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Viola Rühse

The Digital Collection of the Rijksmuseum
Open Content and the Commercialization of a National Museum

A critical look at Rijksstudio

In October of 2012, the Rijksmuseum – the Dutch national museum in Amsterdam – 
launched its new website. It was the overture for the re-opening of the museum in the 
 following spring after a 10-year renovation. An important section of the new web page 
is the so-called ‘Rijksstudio’ where the digital collection of the Rijksmuseum is presented 
(fig. 7, plate IV). In 2012, 125,000 museum objects were presented with high-resolution 
images in an elaborate web environment following the newest design standards. In the 
 following years, more image materials have been added until all museums objects that 
could be published with free copyright images will be represented in this section.1 The im-
ages can be used for any purpose. The Rijksmuseum wants to facilitate the sharing and the 
creative use of the materials. For this reason, professional designers were invited to develop 
creative usage examples of the images in a so-called ‘ambassador campaign.’ In addition, 
creative events were organized with 3D printers and PCs for graphic processing of the imag-
es. Since 2014, the Rijksmuseum has organized an annual design competition for a creative 
use of the museum objects.

On the occasion of the website launch (fig. 8, plate VI), Rijksstudio gained inter-
national attention and enjoyed a lively usage.2 It was honored as a best practice example 
for open content in the scientific community and has received several international and 
 national  prizes in recent years.3 But it is problematic that the positive self-presentation of 
the  museum has too often been adopted uncritically. Very few researchers mentioned such 

1 More than one million objects are preserved in the collection of the Rijksmuseum. – This text is dedi-
cated to Franziska Götze with gratitude.

2 In November and December 2012, 27,000 user accounts were created – Rijksmuseum 2012: 37. At the 
beginning of 2017, more than half a million objects are online.

3 The Rijksmuseum received for its website for instance three awards at the international conference 
“Museums and the Web” and the Gold European Design Award and the Design Accountability Award 
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problematic aspects as the commodification of culture and a superficial ‘culture snacking’ 
fostered by Rijksstudio, and they who have do not go into detail and place these topics 
within a broader context.4

In this comprehensive case study, a critical analysis of the main aspects of Rijksstudio 
such as the very limited promotion of creativity and its failure at developing a digital aura 
is provided. General trends of Dutch cultural policy, culture tourism in Amsterdam, the spe-
cial situation of the museum due to the long renovation from 2003–2013 and its need of 
a positive image and additional revenue (for instance from its shops) will be considered. 
It will become clear that other museums must be seen as earlier pioneers in the realm of 
open content images. The loss of the educational function and the commercialization of the 
museum collection are critical particularly in the context that the previous website of the 
Rijksmuseum included excellent educational materials that were not integrated in the new 
website in 2012.

A VOC mentality (the term will be explained below5) is characteristic for the Rijks-
museum’s PR and accelerated by reduced government subsidies. Thus, the analysis of Rijks-
studio is more a cautionary tale of the commodification of culture in neoliberal times than a 

(Marketing Tribune, 2014). Furthermore, it was elected “company of the year” at the Dutch “Interactive 
Awards” (2013) and the “Best Digital Museum.” See also Pekels 2013b: 13.

4 Leder 2015, Kohle 2016, Ullrich 2016, Engberg 2016.
5 United East India Company (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie or VOC, 1602–1798/9) in the 17th 

and 18th century.

7 Rijksstudio website screenshot (2017).

Brought to you by | Stockholm University Library
Authenticated

Download Date | 11/5/17 12:45 PM



39

The Digital Collection of the Rijksmuseum

positive example of open content and democratic culture enabled by digital technologies.6 
Online archives and digital collections that combine an educational and an entertaining 
approach seem to be more socially valuable.7

6 Unfortunately, several important documents such as the e-strategy of the Rijksmuseum are currently 
not publicly accessible, but the easily available press releases and annual or special reports of the Rijks-
museum are very informative.

7 Education is one of the objectives of the “Europe 2020” strategy and for instance the Network of 
 European Museum Organisations (NEMO) wanted to support it – NEMO 2011: 2.

