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Český abstrakt 

Klíčová slova: AIMA, dějiny muzejnictví, dějiny zemědělství, historie mezinárodních 

nevládních organizací, studená válka 

Předkládaná práce se zaměřuje na formování a rozvoj zemědělského muzejnictví v 

teorii i praxi ve studenoválečné Evropě. Důraz je kladen na utváření transnacionálních 

znalostních sítí a organizací s cílem přispět k identifikaci teoretických a metodologických 

trendů ve vývoji tohoto muzeologického oboru. 

Etnografické museum v přírodě Skansen ve Stockholmu a výrazně technicky 

orientované Maďarské národní zemědělské muzeum v Budapešti, obě založena v 90. 

letech 20. století, patřila k průkopníkům zemědělského muzejnictví a působila jako vzory 

pro pozdější iniciativy v Evropě i mimo ni. Tento dvojaký původ a s ním spojené různé 

přístupy dodnes ovlivňují vývoj zemědělské muzeologie: lze najít zemědělská muzea 

zaměřená na technické záležitosti, jídlo a výživu, folklór, specifická průmyslové obory a 

odvětví atd. Museografické přístupy a kurátorské praxe těchto institucí se mohou značně 

lišit – od opětovného zavádění tradičních postupů až po vědecká centra zaměřená na 

environmentální témata. 

V čase, kdy prezentace zemědělství, produkce potravin a životního prostředí 

v muzejních expozicích získává na významu, je nezbytné pochopit a lépe poznat 

historický vývoj těchto institucí. Cílem této diplomové práce je prostřednictvím 

transnacionálního přístupu nastínit historickou geografii zemědělských muzeí, 

identifikovat a zmapovat nadnárodní trendy a klíčové sítě. Zvláštní pozornost je proto 

věnována zformování mezinárodní organizace Association Internationale de Musées 

d’Agriculture (AIMA), založené v roce 1966 v Československu,  a institucím zapojeným 

do její činnosti  na obou stranách železné opony. Stránky časopisu Acta Musearum 

Agriculturalurae, vydávaného AIMA, jsou klíčovým zdrojem této práce a představují 

hlavní nástroj k pochopení a porozumění dobovým teoretickým diskusím v oblasti 

zemědělské muzeologie. Výzkum doplňují další zdroje, které vytvořily mezinárodní 

organizace (jako ICOM) nebo národní instituce. 
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Abstract 

Keywords: AIMA, museum history, agricultural history, International NGO history, 

Cold War 

This research focuses on the emergence and development of agricultural museum 

practice and theory in 20th-century Europe, with special attention to the establishment of 

knowledge networks between different transnational actors; contributing to the 

identification of theoretical change and methodological trends in the development of this 

museological field. 

The Skansen Open-Air Museum in Stockholm, a folklore museum, and the Hungarian 

Agricultural Museum in Budapest, a national museum with a markedly technical 

character, both founded in the 1890s, were the two pioneer institutions of this kind, acting 

as role-models for later initiatives around Europe and beyond. This bipolar ancestry 

reflects the variety of approaches possible, still today, in the realm of agricultural 

museology: one can find agriculture-related museums focused on technical matters, food 

and nutrition, folklore, specific industries or sectors, etc. Furthermore, the museographic 

approaches and curatorial options of these institutions can vary considerably from re-

enactment of traditional practices to the science-centre-inspired display of environmental 

matters.  

At a time when environmental, agricultural, and food related matters gain increasing 

importance in museums, it stands as essential to know the history and development of 

these intuitions. Through the adoption of a transnational approach, this thesis intends to 

establish a historical geography of agriculture museums, identifying and mapping 

transnational trends and key networks. Special attention is devoted to the antecedents and 

creation of the Association Internationale de Musées d’Agriculture (AIMA), founded in 

1966 in Czechoslovakia and involving institutions in both sides of the Iron Curtain. The 

Acta Musearum Agriculturae, the journal of this organisation, constitutes an essential 

source for this work, allowing for a better understating of the main theoretical debates 

within the agricultural museological milieu, in a particularly constrained political context. 

Other sources, produced by international organisations (like the ICOM) or national 

institutions complement the research. 

 



6 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Český abstract - 4 

Abstract – 5 

List of Acronyms and Abbreviations - 7 

Introduction - 8 

Historiography - 11 

Methodology - 18 

Sources - 22 

 

Antecedents of agricultural museology and its transnationalism (1890s-1939) - 25 

 Displays of folklore and technology from world fairs to museums - 25 

The ambitions of a novel museum in a newly-independent nation - 35 

 The agriculture museum as an undefined concept in the inter-war years - 46 

  

Agriculture in museums in the post-war period (1945 – 1960s) - 53 

 Agriculture in the Museum in Western Europe - 55 

Agriculture in the Museum in Eastern Europe - 72 

Some comparative and contrasting features - 83 

 Resuming contacts and the rebirth of a project - 86 

   

The creation of the AIMA and the building of a new professional network (1966-1971) - 

94 

Categorising and defining the agriculture museum - 95 

 Socialist agriculture and Soviet science - 102 

 Some East-West parallels and contrasts - 114 

Language, geopolitics and statutes in the inception of the AIMA - 121 

Final notes and first-hand accounts on AIMA’s affirmation and coming-of-age - 

130 

 

Conclusion – 143 

Bibliography – 153 



7 

 

List of Acronyms and Abbreviations 

AEOM - Association of European Open-Air Museum 

AIMA - Association Internationale de Musées d’Agriculture  

AMA – Acta Museorum Agriculturae 

CIMA – Congressus Internationalis Museorum Agriculturae 

ČZM – Československé zemědělské muzeum (Czechoslovak Museum of Agriculture) 

EU – European Union 

FAO – Food and Agriculture Organization 

GMO – Genetically Modified Organisms 

ICOM – International Council of Museums 

MERL - Museum of English Rural Life 

MMM - Magyar Mezőgazdasági Múzeum (Hungarian Agricultural Museum) 

NGO – Non-governmental organisation 

UN – United Nations  

UNESCO – United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 

 

Introduction 

 

“The EU will become the ‘Museum of Agriculture,’” this is the warning left by Robert 

Saik, an “agtech entrepreneur” in August 2018. He is dismissive of the European Union 

(EU)’s strict legislation concerning Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs), 

particularly of its efforts to extend the ban over this kind of products to newly-developed 

gene editing technologies.1 In Saik’s perspective this hypothetical, continental-size, 

museum would be a place of backwardness, where outdated technologies are kept alive 

by means of an over-restrictive legislation. The interviewee’s views on GMOs and EU 

agricultural policy are certainly not consensual, and are beyond the scope of this research. 

Museums are for him the symbol of a continent lagging behind, refusing technoscientific 

modernity in favour of romantic views of rurality. Is that really what museums, 

agriculture-focused or otherwise, are? Agriculture itself, as an economic activity, has 

been similarly judged for long decades now, and it looks like it can hardly compete with 

the appeal of other more “modern” technologies among an increasingly urban public.  

Counterintuitively, environmental matters came to the forefront of public attention, 

with ecological sustainability becoming a household name, at a time when, less and less 

people have first-hand experience of agriculture, or any effective knowledge about it 

whatsoever. This “age of agricultural ignorance” is the result of a long process throughout 

the last couple of centuries of increasing urbanisation of the world population and higher 

productivity of agricultural activity.2 Starting in Neolithic times and closely related with 

the advent of civilisation, agriculture shaped human history in a way few other 

technologies did. Agriculture accompanied humankind throughout the ages, being 

perfected in an effort to sustain increasingly sophisticated societies. The 19th century was 

an important turning-point in agricultural history, the invention of chemical fertilisation 

and the discovery of genetics, whose importance was only noted in the beginning of the 

following century, mark the dawning of a new age of industrial agriculture. In the second 

half of the 20th century, with the large-scale implementation of techniques and methods 

                                                           
1 R. Saik, “The EU will become the ‘Museum of Agriculture,’ says Leading Agtech Entrepreneur,” 

interview by Jack Heald, AgFunderNews, 29 August 2018. https://agfundernews.com/eu-will-become-

museum-agriculture-says-leading-agtech-entrepreneur.html, [accessed 02/03/2020]. 
2 S. Evans, The “Age of Agricultural Ignorance”: Trends and Concerns for Agriculture Knee-Deep into 

the Twenty-First Century, in “Agricultural History”, 2019, 93:1, pp. 4-6. 
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derived from scientific research to agricultural practice both in developed and developing 

countries, one can say that there is virtually no one today whose life is not being impacted 

by agricultural science; which makes startling the lack of attention and the number of 

misconceptions which surround agricultural practice.3 

In recent years, discussions concerning climate change, agricultural policy, food 

security, public health, animal welfare, and water management have led to a growth in 

interest for exhibitions displaying what are, fundamentally, agricultural matters. 

Museums did not remain isolated from these discussions, in fact museum theory and 

practice have been adopting new perspectives and approaches to deal with the demands 

of an environmentally conscious society.4 Displays encompassing the topics above 

mentioned are a frequent feature of many science centres and museums, and many other 

institutions, as archaeological or ethnographic museums, can hardly escape exploring the 

more remote history of agriculture. Still, around the world, agriculture museums are few 

and far between. This ill-defined, academically underexplored, institutions are a rarity 

despite the ultimate significance of their field of specialisation for both the general history 

of humankind and, more plainly, to our basic subsistence. 

An important question arises from this discussion: What is an agriculture museum? It 

is certainly a place where agriculture-related matters are displayed. Still, there is no clear 

consensus on what makes a museum “agricultural,” such an eclectic assortment of 

institutions as open-air folklife museums, petting farms, ethnology museums, technology 

museums, and science centres could all be considered, at least partly, as agricultural 

museums. This reflects the late-19th-century bipolar ancestry of agriculture museums; 

their origins can be found in Scandinavian open-air museums, as well as in Central 

European national museums of agriculture. Mechanisation, particularly the introduction 

of internal combustion-powered tractors in the early 20th century, appears to have been 

                                                           
3 On the difficulty of raising awareness for agricultural scientific practice and the controversial character of 

matters as genetically modified organisms (GMO) see K. A. Stofer, Connecting to Agriculture in Science 

Centers to Address Challenges of Feeding a Growing Population, in “Science Education and Civic 

Engagement”, 2005, 7: 2, pp. 77-86. / D. Brossard, J. Shanahan, C. T. Nesbitt (eds.), The Public, The Media 

and Agricultural Biotechnology. Oxon-Cambridge: CAB International, 2007. / P. Grison, Par les fruits et 

légumes, l’interprétation de différents patrimoines, in “La Lettre de l’OCIM”, 119, 2008, pp. 31-35. 
4 For a practical case-study on this matter see : M. Robert, M. Leroux, Quand l’écologie devient objet(s) de 

musée, in “La Lettre de l’OCIM”, 2009, 121, pp. 19-27. For a more comprehensive exploration of the topic 

see F. R. Cameron, B. Neilson (eds.), Climate Change and Museum Futures, New York: Routledge, 2015. 

/ S. MacDonald, Behind the Scenes at the Science Museum, London: Berg Publishers, 2002.  
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the culturally-constructed boundary dividing ethnographic “views of the rural past” from 

collections of “modern agriculture.”  

In my view, it stands as essential to know the history of agriculture museums in order 

to eventually better understand the complex crossroads in which these institutions stand 

today. There is a variety of possible ways in which such a broad topic could be explored, 

an obvious possibility was to selected one, or a few, case-studies and analyse their 

creation and/or development. From a practical standpoint this could be done either by 

focusing on a single museal institution over a longer chronology or on a multiplicity of 

cases over a shorter period of time. In a way, the second option was selected but picking 

significant case-studies was not a clear-cut task. Very few major institutions present 

themselves as agriculture museums tout cour and, from those that do use that title, not all 

are, unfortunately, particularly approachable for a mere master’s student. Even reducing 

the scope of this research’s attention to Europe, some barriers remain, i.e. the 

kaleidoscope of languages in which the documentary sources about the history of these 

institutions, spread around the Continent, are available in. If the objective was to compare 

and contrast the development of different museums, why not refocus our attention on the 

links between these institutions and the ways in which they influenced each other?  

Eventually, I came to know about the existence of the Association Internationale de 

Musées d’Agriculture (AIMA - the International Association of Agriculture Museums), 

and its selection as a case-study seemed obvious. 

The AIMA, founded in 1966 in Czechoslovakia, still exists today and remains active 

in its transnational purposes. The journal of this organisation constitutes an important 

narrative source of the ideas, plans and ambitions of museologists and historians of 

agriculture. From the moment of its inception, the AIMA put great care into the 

organisation of international congresses, which were alternately hosted by Western and 

Eastern Bloc countries, and attracted a multitude of experts in agricultural matters: 

ethnographers, historians, geographers, agriculturalists, and even the occasional museum 

expert. Given the normal time constraints and page limit of a master thesis, this research 

focuses on the antecedents and creation of the AIMA; broadly encompassing the period 

between the early 20th century and the late 1960s / early 1970s, with a particular emphasis 

on the second post-war period. 
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Overall, this research proposes a transnational approach to the history of agricultural 

museums in 20th-century Europe. In its chronology, centred on the post-World War II 

period, it encompasses pivotal moments for the histories of Europe, agriculture, and 

museums. This was the time of the Cold War but also of the affirmation of a multiplicity 

of international organisations under the umbrella of the United Nations (UN); of the 

Green Revolution but also of the very beginning of the environmental movement; of a 

unprecedented increase in the number of museal institutions but also of a reimaging of 

the role of these institutions in society.  

While centred on the creation of the AIMA and, more generally, on the development 

of transnational scholarly knowledge networks within the Cold War-divided European 

museum community, this research aims also to explore wider themes in the fields of 

museum and cultural history. Its research questions are as following: 1) What were the 

dynamics behind the development, and limited success, of the concept of “agriculture 

museum” in Europe? 2) What kind of topics, materials, and techniques were selected for 

display in different periods and how did changing geopolitical circumstances influenced 

these decisions? 3) What was the relative role of experts, state apparatuses, and NGOs in 

shaping the transnational agriculture museum milieu? 

 

Historiography 

Academic works dedicated to the history of agriculture museums are scarce. Still, 

within these, folklife and open-air museums have fared better, while research focused on 

collections of modern agriculture remain, despite some clear exceptions, rare.5 Most 

works about the history of agriculture museums narrate the antecedents, creation and 

development of particular institutions of this kind or, more rarely, specific displays or 

exhibitions; some present the history of agriculture museums in a specific country. For 

example, Richard Dupuis’ 2015 dissertation about the heritagisation of agriculture in 

France from the 1920s onwards.6 Museum professionals have also been keen on 

presenting the history of their institutions and several museums, as the Československé 

                                                           
5 On the rarity of these works see G. Kavanagh, Mangles, Muck and Myths: Rural History Museums in 

Britain, in “Rural History”, 1991, 2, pp. 187– 203.  
6  R. Dupuis, “La patrimonialisation du monde agricole, l’exemple des musées de 1920 à nos jours”, PhD 

diss., Université de Reims Champagne-Ardenne, 2015. 
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zemědělské museum (ČZM - Czechoslovak Museum of Agriculture), have celebrated 

important anniversaries with the publication of their institutional histories.7 

A few museums have been fortunate enough to attract scholarly interest over their 

origins and the circumstances of their creation, that is the case, e.g., of the Museum of 

English Rural Life (MERL), a folklife museum founded in 1951 and still extant. Articles 

by Peter Rivière and Chris Wingfield elaborate on the role of experts in the promotion of 

new ethnographic and folklore museums, taking into consideration matters as socio-

political change and national identity.8 Collections of modern agriculture and their display 

have been less successful in captivating academic interest but some exceptions exist. For 

instance, a recent article about the newly-disassembled agricultural gallery of the London 

Science Museum, also originally a product of the early 1950s. There, David Matless, 

explores the materiality of the exhibition, its dioramas and scale-model implements, while 

questioning the interrelations between societal change, technological and scientific 

development, and the environment in the post-war period.9  

In what concerns the historiography of particular types of museums where agricultural 

issues are comprehended, open-air museums have a prominent position. A comprehensive 

history of the movement was published in 2007, authored by veteran museum director 

Sten Rentzhog. In this book, Rentzhog strives to present the history of open-air museums 

in a factual but also critical perspective. Encompassing a long chronology, between the 

late 19th century and the present day, his work covers museographic trends, influential 

figures, and the creation of the Association of European Open-Air Museum (AEOM). 

Nonetheless, this book takes a decidedly museum studies-based approach to the topic, 

privileging theoretical considerations on the particularities of museum work over 

historical contextualisation and analysis. In fact, the open-air museum association has 

been comparatively much more thoroughly researched than the AIMA. In 2016, in 

celebration of AEOM’s 50th anniversary, a compilation of short articles about the origins 

of the organisation and its development was published. These accounts, many of which 

                                                           
7 Now the Czech National Museum of Agriculture. On this institution see, e.g., S. Steinová, Osudový příběh 

Československého zemědělského muzea (1891) 1918-1952, Prague: NZM, 2013. / E. Kubů, J. Šouša, A. 

Šimčík, et al., 100 let Národního zemědělského muzea, Prague: Národní zemědělské muzeum, 2018. 
8  C. Wingfield, From Greater Britain to Little England, in “Museum History Journal”, 2011, 4:2, pp. 245-

266. / P. Rivière, Success and Failure – The tale of two museums in “Journal of the History of Collections”, 

2010, 22:1, pp. 141-151. 
9 D. Matless, The Agriculture Gallery: displaying modern farming in the Science Museum, in J. Agar, J. 

Ward (eds.), Histories of Technology, the Environment and Modern Britain, London: UCL Press, 2018, pp. 

101-122. 
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memories of participants in the earlier decades of the association, allow for a very vivid 

overview of the circumstances and idiosyncrasies of an international networks of museum 

experts from both sides of the Iron Curtain.10  

The AIMA, on the other hand, has been the subject of only two short accounts of its 

origins and history. One authored by Zdeněk Tempír, one of its founders in 1960s 

Czechoslovakia, and another by Edward Collins, a British museum professional who 

joined the organisation in the late 1960s.11 Both these testimonies, penned already in the 

early 21th century, after the AIMA had underwent considerable changes, provide 

interesting and useful perspectives that can be contrasted with other sources. Nonetheless, 

the lack of a systematic compilation focus on the history of the association means that the 

history of the AIMA remains an academically untouched subject.  

Most of the older works about museum history are authored by museum professionals. 

These works often propose very matter-of-fact genealogies of institutions, focusing on 

the influence of a handful of foundational figures and the spread of a particular type of 

institution or museological trend throughout the world.12 In some cases, accounts of past 

failed plans to create an agricultural museum in a given country are listed as proof of the 

pedigree of the author’s proposals.13 These sources, many of which are articles published 

in international journals or proceedings of conferences, have a very one-sided 

perspective, generally telling us more about how the author wanted their institution to be 

seen than about the constellation of factors influencing their activity. Nevertheless, very 

useful information can be retrieved from these works and the existence of thematic issues 

dedicated to agriculture museums in specialised journals, proved essential for this 

research. These volumes, those I have used were published during the 1970s and 1980s, 

are often introduced by short, albeit interesting, articles by museum experts exploring and 

contrasting the origins of different museal institutions. Most of these articles present a 

common narrative, identifying the world exhibitions of the second half of the 19th century 

                                                           
10 S. Rentzhog, Open-Air Museums – The History and Future of a Visionary Idea, trans. S. V. Airey, 

Kristianstad: Jamtli Förlag and Carlsson Bokförlag, 2007. 
11 Z. Tempír, Establishment and initial development of International Association of Agricultural Museums, 

“Acta Museorum Agriculturae”, 1989 [2001], xxii, pp. 111-114. / E. J. T. Collins, The history of AIMA: a 

personal perspective by Ted (E.J.T.) Collins, “AIMA Occasional Paper”, May 2016. URL: 

https://www.agriculturalmuseums.org/about/history/, [accessed 16/12/2019]. 
12 On this topic see K. Woitschová, Dějiny Národního muzea na pomezí historiografických žánrů. in 

“Muzeológia a kultúrne dedičstvo”, 2019, 7:1, pp. 83-98. 
13 See, for instance, C. A. Browne, A National Museum of Agriculture - The Story of a Lost Endeavor, in 

“Agricultural History”, 1939, 13:3, pp. 137-148. 
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as the origin of later permanent displays of agriculture. The variety of institutions 

displaying agricultural matters is also not ignored by these authors, who usually point to 

both, late-19th and early-20th-century open-air museums and national museums of 

agricultural technology, as the pioneers in bringing agriculture into the museum.14   

Agriculture museums, comparatively with natural history or technology museums, 

were seldom referred to in museum studies publications, remaining the reserve of a very 

limited sect of experts. This cohort was formed from the ranks of agricultural historians, 

ethnologists, and curators of open-air museums and the, very few, agricultural technology 

museums throughout Europe and North America. In the period under consideration in this 

research and taking into account the sources used, most contributions in this field were 

authored by European museum experts; mostly from Central Europe (Germany, 

Czechoslovakia and Hungary) and Scandinavia (Sweden and Denmark). Western 

European (British and French) authors were not unusual, but Eastern European (Soviet), 

Southern European (Italian), and extra-European (USA, Egypt and India) works are few 

and far between.15 In North America, which will be referred to only in passing throughout 

this research, an autonomous culture developed around the “living historical farms” 

concept. This was inspired by the Scandinavian open-air museum movement but 

eventually matured into an independent corpus of theory and practices.16  

This duality is asserted throughout several works, with authors emphasising the 

historical primacy of either one or the other type of museum accordingly with their 

professional specialisation. For instance, in 1972, Iván Balassa from the Hungarian 

Agricultural Museum (Magyar Mezőgazdasági Múzeum – MMM) accentuates the 

significance of “comprehensive agricultural museums”, where the whole history of 

agriculture till the present was displayed, with a special focus on technological 

development.17 In the same way, in 1984, Sune Zachrisson, from the Nordiska Museet in 

Sweden, underscores the uniqueness and potential of open-air museums, centred in 

                                                           
14 R. Frin (ed.), Museums and agriculture, special issue, “Museum”, 1972, xxiv: 3, pp. 127-193. / J. 

Cuisenier (ed.), Museums and agriculture in the 1980s, special issue, “Museum”, 1984, 143 (xxxvi:3), pp. 

119-167. 
15 Information obtained by the reading of the issues of the journals Museum and AMA published between 

1948 and 1989. This matter is further discussed in the subchapter “sources”. 
16 Rentzhog, Open-Air Museums, pp. 123-146. 
17 I. Balassa, Traditional and historical agriculture in museums, in Museums and agriculture, R: Frin, 

special issue, “Museum”, 1972, xxiv:3, pp. 146-147.  
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protecting, displaying and, eventually, even reviving folk culture.18 A more thorough 

exploration of the topic was attempted, also in 1984, by Jean Cuisenier from the French 

Musée National des Arts et Traditions Populaires, who looks back into Renaissance 

cabinets of curiosities and their displays of animal trophies and exotica as an early 

example of the representation of an human-dominated natural world. These collections 

eventually evolved into strictly ordered natural history collections by the 18th century and 

were part of illuminist encyclopaedic efforts. Collections of models of agricultural 

equipment eventually started becoming common in a variety of educational institutions 

and constituted the nucleus around which several university and technical museums came 

to integrate agriculture in their displays.19 

Historiographies centred on the subject of modernisation have been keen on 

underlining the role of museums, and the international exhibitions many of them originate 

from, as both products and symbols of the ideas and policies of urban elites. Museums 

were one of the institutions created with the purpose of countering social and political 

instability, at a time of relentless transformation. Levin considers that the increasing 

urbanisation of the late 19th century and early 20th century “marked a break with a 

traditional understanding of society as rooted in agriculture.” Scientific and technological 

progress were central to the worldview of urban elites, and positivist visions of a “human-

constructed environment” became a staple of modernity.20 It seems reasonable to argue 

that displays of agriculture are ideal subjects for exploring transition periods, bringing 

some light into the nature of human-environmental relationships in a historical 

perspective. 

The inception of modern museums, in the late 18th century, is inseparable from the 

affirmation of nationalism as one of the leitmotivs of European history.21 History itself, 

as a discipline, has a similar genealogy. Fortunately, museum history did not remain 

                                                           
18 S. Zachrisson, Agricultural museums – the story and propagation of an idea, in Museums and agriculture 

in the 1980s, Cuisenier J. (ed.), special issue, “Museum”, 1984, 143 (xxxvi:3), pp. 121-124. 
19 J. Cuisenier, Exhibiting meaningfully – the semantics of display in agricultural museums, in Museums 

and agriculture in the 1980s, J. Cuisenier (ed.), special issue, “Museum”, 1984, 143 (xxxvi:3), pp. 130-

137. On this topic see as well G. Denis, Agriculture, Esprit du Temps et Mouvement des Lumières, in 

“Histoire & Sociétés Rurales”, 2017, 2:48, pp. 93-136. 
20 M. R. Levin, Dynamic Triad: City, Exposition, and Museum in Industrial Society, in M. R. Levin et al., 

Urban Modernity – Cultural Innovation in the Second Industrial Revolution. Cambridge / London: The 

MIT Press, 2010, pp. 3-4. 
21 On this very rich topic see, e.g., P. Aronsson, A. Nyblom (eds.),  Comparing: National Museums, 

Territories, Nation-Building and Change, conference proceedings, Norrköping: Linköping University, 18–

20 February 2008. 
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oblivious to transnational approaches. Meyer and Savoy argue that “European museal 

reality includes the existence of another, more complex, multi-facetted level – one that is 

marked by transnational cross-fertilizations.”22 In their perspective, “museal trends” 

originate in the interrelations and connections established between institutions in a 

transnational level, and visitor expectations are often grounded in international 

experiences. While Meyer and Savoy alert to the difficulty of completely separating the 

study of museums from their national contexts, the “pan-European roots” of museums 

encourage the adoption of transnational approaches.23    

Bennett connects the development of the modern museum with the ascension of the 

nation-state in the 19th century, sharing the constructivist approach of historians like 

Benedict Anderson and Eric Hobsbawm.24 In a Foucault-inspired vein, museums, 

alongside fairs and international exhibitions, are considered as instances of cultural 

institutions of display intended as instruments of social management; “each of these 

institutions is involved in the practice of ‘showing and telling’: that is, of exhibiting 

artefacts and/or persons in a manner calculated to embody and communicate specific 

cultural meanings and values.”25 Museums differentiated themselves from other 

institutions by their emphasis on specialization, classification and education; with 

educating replacing amusement as their main function, a uniquely Western phenomenon. 

Bennett argues that "the museum’s formation needs also to be viewed in relation to 

the development of a range of collateral cultural institutions, including apparently alien 

and disconnected ones."26 It is further posited by this author that natural history and 

anthropology museums were especially important for this process by displaying a natural 

and social evolutionist account of history.27 Open-air museums, despite their emphasis on 

folk life are again seen as institutions where “the role of the bourgeoisie is eternally 

naturalised.”28 Within these institutions there are noticeable “patterns of exclusion”, 

namely the rare reference to labour history or the suffragist movement; thus underlining 

                                                           
22 A. Meyer, B. Savoy, Towards a Transnational History of Museums. An Introduction, in A. Meyer, B. 

Savoy (eds.), The Museum is Open – Towards a Transnational History of Museums 1750-1940, Berlin / 

Boston: De Gruyter, 2014, p. 7. 
23 Ibid, p. 4. 
24 T. Bennett, The Birth of the Museum – history, theory, politics. London and New York: Routledge, 2009, 

p. 143. 
25 Ibid, p. 18. 
26 Ibid, p. 17. 
27 Ibid, pp. 50-54. 
28 Ibid, pp. 111, 119. 



17 

 

the relevance of understanding the power structures behind the creation and development 

of museums and their displays, where “the past is selectively recalled and 

reconstructed.”29 

Concerning museum theory, Randolph Starn notes that “the problem this days is how 

to navigate a flood of literature on the theory, practice, politics, and history of 

museums.”30 Starn excavates the last few decades of museum literature and criticism, 

chronicling the conflicting trends and approaches that made museums a prime place for 

the discussion of the roles of the past in present-day society. Post-modern interpretations 

of museums, focused upon their epistemology and genealogies, and obsessed with the 

“disciplinary museum” as a place of confinement of objects and social control, are 

criticised as inoperative and disconnected from real museal practice. He concludes by 

arguing that “museums are not reliably transparent or disinterested institutions any more 

than, say, universities are.” Starn, referring back to late-18th-century philosophical 

debates on the relations between society, materiality and museums, contends that the 

novelty of “new museology” is debatable and “museum history is fraught with complex 

and often conflicting motives.”31 Nonetheless, museums face clear challenges at the 

moment, being one of the prime battlegrounds for the ongoing “culture wars,” with the 

ascension of new trends in social sciences and historiography, e.g. post-colonial 

discussions, the objectivity of science, gender and minority studies.32 Starn draws 

parallels between historians’ concerns with the uses and memory of history in present-

day society and the concerns of museum specialists with the commodification of culture, 

with the emphasis of museal activity being dislocated from education to entertainment, 

and the provision of experiences replacing object interpretation. These challenges, 

aligned with the emergence of mass tourism and mass media, are nevertheless seen as a 

result of a continuing process of which both late-19th-century open-air museums and late-

20th-century science centres are equally part.33  

 

 

                                                           
29 Ibid, p. 120. 
30 R. Starn, A Historian’s Brief Guide to New Museum Studies, “The American Historical Review”, 2005, 

110:1, p. 68. 
31 Ibid, p. 97. 
32 Ibid, p. 85. 
33 Ibid, p. 93. 
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Methodology 

Recent scholarship has emphasised alternative visions of modernity and noted the 

entanglements and intersections of environment and technology in the period since the 

industrial revolution.34  Museums, and the international exhibitions many of them 

originate from, are both products and symbols of the historical process of 

modernisation.35 Moreover, the study of the conservation, cataloguing, and display 

practices of museums has contributed for wider discussions in the fields of cultural history 

and history of science.36 The study of the display of agriculture in museums has the 

potential to inform our knowledge about human-nature relationships in a historical 

perspective. This has been noted by recent trends in contemporary historiography, 

particularly the appeal of “rural modernism” as a scholarly approach.37 

Farming practices changed rapidly in the post-war years, with increasing 

mechanisation and use of agrochemicals, in the last few decades, by environmental 

concerns, discussions on agricultural policy, and controversies surrounding food security. 

All these, brought the rural back to the foreground of public culture. If, as Paul Readman 

posits, the “cultural engagement with the rural […] can be seen as an integral part of the 

modern condition,” rurality and modernity need to be seen as interweaved concepts.38 

While that is not one of the main aims of this research, museums focused on agricultural 

matters, both in its folklife and modern agriculture iterations, can be useful case-studies 

on the exploration of links between rurality and national identity, for instance, 

connections between the popularisation of folk life and open-air museums and 

Scandinavism, and the surge of national museums of agriculture in newly-independent 

Central European states between the late 19th and the early 20th centuries.  

