
	 STAGGERED	
A white cube. Nothing more than an entrance, 
some walls and an exit, me. Smoothly-plastered 
and ready to serve. Particularly that last one. 
Nobody sees me. I’m a place to hang out.
 It’s never about me, myself; it’s only  
everabout the idea. And there’s me being so 
revolutionary and all! Who can even imagine 
that now?
 Willem Sandberg painted the rooms in the 
Stedelijk white: an act of unimaginable sim-
plicity that changed everything. Suddenly all 
you saw was the art–the thing it was all about.
 At the same time, the more the period 
rooms disappeared from the museums, the more 
they turned up around the city.
 Slowly but surely, the centre of Amsterdam 
transformed into an inner city full of beauti-
fully-conserved period rooms. Folks 
would rather preserve than renew. In 1915, 
an aethetics committee was set up to advise on 
façade designs, amongst other things. Now the 
centre is a conservation area. Every façade 
is a monument. These days crooked facades are 
taken down, brick by brick, buttressed and put 
back. When a house is in the way, the whole 
thing can simply be pushed out of the way. 
A marvel of ingenuity. Amsterdam, a city on 
stilts. Its centre is renowned for its landmark 
mansions. But where do you put all the stuff 
you want to save?
 Let’s paint the city white and give our-
selves the perfect backdrop. 

Director David Roëll introduced an important policy change at the 
Stedelijk Museum in late 1937. With Willem Sandberg as newly appointed 
conservator, emphasis shifted emphatically to modern art. Sandberg 
made a number of sweeping changes at the museum in 1938. He had the 
walls in the hall painted white and stretched a large, decorated canvas 
beneath the central glazed roof. In April of that year, he and architect Mart 
Stam organised the exhibition Abstracte Kunst, which presented avant-
garde art against a white background, marking an important moment in 
art history. The white walls and the way artworks were arranged were 
highly uncommon at that time. After the war, Sandberg was appointed 
director and continued to modernise the museum. No longer were the 
museum’s period rooms considered appropriate. Soon after Sandberg’s 
appointment, plans were drawn up to give these rooms a new purpose. 
Although he continued to experiment with exhibition techniques during 
this period, the pioneering white wall became a new standard at the 
museum. Slowly but surely, historicising interiors at the Stedelijk Museum 
made way for neutral, white exhibition galleries, which have dominated 
museums of art ever since.

Office of Willem Sandberg, 1955. 
Photo Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam
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 CRATES
we are the crates
perfect-fit accommodation 
we guard against decay
protect and conserve
crumbling objects 

some of us have visited places
that vanished long ago
some of us have stamps
as valuable as their contents
some of us are so old
it’s the reason they’re preserved

we’re like the boxes in your attic
full of school crap: maths,
history, drawing, and that clock
you made in the craft lesson
for some project or other
a sticker with your grade on the back

those boxes in your attic turn 
into a burden, cargo,  weight 
why do you keep moving them?
does keeping them overtake
the realization of your mortality?

The last sentence refers to Rem Koolhaas’s book 
Preservation	is	overtaking	us.

A true trade in seventeenth and eighteenth-century interiors developed 
during the nineteenth century. Interiors were removed – not always 
scrupulously – from their original context, shipped all over the world, 
and sold to antique dealers or wealthy collectors. The interiors were dis-
mantled and stored in pieces in wooden crates, after which they could be 
taken out and rebuilt elsewhere. Similarly, when the period rooms were 
dismantled at the Stedelijk Museum, the pieces were packed into crates, 
so that they could be moved and stored easily. Various pieces of these 
period rooms were later used in temporary exhibitions, and numerous 
marks on the interiors indicate earlier assembly and removal. Owing to 
all this usage, the crates themselves tell their own life story through the 
instructions, exhibition titles and transport details marked on them. Some 
crates have been altered or renewed in recent decades, while others 
have remained untouched since they were last crated in the 1970s. The 
Beuning Room went on display to the public again at the Rijksmuseum in 
2013. In addition, a number of fragments have found a home at Museum 
Willet-Holthuysen. The destination of the other interiors is still unknown. 