8 Rijksstudio promotion 
(2012).
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A progressive museum image with digital humanities

The Rijksmuseum is internationally renowned for its ‘old masters.’ Its collection includes, 
inter alia, early Netherlandish paintings by artists such as Lucas van Leyden, Hieronymus 
Bosch, Jan van Scorel and Maerten van Heemskerck and masterworks from the Dutch 
 Golden Age (for instance Rembrandt’s Night Watch and Vermeer’s Milkmaid). It is housed 
in an impressive 19th century historical building designed by architect Pierre Cuypers and 
was preserved in the recent renovation. The building underlines the museum’s focus on 
older cultural heritage. But the fascination for and interest in history and historical objects 
in general is decreasing and museums and exhibitions of contemporary art have attracted 
more attention in the last years.8

The digital humanities involvement – the digitalization of the collection and its up-to-
date online presentation and the support of open content – allows the Rijksmuseum to 
appear very progressive and the works in the collection might become interesting for more 
people. Even outside of the realm of humanities, Rijksstudio can serve as a positive example 
for the use of ICT and digitalization that are seen as very important for Europe’s economy. 
Especially the Netherlands strives hard to maintain its forerunner position in ICT in Europe.9

The Rijksmuseum was active in the digital area before Rijksstudio, but with this project 
it tries to position itself as especially innovative and competitive. This supports a progressive 
and future-oriented reputation which is helpful for gaining non-governmental funding. The 
Bankgiro Lotterij, a big lottery concentrating on cultural sponsorship, funded innovative and 
future-looking projects in the first half of the 2010s period. It also supported Rijksstudio 
with a million-euro ($ 1.29 million) grant.

It was a matter of crucial importance to the former director Wim Pijbes that the Rijks-
museum not be considered as a “yesterday institution.”10 In addition to his support of the 
Rijks studio project, Pijbes offered space to contemporary artists such as Damien Hirst (2008), 
Anselm Kiefer (2011) and Frank Auerbach (2013) for presentations.11

A longer way to open content images

Digital technologies have been used not only for the administration of museum objects, 
but also to increase visibility with digital collections on museum websites and collective 
platforms for several years now. At first, only low-resolution images were utilized online; 
high-resolution images were only available upon request and fees for rights and reproduc-
tions were charged. But due to technological innovations and a larger need for free images 
for instance for online encyclopedias and social media, the claims for an image policy shift 

 8 Kirchberg 2005.
 9 Team ICT 2015.
10 Preece 2009. – Wim Pijbes served as director of the Rijksmuseum from 2008–2016.
11 For similar efforts in other museums see for instance Rühse 2011.
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were growing in the second half of the 2000s.12 In 2011, the Rijksmuseum was approached 
by the Dutch Open Cultuur Data Initiative for providing data material for the “Apps4Nether-
lands” competition. After long internal discussions, the Rijksmuseum decided to make quite 
a few images available. Their frequent use in the competition supported the Rijksmuseum’s 
decision to release 103,000 images. Another crucial factor was that it had become too 
laborious to pursue the manifold copyright violations.13 In October of 2012, Rijksstudio as 
a special web environment for HR images was provided with the launch of the new web-
site of the Rijksmuseum. Master files were obtainable for a special fee at first, but this was 
abandoned in October of 2013.14

The Rijksmuseum’s effort to achieve leadership and  
the Dutch VOC mentality

The Rijksstudio was honored as a pioneering achievement in international media reports.15 
This appraisal was also used in self-portrayals of the project. Peter Gorgels, internet man-
ager at the RM, emphasized: “The idea of literally giving away high quality images […] has 
been described as ‘revolutionary’.”16 The head of the Rijksmuseum’s Development Depart-
ment characterized the Rijksmuseum very positively as “first museum in the world” to allow 
“the visitor to browse more than 210,000 super-high resolution art images.”17

Such a pioneering attitude corresponds with the general quest for competitiveness and 
innovation in the Netherlands that gained in importance in the last few years. The Nether-
lands are presently in fourth place in the world and the first in Europe in the Global Com-
petitive Index.18 Frequent references to the ‘old Dutch trading spirit’ and entre preneurialism 
of the United East India Company (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie or VOC, 1602–
1798/99) in the 17th and 18th century serve as a motivation for enhancing competitiveness 
in the Netherlands.19 Unfortunately, the historical associations with violence, slavery and 
colonialism of the so-called ‘Dutch Golden Age’ are often not mentioned.20

In the context of Open Data and open culture, it would be in general preferable to 
develop more comprehensive solutions on a national level21 than to have one museum 

12 King’s College London 2014.
13 Pekels 2013: 8.
14 Ibidem: 11, 13.
15 See for instance Emily King’s comment: “[…] yet no other museum has done anything like it. It is a 

radical act of conciliation” (King 2013 / 2014). Laura Solla and Adele Iasimone appreciated Rijksstudio 
as a “revolution regarding copyright” (Solla and Iasimone 2014: 46).

