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• r a c h e l  e s n e r  •

t the beginning of the present 
century, the dissertation  

and other publications by Yvette 
Marcus-de Groot1 brought to light  
the general biographical outline  
of the pioneering career of Miss Ida 
C.E. Peelen (1882-1965, fig. 1) – the 
first female volontaire at the Rijks
museum and the first female director 
of a national (rijks) museum. The
present article seeks to move beyond 
the biography to achieve an under
standing of Peelen’s work in the art 
historical and museological context 
of her time. How did her experience 
in the Rijksmuseum – in a period full 
of controversy about the definition 
and role of museums, and which also 
witnessed the definitive establishment
of art history as a discipline in the 
Netherlands – shape her thinking 
and actions? What were the intellec
tual and practical inspirations for 
her work as curator and director? 
Rather than understanding her as 
an exception, how might we place 
her within the international network 
of museum reformers of the early 
twentieth century? Taking the notion 
of museum work as a form of care for 
both artefacts and society as a lens, 
the following will examine Peelen 
and her contributions to the Dutch 
museum landscape in the nineteen 
tens and twenties.

Making Invisible Labour Visible
In 1987, sociologist Arlene Kaplan 
Daniels published an article entitled 
‘Invisible Work’, in which she described 
how our common understanding of  
the idea of ‘work’ focusses on activities 
for which one is paid.2 Women’s work, 
she argued, is therefore devalued, for it 
is often underpaid or unpaid, whether 
on the job or in the home. This view, 
however, is highly restrictive and, 
moreover, leads to all kinds of work 
remaining invisible: for example, work 
involved in the social construction of 
daily life and – crucially for the context 
of this article – the maintenance and 
development of institutions. Daniels 
proposed an expansion of the concept 
of ‘labour’ to include many activities 
not previously considered, positing 
that a keener awareness of the work 
involved in social maintenance and 
supportive functions serves to engender 
respect for the people who do them.

As the covid-19 crisis amply demon
strated, the most invisible labour  
forces – in terms of both respect and 
financial compensation – are those 
that have a so-called ‘duty of care’.  
The Care Manifesto, published in 2020, 
suggests that the neo-liberal focus  
on individuality and autonomy has 
splintered society so effectively that  
it has become impossible to imagine 
a world in which interdependence is 
valued.3 This has had an enormous 

<	A Fig. 1
Portrait of Ida Peelen in 
Museum Huis Lambert 
van Meerten in Delft, 
by Abraham Favier. 
Cover image of De 
Prins der Geïllustreerde 
Bladen, 6 October 1928. 
The Hague, kb – 
National Library of the 
Netherlands (Delpher), 
tg 33002.
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impact, for example, on health care, 
but it could also be understood to 
affect any form of labour that has care 
as its core. And here, too, women have 
had to bear the brunt, as the kinds of 
work they do are disproportionally 
in those sectors in which caring is 
paramount, including the curatorial 
sector.4

As part of the overarching and  
long-term project Women of the 
Rijksmuseum, my research aims to 
bring the hitherto invisible contribu
tion of female workers of the Rijks
museum in the period before 1960 to 
light. Aside from the many practical 
problems that have been encountered 
– for example, that many women 
worked as so-called volontaires and 
have therefore left no administrative 
records – there are also conceptual 
issues that stand in the way of a  
proper understanding of the female 
contribution to museum work in 
general. Two that seem fundamental 
are: 1) how we define ‘curating’; and  
2) the role art history has played in 
how museums are organized and, 
consequently, the value these institu
tions place on various types of objects.

To begin with the latter: since the 
establishment of the discipline and its 
institutionalization in the nineteenth 
century, art history has placed oil 
painting at the top of the pyramid of  
its objects of study. Museums, invented 
at the same moment, followed suit. 
Other kinds of objects were relegated 
to much lower rungs on the institu
tional ladder. Not surprisingly perhaps, 
these domains – the decorative arts, 
textiles, fashion and costume, etc., i.e. 
domains traditionally associated with 
the female realm outside the museum 
– have often fallen under the purview 
of female labourers considered ‘good 
enough’ to care for these ‘minor’ col
lections. Because these departments 
were considered less significant, they 
offered women, on the one hand, 
greater opportunity: women were 
allowed to work there, to build up 

collections and to make their mark.  
At the same time, however, this same 
ranking system has meant that they 
have not received the credit they 
deserved for their contributions. 