This is not an attempt to write an encyclopaedia of agricultural museums, even less a 

conspectus of individual institutions. Rather the strategy is twofold: first, to present an 

overview of the development of agricultural museology in 20th-century Europe in a 

                                                           
34 J. Agar, J. Ward (eds.), Histories of Technology, the Environment and Modern Britain, London: UCL 

Press, 2018. / K. Bluemel, M. McCluskey (eds.), Rural Modernity in Britain – A Critical Intervention, 

Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018. 
35 Levin, Dynamic Triad, pp. 1-12. 
36 S. J. M. M. Alberti, Nature and culture: Objects, disciplines and the Manchester Museum, Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2009. 
37 P. Readman, Storied Ground - Landscape and the Shaping of English National Identity, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2018. 
38 Ibid, p. 306. 
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transnational perspective; second, to excavate instances of practice and theory change and 

development within the framework of international museology in what concerns 

agricultural topics. This thesis cannot hope to offer a definitive or comprehensive view 

of the history of agricultural museums or even of the international organisations active in 

that field. Rather, through the following chapters, the aim is to identify important trends, 

networks and actors in the construction of the contemporary European agricultural 

museum. Thus, hopefully opening up an arena for further discussion and debate; 

foregrounding issues for further research and highlighting complexities. 

The definition of the theoretical framework and methodological tools to employ in the 

analysis of our case-study, the AIMA and the development of agricultural museology in 

20th-century Europe, implied the selection between different possible approaches. The 

contrasting of different theories is not the objective of this work, thus a pragmatic 

orientation will be adopted with theories and concepts being introduced and used when 

considered useful in the discussion of a specific matter.  I opted for a transnational history 

approach, fitting for the study of a non-governmental organisation as the AIMA, 

articulated with methods drawn from the field of museology. These options were deemed 

the best to account for the characteristic of both the case-study and the sources in hand. 

From a theoretical standpoint this thesis adopts a transnational approach. The meaning 

of “transnational” is not strictly defined in the realm of social sciences, with its 

etymological origins and its current historiographical meaning differing considerably.39 

Although “transnational”, when applied to history, can be understood in several different 

ways, for the purpose of this research I favour its usage in the context of the study of 

international organizations and their historical role in the construction of modernity.40 

Tyrrell, from the early 1990s one of the first advocates for transnational history, defines 

transnational history as a new approach focused on the “movement of peoples, ideas, 

technologies and institutions across national boundaries.” This approach is close to 

comparative history and is also heavily influenced by the Annales School and its methods, 

namely regional history, historical geography, and histoire croisée41 Tyrrell, drawing 

                                                           
39 P.-Y. Saunier, Transnational, in A. Iriye, P.-Y.Saunier (eds.), The Palgrave Dictionary of Transnational 

History – from the mid-19th century to the present day, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, pp. 1047-1048.  
40 E. van der Vleuten, Toward a Transnational History of Technology – Meanings, Promises, Pitfalls, in 

“Technology and Culture”, 2008, 49, pp. 977-981. 
41 I. Tyrrell, History, in A. Iriye, P.-Y. Saunier (eds.), The Palgrave Dictionary of Transnational History – 

from the mid-19th century to the present day, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, pp. 493-495. 
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from social constructivist views of nation and nationalism, intended to counter the 

nationalist and “exceptionalist” perspectives of United States history, proposing its 

replacement for “history as a variation on transnational themes,” noting the importance 

of studying organizations, movements and ideologies which transcend national borders.42 

However, transnational history remains a controversial term. Patel, underlining the 

lack of academic consensus in defining transnational history, argues that it has become 

an "umbrella term" for a variety of approaches, like histoire croisée, entangled history, 

connected history, and global history. This author summarily defines transnational history 

as an alternative to the, still prevalent, nation-focused history. Accentuating its 

pragmatism and the trivialization of theoretical debates concerning its ethos, transnational 

history is further characterized by Patel as a "perspective," more than a rigid theory or 

method, a new level of analysis to be added to the scale between local and global history. 

Patel posits the importance of transnational history for the study of European history. 

Considering that Europe itself can be understood as the result of a cumulative process of 

interconnection between different entities.43 

The use of the term “non-governmental organization” starts in the context of the post-

war creation and expansion of the United Nations and was applied to all non-

governmental actors who wished to have a working relationship with the inter-

governmental agencies created within the scope of that organisation. The term proved 

popular and was eagerly adopted by all kinds of organisations in the following decades. 

Saunier notes the importance of the study of these organisations, especially those which 

have an international scope, for transnational history as “their programmes, their 

partnerships, their memberships, their funding, their aspirations” encompass several 

countries and allow for a better understanding of the flows and connections across 

national units in a non-state level.44 Saunier considers that international non-

governmental organizations “are historical objects in their own right, which have invented 

forms of action, of governance, of dedication, in their attempt to do away or cope with 

                                                           
42 I. Tyrrell, American Exceptionalism in an Age of International History, “The American Historical 

Review”, 1991, 96, p. 1038. 
43 K. K. Patel, Transnational History, in: “European History Online”, Mainz: Institute of European History, 

03-12-2010, URL: http://www.ieg-ego.eu/patelk-2010-en, pp. 1-4, [accessed 20/01/2020]. 
44 P.-Y. Saunier, International non-governmental organisations (INGOs), in A. Iriye, P.-Y. Saunier (eds.), 

The Palgrave Dictionary of Transnational History – from the mid-19th century to the present day, London: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, p. 573. 
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national differences and pressures and their frequent – but not ominous – aspiration to 

some universal.”45 

Concerning the pitfalls of this approach, Saunier underlines the importance of avoiding 

a teleological discourse of a “quasi-linear march towards world society”, a risk that 

mutatis mutandis Patel and Van der Vleuten repeat for their respective fields of European 

and technology history.46 According with Saunier, when the history of international non-

governmental organizations is constructed, emphasis has been often on “their discourse, 

impact or programmes but rarely for their mode of operation. We know very little about 

the historical evolution of their financial situation, staffing, or organizational culture.”47  

Nonetheless, despite the theoretical appeal of a purely non-national discourse, the 

national dimension remains of the utmost importance in the study of international 

organizations. Ever since their inception in the 19th century, these organizations have 

favoured an internal governance system devised along national lines and disagreements, 

even when occasioned by personal or conceptual reasons, were often understood as 

national rivalries, which could escalate to conflicts between ideologically-aligned blocs 

during the Cold War period. The governance mechanisms of these organizations became 

battlegrounds disputed by opposing groups, which contented for the architecture and 

control of their parliamentary-inspired decision-making structure. The role played by 

personal relations and the dynamism of charismatic leaderships are other important 

factors to be considered. Conclusively, Saunier considers international non-governmental 

organizations as ideal case-studies for transnational history.48 It is significant to note that 

variations of these methods have already been applied to the historical study of 

international organisations connected with agricultural issues, as the Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO), founded in 1945, and its predecessor, the International 

Institute of Agriculture, created in 1905.49  

                                                           
45 Ibid, p. 579. 
46 Patel, Transnational History, pp. 1-4. / E. van der Vleuten, Toward a Transnational History of 

Technology, pp. 977-981. 
47 Saunier, International non-governmental organisations, p.574. 
48 Ibid, pp. 575-579. 
49 C. A. Pernet, A. R. Forclaz (eds.), Confronting a Hungry World: The United Nations Food and 
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I believe that transnational history methods, informed by theoretical notions drawn 

from the field of museum history, are the most fitting for this work. While it would have 

been possible to conduct a similar research using purely comparative methods, i.e. 

contrasting examples of agricultural museums in different European countries, focusing 

on the creation and development of an international non-governmental organisation raises 

a set of interesting questions. Specifically, it becomes easier to emphasise non-national 

scales as the individual agency of museum experts or the transnational appeal of 

museological and museographic trends. These matters would certainly have been side-

lined by a more national-focused exploration of the topic, particularly in the, at times, 

ideologically-charged atmosphere of Cold War era geopolitics. 

 

Sources 

In this work, I do not purport to present a definitive history of the creation of the 

AIMA. That would be impossible considering the constraints of a master’s level thesis. 

The AIMA has not had a permanent headquarters in its history, there is no central 

“archive” where one can peruse correspondence or other documentary sources. These are, 

most likely, dispersed over the many institutions which, over the decades, led the 

association. Nevertheless, the yearly issues of the Acta Museorum Agriculturae (AMA), 

the official journal of the AIMA, constitute an accessible source of information 

concerning its activities. Published by the ČZM between 1966 and 1989, the AMA served 

as a medium for the diffusion of the proceedings of the Congressus Internationalis 

Museorum Agriculturae (CIMA), organised by the association every few years.50  

Another obstacle was the variety of languages in which articles were published. While 

documents concerning administrative matters are usually found in the four official 

languages of the AIMA (English, French, German and Russian), articles are available 

only in one of those.51 My ignorance of both the German and Russian languages precluded 

detailed analysis of the content of many papers, fortunately I could often rely on the 

                                                           
50 Altogether twenty-three issues were published between 1966 and 1989, these include the proceedings of 

nine CIMA. Starting on the late 1980s, the ČZM passed through a period of financial hardship, and was 

unable to continue to publish the AMA. The subsequent proceedings of the CIMA have, till this day, been 

published at irregular intervals by the institution responsible for the organisation of each congress. See 

Tempír, Establishment and initial development, p. 114. 
51 Z. Tempír, Bedeutung der Landwirtschaftsmuseen als wissenschaftlische, Dokumentations – und 

Bildungstätten zur Verbreitung des landwirtschaftlichen Fortschritte und die Notwendigkeit 

ihrerinternationalen Zusammenarbeit, “Acta Museorum Agriculturae“, 1, 1966, pp. 1-3. 



23 

 

kindness of colleagues, who translated specific articles or passages. Despite my 

colleagues’ best efforts, misinterpretations on my part are likely to have occurred. It is 

important to note that while only a handful of Russian-language articles can be found in 

the several volumes of the AMA, German-written papers constitute the bulk of the first 

few issues. Another challenge of this research is that many of the secondary bibliography, 

about the experts involved in the creation of the AIMA, is also only available in niche 

languages, as Czech or Hungarian. Therefore, I consider this research to be a first 

approach to the topic and a basis upon which future research may take place.  

The CIMA and their proceedings, published in the AMA, included a very considerable 

number of articles which did not pertain to agriculture museums, or any kind of museum-

related matters whatsoever. Several issues focus almost entirely on rural history, 

ethnography, history of technology, and other related topics. As our purpose here is not 

only to contextualise the creation of the AIMA but also to better understand agriculture 

museums, their development and change, and the way they related which each other, this 

work presents only a partial analysis of the content of the AMA in its early years. Other 

possible perspectives, e.g., concerned with the historiography of agriculture and its 

relations with other scholarly fields, would certainly be fruitful in further enhancing our 

knowledge about the nature of academic debates within the wider academic milieu where 

the AIMA was included in the second half of the 20th century.52 

Other than the AMA, other journals and publications are essential for this work, notably 

UNESCO / ICOM’s journal Museum, and ICOM News, ICOM’s news bulletin. Both 

these publications were created in 1948 and provide useful information about the “pre-

AIMA” period, before 1966, of post-war agricultural museums. Furthermore, Museum 

presents a wide panorama of international museum theory and practice, allowing for a 

more comprehensive understanding of the display of agriculture in museums throughout 

the second half of the 20th century. Museums of agriculture can also be better 

contextualised amidst other contemporary institutions, especially science, natural history, 

and folklore museums. Moreover, many museum professionals contributed for both 

journals, the AMA and Museum, making the analysis of issues of these two publications 

complementary. Museum often featured special issues dedicated to a particular topic or 

type of museum, these were often repeated every few years and allow for a better 

                                                           
52 See on this topic see, for example, J. Burchardt, Agricultural History, Rural History, or Countryside 

History?, in “The Historical Journal”, 2007, 50:2, pp. 456-481.  
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understanding of changing trends in a particular field; “museums and agriculture” was 

the theme of two issues, one in 1972 and another in 1984. In spite of laying already 

slightly outside of the chronological scope of this research, these constitute useful 

documentary sources.53 

On a final note, it is important to mention that the write up phase of this research work 

was seriously affected by the 2020 COVID-19 epidemic. The officially imposed 

confinement of most of the population of Czech Republic, as well as the closure of 

universities, libraries and archives, meant that archival and bibliographical sources were 

unavailable to researchers and students at a crucial moment for this research. These 

constraints led to the need to change the scope and aims of the work here presented, 

affecting its overall quality and relevance. 
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Antecedents of agricultural museology and its transnationalism 

 

This chapter’s intention is to introduce the history of the display of agriculture in 

museums starting from the late 19th century till World War II. This period is covered in 

an episodic rather than exhaustive way, as the latter would have the potential to be an 

independent research by itself. Here, the focus lies on the transnational connections that 

influenced the creation and development of museums where agriculture-related matter 

constituted an important part. European, especially Central European, case-studies are 

emphasised as institutions established in this region had a pivotal role in the later creation 

of international scholarly networks of experts and professionals connected with 

agricultural exhibitions and museums.  

The chapter starts with some notes on late-19th-century international exhibitions, to 

which, perhaps paradoxically, many national museums trace their origins. It includes the 

rise of new trends in the museum milieu, namely open-air museums and museums of 

science and technology. This is followed by the identification, particularly within post-

World War I newly-independent states, of the essential role of an increasingly influential 

elite of experts, who shaped the development of new museal institutions and their 

international ties. Moreover, and particularly important for this research, is the 

demonstration of the difficulties felt by inter-war experts in circumscribing the scope of 

activity of agriculture museums and conceptually defining their characteristics and 

methods. 

 

Displays of folklore and technology from world fairs to museums  

The Jubilee Exhibition was held in Prague in 1891, this event, inspired by the 

enormously successful Exposition Universelle held in Paris in 1889 and by the Hungarian 

Provincial Exhibition of 1885, celebrated the 100 years of an earlier exhibition, one of 

the first industrial exhibitions in Europe. In its turn this earlier exhibition commemorated 

the coronation of the Hapsburg Leopold II as King of Bohemia. Bohemia, of which 

Prague was capital, was the industrial powerhouse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire; a 

forward-looking multi-ethnic city, it was also the stage for a continuous struggle between 

Czech nationalist and imperial centralist ambitions. The 1891 exhibition was planned as 



26 

 

a display of Czech ingenuity, uniting technological development and an ongoing nation-

building process. This clashed with the interests of the German community, which 

included many of Bohemia’s industrialists and development-minded elites. However, 

Prague’s Czech elites were not alone in their attempts to bring together the universalism 

of technoscientific modernity and nationalistic aims, a flurry of international exhibitions 

and fairs took over Central Europe in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 54  While the 

importance of this phenomenon, which has become one of the landmark topics of 19th 

century cultural historiography, can hardly be adequately expounded in this work, 

historians as Robert Rydell have noted that: 

“These fairs were remarkably complex events that served multiple 

functions as architectural laboratories, anthropological field research stations, 

proto-theme parks, engines of consumerism, exercises in nationalism, and 

sited for constructing seemingly utopian and imperial dream cities of 

tomorrow.”55 

                                                           
54 C. E. Nolte, Celebrating Slavic Prague: Festivals and the Urban Environment, 1891-1912, in “Zeitschrift 

für Geschichte und Kultur der böhmischen Länder”, 2012, 52, pp. 42-46. / M. Kohlrausch, H. Trischler, 

Building Europe on Expertise – Innovators, Organizers, Networks, Palgrave Macmillan, 2014, pp. 55-58. 
55 R. W. Rydell, World Fairs and Museums in S. MacDonald (ed.), A Companion to Museum Studies, 

Malden/Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2006, p. 137. 

Fig. 1. The Palace of Industries, where the 1891 Jubilee Exhibition took place. Source: 

M. Filipová, Ideology on Display: Continuity and Rupture at Exhibitions in Austria-

Hungary and Czechoslovakia, 1873-1928, in P. Miller, C. Morelon (eds.),  Embers of 

Empire: Continuity and Rupture in the Habsburg Successor States, New York : 

Berghahn Books, 2019, p. 94. 
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Known both as world fairs or international exhibitions, these shows can be 

characterised as civilising efforts, destined to educate and assimilate urban masses into 

the control of increasingly centralising nation-states. Modern museums are seen, much in 

the same light, as a permanent continuation of world fairs. Both specialised exhibitions 

and museums strove to display and communicate the totality of human knowledge about 

a particular field, this obviously came to include a classificatory interest on human 

cultures, thus ethnographic displays, often of “exotic peoples”, were commonly seen at 

many world fairs.56 This same pattern can be found throughout the Western world and 

Central European cities most certainly followed suit. 

The 1891 exhibition emphasised modernity and technological innovation. 

Nonetheless, an inconspicuous display of a supposed traditional Czech peasant cottage 

proved extraordinarily popular. Fuelled by a politically-charged atmosphere of animosity 

between ethnic groups, the preparation of a new exhibition intended to showcase the 

cultural unity between the Slavic peoples of Bohemia, Moravia and Slovakia, started 

                                                           
56 Ibid, 141-142, 146-147.  

Fig. 2. Display of the Czech school of Písek at the Forestry Pavillion of the 

1891 Jubilee Exhibition. Source: E. Kubů, J. Šouša, A. Šimčík, et al., 100 

let Národního zemědělského muzea, Prague: Národní zemědělské muzeum, 

2018, p. 23. 
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immediately, while the 1891 event was still ongoing. As noted by Claire Nolte, the 1895 

Czechoslavic Ethnographic Exhibition, was not only a result of the increasing popularity 

of ethnographic studies and exhibitions throughout Central Europe but “also a reaction 

against the emphasis on modernity and internationalism of the Jubilee Exhibition of 

1891.”57 

There were significant antecedents to this decision of organising an ethnographic 

exhibition dedicated to Czech culture. Bohemia and the other neighbouring regions had 

underwent a harsh process of Germanisation starting in the 17th century. By the early 19th 

century, the rise of nationalism in Europe led the Bohemian intelligentsia to “rediscover” 

its Czech roots through a variety of means. Peasant culture was seen as a repository of 

national identity capable of counterbalance the power of the German Bohemian 

community. Peasants were the “other,” romanticised, reinvented and mystified as a source 

of vitality to be employed in nation-building.58  

 

                                                           
57 Nolte, Celebrating Slavic Prague, p. 47. 
58 V. Macura, The Mystification of a Nation – ‘The Potato Bug’ and Other Essays on Czech Culture, trans. 

H. Píchová, C. Cravens, Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2010, pp. 8-12. 

Fig. 3. Wallachian house with figurines at the 1895 Czechoslavic Exhibition. In 

Source: M. Filipová, Peasants on display: The Czechoslavic Ethnographic 

Exhibition of 1895, in “Journal of Design History”, 2011, 24:1, p. 21. 
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Through figurines or re-enactments, the lives of rural Wallachians, Moravians, and 

Slovaks were displayed in reconstituted dwellings, assembled in the “Czechoslavic 

village.” A show clearly inspired by other similar demonstrations of rustic national 

environments in exhibitions throughout Europe, as the recently opened Skansen in 

Sweden. While these displays were generally popular, some Czechs criticised the 

backwardness of the villagers and their practices and preferred to underline the modernity 

of Czech culture and its achievements.59 

The above-mentioned Skansen was one of the first of its kind.  Scandinavian open-air 

museums were important testimonies of European elites’ views on popular culture. These 

collections of transplanted buildings, often associated to folk culture museums, expanded 

around Scandinavia between the late 19th and early 20th century starting with the opening 

of the Swedish Nordiska Museet in 1872 and the open-air museum in Skansen in 1891. 

The founder of both these institutions, Artur Hazelius, was a former teacher and fierce 

patriot with a keen interest in peasant culture, who had been charged with organising the 

display of Swedish peasant house’s interiors at several international fairs between 1873 

and 1893; most notably at the 1878 World Exhibition in Paris. Hazelius was part of an 

intellectual milieu which valued folk life and virtues, at the time when these were 

perceived as vanishing under pressure of the advancing modernity; social reform ideals 

and the reverence of the folk had become enmeshed in the Scandinavian zeitgeist. Peter 

Burke posits that the romanticism of the late-18th and early-19th century intellectuality, 

which had precipitated a newfound interest for “cultural nationalism” and folklore, found 

in the outer-most regions of Europe fertile ground: 

“The discovery of folksongs and folk art was not only an effect of the 

intellectuals' discovery of the 'nation' which gathered rapid momentum in the 

French Revolutionary period but also, in part at least, a movement of revolt 

against the centre by the cultural periphery of Europe; part of a movement, 

among intellectuals, towards self-definition and liberation in regional or 

national terms.” 60 
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Daniel DeGroff argues that Hazelius interest in showcasing traditional modes of 

production and concepts of morality can be better ascribed to his Scandinavism. This was 

a political-cultural movement which strove for the integration of all Scandinavian 

countries, and underlines the European character of his ethnographic endeavours. 

DeGroff considers that “the significance of the Hazelian ethnographic project is multiple 

and context-dependant, acquiring different meanings depending on whether the 

interpretative frame was Paris, Stockholm or Scandinavia.”61 Through the analysis of 

these cross-perspectives of Hazelius’ dioramas, DeGroff describes how French visitors 

were often more interested in the life-likeness of the mannequins employed than in the 

folk objects displayed. From a material standpoint it is relevant to note the emphasis 

placed by Hazelius, and his Scandinavian competitors, on the authenticity of the folk 

objects collected and displayed and the consequent ontological transformation of 

utilitarian everyday objects into ethnographic museum artefacts. DeGroff further 

characterises Hazelius’ Skansen as “a venue where national education was blended with 

popular entertainment. It was at the same time a zoo, an architectural display where 
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231. 

Fig. 4. Display designed by Hazelius at the 1878 Paris Universal Exposition. Source: 

D. A. DeGroff, Artur Hazelius and the ethnographic display of the Scandinavian 

peasantry: a study in context and appropriation, in “European Review of History / 
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different types of buildings found throughout the country and larger Scandinavian region 

were reconstructed, and a venue for concerts and theatre performances.”62  

The Skansen, and the itinerant displays of the Nordiska Museet, as those of the 1895 

Czechoslavic Exhibition, contrast with the colonial ethnographic exhibition popular in 

late 19th-century France or Great Britain, bringing forth questions about modes of national 

representation and competition. Other interesting point is the positive character of the 

Scandinavian or the Czech peasant, when contrasted with the colonial “primitive”, an 

important point of differentiation between these two approaches.63 Hazelius and his 

Skansen had their devotees also in Czechoslovakia. The 1895 Czechoslavic Exhibition 

fascinated the artist brothers Alois and Bohumír Jaroněk, who, inspired by Hazelius’ 

model, created in Rožnov pod Radhoštěm, in eastern Moravia, the Valašské muzeum v 

přírodě (Wallachian Nature Museum). Initiated in 1912 but only opened in 1925, this 

open-air museum included both transferred buildings and replicas, which distanced it 

from the classic Scandinavian model.64  

In Hungary, the 1896 Millennium Exhibition in Budapest, a nationalist extravaganza 

at the level of other contemporary world exhibitions, celebrated the putative 1000th 

anniversary of the Magyar tribes’ arrival to the Carpathian Basin. A semi-mythical event 

identified as the most remote origins of the later nation-state. Hungary was, since the 

Compromise of 1867, an equal partner of Austria within the Austro-Hungarian monarchy 

and ruled over a multi-ethnic country. This exhibition included both displays of modern 

technology, arts, and recreational facilities, including an ethnographic village. This last 

section was organised following the model of earlier fairs and exhibitions throughout 

Central Europe but, unlike the 1895 Czechoslavic Exhibition, it also featured the many 

minority nationalities within the Hungarian Kingdom.65 The Royal Hungarian Museum 

of Agriculture (Magyar Királi Mezőgazdasági Múzeum, in this work the initials of its 

post-World War II name are used - MMM), was created in the immediate aftermath of 

the 1896 exhibition and officially opened in 1907. It displayed the collection of 

agricultural implements gathered for the exhibition and occupied the Vajdahunyad Castle, 
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63 Ibid, 13-14. / Filipová, Peasants on display, pp. 15-32. 
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a folly building inspired by several landmarks from all corners of the Hungarian 

Kingdom.66  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
66 Browne, A National Museum of Agriculture, p. 144. 

Figs. 6, 7. Exhibition rooms at the MMM (early 20th century). Source: G. Fehér, The 

establishment of the Museum of Hungarian Agriculture and the opening of its new 

building, in G. Fehér, A Magyar Mezőgazdasági Múzeumért Alapítvány 2005-2007, 

Budapest: Magyar Mezőgazdasági Múzeum, 2007, p. 18. 

Fig. 5. Fisherman’s hut in “prehistoric style” and Vajdahunyad Castle at the 1896 

Millennium Exhibition. Source: Hungarian National Digital Archive, URL: 

https://en.mandadb.hu/tetel/12532/Halaszkunyho_es_a_Vajdahunyad_var. [accessed 

12/04/2020]. 
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The MMM was founded under the patronage of Ignác Darányi, an influential politician 

and twice Minister of Agriculture of pre-World War I Hungarian governments. In a 

country with an agriculture-based economy, the museum was intended as a permanent 

display of modern farming methods, including associated industries, as forestry, 

winemaking, fishing, etc. In its early years the museum mostly disregarded the collection 

and preservation of obsolete implements, tools and any other artefacts in favour of 

displaying the most up-to-date equipment. 67 In the tradition of educational collections 

destined to higher education institutions and world exhibitions, the MMM invested 

heavily in the acquisition of statues of prize-wining animals, especially cattle and horses. 

These plaster models were mostly commissioned to György Vastagh, Jr., who also 

supplied the Deutsches Museum and the British Museum with similar pieces. Vastagh 

kept producing realistic animal sculptures for national and international exhibitions 

throughout the inter-war years, many of which would later find their way into the 

collection of the MMM (see Fig. 30).68  

The collections gathered for international exhibitions were the geneses of many 

museums focused on an ample variety of subjects, which reflected the encyclopaedic aims 

of their positivist-minded organisers. For instance, in London, both the arts-focused 

Victoria and Albert Museum, and the Science Museum, owe their origins to the 1851 

Great Exhibition. The aftermath of these shows, where modernity was exalted, were the 

ideal setting for the creation of science and technology museums, and many new museal 

institutions were inspired by their success.69 In fact the first heyday of the technology 

museum as a novel institution was the early 20th century: in 1903 the Deutsches Museum 

von Meisterwerken der Naturwissenschaft und Technik, the most influential technology 

museum of the time, was founded in Munich; Prague and Vienna followed in 1908, and 

in 1909 London’s Science Museum became autonomous.70  
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In Central Europe rurality appears to have been regarded differently, as not only a 

reservoir of tradition but also as a place where technical innovation could be usefully 

applied. The importance of the international exhibitions of Prague (1891) and Budapest 

(1896) for the development of agricultural museology in Central Europe is quite clear, 

with systematic efforts to create an agrarian museum in the Moravian regional capital of 

Brno being precluded by the formation of an agricultural association (the Bohemian 

Agrarian Association for the Moravian Margavate), in Budapest at the time of its 

exhibition. The 1891 Jubilee Exhibition in Prague is considered by Josef Kazimour, later 

director of the ČZM in the 1930s, as “to a great extend an agrarian exhibition” that was 

later overshadowed by the 1895 ethnographic exhibition. Kazimour is critical of the 

inclusion of the agricultural collection in the newly-created Ethnographic Museum after 

the 1891 Exhibition, which, in his view, valued objects from a purely “aesthetic 

standpoint” as “ornaments,” and not as utilitarian tools. Fortunately for him, in 1907 the 

“agrarian national museum” was emancipated as a section of the ethnographic museum 

and the “confusion” ended with the division of the collections. This was an arduous job, 

the line between ethnography and agriculture being a matter of approach more than 

content, as Kazimour himself admits.71 

                                                           
71 J. Kazimour, Zemědělské Musejnictví v Československu, “Českoslovenké Zemědělské Museum“, 1931, 

20, pp. 53-54. 

Fig. 8. Agricultural Implements Gallery at the 1851 Great Exhibition (London). 

Source: J. Nash, L. Haghe, D. Roberts, Dickinsons’ comprehensive pictures of the 

Great Exhibition of 1851. London: Dicxkinson Brothers, 1854, p. 174. URL: 

https://archive.org/details/Dickinsonscompr1/page/n9/mode/2up [accessed 10/04/2020] 
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The ambitions of a novel museum in a newly-independent nation 

Czechoslovakia was strongly influenced by agrarian political though in the inter-war 

period, perhaps surprisingly given its heavy industrialisation in comparison with other 

Central and Eastern European states. Nonetheless, those regions were mostly 

characterised by low agricultural productivity, small rural properties, and incipient 

mechanisation. The numerous peasantry gained a strong influence over the democratic 

regimes created from the ashes of the derelict empires. The ideology and practices of 

agrarian parties differed considerably between countries but, overall, most posited to 

correct the trade imbalance between rural and urban areas, to implement land reforms and 

to strength the position of small-holders against the landed gentry. A heterogenic and 

pragmatic third way, between Western liberalism and Soviet socialism, agrarian 

proponents were more combative in the Balkans and more adaptable to multi-party 

politics in Central Europe. Its complex mix of rural morals, nationalism and scientific-

minded development, gained particular strength in European countries still experiencing 

modernisation. 72   

Antonín Švehla was one of Czechoslovakia’s first prime-ministers, between 1922 and 

1929, and one of the leading figure of the inter-war Czechoslovak Republic; which gained 

its independent from the Austro-Hungarian Empire in the aftermath of World War I, in 

1918. Švehla’s Agrarian Party (variously named, it adopted the designation of Republic 

Party of Farmers and Peasants in 1922) promoted a “back to the soil” approach leveraged 

by the support of medium and smallholders.73 A whole range of agricultural institutions 

were formed around the time of the independence of Czechoslovakia, among them the 

Spolku Českého (later Československého) zemědělského muzea – Ústavu pro stadium a 

povznesení venkova (The Czech / Czechoslovak Club of the Agricultural Museum – 

Institute for the Study and Improvement of the Countryside), which had Švehla as its first 

president between 1918 and 1924, is perhaps the most important for this research, as it 

was a direct precursor of the ČZM.74 The ČZM saw itself as the heir of a long tradition 
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of collecting initiated by late-18th century and early-19th century learned societies: 

collections of models of agricultural implements and natural history with an “agricultural-

economic” character were assembled in different points of Bohemia, Moravia, and 

Silesia, territories that would later become part of Czechoslovakia. These type of 

collections, some harboured by incipient museums often closely connected with 

educational institutions, were the norm around Central Europe, where generalist museums 

with dissimilar degrees of emphasis on agricultural and natural history could be easily 

found. 75  

In 1918 Švehla received imperial authorisation to organise an autonomous agricultural 

museum the “Agrarian Museum of Bohemia,” renamed a few months later, after the 

independence, as the “Czechoslovak Museum of Agriculture.” Kazimour presents this 

process in a teleological tone and underscores the “spontaneous propaganda” and support 

of youth groups to the museum’s collecting efforts. The eventual creation of a “real 

country museum,” was precluded by several agricultural exhibition organised throughout 

the 1910s in which Kazimour, by then a reporter and leader of the Agrarian Party’s youth 

wing, had taken part. Ambitiously, he posited that modern agricultural methods should 

not be excluded from, otherwise, solely retrospective exhibitions: 

 “At this time a firm basis for agricultural retrospective work and activity 

was established […] not only for the protection of memorials of our ancestors 

but also for the representation, in a dignified manner, of the agricultural 

capability and strength of the Czech farmer and for supplying him with 

necessary information.”76  

Figures like Kazimour could be identified behind efforts to organise exhibitions and 

create museums throughout Europe. Self-taught amateurs who eventually came to be 

considered as experts in their respective fields. In their recent exploration of the role of 

experts in the making of modern Europe, Katrin Steffen and Martin Kohlrausch clarify 

their fundamental role in early 20th-century Europe:   

 “By experts, we mean professionally qualified individuals who were 

recognised as such by their peers and – under certain circumstances – by a 

wider public. Thus, the status of the expert is not necessarily fixed – it is 
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highly dependent on the current dominant economic, social and political 

circumstances.”77 

Relations between experts were not always peaceful, for instance, as seen in the last 

subchapter, the contacts between Prague’s Ethnographic Museum and the ČZM appear 

tense at times. Even though Kazimour commends the “protection of antiquities” and the 

national scope of the Ethnographical Museum, he concomitantly derides its use of objects 

as “ornaments,” assertively distinguishing between “ethnographic” and “historical 

methods” of research. In his view, agriculture museums were justified in displaying 

“copies”, given its utilitarian focus, which contrasted with the insistence on authenticity 

of ethnographic museums. Still, if in Prague the absorption of the Ethnographical 

Museum by the Agricultural Museum was proposed, in Brno the opposite actually 

happened and its incipient museum of agriculture is integrated into the regional 

ethnographic museum. Interestingly, even if Kazimour is dismissive of the abilities of 

rival experts, mere “amateurs” in his view, in contextualising the agricultural 

“memorials” collected; he was equally keen to recruit likeminded amateurs, whose 

research would be directed by the museum. Furthermore, it is clear the preoccupation of 

Kazimour in delimiting the scope of action of his museum in what apparently was a 

contested field of research. For example, assuring that while the agricultural museum will 

indeed study the “old historical home agriculture,” archaeology was outside of its scope.78  

Overall, despite Kazimour’s lofty ambitions, during most of the inter-war period, the 

ČZM occupied makeshift installations in the grounds of the Kinský Palace; the palace 

itself being occupied by his apparent nemesis: the Ethnographic Museum. Nonetheless, 

several regional delegations were spread around the country and there were plans to 

integrate district museums as partners. The planned expansion of the museum through the 

establishment of partnerships with district museums posited that exhibitions should be 

organised accordingly with a strict system of categories: “nature, soil and climate”, 

“cultivation of plants”, “animal kingdom”, and “man;” which shows the diverse character 

of ČZM’s and its several delegations’ displays. Interestingly, the ČZM seems to have 

developed a hybrid system of organisation and display of its collections, conjugating 
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techniques and perspectives inspired mainly by ethnographic, natural history, and science 

and technology museums. The exhibition in Prague comprehended both modern 

agricultural practices and their origins and development: “old instruments” and scale 

models depicted the cultivation of corn in historical times, at the same time that a 

collection of botanical specimens showcased its contemporary variety, and farmers were 

informed of the best techniques to be employed with this crop. Ethnographic displays of 

“people’s dwellings” were alternated with scientific exhibits on agroecology or 

phytopathology, or even with practical advice on, for instance, how to protect birds 

beneficial to farming.79  
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Fig. 9. ČZM’s building at the Kinský 

Palace grounds in the 1930s. Source: J. 