16 Gorgels 2013.
17 Crebolder 2015. (The quoted text is from an entry in the Cultural Brands Annual provided by the rep-

resented institution.)
18 World Economic Forum 2016.
19 Kooiman 2015.
20 Van Welie 2008: 157.
21 See for instance the efforts of several Danish museums – Sanderhoff 2014.
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putting itself in the limelight. Collaboration, not competition appears to be more important 
for improving the situation. The support of Rijksstudio from other institutions such as the 
Europeana and the Dutch Open Cultuur Data initiative and their long-term efforts for open 
data are fading into the background.

The role of a pioneer seems not to be fully justified for the Rijksmuseum, respectively 
the Dutch national museum is not the only one with a leading role in the Open Content 
movement. The Yale University Art Gallery (New Haven) made over 250,000 high quality 
images of its collections freely available in spring 2011 and thus several months before the 
Rijksmuseum.22 Unofficially, the images of the Yale University Art Gallery have been available 
free of charge and restriction since 2009.23 In contrast to the Rijksmuseum, the Yale Uni-
versity Art Gallery could not offer a comfortable download function of the images at first. 
Some images had to be requested.24 But also the Rijksmuseum did not offer the images of 
all works in its collection online in the beginning.

The Walters Art Museum (Baltimore) launched a new website in the Fall of 2011 and 
allowed a free download of images for private purposes that was later extended for com-
mercial use.25 But the web environment was more traditional than that of Rijksstudio and 
the amount of 10,000 images that were online at first was more limited.26

Fortunate conditions for the international media attention  
to Rijksstudio

In contrast to the American museums mentioned above, the Rijksmuseum provided many 
HR image files online together with their new image policy. The Rijksmuseum had a digitali-
zation project before and because of the renovation and the closure of many museum areas 
they could make considerable progress with it. It was helpful that the museum director and 
the marketing department supported the open content movement and that many of the 
digitized works had already fallen into the public domain. The Rijksmuseum also developed 
a web environment for the HR images with a special innovative concept (it will be explained 
below) and the latest web design trends were taken into account. Furthermore, the Rijks-
museum could work together again with an experienced online agency that created an 
award winning website with them before.

As a large institution, it is easier to get advice and external funding for the project and 
to forego revenues from image sales. The Rijksmuseum also had broader resources for PR, 
marketing and managing the online community of Rijksstudio for a longer period of time.  
But the huge international media coverage was only possible because of the larger scale of 

22 Meyers 2011.
23 Courtney 2015: 280.
24 The collection of the Yale University Art Gallery contains about 185,000 objects and is smaller than the 

one of the Rijksmuseum.
25 De Blauwe 2011.
26 Walters Art Museum 2011.
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the project and above all because of the reopening of the Rijksmuseum some months after 
the launch of Rijksstudio. The restricted operation of the museum for ten years caused much 
interest in the Rijksmuseum’s activities. Other ambitious digital projects of the Rijksmuseum 
that followed, such as an augmented reality app or an annotating tool called Accurator, 
did not receive the same attention.27 But they are important for fueling the Rijksmuseum’s 
progressive reputation of image in the art world because the number and extent of digital 
collections with open images has steadily risen in the last few years.28

Hope for higher visibility

An important motivation for Rijksstudio was to increase the Rijksmuseum’s online visibility 
and to support real museum visits.29 In the last few years, images have gained much impor-
tance in online culture and museums with visually notable objects have the possibility to get 
more attention in this area.30 But, attributing each image to its source is not necessary  for 
the images provided by the Rijksmuseum.31 This raises the question of whether or not the 
museum can really benefit much from enabling the access to open content images. In 2012, 
the National Gallery, London conducted a study with a special technology to track image 
reuse online and discovered that 80 % of the images were not attributed to the museum.32 
Thus, it is not guaranteed that the Rijksmuseum’s brand image and its number of visitors 
will increase very much because of the open content images that are downloaded and do 
not have a backlink to the Rijksmuseum’s website. It is also not ensured if the online users 
can expand their knowledge of art and history without a reference to the provenance, title, 
artist, and date, of the works of art and a link to the website of the Rijksmuseum with more 
information.