Turning to the question of defining 
the curatorial: problematically, since 
the mid-twentieth century, ‘curating’ 
has come to be largely associated with 
exhibition making. Seen historically, 
however, the curator’s main task was 
to care for the collection, by no means 
limited only to preserving the physical 
integrity of objects. Traditionally, the 
curator’s remit included labour such as 
documentation, cataloguing, research 
into the collection and writing for a 
particular field of specialization. 
These were tasks very often delegated 
to female workers in the museum – 
without, however, honouring them 
with the job title of ‘curator’ often 
bestowed on their male counterparts. 
In order, then, to make women’s 
labour in the museum visible and to 
better understand its nature, we need 
to revive the original definition of 
curating as a form of care and refocus 
on aspects of museum work that in our 
own time have become undervalued. 

Museums in the Netherlands in
the Early Twentieth Century

Once we flip the art historical hier- 
archy and recentre the concept of 
curating as a form of care, women’s 
work emerges from the shadows.  
In the early twentieth century, the 
Rijksmuseum was still very much  
an institution in the process of 
becoming. In fact, in this period it was 
not even one institution at all; instead,  
it was made up of several museums 
with collections that to some extent 
overlapped but had separate staff  
and policies. One of these institu- 
tions was the Nederlands Museum  
voor Geschiedenis en Kunst (Dutch  
Museum for History and Art), which 
– together with the other museums 
that constituted the Rijksmuseum in 
this period5 – proved to be a breeding 
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ground for female talent in the  
period between circa 1906 and 1920.6 
This collection of applied art and 
historical artefacts had been brought 
together initially with the aim of 
preserving and documenting all 
aspects of Netherlandish life and 
cultural production; it was therefore 
correspondingly diverse in terms of 
both its contents and its quality. As 
museum director Adrian Pit put it  
at one point, it was little more than  
an assemblage of historical ‘junk’ 
(prullen).7 

As elsewhere in Europe at this  
time, however, Dutch museums were 
embarking on a process of transform
ation, moving away from a more 
documentary approach to collecting 
and display towards a more aesthetic, 
art historically informed and educa
tional concept of the museum. An 
important inspiration in this context 
had been the conference ‘Das Museum 
als Volksbildungsstätte’, held in 
Mannheim in 1904,8 and in particular, 
the introductory lecture by Alfred 
Lichtwark, director of the Hamburger 
Kunsthalle.9 In the course of the nine-
teenth century, according to Lichtwark, 
museums had become little more than 
warehouses for historical objects, 
where artefacts were collected not  
for their aesthetic value but simply  
for the sake of completeness, with 
little to no attention paid to the public 
and its needs. In Lichtwark’s view,  
the museum was to assume a new and 
dynamic role as a driving force in the 
(above all: aesthetic) education of the 
‘common man’. It was to be an addition 
to schools and universities and equal 
in importance, not merely a repository 
but a disseminator of knowledge. To 
become ‘fruitful’10 – a word that, as we 
will see, returns time and again in the 
Dutch context – museums would have 
to take on a more public-facing role. 
Lichtwark made numerous suggestions 
as to how this could be done, namely 
with new forms of presentation, pro
gramming and publishing, as well as 

through collecting policies that would 
bring the institutions into line with  
the developments in modern artistic 
production. Displays were to focus  
on the most beautiful and important 
works, to be accompanied by the 
introduction of exhibitions, guided 
tours (in particular for schools) and 
lectures, the publication of catalogues 
and popularizing guidebooks, and 
the acquisition of contemporary art 
and objects to complement existing 
collections. In the Netherlands, Pit 
was one of the forerunners of this 
museum reform movement, which in 
the early nineteen twenties culminated 
in the unification of the Rijksmuseum 
collections and an entirely new display 
that distinguished art (‘masterpieces’) 
from historical objects. 

Likewise, and in contrast to 
Germany, which had an already long-
established academic art historical 
tradition, this was also the period  
in which the first professors of art 
history were appointed in the Nether
lands. Willem Vogelsang, who also 
propagated the view that art history 
and aesthetics were inextricably linked, 
received a chair in Utrecht only in 
1907. He was an advocate of the art 
historical method of Heinrich Wölfflin, 
who viewed art objects as the result  
of autonomous artistic and stylistic 
developments rather than historical 
circumstances and promoted formal 
analysis as the best means of under
standing the work of art.11 Introducing 
a series of lectures at the University of 
Amsterdam in 1900, Vogelsang made 
his position and his vision for the field 
of art history clear: 

In its fundament, art history is an 
auxiliary science to none (unlike 
heraldry and numismatics, which  
ser-vice history). It is concerned with 
an expression of the human spirit, an 
embodiment of human thought, will 
and enjoyment, much like the history  
of literature, which no one would ever 
wish to relegate to a subsidiary subject. 
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[Similarly,] it seeks out the relationship 
of art and creators across the ages to 
each other and their surroundings; of 
these works, it attempts to determine 
that which still holds a lasting emotional 
value for us today. An overly historical, 
one-sided treatment carries the risk, 
after all, of placing the art of all times 
on the same level.12

