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Introductio n 

What does it mean for a museum to be urban? How do you exhibit what a city is? 

The Museum of London is making plans to leave its purpose-built modernist structure 
at London Wall and renovate part of the old Smithf ield Market as a new facil ity. As it 
does so, it has the opportunity to transform its relationship to the city spatially, 
socially, and cultural ly.  

Theatrum Mundi worked together with Museum of London to stimulate a crit ical debate 
about the implications of translating a museum of the city from a singular, purpose-
built architecture to a plural, pre-existing fabr ic: in other words, what it means to 
urbanise the museum.  

Urbanity, amongst other things, is a concentrat ion of differences – functional, social, 
and temporal – and of tensions between these differences. To be a museum of London 
is surely to be a museum of this heterogeneity,  but can a museum operate in an 
‘urban’ way or only represent the effects of urbanity through artefacts and 
informat ion?  

In order to address this question, we invited participants coming from various 
background — curators, programme managers,  academics, historians, researchers 
— to part ic ipate to a discussion on 24t h Apri l 2018 organised around two broad 
themes. On one hand ‘Product ion and display’1, on the other ‘Day and night ’2. 

The aim of this workshop was to think cr it ically about what museums of the city are 
for, and how this might inform the way they are made, rather than to answer specific 
questions in the design of the Museum of London. With this project as a start ing point, 
we hope to think about the conditions that constitute urbanity, and by what means a 
museum can communicate or create those condit ions.  

The present document is a short report summarising the discussion that took place on 
that day. Through graphic design, we have put the emphasis on three key elements: 

quotes  

                                                                                       
1 Ci t i e s  a r e  m a c h i ne s  f o r  t he  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  f o r m s  ( s o c i a l ,  m a t e r i a l ,  s y m b o l i c )  a nd  f o r  t he  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  
t h o s e  f o r m s  i n  c u l t u r a l  s p a c e s .  T he  r o l e  o f  m u s e u m s  i s  w e i g ht e d  t o w a r d s  t he  l a t t e r ,  b u t  h o w  m u c h  o f  t he  
f o r m e r  i s  ne e d e d  f o r  a  m u s e u m  t o  b e  u r b a n?  C a n t he  m u s e u m  m e a ni n g f u l l y  s u p p o r t  m a k i ng ,  o r  e v e n  i nd u s t r y ,  
a n d  w h a t  k i n d s ?  S h o u l d  p r o d u c t i v e  a c t i v i t i e s  b e  p u t  o n  d i s p l a y  t o  t r u l y  r e p r e s e n t  t he  c i t y ,  o r  o nl y  t he  f o r m s  
t h e y  m a k e ?  
 
2 U r b a n f o r m  s u p p o r t s  a  r h y t h m  o f  c ha ng i n g  a c t i v i t i e s  f r o m  d a y  t o  d a y ,  a nd  t h e  n i g h t  i s  i nc r e a s i n g l y  r e c o g n i s e d  
a s  a  t i m e  f o r  c u l t u r e ,  l a b o u r ,  a n d  p u b l i c  l i f e .  T he s e  t e m p o r a l  d i f f e r e nc e s  a l l o w f o r  s o c i a l  d i v e r s i t i e s ,  b u t  t ho s e  
t h a t  u s e  t he  c i t y  a t  ni g ht  o f t e n  s u f f e r  f r o m  i ne q u a l i t y  o f  p r o v i s i o n .  W ha t  k i n d s  o f  r hy t h m s  c a n  t he  m u s e u m  
i nc o r p o r a t e ?  H o w  c o u l d  i t  c ha n g e  f r o m  d a y  t o  ni g ht ?  W ha t  w o u l d  t he  r e l a t i o ns h i p  b e  b e t w e e n u s e r s  a n d  u s e s  
a t  d i f f e r e n t  t i m e s ?  

examples  suggestio n 
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Particip ant s 

Matth ew Be aumo nt   
John Bi ngh am -H al l   
Monica D egen    
Leo Hol lis  
Asif Kha n    
I saac M ar re ro    
Rich ar d Ma rti n  
Fr ancis M ar sh al l  
Clai re M el huis h   
Soph ia Psa r ra   
Jord an Rowe   
Justini en T r ibi ll on  
Finb ar r W hoo ley  
Sa ra Waj id  
Lau ren Pa rk e r  
Clai re Sussu ms  
Pau l Wi ll ia ms  
Gwen W ebb e r  

Pro fe sso r o f Eng lis h Lit e ratu re  
Direct or  
Re ad er i n Cultu ra l H isto ry  
U rba n Hist or ia n  
Direct or  
Lectu re r in Anth ro po logy  
Curato r Publ ic P rogr am me s  
Sen ior Cu ra to r  
Direct or  
Re ad er i n A rchit ectu re  
Manag e r  
Res ea rch e r  
Direct or of Co nte nt  
Hea d o f Eng age men t  
Sen ior C omm issi oni ng Cur ato r  
Assist an t di rect or of Co nte nt  
Direct or  
Arch itectu re Pr ogr am me M an age r  

U CL 
T heat rum Mu ndi  
Brun el U n iv ers ity  
 
Asif Kha n  
Gold smi ths  
T ate  
Museum o f L ond on  
U CL U rba n La b  
U CL Bart l ett  
U CL U rba n La b  
T heat rum Mu ndi  
Museum o f L ond on  
Museum o f L ond on  
Museum o f L ond on  
Museum o f L ond on  
Stan ton Wil li ams  
Briti sh Counc il

Movement and starting po int s 

T he sp ati al ty p ology  o f th e gr an d cultu ra l i nstitut i on is m or e on e o f a sing le acces s po int,  
which is u sed t o sh a re i nfo r mat ion and pr ep ar e p e opl e f or wh at i s to f ol low, p er ha ps wit h a 
singl e sub sid ia ry  ent r ance r el ating t o a dif f er ent f unction t ha n th e m ain co ll ecti on.  A s ing le 
ent ra nce sugg ests g atek ee ping o f th e o rd er and e stab lis h th e mo de i n which a co ll ectio n is 
encoun te re d,  a co ntr ol ov er t he n a rr ati ve,  an d a c l ea r tr an siti on in to th e mus eum spac e 
throug h a k in d o f in it i atio n.  