Photo: Johannes Schwartz
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	 SIGNAL
I will live in style! I’m not a room but 
a building! I add something to the city. 
It’s about the exterior. 
 Grand gestures are made with angle 
grinders not finger paint. You don’t need to get 
any closer.
 My message is clear from a distance. Look 
at the big picture. As if you were standing 
in a square or on a street corner. Get an 
overview.
 What does it matter that there’s nothing to 
see inside? My wooden frame is embedded there. 
It simply doesn’t matter, and if you should 
enter this house and see my wooden slats, 
consider them constructional ornaments, a 
necessary evil.
 I transcend outdated ideas and their 
old-fashioned execution. I’m a De Stijl 
statement. It’s a style that’s a hundred years 
old – I’ll make no bones about it – but some 
things don’t age, they stay new.
 I transform this truly old room, the 
period room, into De Stijl. Divided 
orthogonally, or in this case, with right 
angles and recesses. What matters is that I’m 
the only one here who looks out over my own 
walls at the city. Who wouldn’t want to do 
that? Go off the beaten track, 
in leaps and bounds.
 The city needs to be satisfied, and I’ll 
take care of that. 

With the introduction of the white wall, Willem Sandberg heralded the 
end of the historical interior at the museum. While the walls of many 
museums are still white to this day, the very opposite is evident in our 
cities. A veritable heritage regime now ensures that everything possible 
is done to preserve the historical city, although efforts sometimes focus 
exclusively on the conservation of historical façades. 
 Sandberg gave plenty of thought to the relation between the 
museum and the street. With the new wing on Van Baerlestraat, 
also known as the Sandberg Wing, he wanted to draw the street into 
the museum, so to speak. Open in character, the wing would trigger the 
curiosity of passers-by. Sandberg believed that art should be integrated 
with everyday life. By creating transparent façades, he lowered the 
threshold between the street and the museum, and created a strong 
bond between the museum and world outside.

J.J.P. Oud. Oud-Mathenesse housing (‘Het Witte Dorp’), Rotterdam, 1923-1924. From: Bouwkundig Weekblad, jrg. 45 (1924), no. 43, p. 419

	 PERIOD	ROOM	CUBE
After more than half a century, I ask myself: 
when are you considered good enough to be 
preserved? Why them and not me? By now, the 
white cube is an old concept too. I have just 
as much right to be carefully and lovingly 
packed into custom-made crates as they have. 
 The other room here, the one that came 
specially from Amsterdam, is essentially just 
a frame with sheeting too. We’re not that 
different from each other.
 That’s why I’m the first plasterboard period 
room, with materials dating from contemporary 
to the start. Trace the contours of earlier 
periods. Run your fingertips along the saw cuts. 
New shadows form new divisions. My wooden 
frame is ambitious too. From every angle, 
I attempt to be something I’m not. Am I special 
enough?
 I was born out of necessity because no 
one appreciates my worth. At some point, a man 
wearing overalls with a folding ruler and an 
eye for detail will take care of the subtle 
dismantling of my parts. I’d like to make 
use of this opportunity to say that I might 
not be more, but I’m certainly no less than 
plasterboards on a wooden frame.
 See ya. 

Up to the present day, the ‘white cube’ is still the dominant typology 
in museums. The quest for new presentation models has continued 
unceasingly, however. Various social and cultural developments call for 
new methods of presentation. At the same time, interest is focusing again 
on the nineteenth-century period room. The Rijksmuseum, for instance, 
has reinstated the Beuning Room, and in June 2014 the Louvre in Paris 
opened a totally renewed department of eighteenth-century decorative 
art, where collections are presented as a series of period rooms and 
thematic galleries. 

‘Well, the period room is the main subject, but I guess the underlying 
idea is that we are in a moment in time that periods don’t really matter 
anymore. Movements no longer exist, and so the white cube and the 
period room can both be contemporary, or ancient at the same time. 
The internet pretty much flattens any sense of time, so we are kind 
of floating in a constant present, new is old immediately, old is new 
when represented’ 

Andreas Angelidakis, January 2015
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