Support and counteraction of the so-called ‘digital (or virtual) aura’

In accordance with the mentioned importance of visual materials in contemporary online 
culture, great importance is attached to a favorable presentation of images in Rijksstudio. 
The images are presented full screen in the detailed view mode of a selected object. With 
the use of large-scale images, a relatively new web design trend was adopted in 2012 
that has become very popular since then. Because of the elaborate web design, Rijksstudio 

27 Rijksmuseum 2016b.
28 The J. P. Getty Museum (Los Angeles) has supported Open Access Images since August 2013. At first, 

only 4,600 images were released, now over 100,000 are in public domain – Conway et al. 2016. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York) made 400,000 images online available for non-commercial 
use in 2014. See also Siegal 2013a.

29 Gorgels 2013.
30 Ullrich 2015.
31 Gorgels 2013.
32 Kirton and Terrass 2013.
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differs much from previous presentations of digital collections that were similar to library 
catalogues. A pleasant visual online experience is very suitable for a museum with a focus 
on art and helpful for attracting attention.

The high resolution zoom function allows users to see the artwork at very close range. 
The visual presentation of the museum works is associated with the hope to create a ‘virtual 
aura’33 that comes close, but does not replace the one held by the unique original work. 
A theoretical point of reference is Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Work of Art in the Age of 
Its Technological Reproducibility.”34 Benjamin discusses that the aura of the original work 
is liquidated by the techniques of mass reproduction. Museums also restricted content to 
keep the art works special and encourage in-person visitation in the past, but now it is the 
general opinion that open access “enhances people’s appreciation for original works.”35

But there are several reasons that the full potential of the works will not become visible 
in Rijksstudio. In addition to the loss of three-dimensionality and the measurements of the 
original, the viewer often sees only a section that is fitting to the dimensions of his screen 
and not the entire painting at first.36 Big buttons and navigation bars cover some areas of 
the work. Thus, a good overall view of a work is prevented which is very important for 
a better understanding of the possible impression of the original work. The Rijksstudio’s 
zoom function provides a view often in more detail than offered by other providers e.g., 
the Google Art Project. But it might become common soon and then it will no longer raise 
special awareness anymore. Such a special zoom does not always make sense; it depends 
on the richness of detail in the work.37

Taken as a whole, a fragmented view and an increased mass reproduction (more details 
can be found below) are fostered in Rijksstudio. A decorative online aesthetic instead of an 
adequate presentation of the various works is supported. The trendy online environment 
serves more as a “spectacle space” (with some similarities to the the so-called Bilbao effect 
of museum architecture)38 than an appropriate platform for cultural heritage.39

33 Gorgels 2013. Gorgels position varies from Benjamin’s point of view: „The Rijksmuseum firmly believes 
that interest in visiting a real-world museum will not decline even if the works can be seen in all their 
detail elsewhere. In fact, online viewing will serve as a “marketing instrument,” inspiring people to 
enjoy the works first hand. And the huge number of reproductions of a painting such as Vermeer’s The 
Milkmaid actually enhance its aura.“ 

34 Benjamin 2002 (1935–1936). See also Bredekamp’s discussion of Benjamin’s text (Bredekamp 2009).
35 Dunne 2016 (citing an interview statement by Bethany Nowviskie of Digital Library Federation).
36 Gorgels 2013.
37 Kohle 2016.
38 See for instance Rühse 2011b and Foster 2002: 37.
39 The spectacular character of Rijksstudio is enforced by its special promotion of creativity that will be 

explained below.
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Symbolic participation

The users of Rijksstudio can compile and publish personal collections of art works. They 
are presented on the main page of Rijksstudio. Such personal collections have become very 
popular in the last years in social media and were adapted for digital collections.40 Not all 
museums and archives offer the possibility of publishing them online,41 but the published 
collections can prove the lively usage and participatory character of Rijksstudio.

It would seem that this participatory element has been exaggerated too much by the 
Rijksmuseum. Gorgels underlined in 2016 that Rijksstudio allows everybody to be  museum 
directors.42 But it is known that the use of personal collections on museum websites tends 
to be quite superficial and improvement suggestions discussed in research literature have 
not been taken into account in the development of the platform.43 Furthermore, the 
 curation possibilities are very limited for Rijksstudio users. For instance, additional texts 
cannot be integrated by average users and the Rijksmuseum decides which collections will 
be featured (plate V). Furthermore, there is no apparent influence on the organization of 
real exhibitions or new museum acquisitions from Rijksstudio users. Gorgel’s equivalence of 
Rijksstudio  users with museum directors denies also that special knowledge is needed for 
curating  cultural objects that goes far beyond compiling a YouTube playlist or a Pinterest 
bulletin board.