T he log ic of c omm e rcia l a rch itectu r e is th at i t  r eq uire s mu ltip le acce ss po ints,  so th at th e re 
is a flow t hr ough th e bui ld ing to b ri ng fo otf a ll  p ast  dif fe re nt sh ops.  We stfi e ld,  for ex am pl e,  is 
now lo ok ing to emu lat e st re ets t hat a re o pe n at b oth e nds,  fo r bot h r ea sons of foot f al l  a nd 
to blu r th e di stinct ion b etw een ‘pub lic ’  an d p riv at e ly -m an age d com me rci al s pac e.  T he 
pri vat is atio n of som e com me rci al str ee ts th rough owne rsh ip by  r et ail  ma nag em ent 
comp ani es m ak es t he m a lm ost in dist ingui sh abl e f rom t he Wes tfi el d m ode l o f op en -a ir 
str eets in a sho ppi ng m al l.  T hough s ingu la rly  own ed a nd man age d, th ey  r ely  on mul tip licity  
of cho ice o f d est ina tion s a nd route s th rough.  Fo r exa mp le,  co mm erc ia l st re ets t hat ar e 
emb edd ed into t he u rb an fab ric ar e bo th d esti nat i ons a nd rout es f ro m on e p lac e to anot he r.  
T hey  ha ve ‘to -mo ve me nt’ as we ll as ‘th rough -m ov eme nt’ 3.  T hei r ec ono mic v alu e is 
pre dic ate d on b oth c re ati ng opp ortu nit ies fo r tr an sactio na l e xch ange by  ov er lay i ng 
comm erci a l dis pl ay  ont o st re ets wit h ins tru men ta l  va lue as t ra nspo rt i nf ra struc tur es.  

                                                                                       
3 B i l l  H i l l i e r  a n d  T i m  S t o no r ,  ‘ S t r a t e g i c  U r b a n  D e s i g n’ ,  C i t y  P l a n n i n g  R e v i e w  2 8 4  ( 2 5  J u ne  2 0 1 0 ) :  4 .  
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What is i mpl ie d whe n th e sa me spa tia l logic i s tr an sfe r re d to a cu ltu ra l in stituti on? Mu lti pl e 
acces s poi nts al low f or,  or dict ate,  a f rag me nte d n ar ra tiv e.  T his is amp li fie d by  th e di ve rs ity  
of hi sto ric al and funct ion al co ndi tion s su rrou ndi n g the d if fe re nt acc ess poin ts to t he ma rk et 
build ing.  T h e sur rou ndi ng urb an fa br ic of f ers a s e t of d isti nct st art ing po ints fo r n ar r ativ es 
that c an b e ca rr ie d int o th e mus eum.  

“You’re comi ng i n from lots  of differe nt hi storical  points,  whe ther i t ’s St Bart’s ,  
or whe ther i t is  from Charter House , the se all  have ve ry significa nt differe nt 
meanings for the narrati ve of your chro nol ogy of Lo ndo n. So , in one wa y, this i s,  
you know , whe re do you wa nt to sta rt the  story? O r do you wa nt to crea te an 
entry point w hic h ta kes a s tory awa y a nd then you re-create  it  withi n the space?  
Because  you can te ll  the w hole  his tory of Lo ndon jus t by wal king a round  
Smithfield ’s . So,  does  i t,  as  it  were ,  ou tside the  buildi ng there ’s  alread y a cabi net  
of wonders . It’s w hether yo u want to ma ke some sense of it  once yo u’ve come  
inside.” — Leo Hollis  

T his “k al eid oscop ic” na rr ati ve its el f is u rb an: rat h er t han enc ount eri ng so met hing t hroug h a 
chor eog rap he d si ngl e acc ess p oint w ith a gr and f açad e, th e re ar e di f fe re nt p ers pect iv es 
and t r aject or ies fo r a r riv a l.  T hough t he b lu rri ng o f the bou nd ar ies betw ee n pub lic a nd 
pri vat e i s conc ern ing i n th e cont ext o f own e rshi p and ma nag em ent o f com me rci al str ee ts,  it  
could o f fe r a va lua bl e mo de l f or t he museu m,  d ef o rm aliz ing th e r e lat ions hip betw ee n ins id e 
and outsi de s o th at r ath er tha n a c le ar tr ans itio n i nto th e mus eum, pa rts o f it  c ould al so 
hav e ‘t hr ough -mo ve me nt’.  T h is not ion of u rb anity  — ove rl ay ing functi ons o nto o ne ano the r 
— could i mply  co ncei vi ng som e p ar ts o f th e mus e um sp ace as h avi ng in stru me nta l v alu e as 
mov em ent s pac e,  a s we ll as sy mb ol ic v alu e as dis play  s pac e,  l ik e th e com me rci al str eet.  

T he m ark e t bui ldi ng a lr ea dy  of fe rs a hy b rid arc hit ectur e o f ‘ i nstitut ion ’ in sid e,  a nd ‘c ity ’  
outsid e.  Cou ld th is b e r eta in ed by  e nsu ring a di ff e renc e i n occup atio n betw ee n th e in ne r 
and oute r ‘c rusts ’,  f or ex amp le by  popu lat ing th e outsid e pu re ly  with co mm erc e in a way  
that re fl ects b oth i ts hi sto ry  an d th e tr ans acti on -b ase d l ogic on wh ich th e city  o f L ondo n 
was d ev el ope d? A rgu ably ,  th is wou ld co nstitut e t he mus eum a ct ing l ik e L ond on r ath e r th an 
re pre se nting it .  T his le ads t o th e “N an do’ s que stio n” (F inb ar Who ol ey ):  woul d th e mo st 
inclus iv e a nd rep r ese ntat iv e f ood of fe r f or t he s it e be a chick en sh op?  

 “The pa vements  and streets aro und  the m useum a re alread y participa ting i n the  
business  of e ncou nteri ng the objec ts tha t tell  the s tories  and  the his tory”  — 
Richard Ma rti n 

 “I  thi nk that gradient of city-facing things  to internal -ins ti tu tional  thi ngs is  w hat  
we want to keep  alive,  ac tuall y,  in the f uture project.”  — Ma tthew Beaumo nt 

Include a Na ndo’s a nd use i t to tal k abou t the ways that the poul try we co nsu me  
in Lo ndon i s produ ced, transpo rted , a nd s tored. 