Amidst this convergence of the 
burgeoning museum reform move
ment and the establishment of the 
discipline along formalist lines, 
Ida Peelen began her career, taking 
up her initial post in the Dutch 
Museum for History and Art as the 
first female volontaire. Peelen worked 
under the aforementioned Pit from 
1906 to 1912. She had followed 
Vogelsang’s lectures during his time  
as a private tutor at the University  
of Amsterdam; and his short stint  
at the Rijksmuseum coincided with  
her early years. Peelen’s time at the 
Rijksmuseum, which corresponded 
with different phases in the museum 
reform process and the institutional- 
ization of art history, would prove 
formative for her thinking, as well  
as her curatorial practices.

Apprenticeship in the
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam

As mentioned above, Peelen worked 
under the direction of Adrian Pit, 
who had become director of the  
Dutch Museum for Art and History in 
1898. In line with his training in Paris, 
Pit’s approach was informed from 
the start by art (rather than cultural) 
history, and he immediately set about 
reforming the museum’s display to 
reflect the stylistic development of  
the various branches of the decorative 
arts and sculpture represented in 
the collection. His emphasis lay on 
quality and authenticity. Pit applied  
the same principles to his acquisi- 
tions, concentrating on furniture and 
ceramics – especially Delft Blue – and 
seeking out examples of the highest 

artistic calibre, whether of Dutch  
or foreign origin (a novelty for a  
Dutch national museum). In addition, 
he initiated the cataloguing of the 
collections. In this enterprise, Pit 
enlisted the help of Vogelsang, who 
completed the first catalogue of the 
furniture collection in the period  
1903-07.13 This background is 
important for an understanding  
of the work undertaken by Peelen 
during her time in the Rijksmuseum, 
as well as how it inf luenced her  
later career.

As a volontaire additionally with- 
out a doctoral degree,14 Peelen was  
not ‘authorized’ to carry out scholarly 
work. Nonetheless, she proved essen
tial to Pit’s plans. In her first year, 
Peelen carried out two fundamental 
tasks in connection with Vogelsang’s 
furniture catalogue: the transcription 
and making press-ready of the object 
information and the photographing  
of the collection. For the latter, she 
learned both photography and film 
developing – thereby taking an 
important step in the professional- 
ization of the care and management  
of the collection.15 In the following 
years, much of her work revolved 
around ceramics, an area that would 
become her specialty. During this  
time, she also published on a variety 
of objects, from mangle boards to 
Italian sculpture.16 Peelen’s article  
on the latter treated the collection of 
Otto Lanz, on exhibit in the museum 
in 1907-08. This exhibition had played 
an important role in Pit’s argument  
for expanding the collection to include 
masterpieces of foreign art. Works 
were displayed in a manner highly 
reminiscent of Wilhelm von Bode’s 
installations in Berlin’s Kaiser 
Friedrich Museum – clearly aiming 
for an aesthetic experience.17 Much 
like Bode, Pit seems to have been 
interested in forming visitors’ taste, 
educating them through only the  
best examples of a given genre. 
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New Curatorial Roles:
Municipal Museum The Hague

Peelen’s time in the Rijksmuseum 
proved to be just a first step in what 
would become a pioneering career, 
whereby the discussions about art 
history, aesthetic education, and 
museums from her early years would 
bear fruit in her further practice in the 
museum world. In 1912, she was hired 
as ‘deputy director’ (onderdirectrice)  
of the Gemeentemuseum (Municipal 
Museum) in The Hague. With her 
subsequent appointment as director  
of the Huis Lambert van Meerten in 
Delft in 1918, Peelen became the first 
woman director of a national museum 
in the Netherlands.

In 1912, the Municipal Museum in 
The Hague – like the Rijksmuseum 
– was in the throes of change, with  
discussions centring on the same 
issues as in Amsterdam. At the time, 
the museum housed an extremely 
heterogeneous collection, consisting  
of ceramics, curiosities, historical 
documentation and modern paintings. 
The departure from this documen
tarian approach began with the appoint
ment in that same year of Hendrik 
Enno van Gelder as director, who 
would later realize the modernist build
ing of the museum we know today. In 
this period, he was busy promoting 
art historical training for museum 
personnel, and, above all, museum 
directors. As Marjan Boot pointed out 
already in 1997, Van Gelder developed 
a consistent vision for the museum 
early on, one in which the public – its 
enjoyment and education – was cen
tral.18 Influenced by Lichtwark and 
other German and American museum 
reformers, and art historians like 
Vogelsang, who propagated the notion 
that the art historian’s task was to 
understand the artwork not merely  
as an historical document, but more 
importantly, as an aesthetic experience, 
Van Gelder advocated for the museum 
as the locus of aesthetic education for 
the broader public. To this end, once 

installed in his new post, he immediately 
embarked on a revamping of the 
museum rooms, arranging them in a 
more orderly and visually pleasing 
manner, and decisively separating art 
objects from other kinds of artefacts. 
Van Gelder also commenced with a 
systematic inventory of the collection, 
for which he later produced an inexpen
sive and accessible guide.