The participatory possibilities of the Rijksstudio’s personal collections are more symbolic 
ones. The Rijksmuseum wants to appear less highbrow and reach younger audiences. But 
the boundaries between the professional and the public are retained.44 Authority, decision 
making and power are not really shared. The users can’t exchange with each other. The 
Rijksmuseum tries to appear open online, but the museum becomes even more elitist for 
real visitors with its very high entrance fee45, its Michelin-awarded restaurant that opened in 
2014 (the restaurant wants to be “accessible” and “for everybody”,46 but it is not inexpen-
sive to eat there, for instance, a carrot cheesecake costs 11 EUR), its museum shops with 
a range of expensive design objects and the recent acquisition of very expensive paintings 
such as one by Rembrandt (for EUR 80 million) and another by Jeanne-Étienne Liotard (for 
nearly EUR 5.2 million).47

40 Feinberg et al. 2012; Marty 2011.
41 Marty 2011: 294.
42 Gorgels 2016.
43 Filippini Fantoni 2006a und b.
44 Panelli Sarraf and Bruno 2013.
45 The Rijksmuseum’s regular entrance fee for adults is with 17.5 EUR higher than the one in the Louvre 

and the Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien
46 Rijksmuseum 2016c.
47 Meister 2015; Rijksmuseum 2016. See also Savage 2015.
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The support of creativity in Rijksstudio

Another important feature of Rijksstudio is the concern to support creativity. In order to em-
phasize this, the area of the digital collection is named ‘Rijksstudio’ and its slogan is “Make 
your own masterpiece.” The images from Rijksstudio are intended to inspire new artworks, 
especially creative remixes. Designers were invited to create examples of such remixes for 
the launch and special events with 3D printers were organized for creating and printing 
out new works inspired by Rijksstudio images. Since 2014, the Rijksmuseum has  organized 
annual design competitions. A competition for fine arts would be more suitable for the 
Rijks museum and its “old masters” focus. It would also be helpful in supporting young 
visual artists because they suffer much from cultural budget cuts.48 But the engagement 
with design and contemporary remix culture49 is attractive especially for younger people 
and therefore fosters the above-mentioned intended up-to-date image. In the context of 
digital collections, the integration of creativity is still more unusual. But it has become quite 
common in art education because creativity is among the factors that have been seen as 
crucial for having a fulfilled and happy life especially in the last 50 years. It is also relevant for 
the working life, creativity can increase performance and regeneration. Museums are par-
ticularly suitable for stimulating creativity.50 They can get more public appreciation because 
they can have a positive creative influence on quality of life and business climate including 
the creative industry which is of special importance in the Netherlands51 and includes design 
as an important subsector.

But for average online users without training in graphic design and special tools, the 
possibilities of creating a masterwork in Rijksstudio are limited. A graphic program is not in-
cluded in Rijksstudio, only a simple cropping tool. It is possible to print whole images or cut-
outs with the Dutch company Peecho. But this service is not very successful at Rijks studio,52 
perhaps because the creative possibilities are limited and it might be much cheaper to go to 
the closest copy shop or photo lab. The pictures of the end products of the invited designers 
and award winners are presented instead of detailed step-by-step instructions that might be 
helpful for not-so-creative persons or less design-experienced users.

With the focus on saleable design objects, the proposed remixes are more decorative 
and not as original and individualistic in Rijksstudio as high-quality masterworks of fine art 
and are missing a symbolic or a critical attitude.53 Despite the accentuated name of Rijks-

48 Siegal 2013b.
49 For the trend for remixing and remaking existing material in new arrangements see for instance 

 Bourriaud 2002.
50 Ullrich 2016.
51 The Netherlands took the 8th place for creative export worldwide in 2014 – Netherlands Enterprise 

Agency 2014. In 2011, the Dutch set the goal to be the most creative nation in Europe until 2020.
52 Gorgels 2013.
53 For a general critique of the remix culture see Lanier 2010.
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studio and the catchy slogans, the possibility to be really creative is limited, especially for 
average users who probably often only use the cut-out tool.

Diminished education

There are not further educational materials in Rijksstudio such as longer explanatory texts, 
videos or audio files that, for instance, that make the MoMA website such a comprehensive 
and varied art resource.54 There are only a very few lines with explanatory text for the better- 
known works in Rijksstudio. Detailed work data are not immediately visible, they must be 
accessed separately.