Having objects displa yed o n the  ou ter cru st,  so the narrative  and  the cu rati ng 
have al ready sta rted  before you come in.  

Invite  other insti tu tions  to  occup y the ou te r c rus t.   
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Transactio ns and supply chain 

T he m ark e t,  as w el l a s a s pat ia l ty po logy ,  o ff er s a nal ogi es with di ff er ent mod es o f e xch ange 
and t r ans actio n th at cou ld t ak e p lac e with in a nd a roun d th e mus eum i n r el ati on to di ff er ent 
asp ects o f its a rchit ectu re.  F or ex amp l e,  wind ow shop ping i s pur e d isp lay: pr oducts ar e on 
disp lay  i n th e vit ri ne s of t r adit ion al sho p f ront s th at a re u se d to com mun icat e p roduct s 
visu al ly  without br inging oth er s en ses into pl ay ,  si mil ar ly  to t ra diti on al museu m di spl ay s.  
Shop s,  how ev er,  al so i nvi te cust om ers in to c onv e rt th at di sp lay  in to di f fe re nt k ind s of 
encoun te rs,  bo th f ro m a soci al and sen so ri al p oint  of v iew, wit h v er sio ns o f th e good s 
disp lay ed i n the w ind ow. A m ark et o ff er s a d if fe r e nt mod e l ag ain :  r ath er t ha n th er e be ing 
sep ar at e sp aces fo r di f fe re nt goo ds,  custo me rs e nte r on e sp ace wi th th e po ssib il ity  of 
multi pl e tr an sact ions w ith d if fe r ent p eop le an d a dir ect p re sen tat ion o f th e goo ds for sa le,  
without a vit ri ne t o com munic ate ab out th em i n ad vanc e.   

How much cou ld t he w ay s th at th e out er and inn er  crust o f th e mus eum wo rk  be bas ed u pon 
thes e mo de ls?  

“In a  marke t you  touc h, you  nego tiate , you  c hat, there ’s  bante r,  the re’s e ne rgy,  
and ofte n i n mu seums that’s  slightl y lac ki ng. And the pas sivi ty of  a visi tor doi ng 
the gaze, the readi ng, the p ress be haviou r, that’s not a n u rban m useum , tha t’s  
not an e xci ting mu seum”  — Sara Wajid  

Sto refro nt for Art and  Arc hi tecture  New Y ork. T he façade of  the  ce ntre al ready  
works  as  part of  the  displa y,  allowi ng a vie w inside  bu t al so ac ti ng as a n artefact  
in the  cul tu ral offe r of the  muse um itself.   

As we ll as di f fe re nt way s o f d isp lay i ng an d com m unicat ing a rt ef acts,  t hes e m ode ls al so 
imp ly  dif f er ent b ack st age acti vit i es — sup ply  ch ai ns,  p roduct ion and so on,  tha t an im ate t he 
city  in di ff e ren t way s.  Ma ny  sho ps in the C ity  of L ondo n ha v e a lso b ee n sp ace s fo r art isa ns 
to ca rry  out t hei r t ra des as w el l a s se ll  t he ir pro du cts.  T hei r e quiv a len ts to day  a r e a rtist s,  
mak e rs,  and t ech fr e el ance rs,  t hough t hey  d o not usual ly  p roduc e a nd d isp lay  th ei r 
pro ducts i n the sa me s pac es.   

Is i t val uable to crea te space fo r produ ctio n i n the o ute r c rus t or would this o nl y 
ever be toke nis tic ? W hic h co ntempo rary a rtisa ns  could  be nefit  from  doi ng thei r  
crafts in visible spaces li ke s hop f ronts ?  

T he ex isti ng Sm ith fi eld ma rk et buil ding s r ep res en t the i nstitu tion a lis atio n o f fo od su pply ,  
hav ing b ee n p rov id ed a s a u rb an i nf ra structu r e to imp rov e m ea t supp ly .  Go ods ar ri ve d 
throug h in dust ria l sc al e r ai l  in f ras tructu re s br ingi ng ani ma ls fr om acro ss th e coun try ,  m ixe d 
with mu ltip licity  o f i ndi vidu a l exc ha nges dr awing f rom t he su bur bs v ia dro vi ng rou tes.  
Ancil l ary  in dust ri es a rou nd th e m a rk et such as le a the r good s m ak e rs we re stimu la ted by  
the m ea t tr ad e tak i ng p lac e ins id e.  Can t he t r ans a ctions go ing o n withi n th e mus eum ha ve 
exte rn a lit i es th at st imu lat e n ew tr ad es and c ra fts in th e sur rou ndi ng urb an fa br ic? How c an 
the mu seu m a lso s et up fl ows o f m ate ri al s th at l i n k  it  into th e wi de r city ,  by  d rawi ng on 
pro ductio n tak i ng pl ace in th e u rba n f ring es ?  

“Trade offers a ne twork model of co nnections, of m ul tiple connec tio ns. A  
decentralised  se t of  relatio ns  whe re  yo u have, ob viousl y,  that si te,  bu t that si te  
is co nne cti ng i n mul tiple  ways  to o ther si te s.. .  I  was  really i nteres ted  in the  wa ys  
in w hic h rail  ne tworks a re also  part of  these  mul tiple co nnec tions ...  So , I  thi nk it ’s  
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an i nte res ting c halle nge  to  ta ke o n some o f that geography of co nnectio ns  and  
build it  i nto  the  design and  the  pu rpose of  the  muse um. But,  also o n the  other  
hand , I  think tha t trade has  its  limi ts , right? And  i n a ci ty whe re  commodificatio n 
seems to be the only respo nse to produ cing space, I wo uld wa nt the muse um to  
resist tha t.” — Isaac Marre ro  

At the sa me ti me, it  is imp ort ant t o a voi d r om antic i zing acti vit ies tha t lo nge r tak es p lac e.  
Rat he r,  th e m ark et bui ldi ng’s l ink  to tr ad e sugge st s pay ing att enti on to the c ity  as a se t of 
flow s of mat e ria ls an d thi nk ing a bout h ow int er na l  flow s withi n th e mus eum c an i nte rac t 
with urb an -sc al e on es.  Ra the r th an rec r eat ing hi s toric al acti vit ies,  w hat ar e th e 
conte mpo ra ry  e quiv a len ts o f thi ngs th at wo rk ed within t he p a rticu la r te xtur e o f th e m ark et 
as it  w as? Wha t e le men ts o f th e bui ldi ng l end t he mse lv es to di ff er ent structu r es such as 
commo ns, st at e- pro vi de d se rv ices,  c om me rcia l s pace s?  