Frič, Réalisation du programme dans le 

cadre du musée national d’agriculture à 

Prague, “Časové Otázky Zemědělské“, 

1937, 64, p. 7 

Fig. 10. Display at the ČZM’s Prague 

museum (1928). Source: E. Kubů, J. 

Šouša, A. Šimčík, et al., 100 let 

Národního zemědělského muzea, 

Prague: Národní zemědělské muzeum, 

2018, p. 55. 
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Fig. 11. Potato and beetroot specimens 

at ČZM’s Brno museum. Source: 

Kubů, Šouša, Šimčík, et al., 100 let, p. 

25. 

Fog. 12. Animal production exhibition 

at ČZM’s Bratislava museum (1931). 

Source: Kazimour, Zemědělské 

Musejnictví v Československu, n.p. 

Fig. 13. Plant production exhibition at 

ČZM’s Bratislava museum (1931). 

Source: Kazimour, Zemědělské 

Musejnictví v Československu, n.p. 
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Summarily, the ČZM was characterised by its evolutionary approach to the history of 

agriculture, further aiming to scientifically educate the Czechoslovak people and provide 

useful advice to its farmers.  Kazimour’s utilitarian take on museum practice is 

nevertheless coexistent with other, more classical, museal concerns. For example, when 

describing the activities of the Frýdek branch of the ČZM, located in the industrialised 

region of Silesia, Kazimour added that it also encompassed the preservation of historical 

artefacts as “it was shown that it would be necessary to protect agricultural antiquities 

because industry was outstriding agriculture more and more.”80 The answer to the 

perceived need to preserve the “memorials” of traditional farming and society was 

collection and classification of all kinds of objects, materials and documents; which, 

Kazimour proposes, should be sought for all around the former territories of the, then-

defunct, Austro-Hungarian Empire.81  

Kazimour’s fears were not unfounded, Czechoslovakia intended to portrait itself as an 

up-to-date country and the 1928 Exhibition of Contemporary Culture in Czechoslovakia, 

the first such event organised after the independence of the country, was particularly 

ambitious. Ideas of national rebirth, social reform, scientific knowledge and technical 

innovation came together in this exhibition. Brno, where the exhibition took place, was 

the dynamic second biggest city of the new republic and an ideal setting for underscoring 

the newness and broad horizons of the new state. The different sections included 

workshops and laboratories, as well as displays of new administrative models and social 

transformations taking place in Czechoslovakia. 82   

Ethnographic displays, characteristic of the earlier, pre-independence, period were 

hardly to be found at the 1928 exhibition. The nation had been established and they could 

now be relegated to regional museums, no longer deemed worthy representations of a 

modern country. Ethnic tensions, a feature of previous exhibitions, were not absent from 

this show, where Slovakia, more rural than the western regions of Czechoslovakia, was 

underrepresented. This was also a consequence of state-sponsored Czechoslovakism, a 

concept which regarded Czechs and Slovaks as a single people in order to justify and 

secure their control of the state apparatus over the substantial minority groups within the 

new state; which comprehended as well Germans, Hungarians, Poles and Ruthenians. On 
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the other hand, the intended modernisation of rural areas was conspicuously showcased 

and one of the highlights of the show was the “electric farmhouse,” a model farm where 

all kinds of novel mechanised equipment could be found: 

“The farmhouse displayed in Brno was electrified from floor to ceiling and 

featured automated milking machines, a heated poultry house, and its own 

meteorological station, phone exchange, and distillery – the very vision of 

futuristic agriculture.”83 

Visitors could also explore other state-of-the-art models and displays connected with 

the agricultural and food industries, including bakery, forestry, sugar refinery, brewing, 

and even Škoda tractors. Agricultural education, administration and were also part of the 

exhibition. All these were perfectly aligned with the objectives and policies of the 

Agrarian Party, which actually was officially present at a parade organised for the 

exhibition’s “agriculture day”. 84 
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Fig. 14. Sugar industry section at the 

1928 exhibition. Source: B. J. Jelínek 

(ed.), Almanach Výstavy soudobé 

kultury v Brně 1928, Brno: 

Národohospodářská propagace Č.S.R, 

1928, p. 17. 

 

Fig. 15. “Electric farmhouse” at the 

1928 exhibition. Source: Jelínek, 

Almanach Výstavy, p. 17. 
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The influence of the Agrarian Party over the ČZM was also quite clear. From an 

administrative standpoint the museum enjoyed some autonomy, its collections were 

owned by the Ministry of Agriculture but the direction was selected by the Švehla-

controlled Czechoslovak Club of the Agricultural Museum – Institute for the Study and 

Improvement of the Countryside. Kazimour describes the ČZM as a “technical museum” 

with a variety of responsibilities and objectives, namely: research, education and 

cooperation. The first priority of the museum was researching the history of agricultural 

techniques and production, e.g. the post-1918 land reform, not incidentally, one of the 

main issues for the Agrarian Party. While scientific research was excluded from the 

museum’s scope of activity, “scientific propaganda” was promoted with the purpose of 

Figs. 16, 17. “Agriculture day” at the 1928 exhibition, including the leaders of the Agrarian Party, a 

folklore show, and the visitors attracted by the event. Source: B. J. Jelínek (ed.), Almanach Výstavy 

soudobé kultury v Brně 1928, Brno: Národohospodářská propagace Č.S.R, 1928, p. 91.  
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educating the peasantry. Lastly, Kazimour envisioned the museum as a prime promoter 

of “international agricultural relationships,” coordinating the exchange of knowledge and 

product samples between countries, notably those of Slavic culture.85 Given the political 

entanglements of the ČZM, pan-Slavism, an ideology positing the cooperation and even 

political union of Slavic peoples around Central and Eastern Europe, is not unexpected in 

this context; it was in fact quite popular among the Czech intelligentsia throughout the 

late 19th century and the early 20th centuries.86  

Indeed, the Czechoslovak inter-war agrarian fever had a robust internationalist 

element. Švehla and his Agrarian Party promoted the creation in 1921 of the International 

Agrarian Bureau (Mezinárodního Agrárního Bureau). Colloquially known as “the Green 

International,” it was a league of European agrarian parties, mostly from Central and 

Eastern Europe. While protectionist economic policies hampered the development of 

close cooperation between the different countries, the Bureau emerged as more successful 

than its rival, the Soviet-backed, Peasant International (known by its Russian abbreviation 

– Krestintern). The Green International organised yearly congresses and published a 

multilingual journal under the direction of Karel Mečíř, who strove to replace the pan-

Slavic inclinations of the early days of the association by a more internationalist appeal.87 

Although scholarly networks suffered with the effects of World War I, by the 1920s 

many fields witnessed a new surge in international contacts between experts.88 This has 

been noted by Thomas Davies, who demonstrates that, despite being regularly overlooked 

in this regard, the inter-war period was a time of strong growth of the influence and 

number of international non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Davies underscores the 

significance of these organisation for the construction of a “transnational civil society,” 

with the expansion of their range of activity and the establishment of relations with the 

League of Nations’ apparatus.89   
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The ČZM followed the lead of the Green International and solidly was integrated in 

the international museum networks of the time; its publications were consistently 

available, either in their integrity or partially, in the main cosmopolitan languages of the 

time: French, English and German. Allowing the museum to engage in exchanges of 

academic literature with foreign institutions. 90 Moreover, Kazimour and Eduard Reich, 

both part of Švehla’s agrarian clique, defended the need for cooperation between 

agricultural museums in the framework of an international organisation devoted to this 

matters.91 This question appears to have been for the first time raised at the 15th 

International Agricultural Congress, held in Prague in 1931.92 A few years later, Reich 

more formally proposed the creation of an organisation dedicated to the cooperation 

between agricultural museums at the meetings of the Fédération Internationale de la 

Presse Agricole, in Germany in 1937, and the Fédération Internationale des Techniciens 

Agronomes, in Switzerland in 1938. In both meetings he highlighted the importance of 

international conferences for the circulation of ideas and projects between intellectual and 

technical elites. Zdeněk Tempír, director of the ČZM in the 1960s, later argued that 

Reich’s proposals were well received by foreign museums and that only the start of World 

War II put an end to the project.93  

Despite being ultimately unsuccessful, ČZM’s proposal was pertinent and followed 

contemporary trends that extended into the museum field. In fact, these institutions had 

gained increasing recognition among transnational actors, especially after 1927 when the 

Office Internationale des Musées was created as an associate organisation to the League 

of Nations International Committee on Intellectual Cooperation. In turn, this new 

museum-focused institution created a journal, the Mouseion, where the League of 

Nations’ humanist ideals and international cooperation initiatives were promoted. 

Furthermore, the Office Internationale des Musées organised conferences, competitions, 

and exhibitions. The conferences concentrated on issues surrounding the display of fine-

arts, the conservation of heritage buildings, the design of modern museums, and 

archaeological excavation methods. The museum milieu was, in the inter-war years, 
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going through a period of redefinition, with new theoretical approaches, mostly 

developed in North American institutions, gaining increasing influence over European 

curators. During this period many experts started to conceptualise the role of museums 

as, above all, educational institutions dedicated to serving their communities. In this 

context, display techniques needed to be carefully planned and museums could not fail to 

revitalise themselves or, in the museum expert’s lexicon, to become “living museums.”94 

The dynamism of the inter-war museum sector was certainly promising for the integration 

of the increasingly common science and technology museums into the higher tiers of 

museal professional networks. Nevertheless, these museums needed to wait till the post-

war to assert themselves in the transnational sphere.   

In conclusion, it is important to remember that figures like Kazimour and Reich were 

not isolated instances, but part of an influential social group that, in the interwar period, 

had managed to establish themselves as important elements of increasingly centralised 

state apparatuses. Central Europe, Bohemia inclusive, went through drastic changes in 

the post-World War I years. Steffen and Kohlrausch convincingly contend that interwar 

Central Europe is an ideal setting for studying the relationship between experts and states. 

Throughout the 20th century experts gained increasing importance within state 

apparatuses around the world, with particular emphasis on Europe. These experts had 

underwent a process of “forced internationalisation” in the pre-World War I period, as 

citizens of the multinational Austrian, Russian and German empires. Later, while 

retaining their position in international knowledge networks, they became important part 

of the newly-created Central European states’ elites. However, tensions between experts 

in scientific and technological fields and political authorities were not unheard off. The 

international connections which characterised this social group could be, depending on 

the context, either valued or seen with suspicion, making their status less solid than 

expected.95 Nation-building processes pushed them to take sides and regime changes, as 
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those that took place across Central and Eastern Europe in both post-war periods, could 

be both an opportunity and a challenge for this cosmopolitan and knowledgeable cohort.96   

 

The agriculture museum as an undefined concept in the inter-war years 

In the late 1939 Charles Browne, the head of the Bureau of Chemistry and Soils of the 

United States Department of Agriculture and an enthusiast of science history, wrote an 

article where he lamented the inexistence of a national museum of agriculture in his 

country of origin.97 One had indeed existed, in the dependence of the Department of 

Agriculture, through the second half of the 20th century but its facilities demolished in 

1905 and the collections dispersed by various national museums around the American 

capital. Browne proposed the reestablishment of the museum and gave as example several 

European agricultural museums which he had visited over the last few years. These 

institutions fell, according with him, into two main types: the “special museum”, 

concerned with a particular branch of agricultural activity, from farm machinery to “rural 

arts”; and the “general museum”, which attempted to encompass the whole scope of 

agricultural matters. Furthermore, all these institutions had different geographical scales 

of specialisation, from purely local museums to the whole world.98 

Browne’s paper is centred in three kinds of institutions, colonial agriculture museums, 

agricultural science and technology museums, and open-air museums. The first type is 

exemplified by two British collections and a Dutch one: the Museum of Economic 

Botany, at the Kew Royal Botanic Gardens, the Museum of the Imperial Institute and the 

Colonial Institute of the Netherlands. These institutions focused on the trade potential of 

colonial commodities and appear to have a more administrative than educative focus. 

Browne is more attracted by Paris’ Musée des Arts et Métiers, devoted specially to 

science and technology,” commending its extensive collection of models of agricultural 

equipment and facilities A true heir of the 19th-century museum classificatory impulse, 

this French museum contained serialised collections of everything from horseshoes to 

fruit duplicates. However, Browne favouritism went to Budapest’s MMM. Considered as 
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the best existing example of the “general type” of agriculture museum. It benefitted of 

ample, palatial, installations where a variety of aspects of agricultural activity were 

displayed, from crop growing to livestock breeding and from forestry to veterinary 

science. The museum included a sizeable library, laboratories, and a conference room, 

and was acknowledged as a model for the establishment of analogous institutions 

abroad.99  Finally, Scandinavian open-air museums, including Hazelius’ Skansen, are also 

generally described.100 

 While clearly favouring MMM’s approach to agricultural museology, Browne avoids 

any strict prescription of the route to be taken by any future project in the United States, 

simply enumerating the putative benefits of agriculture museums: demonstrating the 

particularities and potentialities of national agriculture to foreign and local experts, 

education of students and the general public, and the preservation of important 

agricultural collections dispersed over different institutions. Summarily, Browne posits 

that: 

“An agricultural museum serves also as a repository of historic objects that 

illustrate the progress of agriculture in the life and growth of the nation. Such 

objects include not only exhibits of antique farm equipment and the like, but 

representations, by models, dioramas, and paintings, of the past agricultural 

life of the people. A national museum of agriculture might almost be called a 

temple of agricultural history.”101 

The MMM, on account of its longevity and dimensions was well-reputed within the, 

still incipient, agriculture museum community. It appears to have been Browne’s main 

inspiration and even Kazimour, in his early years as a paladin for the creation of an 

agriculture museum in Prague, pilgrimaged to Budapest in 1916. At the time the MMM 

was, in his words, “supposed to be the most modern” agriculture museum in existence.102  

As at the MMM, the technological slant of the ČZM was clear. Reich’s 1937 account 

of the program and objectives of the museum concludes with an appeal to cooperation 

between agricultural museums, and between those and other museums, especially 
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technical ones: “as technical work receives the produce of agricultural work and 

transforms it for further human use.” Ethnographic, history, and science museums were 

also mentioned, with the interesting remark that it was from these institutions that often 

agricultural museums obtained their collections.  A candid admission of ČZM’s past, a 

splinter of Prague’s Ethnographic Museum.103 

Despite being appealing for agriculturalists and scientific-minded experts, agricultural 

museums focusing on technoscientific matters could hardly compete with the appeal of 

open-air museums, and the ČZM’s staff was well aware of these circumstances. In 

Sweden, a country of six million people, Stockholm’s Skansen boasted an average of one 

million visitors per year, and was a popular touristic attraction. Only Leningrad’s 

agriculture museum achieved the same turnover, but in a much more populous country. 

The celebrated MMM had between three hundred and four hundred thousand visors’ per 

year.104  This information is provided by František Šach’s 1937 thorough compilation and 

categorisation of world agriculture museums. Šach noted the independent development 

of agriculture museums in different points of Europe starting in the second half of the 19th 

century, observing that there was a high degree of variation among displays between 

institutions. In his opinion, these reflected the different needs of each country but still 

constituted a challenge that could be overcome by an international coordination body.105 

  As in Browne’s article, institutions were divided in categories according with the 

content of their exhibitions and type of collections. The first group, covered “general 

agriculture”, which attempted to encompass the totality of agricultural activity. This type 

included museums a variety of museums throughout Central and Eastern Europe, as well 

as Scandinavia, Southern Europe and non-Europe museums. The highlight went to the 

museums in Leningrad, Warsaw and Budapest, all were long-stablished institutions with 

ample buildings and collections at their disposal. Other museums mentioned in this 

category included the recently-created Dutch Agricultural Museum, attached to the 

Wageningen’s agricultural research centre, and Lisbon’s colonial agriculture museum.106 

The second group referred to university museums, as the Agricultural University of 

Berlin’s museum. These institutions had an important educational role but were hardly 
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popular; the Berlin museum had a maximum yearly average of only fifteen thousand 

visitors. The third type encompassed specialised institutions, as wine or beekeeping 

museums, spread around Europe. The fourth concerned folklore museums of the 

Scandinavian style, led by the Swedish Nordiska Museet. Closely related, the fifth group 

account for open-air museums, also inspired by the Scandinavian model and the ever-

popular Stockholm’s Skansen, examples could be also found in Germany and the 

Netherlands.107   

It is significant that other than a handful of exceptions, the museums identified by Šach 

were located in Norther, Central and Eastern Europe. In Western Europe only the 

Netherlands are consistently mentioned, significantly France and the United Kingdom are 

completely absent from the chapter. Southern Europe, other than passing references to 

Lisbon and Belgrade, is not included in Šach’s list. In fact, surprisingly, some non-

European museums, from Argentina and Brazil, are described in more detail than many 

European institutions. It is obvious that Šach privileged “general agriculture,” akin to the 

ČZM, in his research. Moreover, it is reasonable to suppose that the Czechoslovak 

museum made use of the international connections of the local Agrarian Party, the leading 

force behind the Green International, in order to create a parallel information exchange 

network, both being centred around Central and Eastern Europe. 

Despite the hopes of the ČZM’s staff, agricultural modernity was, in most countries, a 

poor contender against the popularity of folklore among the intellectual elites. The United 

Kingdom, is a good example of that trend. The Science Museum included agriculture 

equipment in its displays, a collection it had inherited from the Great Exhibition of the 

mid-19th century, and colonial agricultural activity and products were a common sight in 

several institutions. Still, starting in the early 20th century, different learned societies 

promoted the creation of a “National Folk Museum” focused on collecting testimonies of 

a disappearing rural culture, which many believed in danger of being erased by modernity. 

They were mainly inspired by Hazelius’ Nordiska Museet but also by examples elsewhere 

in Europe, in Paris and Moscow, and there were even proposals that, as in Sweden, an 

open-air museum should be annexed to the new institution. Attempts were made to create 

such an institution throughput the 1920s and 1930s, and some folk museums with a 

regional scope were born. All this marked a change from earlier decades when 
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ethnographic collections and research focused on extra-European subjects as a result of 

British colonial endeavours. However, only in the post-World War II did British 

folklorists achieved their aims with the creation of the MERL in the 1950s.108 

Unlike agriculture museums, ethnology / folklore museums could rely on existing, and 

competing, transnational academic and professional associations.  Interestingly enough, 

one of the most important events in the international affirmation of folklore as an 

academic research fields in the inter-war years took place in Prague. It was there, in 1928, 

that the Commission Internationale des Arts Populaires was founded, on occasion of a 

congress promoted by the, French-controlled, Institut International de Coopération 

Intellectuelle; a recently-created autonomous organism that replaced the earlier 

homonymous committee at the League of Nations. Fearful of the potential political 

minefield that an institution focused on popular culture could be in the context of 

1920s/1930s Europe, the League of Nations strove at once to secure its control. By the 

early 1930s the new institution had been transformed into another satellite body of the 

League and hallowed of any initiative. The withdrawal of Germany, in 1933, and Italy, 

in 1937, from the League of Nations meant that experts from these countries were also 

forced to leave the Commission Internationale des Arts Populaires, further contributing 

to its decline. Eventually, two competing organisations arose: The Swedish-inspired 

International Association for Folklore and Ethnology in 1935 and the French-controlled 

Congrès International de Folklore in 1937. The former was led by Sigurd Erixon from the 

Nordiska Museet and encompassed Scandinavia, Britain and Germany; the latter was 

under the direction of Georges-Henri Rivière, creator of the Parisian Musée National des 

Arts et Traditions Populaires. Ultimately, Erixon and Rivière managed to reach an 

agreement and establish cooperation ties between their organisations, but this was cut 

short by the outbreak of World War II.109 

While this discussion might seem tangential to the topic of the display of agriculture 

in museums during the inter-war years, we have seen how folklore museums, with their 

depictions of rural culture, were considered as one of the strongest trends inside the 
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nascent agricultural museum sphere. By the early 20th century concepts as folklore, 

ethnography and ethnology had still fuzzy borders and experts, museums, and 

organisations in these fields needed to both assert themselves, from accusations of 

amateurism, and content with the politicisation of their work. Unlike agriculture museums 

with a more scientific and technological emphasis, ethnographic museums could rely on 

a better established museological tradition dating back to 19th century natural history 

collections and museums, from which they got many of its earlier collecting methods. 

Agriculture museums of the more “general” type, as those in Prague, Budapest and other 

Central and Eastern European cities could have attempted to strengthen their profile by 

allying themselves with science and technology museums, with which they had plenty in 

common. Nonetheless, as noted above, science and technology museums themselves 

were at an incipient phase during the inter-war years. 

What makes a museum “agricultural”? The confrontation of Šach’s and Browne’s 

views with the problems plaguing other, more established kinds of museums, leads one 

to understand the undefined status of agricultural museums throughout the 20th century. 

As observed by Šach, the display of agriculture in museums arose in different institutions 

and countries sometimes for completely dissimilar nationally-defined reasons. While this 

is partially confirmed by researchers working on the historiography of the origins, scope, 

and aims of European national museums.  This is not to say that museums are all 

incomparable institutions but that museums, even those with a similar scope, could and 

did vary considerably in their characteristics between geographical areas. Peter Aronsson 

proposes that the construction of national museums can be better approached from a 

historical perspective by broadly defining groups of states with similar characteristics: 

empires, small but long-established states, and emerging nation-states; of course, many 

states moved between these categories over the last couple of centuries. The common 

trajectories of states within these groups, entailing similar chronologies of nation-

building, can thus be convincingly presented as a useful heuristic tool.110  

Following Aronsson’s approach, and taking into consideration the sources analysed in 

this chapter, it becomes easy to understand that landlocked Central and Eastern European 

states would have little use for the colonial agriculture displays typical of Western 
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European capitals. Likewise, Scandinavians dealt with the fast paced modernisation by 

looking retrospectively into their rural communities, idealised as immobile reservoirs of 

traditional virtues. On the other hand, newly-independent countries, born out of the post-

World War I geopolitical reshuffle, felt the need to assert the modernity of their societies 

and institutions; eager to be recognised as legitimate members of a rapidly changing 

world.  
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Agriculture and museums in the post-war 

 

As it is easy to imagine, World War II had a disruptive effect on the ČZM’s plans of 

creating an international organisation dedicated to fostering cooperation between 

agriculture museums worldwide. František Šach’s survey of agriculture museums, first 

compiled in 1937 and revised in 1966, allows for an illuminating comparison between the 

pre and post-war times.111 Some of the oldest and most respected institutions did not 
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survive the war: Berlin’s University Agricultural Museum, Warsaw’s Museum of 

Industry and Agriculture and Leningrad’s National Agricultural Museum, all dating from 

the second half of the 19th century, had disappeared.112 Others, as Budapest’s MMM, 

suffered considerable damage and only reopened several years after the end of the war.113 

Even institutions that were not outright targeted by physical destruction needed to deal 

with the laborious task of reassembling displays which had been stored away for safety 

and/or for opening up space for wartime administration needs. Moreover, museums were 

far from being a priority in the post-war reconstruction period and endured considerable 

financial constraints.114  

The post-war geopolitical realignment allowed for the creation of a new framework of 

international institutions, centred on a new intergovernmental organisation - the United 

Nations (UN); created to replace the, ultimately unsuccessful, League of Nations. Among 

all the organisations created under the UN umbrella, the most relevant for our research 

and for museum work in general is the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO). UNESCO’s first mission was assisting on the 

rebuilding of war-torn Europe, focusing on scientific cooperation, expansion of education 

programs (e.g. by providing resources for libraries), and the promotion of cosmopolitan 

notions of culture; for instance it was through this organisation that the concept of 

“heritage of mankind” started to gain traction in the early 1950s. Despite its lofty 

universalism, UNESCO’s first years were marred with rivalries between factions and 

internal bickering, eventually becoming one more ideological battleground for Cold War 

politics. In order to influence public opinion in its favour, UNESCO arranged for the 

publication of a flurry of books and journals expounding its arguments.115 It disputed the 

inequality between different cultures and societies based on their level of development or 

on racial grounds, positing in turn the communality of human beliefs and experiences 

throughout history and its common heritage.116  

Closely associated with UNESCO, the International Council of Museums (ICOM), is 

the most important organisation in the post-war museum milieu. Organised in 1946, 
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shortly before UNESCO’s first general conference in Paris, it presented itself as a non-

governmental organisation focused on promoting international cooperation between 

museums. For ICOM, “the word ‘Museums’ includes all collections, open to the public, 

of artistic, technical, scientific, historical or archaeological material, including zoos and 

botanical gardens.” This broad definition was complemented by ICOM’s proposal of 

maintaining a number of international committees specialised on certain categories of 

museums, for example, “Science museums, planetaria, health museums, museums of 

history of science and technology”; “Museums of natural history, zoological gardens, 

aquaria and botanical gardens and educational activities in national parks and nature 

reserves"; "Museums of ethnography, including folk art and open air museums”.117 This 

opened the door to the later expansion of the number of specialised committees and 

associated museum organisations within or in partnership with ICOM. Agricultural 

museums, as we know, are not easily defined and stand in the crossroads of the several 

types of museums mentioned above.  

In this chapter we will focus on a limited set of sources, mainly UNESCO / ICOM’s 

journal Museum and, in some circumstances, also the bulletin ICOM News. The aim of 

the following sections is to present a general panorama of post-war considerations on and 

examples of the inclusion of agricultural matters in museum displays. A variety of 

museums, not only those that presented themselves as purely “agricultural,” will be 

encompassed by the analysis, namely ethnographic, science, natural history, and open-air 

museums. While the focus of this work remains on European institutions and experts and 

the international networks that connected them, other world regions are occasionally 

included in order to better contextualise the analysis. Finally, this work does not purport 

to be comprehensive, but to introduce and contextualise the issues and circumstances that 

influenced the later creation of the AIMA in 1966. 

 

Agriculture in the Museum in Western Europe 

Museum was created in 1948 by the Museums Division of the newly-founded 

UNESCO. Edited from its Paris headquarters, this journal was intended to focus on 

“technical museographical matters”, replacing in this function Mouseion, published in the 
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interwar years by the International Museums Office of the League of Nations. In the 

foreword to the first issue of Museum Julian Huxley, the first director-general of 

UNESCO, calls on museums to cooperate with UNESCO in “its work of establishing the 

intercultural and international understanding basic to the peace of the world.”118 Museum 

was a bilingual publication, including English and French versions of all articles, which 

contrasted with its French-language predecessor. Its editorial committee, composed by 

experts from states where ICOM was represented, was diverse and included experts from 

several former Allied powers led by the, French-educated, Grace L. McCann Morley, 

director of the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. By 1949 the board had been 

replaced by a smaller permanent committee led by the French André Léveillé.119 The new 

journal was intended to comprehend all kinds of museums, including those that had 

previously been absent from Mouseion, e.g., science museums; as this older publication 

specifically attended only to art, archaeology and history museums.120 In a later issue, in 

1951, Morley eloquently summarises the importance of information exchange between 

museums, embodied by Museum:  

“The museum movement is strongly international and its problems, with 

local variations, are very similar everywhere in the world. Successful 

solutions reached in one area are therefore very frequently adaptable 

elsewhere, and are always stimulating and provocative. Exchange of 

information and discussion of professional conditions and techniques on this 

subject on a world-wide basis are accordingly as profitable as was anticipated 

when UNESCO first included museums in its programme, and the 

International Council of Museums (ICOM) was created by professionals to 

make its contribution to the international activity.”121 

Museum’s first issue, unsurprisingly, concerns French museums and dwells on the 

difficult material circumstances of post-war Europe. Most articles note the reorganisation 

of the French museum sector and the reformulation of displays, at a time when collections 

were being returned to museums after war-time storage.122 Other than a passing allusion 

to the colonial agriculture collections of the Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle, 
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agricultural issues are not significantly discussed in any article of the first issue of 

Museum.123 The role of museums as educational institutions is generally underlined 

throughout the whole issue, museums are heralded as a potential important “media of 

knowledge” akin to literature and radio in its societal influence.124 From a technical 

standpoint, authors posit the need to modernise exhibits, by displaying objects “in their 

natural working position” and not in “ornamental groups” as had been previously 

common. The use of artificial lightning in museums is another topic referred to, as it was 

considered to be better for conservation purposes and a useful way of emphasising 

important artefacts.125 Paul Rivet, from the Parisian Musée de l’Homme, points out that 

displayed objects should be carefully selected and not presented in crowded sets and that 

exhibits should be made easily understandable by “a child or an average man i.e., a man 

of little or no culture.” These educational aims, could be reached by incorporating 

photographs, dioramas, music and films in exhibitions. In Rivet’s opinion museums need 

to “make exhibits ‘live’” by both the use of new techniques and the preparation of 

temporary exhibitions.126  

Although apparently at odds with UNESCO’s cosmopolitan aims, ethnological, 

archaeological and folklore exhibitions, “including those of exclusively national folklore” 

were considered effective tools in the promotion of this organisation’s ethos. This was 

noticed by Georges-Henri Rivière, who we have already met at an earlier moment in his 

career and was, by the late 1940s, ICOM’s first director. Rivière defended that the 

traditional divisions between those different fields should be disregarded in museums, 

and that exhibitions ought to freely showcase different societies in a comparative view:  

“A comparison of the various modern Western civilizations, and of 

Western civilization as a whole, with the great civilizations of the East, of 

classical antiquity and with the ‘primitive’ peoples of today, would help to 

dispel the idea of inequality between the different races and would 
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demonstrate, in the immense field of anonymous discovery and re-discovery, 

the solidarity of civilizations and their equality with one another.”127  

For Rivière, when applied to folklore museums, two approaches are possible: one is 

the “systematic method”, which complements the exhibits with notes, images, maps and 

other aides in order to explain the exhibits; the second is the “realistic method”, which 

entails that objects “part of the same cultural whole” are presented in a way as close as 

possible to their original use. In his opinion this is the display technique used by open-air 

museums. The “systematic method” describes the new museological trends represented, 

for instance, at the ethnologic displays of the Musée de l’Homme.128  

Furthermore, Rivière considers that new museographic methods had facilitated the 

transformation of museums into educational institutions. Particularly significant in 

technical museums, including exhibits of agriculture, with the purpose of educating 

workers about the specificities of the industries of which they are part and of 

improvements to their domestic life and health. Exploring theoretical and practical 

innovations in museographic techniques, he argues in favour of a “systematic” method of 

exhibition, organising objects in such a way that the relations between them and with 

“their natural or cultural background” are made clear and analysed; appealing to the 

emotions of visitors through the “use of dramatic elements.”  Thus, he advises 

museologists to make use of modern methods such as “luminous diagrams, working 

models, apparatus which can be handled by the public, etc.” Going as far as suggesting 

the incorporation of methods of “commercial publicity” in the promotion of museums.129  

Concerning natural history museums, Rivière notes the recent developments in the 

field of “oecology” and habitat representation, for example, through the construction of 

highly detailed dioramas. However, he pushes for a more comprehensive approach and 

the inclusion of the “relationship between man and nature” in museum displays. Arguing 

that natural history museums should explain “how man, regionally or over the whole 

world, becomes adapted to his surroundings, masters the elements and little by little 

exploits the riches of the earth.” The educational value of institutions featuring living 

specimens, as zoological parks, botanical gardens or natural reserves is underlined and 
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contrasted with the comparatively uninteresting display of preserved specimens.130 It is 

interesting to underscore that Rivière, later one of the founders of the ecomuseum 

movement, conceptualised between the late 1960s and the mid-1970s and popularised in 

the 1980s, had already started to inch in that direction at a much earlier date. 