Although Peelen would publish on 
the work of Alfred Lichtwark only 
later,19 it can be argued that, as deputy 
director, she played an important part 
in both the formulation and realization 
of this vision. In an article published  
as early as 1913, Van Gelder had main
tained that a ‘fruitful’ (vruchtdragend) 
visit to a museum could be achieved 
with a logical, ‘restful and balanced 
installation … in which every object 
can be easily viewed for itself, but 
which also plays a part in the structure 
of the whole.’20 Equally important, 
however, were not only object labels 
and a catalogue or guidebook, but also 
the aid of knowledgeable guides, who 
were able to draw attention to and 
explain the most important objects  
on display. As the annual reports 
demonstrate, it was Peelen who was 
largely responsible for giving such 
focussed guided tours and lectures. 
For schoolchildren, she also prepared 
and supervised object-oriented  
lessons in the galleries. In the winter 
months, she led the so-called kunst-
beschouwingen (art appreciation 
evenings), where visitors would look 
at and discuss works from the collec
tion.21 Over the years, these activities 
only seem to have increased: 

All these things repeatedly took up  
the time of both the director and the 
deputy director, but they gladly made 
themselves available. This kind of work 
is part of the social task of museum 
management … It also increases 
the interest in the collections and 
undoubtedly increases the usefulness 
that they can have.22
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Peelen’s scholarly work in this period 
was also aligned with the thinking  
of the museum reformers. She was 
tasked with the care for and research 
into the ceramics collection, with at  
its heart the important works donated 
by A.H.H. van der Burgh in 1904.23 
In 1915, she began cataloguing this 
collection, completing and publishing 
her work in 1917.24 Drawing on the 
then prevailing formalist practices  
of art historical scholarship, the 
catalogue’s introduction focusses  
on stylistic development, while the 
catalogue itself is arranged according 
to ‘the latest ideas regarding Delft 
porcelain’ and its different techniques. 
This enabled the reader to easily 
compare the different phases and 
objects in order to learn from them. 
The previous collection catalogue had 
been organized along purely historical 
lines, namely by manufacturer. In his 
annual report, Van Gelder expresses 
his confidence that the catalogue 
would be a success with the public  
and the reviewers, and that ‘the author 
will certainly receive resounding 
praise for her conscientious efforts’.25 

Huis Lambert van Meerten:
Museum Reform in Practice

Until her move to Delft in 1918, Peelen 
had worked in subordinate positions, 
under the direction of her male 
colleagues. An understanding of her 
work up to this point is therefore pos
sible only in direct relation to Pit and 
Van Gelder. Her curatorial work thus 
seems to have been directed by their 
vision of the role of the museum and its 
relation to the public, the acquisition 
and display of objects in its possession, 
and its further programming. Even so, 
as a professional Peelen undoubtedly 
read the same authors as her superiors 
and was therefore keenly aware of the 
ongoing museological discussions, 
both nationally and internationally. 
Given the swiftness with which she 
implemented the reform agenda in her 
new position, it seems tenable, then, 
that rather than merely following the 
lead of these men she was their equal.

Indeed, at the time of her appoint
ment as director of Huis Lambert 
van Meerten, a museum originally 
designed to recreate the atmosphere of 
a seventeenth-century patrician home 
(figs. 2, 3),26 the movement towards 

Figs. 2, 3
Salon and study  
in Museum Huis 
Lambert van Meerten, 
c. 1924. 
In J.H.W. Leliman,  
Het Stadswoonhuis in 
Nederland gedurende 
de laatste 25 jaar,  
The Hague 1924,  
p. 28.
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museum reform was coming to a head. 
1918 saw the publication of a highly 
critical report on the current organiza
tion and administration of the Dutch 
museums,27 followed by the institution 
of a government commission for reform 
in 1919. The commission’s report, 
published in 1921, called for the further 
professionalization of the museum 
world, particularly in reference to the 
(art historical) education of museum 
staff, and a separation in both the 
organization and presentation of art 
objects and historical artefacts. More
over, the report emphasized that it  
was the duty of museums not simply to 
expand and conserve their collections, 
but more importantly, to provide 
specifically aesthetic enjoyment and 
education for a broader public.28 This 
was the subject, for example, of chap
ter twenty-four of the report, titled 
‘De vruchtbaarmaking en het beheer 
der musea’ (On making museums 
fruitful and on their administration), 
likely written by Peelen’s former boss, 
Hendrik Enno van Gelder.29 