Ente ring the mus eum i n its el f is al so a t r ans actio n .  Hav ing th e mu seu m be fr ee mak es so me 
peop l e susp icious as t o whet he r th er e is an oth er side of t he co ntr act t hey  a re not awa re of,  
pa rticul a rly  a s sup pos edly  ‘f re e’ t ra ns actio ns th at  tak e p lac e with soci al me dia pl at for ms, 
for ex am pl e,  tur n out to be dem an ding pe rso na l in for ma tio n of u s th at m any  we re n ot aw a re 
of.  T he mus eum i s a ve rtic al b en ev ol ent mod el :  its  res ourc es ar e giv en sca rcity  a nd 
‘bes towe d’ up on au di ence.  I s Na ndo ’s — r ep res en ting e ve ry d ay  comm erc e — a mor e 
dem ocr atic m od el o f exch ang e an d tr an sact ion t h an th e in equ al ity  of an i nsti tutio n with 
va lue gi fti ng it  to an audi enc e with out?  

“One of the things tha t’s seduc tive ab out the tra nsac tion or comme rcial  
inte rac tion is  tha t it ’s  qui te clea r as a n offe r and  a goal”  — Sara Wajid  

A re verse  transactio n i n the  s hops ou tsi de, tha t become poi nts  ‘w he re you  
solicit contribu tio ns of  objects ’  to  buil d up a collec tion co nsti tu ted b y 
Londone rs.  A ‘Museum  of Londo ners’  indic ates co -crea tion of co nte nt.  

Civic Infrastructure 

T o what e xte nt ca n th e mus eum b e a sett ing i n wh ich soci al pr oducti on t ak es p l ace? 
Lib ra ri es,  com mun ity  cent re s a nd h al ls,  fo r ex am p le,  ar e p lac es th at p eop l e en act s ocia l 
functi ons — l oca l po lit ica l dec isi on -m ak ing tak es plac e,  n ew as soci ati ons ar e f or me d, an d 
so on.  Do museu ms fit  i nto th e s am e log ic?  

Among the  pote ntial  example s to  dra w inspiratio n from: Intermediæ 4  at 
Matadero i n Madrid . Crea tion of a n ope n s pace with good tempera ture  co ntrol  
and Wi -Fi as  basic  inf ras tru ctures  for use .  No objects  or pro grammi ng — instead  
it is  allowed to e xist as a n emp ty spa ce. Thi s led to a  produc tive  co nfusio n w he n 
it was  first c reated , bu t slowl y (ove r s everal yea rs) was  adopted b y the  
neighbourhood and u sed for 15 -M assembl ies. It is ha rd ins ti tu tionall y to defend  
the  need  for no n-s truc tu red spaces . 

Bri tish Pavilion 5 at the 2 018 Ve nice Bie nnale of Arc hite cture . Trying to c reate  
space for genuine  produc tio n and  partici pation — w hile s till  p roposing some  

                                                                                       
4 Mo r e  i n f o r m a t i o n  o n  t h e i r  w e b s i t e ,  ht t p s : / / w w w . i nt e r m e d i a e . e s .  
5 Mo r e  i n f o r m a t i o n  o n  t h e  B r i t i s h  C o u nc i l ’ s  w e b s i t e ,  h t t p s : / / v e n i c e b i e n na l e . b r i t i s h c o u n c i l . o r g / 2 0 1 8 - e x h i b i t i o n.  
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parameters to e ngage wi th the space . Providi ng a posi tion gi ves people  
something to re spond to. Ope ning ou t and offering some thing might no t work 
toge the r.  

“Wha t does ope nne ss ac tuall y mea n i n a city tha t has m ultiple  paramete rs ,  
physical  and  othe rwise.  People  do n’t  i nte ract as m uc h as we  li ke  to  sa y that the y  
do. People ac tuall y reall y li ke pri vac y, a nd thi s idea of offeri ng space  as a gif t is ,  
I think, a reall y loaded one…  The re is  an agenda be hind  opennes s,  wha teve r 
happens ” — Gwe n Webber 

T he que stio n,  th en,  i s whet he r th e mus eum as a ci vic in f ras tructu re re qui res phy sic al 
open ne ss,  o r i f soci al pr oducti on i n the fo rm of ac tive po lit ic al an d civ ic dec isi on -m ak ing 
actua lly  n ee d a rchi tectu ra lly  c los ed and pr otect e d spac es.  A com munity  m ee ting wi ll  t ak e 
plac e b ehi nd cl os ed do or s,  so h ow do es a mus eu m tr ans la te p oli t ica l o pen nes s int o 
arch itec tur al fo rm? T h e re i s a t ens ion,  as mu seu m s and c iv ic sp aces actua l ly  re qui re 
dif fe r ent for ms. W ha t a re t he el em ents t hat a llow peop l e to t ak e own er shi p a nd f or t he ci vic 
to tak e hol d?  

Anoth e r issu e is in who t his c ivic spac e is fo r.  T he Museum o f L ond on is not i n a 
neigh bou rhoo d in the sa me w ay  as Ce ntqu at re 6 in Pa ris o r M ata de ro 7 in Mad ri d.  T he re is n ot 
a loc al popu lac e th at c an t ak e ho ld o f un structu r e d ope n sp ace an d st art t o use it  h abitu al ly  
as p art of t hei r ev ery d ay  wor ld.  I t  is a ‘sl ight ly  fl oa ting e ntity ’  — no t a n ati on al i nstitu tion ,  no r 
a v ery  l oca l on e.  H ow can t he museu m be a sk i ll s pro vid e r? T he ro le of vo lunt ee rs is 
ment ion ed — o ppo rtuni tie s f or t hem to l ea rn tr ans fe rr ab le sk i l ls.  Y ou a lso ha ve cu rat or s 
work ing wit h loc a l com munit ies,  it  go es b ey ond t r adit ion al cu ra to rshi p to b e soc ia l work .  