In 1954, an ICOM-sponsored meeting took place in Switzerland “devoted to the 

problems of local museums and cultural development outside metropolitan areas.”  While 

regional and local museums had often limited means, ICOM expected them to become 

“cultural centres for the local community”, making their displays of local and regional 

matters more ambitious and educating “the general public in town planning and nature 

protection, and demonstrating the links between past and present”.131 The editor of the 

1951 issue of Museum remarks that “excessive particularism” and “control by the public 

authorities” are the two dangers these museums were most exposed to, compelling them 

to widen the scope of their exhibitions and to fear excessive interference by authorities, 

which could discourage “local initiative” by interfering “in the minor details of a 

museum’s affairs.”132    

Museum included articles about local and regional museums from all around the world, 

including natural reserves. Several of these covered agricultural matters and rural life in 

their displays, namely Swedish regional open-air museums (a network of these had been 

created around the country), Austrian and German Heimatmuseen, and French musées du 

terroir. An interesting example: the Austrian Seemuseum, on the banks of the Neusiedler 

Lake, under the common administration of the Biological Station and the regional 

museum of the Burgenland State, had the dual purpose of awaken among the holidaying 

Viennese “the love of nature and the homeland,” displaying natural history and 

agricultural techniques associated with the Danubian landscape.133 Other significant 

cases: The Musée de l’Olivier in Cagnes and the Musée du Tabac in Bergerac, both 

located in the South of France and focused on important regional agricultural products; 
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in the latter case the museum was created by a partnership between an agricultural 

scientific research organism - the Institut du Tabac and regional authorities.134  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Museum’s search for trailblazing museal techniques led to the publishing, in the 

following year, of an issue partially dedicated to Swedish museums, with Stockholm’s 

Skansen as their maximum exponent, commending their high standards and the 

innovativeness of their “museographic knowledge and techniques.”135 In fact, open-air 

museums were the topic of a 1956 conference organised by ICOM and in the following 

year a declaration by that same organisation encouraged their popularisation in 

developing countries.136 These museums were characterised as among the most up-to-

date institutions in the museum field. Following post-war museological trends, their 

modernity was affirmed by the organisation of temporary exhibitions and the use of new 

display techniques, including newly-developed lightning technology. In terms of scope, 

they are described as local, regional or, at most, national institutions focused on the 

“organic growth of our own soil,” in the words of a Scandinavian museum professional.137 
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Fig. 18. Olive oil museum in Cagnes, southern France (early 

1950s). It depicts a set of oil-jars and explanatory panels 

accounting for the manufacture and use of olive oil.  Source: 

Les Musées Locaux et Régionaux / Local and Regional 

Museums, “Museum”, 1951, iv:2, p.79. 
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Additionally, open-air museums were often associated to other more conventional kinds 

of museums, particularly ethnographic or archaeological collections. That was the case 

of the Skansen, a dependency of the Nordiska Museet, and of the Danish Frilandsmuseet, 

part of the Agricultural Museum / Museum of the History of Agricultural Implements.138  

Open-air museums were prominently featured in Museum in the following years. For 

instance, in 1951 Andreas Lindblom, the director of Stockholm’s Skansen, presented the 

various advertising and promotional techniques used by his museum in order to attract 

visitors, both local and foreigner.139 In 1957 Kai Uldall, from the Danish Frilandsmuseet, 

detailed the methods used in the relocation of buildings to the museum grounds. 

Significantly, the character of the buildings moved to open-air museums, whether they 

were reconstructed “life-size models”, meant to educate the general public, or “re-

erected” specimens, capable to serve as sources for historical research, was far from 

consensual among museum experts.140  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Open-air museums were changing, pioneer museums tended to arrange their buildings 

chronologically, in the same way objects were displayed in late 19th and early 20th century 
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Fig. 19. 14th century pinewood buildings moved to the Norsk Folkmuseum in 

Oslo, Norway (late 1950s). Source: K. Uldall, Open-air museums / Les musées 

de plein air, “Museum”, 1957, x:1, p. 58. 
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museums. These were often installed in city parks or gardens that bore little resemblance 

to their original surroundings. Later open-air museums preferred to organise their displays 

in a more ample setting, attempting to replicate landscapes and creating “small villages,” 

where communal spaces, gardens and agricultural fields contributed to set the correct 

“atmosphere.” Uldall notes that some institutions had expanded their activity to 

encompass displays of living animals, becoming also zoos, mostly keeping “vanishing 

types of domestic animals [that] can by these means be preserved.”141 These “landscape 

museums”, the term Sten Rentzhog uses for this second generation of open-air museums, 

coalesced from: 

“The idea that cultural landscape, cultivation and animals should be made 

into part of the museums experience was not only the result of endeavouring 

to show life in the past in its total context, but also of the rapid transition from 

diversified, small scale agriculture to technicalised monocultures. Fewer and 

fewer people had ant experience of livestock and agriculture themselves, and 

open air museums took on the job of dealing with that deficiency.”142  

Whilst a coalition of Dutch, Belgian, Danish and West German “landscape museums” 

rose to the lead of the open-air movement by the late 1950 and early 1960s, developments 

elsewhere in Europe also attracted the attention of Museum.143 For instance, the British 

MERL, which, despite being more of a folklore museum than an actual open-air museum, 

was certainly influenced in its methods and aims by the latter movement. Founded in 

1951 and opened to the public in 1955, the MERL was created by initiative of John Higgs, 

a professor at Reading University. Its creation was an answer to the rapid-paced change 

in post-war British agriculture and rural life, as Higgs puts it:  

“Change on the farm is normally a slow process; the countryman evolves 

his methods gradually over the years and, though new techniques and 

methods may appear, he is slow to absorb them into the farming system. […] 

The war, however, followed by a period of prosperous agriculture brought 

about by the need for more food, has caused in the space of a few years a 

complete change in the methods and conditions of the whole rural 

community. Not only has machinery on the farm swept away the once 
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ubiquitous horse, but in country workshops and in the homes of country 

dwellers modern equipment and power supplies have become a necessity. 

[…] Within a few years the commonplace things of the past will have 

disappeared or become mere traditions to be retailed over a drink on a long 

winter’s evening.”144 

The museum, assembled in installations provided by the university, focused on the 

collection of agricultural implements, “old records”, “accounts by people still living”, and 

the nomenclature of agricultural equipment and processes. Higgs’ Hazelius-like passion 

for “saving” the heritage of rural life was not casual, as he openly indicates Scandinavian 

museums as his main source of inspiration. The MERL managed to quickly assemble 

collections of horse-drawn vehicles and ploughs, as well as cooking utensils. The 

cataloguing process of objects, oral histories, and records by the MERL is explained to 

the readers of Museum, namely their use of index cards and photography. Although 

regional and local museums throughout Britain had sizable collections of “rural 

antiquities”, most of them lacked space for bigger equipment. Higgs contended that, other 

than the Welsh Folk Museum at St. Fagan’s Castle, a dependence of the National Museum 

of Wales, rural life as a subject was mostly absent from museums in Britain. Hence, the 

MERL had the potential to become the central museum of rural history in England.145  
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Fig. 20. John Higgs inspects a plough at the MERL (n.d.). 

Source: C. Wingfield, From Greater Britain to Little 

England, in “Museum History Journal”, 2011, 4:2, p. 263. 
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Some of the antecedents of this museum’s creation have already been briefly presented 

in the previous chapter, when the display of agriculture in British museums is mentioned. 

It is certainly worth asserting that the creation of the MERL does not come out of a 

vacuum, since the late 19th century that British intellectuals strove for the creation of a 

folklife or ethnographical museum focused on British culture. During the interwar period 

some such institutions, with a local or regional scope, were created in Britain. The 

Highland Folk Museum in Scotland saw its inception in the late 1930s and the Welsh 

Folk Museum in the immediate post-war. By the 1950s, a variety of competing projects 

vied for official support in the creation of an institution dedicated to the collecting and 

study of English rural life.146  

 

Even though the London Science Museum had held a collection of agricultural 

implements since its inception in the mid-19th century, it was in this same period, in 1951, 

that it opened its new agricultural gallery. Precisely lit dioramas populated by models of 

mechanised implements displayed the development of British agriculture between 

medieval times and the post-World War II, encompassing both the manpower-heavy pre-

mechanisation agriculture and the post-war increasing use of agrochemicals. The 

agricultural gallery presented a narrative of technology-fuelled progress in striking 
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Fig. 21. Mechanical reaper at the 

Agricultural Gallery of the Science 

Museum (1951). Source: L. A. West, 

An Agricultural Machinery Museum, 

in “Agricultural History”, 1967, 41:3, 

p. 272 
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contrast with the nostalgic preservationist aims of the MERL. Displays of agricultural 

modernity could also be found at the 1951 Festival of Britain, making the early 1950s a 

revolutionary period for British agricultural museology.147 The rapid change of British 

rural landscape in the post-war years motivated both MERL’s campaign to “save” what 

was left from past practices and the Science Museum’s interest to showcase a field were 

scientific advances and technological innovation had become a staple.  

Science museums were also featured in Museum, a breakthrough for a type of 

museums that, before the post-war, had been little considered in transnational 

professional circles. Nevertheless, science museums were quick in taking up ICOM’s 

emphasis of education and technical innovation. In 1949, Bruno Gebhard, a German-

American museologists wrote about the future of science museums, positing that 

“museums of the future will be museums for the public”. While, somehow half-heartedly, 

assuring that he does not wish to transform museum workers into “do-gooders, social 

reformers,” Gebhard refuses that museums would do “science for science’s sake.”148 

Science museums struggled to overcome the disturbances brought by war and 

commiserated the destruction of buildings and collections, while celebrating what they 

perceived as an increasing interest by the public for scientific and technological matters. 

Herman Shaw, from the London Science Museum, underlined the need of keeping up 

with the recent technological developments of the war years, as radar technology, jet 

propulsion, and nuclear physics; incorporating them into educational displays.149 In some 

cases, the emphasis on popular topics as space exploration and nuclear technology was 

so thorough that more established technoscientific fields were given little attention. For 

instance, in the 1960s, curators of natural history collections at the Smithsonian museums, 

in the United States, found it challenging to remind the public of the importance of 

biological research.150 

Some science museums, however, managed to avoid narrowing the thematic scope of 

their exhibitions. The Deutsches Museum, which proved capable of quickly resuming his 

operations after the war, comprehended in its displays a variety of industrial, technical 
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and scientific fields, from shipbuilding to photography and from astronomy to agriculture. 

The agricultural section attended to “the nutrition and cultivation of plants. It describes 

the working of the soil, the harvest, the construction of mills and the dairy-farming 

industry, and how they have been improved through science and technology.” Karl 

Brässler adds that other exhibits explored related food industries as breweries and 

distilleries.151  

 

Science museums and centres had become increasingly popular in the post-war period, 

as result of a general revaluation of the role of technology in a modernity-driven society. 

Hence the inclusion of scientific matters in UNESCO-led educational projects and 

initiatives. Temporary exhibitions, as well as “circulating” or “traveling” exhibitions, had 

been identified as important means of “dissemination of culture” by the 1949 and 1950 

UNESCO General Conferences, and a report on that same topic was published in Museum 

in 1951. A proposal to create “UNESCO Exhibitions” further showcases the increasing 

importance of scientific education for that organisation; these were described as 

“circulating exhibitions whose educational value, in the fields of art and science, may 

equal that of the large art exhibitions, even though they do not necessarily include great 

masterpieces.” A “pre-fabricated museum” had already been assembled by a partnership 

between the Natural Sciences Department of UNESCO and several United States 
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Fig. 22. Displays on the 

history of textile 

techniques, spinning, 

and weaving at the 

Deutsches Museum 

(early 1950s). Source: 

H. Auer, Science 

Museums and 

International 

Understanding, 

“Museum”, 1954, vii:2, 

p. 105. 



67 

 

scientific institutions and was touring Central and South American countries.152 Some of 

the temporary exhibitions mentioned in the 1951 issue focused on agricultural matters, 

for instance, “Weeds and Weed Control” displayed at the National Museum of Wales and 

“Fish: Fishing, Science & Art”, at the French Muséum Nationale d’Histoire Naturelle.153  
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Fig. 23. Exhibition “Fish: Fishing, 

Science & Art” (1948) at the Parisian 

Muséum Nationale d’Histoire 

Naturelle. Source: G. L. M. Morley, 

Editorial, “Museum”, 1951, iv:2, p. 

24. 

 

Fig. 24. Exhibition “Weeds and Weed 

Control” at the National Museum of 

Wales, Cardiff (n.d.). Source: Morley, 

Editorial, p. 9. 
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By the 1950s, agricultural science and the promotion of modern agricultural methods 

in developing countries, in the context of the Green Revolution, had become a recurrent 

topic in UNESCO publications. In 1952, Milburn Wilson, a veteran expert on agricultural 

extension work, who had occupied important positions in the United States Department 

of Agriculture, was invited to write about his experience in adult education and technical 

assistance.  Wilson had had a long career, encompassing the Great Depression and the 

New Deal, and was by then involved in the Point Four Program, a late 1940s / early 1950s, 

technical assistance program geared towards “under-developed countries.” In the context 

of the Cold War, this program had the objective of incrementing the influence of the 

United States over Third World countries by sharing technical knowledge, especially in 

the field of agriculture, industry, health, and education.154 Wilson described its aims as 

follows: “to increase the flow of food and fibre from agriculture, to develop industry and 

manufacture, to improve sanitation and hygiene and to assist the development of schools 

so that illiteracy may be banished from the face of the earth.”155  

Wilson, whose experiences in adult education derived from the planning of agricultural 

exhibits at fairs and international exhibitions, argued that exhibitions had a twofold utility, 

they could make the general public in “advanced countries” aware of the living conditions 

elsewhere and inform the population of developing countries of scientific and 

technological innovations. Given his experience using visual tools, as slides, films and 

photographs in agricultural extension, Wilson was convinced that museums as institutions 

specialised in “visual education” would be ideally set for taking part in the promotion of 

scientific and technological advances in agriculture. “Even the unlettered can learn from 

the modern museums with its dioramas”, he adds. This agricultural expert advises 

museums to emphasise “that it is only within the last 50 years or so in the United States 

that science and technology have taken a primary role in agriculture,” believing that this 

would encourage other countries to adopt modern agricultural and thus improve the 

standard of living of their populations. Wilson concludes by inviting museums, both in 

the United States and in developing countries, to contact the Technical Co-operation 
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Administration (the department managing the Point Four Program), of which he was part, 

in order to establish contact with museums elsewhere.156  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interestingly enough, although Wilson does not mention any specific museum, his 

article is illustrated by pictures of an initiative promoted by the recently-opened Museum 

of English Rural Life; an exhibition titled “The Museum at Work” at the 1951/1952 show 

of the Royal Agricultural Society. Captions describe the inexpensive and practical 

arrangement of the displays, which focused on agriculture, rural crafts and farmhouses. 

In addition, “farmers were encouraged to bring material to the show and to see it being 

cleaned, catalogued and recorded by the museum staff.”157 While Wilson’s proposals and 

the initiative of the MERL are similar, in the sense that both refer to agricultural fairs as 

ideal places for reaching a public already somehow invested in agricultural issues, the 

technical extension work proposed by the American agriculturist and the preservation of 

agrarian heritage defended by the museum also differ in fundamental ways. The focus 

being moved from the teaching of modern agricultural techniques to the conservation of 

past equipment. 
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Fig. 25. Stand of the US Department of Agriculture at the VII World 

Agriculture Congress in Cleveland, Ohio (1938). Source: M. L. Wilson, 

Museum and Technical Assistance, “Museum”, 1952, v:4, p. 209. 
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Visions that agriculture museums could be useful in the diffusion of agricultural 

knowledge, as Milburn Wilson posited, remained popular among museum experts. For 

instance, in 1956, an ICOM conference on “Museum problems in the Near East” held in 

Damascus identified museums of science and technology as educational institutions with 

the potential of supporting the “progress in agriculture, industry and sanitation;” and 

taking part in technical assistance programs.158 In 1963, ICOM was invited by the FAO 

(Food and Agriculture Organisation) to take part in the World Freedom from Hunger 

Week. It was requested that, as part of this campaign, museums worldwide would displays 

objects and present topics related with the topic of hunger relief.159 This request 

eventually evolved, in the following year, to the establishing of an official partnership 

between these two organisations. A small number of delegates representing Western 

European, African and South Asian states gathered in Paris to discuss in which ways 

museums could contribute to hunger relief. William O’Dea, the curator of the Science 

Museum’s agricultural gallery, was elected to lead the committee. The experts present at 

the meeting proposed that museums should approach hunger relief in a comparative way, 

contrasting agricultural methods in developed and developing nations. Furthermore, 
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Fig. 26. Exhibition of the MERL at the Royal Agricultural Show in Devon 

(1951). Source: M. L. Wilson, Museum and Technical Assistance, 

“Museum”, 1952, v:4, p. 214. 
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museums should raise awareness about hunger relief among the public in developed 

countries, at the same time that institutions in developing nations ought to showcase how 

such challenges had only recently been overcome in developed countries, thus 

“encouraging” their population to adopt similar methods. The committee decided that 

ICOM, supported by UNESCO and in cooperation with the FAO, was going to promote 

the creation of local museums of agriculture in developing countries; even though O’Dea 

himself preferred the creation of central institutions in national capitals, from where other 

agricultural education initiatives could be planned.160 

While a Western European state as the United Kingdom needed to wait till the 1950s 

for the creation of specialised agricultural displays of modern agriculture, other countries, 

more economically reliant on the agricultural sector, had been concerned with these 

matters for longer. One very relevant example could be found in a developing country: 

the Egyptian Agricultural Museum, opened in 1938, which occupied vast grounds on the 

Dokki district of Cairo. Managed by the Agriculture Ministry, it was described as “a cross 

between a museum of natural history and a purely agricultural museum” and a site “where 

the activities and achievements of the Ministry of Agriculture in agricultural expansion, 

selection and amelioration of seeds, creation of new varieties of cotton and cereals, new 

methods of combating harmful insects, could be shown to present and future generations.” 

Installed in a park, the museum comprehended the whole history of Egyptian agriculture, 

from Pharaonic times till the present, with particular emphasis on the biology and 

production of staple and industrial crops. This museum was exceptionally well installed 

and staffed compared to other institutions presented in Museum and, following 

international trends, prided itself on the modernity of its displays.161 

Unexpectedly, the origins of the Egyptian Agricultural Museum can, in some respects, 

be traced to Central Europe. Alajos Paikert, director of the MMM in the inter-war period, 

organised a successful showroom of Hungarian agriculture at the 1929 World Exhibition 

in Budapest, which impressed Egyptian officials. Subsequently, Paikert was invited to 

lead the creation of a similar institution to the MMM in Cairo.162  The MMM boasted of 
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its antiquity and its almost unique status among agricultural museums, being a national 

museum with access to installations and means beyond the reach of most other such 

institutions.  Furthermore, in the words of its post-war director, Ferenc Szabó, the MMM 

remained one of the few museums to present the long-term history of agriculture 

encompassing all of its main fields.163 

 

Agriculture in the Museum in Eastern Europe 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Czechoslovakia was one of the first states to be engulfed by German military 

expansion in the late 1930s, endured a long period of occupation between 1938 and 1945. 

The post-war period dictated the definitive end of the demo-liberal regime that had ruled 

the country in the interwar period, which had made it, at one point, the only non-

authoritarian regime in Eastern Central Europe. Falling into the Soviet sphere of 

influence, the Communist Party managed between 1945 and 1948 to slowly take over the 

control of the state. A coup d’état in 1948 meant the start of absolute communist rule in 

Czechoslovakia. The vicissitudes of Cold War politics led to Czechoslovakia becoming 

                                                           
163 Szabó, The Hungarian Museum of Agriculture, p. 246. 

Fig. 27. ČZM’s long-awaited new installations in Prague (1947). The 

museum moved in shortly before the outbreak of World War II. 

Source: Kubů, Šouša, Šimčík, 100 let, p. 29. 
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part of the Soviet-led Eastern Bloc, behind the proverbial Iron Curtain.164 The 

international projects and policies promoted by the Agrarian Party were rendered 

obsolete; the “Green International” itself, renamed as the International Peasant Union, 

was re-established in the United States by Central and Eastern European exiles in 1947, 

but eventually sank into irrelevance.165 Nonetheless, the unbounded paranoia of the new 

regime led, in 1952, to a series of show trials of veterans of the defunct Agrarian Party, 

where the Green International was absurdly portrayed as a grand conspiracy. These trials 

are described by Alex Toshkov as a probable scapegoat for the failure of early 

collectivisation efforts in Czechoslovakia.166  

The vagaries of war pushed the ČZM out of its newly-built headquarters in Prague, a 

twin building to the National Museum of Technology, opened in 1939. Forced out by the 

German occupation authorities, the museum’s collections were dispersed across several 

buildings and in some cases partially damaged. The museum was reopened in 1948 but 

the return of the ČZM to its headquarters was short-lived and, by 1949, the building had 

been requisitioned by the municipality of Prague and its collections once again dispersed; 

this time around a handful of newly-nationalised castles in the surroundings of the capital. 

Additionally, the museum lost its administrative autonomy in 1952, from then on being 

part of the Czechoslovak Academy of Agricultural Sciences.167  

The fourth issue of 1958 was one of Museum’s first where Eastern Bloc museums were 

significantly represented.  Other than Budapest’s MMM, two Soviet articles were 

featured: one article presents a wide panorama of the Soviet museum sector, listing the 

different types of museums existent in the country and underlining its main institutions.168 

A second article on Moscow’s Polythecnical Museum describes how this institution 

acquainted “visitors with the foremost achievements and successes of our age, with the 

foundations and principles of our society and with our progress in laying the material and 

technical basis of socialism.” Through dioramas and electric powered models, this 

museum of science and technology presented exhibitions on a multitude of technical 

                                                           
164 An introductory approach to Czech history can be found in J. Pánek, O. Tůma (eds.), A History of the 

Czech Lands, Prague: Charles University, 2008.  
165 Cabo, El Trébol de Cuatro Hojas, pp. 299-329. 
166 Toshkov, Agrarianism as Modernity, pp. 165-166. 
167 M. Landa, Forestry Collections of the Czechoslovak Agricultural Museum, “Acta Museorum 

Agriculturae”, 1967, 2, pp. 33-35. / Kubů, Šouša, Šimčík, et al., 100 let Národního zemědělského muzea, 

pp. 27-29. 
168 P. I. Galkina. Museums in the U.S.S.R., collections and activities, “Museum”, 1958, xi:4, pp. 210-228. 



74 

 

fields, as space exploration, atomic energy, metallurgy, mining, and factory production 

lines.169  Agriculture, barely mentioned in the introductory article on Soviet museums, is 

here completely absent. One is lead to suspect that decision-makers were concerned that 

the inclusion of any mention to an activity that could be perceived as backwards, as 

agriculture, would tarnish the forward-looking, up-to-date, outlook of a key Soviet museal 

institution.  

Back to the famous MMM, it had only recently, in 1950, been reopened after suffering 

extensive damaged during World War II and losing part of its collections. Opened in 

1896, its 60th anniversary came at an unfortunate time and “it again suffered serious 

damage in the autumn of 1956”, a passing reference to the, then very recent, Hungarian 

Revolution against the Soviet-backed Communist regime. The destruction brought by 

World War II is documented photographically, it is in fact one of the first images of 

Szabó’s article, certainly so that the reader can better appreciate how far the museum had 

come in just a few years. Optimistically, Szabó adds that “its development continues in 

accordance with a programme based on the requirements of modern museology and 

agrarian pedagogy.”170  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
169 I. D. Martynenko. The Polytechnical Museum, Moscow, “Museum” 1958, xi:4, pp. 228-242. 
170 Szabó, The Hungarian Museum of Agriculture, pp. 243, 249. 

Fig. 28. A section of the MMM destroyed during World War II (n.d.). 

Source:  F. S. Szabó, The Hungarian Museum of Agriculture, “Museum”, 

1958, xi:4, p. 243. 
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Szabó, who had studied pedagogy, ambitiously believed that “by combining the 

experience of the past with modern museum methods and adapting exhibitions techniques 

to the requirements of the diffusion of agricultural knowledge, the Museum has endowed 

museology with a new branch: agrarian museology.”171 The MMM’s museography 

included innovative elements, encouraging visitors to touch and interact with the exhibits, 

something which had been popularised by science museums starting in the early 20th 

century.172 Tactile and auditory elements were meant to appeal to the visitor’s senses, 

e.g.,  a recording of sheep and cow bell sounds was played at one of the galleries, invoking 

the “pastoral life” of the inhabitants of the Pannonia Plain. Nonetheless, Szabó is quick 

to add that displays portrait countryside life “without its false romanticism and with all 

its hard realities.” 173 As mentioned previously, Eastern Bloc museums were ideologically 

bound to focus their attention on the hardships of peasant life, thus avoiding accusations 

of presenting a nationalistic-slanted view of rurality. In a 1962 short note concerning the 

opening of new exhibitions at another Eastern Bloc agricultural museum, the ČZM’s 

grounds in Kačina, it is simply asserted that, in a true dialectical materialist fashion, 

“economic aspects are stressed, all others being secondary.”174 

A very informational snippet can be found in a 1955 issue of the bulletin ICOM News. 

There, museum experts were notified that a Czechoslovak museum journal had published 

a review of an article in Russian language, authored by J. P. Ivanickij and F. I. Plenkin, 

entitled “Socialist agriculture displays in museums.” This article concerned the “ways of 

organising exhibitions on agriculture and of presenting the results obtained through 

Soviet methods,” and proposed that: 

“Taking into consideration the particularities of each region represented, 

the visitor must be informed of the advantages of the agricultural system in 

the USSR: kolkhozes and sovkhozes, modern techniques for agriculture 
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(mechanisation, electrification, etc.) and cattle raising. A concrete example 

must be given, such as an exhibit showing a higher grade kolkhoze.”175 

By “higher grade” the author meant a more centrally-controlled facility, favoured by 

the Soviet state.176 As is easy to guess, Soviet museums faced a high level of control under 

Stalinism. Pat Simpson’s article on the administration of the Moscow Darwin Museum 

brings some light into that matter; detailing the various ways in which Aleksandr 

Fedorovich Kots, its director, saw his selection of the topics and scientists represented in 

the displays conditioned. Kots could not afford to be unaware of the changes in the 

political understanding of bioscientific research. In this particular context, Simpson 

focused on the rise, and eventual fall, of Trofim Lysenko and his non-Mendelian theories 

of inheritance, which dominated Soviet agricultural science between the 1940s and the 

mid-1950s – and in a lesser degree till the mid-1960s.177 Lysenko’s ascension within the 

Soviet scientific-administrative apparatus is inseparable from the strong backing he 

received from Stalin himself. Stalin’s anti-expert fantasies found a reflection on 

Lysenko’s theories, ostensively based on knowledge supposedly learned from the 

socialist rural classes. In this context, genetics was derided as bourgeois or even fascist 

science. This meant the isolation and discredit of the Soviet, and Soviet-dominated 

Eastern Bloc, biological sciences community; with its members being barred from 

integrating international networks.178  

Significantly, in 1948, at the time when Lysenko ascended to the top of the Soviet 

scientific hierarchy, Kots reorganised his museum’s displays in order to conform to the 

new, politically-defined, scientific paradigm. Soviet cattle-breeding was the topic of one 

of the new exhibitions, specifically the Kostromskoi breed, given that its improvement 

was considered as an example of the success of Lysenko’s Lamarkian-inspired methods. 

That is, that organisms could be improved by environmental inputs and that those changes 

were inheritable. This contrasted with more traditional selective and cross-breeding 

methods. The Kostromskoi dairy breed was thus believed to be a product of cattle being 
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provided better and more feed, which Simpson demonstrates to have been a mistaken 

assumption.179 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MMM’s displays, described by Szabó, emphasise the provision to animals of ample 

fodder, which he links with the improvement of dairy cattle breeds; the exhibition further 

demonstrated “the secrets of the success of a highly developed system of stock-breeding, 

explaining the methods of producing an abundant supply of green fodder throughout the 

year on soils of various types.” Through a succession of statues, the visitors were shown 

“how Hungarian breeders, in the course of a century, have little by little developed from 

the grey cattle of Hungary the new red-spotted type of today.”180 Lysenkoism theory is 

implicit in this description and no reference is made to cross-breeding as a mean of breed 

improvement, which contrasts sharply with late-1960s accounts of those very same 

exhibitions.181 Kots had dealt with the, sometimes, rapidly changing political 

acceptability of certain scientific concepts in the Soviet Union by limiting captions to a 

minimum. This allowed museum tour leaders to interpret the displays in a politically 

correct way.182 The MMM did not strictly limited the access to its facility to guided tours, 

as the Darwin Museum did. Nonetheless, it encouraged visual-centred forms of display, 

                                                           
179 Simpson, Lysenko’s “Michurinism”, pp. 142-143. 
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181 I. Balassa, The Agricultural Museum, Budapest / Le Musée de l’agriculture, “Museum”, 1969, xxii:1, 

pp. 47-48. 
182 Simpson, Lysenko’s “Michurinism”, pp. 136-137. 

