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In November 1997, a major conference
entitled Abitare la storia: Le dimore
storiche-museo (Inbabiting History:
Historical House Museums) was beld in
Genoa, the city of many palaces. On this
occasion, the bistoric house museum, a
rather particular type of museum, was
extensively discussed for the very first
time. The specific nature and values of
such museums were highlighted. Over
Jorty experts, who are responsible for
palaces and more modest residences,
came lo Genoa for the conference. They
debated aspects of restoration, security,
teaching and communication. The
conference participanits took the
opportunity to express their wish for the
International Council of Museums
(ICOM) to set up an international
committee more specifically dedicated to
historic bouse museums. They asked
ICOM Italia, which was also present at
the conference, to support their
recommendation for the creation of the
new committee, and this was done in
1998, Giovanni Pinna is the chairman
of this newly created International
Committee for Historic House Museums.
He is president of the ICOM Italian
Committee and also president of the
ICOM International Committee for
Museology of Historic Sites. A
palaeontologist by training, bhe directed
the Musewm of Natural History in Milan
Jrom 1981 to 1996. He bas published
some sixty books and articles on various
topics in the domain of theoretical
museology as well as on the bistory and
Junctions of museum institutions. His
books include Museo: Storia e funzioni di
una macchina culturale dal cinquecento
a oggi (1980) and Fondamenti terici per
un Museo di Storia Naturale (71997).

to historic house

The creation in 1998 of the International
Committee for Historic House Museums
(DemHist) by the International Council of
Museums (ICOM), following the propo-
sals put forward by ICOM Italia after a
ground-breaking conference on historic
house museums held in Genoa in 1997,
was based on a number of scientific and
cultural considerations relating to historic
house museums. In particular, emphasis
was placed on the fact that historic
houses, when they are open to the public
and conserved in their original condition
(i.e. with the furnishings and collections
made by the people who used to live in
them) and have not been converted to
accommodate collections put together
from different sources, constitute a mu-
seum category of a special and rather
varied kind. Historic house museums
comply with museological and technical
museographic constraints that are differ-
ent from those used in other museums.
Their category is different because historic
houses may comprise sites of all sizes and
kinds, ranging from royal palaces to resi-
dences of powerful the
houses of famous personages, artist’s
studios, rich bourgeois houses and even
modest cottages.

personages,

The historic house is certainly an incom-
parable and unique museum in that it is
used to conserve, exhibit or reconstruct
real atmospheres which are difficult to
manipulate (except to a very slight extent)
if one does not wish to alter the very
meaning of ‘historic house’. The historic
house museum is unlike other museum
categories because it can grow only by
bringing together original furnishings and
collections from one or other of the
historic periods in which the house was
used. And, unlike the situation in most
museums, the blending of furnishings and
objects of many different kinds in the

historic house museum requires the

careful use of conservation methods that
are consistent with variety, The structure
of the historic house, the impossibility of
changing its interior space or the furnish-
ings and objects exhibited raises problems
in terms of security norms, the organiza-
tion of public visits and the safeguarding
of the heritage exhibited. Last but not
least, the significance of the historic
house, in which emphasis is placed not
on the value of individual objects but on
the whole set of objects and its interaction
with the spirit of the people who lived in
the house, poses special problems in
terms of communication with the public.

The power of history

But there is another aspect of the historic
museum house which I believe must be
addressed: this is the power of these
museums, more than any others, to evoke
history and put the visitor into direct
contact with it. This aspect of the historic
house takes on special importance against
the background of another exclusive
characteristic of the historic house, that
is, its immutable significance and the im-
possibility of manipulating that meaning
with the same ease with which objects can
be made to tell different stories in other
museums.

The historic house museum is ‘fossilized’:
the furnishings and possibly also the
layout and use of space are immutable
and cannot be modified or altered without
falsifying history. In many such houses, in
particular royal palaces, visitors must find
their way among different and often con-
trasting meanings and symbols. Palaces
are notorious for changing hands accord-
ing to the political vagaries of the regime
of the country. For instance, in the royal
palace of Naples, we find vestiges of the
Bourbons, Napoleonic France and the
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