“Ce ntq uatre was  deve loped i n rela tion to the  nei ghbou rhood w hic h i s s till  
arguabl y o ne of  the poo rest dis tric ts  in Pa ris… a nd [wi th the  MoL] the ques tio n 
is tha t there  are  virtual ly no i nhabitants  i n the city of Lo ndon. I  c hec ked a nd  
the re ’s arou nd 9,00 0 people living here . There are 32 6 districts in England , and  
City of  Londo n is the 325 t h i n term s of pop ulatio n” — Ju sti nien Tribillo n 

On the ot he r h an d,  it  h as to t hink  about mult ipl e p ublics an d und er sta nds i ts r es pons ibi lity  
in r el ati on to netwo rk s o f int e rn atio na l f lows o f p e opl e — tour ists an d mig ra nts.  Rough ly  ha lf 
the mu seu m’s visi to rs a re f rom ov ers e as,  a nd by  v isit i ng mus eums, Lon don er s e ncount er 
peop l e f rom oth er pl aces.  T h is ch al le nge s the id e a of t he c ivic museu m, whic h is a l oca l 
res ourc e,  h as res pon sibi lity  to a l oca l po pul atio n,  and cou ld actu al ly  exc lud e thos e 
inte rn ati ona l v isit or s.  

“It is no t ju st a muse um for Londo ners — muse ums a re part of i nternatio nal  
netwo rks.  We  reall y need  to  be thinki ng about m ul tiple publi cs.  Eve n the idea of  
the  mu seum  with a civic  insti tu tion,  I think we have  to que stio n now  because  
again we know it ’s no t jus t abou t Londo n, but i t ’s about Londo n i n rela tion to  
othe r cities  all  a rou nd the  world .  Whe n we as Lo ndone rs visit  mu seums  in  
London, we mee t people from al l  ove r the world in their spaces. We don’t mee t 
each o ther, a nd that’s  quite  an i nte res ting co nditio n of  the space.” — Clare  
Melhuis h 

                                                                                       
6 T he  C i t y  o f  P a r i s ’ s  f o r m e r  m u ni c i p a l  c a r e t a k e r  f a c i l i t y ,  r e d e v e l o p e d  a s  a  c u l t u r a l  s p a c e  i n  2 0 08 .  
7 Ma d r i d ’ s  f o r m e r  s l a u g h t e r ho u s e ,  r e d e v e l o p e d  a s  c u l t u r a l  h u b  i n 2 0 0 7 .  
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A m useum  about i tself , displa ying the  hi stories  and  trajec tories  tha t al l  the  
people, goods , e ne rgy,  mo ney the re take s,  showi ng how a m useum  in a specifi c  
location is part of ne tworks of  flows a t diff erent s cales.  

What mak es th e Museu m o f Lo ndo n a museu m, a n d not th e S outh B ank  Ce ntr e o r a 
commun ity  cent r e,  thoug h,  is t he co ll ecti ons.  T h e museu m is n ot just a sp ati a l in fr ast ructu re 
for acti vit ies t o tak e p lac e,  but a set of art e facts.  I f pe op le us e th e mus eum but do not 
engag e with the c ol lect ions ( se e Br ook ly n Mus eu m ex am pl e be low) i s th at a fa il ed 
engag em ent ? Aga in,  t his ch al le nge s the id ea o f th e mus eum as a n op en s pac e: it s r ais on 
d’êt r e is n ot to p ro vi de empty  s pac e but actua lly  t o enc los e a nd p rot ect a sha r ed cul tur al 
her itag e.  T h e im pe rat iv e o f a ci vic s pac e mig ht ac tual ly  be det ri men ta l to th e mu seum ’s 
abi lity  to p r ese r ve it s col lec tion . I t  coul d,  th en,  s e e the mus eum as pu re ly  a s ite fo r pub lic 
engag em ent an d sto re t he co l lecti ons away  fro m the m ost va luab l e cent r al Lon don s pac e.  
T he col lec tion c an s ti l l  b e se en,  t hough, as an ac ti ve th ing: it  ca n be an i nf ra struc tur e a nd a 
pre tex t fo r ot he r k in ds o f pr oduct ion suc h as de v elo ping la nguag e sk il ls by  h an dl ing 
object s.  

“Bu t on the other hand , if  yo u reall y c reate  access, i nte llec tual acce ss to those  
collectio ns , havi ng them  o n site  is no t mo numentalising and  hopef ull y i t  could  be  
about i nte llec tual  acces s,  and  popula ris ing, rende ri ng them  the  means of  
knowledge p roduc tion,  or crea tive p roduc tion, o r a ny kind  of prod uctio n fo r the  
people who own them . And if  you s hip the m off somewhere fu rthe r ou t, you ’re  
just replica ting the pri vatisa tion of the  ce ntre of  Londo n, ra the r than pus hing 
agains t tha t” — Sara Wajid  

What a re t he lim its o f th e civ ic r esp ons ibi lity  o f th e mus eum? Ar e th e mus eum ’s co re 
functi ons j eo pa rdi se d by  its atte mpt t o fi l l  the g ap s le ft  by  th e d ecli ne of o the r s er vic es,  and 
does it  e ve n e ndo rs e th at d ecli ne by  agr ee ing to d o so? I n re fe r ence to th e nig ht,  but 
re le va nt f or i ts ci vic r ol e,  is t he pote nti al of t he mu seum wo rk ing wi th l oca l ch ari tie s to 
tack le thing s lik e ho me le ssn ess o r p ro vid ing a r ef uge an d l angu age s e rvic e f or mig ran t 
women . Wh at k in ds o f sk il ls d oe s it  wa nt to s timu l ate i n its c ommu nity ?  