Fig. 29. Part of the dairy exhibition at the MMM in the late 1950s. Source: 

Szabó, The Hungarian Museum of Agriculture, p. 244. 
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eschewing the “dullness of the printed word,” and provided a “specialised guide” to 

school trips.183 

True to its all-encompassing aims, the MMM showcased topics as diverse as cattle 

breeding, sheep husbandry, forestry and fishing. These were presented in a 

comprehensive way, e.g., starting with the natural history of sheep and following the 

history of their domestication till modern-day wool cleaning processes. The reconstitution 

of the collections and displays of the MMM appears to have prioritised animal farming, 

notably stockbreeding and pig farming. The description of one of these is quite telling of 

the aims of the exhibition: “The pig exhibition proclaims the superiority of mechanized 

pig fattening in largescale undertakings, and one’s attention is drawn by a model of a 

seven-storey establishment in Nyirmada, where fodder-mixing is carried out on an 

extensive scale.” Displays about other agricultural matters as “soil improvement, 

agricultural mechanization, vegetable production and horticulture,” were still in 

preparation. Following UNESCO’s lead, as in many other museums featured in Museum, 

“periodical exhibitions” were among the initiatives promoted by the MMM.184 

Szabó’s “agrarian museology” made use of an eclectic set of techniques and materials 

in the creation of its post-war exhibitions, including continuing the tradition of 

commissioning statues and models of the prize-winners of the annual National 

Agricultural Exhibition in Budapest. These record-breaking animals were individualised 

as symbols of the success of Hungary’s new agricultural policies and cows like Dama 

171 or Auguszta 26, were celebrated for their dairy output. An apparently more 

aristocratic endeavour, horse-breeding, was also part of the exhibition; these were racing 

horses, as mechanisation had made their utility in farming residual by the 1950s. Still, 

these “famous horses of bygone days,” attested to the Hungarian expertise in 

stockbreeding, by then continued in the nationalised stud farms. Poultry-breeding was 

displayed by means of dioramas and movable pens spread around a room mimicking an 

open-air field. Beekeeping was also part of the exhibition, and visitors could get a glimpse 

of the interior of a beehive through glass panels.185   
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Other than the increasingly popular dioramas, the exhibitions of the MMM included 

interactive elements, such as revolving displays, and mechanical moving models. One 

diorama on the forestry industry included a saw that could be set in motion by the visitors. 

For Szabó, visitors of all walks of life were “entranced by the revolving, flashing, rising 

and sinking mechanism of the various visual aids with enable them to study in an 

entertaining way the historical development and present position of Hungarian 

agriculture.”  Aesthetical consideration were, for the director of the MMM, a relevant part 

of the exhibition planning and his aim was “to make a visit to the Museum more like a 

pleasant outing.” Dioramas were described as “living guides” that concomitantly 

entertained and educated. Exhibitions were a “method of direct education” that provided 

the public with a “visual experience,” allowing for the display of complex scientific 

concepts in a way that would not intimidate or bore them. Thanks to the “methodological 

and technical resources of agrarian museology” visitors were “able to appreciate the vast 

progress achieved in the conquest and transformation of nature.”186  

 

                                                           
186 Ibid, p. 248 

Fig. 30. Horse breeding exhibition at the MMM in the late 1950s. Source: Szabó, The 

Hungarian Museum of Agriculture, p. 245. 
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The concept of “agrarian museology” posited by Szabó was not an isolated 

eccentricity. One of the Soviet articles published in Museum in 1958 concluded with a 

short section about the activities promoted by the Soviet Institute of Museological 

Research.  This institution, created in the late 1930s, was responsible for training museum 

workers and experts throughout the country, and published handbooks, guides and 

compilations concerning museum practice. The author of the article, P. I. Galkina, 

assistant director of the institute, underscored the importance of analysing museum work 

and deriving theories and methods from this research.187 The insistence of both Soviet 

and Hungarian authors in theorising museum work was not incidental. Which is made 

more certain by the fact that in course of Museum’s first decade of existence most articles 

were of a descriptive character, mostly eschewing theoretical considerations.  

In order to understand the theoretical turn proposed by Eastern European museum 

professionals one needs to contextualise it within boarder developments elsewhere in 

Europe. Terms as “museology” and “museography” had been used indifferently and with 

little conceptualisation since the early 20th century in both French and German-speaking 
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Fig. 31. Children admire a realistic calf-breeding display 

at the MMM (late 1950s). Source: Szabó, The Hungarian 

Museum of Agriculture, p. 248. 

Fig. 32. Diorama depicting a log-

transporting cable system at the 

MMM in the late 1950s. Source: 

Szabó, The Hungarian Museum 

of Agriculture, p. 249. 
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countries. By the 1950s, it had become widely accepted in Continental academic networks 

that the former term refers to the study and theorisation of the museum and the latter to 

the practice of museum work. Nevertheless, still in the late 1940s, the matter was far from 

settled, Pierre Verlet, director of the Louvre Department of Objects d’Art, asserted that: 

“I do not believe in museology. I do not think there is a science of museums management, 

or that a body of doctrine for their layout can be established;” considering it to be an 

intellectual abstractions and little more than a fashion.188 In the same 1949 issue of 

Museum, a few pages later, Marcel Aubert, from the École du Louvre, defends the 

“science of museology,” a coalescence of the accumulated knowledge passed down 

through generations of mostly self-taught curators. Created in 1882, this school was 

responsible by the training of future curators in matters concerning art history and 

archaeology.189 Museum itself was mostly neutral in these matters, the first page of every 

issue simply stating that the journal was concerned with “research in the field of 

museography.” In fact, “museology” was often used in the sense of “museum practice” 

at that time, denoting a specialised set of prectices connected with a particular subfield, 

e.g. “scientific museology.”190 In 1958, at a UNESCO workshop, Rivière defined 

“museology” as “the science that studies the mission and organisation of the museum” 

and “museography” as “the set of techniques in relation to museology.” 191 English-

speaking countries have, to this day, resisted this terminology and generally prefer to use, 

respectively, “museum studies” and “museum practice.” This results, partially, from a 

fundamental disagreement on the status of museology, theorised as a social science in 

most of Continental Europe and as an interdisciplinary branch of studies by most Anglo-

American scholars.192  

Starting in the 1950s, and continuing in the following decades, it was in Central and 

Eastern Europe that museology’s status as an independent field of scientific research was 

most readily accepted and further developed. Museology was concomitantly seen as a 

methodological and theoretical corpus resulting from museum practice and as a guide for 

                                                           
188 P. Verlet, The Department of Objects d’Art, “Museum”, 1948, i:1-2, p. 30. 
189 M. Aubert, The École du Louvre, “Museum”, 1948, i:1-2, pp. 38-39. 
190 L. Broglie, Scientific Museology and the Palais de la Découverte, “Museum”, 1949, ii:3, pp. 141-150. / 

H. Auer, Science Museums and International Understanding, “Museum”, 1954, vii:2, pp. 102-108. 
191 B. B. Soares, Museology, building bridges in B. B. Soares (ed.), A History of Museology – Key Authors 

of Museological Theory, Paris: ICOFOM, 2019, p. 20. 
192 On this debate see A. Desvallés, F. Mairesse (eds.), Key Concepts of Museology, Paris: Armand 

Colin/ICOM, 2010, pp. 52-56. 



82 

 

future improvements of that same practice. The affirmation of a theoretical 

conceptualisation of museology was strengthened by the creation of a department of 

museology at the Arts Faculty of the Jan Evangelista Purkyně University in Brno, under 

the direction of Zbyněk Stránský. Several other Czechoslovak museologists were 

instrumental in the popularisation of this “scientific” conceptualisation of museology. Jiří 

Neustupný, from Prague’s National Museum of Technology, first published works on this 

subject in 1950, presenting his ideas at several ICOM meetings. The subsequent decades 

further established the dominance of Central and Eastern European professionals in the 

field of theoretical museology and its transnational networks, with the Czechoslovaks Jan 

Jelínek and Vinoš Sofka (exiled in Sweden after 1968), as well as Avram Razgon from 

the Soviet Union, having been fundamental in the creation of ICOM’s International 

Committee for Museology in 1977.193  

Szabó’s “agrarian museology” and Galkina’s Soviet Institute of Museological 

Research can thus be explained as part of a growing transnational theoretical current 

where Eastern Bloc institutions and figures were influential. This theoretical turn of 

Eastern European museum practice can be detected in other branches of museum studies, 

for instance in what concerns open-air museums: Jerzy Czajkowski, from 1972 onwards 

the director of Sanok’s open-air museum in Poland, popularised the concept of 

“skansenology.” From a practical standpoint the theorisation of museum work allowed 

Eastern European professionals to assert the legitimacy of their institutions in the eyes of 

state authorities, which had a high level of control over them and were the only possible 

source of financing in communist-ruled states.194 

Another eloquent example of the level of control of state authorities over the museum 

sector in Eastern Europe can be found when one considers open-air museums. Soviet-

dominated Eastern Europe, the Stalinist period was especially difficult for open-air 

museums, seen as nationalistic institutions, their administration was under strict 

surveillance and exhibitions rearranged to conform to Communist ideology. That was the 
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case, for instance, with the open-air museums created in the interwar period in the Baltic 

States, which were annexed by the Soviet Union in the post-war.195 Throughout the 

Eastern Bloc open-air museums lost much of their most dynamic aspects, for instance, 

the Rumanian Village Museum, opened in 1936, was forced to expel the peasants which 

had been hired to showcase traditional techniques and get rid of the animals kept at its 

Bucharest grounds. Summarily, among Eastern European open-air museums “the theme 

was no longer the wealth of the cultural heritage, but that of the exploited farmer from 

the pre-Socialist era.” While all existing museums were brought into state control, 

individual efforts were still relevant in the task of assuring the survival of these 

institutions within the new regimes.196 The post-Stalinist period, from the mid-1950s 

onwards, allowed for more autonomy for museum administrations and several new open-

air museums or expansions of existing ones were planned in the Soviet Union and other 

Eastern Bloc countries. However, most Soviet open-air museums never moved beyond 

the planning stage or were left incomplete. Curiously, the reasons advanced for the 

opening of new open-air museums in the Eastern Bloc did not differ much from those in 

the West: their purpose was to document peasant culture before modernisation, namely 

agricultural collectivisation, would make it disappear.197 

 

Some comparative and contrasting features 

The MMM’s objective of educating “children and grown-ups, amateurs and experts” 

parallels the aims of Western museums, which had sought to expand both the number and 

diversity of their visitors. After all, this was one of UNESCO’s priorities at a time of 

redefinition of the role of museums in society.198 Overall, by the 1950s Western museums 

appear to have been increasingly focused on appealing to a lay audience. Eastern 

museums’ concerns with experts and averting losing their traditional status as research 

institutions is a telling sign of the absorption of these institutions by state apparatuses. In 

fact, the virtual totality of these museums were in the dependence of central state 

organisms. On the other hand, most of the Western museums referred to in this chapter, 
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were created and managed by voluntary associations, local or regional authorities, 

universities or even private individuals.  While French science museums and Swedish 

open-air museums made similar claims, characterising themselves as research 

institutions, their objective appears to have been the strengthening and affirmation of their 

respective fields of speciality over competing trends.199  

Obtaining funds was a challenge in both sides of the Iron Curtain in the immediate 

post-war. Regardless of UNESCO’s idealistic vision of the objectives and areas of 

activity of museums, utilitarian considerations were certainly paramount at the time. 

Cash-strapped post-war economies were often unwilling to invest in museums, with 

reconstruction and modernisation initiatives lagging for years.200 Countering these 

circumstances, many Western museums turned to “publicity and public relations” as 

means of asserting their role in society and increasing visitor turnover, with the ultimate 

goal of guaranteeing financing for their activities.201 Interestingly, MMM’s efforts to 

modernise its displays and attracted young visitors look somehow similar to the more 

commercial Western attempts to do just the same. 

Museum institutions boasted of their multifunctional roles: amidst the examples 

compiled in this chapter, some acted as custodians of disappearing folk traditions, others 

as promoters of modern science and technology. Western museums, regardless of the 

content of their collections and displays, often saw themselves as paladins of UNESCO’s 

internationalism.202  Eastern European museums, while commonly proclaiming similar 

universalist principles, were more cautious and tended to be clearer in their political 

allegiances. It has been established that Western European displays of agriculture issues, 

adopted mostly a retrospective approach, seldom endeavouring to expand their collection 

and exhibitions to encompass the 20th century or even the late 19th century. Exceptions 

could be found in science museums, as in the United Kingdom and West Germany, where 

agricultural sections had been created. Moreover, as seen, UNESCO had started pushing 

for the inclusion of contemporary scientific issues into exhibitions, namely agricultural 

science in the context of hunger relief efforts in developing countries. Hence articulating 
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the efforts of its associated institutions in different areas of intervention, namely 

education, science and culture.  

Eastern European agriculture museums, much like contemporary science museums 

throughout Europe, sought to display the latest scientifically and technological advances 

in their field. Nonetheless, this was done in a thoroughly politicised way with little regard 

for international scientific consensus. Still, some aspects brought closer Western and 

Eastern Bloc museums, e.g., both Szabó and Rivière wrote in utilitarian terms about the 

history of humanity’s relationship with nature as a relentless process of bending of the 

latter to the will of the former. A perspective that, just a few years later, with the inception 

of the modern environmentalist movement, would start to be question. 

Conclusively, agriculture, as an autonomous field of activity deemed worthy of being 

presented in dedicated museal institutions, is incipiently featured in Museum during its 

first two decades of existence. However, disperse references to agricultural practice can 

be located within descriptions of regional and local, open-air, ethnographic, and science 

museums. From the kaleidoscopic world of post-war museum practice a few more 

interesting circumstances ought to be underscored, namely the transnational character of 

many museographic trends, showcased by the activities of a selected group of “role 

model” institutions, many of which located in France, Sweden or the United States.  

Despite ICOM and Museum’s apparent efforts to attract worldwide participation, at least 

initially, these remained focused on issues relevant for Western publics and institutions. 

The relative social and cultural openness brought by the end of Stalinism, meant that 

Eastern Bloc experts were, starting in the late 1950s, allowed to again take part in 

international forums.203 They brought with them novel views, at times ideologically 

engaged, including their characteristic theoretically-grounded museum practice. Eastern 

experts eventually came to integrate and even lead international organisations in the field 

of museums and heritage, a matter to which we will return in the next chapter.  
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Resuming contacts and the rebirth of a project 

The 1960s have been heralded as a watershed moment for international NGOs, Davies 

notes how “in many ways, it was the fragmentation of the period that helped to 

reinvigorate transnational civil society”. The division of the world in competing 

geopolitical blocs became an unexpected opportunity for the affirmation of a wide variety 

of NGOs, notably in the fields of human rights and environmental issues.204 This applied 

as well to scholarly networks: Throughout the 1950s and 1960s increasing contacts 

between agricultural museums allowed for the organisation of conferences, meetings, and 

field visits, some of informal character, involving the staff of institutions around Central 

Europe and Scandinavia.205  

As Sune Zachrisson noted in her 1984 article on the history of agriculture museums, 

research on agricultural technology appears to have been the catalyser for increasing 

contacts between international scholars in that field. For this author, the history of 

agricultural implements was “a meeting point of ethnologists, technicians and economic 

historians,” and the “foundation of the International Association of Agricultural Museums 

had its raison d’être precisely in this interest in implements.”206 Zachrisson refers to the 

International Secretariat for Research on the History of Agricultural Implements, founded 

in 1954. Its origins can be traced to the post-war ethnographic academic milieu, 

specifically at the Congrès International des Sciences Ethnologiques, held in Vienna in 

1952, where it was agreed to prepare a listing of plough types for a planned “atlas 

ethnologique international.” Growing interest for the project by scholars around Europe, 

particularly the Danish Axel Steensberg and the Yugoslav Branimir Bratanič, lead to the 

organisation of a meeting in June 1954. The international group of academics gathered in 

Copenhagen decided to create a permanent body to promote their common research 

efforts and the Secretariat was born. Šach, from the ČZM, either attended personally or 

sent an article to be presented at the conference and was among the founding members of 

the research group.207 
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As we have already seen, Šach had been part of the ČZM’s staff since the pre-war, 

where he had been listed as head of the museum’s animal production section.208 He was 

one of the very few people whose name can be found connected with both the pre-war 

and post-war internationalist efforts. It seems likely that Šach and other “veteran” 

members of the staff played an important role in the survival of the project, even if only 

as an idea, during the interregnum of World War II and the troubled subsequent years of 

late-1940s Czechoslovak politics. Tempír admits as much in his 2001 account of the 

origins of the AIMA, conceding that the program of the first congress of the association, 

in 1966, had been based “on the aims and ideas” of staff members who had joined the 

museum before the World War II, though this was “explicitly and purposely” left 

unmentioned.209 This self-censorship is easy to understand given the animosity of the new 

communist regime against its liberal-democratic predecessor and, as seen previously, its 

Agrarian-Party-dominated politics. In the same manner, in his 1966 “survey of the 
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development of agricultural museumship”, Šach does not risk referring to pre-war 

projects, noting instead the recent creation of the International Secretariat for Research 

on the History of Agricultural Implements, where work was “carried out in a national 

scope with international cooperation, as was organised not long ago in Central Europe.”210  

Describing the origins of the AIMA, Tempír underlines the importance of the renewing 

of contacts between the ČZM and the MMM, noting how, also in 1954, a joint conference 

of these two institutions was held in Czechoslovakia. This took place at the recently-

nationalised palace of Kačina. Miloš Jurkovič, director of the Bratislava section of the 

ČZM, which had also remained in this post since before the war, and Szabó both took 

part in the meeting.211 The Hungarian director presented the activities of his museum, 

highlighting the museographic approach we had the chance of analysing in the previous 

section, namely the “simultaneous display of ancient and modern implements” and the 

stress put into the display of modern agricultural methods, as well as the usefulness of 

allowing visitors “to handle the instruments on exhibit.”212 In the following years the 

ČZM was visited by Steensberg, Bratanič and other researchers from around Europe, by 

the late 1950s the staff of the museum had started to actively compile information about 

agricultural museums and prepare the organisation of an international conference 

dedicated to that same topic. Political reasons, notably the 1956 Soviet invasion of 

Hungary, are indicated by Tempír as reasons for the delaying of their plans.213 

In the early 1960s contacts were re-established between the Czechoslovak and 

Hungarian museums, led respectively by K. Čermak and János Matolcsi, who, despite 

agreeing on the need to organise an international conference, continually postponed the 

project.214 MMM’s internationalisation efforts appear to have concentrated on the 

promotion of its cataloguing projects, which had originated in the interwar period and 

were later resumed in 1962, namely the compilation of an archive of documentation 

connected with the history of agricultural implements. By the late 1960s, this catalogue 

had grown to about 50.000 entries.215 In April 1964 the MMM organised a meeting where 

experts from eleven countries discussed archival methods connected with research on 
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agricultural history and ethnography, this encouraged the establishment of stronger 

formal and informal links between museum experts and scholars in those fields. The 

archive led by Wolfgang Jacobeit in East Berlin was noted as especially comprehensive, 

including both agricultural equipment and ethnographic objects in its scope. At the VII 

International Anthropological and Ethnological Congress, held in Moscow in August 

1964, MMM’s proposals concerning the importance of large scale multinational archival 

projects were discussed.216 Concomitantly, the MMM attempted to assume a central role 

within the nascent network of agriculture museums with the creation in 1964 of the 

Bibliographia Historiae Rerum Rusticarum Internationalis, an ambitious compilation of 

all the works on agricultural history published around the world in a given year. This 

novel publication benefitted from the reputation gained by the MMM’s Historia Rerum 

Rusticarum, journal, created in 1957 and focused on international research in its field. 

The new journal was received with some scepticism, but succeeded in strengthening the 

links between the MMM and foreign institutions and experts, which were invited to send 

bibliographical lists to the journal’s editor in Budapest; Slicher van Bath, from the 

Netherlands, and Günther Franz, from West Germany, are named among the 

correspondents of the publication.217 We will again meet these figures in the following 

chapter, given that they were, Franz particularly, involved in the early years of the AIMA. 

The early 1960s were a dynamic period for agricultural museums in Eastern Europe 

with new institutions opening in East Germany in 1963 and in Poland in 1964. By the 

mid-1960s Tempír had become the director of the ČZM and, taking advantage of the de-

Stalinisation of the regime and the relaxation of its grip over society, managed to negotiate 

with Matolcsi’s MMM and, most importantly, with the Czechoslovak state bureaucratic 

apparatus, the organisation of an international congress of agriculture museums – the 

CIMA. Planned for 1966 and officially presented as a celebration of the 75th anniversary 

of the ČZM.218 This long-awaited conference took place in October 1966 and its opening 
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lecture, read by Tempír, emphasised the need for international cooperation between 

agriculture museums.219  

Within the ČZM some changes were also taking place. In 1960, a reorganisation of the 

ministerial services led to the incorporation of the museum into the Ustavu 

vědeckotechnickych informaci ministerstva zemědělstvi (Institute of Scientific and 

Technical Information of the Ministry of Agriculture), thus making it a section of what 

was largely a scientific research institution. Additionally, the 1960s brought a revision of 

the official guidelines which ruled the activities of the museum. If matters as the education 

of the peasantry on the perceived benefits of collectivisation remained a priority, the ČZM 

was concomitantly given the chance of further exploring issues concerned with world 

agriculture, namely modern agricultural methods used in Western countries and 

elsewhere. It was however difficult for the museum and the research centre, in which it 

was integrated, to coordinate its activities and, in 1968, Tempír proposed the autonomy 

of the museum under the Ministry of Agriculture. Despite this proposal being supported 

by the director of the institute himself, K. Lemberk, it came at a politically sensitive time 

when liberalising and decentralising tendencies inside the Czechoslovak state apparatus 

were stopped and reforms reversed.220  

Czechoslovak museum experts, as Tempír, were subject to the political vicissitudes of 

communist-controlled Eastern Europe. The country had been among the founding 

members of ICOM, in 1946, but its participation on the organisation was marred by 

political interference. Its first representative the priest Josef Cibulka was forced to resign 

in 1952 for political reasons. The second Czechoslovak representative, Ferdinand Prantl, 

was also eventually imprisoned and lost his position. The 1960s and 1970s were a much 

more dynamic period, with Jan Jelínek becoming the head of ICOM’s international 

commission for regional museums in 1962 and, in 1971, president of ICOM. Jelínek’s 

bid to have ICOM’s 1968 General Assembly held in Czechoslovakia failed in favour of 

West Germany, but he still managed to persuade the organisers to extend the field visits 

to include several Czechoslovak museums; the tour left the country mere days before the 

Soviet-led invasion of the country in late August 1968.221 Tempír and Jelínek were 
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fortunate or astute enough to take advantage of an early-1960s short window of 

opportunity, between the end of the Stalinist phase of the regime in the late 1950s and the 

late-1960s Soviet-led crackdown of the liberalising period that followed it, known as the 

Prague Spring.222 This short interlude allowed Czechoslovak experts to integrate or 

establish international networks, which they were later able to sustain. 

In the Western Bloc the 1960s can also be characterised as a period of reaffirmation of 

international scholarly networks. For instance, while it took more than a decade for the 

International Secretariat for Research on the History of Agricultural Implements to 

convene again after its inaugural meeting; its second conference took place in August 

1966 at Julita Manor, Sweden. It was only then that, thanks to funding secured from the 

Carlsberg Foundation through the Royal Danish Academy, it became possible for the 

Secretariat to become a permanent body. Moreover, two years later, it started the 

publishing of a new journal, Tools and Tillage, edited by Axel Steensberg and Alexander 

Fenton, from the National Museum of Antiquities of Scotland.223 The opening article of 

the first issue, a proposal for a classification system of pre-industrial tilling implements, 

was authored by no other than Šach himself.224  

Tools and Tillage was a bilingual journal, published both in English and German. In 

fact, German had become, around this time, the lingua franca of several museum 

associations. As we will see in the next chapter, this could also be sensed in the early 

years of the AIMA, in the late 1960s and 1970s, when German was the de facto working 

language of the association. Another organisation that can be usefully compared and 

contrasted with the AIMA is the Association of European Open-Air Museum (AEOM), 

both associations were founded in the same year – 1966.225 Coincidently or not, this was 

a golden year for the establishment of international networks connected with agricultural 

history and museums. 
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For Adriaan de Jong, who chronicled the origins of the AEOM, between the 1950s and 

the 1980s open-air museums went through a “German period”, characterised by the 

creation of several museums around Germany and neighbouring countries, as Belgium 

and the Netherlands. As noted in the previous section, this was a period of change in the 

open-air museum movement with “village type,” mimicking rural hamlets, replacing the 

older Scandinavian model of “park type” displays of dissimilar buildings. “Village 

museums” can trace their ancestry to Heinrich Otterjann’s Museumsdorf Cloppenburg, 

opened in 1936 and heavely connotated with the National Socialist regime in its early 

years. The post-war led to a creation boom of this kind of museums; inaugurated by Jozef 

Weyns’ Flemish Open-Air Museum, opened in 1953 in the Belgium town of Bokrijk. The 

movement eventually came to be led by Adelhart Zippelius, from the Kommern Open Air 

Museum, opened in 1958 in Northern Germany. These museums, particularly those in 

Germany, tried to distance themselves from the “blood and soil” approach and, inspired 

by French historiographical trends, namely the Annales School, refocused its attention on 

the scholarly research on the everyday of peasant life; eschewing considerations about 

national identity.226  

De Jong underlines the importance for German scholars of the establishment of 

German-speaking professional networks in the post-war years, which was fundamental 

for their reintegration in the international academic milieu. Concerning the timing for the 

foundation of the open-air museum association, De Jong convincingly argues that 

increasing financial availability and more efficient travel options granted museum 

experts, already eager to resume pre-war contacts, the opportunity of circulating around 

Europe and meeting at congresses of ethnography, architecture and museum practice. 

Moreover, the creation of international organisations as UNESCO and ICOM provided a 

significant impulse to this trend.227 ICOM’s 1957 declaration codifying open-air 

museums and their activity is seen as an essential factor for Eastern European museum 

professionals, who could point out to state officials the international dimension of their 

work. Additionally, the organisation of international conferences and the establishment 

of academic journals were other means used by them in order to enhance their individual 
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and institutional profiles.228  One such example was Jelínek’s lobbying to have ICOM 

News published in Czechoslovakia, which he achieved between 1968 and 1971.229  

One could argue that, mutatis mutandis, many of these circumstances applied as well 

to scholars and museum experts elsewhere in Europe. Overall, De Jong’s presentation of 

the origins of the AEOM, which rapidly attempted to expand and encompass Eastern 

European institutions, provides a useful counterpart to the AIMA. In the next chapter we 

will see how this association and its journal, the AMA, followed many of the trends 

enunciated above. 
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The creation of the AIMA and the building of a new professional 

network 

 

Between the 11th and the 14th of October 1966, seventy-nine scholars and museum 

workers from around Europe were gathered in the Liblice Chateau, a conference centre 

of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences, under which the ČZM operated. The vast 

majority were Czechoslovaks, accompanied by about thirty foreigners: including small 

Polish, East German, Yugoslav, Hungarian, and Soviet contingents; and a handful of 

Western Europeans from West Germany, the Netherlands, Austria, France and Sweden. 

As we will see, the first CIMA was successful in attracting reputable and influential 

figures of the post-war agriculture-related museum world.230   

In several ways, the CIMA was a continuation of the Second International Working 

Conference for Research on Ploughing Implements held in late August, just a few months 

before, at Julita Manor, in Sweden. As we have seen, this conference marked the rebirth 

of the International Secretariat for Research on the History of Agricultural Implements 

after a twelve year hiatus. A smaller event than the CIMA, the Working Conference 

attracted 25 experts among whom there were almost as many Eastern Europeans as 

Scandinavians. Several experts took part in both 1966 meetings, such as Branimir 

Bratanič, Wolfang Jacobeit, János Matolcsi, and František Šach, mentioned previously. 

These were joined by Iván Balassa, from the MMM, a name we will meet time and time 

again, and Albert Eskeröd, then director of the Swedish Nordiska Museet. The 

connections between these scholarly meetings is further underlined by the fact that a 

summary of the August conference follows the proceedings of the first CIMA.231 

Furthermore, several papers presented at the congress mention the International 

Secretariat and its recent conference.232  

The October congress was divided into ten sessions, an opening conference, a closing 

reunion, and eight thematic meetings, which unfortunately are not titled and are only 
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identified by the different experts who chaired them.233 The proceedings of the congress 

do not give us any clues on the subjects of these specialised meetings and miscellaneous 

matters – as museum work, peasant studies, agricultural economy, and the history of 

agricultural implements – follow each other without any apparent order.  

Among the eclectic group of experts present at the 1966 CIMA one finds Bernard 

Slicher van Bath, a Dutch historian, who had just authored the influential The Agrarian 

History of Western Europe, A.D. 500–1850, presented his perspectives on the economic 

history of European agriculture in the modern period.234 Slicher van Bath’s quantitative 

approach to agricultural history was not unusual and several other participants, from both 

Western and Eastern Europe, adopted a similar perspective, focusing on the analysis of 

long-term historical trends connected with rural society and agricultural productivity.235 

The history of technical innovation in agricultural industries and research in rural 

ethnology were other topics that attracted scholarly attention at the 1966 CIMA.236 

However, in this research the focus remains on those articles which directly relate with 

museum theory and practice, while making occasional reference, where relevant, to other 

matters discussed at the CIMA. 

 

Categorising and defining the agriculture museum 

The “research workers” which took part at the congress were greeted by Zdeněk 

Tempír and János Matolcsi, as well as representatives of a variety of Czechoslovak public 

bodies with responsibilities in the fields of education, agriculture, and scientific 

research.237 Tempír, ČZM’s director, presided over the conference and opened it with a 

lecture on the role and importance of agriculture museums and the need for their 
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international cooperation. In Tempír’s view, an ever-growing world population, and the 

resulting increasing demand for food supplies was a clear evidence of the importance of 

agriculture for the present day and foreseeable future; and agriculture museums were well 

suited to help humanity tackle this challenge.238 Summarily, Tempír defines the topic of 

agricultural history as humanity’s struggle with nature. Living organism, plants and 

animals, were thus tamed to human needs and transformed into useful products. 

Agriculture museums should strive to encompass this long process of historical 

transformation by collecting and studying objects connected with agriculture-related 

natural, social and human activity. Furthermore, museums should contribute to the 

education of the public and to the advance of agriculture through scientific research. 239 

Agriculture museums, as shown previously, were not an homogenous lot and Tempír 

differentiates between “universal” museums, as the Hungarian and the Czechoslovak 

national museums of agriculture, which aimed to present comprehensive displays of 

agricultural history; specialised museums, focused on one field of agricultural activity; 

open-air museums concerned exclusively with past agriculture; and collections of live 

animals (as zoos or aquariums) and plants (botanical gardens).240  Tempír concludes his 

presentation by proposing the creation of an organisation bringing together agriculture 

museums from different countries, believing that this could also function as a forum of 

cooperation in the study of current agricultural problems and the sharing of technical and 

scientific innovations. 