The move to Delft provided Peelen 
with the opportunity to develop these 
and other ideas regarding the relation

ship between the museum and the 
public, as well as museum research and 
presentation, on her own terms and in 
her own scholarly domain, Dutch and 
international ceramics and tiles. Here 
Lichtwark’s Übungen in der Betrachtung 
von Kunstwerken (1906) seems to have 
played an important role. Peelen 
published two articles on the book and 
its application in museum work, in 1918 
and 1919 respectively,30 providing direct 
evidence of her awareness of – and 
intervention in – the ongoing museum 
debate. In these articles, she proposes 
Lichtwark’s method be adopted by 
Dutch museums in order to teach 
visitors (especially children) ‘to see’. As 
she writes: ‘The essence of this teaching 
method is that the work of art is not 
superficially viewed as an illustration  
of a lecture on art history, but that the 
work of art “an sich” is exclusively 
discussed.’31 For Peelen, the aim of art 
education in the museum should be to 
enable the visitor to experience works of 
art aesthetically: ‘Looking at a work of 
art should have an edifying effect. An 
artwork should not only be considered 
and judged, but first and foremost 
experienced (‘erlebt’, as the Germans 
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say), if one wants to feel its great 
influence.’32 Accordingly, education is 
not merely about disseminating facts; 
rather, it should be an education of the 
eye, aesthetic and spiritual in nature.

Moreover, Peelen appears to have 
followed not only the recommenda
tions of (German) reformers but also 
the authors of the 1921 report, wherever 
possible and within the financial means 
available to her. The aforementioned 
chapter, for example, contains para
graphs addressing each of the measures 
the reformers regarded as essential to 
making the museum ‘fruitful for the 
public, for art, and for science’.33 These 
included publications for both a general 
audience and for academics, lectures 

and guided tours, and cooperation with 
schools in various projects and exhibi
tions. The same chapter also discusses 
the professionalization and responsibi
lities of the director, among the most 
important being the care for and expan
sion of the collection with carefully select- 
ed and (above all) fitting works of art.34 

In the first years of her long tenure  
at the museum, where she remained 
until her retirement in 1947, Peelen 
raised funds for the purchase of the 
renowned seventeenth-century tile 
collection of the Delft glazier Jan 
Schouten (fig. 4). Like Pit before her, 
she also acquired works by interna
tional makers. In doing so, Peelen’s 
acquisitions improved the museum’s 
overall quality. Even if the collections 
– also comprising second-rate architec
tural fragments, furniture, painting and 
other kinds of decorative art objects – 
remained somewhat heterogenous,  
her purchases achieved the desired 
focus, i.e. providing a comprehensive 
picture of the development of the tile 
industry from the sixteenth to the early 
nineteenth century.35 She also took the 
tile collection as a starting point for the 
formation of a closely related ceramics 
collection. From this period onwards, 
the museum thus became a lodestar for 
national and international visitors and 
ceramics scholars.

Following the thinking of the museum 
reformers, Peelen also embarked on  
an inventory of the entire collection, 
resulting in the publication of the 
museum’s first comprehensive guide  
in 1922.36 Drawing on the recommen
dations of Lichtwark, Benjamin  
Ives Gilman (Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston) and other museum reformers, 
the 1921 report had made the publica
tion of guidebooks for the general 
public one of its priorities.37 Peelen’s 
publication conforms largely to these 
recommendations, containing a brief 
history of the museum, followed by  
a room-by-room description of the 
objects. In the introduction, she also 
clearly states her educational aim: 

Fig. 4
Portrait of Ida Peelen 
with Schouten 
Collection in Museum 
Huis Lambert van 
Meerten in Delft.  
In Yvette Marcus- 
de Groot, Kunst­
historische vrouwen 
van weleer: De eerste 
generatie in Nederland 
vóór 1921, Hilversum 
2003, p. 269.
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As we lack the necessary material to 
compile a comprehensive history of  
the art of tile and pottery, we will use 
the many exhibits from the fifteenth, 
sixteenth and later centuries which  
are on display in the museum to 
sketch the development that tiles 
have undergone in the course of time, 
both technically and aesthetically.38 

In a review published in 1923, Elisabeth 
Neurdenburg, a friend of Peelen’s and 
fellow scholar of ceramics, stated that 
the guide mitigated the most pernicious 
effects of the museum’s heterogeneity 
by carefully and consistently indicating 
which objects were authentic and direct
ing the visitor’s attention to those pieces 
especially worthy of study: 