T wo oppos ing v iews w er e o ff e red :  

“The mu seum seems to be taki ng up the  slac k tha t the  res t of the ci ty ca n’t  
provide,  and  I think tha t’s p utti ng a bi g bu rd en o n it . Jus t because  eve rything e lse  
is failing, we  can’t give i n a nd expe ct the m useum to respond  to that. It’s so rt of  
going bac k to  the  idea tha t whe ther it ’s  night or da y,  the  mu seum needs  to be  a  
cabinet of wo nder and  a memory palace, a nd a  civic  space , bu t we  ca n’t  pu t all  
of these thi ngs a t the  same time” — Pau l W illiams 

“I might disagree with tha t… I do thi nk cul tural realm does need to respo nd to i t  
rather tha n to co ntinue to be j us t a p lace of provision of jo y,  it  also has  to  provide  
for the people . It ’s  back to  that idea of, who ’s coming? W ho do you  want i n those  
doors? If the y are a you nger group , the y probably feel the pa ngs of:  ‘ I’m  probably  
not going to get a job; I ’m probably no t going to ge t a u niversity educa tion. ’ I thin k 
cultural  i ns titu tio ns  do have  to ac knowledge tha t system s have  le t people dow n,  
the Gove rnme nt ha s let people dow n. Ho w do you the n pro vide cul tu rall y with 
objects,  wi th c ura tion, p rovide a  spa ce of refu ge a nd i ntri gue , w hile  
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acknowledgi ng tha t we ’re not i n tho se glo ry time s of  jus t bei ng able to displa y 
objects a nd  ha ve beau tiful  buildi ngs.  I think we’re  beyo nd  that” — Gwe n Webber 

Improvising t he m useum  

Fol lowi ng on fr om is sues of spa tia l o pen ne ss — h ow much th e po ssib il ity  of ci vic ow ne rsh ip 
is const itute d by  a lack  o r a pr es ence of bound a ri es with in th e mu seu m – is th e qu esti on o f 
temp or al op enn ess.  T o wh at d eg re e do es p rog ra mming c onst ra in o r i nde ed fac il itat e 
possi bil it i es f or c ommu nity  own e rshi p a nd i nfo rm al us e? T h e e xa mpl es o f Ma dr id and Pa ris 
ar e p art icul ar ly  r el ev ant he re : Mat ad er o an d Cen t quat re h a ve ‘cu r ate d’ empt in ess and 
fre e space  by  l ea vi ng ma jo r as pect s of t he ir s pac e phy sica l ly  ‘em pty ’ i n or de r to act as a 
cata ly st f or g ra ss roots cu ltu ra l act ivi t ie s.  T he B rit ish P av il ion at th e Ve nice Bie nn al e,  on t he 
othe r h and,  ha s int er pr et ed fre e space  a s th e opp ortun ity  to p re sen t a t i met ab le of dif f er ent 
activ it i es rat he r th an a fi xe d phy sic a l fo rm.  

How much d oe s fre e spa ce  re qui re a t i met ab le? I f the re i s no s tructu re in p lac e,  d oes its 
usefu ln ess b r eak  d own? But t he n who co ntr ols t h e tim et abl e a nd i nv ites in d if fe re nt us es a t 
dif fe r ent t i me s? I f w e thi nk  abou t the mus eum as ‘ i mpr ovi se d’,  th is d oes not n ece ssa ri ly  
me an a c omp le te abs ence of an i mpo se d rhy t hm, which ca n en ab le imp ro vis ati on to t ak e 
plac e.  

“I  can wal k i nto [ Sou th Bank Ce ntre]  a nd i t  is genuine ly the  people ’s palace , for 
me. […]  i t has  a hierarchy and  I do n’t  mind  that hierarc hy. I ’m no t a member,  bu t I  
know that I ’m not reall y bo the red by peopl e who pay for tha t membership , and  
have tha t space that gives them the penthouse mome nt becau se I know tha t 
actuall y down a t the grou nd at the sc rubb y level , the re’s going to be some ki nd  
of odd tea dance  or a ra ve, o r ma ybe a poet perfo rming… I thi nk tha t you have to  
cura te public space becau se tha t acti vity is what d raws people back to it…. I  
thi nk that you  have  to  cu rate  publi c space  because  tha t acti vity is  wha t draws  
people back to it . I think a n empty space is a different chal lenge, and you a re  
experts tha t have a du ty to the people , bu t tha t du ty comes  with i nforma tion a nd  
understa ndi ng of thi ngs tha t the y ma y not, and that’s the beauty of that 
inte rac tion, I think, that tra nsac tion is,  w e have  thi ngs he re,  come a nd e njo y 
them .”  — Gwe n Webber 

A space w he re you ca n be a passe r-b y or a participant,  rep resenta tive of  
London’s ope nne ss . No fris king at the do or, no stric t instruc tio n on the way I  
behave bu t a certain level of  secu rity thanks to s taff p rese nt.  

The 24-hour  museum  

What do es it  me an to be a 24 -hou r mu seum ? T he night i s mo re an d mo re ack now le dged in 
urba n po licy  a s a va lua bl e sp ace wi thin the 24- ho ur cy cle of th e city :  w he re le isur e,  cul tur e,  
econo mic p ro ductio n tak e s p lac e.  Wh at k in d o f cultur al pr ogr am ming cou ld hap pe n fo r th e 
museu m? T he night is ch angi ng,  inc ludi ng in Smit hfi el d,  with t he wh ol es al e m eat ma rk et 
prob ab ly  mo ving away  wit hin 1 0 y e a rs o r so and F abr ic’s futu re i n qu estio n.  I s it  t he ro le o f 
the mu seu m to p re se rv e th at n ight l if e? T hi s woul d const itute beco ming an age nt th at 
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curat es and pro tects pr oces ses an d act ivi t ie s in t he city  a rou nd it  as w el l as c ol lect ing 
object s th at te ll  the sto ry  of i ts p ast.   