Tempír’s categories of museums are those very same indicated by Šach in his 1966 

listings of agriculture museums worldwide, a matter he had, as we know, already 

approached years before.241 In his “Survey of the Development of Agricultural 

Museumship”, Šach resumes his pre-war research on the international panorama of 

agricultural museology. There, he attempts to generally map the creation of agriculture 

museums around the world, with a particular emphasis on Europe. Although pointing out 

the common origin of many of these institutions, which are created to house collections 

assembled for late-19th and early-20th century international exhibitions, Šach notes the 

distinct process of development they went through and how they “did not always take the 
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correct line.”242 Some of the “universal” museums Šach had included in his 1937 survey 

had by then disappeared as a result of war, as mentioned in the previous chapter. The only 

major museums of this type to have survived the conflict, despite some vicissitudes, were 

the ČZM and the MMM.  

For Šach, there was an obvious reason why Scandinavian agricultural museums 

eschewed modern agriculture in favour of ethnography and folklore, the existence of 

alternative agricultural research and education institutions in that region would have made 

museum focused on modern agriculture redundant. This contrasted with Central Europe, 

where museums were seen, at the time of their creation, as agents of technological 

modernisation. In Šach’s report, the way in which museums were managed is not, perhaps 

purposely, analysed. However, from his article we learn that both the Danish Agricultural 

Museum and the MMM were directly administrated by their respective national ministries 

of agriculture. Regardless of having this in common, the former focused on agricultural 

history while the latter was proud of its forward-looking exhibits.    

A variety of other examples are listed by Šach, from the existence of museums within 

agricultural higher education institutions, usually relying on collections of farming 

equipment models (as at the Agricultural University of Hohenheim-Stuttgart in West 

Germany), to sections in bigger institutions (as the Deutsches Museum in Munich or the 

London Science Museum). Specialised museums, often with a regional emphasis, 

harboured collections on wine-making (popular in southern Europe), hunting, forestry, 

and other branches of agricultural activity. Modern agricultural methods remained, 

however, a rare sight within museums and most, as those created en masse in post-war 

Austria, privileged “retrospective collections” or as Gilbert Trathnigg, another participant 

of the congress, puts it “much has been done to keep alive the memory of the old peasant 

labour.”243 This is also the way in which Šach describes open-air museums, as concerned 

with the representation of the life of rural populations in the past. On account of his 

interest for the history of agricultural implements, particularly the development and 

change on plough design over millennia, Šach notes innovative experiments taking place 

in Scandinavia. Unfortunately for him, Czechoslovak museums could not provide access 

to historical conditions so that past agricultural techniques could be re-enacted and tested 
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over the course of several years, as was being done at the Historical-Archaeological 

Research Centre in Lejre, Denmark, and at Östrap, a historical farm in Lund, Sweden. In 

fact, Šach managed to organise such an experiment in 1956. The project compared 

different kinds of ploughs and ards from across the historical regions of Bohemia and 

Moravia.244  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Born in 1897, Šach was by 1966 most likely retired and no institutional address is 

attached to his name in the index of the proceedings.245 One can only imagine how he felt 

seeing such a long-awaited project coming to life: 

“I have been working almost all my life in agricultural museumship. Allow 

me, therefore to express in conclusion the wish that the museums we have 

been talking about and similar ones, should get to know each other better, 

should exchange experiences about their specific museum technique and that 

they should coordinate their activity in the solution of some common 

problems. If this would take place it would not only be to the advantage of 

agricultural historical science, but also to the advantage of the progress of 
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Fig. 34. Šach’s experimental project in 

Kačina (1956). Notice that the man 

pushing the plough is wearing a mask, 

in order to measure the energy needed 

to operate the implement.  Source: 

Kubů, Šouša, Šimčík, 100 let, p. 57. 
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agricultural production, and thus also to the friendly coexistence of the people 

of the whole world.”246 

Šach’s universalism matched perfectly that of UNESCO and ICOM, in that same 

period, and seemed consensual among the participants of the congress. The division of 

agriculture museums in different “groups” according to their characteristics, akin to his 

elaborate proposals of classification of agricultural implements, were not as universally 

accepted. For instance, Franciszek Pawęski, from Poland, argued that museums 

displaying agricultural issues were usually considered as falling in the technical or 

ethnographic museum type, with natural history, where they could also be included, being 

ignored as a possible descriptive category. Pawęski’s article was up-to-date with the most 

recent developments of museography, describing how lightning techniques, dioramas and 

movie projections were used by several Czechoslovak, Hungarian and Soviet museums. 

This author, interestingly, insisted on the need of museums moving beyond dioramas in 

their attempts to display landscapes, noting the utility of audio-visual methods in 

depicting matters as the cycles of nature. Pawęski, from the Agricultural University of 

Wroclaw, alerted for the difficulty natural history museums had in catering to the interests 

of the public in an age of relentless scientific development.247 A concerned shared, as 

noted in the previous chapter, by some Western museum professionals.  

A challenge faced specifically by “universal” agricultural museums, as the MMM and 

the ČZM, arose from the inclusion of agroindustry in their displays. Zdeněk Kuttelvašer, 

from the ČZM, noted the importance of displaying the industrial processing of foodstuffs, 

in order to better depict the interdependence between different economic sectors. In his 

view, the mutual influence of agriculture and industry in each other’s development was 

exemplified by the sugar beet industry; with the improvement of the sugar yielding 

content of beet breeds being directly connected with changes in industrial refining 

processes from the mid-19th century onwards. The inclusion of agroindustry in agriculture 

museums’ displays was easier said than done, and Kuttelvašer alerted for the difficulty of 

obtaining and displaying large machinery, and the quasi-impossibility of salvaging whole 

production lines. The fact that the museum saw itself as an active research institution 

further troubled the balance between the collection of historical, albeit obsolete, 
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equipment and the display of the most up-to-date developments within the food 

industry.248 These difficulties were felt also at the MMM and, a few years later in 

Museum, Balassa admitted the challenges brought by the broad scope of his museum’s 

exhibitions: 

“Border lines, however, cannot be drawn in discussing the processing of 

certain raw materials in domestic, small-scale or manufacturing industries. 

For all cases, we may reckon with certain preserving processes of products, 

like milk-processing, or the milling of corn, but the limits must be set in order 

to lessen dispersion of curatorial work.” 249 

While being commended within the agriculture museum milieu as the ultimate 

example of a “universal” museum of agriculture, the MMM itself appears to have held 

more ambitious aims, wishing to assert their role among different museum communities. 

It was featured in the 1967 issue of Museum dedicated to museums of science and 

technology; the only institution therein concerned with agricultural matters. Significantly, 

other featured museums did not give agriculture more than a passing mention. The articles 

about the Central Museum of the Birla Institute of Technology in Pilani, India, and the 

Parisian Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers both included pictures of their respective 

agricultural sections but did not mentioned agriculture in the description of their work. 

The French museum’s agricultural gallery concerned the history of ploughs, a subject 

which had been increasingly popular among agricultural historians and rural 

ethnographers.250 In that same issue there is as well a paper on the London Science 

Museum, which, as shown in the previous chapter, included since the early 1950s an 

agricultural gallery. Nevertheless, agriculture is not mentioned anywhere in the article 

authored by Lesley A. West, whose post in the museum was assistant keeper of 

agricultural machinery and implements. Moreover, William O’Dea, former curator of the 

agricultural gallery, was one of the authors of the issue’s editorial, where again 

agricultural matters were absent.251 

                                                           
248 Z. Kuttelvašer, Verarbeitung der landwirtschaftlichen Produkte und Lebensmittel-industrie in den 

landwirtschaftlichen Museen, “Acta Museorum Agriculturae, 1966, 1, pp. 72-73. 
249 I. Balassa, The Agricultural Museum, p. 45. 
250 A. Blanc, The Technological Museum of the Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers, Paris, “Museum”, 1967, 

xx:3, pp.208-211. / V.P. Berry, The Central Museum, Pilani, “Museum”, 1967, xx:3, pp. 183-185. 
251 L. A. West, The Science Museum, London, “Museum”, 1967, xx:3, pp. 190-192. / W. T. O’Dea, L.A. 

West, Editorial, 1967, xx:3, pp. 150-157. More information on these two museum professionals can be 

found in Matless, The Agriculture Gallery, pp. 101-122. 
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It is difficult to account for the strange absence of agricultural issues in science 

museum descriptions. Might it be that modern agriculture, as some museum professionals 

feared, was still not “modern enough” to contend with other industries? Matolcsi’s article 

asserts the legitimacy of the MMM as a science and technology museum, noting that it 

had been founded by “prominent agrarian scientists” and displayed “the origin and 

development of modern techniques”. Furthermore, the museum cooperated with research 

centres, showcasing “promising experiments now being carried out at the agricultural 

research institutes.” MMM’s claims to museographic modernity were not unfunded and 

echoed, in very similar terms, developments elsewhere in Europe and North America: 

“Public interest is sustained by mechanically or electrically animated 

exhibits with special lighting effects. The museum guides are professionally 

qualified and programmes of scientific lectures are held regularly. The daily 

programme includes films, from the film archives of the museum, to illustrate 

current agricultural problems.”252 

 

                                                           
252 J. Matolcsi, The Hungarian Agricultural Museum, Budapest, “Museum”, 1967, xx:3, p. 186. 

Fig. 35. Plough history display at the agricultural gallery of the Musée des techniques du 

Conservatoire des arts et métiers (late 1960s). Source: A. Blanc, The Technological Museum of the 

Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers, Paris, “Museum”, 1967, xx:3, p. 208. 
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Socialist agriculture and Soviet science 

The MMM kept its leading role among European agriculture museums, especially 

among its Eastern European milieu. Its 1950s displays were periodically updated and, by 

the mid-1960s, it had solidified its role as both a highly specialised science museum and 

an encyclopaedic agriculture museum.  

Lajos Barbarits, an agriculturist employed at the MMM, agreed with most of his 

Eastern Bloc colleagues and notes the importance of scientific research, on a par with 

education, as the main responsibilities of agricultural museums. His description of the 

MMM’s displays is reminiscent of Szabó’s one in the late 1950s. Barbarits affirms the 

museological modernity of the Hungarian museum and other agricultural museums, 

noting the centrality of the “original object” in its displays, exhibited in a way that 

underlines function rather than aesthetic value, characteristic in earlier museums. 

Furthermore, objects should be adequately contextualised in what concerns their 

meaning, role and circumstances of production. He further notes the international 

character of this object-centred trend, with museums making use of images, documents, 

models, graphics and explanatory texts in their expositive and didactic efforts; the use of 

catalogues and guides is discouraged. Lightning techniques and architectural matters are 

also taken into consideration with the objective of making exhibitions “readable” by the 

visitor. Museum displays should be regarded as “visual experiences” through which 

knowledge can be transmitted to the general public and not only to specialists. Barbarits 

presents some illustrative examples of displays organised by the MMM, where images, 

dioramas, interactive apparatus and lightning techniques were employed to exhibit the 

evolutionary history of plants or, with the more practical purpose of promoting modern 

tillage techniques, the root system of maize. As his Western counterparts, Barbarits was 

aware of the difficulty museums’ experienced in keeping up-to-date with the latest 

scientific developments and explaining them to the general public, giving the example of 

use of radioisotopes in agricultural research as a novel scientific development that should 

be included in exhibitions.253 

 

 

                                                           
253 L. Barbarits, Die Ausstellungen des Ungarischen landwirtschaftlichen Museums. “Acta Museorum 

Agriculturae”, 1966, 1, pp. 6-13. 
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As seen previously, while the MMM kept its pre-war grounds in Budapest, its 

Czechoslovak counterpart was forced out of Prague and haphazardly reinstalled in several 

newly-emptied stately homes. This process endured into the second half of the 1960s and 

museum professionals were unable to do more than lobby for the permission to occupy 

other newly-nationalised estates. Carefully suggesting that the moving had negatively 

impacted their capacity of keeping abreast of the latest developments in exhibition design 

and that a return to Prague would be ultimately beneficial.254 Still, Jaroslav Žoha 

underscored the museum’s modernisation efforts, notably how obsolete cabinets were 

replaced by displays with a contemporary, plastic-based, design. There, as in other 

contemporary museums, visuality replaced textuality as the main mean of communication 

with the visitors.255 In practical terms, under Tempír the ČZM refocused its activity and 

aims, replacing an earlier emphasis on social and cultural history by agricultural 

production and technology.256 In fact, as it will be ascertain at a later point, Tempír’s 

personal research interests revolved around archaeology and paleobotanics.257  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
254 Landa, Forestry Collections, pp. 33-35. 
255 J.E. Žoha, Die schöpferische Lösung von Ausstellungen in landwirtschaftlichen Museen, “Acta 

Museorum Agriculturae”, 1967, 2, pp. 45-46. 
256 Novák, Zemědělské muzeum, p. 218. 
257 Z. Tempír, Vorschlag der wichtigaten Kriterien bei den Analysen der archëologischen Funde von Resten 

landwirtschaftlicher fruchtarten und Unkräuter und bei der Erfassung von bisherigen Funden, “Acta 

Museorum Agriculturae, 1968, 3, pp. 61-64. / Z. Tempír, Prehistoric and early historic agriculture in the 

expositions of the Czechoslovak museum at Kacina-Castle, “Acta Museorum Agriculturae”, 1968, 3, pp. 3-

6. 

Fig. 36. Exhibit on the development of agriculture (crops and livestock 

breeding) from prehistoric times at ČZM’s Kačina museum (mid-

1960s). Source: “Acta Museorum Agriculturae”, 1966, 1, n.p. 
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AMA’s 1966 and 1967 volumes includes several pictures of museums managed by the 

ČZM, which comprehended delegations in Kačina, Ohrada, Nitra, Lednice and 

Bratislava. Although some of the displays appear outdated, those at the ČZM’s 

headquarters in Kačina are overall characterised by a functional organisation of the 

exhibits, contrasting with the ornamental presentation of hunting trophies at other 

locations. Thematically, displays comprised agricultural technology, e.g. changes in 

plough design, as well as a variety of other branches of agricultural activity as bee-

keeping, forestry, hunting and fishing. Animal husbandry and associated issues, as feed 

and fodder production, were focused on “socialist agriculture” exhibits and described in 

relation with the industrial farming methods implement at state-owned and collective 

farms. These were represented at the museum through a variety of scale models.258  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
258 V. Šmelhaus, Musée agricole tchécoslovaque na tant qu’institut pour la documentation scientifique et 

l’étude de l’histoire des productions biologiques, “Acta Museorum Agriculturae”, 1968, 3, pp. 21-25. / In 

the 1966 and 1967 issues of the AMA there are several pictures of ČZM’s displays. 

Fig. 37. Hunting exhibition at the Ohrada Castle museum of the ČZM (1960). 

Source: Kubů, Šouša, Šimčík, 100 let, p. 57. 
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Fig. 38. Plough exhibit at 

ČZM’s Kačina museum 

(mid-1960s). Source: “Acta 

Museorum Agriculturae”, 

1966, 1, n.p. 

 

Fig. 39. Socialist 

Agriculture display at 

ČZM’s Kačina museum 

(mid-1960s). Source: “Acta 

Museorum Agriculturae”, 

1966, 1, n.p. 

 

Fig. 40. Display on modern 

livestock insemination 

methods at ČZM’s Kačina 

museum (mid-1960s). 

Source: “Acta Museorum 

Agriculturae”, 1966, 1, n.p. 
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From a chronological stand-point, exhibitions at Kačina, the main grounds of the ČZM 

from the late 1940s onwards, encompassed most of the history of agriculture in the 

territory of Czechoslovakia, from prehistoric times till the 19th century, with particular 

emphasis on 16th to 19th century changes in the structure of land property. Given the 

uneasiness of the socialist regime with references to its recent predecessor, the liberal-

democratic Czechoslovak Republic (1918-1938), the early 20th century, notably the inter-

wat period, were not covered by the exhibitions, which concluded with a presentation of 

the modernity of socialist agriculture.259 It is relevant to note that, in the context of the 

1966 CIMA, the heterogeneous group of scholars gathered at the Liblice Chateau had the 

chance of taking part in several excursions. The participants were, of course, taken to visit 

the headquarters of the ČZM in Kačina, plus the Research Station of the Czechoslovak 

Archaeological Institute at Bylany, a state farm in Mělník, and a cooperative in Kačina.260  

Most articles published in the proceedings of the CIMA avoided explicitly political 

language and topics, but this did not discourage some more enthusiastic participants, as 

Prokop Domorázek, from the Czechoslovak Výzkumný ústav zemědělské ekonomiky, 

(Agricultural Economics Research Institute). In his paper, titled “L’activité culturelle des 

musées agricoles,” Domorázek affirms the centrality of scientific knowledge for the 

material improvement and progress of human life around the world. Taking into account 

the purported indisputability of Marxist historical interpretation, agriculture museums 

should display the past and suggest future developments. Unexpectedly, Domorázek 

disagrees with the creation of exhibitions where matters are displayed in a too ideological 

perspective, with the incessant repetition of tired quotes, “phrases destinées à convaincre 

les dirigeants de la conscience politique de leurs auteurs.” A more subtle approach, 

making a careful use of selected objects, and modern museographic techniques, including 

lighting, colourful images and music, was seen as more efficient in convincing the visitors 

and supporting the “revolution culturelle” of the peasants. Eloquently, Domorázek 

concludes that:  

“Si l’on veut, par consequente, que l’exposition ait un effect éducatif 

également dans le domaine de l’ideologie – et dans le monde actuel des luttes 

                                                           
259 Ibid, pp. 21-25.  
260 ICOM News, vol 20, n1. 1967, p. 45. 
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entre les idéologies toute exposition en devrait avoir – il est necessaire qu’elle 

ait également une conception tout à fait honnête.”261 

Even though few participants were as open as Domorázek in political matters, Marxist 

ideology and political constraints thoroughly permeated most Eastern European experts’ 

communications. One interesting example was read at the congress by Fatikh Khafizovich 

Bachteyev, from the Museum of the Komarov Botanical Institute in Leningrad. 

Bachteyev’s institution placed special attention on the display of Soviet and world 

agricultural science, and agricultural scientist and geneticist Nikolai Vavilov, whose work 

had been recently rehabilitated, is several times mentioned. The museum displays 

described by Bachteyev comprehended both plant biology and their economic uses; 

underscoring modern science’s role in overcoming the fear of food shortages in the near 

future, as a consequence of population growth. In his view, and using the Marxist 

vocabulary, scientific solutions could be enhanced by their association to the advantages 

of economic planning and socialist ideology in the making of a new society.262  

In Bachteyev’s article, as in other papers authored by Eastern Bloc museum experts, 

particularly older pre-1960s works, Western concerns with the possibility that food 

production would not be able to keep up with population growth are dismissed as 

pessimistic. Marx’s and Engle’s critiques of Malthusianism and of Malthusian elements 

in Darwin’s Origin of the Species led, in Nikolai Krementsov’s view, to the development 

within the Soviet Union of a Marxist interpretation of Darwinism; where cooperation 

replaces competition as the main motor of evolution and social change.263 This was 

essential for the affirmation in the Soviet Union of Lysenkoism between the 1940s and 

the 1960s, mentioned in the previous chapter. It is worth adding that Vavilov, an 

agricultural scientist and geneticist, had been purged precisely as a result of his opposition 

to Lysenko, dying in prison in 1943. Lysenko’s definitive fall from grace, in 1964, 

allowed for Vavilov’s memory and research in genetics to become again politically 

                                                           
261 P. Domorázek, L’activité culturelle des musées agricoles, “Acta Museorum Agriculturae”, 1967, 2, p. 

49. 
262 F. K. Bachtejev, The role of agricultural objects in the Museum of Botanical Institute named after V. 

Komarov of The Academy of Sciences of USSR [title translated from Russian], “Acta Museorum 

Agriculturae”, 1966, 1, pp. 63-64. 
263 K. Marx, F. Engels, Marx and Engels on the population bomb: selections from the writings of Marx and 

Engels dealing with the theories of Thomas Robert Malthus, London: Rampart Press, 1971. / 

N. Krementsov, Darwinism, Marxism and Genetics in the Soviet Union, in D. Alexander, R. Numbers 

(eds.), Biology and Ideology from Descartes to Dawkins, Chicago and London: University of Chicago 

Press, 2010, pp. 215–246.  
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acceptable.264 Nonetheless, Soviet museums where agricultural issues were showcased, 

appear to have remained technically and thematically outdated.265 

In this regard, the late 1960s brought some changes. Marxist-Leninist anti-

Malthusianism is presented in a less stringent way, with Balassa alluding to the 

understandable interest of developing countries in increasing agricultural production. 

Nevertheless, some things remained unchanged, namely the focus on “the working man 

[…] the man who used the implements and handed the accumulated knowledge through 

generations.” Although these notions broadly continue the use of the Marxist vocabulary 

of his predecessors at the MMM, new elements are introduced, for example, agriculture 

museums were now characterised also as “sociological institutions.” Balassa’s choice of 

words can be interpreted as another sign of the increasing contacts between Eastern and 

Western European museum professionals.266  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
264 On Vavilov’s life and its demise see, e.g., G. P. Nabhan, Where Food Comes From: Retracing Nikolay 

Vavilov’s Quest to End Famine, Washington, DC: Island Press / Shearwater Books, 2009. / P. Pringle, The 

Murder of Nikolai Vavilov: the story of Stalin's persecution of one of the great scientists of the twentieth 

century, New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008. 
265 Z. Tempír, Kurze Übersicht der bedeutenderen Sammlungen landwirtschaftlicher Geräte 

(einschliesslich der Geräte für Forstwirtschaft, Fischerei, Jagdwessen u.a.m.) in den Museen der UdSSR, 

“Acta Museorum Agriculturae”, 1968, 3, pp. 35-44.  

 
266 Balassa, The Agricultural Museum, p. 44. / Significantly, Balassa was also quite active within the open-

air museum movement, where the influence of the interdisciplinary Annales School of historiography was 

strongly felt. S. Baumeier, East-West Marginal Notes (1974-1990), in Carstensen J., Frost K. (eds.), 

Creating Museums – 50 Years Association of European Open-Air Museums, Münster/New York: 

Waxmann, 2016, pp. 57-61. 

Fig. 41. Prehistoric 

agriculture display at 

Moscow’s History Museum 

(late 1950s to mid-1960s). 

Source: Tempír, Kurze 

Übersicht der 

bedeutenderen, p. 42. 

 



109 

 

 

 

 

 

The usefulness of encompassing other documentary sources in this research, and not 

limiting the analysis of to the proceedings of the CIMA, becomes clear when one contrasts 

papers presented in Liblice with those featured in Museum. In the latter publication one 

can see that within the MMM, by the late 1960s, with the appointment of Iván Balassa as 

director, earlier claims to an autonomous status of “agricultural museology” are 

increasingly abandoned and agriculture museums were presented as drawing inspiration 

from a variety of museographic and scientific fields.267  

As suggested in the previous chapter, the MMM and its museographic approaches 

decidedly influenced the ČZM in the post-war years into the 1960s. For example, at the 

1966 CIMA, Josef Beneš, of the Czechoslovak Ministry of Education and Culture, 

repeated many of the cornerstones of the MMM’s credo, and while Tempír and Šach are 

mentioned, Barbarits and Matolcsi are his main theoretical references. He considers that 

museum studies are in general underdeveloped and that agriculture museums should 

strive to differentiate itself from other types of museums, putting together theories and 

methods adapted to their needs. In Beneš’ view, agriculture museums should, when 

compared with other institutions, as natural history or art museums, be more forward-

looking and practice oriented. Additionally, within agriculture museums, educational and 

scientific research functions are seen as inseparable and its target public as a mix of 

laymen and experts; with the museums being expected to cater to both.268 Significantly, 

Beneš was one of Czechoslovakia’s representatives to the ICOM and part of the newly-

                                                           
267 Balassa, The Agricultural Museum, p. 45. 
268 J. Beneš, Une contribution aux problèmes de l’action éducatrice des musées agricoles, “Acta Museorum 

Agriculturae”, 1967, 2, pp. 88-93. 

Fig. 42. Moscow’s 

Pedology and Agronomy 

Museum (late 1950s to mid-

1960s). Source: Tempír, 

Kurze Übersicht der 

bedeutenderen, p. 42. 
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opened Museological Training Centre in Prague.269 The theoretical inclination of Eastern 

Bloc museum practice, referred to in the previous chapter, is acutely patent both in his 

article in the AMA and in the presentation of the research and educational work taking 

place at that new centre.  

By the second half of the 1960s the ČZM had organised several temporary exhibitions 

concerning specifically cattle husbandry.270  It is certainly not coincidental that livestock 

breeding was at the same time extensively covered at the MMM. These exhibitions 

comprehended both the evolution and biological aspects of cattle, sheep and pigs and the 

history of their domestication and economic uses; it made extensive use of dioramas, 

interactive apparatus, models, casts and sculptures of animals, including impressive 

renditions of prized bulls. Displays featured both skeletal remains of “bygone breeds” of 

these farm animals as well as intensive livestock farming methods, as milking machines. 

Methods and instruments used in slaughtering cattle, processing meat and curing hide 

were not omitted; replicas of different cuts of beef had their own display, right next to a 

selection of knives and saws used by butchers.271  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
269 J. Neustupný, A Museological Training Centre in Prague, “ICOM News”, 1968, 21:2, pp. 56-58. 
270 L. Loudil, Exploitation de la documentation des archives qui se trouve dans les expositions de la 

production animale dans les musées agricoles, “Acta Museorum Agriculturae”, 1968, 3, pp. 27-30. 
271 Balassa, The Agricultural Museum, pp. 44-49. 

Fig. 43. Model of a mechanised 

cattle stable at the MMM (late 

1960s). Source: I. Balassa, The 

Agricultural Museum, 

Budapest / Le Musée de 

l’agriculture, “Museum”, 

1969, xxii:1, p. 45. 
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Unburdened by Lysenkoism, MMM’s exhibition noted the role of cross-breeding in 

the improvement of both milk and meat of Hungarian cattle breeds; through the 

introduction into stockbreeding programs of Kostromskoi specimens from the Soviet 

Union but also Jersey cattle, from Britain. Interestingly, the production of milk, “the chief 

product of cattle,” and meat, “second in importance,” were displayed from a perspective 

that privileged their economic importance and export potential rather than their actual 

consumption. This was also clear in the MMM’s new exhibition on winemaking.272  These 

displays showcased official policies, notably the capacity of the national agricultural 

sector of both supplying the domestic market and contributing, through exports, to the 

                                                           
272 Ibid, pp. 47-48.  

Fig. 44. Milking machine 

display at the MMM (late 

1960s). Source: Balassa, The 

Agricultural Museum, p. 47. 

 

 

Fig. 45. Meat processing 

display at the MMM (late 

1960s). Source: Balassa, The 

Agricultural Museum, p. 49. 
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finances of the hard-currency-starved Hungarian state. With this objective in mind, 

beginning in the 1960s, the Hungarian agricultural sector imported technology and 

breeding animals from the West with the objective of improving its livestock 

production.273 Industrial poultry production, egg output and maize growing were other 

essential elements of Hungary’s economic strategy that were included in MMM’s 

exhibitions over the years.274 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As shown in the previous chapter, deference towards politically defined scientific 

dogmas had pushed museums in the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia and Hungary, in the 

post-war years, to include cattle-breeding in their displays. Notwithstanding the fact that, 

by the late 1960s, Lysenkoism had lost its ascendency within the Soviet scientific-

administrative apparatus, in the MMM and ČZM displays appear to have still, for other 

reasons, emphasised dairy and meat production. Large scale production, in state-owned 

farms and state-controlled cooperatives, was also promoted. These were described as the 

economically-rational way of securing increased productivity, on the other hand, small-

scale independent peasant production was given scant attention.275  

                                                           
273 A. Schlett, The Socialist-Type Process of Innovation - Lessons of Hungarian Agrarian Modernization 

between 1960 and 1990, “Hungarian Historical Review”, 2015, 4:4, pp. 900-927. 
274 Szabó, The Hungarian Museum of Agriculture, p. 248. / Barbarits, Die Ausstellungen, pp. 6-13. 
275 For example in Balassa, The Agricultural Museum, pp. 44-55. 

Fig. 46. Display comparing 

skulls of different Hungarian 

and Soviet cattle breeds (late 

1960s). Source: Balassa, The 

Agricultural Museum, p. 45. 

 

 

Fig. 47. Display at the Zootechnical Museum in 

Moscow (late 1950s to mid-1960s), the caption, 

translated, reads “the effects of feeding on skull 

development.” Perhaps there is still a hint of 

Lysenkoist neo-Lamarkian thought in this display. 

Source: Tempír, Kurze Übersicht der 

bedeutenderen, p. 44. 

 

Display comparing skulls of different Hungarian 

and Soviet cattle breeds (late 1960s). Source: 

Balassa, The Agricultural Museum, p. 45. 
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All this becomes easy to understand when contextualised into the political and 

economic circumstances of mid-20th century Eastern Europe. Actually, meat consumption 

per capita was very high in Eastern Bloc countries when compared with Western states 

with similar incomes per capita. A trend that was intentionally sustained by these states’ 

agricultural policies, which promoted consumer-subsidised meat consumption with price 

levels remaining unchanged since the early 1960s. Hungary and Czechoslovakia led this 

trend, which also meant an increasing dependence on imports of foreign fodder for 

growing livestock herds.276 States like Hungary, Czechoslovakia and East Germany were 

among those that most strictly enforced agricultural collectivisation in the post-war years. 

While differing in several respects, generally these countries went through two waves of 

collectivisation, the first one in the immediate post-war period, directly associated with 

the takeover of power by Soviet-controlled communist parties, and a second one started 

in the mid-1950s and concluded in the early 1960s.277 As asserted by David Turnock, 

“communist industrialisation rested on an assured supply of cheap food and raw 

materials. So agriculture was reorganised in order to proletarianise the peasantry and 

control production at prices determined by the state.”278  

Curiously, in the post-Stalinist thaw of the early 1960s, Hungarian officials were open 

to allow the survival of small-scale household farming, fearful of negatively impacting 

domestic stockbreeding production, which was considered an essential resource.279 The 

troubled relations between communist authorities and small landowners in Eastern 

Europe alternated between strict antagonism and reluctant tolerance, with substantial 

variation between different states. Waves of collectivisation often pushed, sometimes 

intentionally, people out of the countryside and into industrial work in urban centres. In 

turn, this led to labour shortages in many collective farms.280 This ambivalence can also 

                                                           
276 D. J. Sedik, A Note on Soviet Per Capita Meat Consumption, “Comparative Economic Studies”, 1993, 

15:3, pp. 42-43. 
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York: Routledge, 2005, p. 33. 
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developments across Eastern Europe. 
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be felt in the writings of some of the participants in the 1966 CIMA, e.g., Beneš, who 

considered that agriculture museums had the responsibility of promoting agriculture 

among the public, especially youngsters, for whom it was seen as an obsolete occupation. 

Nevertheless, agricultural workers are concomitantly described as the “l’élément 

cristallisé de notre société.”281   

 

Some East-West parallels and contrasts  

The emphasis placed on modern agricultural methods in Eastern European agricultural 

museums, as the ČZM and the MMM, contrasts strongly with the more retrospective take 

on agricultural issues, privileged by Western institutions. Even in the case of Western 

museums where modern agriculture was displayed, as the London Science Museum, the 

stress was placed upon different themes. The 1950s reformulation of this museum’s 

agricultural gallery focused on crop farming, with a dairy display being added to the 

ensemble only in 1965. It is worth mentioning that livestock production was otherwise 

mostly absent from the exhibition. This circumstance was, according to curator Lesley 

West, explained by the lack of space for the extension of the displays and the economic 

importance of the dairy sector to the British economy; not only from a purely agricultural 

standpoint but also considering the export of specialised implements.282 By the 1970s, 

animal welfare activists contested the non-inclusion of intensive animal farming in the 

agricultural gallery, which, David Matless argues, would amount to an exposé of that 

industry.283 These matters could not have been more foreigner to the MMM and its meat 

processing displays. 