The previous website of the Rijksmuseum contained more educational material than 
the new one with Rijksstudio,55 for instance a really ideal presentation of major works 
or very special objects with interactive panoramas and a timeline. Some works could be 
zoomed into, but in contrast to Rijksstudio the details were selected carefully and presented 
with explanations. Unfortunately, these materials and others such as older online exhibition 
projects were not transferred to the new website. Previous investments in ambitious online 
projects should be handled with greater care. In addition, an important online catalog pro-
ject with longer explanatory texts was offline from 2012 until 2015 after the launch of the 
new website and has not been continued so far.

Thus, the educational possibilities of a digital museum collection take a back seat for a 
not far-reaching promotion of creativity in the online realm of the museum. A tendency to-
ward populism and less appreciation of education was also characteristic for other museum 
areas such as special exhibitions during the directorship of Wim Pijbes.56 It was hoped to 
attract more users and visitors with less educational projects. But according to its vision, the 
Rijksmuseum should connect individuals with art and history. History should also be reflect-
ed.57. Therefore an educational attitude is indispensable.58 Museums are seen as important 
places for lifelong learning for all age groups.

Courting the ‘culture snacker’

With such a reduced educational function attitude, the Rijksmuseum wants to attract the 
‘cultural snacker,’ the online pendant of the culture tourist. These ‘cultural snackers’ differ 
from the traditional art enthusiasts because of the loss of the educated bourgeoisie and the 

54 Especially videos of artists, curators and scholars discussing works can be found more frequently on 
museum and archive websites in the last years – Johnson 2015.

55 The previous website of the Rijksmuseum is still online, but not updated and difficult to find: 
http://62.212.91.193/ (accessed December 10, 2016).

56 For instance, an exhibition by Alain de Botton was heavily critizised for for banality and shallowness at 
the Rijksmuseum in 2014 – Güner 2014, Searle 2014.

57 Milliard 2013, Rijksmuseum n.d.
58 Haas 2007: 52–53.
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increase of mass tourism. For getting governmental and private funding, it is necessary to 
be able to present high visitor numbers. An increase of attendance figures is possible for 
the Rijksmuseum especially with attracting more tourists because Amsterdam has become a 
more popular tourist destination in the last years.59 The populist attitude and a hipper image 
seem to be necessary to compete with other popular museums in Amsterdam such as the 
Van Gogh museum.60 The main reason for the renovation of the Rijksmuseum was that the 
Dutch should have “a leading museum of international standing” similar to the Louvre in 
Paris and the Guggenheim in New York as a tourist attraction and to support the business 
climate.61

But too much populism could also diminish the stature of the Rijksmuseum. A text 
with three lines in Rijksstudio cannot make sufficiently clear why a work is outstanding 
and lowers the historical value, importance and research standard. Furthermore, the spatial 
capacities of the Rijksmuseum are limited (even after the renovation) and it cannot keep up 
with an excess of visitors.62 It would be desirable to reconsider the economic legitimation for 
getting a sufficient funding to stop the populist tendencies in Rijksstudio and other museum 
projects. Eleonora Belfiore attempted an alternative debate on “cultural value” with her 
“Cultural Value Initiative”63 between the UK and Australian partners because “there is more 
to cultural value than what can be expressed in terms of a cost benefit analysis.”64

The commercialization of the collection

It is striking that Rijksstudio’s focus is on the making of saleable design products with the 
above mentioned ambassador campaign. The Rijksmuseum has maintained a longer rela-
tionship with the Rijksstudio “ambassador” Droog, a renowned Dutch design studio. They 
worked together for a presentation of Rijksstudio-inspired design objects at the very large 
and important Milan Furniture Fair (Salone del Mobile Milano, fig. 9, plate VIII).65 Some ob-
jects could be bought in the shop of the Rijksmuseum. In connection with the presentation 
of Rijksstudio in the Dutch high-end department store “de Bijenkorf,” a limited series of 
Rijksstudio silk shawls by designer Alexander van Slobbe were sold (fig. 10, plate VII).66 The 
saleable products and the highlighting of exemplary sales possibilities can demonstrate the 
economic potential of the Rijksmuseum in an illustrative way.