I s night lif e by  it s na tur e cont em por a ry ? As ide f ro m nost alg ia night s,  pe op le go out to 
exp er ienc e th e i mm edi acy  of t he city  as it  is,  r ath er t han to m emo ri al is e it .  T at e T a nk s a re t o 
some deg re e b egin ning t o act as a nightc lub — th eir pa rticu la r ly  subte r ra ne an,  encl ose d 
arch itec tur e a nd ac oustic le nd th em se lv es to it .  B ut doe s night li fe be long in th e mus eum 
itse lf,  or s hou ld it  be an op po rtuni ty  to d raw atte n tion to t he oth er k in ds o f ac tiv ity  tha t 
constitut e th at n octur na l? T ho se acti vit i es,  t houg h,  might be s om e of the acti vit ies t hat a re 
the l owes t pa id,  wit h th e po or est co ndit ion s an d s tabi lity ,  l ik e cl e aning.  An u rba n mus eum 
and a mus eum of t he w ay  Lon don wo rk s n ee ds to va lo ris e tho se k in ds o f l abou r equa l ly  to 
things t hat al r ea dy  ar e v iew ed wit h v alu e,  l ik e cult ura l a nd ci vic p ro duction ,  but do ing s o 
als o ru ns th e r isk  of ad ding ext ra pr essu re to tho s e a lr ea dy  di fficu lt  co ndit ion s by  turn ing 
them into a p er fo rm anc e.  

Rat he r th an re plic ati ng ex isti ng acti vit ie s an d try i ng to act as an a lt er nat iv e to th ings t hat 
ar e a lr e ady  tak i ng pl ace,  the mus eum m ight th ink  of sti mul ati ng n ew funct ion s th at th e 
noctur na l city  ca n be fo r.  Ca n th e mus eum us e sc hedu ling t o tr an sfo rm c ivic an d cultu ra l 
oppo rtun ity  fo r th ose w ho us e th e a re a at night,  w heth er they  b e clu bbe rs o r m a rk et 
work e rs? T h er e is a t ensi on agai n b etwe en d ecid i ng what t hos e op por tunit ies shou ld b e,  
prog ra mm ing th em, and of fe ri ng the m, o r m ak ing t he noc turn a l mus eum a f re e sp ac e an d 
stan ding b ack ,  e ve n th rough p e rio ds o f unce rt aint y ,  to let t hos e who us e th e city  a t nigh t 
fin d way s to occupy  it .  T he ‘nig ht sch ool ’  f or ex am ple is a noctu rn al u rb an cultu r e th at th e 
museu m coul d l ea rn fr om. On t he o the r h an d,  is i t  simp ly  ab out p rov idi ng ba sic s er vic es: 
could t he mu seu m p rov id e sa fe an d cl ea n pub lic t oil ets at nig ht? A nd wh at t i me i s th e nigh t? 
T his is d if fe r ent for e ve ry on e, de pe ndi ng on t hei r own pe rs ona l rhy thm s. A re w e ta lk ing 
about wh at h ap pe ns at 8 p m, o r at 1 ,  2,  an d 3a m?  

I s Lond on re al ly  a 24-h our c ity  — or is it  m ain ly  a P R ex e rcis e? I t  is al so i mpo rta nt to 
ack nowl edg e wha t do es n ot a nd ca nnot ha pp en a t night.  I nt e rest ing el ement to c ome out o f 
the d iscuss ion i s th e way  to cu rat e,  a nd lay er t he coll ecti ons:  

“[…]  to play wi th a rc hite cture desi gn a nd  temporali ty beca use yo u’re having 
different laye rs  […] . Li ke , the  Roman in the bo ttom wi th the e xhibition w hic h 
might be  more  tradi tional  cu rato rial huma n hi sto rical,  bu t the n you  might have  a  
different temporali ty i n a  middle laye r,  and again a diffe rent tempo rality. T hen  
the  top laye r is cons ta ntly linki ng with a 2 4-hou r city” — Mo nica De ge n  

Sound c ould a lso b e fu nd am ent al at nig ht:  us ing t he au dio a rchi ve t o mak e th e bui ldi ng a 
port al f rom w hich co nte nt coul d r ipp le outwa rd s a t night wh en i t  is eas ie r to h e ar.  T h e nig ht,  
then,  is a lso a d if fe re nt s et o f acou stic co ndit ions as we ll as visu al o ne s.   

Equa lly ,  whi lst des igni ng with light at n ight h as o b vious pot enti al s,  cr ea ting o ppo rtun iti es 
for da rk n ess cou ld b e v a luab le,  an d h as a socio -p olit ica l l i nk  to S mith fi el d’s histo ry  o f 
tra nsgr es sion : p rost itutio n,  bl ood,  etc.  L ight h as t he po ten tia l to wo rk  ag ain st th e d raw o f 
the n ight t i me fo r tho se wh o a re de em ed t ra nsg re ssiv e but i s of g r eat va lue fo r th ose w ho 
ar e f orc ed to u se t he n ight,  wh o a re oft en i mmig r a nts a nd p eop le of co lou r – th e re i s a 
highly  rac ia lize d a spec t to th e r hy thm of t he mu se um. T he n ight m ight n ot h av e to lite r al ly  
me an wh eth er t he museu m is o pe n a fte r a ce rta in t ime, but mo r e ab out how i t  de a ls with t he 
k inds o f thi ngs th at h ap pen at n ight:  que er nes s,  th e edgy ,  t he h idd en, s ex wo rk .  How doe s 
the mu seu m r ef lect t his sen se o f th e who l e city  r a the r th an jus t the ‘v an il la ’  city ? I t  cou ld 
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recog nis e its ro le as a sa nctua ry  f or y oung peo pl e  nee ding t o esc ap e sp ace s cont ro ll ed by  
teac he rs a nd p a re nts.  

“Sou nd has a mu ch more po rous bou ndary.  It ’s harde r to co ntai n it . It could  be  
an intere sti ng experie nce  to p roduce somethi ng with the sou nds of the ci ty and  
the sound s of the muse um has collec ted o ver time , to propose a museum that is  
cons truc ted arou nd that sonic  expe rience ” — Isaac  Marre ro 

Differe nt la yers  of  colle ctio n,  c ura ted i n different ways .  The  2 4-hou r collec tion  
is available on the ou tside , yo u can see a nd visi t it overni ght, and it is u sed to  
i l lumina te the night.  Do the collec tions  have to  be i nside the mu seum a t al l? 
Place them i n doc tor’s  su rge ries a nd local l ibraries,  freei ng up  the  mu seum  itse lf.  