This is not to say that Western museums ignored animal husbandry in their displays of 

modern agriculture, yet these tended to focus on different products, of a less sanguine 

type. For example, at the Deutsches Museum, in West Germany, one of the highlights of 

the agriculture section was precisely an anatomic model of a cow. Its blood circulation, 

nerve reflexes and milking could be put in motion and observed by the visitors. As noted 

before, this museum had been considerably damaged during World War II and lost a 

sizeable part of its displays, but by the time of the first CIMA it had been thoroughly 
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modernised. Starting in 1959 the agricultural department was completely overhauled and 

modernised under the direction of Max Hupfauer, of the Technical University of Munich. 

The exhibition comprehended the history and development of agricultural technology, 

such as dairy farming, milling, sugar industry, distillery, and brewery. The Deutsches 

Museum displayed both modern and ancient technical implements and tools, these 

original objects or detailed replicas, some were presented side by side, included models 

of 19th-century and contemporary farms. Hupfauer expected that the comparison would 

attract the interest of the public in understanding the development of agricultural 

technology.284 In contrast, at the MMM, Balassa noted that “success lies in making the 

transition from the presentation of historical material to the presentation of the modern 

age so smooth that the spectator is almost unaware of it.”285  

Both institutions strove to educate the general public about technical matters, but the 

Deutsches Museum, its agricultural section more specifically, seemed unconcerned with 

conducting any kind of active scientific research, something the MMM and the ČZM 

purported as one of its main responsibilities. Significantly, at this West German 

exhibition, the introductory room was dedicated to the fight against hunger around the 

world. At its centre was a human-sized plough, intended to marvel visitors and underline 

the role of modern technical methods in that fight.286 The early-1960s appeals by the FAO 

to have hunger relief efforts included in museum exhibitions, mentioned in the previous 

chapter, were not ignored by the Deutsches Museum, but in Eastern Bloc museums the 

matter appears to have just been alluded to.287 Nonetheless, Eastern Bloc states did engage 

in intra-bloc cooperation in agricultural matters, with the exchange of technical expertise 

and relief shipments from other likeminded states. A relevant example of this 

phenomenon was the provision of staple foods, namely cereals, to Czechoslovakia by the 

USSR in 1947. The former, at the time increasingly under the control of the Communist 
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Party, had been stricken by a severe drought and Soviet emergency relief served both 

practical and propagandistic means.288  

One would expect the Deutsches Museum, with its reputation as a pioneer science 

museum, to have occupied a more prominent place within the early years of the AIMA, 

thanks to its agricultural section. While this did not happen, another West German 

institution managed to have a foundational role in the creation of that new international 

organisation, namely the Institut für Agrargeschichte der Landwirtschaftlichen 

Hochschule in Stuttgart-Hohenheim (Institute for Agricultural Research of the 

Agricultural University of Stuttgart-Hohenheim) and its collection of agricultural 

implement models. The collection, presented at the 1966 CIMA by the institute’s director 

Günther Franz, comprehended hundreds of models of agricultural implements and 

industrial apparatus, dating back to the early 19th century in some cases, and created either 

for educational or promotional purposes. This collection included models created for 19th-

century world exhibitions, as the 1862 International Exhibition in London. As we have 

seen elsewhere in this chapter and the previous one, models had long been a staple of 

science and technical museum displays. Franz’s collection was by then unrivalled in 

Germany, as a competing collection in Berlin did not survive World War II.289   
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Scale models of agricultural equipment, animals, and farm buildings were a common 

sight in many of the museums mentioned in this chapter. Museum professionals across 

Europe shared similar concerns regarding the ideal presentation and arrangement of 

models within displays, namely their relation with full-scale replicas and authentic 

objects, and the selection of the most adequate modelling scale.290 In some respects, 

practices also varied between museums. For instance, at the London Science Museum 

models of agricultural implements were gifted by British agricultural machinery 

manufactures; which, upon answering the museum’s call for help renewing its displays, 

were put in contact with professional model makers.291 At the MMM and the ČZM, 

unable to rely on donations of inexistent private enterprises, models appear to have been 

created by the museums staff; nonetheless their cost was high and parsimony was advised 

in their use.292 Yet, in the 1950s, both the MMM and the Science Museum underlined the 

participation of reputed national artists in the conception of their exhibitions.293 

Concerning the appeal for visitors of displays including scale models, Szabó, in the late 

1950s, noted their popularity among children, putting great emphasis on the importance 

of attracting and sustaining their attention (see fig.29).294 However, by the late 1960s, 

children are absent from Matolcsi’s and Balassa’s descriptions of the same museum, now 

focused on “adult education.”295 Concurrently, at the ČZM, Beneš warned museum 

experts about the risk of scale models appearing too toy-like, which, in his opinion, would 

push away adult visitors and prevent them from taking agriculture seriously.296 A more 

consistent perspective had been adopted at the London Science Museum’s agricultural 

gallery, where, throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the appeal of displays containing scale 

models, for both children and adults, was not only noted but even encouraged.297  
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Fig. 49. Making of a “dermoplastic” model of a horse (1963). ČZM’s 

Kačina museum. Source: Kubů, Šouša, Šimčík, 100 let, p. 55. 

Fig. 50. Expert paints a diorama at the London Science 

Museum (1953). Source: J. Insley, Little landscpaes: dioramas 

in museum displays, in “Endeavour”, 2008, 32:1, p. 28. 
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In Tempír’s and Šach’s introductory papers a variety of issues and museum types were 

referred to, most only in passing. Open-air museums were not completely absent from the 

1966 CIMA but were also far from prominent, e.g., Eskeröd, from the Swedish Nordiska 

Museet, which managed Stockholm’s Skansen, is listed among those that attended the 

conference but did not present any paper.298 In the previous chapter, attending to the 

display of agriculture in museums in the post-war years, and focused on the institutions 

featured on UNESCO/ICOM’s Museum journal, Western Bloc institutions, including 

open-air museums, were emphasised. While some considerations on the characteristics 

of open-air museums in Eastern Europe have already been noted, additional information 

can be gathered from the first few issues of the AMA. For instance, one other article read 

at the 1966 CIMA concerns the first Czechoslovak open-air museum, the Wallachian 

Nature Museum in eastern Moravia, first opened in the 1920s. There, Arnošt Kubeša 

carefully alluded to the lack of means of the museum, which had resulted in the 

postponement of planned expansions. These circumstances were carefully discussed in 

connection with the integration of the institution in the regional museum of the 

neighbouring city of Gottwaldov (the city was originally called Zlín and renamed in 1949 

after Klement Gottwald, Czechoslovakia’s first communist president).299  Considering 

the way in which other Eastern European agriculture museums were managed, the 

absorption of the Wallachian museum by a more centralised institution seems hardly 

unexpected. 

As noted earlier, concerning Šach’s fascination with historical farms and the 

reconstitution of past agricultural techniques, Scandinavian and Western European open-

air museums appear to have inspired the ČZM in different ways, one possible example: 

The 1960s revival of a small zoo of autochthonous and game animals at the Ohrada Castle 

section of the museum, first opened in the late 1930s.300 While the inclusion of animals 

in open-air museums could be traced almost to the origins of the movement earlier in the 

century, by the 1950s and 1960s a second generation of open-air museums started to 

increasingly include livestock into their displays.301 One fundamental difference between 

Western and Eastern open-air museums was the latter’s tendency to include modern 
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agriculture in their displays, adopting a comparative perspective that accentuated 

productivity improvements and the raising of the standard of living in rural areas. This 

kind of approach became increasingly popular among institutions located in Eastern Bloc 

countries starting in the 1960s and continued throughout the following decades.302 

An example of the concepts and practices followed by Eastern Bloc open-air museums 

can be found in Klaus Schreiner’s article presented at the first CIMA. There, he describes 

the development of the recently-created (1963) Agrarhistorichen Frelichtmuseums in Alt 

Schwerin. Located in the region of Mecklenburg, in East Germany, this institution 

focused on the last few decades of that region’s history. Installed in an abandoned village, 

the museum underscored the differences between older production methods and social 

structures and the changes brought by the new regime, namely land reform and 

collectivisation. The suffering of peasants under past regimes and their satisfaction with 

the functioning of the collective farms was displayed in a strongly politicised language, 

silencing all the problems and tensions associated with collectivisations. The successes 

of the local agricultural collective farming projects were also celebrated, namely accounts 

of increasing livestock production; a staple of Eastern Bloc agriculture museums. 

With comparative purposes, among the buildings included in the museum were late-

19th century peasant dwellings and 1960s flats of collective farm workers. Schreiner 

considered Alt Schwerin as an experiment in documenting social history where 

agricultural museological principles could be refined. The development of the museum 

was closely related with the activities of the local cooperative and theoretically supported 

by the University of Rostock.303 East Germany had undergone a progressive process of 

collectivisation between 1952, when the Alt Schwerin unit was formed, and 1960, just 

three years before the creation of the museum in the abandoned buildings of the now 

collective village. Initiated in 1959, a campaign of forced collectivisation, the “Socialist 

Spring,” led to the rapid end of all the remaining independent farming activities that had 

survived the early 1950s push; perhaps not coincidently, the university that cooperated 

with the newly-opened museum was located in the neighbouring district of Rostock, the 

first to be fully collectivised.304  
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Rostock was also an important centre of research in vernacular architecture, with the 

works of Karl Baumgarten being influential within the open-air museum community.305 

The novelty of these modernity-focused open-air museum, which combined regional and 

agricultural history with local ethnography, was not lost on other participants, like 

Wolfgang Jacobeit, also from East Germany.306 The Czechoslovak Beneš was also 

interested in open-air museums and travelled extensively throughout the Eastern Bloc 

visiting them.307 The expertise of some museum professionals encompassed both 

agriculture museum of the more “universal” type and open-air museums. Balassa, who 

from 1969 came to lead the MMM, has been mentioned throughout this chapter as a 

reformer of the way in which agriculture museums conceptualised their activities. One 

finds him involved as well in the open-air museum movement, being one of the creators 

of the Szentendre Open-Air Museum; created in 1967 in a town to the north of Budapest. 

He would eventually become a staple of both AIMA and AEOM meetings throughout the 

1970s and 1980s.308 

 

Language, geopolitics and statutes in the inception of the AIMA 

The multidisciplinary character of the 1966 CIMA was made clear by the variety of 

fields of expertise represented at the meeting, which included, as noted throughout this 

chapter, ethnographers, historians of agriculture, museum professionals specialised in a 

variety of topics, agricultural scientists, etc. This conference laid the basis for the creation 

of the international association that the staffs of the MMM and the ČZM had hoped for, 

but was also used as an opportunity to promote other parallel projects. For instance, the 

International Working Conference for Research on Ploughing Implements, the 

International Commission for Research on the History of Wine-Growing, and the 

Symposium of the International Working Group for Paleobotany.309  

This meeting of paleobotanists took place at the Kačina headquarters of the ČZM in 

October 1968, just a few months after the August invasion of Czechoslovakia by Warsaw 
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Pact troops; putting an end to the “Prague Spring.” Certainly as a consequence of 

Czechoslovakia’s political instability, more than half of the foreign professionals 

expected could not attend the conference.310  

Unsurprisingly, German was the language of choice of the experts who gathered at the 

1968 symposium. The previous chapter of this work concludes with an exploration of the 

significance of German-speaking professionals in the creation of one of AIMA’s 

contemporaries, the open-air-musem-focused AEOM. In fact, German had been the main 

language of administration of Austria-Hungary and, even during the interwar period 

remained influential among the cultured middle-class. The political changes of the post-

World War II period led to the progressive replacement of German by Russian as the 

state-sponsored language of communication among Eastern Bloc states. Nonetheless, 

East Germany’s inclusion into the bloc meant that German was recognised as the 

language of an allied state throughout the Eastern Bloc and thus politically-acceptable; it 

was certainly considered by state authorities as a more acceptable language than 

English.311 It is thus not surprising that German was the lingua franca used by the 

Czechoslovak and Hungarian proponents of the AIMA, quickly joined by a numerous 

cohort of other Central European museum professionals. German was the language of 

election within the nascent AIMA throughout its first few years, which can be clearly 

attested by the number of articles which were presented in that language over the first and 

second CIMA and published on issues of the AMA.  

Regardless of the dominance of German, some authors preferred to communicate in 

French, English or Russian. Furthermore, administrative and statutory documents were 

usually available in those four languages, which were considered as co-official within the 

AIMA. Already in the second issue of the AMA, in 1967, a summary of the activities of 

the congress, and its proposal for the creation of a new international organisation, was 

available in a multilingual format. Diplomatically, and following a long-held tradition in 

academic publishing, the journal of the association (AMA) and its congresses (CIMA) 

were named in Latin; in the 1967 issue of the proceedings Latin was also used in some 
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concluding notes.312 As seen in the last chapter, the MMM used this same naming 

convention for its new international-minded publications between the late 1950s and the 

mid-1960s.313 

It is significant that a few of the scholars or museum professionals involved in the 

AIMA chose to lecture and write in more than one official language, sometimes in the 

course of the same conference. In the proceedings of the 1966 CIMA one finds articles 

authored by Tempír in three different languages: German, for the most part, but also 

English and Russian. The most interesting part of Tempír’s language diplomacy is his 

concern in promoting the presence of the Russian language and Soviet representatives 

and institutions at the CIMA. The proceedings list six Russian-language talks, only one 

of them by a Soviet expert; among the other presenters were two Poles, Tempír, Jacobeit 

and Matolcsi. Jacobeit was from East Germany, Tempír favoured German in most of his 

other works, and the Hungarian Matolcsi was presumably also fluent in that language. 

Even more interesting, is the inclusion in the last volume of the proceedings, published 

in 1968, of a German-language article authored by Tempír introducing the major 

agriculture-related museums and collections in the USSR. This brief overview, the very 

last article listed in the proceedings, presents dozens of institutions across the country, 

devoting short paragraphs to each one, and was largely based on Soviet compilations.314   

It is quite noticeable that there was an attempt to balance the influence of the Western 

and Eastern Blocs inside of the AIMA. As noted earlier in this chapter, the 1966 CIMA 

was divided into eight thematic meetings, which were chaired by an equal number of 

participants from the Eastern and Western Blocs. Among the Eastern representatives one 

finds names already mentioned as Bratanič, Matolcsi, and Bachteyev, and also the Polish 

Leonid Źytkowicz. Amidst the Westerners there were Franz, Slicher van Bath, Trathnigg, 

and Hupfauer.315 Moreover, it was immediately agreed that the third meeting would take 

place in Budapest, at the time of the 75th anniversary of the MMM in 1971; Günther Franz 

proposed that the second meeting should be organised in West Germany, Netherlands or 

Sweden.316 In fact, the 1969 CIMA was eventually organised by Franz’s research centre 
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at the University of Hohenheim.317 Franz’s level of involved in the creation and early 

years of the AIMA is perhaps unexpected as he had been, decades before, closely 

associated with the German National Socialist regime.318 However, this circumstance 

appears to not have affected his capacity to network with his fellow agricultural historians 

and museum professionals. 

At some moment during the congress it was decided that a preparatory committee 

should be assembled in order to coordinate the establishment of the, still unnamed, new 

“international organization (association, society) of agricultural museums”. This 

committee was also charged with applying, in name of their fledging association, for 

membership at ICOM or the FAO. Divided among geopolitical lines, the committee 

comprehended experts from the Eastern Bloc, such as Tempír, Šmelhaus, Matolcsi and 

Balassa. These were joined by the East German Rudolf Berthold and the Soviet A. S. 

Krasnikov, the latter took part in the CIMA but did not present any article. It was noted 

that Polish museums were supposed to nominate a representative to the committee at a 

later time. Considerably outnumbered, the Western members of the committee were 

Eskeröd, Trathnigg, and Franz, as well as the Dutch I.M.G. van der Poel, who had not 

been present at the congress. Administratively, it was agreed that the secretariat of the 

Preparatory Committee would remain at the ČZM.319  

The nomination of absent or unmanned professionals for positions within the AIMA 

was a consequence of both travel constraints and of the low level of autonomy granted to 

individual participants coming from Eastern Bloc states, who needed to constantly check 

with their superiors before taking a position on any matter. These circumstances were not 

unique to the AIMA, the AEOM faced similar obstacles in its attempts to organise an 

organisation encompassing countries in both sides of the Iron Curtain.320 As noted by 

Rentzhog, Eastern European open-air museum professionals, particularly Soviet ones, 
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had difficulty in obtaining authorisation to take part in international conferences in the 

post-war years, a situation that, in some cases, continued into the 1970s.321 

The association gained its definitive French-language name, “Association 

Internationale de Musées d’Agriculture” (AIMA), in late July 1968, when the Preparatory 

Committee, represented by Tempír and Šmelhaus, successfully presented AIMA’s 

affiliation proposal at the 25º meeting of the ICOM Executive Council assembled in 

Cologne.322 It is worth mentioning that the 1966 CIMA, its decision to create an 

international organisation dedicated to agriculture museums, and its hope to partner with 

ICOM or the FAO had already been noted in ICOM News the previous year.323 If 

Tempír’s choice as part of the committee is obvious, Šmelhaus’ one can be plausibly 

explained by his fluency in French, this is the language in which he read his papers at the 

CIMA, and one of ICOM’s main working languages.324 According with a later summary 

of the early years of the AIMA, Tempír notes that the statutes had been jointly written by 

himself, Šmelhaus, Günther Franz, and a certain J. Görner from the State Central Archive 

of Prague. 325  

Within the maze of national and specialised committees involved in the numerous 

meetings of the Executive Council, the Advisory Committee, and finally the 1968 General 

Assembly of the ICOM, one finds many familiar names. The Committee for Science and 

Technology was chaired by O’Dea, by then the director of the Ontario Centennial Centre 

of Science and Technology, and Lesley West, from the London Science Museum, was 

the committee’s secretary.326 The ambitious Jelínek was involved in several committees, 

leading the one on Regional Museum and, as seen in the previous chapter, was able to 

manoeuvre his influence with the aim of extending the final excursion of the participants 

in the ICOM meeting to Czechoslovakia. Furthermore, the Czechoslovak Nacional 

                                                           
321 Rentzhog, Open-Air Museum, pp. 186-188. 
322 Association internationale des musées d’agriculture-AIMA, “Acta Museorum Agriculturae”, 1968, 3, 

pp. 1-2. / “ICOM News”, 1968, 21:4, pp. 59-60. 
323 “ICOM News”, 1967, 20:1, p. 45. 
324 De Jong, A Passion for Museums, p. 36.  

Officially both French and English were co-official within the ICOM, nevertheless a certain predominance 

of the French language is apparent in many committees. The selection of the language in which the official 

statutory documents are composed in and from which all translations should emanate from is not, to this 

day, a problem-free issue. See Desvallés, Mairesse, Key Concepts of Museology, pp. 16-18. 
325 Tempír, Establishment and initial development, p. 113. It is reasonable to question if Görner, who is not 

mentioned in any other consulted document connected with the AIMA, did not happen to be of part of the 

group for reasons of a more political than academic nature. 
326 “ICOM News”, 1968, 21:4, p. 38. 



126 

 

Committee, which had been charged with the publication of ICOM News, purposed the 

creation of an annual bibliographical supplement to that journal to be published in Prague, 

partially financed by the national committee.327 This entailed a deepen of the relations 

between ICOM’s headquarters and the Czechoslovak National Committee, whose 

members started to take part in several initiatives as a consequence of their involvement 

in the composition, printing and distribution of the news bulletin and other printing 

materials for ICOM projects.328 The French-speaking Beneš, one of Czechoslovakia’s 

representatives to ICOM, was also present at several meetings.329 

The AIMA joined ICOM as an affiliated organisation, but it could alternatively have 

proposed its integration as an international committee, these were technical and 

specialised groups formed by regular and corresponding members, which were supposed 

to meet at least once every three years, at the same time as the General Conference of that 

organisation. While benefitting from the cloth of respectability brought by ICOM 

membership, international committees had very little autonomy, functioning as advisory 

bodies and not full-fledge organisations on their own name.330 The working group 

charged with the creation of the AEOM in the late 1960s also preferred this process of 

association to ICOM, pointing out that full integration as an international committee 

would be detrimental to the objectives of the association for the following reasons: ICOM 

committees were limited to one member by country, the committees were global in scope 

and the AEOM intended to remain focus on European open-air museums, existing 

committees devoted to related matters were considered inefficient, and they were no 

longer considered essential in the association’s efforts to include Eastern Bloc states.331    

The first concern manifested by the open-air museum professionals appears to have 

been unfounded, in fact the statutes of ICOM include no such limitation to the number of 

members or their nationality. It seems that they would have been able to include, as was 

their intention, the directors of all the main open-air museums in Europe. These were 

mostly concentrated, as we have seen, in a handful of countries in Western Europe and 

Scandinavia. Still, the work group feared losing their autonomy and sent, the English and 

French-speaking, Dutch Bernet Kempers to Cologne in 1968 to negotiate the creation of 
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the affiliation of their association to ICOM. This was met with resistance, as it would 

entail either the duplication of responsibilities between the International Committee for 

Ethnographic and Open-Air Museums and the new research group or the extinction of the 

former. Under pressure by Hughes de Varine-Bohan, ICOM’s director, the research group 

agreed on their formal association as the AEOM and its affiliation with ICOM. Another 

factor that might be considered important in the selection of the model of association 

preferred by both the AEOM and the AIMA was that, as noted by Stefan Baumeier, who 

took part in several meetings of the AEOM starting in 1974: 

“It was the experience also of other organisations that without such 

restriction to the scientific directors in the constitution of the association it 

would often be state officials that were sent to international conferences from 

the countries of the Eastern Bloc instead of professional colleagues, unless of 

course the scientific directors themselves belonged to the cadres approved by 

the party to travel abroad.”332 

These kind of limitations could not be imposed in an ICOM international committee. 

For example, throughout the 1960s one finds only a handful of Czechoslovaks actively 

involved in ICOM committees, such as Jelínek, Beneš, or Vladimír Denkstein, director 

of Prague’s National Museum.333 As a matter of fact, Tempír and the other museum 

professionals involved in the creation of the AIMA, had, from the very first moment, 

proposed the creation of an autonomous organisation, to be affiliated with but not 

integrated into a more established international body. Perhaps, the language barrier was 

also a matters of apprehension for the professionals that were part of the, mostly German-

speaking, 1960s agriculture and open-air museum milieux. 

AIMA’s statutes, written in French, and personally approved by Varine-Bohan, 

ambitiously asserted its objective of contributing for hunger relief efforts by supporting 

agricultural research and education. Despite the presence of some open-air and 

ethnography museum experts at the 1966 CIMA, according with the provisory statutes, 

agriculture museums were defined in a stricter way than what Tempír’s and Šach’s 

introductory articles suggested. The statutes emphasise that the newly-created association 

is intended to bring together agriculture museums, including those focused on technical 

                                                           
332 Baumeier, East-West Marginal Notes, p. 55. 
333 “ICOM News”, 1963,16:3, p. 19. / “ICOM News”, 1968, 21:2, p. 66. 



128 

 

matters, food industry, forestry, fishing, horticulture, winemaking, hunting, and any other 

specialised branch of agricultural activity. Regular members, those entitled to vote and 

be elected within the association’s bodies, should be directors or high-ranking staff 

members of said institutions. Additional staff members of those museums, as well as 

historians, ethnographers, and other professionals, who were part of research or cultural 

institutions, were allowed to join the AIMA as irregular, non-voting, members. The 

AIMA was divided in several bodies: the General Assembly, to convene every three 

years, which elected the Executive Committee; in turn this executive body controlled the 

Secretariat, and the Editorial Board, responsible for the publication of the AMA. The 

Executive Committee was to include ten members, among which a president and three 

vice-presidents were selected. Overall, AIMA’s provisory statutes followed closely the 

structure of the recently-revised ICOM statutes, what appears to have been expected of 

affiliated international organisations. Ambitiously, and following ICOM’s example, there 

were plans for the creation of national committees within the AIMA. Whenever AIMA’s 

internal statutes did not cover a matter, ICOM’s regulations would apply. The Preparatory 

Committee was charged with preparing a final version of the statutes to be presented to 

the General Assembly at the next CIMA in 1969, when the bodies of the association 

would be for the first time elected.334  

The Preparatory Committee, responsible for the effective establishment of the AIMA, 

had been further charged with inviting more museums to join the organisation. Preferably 

increasing the number of countries represented in the association within certain limits: 

one of the foundational texts of the AIMA notes that “it is assumed that in the initial stage 

activity will be concentrated above all in European countries, and later, as required, its 

activity will spread to include also other continents.”335 As seen in the preceding chapter, 

the museum professionals gathered at the 1966 CIMA were aware of the existence of 

several non-European institutions; Šach’s survey of agriculture museums, one of the 

opening articles of the congress, enumerates several of those museums, asserting their 

presence around the world. The dimensions of the Egyptian Agricultural Museum made 

it certainly unavoidable, and UNESCO’s recent partnership with the FAO and interest in 

the inclusion of matters as hunger relief in museum exhibitions, were other plausible 

obstacles to the restriction of the association to European museums. In fact, the statutes 
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approved by Varine-Bohan include a mention to the commitment of agriculture museums 

in supporting these very same humanitarian efforts. These circumstances are unlike those 

at the AEOM, which was, from the first moment, clear about its solely European scope.336 

The AIMA functioned as a platform from where Czechoslovak and Hungarian 

museum professionals could assert the international dimension of their work. Moreover, 

it provided them a valid reason to establish and maintain direct connection with their 

Western colleagues, granting them a justification for travelling outside of the Eastern Bloc 

and obtaining publications that would have been otherwise impossible to access. The 

difficulty of Eastern European scholars in obtaining specialised books and journals from 

the West, which could be somehow ameliorated by their integration in international 

knowledge networks was understood within the AEOM.337 A more remote example, as 

far back as the 1930s Kots, the director of the Moscow Darwin Museum, had strove to 

keep in touch with scientific developments in his museums field by carefully sourcing 

Western publications.338 Conclusively, the eagerness with which the ČZM proposed that 

its journal, the Vestník zemědělských muzeí (the “Journal of Agricultural Museums,” 

quickly translated as AMA), would be accepted as the official bulletin of the new 

association is, down to the detail of the new Latin-language title, a direct parallel to the 

MMM’s bibliographical compilation efforts initiated just a few years earlier. Likewise, 

the symmetry between ČZM’s suggestion and the involvement of the ICOM 

Czechoslovak National Committee in the publication of ICOM News is difficult to 

ignore.339 

In fact, the creation of the AIMA can be usefully analysed in the context of the 

increasing promotion of museum theory by Eastern European professionals, a matter 

previously approached in this research. Museums and their staffs endured Stalinist 

purges, underfinancing, and administrative irrelevance; which was made clear in 

Czechoslovakia by the expulsion of the ČZM from Prague and their painfully slow 

reinstallation in unused properties spread around the country. Both the ČZM and the 

MMM had lost their administrative autonomy and became simple sections of politically-

controlled academies and institutes. Museum professionals attempted to counter this trend 
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and improve their status by any means available to them. The contrast between the post-

war and the interwar period was especially strident in Czechoslovakia where agriculture-

related projects and institutions were particularly favoured by the influential Agrarian 

Party.  

It is easy to understand why the staff of the ČZM felt the need to reinvent their 

institution in the post-war years, recycling its interwar era internationalising projects. On 

the other hand, the MMM welcomed an opportunity to continue to strengthen its 

international links with other museal institutions across Europe. Moreover, using the 1966 

CIMA and the creation of the AIMA as a promotional opportunity for their upcoming 

celebrations of the 75th anniversary of their museum’s foundation, thus also assuring that 

the organisation of the CIMA would alternate between political blocs. In this context, 

Eastern European museum professionals sought to be involve in as many international 

initiatives as possible and pushed for the institutionalisation of international ad hoc 

research groups, hence legitimising their presence in these academic forums. The agency 

of Eastern Bloc museum professionals was of course limited in a variety of ways; in the 

1960s they treaded a narrow path between academic universalism and political 

allegiances. This was made apparent not only in more politically engaged articles read at 

the CIMA but also in the text of the association’s revised statutes, and in some other 

details, as the use of the DBR/GFR (Deutsche Bundesrepublik / German Federal 

Republic) abbreviations to refer to the Federal Republic of Germany (Bundesrepublik 

Deutschland) throughout AMA’s first few issues. These abbreviations were used by East 

Germany (Deutsche Demokratische Republik) between 1949 and 1968 in an attempt to 

assert its parity with its western nemesis; its use by the Czechoslovak editors of the journal 

was a sure sign of their political alignment.340  

 

Final notes and first-hand accounts on AIMA’s affirmation and coming-of-age 

By the late 1960s the AEOM tried to expand its membership into Eastern Europe. This 

happened after several of its founding members took part in a symposium in Romania in 

1966 and became enthusiastic about encompassing Eastern European open-air museums 

into their associative plans. The following yearly conferences were organised in 
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Switzerland, in 1967, and in the border regions of the Netherlands, Belgium and West 

Germany, in 1968, where the nucleus of experts who led the AEOM were based. Several 

Eastern European professionals, from Romania, Czechoslovakia and Hungary were 

invited to attend the meetings, with their travel expenses being partially covered by grants 

requested by the association.  In 1968 a representative of the AEOM visited 

Czechoslovakia twice, the second time in August as part of the, previously mentioned, 

tour organised by Jelínek. The AEOM hoped to hold its 1969 symposium in that country, 

supposing that that would make it easier for Eastern European to be authorised to 

participate. The end of the Prague Spring made these plans impossible and the following 

meeting, organised in Denmark and West Germany, did not count a single Eastern Bloc 

experts among the participant; who were only able to re-join their Western colleagues in 

the 1972 meeting. Moreover, the AEOM needed to wait till 1982 to be able to gather in 

an Eastern European country.341     

All these matters strictly contrast with the post-1968 developments in the AIMA, 

which, as planned, held its 1969 CIMA in Hohenheim, a suburb of Stuttgart in West 

Germany, and its third congress in Budapest in 1971.  Focusing on the 1969 CIMA, one 

can be hardly avoid being surprised with the quorum, only about thirty experts took part 

in the congress, a stark drop from 1966 CIMA’s seventy-nine. Moreover, about half of 

the participants were Czechoslovaks, accompanied, in smaller number, by the local West 

Germans. A handful of Hungarians joined them and East Germany, Romania and Sweden 

had individual representations. Although not as speakers, Danish and British 

professionals also attended in small numbers. The proceedings of the congress, published 

in the AMA, avoid this issue altogether by, unlike in other CIMA, not making references 

to the number or origin of the participants.342  

Despite the inauspicious chronology for Eastern European experts, new contacts had 

been made further west. Günther Franz, the organiser of the congress and director of the 

Institute of Agricultural History of Hohenheim University, had invited other Western 

European experts to take part in the congress and join the newly-created AIMA. One 

example was Edward Collins from the MERL, who was approached in 1967 by Franz, “a 
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large terrifying figure, expert on the history of the German peasantry”, and invited to take 

part in the next congress in Hohenheim and have the MERL cooperate with the AIMA.343 

 

Might it be that Tempír and Balassa were fearful that, if they did not take part in the 

meeting, the AIMA would have been taken over by their Westerner partners or languish 

into obscurity like other previous initiatives had? Or, even if they did not fear it, they 

might have used this possibility as a justification for their participation in the congress, 

even more because the following CIMA, in 1971, was supposed to take place in Budapest. 