59 There were 10% more visitors in Amsterdam in 2014 than in 2013.
60 Pieters 2016.
61 Biedermann 2013.
62 Some areas of the Rijksmuseum and special exhibitions have been too crowded in the past – see for 

instance Savage 2015.
63 See the website of the “Cultural Value Initiative” – http://culturalvalueinitiative.org/ (accessed January 

10, 2017).
64 See the self-portrayal on the “Cultural Value Initiative” website: http://culturalvalueinitiative.org/about/ 

(accessed January 10, 2017).
65 Rijksmuseum 2013.
66 Rijksmuseum 2013b.
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In 2013, a business report made it clear that the “new Rijksmuseum is an important 
factor in the economy of the Netherlands.” It was also pointed out that: “the internation-
ally lauded website made more than 150,000 high-resolution images of the Rijksmuseum 
collection available for new creative applications, as could be seen in the presentation by 
Droog Design at the Salone del Mobile in Milan.”67 It has been stated above that the design 
 industry as part of the creative industry is of special importance in the Netherlands; “the 
added value this sector brings to the national economy cannot be overstated.”68

Furthermore, the products can be used to increase the Rijksmuseum’s revenue when 
they are sold in the Rijksmuseum’s shops.69 The products by Droog have been offered there 
for several years. It is hoped that the contributions of the Rijksstudio award winners can be 

67 Rijksmuseum 2013c: 6, 29.
68 Bras n.d.
69 The Rijksmuseum has several sales areas, for instance in the museum, at the Amsterdam Airport 

Schiphol and in ships of the Holand America Line.

9 Rijksstudio-inspired design objects by Studio Droog at Milan Furniture Fair (Salone del Mobile Milano, 
2013).
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also used for shop products.70 The retail revenues are very important due to the fact that 
the Rijksmuseum has to increase its income in times of governmental budget cut-backs.71 
Design products have become important in the last few years in museum shops, because 
their range of products has been expanded from reproductions, books and simple souvenirs 
to gifts and upmarket souvenirs for more sophisticated tourists. For instance, the shops of 
the MoMA and the Victoria and Albert Museum are internationally well-known for their 
special product range. But the development of such products is cost- and work-intensive 
and fraught with risk. Thus, the winning entries of the Rijksstudio award can be helpful for 
saving costs for product development and market research of the museum shop.

In addition, the use of Rijksstudio provides the museum with many e-mail addresses 
or Facebook profiles that is a “sizeable market to advertise merchandise and events to,” 

70 Initially, the plan was made to enter the winning entry from the first Rijksstudio Award for sale in the 
Rijksshop but it was not realized – Rijksmuseum 2014. A second winning entry in the next years was 
produced as a product line in 2016, namely the “Rijks Conserven” – van Langeveld 2015, see also 
www.sponofart.nl.

71 In 2014, the turnover from entrance and shop was EUR 34.4 million (income from sponsors and dona-
tions EUR 12 million and subsidies EUR 35.4 million, miscellaneous: EUR 3.5 million – Crebolder 2015.) 
– Museum shop revenues are also not restricted for a specific use  and the purchases are often seen as 
philanthropic from the buyer’s perspective because they support the museum.

10 Rijksstudio-inspired silk scarf by  
Alexander van Slobbe (2012). 

Brought to you by | Stockholm University Library
Authenticated

Download Date | 11/5/17 12:45 PM



51

The Digital Collection of the Rijksmuseum

according to Peter Gorgels.72 The user behavior on the Rijksstudio platform is also revealing 
for current visitors’ interest and could be used for new exhibition projects. The print-out 
functions should be another source of revenue.

With regard to the less educational materials and the little creative inspirations that the 
digital collection offers in the current Rijksstudio environment, the museum seems to profit 
more than the users. Thus, the open content images cannot be seen as a philanthropic 
gift to society.73 But the museum collections were not formed for the decoration of mass 
 products. And they can be used for more important things than the inspiration of makeup 
lines or expensive delicacies.74 In a UNESCO project in 2012, it was stated that “education” 
is one of the “key activities of museums“ (and is ranked first before its role in cultural 
 tourism) because 

[t]oday, with the permanently growing information flow, society needs, more than ever before, to 
get targeted, verified and comprehensible information. Museums, which have been accumulating 
civilization experience of the humankind for centuries along with universities and scientific and 
research institutions, represent valuable sources of such information.75

In addition, museums must support reflective capabilities and historical and critical thinking 
that are crucial in today’s complex globalized world.

Rijksstudio – A cautionary tale instead of a role model

It has become clear in this case study that a popularization and commercialization of the 
permanent collection is characteristic of Rijksstudio. The economic impact of the Rijksmuse-
um shall be made clear and shop revenues should be supported with Rijksstudio. The pro-
ject supports (superficial) creativity and symbolic participation. As a result, educational goals 
have become less important. Rijksstudio also promotes a positive and contemporary image 
of the museum which should be helpful, inter alia, to attract more international tourists.