“I do n’t  thi nk we s hould j us t associa te late ness wi th the  music , or more ac tivi ty.  
Ac tuall y, the single  best time to see the co llectio n di splays a t Ta te Mode rn is  9 
o’cloc k o n a Saturda y night. It ’s quie t. It ’s really nice to be there . And ac tuall y,  
the rhythms, a la tenes s that respond s to q uietness or re laxatio n or ref lec tion is  
equally valid as a rave i n a car pa rk” — Ric hard Marti n 

“People ima gine  fu tu res fo r Lo ndon i n the past,  and  w hethe r tha t would  become  
part of the  sto ry telli ng,  and  part of  the  way the  m useum  is  physi call y convenie nt 
as well.” — Sop hia Psarra  

Can th e thi ngs t ak ing p lac e at di ff er ent t im es in th e mus eum, t hen,  be co mp let ely  s ep ar at e,  
without th e n ee d to i nte r act,  l ik e th e m eat ma rk et and t he nightc lub a t Sm ith fi eld ? T his 
might re quir e an a pp ro ach to disp lay i ng co ll ectio ns th at se es t he museu m as a b ack dr op.   

I f  y ou inclu de t he acti vit i es t hat ar e e as ily  ‘ night -ti me’ such a s a foo d m ark e t,  onc e th e 
peop l e a re t he re,  t he n y ou can think  o f h ow y ou can a ttr act th em t o th e mus eum, t o th e 
coll ecti ons.  T h e col l ection s p lac ed agai nst th is k i nd o f acti vity  cou ld b e uni que in b ring ing 
mor e o f a histo ric al c ont ext to new m a rk ets in L on don. I t  is imp ort ant to b e ca re ful,  t hough,  
about wh eth e r thi s is jus t a c ase of am pli fy ing t hin gs that ar e al re ady  succ ess ful wh en t he re 
ar e m any  te nsio ns b etwe en dif f er ent k in ds o f m ar k et or o the r acti vit i es.  W oul d a c ar b oot 
sal e th ough b e an ap pr op ria te fo rm o f m ark et in r el atio n to L ond on, and a MacDo na ld ’s 
mor e acc ess ibl e? T h es e que stio ns retu rn t o the N and o’s qu est ion : shou ld t he museu m 
amp li fy  or cou nte r act wh at is al re ady  p re se nt in t he ur ba n en vi ron me nt,  a nd i f so w hich 
asp ects o f it ?  

“Broo kl yn Mu seum ’s  rave 8 is ki nd of  an amazing failure ,  but i t was  s uc h a  suc ces s  
as a rave venue tha t the y conti nued to do tha t becau se the y thought tha t was ,  
again,  this  kind  of pro vision for their,  no t j ust their  commu ni ty local ly bu t mo re  
broadly, and  it be came a des tina tion for that” — Gwe n Webber 

“Some thi ng tha t we ’re exp lori ng thro ugh some drawi ngs  at the  moment. If  you  
imagine the mu seum above grou nd as a ki nd of cake wi th cand les on i t, throu gh 
the ni ght you ’re slowl y blowing ou t cand le s. So, the light i s diminis hi ng ac ross  
the  site , bu t ma ybe the re ’s o ne ca ndle le ft w hic h is a corner, the  bar o n the  
corne r whic h maybe  does  open u ntil  5 .  So , you  go  from  the  e nti re plo t to  ma ybe  
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inside tha t extinguis hes , the n the ed ges, they dimi nis h and then i t pull s to o ne  
corne r w hic h is ma ybe the bi t near Fabric  that’s  usef ul.  T hat’s  ki nd  of a wa y home  
beacon or somethi ng.” — Asif Kha n 

Broo kl yn Muse um rave  party i n New  York City a nd the T -Si te boo ks hop 9 opened  
until  5 Am i n To kyo [ the y have now reduce d their ope ning hou rs to 7 AM-2 AM]. 

Conclusio ns: a m useum  of  the city is a m useum  of its struggles 

Asid e f ro m thi nk ing a bout wh at th e city  is an d h as bee n,  th e con ve rs atio n conc lud ed by  
think ing abou t what it  sh oul d not b e.  T hi s r ais es a fund am ent al phi los oph ica l que stio n: ar e 
museu ms’ ro les t o r ef l ect or to ch ange soci ety ? C an cur ati on and pro tecti on o f th e p ast fit  
into th e s am e in stituti on,  p hy sic al ly  an d org an isat i ona lly ,  as th e p roduct ion of n ew f or ms o f 
poli t ics,  cu ltur e,  a nd s ociety ? Pe rh ap s th e way  fo r  the mu seum to r es ist ce rt ain asp ects o f 
the city  i s mo re mat e ria l:  t hr ough th e si mp le c re at ion o f at tent ion,  sp ace,  qu iet,  an d so o n,  
rat he r th an t ry ing to act th e s am e way  a s a co mm unity  org ani sat ion or a po lit ica l m eeti ng 
plac e.  

“Terms li ke refu ge and sa nc tuary also re mind us tha t we ’ve talked a lo t about 
wanti ng this i ns titutio n to reflec t the  city, b ut there ’s al so aspec ts of the ci ty tha t 
it mi ght want to  resis t and  c halle nge , and  a ctuall y be a  space  away from  as well”  
— Ric hard Marti n 

“A museum  i n a city fo r me  has  to ref lec t the city stru ggle s as  muc h as  it  does i ts  
pleasures a nd i ts leisure ” — Gwe n Webber 

“I  thi nk the m useum  would  be  intere sti ng if  it  e ngage s people  wi th how you  ca n 
imagine rela tive f utures , and how we ca n actuall y take a gency i n thei r hands . 
How they ca n bri ng a c hange them selves ” — Sop hia Psarra  

“The o rigi n of ma ny of o ur old  muse u ms comes o ut of the  discipli ne of  
anthropolo gy…  They we re also people who were goi ng ou t there a nd doing 
fieldwork a nd lea rni ng about socie ties c omparativel y a nd bri ngi ng back tha t 
knowledge as well , and I think tha t’s some thi ng we co uld build on i n our u rban 
context. Agai n, loo ki ng towards the f uture and how we ge t to bette r u ndersta nd  
thi s ci ty and  the o the r ci ties wi th w hic h we inte rac t” — Claire Mel huis h 

“The d ynamics of  the city is  for me, the p eople, and  the  life.  And if  tha t will  be  
incorpo rated b y leavi ng thi ngs to happen, and not o ver cura ting… people a nd  
creati ng a public life. I wa nt life i n the muse um” — Monica Dege n 
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