It is extremely useful that in her guide 
Miss Peelen steers her visitors through 
the museum, pointing out that which  
is truly old, what is new or restored  
and, finally, those objects that most 
deserve our notice … The interested 
visitor’s attention is hereby drawn 
to the important aspects, so that his 
unpractised eye, usually inclined to 
simply glance cursorily at the many, 
many tiles, is opened to the charm 
that emanates from them.39

In his writings, Alfred Lichtwark  
called for the institution of temporary 
exhibitions as a means to both attract 
and educate visitors. Similarly, the 1921 
report also recommends the realization 
of small shows featuring pieces from 
the museum’s own collection or works 
on loan in order to keep the museum 
lively.40 Exhibitions were thus a quint
essential aspect of making the museum 
‘fruitful’ for the public. In her first 
annual report, for the year 1918, Peelen 
bemoaned the fact that she lacked 
sufficient financial means to collect 
contemporary objects – another 
suggestion borrowed directly from 
Lichtwark41 – that she felt would have 
made the museum particularly useful 
to the students of the Technische 

Hoogeschool in Delft.42 Instead, she 
introduced temporary exhibitions,  
not only of historical objects but also 
of contemporary applied and fine 
art. With the latter, Peelen even went 
further than the museum reform 
commission itself. In ensuing years,  
we see an ever-increasing number of 
exhibitions on a wide range of topics 
beyond historic ceramics and tiles: 
modern Dutch wallpaper, book  
design and glazier work, and works  
by contemporary artists, e.g. the 
painters Joseph Teixeira de Mattos  
and Harm Kamerlingh Onnes and 
the ceramicist Chris Lanooy. In 1927, 
Peelen concluded that it was becom-
ing more and more obvious that the 
museum’s main task should be to 
organize such exhibitions, ‘if this 
institution is to be able to fulfil its task 
fully and be made more fruitful with 
respect to the Delft public and that  
of the surrounding towns’.43 Many of 
these exhibitions were accompanied 
by lectures given by the artists on show, 
as well as a lively public programme  
of talks and other events addressing  
a huge variety of subjects, from the 
chemistry of ceramics to Goethe’s 
colour theory as interpreted by 
anthroposophist Rudolph Steiner 
and its effect on the ‘life of the soul’.44 
The newspapers of the period bear 
witness to the positive reception  
of all these activities, as do the ever-
increasing visitor numbers.45

As we have seen, one of the most 
important issues for the museum 
reformers was a rethinking of the way 
in which collections were presented: 
not only the collection itself but also 
its display should follow a guiding 
(aesthetic) idea; only then could it 
stimulate the visitor to ‘serious study’ 
rather than merely offering the oppor
tunity for ‘idle spectators to kill time’.46 
A logical ordering of rooms, a reduc
tion of the number of objects per 
room, and display techniques allowing 
the appreciation of each work based  
on its individual form and aesthetic: 
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these were the ingredients of a 
museum visit deemed ‘fruitful’ for the 
public. Although Peelen undoubtedly 
subscribed to these principles, the 
nature of her museum made it more 
or less impossible to achieve. Huis 
Lambert van Meerten can be described 
as a ‘house museum’, with period 
rooms composed of authentic pieces, 
copies, and neo-style objects and 
furniture from the nineteenth century. 
For whatever reason, the spaces seem 
to have remained largely intact, with 
the tile and ceramic collections simply 
added to existing installations. A com
parison of photographs of the interiors 
taken during the directorship of Peelen’s 
predecessor, Adolf Le Comte, with 
those of the museum as she left it in 
1948 (figs. 5-8) shows little evidence of 
the aesthetic ‘clean-up’ one would have 
expected from this passionate museum 
reformer. We know of only one – albeit 
quite significant – improvement to the 
display, namely the installation of grey 
linen wall coverings in 1925.47 As early 
as the nineteen tens, the use of neutral 
backgrounds to concentrate the visitor’s 
gaze, thus enhancing the aesthetic ex- 
erience, had been tested, for example, 
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by Bode and Gilman in their respective 
museums in Berlin and Boston. In the 
nineteen twenties, museums of all sorts 
across Europe and the United States 
had begun to use lighter wall colours 
(predominantly white) in their displays.  
In 1929, electric lighting was installed, 
‘significantly expanding the possibilities 
for proper exploitation of the Museum’, 
as Peelen wrote in her annual report.48 
Given that the nature of the display was 
essentially unalterable, the museum 
guide, the temporary exhibitions and 
the lectures gained in significance,  
providing the lessons in taste and 
appreciation necessary for the desired 
‘fruitful’ visit.