There are special circumstances that fostered the Rijksstudio project, among others the 
renovation of the Rijksmuseum. It took ten years instead of three and the costs were with 
375 million Euro (ca. $ 487 M., e.g. almost a half billion US dollars) much higher than the 
expected  sum of 272 million euro. It also caused much negative publicity because of poor 
planning and a deficient tendering process, bankruptcy of contractors, the resignation of a 
museum director, problems with asbestos and an uprising of Amsterdam’s cycling lobby.76

72 Gorgels 2013.
73 Terranova 2000; see also Leder 2015.
74 See also Sanderhoff 2015: slide 16.
75 Skyrda et al. 2012. – The educational role of museums was also strongly emphasized in the 190th session 

of the Executive Board “Protection and promotion of museums and collections” of the UNESCO (in close 
cooperation with the International Council of Museums). The summary of the session can be download-
ed at http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0021/002173/217375e.pdf (accessed January 10, 2017).

76 Dorment 2013.
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The launch of Rijksstudio before the official opening of the museum provided the 
 opportunity of a very positive image because of the well-achieved open content topic. 
In addition, the museum could demonstrate a VOC mentality (which has been popular in 
the last years, but also problematic) and Dutch “core values” such as creativity, innovation 
and spirit of commerce. The Rijksmuseum could distinguish itself as pioneer against other 
 museums that did not have as much PR possibilities and such a high technical budget. But 
it was pointed out above that the PR was too sugarcoated and the efforts of and support 
from other institutions could have been better highlighted.

After the long renovation and the possibility to showing only a little part of the master-
works in a small area of the museum, the richness of the Rijksmuseum’s collection could 
be underlined with the Rijksstudio project. The economic relevance of the museum was 
illustrated with the support of creativity and design products. Thus, the high costs for the 
renovation of the museum seemed to be well spent.77 In addition, the Rijksmuseum had 
to adapt itself to the far reaching cutbacks in the Dutch cultural sector that were decided 
during the museum’s renovation in 2010. The political attitude behind them was criticized 
as a “cultural slash and burn policy.” The smaller museums suffered especially,78 but also 
the larger museums were influenced. As a result, cultural entrepreneurship was expanded 
under the Rijksmuseum’s directorship of Wim Pijbes. In 2012 government subsidies took up 
70 %  of the Rijksmuseum’s budget, in 2016 only 40 %79. But precisely because of the high 
visitor figures, the government wanted to reduce the applied subsidies of EUR 7.64 million 
to EUR 3.3 million in 2016.80 Even high attendance figures are no longer a valid argument 
in the current Dutch cultural policy.

A striking shift from public to private funding of cultural institutions can also be ob-
served in other European countries in the last few years.81 But in this detailed case study it 
has become clear that populism and economic profit is taking too much precedence over 
historical value and importance as well as the educational function of a museum and its col-
lections. Thus, the analysis of Rijksstudio is a cautionary tale of the commercialization of a 
 museum and the abandonment of governmental responsibility for public goods such as cul-
ture and education in neoliberal times. The goal of fostering a digital aura is not successful 
in Rijksstudio, the works were reduced to decorative fragments and commodified too much. 

A higher visibility of the Rijksmuseum is intended with the open content images but 
because of the chosen Public domain mark instead of a Creative Commons Attribution 
license (CC-BY), there is no need to attribute the images to the museum, which is not 
very helpful in attracting more attention both online and for actual visits to the museum.82 

77 For legitimizing the costs, the Rijksmuseum commissioned a business report after the opening – Rijks-
museum 2013.

78 See Mirjam Kooiman’s important essay – Kooiman 2015.
79 Fabrikant 2016.
80 Woldringh et al. 2016.
81 Wimmer 2013: 15.
82 Pekels 2013: 11.
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The digital  presentation of a museum collection has the special possibility for providing a 
 democratic and participatory culture enabled by contemporary technologies. There have 
been successful approaches to combine education and entertainment in the former website 
of the Rijksmuseum – for instance the masterworks presentation and online exhibitions – 
but they were not transferred to the new website launched in 2012. Also the open content 
catalogue project has been offline for many months and has not been continued so far.

All this highlights better government funding of public museums is necessary. There 
is also an urgent need to prevent culture from being reduced to economic instrumental-
ism because “cultural policy should be about culture first and foremost as a public good,” 
 according to Jim McGuigan. And “it is reasonable and also necessary to be critical of crudely 
economistic cultural policy.”83 
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