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Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam 125 Years:
21st Century Challenges for the Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art and Design
THEME OUTLINE
On the 14 th of September 2020 the Stedelijk Museum celebrated its 125th anniversary. Stedelijk
Studies is taking this opportunity to analyze, reflect, and speculate on the historical, current, and
future state of the modern and contemporary art and design institution, seeking to both learn
from its past and define its prospective tasks. Within today’s globalized art world, ideas about
what and how museums of modern and contemporary art and design collect, exhibit, and address
their audiences are changing. These institutions are critically discussed and problematized as
Eurocentric and predominantly white institutions, insufficiently aware of, or insufficiently apt to
respond to, the interdependences between modernism and colonialism, as well as how such interdependences intersect with other concerns of critical discourses. Topics such as diversity and
inclusion, migration, decolonization, digitization, and globalization, which have become central to
museological discourse, need to be considered in reflections on the challenges the Stedelijk will
meet as a museum of the 21st century.
For its eleventh issue, Stedelijk Studies calls for contributions that develop new perspectives on
the museum’s 125-year existence. What are the defining moments of its history, and where
should it be heading in the future? Should its defining moments be reconsidered? Are there other,
heretofore overlooked, moments that deserve more attention and recognition?
Since its inauguration as Amsterdam’s municipal museum in 1895, various directors and curators
have had an impact on the acquisition and exhibition policies of the museum, and the voices of
both critics and the public have colored its story. The story goes, for example, that the Stedelijk’s
status as a museum of modern and contemporary art and design was only gained after World
War II, when Willem Sandberg became its director. But is this narrative entirely correct? As early
as 1928 Alfred Barr praised the Stedelijk for being a museum where national and international contemporary art is exhibited, arguing that “[n]either is at present possible in American museums.”
And does the idea of the Stedelijk, as a bastion of modernism, obscure a fuller view of its founding and other early activities? For instance, between 1932 and 1952 those who witnessed the first
exhibitions of Picasso, Mondrian and Matisse could become equally immersed in historic artefacts from the Dutch East Indies, China, Japan, and India in the Museum for Asian Art, housed in
what was then the Garden Room of the Stedelijk. After World War II, the Stedelijk also organized
surveys of contemporary art from Haïti, various African countries, and Israel. However, these exhi1/3
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bitions did not prelude extensive representations from these areas in its collections.
The Stedelijk has gone through many phases and transformations, influenced by developments in
(city) politics, art (history), society, and public opinion. While the 21st century is unfolding, a more
critical approach towards the museum’s practices is necessary.
The Stedelijk has recently undergone intense debate on various topics, ranging from managerial
issues and ethical codes concerning conflicts of interests, to inclusivity with regards to its museum operations, staff, collection, and educational activities. As in many other museums, both internal and public discussions are taking place—and will have to be continued—on how to expand the
canons in its collection, which includes the question of how to decolonize (or ‘demodernize’, as
coined by Charles Esche) a collection that consists mainly of art and design from Europe and the
United States. Decolonization, however, concerns not only Anglo-American and European art and
design museums, but is a global phenomenon. Museum institutions are reconsidering the historical and geopolitical factors that have informed their collection and exhibition policies, as well as
their very existence as a cornerstone of the colonization and modernization project.
Funding models are another important topic in the museum world today. As a result of substantial
budget cuts in public funding, the Stedelijk, like many museums worldwide, has in recent years
increased its visitor revenue, as well as the share of private funding in its budget, which brings
with it a whole set of ethical questions, as well as a financial vulnerability of a new kind, as was
laid bare by the Covid-19 pandemic. At the same time, the Stedelijk Museum falls primarily under
the supervision and governance of the municipality. This means that, in addition to acting on the
global stage, the Stedelijk must also take into account municipal politics, as well as the social and
cultural needs of the people of Amsterdam, including the local art and design scenes. Other museums have their own histories and relations with local and global funding structures, but the general trend worldwide is increasingly complex partnerships (including franchising) between museums and the commercial world, which challenge the historical, current, and future relation
between museums, money, and power.
In addition, Stedelijk Studies encourages contributions on (or related to) other museums around
the globe facing similar challenges. The ICOM Kyoto General Conference (September 1–7, 2019)
thoroughly investigated the global museum landscape in search of a new museum definition and
mission better equipped to respond to the demands of our time. While the proposed new museum
definition has triggered an ongoing debate around the world, with both supporters and opponents
voicing their views, it is clear that the purposes, functions, and responsibilities of the museum (including the museum of art) are currently being challenged.
Stedelijk Studies encourages proposals that invite critical discussion on such issues currently
dominating the art, design, and museum world. The specific circumstances of the Stedelijk necessitate an analysis of its position on a local, national, and international level in comparison to other
museums of similar size and status in various parts of the world.
Authors are invited to reflect on the position of the museum of modern and contemporary art and
design within these varying contexts, and to address possible future models for (the concept of)
the museum, with respect to their diverse histories and collections. We encourage scholars from
various disciplines to offer distinctive views on one or more of the topics outlined below, using
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innovative, explorative, and experimental methodologies and research approaches.
Possible questions and topics could include, but are not limited to:
• To what extent can the museum of modern and contemporary art be a trendsetter of the new,
now other players in the cultural field seem better equipped to fulfill this role?
• How can the museum service society and facilitate insights acquired by groups and individuals
within it?
• How can museums of modern and contemporary art and design become instigators of change,
and strive for new ethical standards and innovative museum practices?
• Should a museum take a position within public debates or should it support multivocality?
• How will the new museum definition relate to (the disproportionalities of) the extant collection?
• What does decolonization mean for museums of modern and contemporary art and design globally, including the Stedelijk? Are there any best practices for collection policy and curatorial strategies? Are these culturally specific?
• Apart from post-colonial theory, what other theoretical frameworks that set out to develop new
ethical standards and innovative museum practices could be analyzed?
• What is the impact of local politics on museum management? How do other (municipal) museums of modern and contemporary art and design balance the local and the global?
• Should departmental structures with specialized curators in time periods as well as certain
media be considered outdated, or does it still have potential for the future?
• Can we revisit the Stedelijk’s told and untold histories in order to formulate goals for the future?
• What models are necessary to develop for the museum to properly engage and accommodate
new and diverse audiences?
• What has artistic and institutional critiques brought to the museum and how do they continue to
shape its future?
• How can private and public funding interests, conventional museum tasks and mass cultural
entertainment be balanced and autonomy and content retained?
ABOUT STEDELIJK STUDIES Stedelijk Studies is a high-quality, peer-reviewed academic journal
published by the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. The journal comprises research related to the
Stedelijk collection, exploring institutional history, museum studies (e.g., education and conservation practice), and current topics in the field of visual arts and design.
SUBMISSION The deadline for the abstract (max. 300 words) and CV (merged in one PDF file) has
been extended to January 25, 2021 (previously January 11, 2021).
The deadline for the article (4,000–5,000 words) is June 7, 2021 (previously May 29, 2021).
The issue will be published in December 2021.
Please send abstracts and other editorial correspondence to: stedelijkstudies@stedelijk.nl
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