And indeed, the museum enjoyed a 
new-found popularity under Peelen’s 
directorship, attracting large numbers 
of local and national visitors as well  
as ceramics scholars from around the 
world. Her efforts on behalf of the 
audience were recognized in an inter
view published in 1929: 

During the time that [she] has been 
director of this museum, she has made 
important changes and improvements. 
She strives to make the collections 

Fig. 5
Gallery in Museum 
Huis Lambert van 
Meerten, c. 1910? 
Photo: Musea Delft, 
www.delftkijkt.nl 

Fig. 6
That same gallery,  
c. 1949. 
Photo: Hendrick de 
Keyser Monumenten / 
rce Cultural Heritage 
Agency  

Fig. 7
Vestibule in Museum 
Huis Lambert van 
Meerten, c. 1910. 
Postcard ‘Delft  
Rijks Museum: 
Huis Lambert van 
Meerten’, publisher: 
Anthonie Jacobus 
Prins. Erfgoed Delft 
Stadsarchief, image 
no. 52860.

Fig. 8
That same vestibule, 
c. 1949.
Photo: Hendrick de 
Keyser Monumenten / 
rce Cultural Heritage 
Agency
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fruitful for the public, in order to in- 
crease their knowledge and to awaken 
the interest in art of those many who  
do not yet have an eye for it.49 

Defining Women’s Work in the
Museum

During the course of her long career, 
Peelen was interviewed several times. 
Over the years, she continued to 
emphasize the museum’s aesthetic-
educational role and her loyalty to  
the ideals of the museum reformers. 
In the aforementioned 1929 inter- 
view with Mary Pos in Christelijk 
Vrouwenleven (fig. 9), she expressed 
this commitment in explicit terms: 
‘These days it is precisely the task  
of a museum director to bring art  
back to the public and to awaken the 
love for it … to bring art back to the 
people is one of the director’s main 
duties.’50 Echoing Lichtwark and his 
plaidoyer for museums as educational 
institutions for the common man,  
she continued: ‘Before, one only  
had the universities, but these days 
museums also play a crucial role in 
human development. And all this  
work – because it is so important – 
occupies the whole person.’51 Like-
wise, in a 1942 article by Kate  
de Ridder in De Vrouw en haar 
Huis (fig. 10), Peelen states: 

For that is a peculiarity of this work: 
while on the one hand it is highly 
individual and requires strict con- 
centration, on the other hand it also  
implies that the person who has  
chosen this job should be active for 
society as well. No museum would 
benefit if the management thought  
only of its own development; on the 
contrary, it must ensure that the  
public, the crowd, takes an interest  
in the museum collection.52 

Even long after her retirement in  
1952, Peelen would garner praise for 
this engagement: 

One thing that Miss Peelen, as museum 
director, has always considered of great 
value is bringing art to people. She 
once wrote that it is necessary for one’s 
inner development to immerse oneself 
in art because all religions, all wisdom 
and all beauty that the world has to 
offer are hidden in truly great works of 
art. … Next to scientific work, bringing 
art to the people must be the main aim 
of museum managements.53

Returning to the issue of the curator’s 
remit and women’s work in the 
museum, it is interesting to see the 
ways in which Peelen’s commitment to 
the thinking of the reform movement 
intersects with questions of gender. 
Interviewers were always keen to  
know what exactly a museum director 

Fig. 9
Mary Pos, ‘Een bezoek 
aan “Huis Lambert 
van Meerten” te Delft. 
Bij de directrice  
Mej. Ida C.E. Peelen’, 
Christelijk Vrouwen­
leven 13 (1929), no. 10, 
pp. 300-01. 
University Library 
Collection iav-Atria.
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does – one can argue that, given the 
small size of the museum and its staff, 
Peelen’s role was that of both director 
and curator – in what ways her work 
might relate to her sex, and in particular, 
whether museum work was in some 
way especially suited to women. 

One such interview, from 1928, was 
published in the Nieuwe Rotterdamsche 
Courant (or nrc), under the title ‘The 
Day’s Work of the Museum Director 
Miss Ida C.E. Peelen’.54 An analysis  
of this article, applying the so-called 
verb-oriented method (developed by 
the University of Uppsala in the con
text of the research project Gender 
and Work55) turns up the following 
tasks: study, research, inventory, 
describe, classify, catalogue, arrange, 
install, educate, be of service (to the 

public), give guided tours, provide 
information, care for and conserve, 
repair, and restore.56 Other duties 
include travelling to see museum and 
private collections, as well as visiting 
dealers, in order to increase one’s 
specialist knowledge. Interesting here 
is that the vast majority of these tasks 
fall under the rubrics of ‘care’ and the 
social maintenance of institutions, 
without which no museum can carry 
out its obligation to preserve and pre
sent the objects consigned to it in 
public trust. 

