are to be seen as a cousc
preoccupation with knowledgé”’

64 O'Neill 1991: 34 (underlined as in the original).
% Nemeth in Nemeth and Stadler 1996: 7.
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