For many of the journalists – and 
even Peelen herself – there was a strong 
connection between her practices as a 
director/curator and her gender. While 
insisting that specialized study is a 
prerequisite for the job – ‘the [female] 
director of a museum is a woman of 
science’57 – Kate de Ridder further 
introduces her interview with Peelen 
as follows: 

But on one important point, the woman, 
whatever work she takes on, will always 
distinguish herself from the man: he 
prefers to work based on knowledge and 
reason, she will, however intelligent she 
may be, also always use two specifically 
female qualities: her heart and her 
intuition. There are men who can fulfil 
their daily duties excellently, but their 
feelings remain out of the game. For 
women, with a few exceptions, this is 
virtually impossible: they put their 
whole heart, their devoted care, into 
their work; that is why it often costs 
them infinitely more effort than it does 
men to relinquish a duty once taken 
upon their shoulders.58 

In her response to Mary Pos in 1929, 
Peelen reiterated this assessment: 
‘You ask if my work is actually suit-
able for a woman? For me, to feel and 
fathom works of art requires a lot of 
intuition, and a woman is generally 
very intuitive. I know of no profession 
more beautiful and versatile than  
this, to which one can give oneself  
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with such heart and soul.’59 Similarly, 
De Ridder observed that ‘in addition 
to the scientific “entrepreneurial  
spirit” necessary for this, the museum 
director who wishes to expand the 
collection should also be able to sense 
the value of something on display.’60 
One interviewer, in 1952, recorded 
Peelen’s response to the question  
of whether a woman possessed the 
requisite qualities to run a museum: 
‘Miss Peelen answers in the affirma
tive. In fact, it is a superf luous ques
tion, for she herself has provided the 
proof. [This] woman, with her strong 
intuition, has the special ability to 
experience works of art and the love 
that is indispensable for the conser- 
vation of a collection.’61

Peelen thus reiterated these notions 
throughout her career, often addi- 
tionally emphasizing the amount of  
devotion, hard work and sacrifice her 
position entailed, while nonetheless 
stressing how much pleasure and 

satisfaction it provided, in particular 
because it combined personal develop
ment with making a contribution to 
society. 

An outsider can hardly imagine how 
all-encompassing her daily task of 
labour is, and of course this task has 
increased greatly in recent years. ‘And 
yet you think it is good women’s work? 
Do you recommend others to take up 
this study?’ ‘O certainly! Required, of 
course, are a certain scientific aptitude, 
devotion to study and a sense of art. 
Either you have that, or you don’t. 
Extensive historical knowledge is 
necessary for the department in which 
one wants to specialize. The subject  
is far too extensive to excel in it in 
general. After a few years of study, 
everyone chooses a special field in 
which to develop further. It is beautiful, 
fascinating work, always alive. One has 
to make important trips, make pleasant 
contact with other art lovers, but … it  
is also an exhausting and quite costly 
life!’62

In Peelen’s eyes, all this was exactly 
what made museum work perfect for 
women. As she said to Pos: ‘There is  
so much work today, especially for 
women, that leaves one unsatisfied,  
but to give oneself to the study of Art, 
and to the task of making Art public 
property again, is one [of the] most 
beautiful things that can be assigned 
to a woman.’63 And years later, Kate  
de Ridder would conclude her inter-
view with: ‘The joy with which Miss 
Peelen spoke about her work, the heart
felt satisfaction that her job still gives 
her after all these years of great effort, 
prove that, also in this direction, an 
important field of work has been 
opened up for the working woman.’64

This focus on ‘essential’ feminine 
qualities and intrinsic motivation  
can of course be read as a way of 
veiling the fact that museum work  
was – and is – hard work and not very 
well paid. Striking as well, is how 

Fig. 10
Kate de Ridder, 
‘Museumdirectrice  
Ida C.E. Peelen’, De 
Vrouw en haar Huis. 
Het Landhuis op  
de Hoogte 4 (1942),  
p. 128. Allard Pierson, 
University of 
Amsterdam, v.v. 6652.
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This article explores the career and intellectual development of Ida C.E. Peelen, the 
first female director of a Dutch national museum, and the influence of the museum-
reform movement of the nineteen twenties on her curatorial practice. Beginning 
her career at the Rijksmuseum in 1907, Peelen engaged deeply in contemporary 
debates on the role of museums, the presentation of objects and museums’ potential 
contribution to society. Drawing on ideas propagated in Germany and the Nether- 
lands, she applied these concepts during her tenure at Huis Lambert van Meerten in 
Delft, where she transformed the museum from an inward-looking, documentarian 
institution into one focussed on offering ‘aesthetic education’. In doing so, she 
aligned with the reformers’ vision that a museum should be ‘fruitful’ for a wide 
public audience.
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