A state-imposed boycott by Eastern European scholars of the 1969 Hohenheim meeting 

could have endangered the presence of Western experts at the anticipated congress in 

Hungary; which had started being planned already in November 1968, at a meeting in 

Budapest between the staffs of the ČZM and the MMM.  There are still other reasons that 

compelled Czechoslovaks, and other Eastern Europeans, to travel to West Germany in 

1969. Congresses abroad allowed Eastern European professionals to momentarily escape 

the surveillance of state authorities and debate current political events more freely.  
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Collins in a recent (2016) account of his decades of participation in the AIMA reminisces 

that: 

“The aim of the new body [AIMA] was to provide an international 

platform for scholars where agricultural history and other related disciplines 

could meet to exchange ideas, promote research, and mutually cooperate. The 

sub-text was that it provided the Eastern Bloc, otherwise isolated, with a 

gateway and point of contact with the West. […] Travel to the West, while 

not debarred, was tightly regulated. Permission to travel abroad was difficult, 

and foreign currency hard to acquire. Conference papers were vetted in 

advance for ideological transgressions, while some delegations included a 

secret informer. I clearly recollect at Stuttgart-Hohenheim in 1969, a year 

after the Prague Spring, Eastern Bloc colleagues having to meet secretly, 

behind closed doors, to exchange news.”344 

Collins’ description parallels circumstances elsewhere in the world of transnational 

organisations, and very similar accounts can be found concerning AEOM congresses.345 

The 1969 CIMA, held in the first days of September, was opened by a series of 

speeches by Franz; Tempír, as first president of the AIMA; and the Minister of 

Agriculture of the state of Baden-Württemberg. For four days, the congress alternated 

scholarly presentations, almost all of them in German, with tours of neighbouring sites, 

and administrative meetings. Although the CIMA are described by Collins as 

multilingual, he recollects communicating with Franz through an interpreter, and that 

German fluency was, as we suspected, an important asset within that milieu.346  

From an administrative standpoint, the assembly unanimously approved the new 

statutes of the association, proposed the previous year at the ICOM 1968 conference in 

Cologne. Nevertheless, some alterations between the two documents can be perceived, 

particularly in what concerns the aims of the association. The AIMA maintained its 

ecumenism, proposing to encompass museums focused on technical matters, food 

industry, forestry, fish-farming, horticulture, viticulture, hunting and other specialised 

branches of agriculture. Still, it added a reference to “museums with bigger departments 
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of agriculture or agricultural collections” and erased from its objectives any mention to 

fighting world hunger, which, as shown before, was politically unpalatable for Eastern 

European regimes. Another interesting detail is that the “comité exécutif” of the 1968 

French-written proposal, which later became a “comité directeur” in the 1969 revision, 

was translated to other languages as “presidium”.347  This was a characteristic political 

body in many Central and Eastern European states at the time, in both sides of the 

geopolitical divide, but especially in communist regimes.  

AIMA’s new presidium was elected by the general assembly in the second day of the 

congress and seats were again divided between the two blocs. Led by Franz, and having 

Balassa, Tempír and the Danish S. Nielsen (from the Landbrugsmuseet) as vice-

presidents; the other members of the presidium included the Romanian V. Butură (from 

the Muzeul etnografic al Transilvaniei), Collins from the MERL, Eskeröd from the 

Nordiska Museet, and the Soviet M. Zolnikov from the V. V. Dokuchaev Central Museum 

of Soil Sciences in Leningrad. Two seats were left open to be selected at a later time in 

order to accommodate, as noted in the proceedings, a representative of East Germany; 

possibly to balance Franz’s election.348 

Despite attempts at finding a balance between the two Blocs and the different types of 

museums represented within the association, it is clear that the ČZM and the MMM were 

the dominant forces within the AIMA in its early years, and likely for longer than that. 

Significantly, one AIMA tradition was born at the second CIMA, the fact that, by 

continually renewed decision of the presidium, the AMA was edited by a staff member of 

the ČZM, and printed in Czechoslovakia, throughout the following decades, till 1989. 

Collins relates, in practical terms, the role of the presidium, the general assembly of 

the AIMA, and his impressions of the power balance within the organisation: 

“Plenary sessions were very much rubber-stamping affairs, and consisted 

of reports, resolutions, amendments to statutes and standing orders, future 

venues etc. In the main there was little controversy nor interventions from the 

floor. Meetings of the Presidium, on the other hand, could on occasion be 

more heated […]. It was here rather than at open meetings, and then rarely, 

that differences arose between the two Blocs, the Eastern being more hard-
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line and authoritative, while the Western were of the view that decision-

making should be more transparent and involve the wider membership.”349 

Collins’ remarks concerning the wider participation of the membership in the decision-

making process of the AIMA was not singular to this organisation, in fact the 1960s and 

the 1970s were periods of rapid change within the universe of transnational cultural 

organisations. It is worth remembering that despite AIMA’s statutes officially and 

necessarily closely following ICOM regulations, some concessions had already been 

made. For example, national committees were, according with the ICOM model, created 

but no significant role is given to them within the AIMA. This appears to have been little 

more than a formality and individual members, and not national representatives, remained 

the basis of the association.350  

The ambition of rebalancing the exercise of power in favour of individual or 

institutional members and away from an UN-inspired national representation-based 

system was prevalent at the time.  This matter had been central to the creation of the 

AEOM and appears to have been equally relevant for the AIMA.351 Another example, the 

Commision Internationale des Arts et Traditions Populaires / Société Internationale 

d’Ethnologie et de Folklore, whose antecedents in the 1930s were alluded to previously 

apropos of the feud between two experts, Rivière and Erixon, followed the same trend. In 

1964 the Commision was renamed as Société and its membership transitioned between 

these two models, despite ICOM’s opposition.352 Perplexingly, a few years later, after 

Jelínek became the new president of ICOM, in 1971, similar reforms were implemented 

within ICOM itself in 1974, with institutional and individual members gaining equal 

rights.353 

Going back to the ecumenical tendency within the AIMA to include a broad scope of 

museums into the association, this might not have been completely innocent. In the list 

of institutions which had applied to membership to the association as “regular members”, 

which entitled directors or curators of museums or specialised sections to vote and be 
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elected in AIMA’s general assembly, were a variety of institutions whose legitimacy to 

take that post were dubious. While institutions as the Deutsches Museum, had a 

specialised section dedicated to historical and current agricultural technology, other cases 

as the Magyar Néprajzi Múzeum (the Hungarian Ethnographic Museum) or the 

Czechoslovak “Naródní Muzeum- Historické museum, národopisné odd.” (the 

ethnographic collection of the National Museum) seem dubious additions to the 

association, which, let us not forget, did not official encompass ethnographic or folklore 

museums. This applied as well to the “irregular members” section of the association, in 

which one can find several representatives of Czechoslovak state organisms, archives, 

research centres, etc. It is worth mentioning again that irregular members were supposed 

to be other staff members of the member museums, as well as “science-workers of the 

related scientific and cultural institutions, such as historians or ethnographers of 

agriculture”; they had no voting rights are were not electable. Overall, in 1969, forty-six 

institutions or individual researchers from twelve countries applied to be accepted into 

the AIMA, as either regular (22) or irregular (24) members.354 

AIMA’s relation with open-air and folklore museums was contradictory, while plenty 

of them were part of the association, they appear to be unmentioned in the statutes and 

only a reduced numbers of papers read at the several CIMA focused on them. Among the 

members of the association there were several influential folklore and open-air museums 

as the Swedish Nordiska Museet, the Danish Landbrugsmuseet, and the Schweizerisches 

Freilichtmuseum Ballenberg ob Brienz, as well as several Czechoslovak, Polish, and 

Romanian institutions of the same type.  As noted previously, the AEOM faced challenges 

in its attempts to expand into Eastern Europe. In that context, should the AIMA be 

considered as a competitor or a convenient alternative forum for Western and Eastern 

Bloc open-air museum professionals? An interesting detail, the West German Adelhart 

Zippelius, leader of the AEOM, assisted but did not participate in the 1971 CIMA in 

Budapest.355 Anyhow, perhaps the AIMA and the AEOM were concomitantly 

competitors and partners, depending on who would be asked. For instance, Scandinavian 

institutions, which were underrepresented at the AEOM, were surprisingly visible even 
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at the little-participated 1969 CIMA; eventually becoming part of the leadership of the 

AIMA in the following years.  

As mentioned previously, in 1968 the AEOM, at the time still an informal working 

group, had attempted to negotiate its affiliation to ICOM, which had been made difficult 

by Varine-Bohan, who wished to avoid competition between an independent association 

and the ICOM International Committee for Ethnographical and Open-Air Museums. 

Eventually, the success of the working group led to the creation of an autonomous 

association in 1972, replacing the anaemic ICOM committee.356  The AIMA did not face 

the same obstacles because no ICOM committee had been interested on agriculture 

museums before the creation of the AIMA, but it still needed to focus its activity, at least 

officially, on museums of technical agriculture. Nevertheless, as we have learned by now, 

AIMA congresses were everything but focused. Collins notes that “conference themes 

meant very little” and adds that: 

“The majority of papers dealt with familiar themes in 19th and early 20th-

century agricultural and rural history, centring mainly on crops, livestock and 

farming techniques, and individual museum collections. The related 

associated disciplines – ecology, historical geography, ethnology, folk-life – 

were less well represented, likewise as was practical museum work – storage, 

conservation, collections management, presentation, documentation, 

information retrieval systems, and public inter-face.”357 

Tempír himself admits that, in spite of the stated goals of the first CIMA in 1966 being 

the “development of agricultural museums”, their archives, and the possibility of 

international cooperation between these institutions, in practical terms things took a 

different turn, “so as to suit the needs of the workers of agricultural museums and other 

institutions dealing with agricultural history.” The plan being to attract as many 

researchers from connected fields as possible, a recipe that “was also implemented for the 

drafting of further conferences”.358 While noting “that the papers were not all of equal 

interest, or startlingly new”, Collins was generally satisfied with the multidisciplinary 
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outlook of the CIMA, admitting that it was there that he had become aware “of the diverse 

nature of ‘agriculture museums’”.359  

 

 

Tempír’s plans seem to have been successful and the prominence of the MMM and 

the ČZM within the AIMA was further established with the 1971 Budapest CIMA, a 

tremendous success and the definitive affirmation of the association in the transnational 

museum milieu. It had been first proposed in 1966 and its planning had started already in 

1968. The congress celebrated the 75º anniversary of the MMM and attracted 245 

participants, a little less than ¼ coming from Western countries, many of whom from the 

United Kingdom. The total number is astonishing compared with the previous two 
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congresses, among the participants there were many eminent experts from both sides of 

the geopolitical divide. The opening speeches included Varine-Bohan himself, ICOM’s 

director, as well as delegates of UNESCO and the FAO. Georges-Henri Rivière opened 

the first thematic meeting on “agromuseology”, one of the several sections in which the 

congress was divided, the other being: “development of agricultural implements”, 

“transformation of traditional agriculture”, “regional researches (on the formation of 

agricultural regional units)”, “archeobotanics”, “domestication and history of domestic 

animals”. The inclusion of the last two sections, Tempír’s and Matolcsi’s personal fields 

of interest, was eventually considered by AIMA’s general assembly as excessive and, 

given its specificity, mostly unrelated with the other sections.360 The number of articles 

read at the CIMA was so large that the following numbers of the AMA, between 1971 and 

1975, needed to be complemented by a 500 page volume of the Proceedings of the 

Hungarian Agricultural Museum, one of MMM’s many publications.361  

Tempír had managed to have an international symposium on his niche topic of 

specialisation, paleoethnobotany, included in the CIMA. By then, professionals had 

become aware of the potential of the AIMA-model and proposed the creation of a 

permanent coordinating committee between meetings of the International Work Group 

for Paleoethnobotany. It is bluntly asserted that “the committee should always include 

two members from Eastern and two from Western Europe”.  Interestingly, and perhaps 

because it included in its membership a considerable number of Soviet experts, who 

would have had trouble gaining permission to travel to the West, all meetings organised 

throughout this period, took place in Eastern Bloc states.362 

Tempír continued with his attempts to maintain a “language diplomacy” towards the 

Soviet Union, and in the 1971 issue of AMA two articles in Russian can be found. One by 

the Soviet expert V. Pestriakov and one by Tempír himself. After this, he appears to have 

changed its tactics: in 1972 Tempír authored a bilingual article both in German and 

Russian, and in the following year a Russian-language article by a different author was 

again presented in a bilingual format, this time also in English. 363 From 1973 onwards no 
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more articles written in Russian are found in any issue of the AMA, the language surviving 

within the CIMA and the AMA only in some welcoming lectures and translations of 

administrative proceedings. Significantly, Collins, who attended most CIMA between 

1969 and the mid-1990s, was unaware that Russian was one of the official languages of 

the organisation and remarked that he never heard it spoken at the congresses. 364 

Collins was surprised by the almost complete absence of Soviet experts at the CIMA, 

who, although invited, rarely took part in the meetings. Something he attributes, on the 

basis of hearsay, to the strict control exerted over them by state authorities, which fully 

agrees with personal accounts of members of the contemporary AEOM.365 Curiously, 

Collins was professionally interested in topics as socialist agriculture and farm 

collectivisation and lamented that, in both the congresses and the Eastern European 

museums he had the chance of visiting, these topics were seldom emphasised. He appears 

to explain this circumstance as a sign of the antipathy of Eastern European states towards 

their Soviet-controlled regimes.366  

One could risk saying that perhaps Collins did not understood the connections between 

many museum displays and the demands of centrally-planned agriculture, as shown in 

relation to Hungary and Czechoslovakia and livestock production. Moreover, as also 

noted previously, the late 1960s saw a new, more moderate, generation of directors, as 

Balassa and Tempír, replacing older more ideologically orthodox types. Regardless of all 

these, Collins was a professor at Reading University and lectured on these matters. There 

is also the very real possibility that these topics were indeed not particularly emphasised 

at many Eastern Bloc museums and the reliance of our research, over the last few 

chapters, on a single kind of source is now reaching its analytical limits. Another 

suggestion of this possibility is Collins’ accounts of the informal side of a professional 

network as the AIMA, where he had made several friendships. Drawing the curtain over 

an, up to now, invisible side of the congresses, Collins recalls that “the evenings were 

spent in friendly discussion, and as the beer and wine began to flow, in music-making, 
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dancing, and singing.” 367 Again, this details are indistinguishable from almost 

contemporary accounts concerning the AEOM.368 

Notwithstanding all the merriment of AIMA’s congresses, membership requests 

dropped in 1971 in comparison with 1969, but this should not be interpreted as a univocal 

sign of a decrease in popularity of the association. In Budapest, only sixteen West 

German, East German, Polish, and Swiss institutions or researchers in their own name 

applied for admission in the AIMA, either as regular (5) or irregular (11) members. This 

constituted a very clear drop from two years before and an apparent paradox given the 

explosion of the number of participants. However, institutions were also accepted in the 

intervals between congresses, when meetings of the Presidium, according with the 

statutes, took place. In fact, for the first time, some of the member institutions were non-

European. The 1971 CIMA was the first to include representations from India, Egypt and 

the United States.  Moreover, the Presidium elected in 1971 included as members two 

experts each from the Western Bloc, Eastern Bloc, and the Non-Aligned Movement. It 

was led by Axel Steensberg, from the International Secretariat for Research History of 

Agricultural Implements, who had Nielsen, Tempír and the Hungarian Wellmann as vice-

presidents. The rest of the members were the East German Jacobeit, C.A.Jewell from the 

MERL, A. Lühning from the Schleswig-Holteinisches Landesmuseum in West Germany, 

W. Rogala from the Muzeum Rolnictwa in Poland, M.H. El-Ghawas from the Cairo 

Agricultural Museum in Egypt, and P.D. Sud, from Palampur’r Agricultural Museum in 

India.369 

A pair of new institutional traditions were established during the 1971 CIMA, namely 

that the president and secretary of the association would be from the same country, the 

one next scheduled to organise a CIMA; in this case G. Lerche from Denmark was 

nominated secretary.  Additionally, for the first time, a general topic was proposed for the 

following CIMA, to take place in Denmark in 1973: “problems of the industrialisation of 

agriculture, in particular in the 19th and 20th centuries”. However, the 1973 oil crisis 

loomed on the horizon and new challenges awaited the AIMA in the subsequent years.370  

                                                           
367 Ibid, p. 3. 
368 Baumeier, East-West Marginal Notes, pp. 55-67. 
369 Wellmann, IIIrd international Congress, pp. viii-x. 
370 Ibid, pp. xi, x. 
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In a few words, the following decades of the AIMA were characterised by congresses 

alternately organised by Eastern and Western European members, increasing 

participation of non-European experts and professionals, a growing interest for new 

historiographical trends (e.g. gender history), and the growing influence of the 

environmental movement. Of course, late-1980s regime changes in Eastern Europe meant 

the end of an era for the AIMA. All these matters are possible future avenues of research 

to be explored by endeavouring, and preferably multilingual, students and academics 

interested in the history of agriculture museum practice in Europe. 
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis has studied the emergence and development of agriculture museums in 

20th-century Europe, particularly during the Cold War period and from a transnational 

perspective, by focusing on networks connecting institutions rather than on individual 

institutional case-studies. It sketches a portrait of a whole professional milieu through an 

eventful period of European history, between the late 19th century and the 1970s. One of 

the main findings of this research is the unexpected resilience, throughout different 

political contexts, of the project of creating transnational professional museum 

associations in Europe. These organisations were imagined, created and developed by 

networks of experts, who had to negotiate a path between the conflicting demands of their 

professional interests and careers, political constraints, and ideological allegiances. While 

the nature of the sources available to this work precluded a more thorough analysis of the 

delicate filigree of personal contacts and friendships that permeated the functioning of 

such an organisation, experts can be sensed picking behind the curtain at every step. To 

all these, one must add that agricultural activity and rurality, as a set of practices and 

values, cannot be considered as static entities but as part of the rapidly changing and 

modernising environment of 20th-century Europe. Their social role and economic value 

reflected changing mores, patterns of economic activity, and geopolitical balances. For 

sake of clarity, we will now return to the research questions presented in the introduction 

of the thesis and attempt to answer them based on what was discussed throughout the last 

few chapters. 

 

What were the dynamics behind the development, and limited success, of the concept of 

“agriculture museum” in Europe? 

It appears that, other than the obvious and most simple answer – that any museum 

showcasing agriculture-related matters is an agriculture museum – no single exclusionary 

definition of what made a museum “agricultural” was strictly adopted by museum 

professionals in the period under consideration. Already in the inter-war period Šach 

struggled to find suitable categories in which to systematise his list of world agriculture 

museums. He organised them based on their main collection focuses, summarily:  folklore 
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and ethnography museums, open-air museums, specialised museums, and “universal” 

museums encompassing the whole scope of agricultural activity. Some outliers remained, 

e.g., museum of colonial agriculture, which despite being, in a way, specialised museums, 

were of little interest for an expert from a land-locked Central European state. However, 

it appears to have been consensual among museum professionals that “universal” 

agriculture museums with a technological slant, and open-air museums where 

ethnographic displays of traditional agriculture could be found, had a common origin in 

late-19th-century world exhibitions. In states where modernisation advanced at a faster 

pace agriculture museums were often retrospective in its content, and closely associated 

with ethnographic and folklore collections, such was the case in Scandinavia and some 

other countries in Western Europe. Eastern-Central European states, newly-independent 

after World War I, saw things differently and modern rather than traditional agriculture 

was underscored. This is not to say that ethnographic displays had no place in Eastern 

Europe or that displays of modern agricultural methods were non-existent in the West. In 

fact, experts on different fields occasionally battled for the control of collections, spaces, 

and influence, as exemplified by Kazimour’s feud with Prague’s Ethnographic Museum 

in early-20th-century Bohemia. 

While agriculture museums of the “universal” type remained a respected but niche 

phenomenon, with Budapest’s MMM as its archetype, open-air museums surged in 

popularity throughout the first half of the 20th century. Open-air museums could build on 

the expertise of folklore studies and ethnographic research and, particularly Scandinavian 

institutions, were highly reputable within the museum milieux. Agriculture museums, in 

the Central European assertion of the term, did not benefit from this cache and needed to 

seek their affirmation elsewhere, thus it is in this context that the ČZM first attempts to 

build an alternative network of institutions concerned with agricultural modernity. This 

was further complicated by the lack of administrative uniformity between European 

agriculture museums, which included independent associations, state-controlled bodies 

and a significant number of higher education institutions. 

World War II brought the destruction of many “universal” museums of agriculture 

throughout Central and Eastern Europe leaving the embattled MMM and ČZM to sustain 

the survival of the model. On the other hand, the post-war was a period of expansion for 

open-air museums, with newly-created Central European institutions defying the 
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Scandinavian leadership of the movement. By then, even ICOM had started to be 

interested by the open-air museum movement and promoted their methods and 

approaches in Museum. Moreover, a dedicated international committee within ICOM was 

created to coordinate the activity of these museums. Agriculture museums of a more 

technoscientific character escaped the interest of the, at the time, Western-centric ICOM 

and hence its eventual yoke.  

Agriculture museums of different kinds cross-pollinated each other’s practices, the 

influence of science museums, and in a lesser degree, open-air museums over the 

activities of “universal” agriculture museums being obvious throughout the 1950s and 

1960s. Interestingly, despite the growing popularity of science museums and centres in 

the post-war years constituting an apparent opportunity for “universal” agriculture 

museums to be associated with an up-and-coming museal trend, whose methods were 

quickly being adopted by other kinds of institutions, this did not happen. While some 

science and technology museums, as the Deutsches Museum and the London Science 

Museum, integrated agriculture sections in their exhibitions, circumstances dictated that 

agriculture museums would, once again, attempt to establish their own independent niche. 

The association between these two types of museums might have been precluded by the 

apparent conflation of agricultural activity with backwardness in both sides of the Iron 

Curtain. Traditional agriculture could be safely relegated to open-air, folklore or 

ethnographic museums, but modern agriculture constituted a challenge. It was too modern 

for the former, at the same time that it was too closely associated to an image of 

outdatedness, in the mind of urbanites, for it to be meaningfully included in science 

centres and museums. Eastern European museum professionals attempted to carve a 

theoretical foundation for their activity, in order to better justify the existence of their 

institutions and assert their role within increasingly centralised authoritarian regimes. By 

the second half of the 1960s, “universal” agriculture museums seem to have had 

successfully monopolised the term and only a handful of institutions, led by the MMM 

and the ČZM, were considered as such. Nonetheless, it also seems to have been, at times, 

an umbrella term of sorts; the eclectic set of institutions which took part on CIMA and 

were members of the AIMA appear to confirm this supposition.  
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What kind of topics, materials, and techniques were selected for display in different 

periods and how did changing geopolitical circumstances influenced these decisions? 

In early open-air museums agriculture and rural life were depicted in a retrospective 

way, a romanticised arcadia from where nation-building efforts sought the germen of 

tradition. They had plenty in common with folklore museums, from which they had 

splintered. For instance, Stockholm’s Skansen was Hazelius second creation, after the 

folklore-focused Nordiska Museet. Open-air and folklore museums were an answer to 

modernisation and peasant life an ideal for the renovation of the decaying urban citizenry. 

These institutions were concerned with the disappearance of historical artefacts and 

practices, and defended the need to save them from the relentless encroachment of 

modernisation. Still, open-air and folklore / ethnographic museums differed in several 

aspects: Folklore museums traditionally presented, according with Rivière, serialised 

collections of objects which they often displayed in a comparative perspective, for 

example, long series of ploughs classified into types. This “systematic method” was much 

indebted to natural history museum’s taxonomic systems of classification of specimens; 

from those same institutions folklore museums also adopted the use of dioramas. Folklore 

/ ethnographic museums saw themselves as active research institutions, and only slowly, 

especially after World War II, started to be more concerned with education. A move 

supported by the newly-created ICOM. 

On the other hand, open-air museums had, from the first moment, a more ludic side 

and were the incarnation of the “living museum” trend that permeated the museum milieu 

in the inter-war years. Therein, following the “realistic method”, mannequins clothed in 

regional costumes, agricultural and handicraft tools, and folk art objects populated 

reimagined peasant dwellings. The purpose of these institutions was to create an illusion 

capable of showcasing the past in an appealing way, with objects being displayed in a 

way that would make their use and the relations between them obvious. The message was 

that peasants, buildings, and objects existed in a cultural continuum; and visitors were 

expected to leave the museum reassured of their ancestral connection with their country.  

Their popularity was immense and, in the post-World War II, open-air museums were 

at the vanguard of change, making use of modern lighting techniques and innovative 

designs in their exhibitions. A coalition of Western and Central European open-air 

museums eventually asserted themselves within the movement and sought to more 
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ambitiously build “village museums” where attention to detail and “authenticity” 

surpassed possible recreational aims. Furthermore, open-air museums throughout 

Scandinavia and Western-Central Europe intensified campaigns of preservation of 

domestic livestock breeds and projects of reconstitution of traditional agricultural 

practices. Eastern Bloc open-air museums were initially seen with suspicion and 

interpreted as nationalistic institutions by the new communist authorities, but eventually 

managed to be reformed into showcases of state-mandated perspectives. For instance, 

underlining the purported suffering of the peasantry under previous regimes and the 

improvement of its living conditions under state-controlled collectivised agriculture. 

Unlike other open-air museums, these institutions displayed the life of contemporary rural 

populations, comparing, for example, the living quarters of an inter-war-period peasant 

and those of a worker of a post-war collective farm. 

Overall, open-air museums, and their displays of traditional agricultural practices, 

were an answer to modernisation and urbanisation processes throughout Europe, with a 

particular focus on Scandinavia and Western-Central Europe. In Central and Eastern 

Europe they took a slightly different meaning, being part of nation-building processes, 

while in Southern Europe, slower to catch up with those ongoing processes, open-air 

museums were almost non-existent. France, where folklore / ethnographic museums were 

a leading force within the museum milieu, eventually develop its own tradition and, form 

the late 1970s onwards, came to lead the ecomuseum movement.  

Museum of “universal” agriculture, led by the MMM, had, in comparison with open-

air and folklore museums, considerably dissimilar aims and modes of display. These 

museums were often the heirs of collections created for international exhibitions or higher 

education institutions. This meant that they usually included numerous scale models of 

agricultural implements, vegetal products, and livestock. Their purpose was both to 

showcase national agricultural prowess and to educate its agriculturalists and farmers 

about modern methods. For inter-war Eastern-Central European states modern agriculture 

was a symbol of the vital strength of an independent nation, sure of its capacity to feed 

itself. It was also the chance of building an alternative agrarian-inspired future for a region 

stuck between Western free-market liberalism and Soviet communism. In this 

perspective, traditional peasants should give place to inventive farmers capable to 

improve their methods and support national development. Similar collections existed 
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elsewhere in Europe, usually in agricultural higher education institutions, as in Berlin, or 

in early technology and industry museums, as in Paris.  

Agricultural museums focused on modern agriculture, as those in Budapest and 

Prague, initially continued to employ the same display methods as older, more established 

institutions as ethnographic museums, natural history museums, and science and 

technology museums. In the case of hunting sections, ornamental assemblages were 

continued in the tradition of noble-owned private collections. In some cases, agriculture 

museums had been sections of other institutions, which had eventually managed to 

become autonomous. Hence, at the ČZM the emphasis was in asserting the difference 

between their methods and those of the ethnographic museum it had been originated from. 

Displays of a more “ornamental” or “ethnographic” character were officially discouraged 

but, in practice, continued in some sections. The ČZM adopted a hybrid approach, 

articulating techniques and methods typical from different museum traditions. 

Exhibitions encompassed both historical and contemporary agricultural activity, 

displaying simultaneously artisanal artefacts, industrial equipment, and biological 

specimens. Moreover, agriculture museums, directly controlled by state bodies, were 

expected to promote official guidelines and plans for the agricultural sector. In the case 

of the ČZM that meant displays about land reform, peasant emancipation, and trade 

relations with friendly nations.   

The post-World War II brought considerable change to the agriculture museum milieu. 

Central and Eastern Europe, where the “universal” type of museums was more common, 

were heavily affected by the conflict and several institutions disappeared. Others needed 

to adapt to completely new political circumstances. The ČZM, which had been so closely 

connected to the inter-war Agrarian Party, was for all effects exiled from Prague and 

dispersed throughout the country, occupying a variety of nationalised stately homes and 

becoming an administrative dependence of a state-controlled research body. The MMM 

had better luck and managed to keep its Budapest grounds and was slowly rebuilt over 

the 1950s. While keeping its mixed approach to the displays of agriculture and its related 

fields, certain changes needed to be quickly done. All analysis of the social setting in 

which agricultural activities took place needed to be presented in a materialist conception 

of history, the emphasis should thus be on the difficult life of the peasantry across the 

centuries. Topics as the changing forms of land ownership over the modern period 
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became a staple of the research taking place at those museums; by then considered as 

research institutions and not only educational spaces. Still, agriculture museums did not 

completely abandon their earlier objectives and developed coping skills against changing 

ideological impositions; examples from the USSR showed us how museum professionals 

avoided labelling displays in order that guides could be always updated with the latest 

politically-approved scientific knowledge. 

By that time, science museums had grown in number and been adopted by ICOM as a 

poster child for museum innovation and public education. Surprisingly, despite the distant 

attitude of Eastern Bloc countries towards UNESCO initiatives in the immediate post-

war, the methods and techniques used by science museums had a considerable impact in 

Eastern European agriculture museums. The MMM updated pre-war dioramas and 

introduced a flurry of interactive new exhibits with the purpose of encouraging both 

experts and lay visitors to better understand topics as plant biology, forestry industry, and 

livestock breeding. State-sponsored sectors or initiatives were given ample display space, 

e.g., industrial-scale livestock farming and meat processing were extensively showcased 

at the MMM, as a consequence of the regime’s attempts to ameliorate the access of the 

citizenry to these products.  

Dioramas and scale models were one of the most sought for improvements to museum 

displays but their high price, in both sides of the Iron Curtain, limited their use. At the 

agricultural gallery of the London Science Museum, the strength and exporting potential 

of the British agricultural machinery sector was also one of the factors weighting in the 

selection of which industries to include in the displays. The gallery contained an ample 

selection of, frequently updated, scale-models of agricultural equipment and a section 

dedicated to the dairy industry and the efficiency of British-made milking machines.  

UNESCO and ICOM’s appeal to the introduction of displays about hunger relief in 

museum exhibitions of all kinds was ignored by Eastern Bloc museums for ideological 

reasons. These museums were keen in promoting the latest discoveries of agricultural 

scientific research and innovative agricultural methods, but necessarily abstained from 

including any possibly polemic topics in their displays. In West Germany, the Deutsches 

Museum was free to include an exhibition dedicated to that subject in its agricultural 

section, it showcased a human-sized plough, and shared UNESCO’s faith in the 

technoscientific Green Revolution. 
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What was the relative role of experts, state apparatuses, and NGOs in shaping the 

transnational agriculture museum milieu? 

This question has already been partially answered in the preceding pages. Anyhow, 

the complexities of human interactions can easily be clouded by stereotypes, transforming 

and misunderstanding the subtleties of individual connections and views. Moreover, 

individual agency is often analytically engulfed by a more conspicuous, and better 

documented, institutional level of activity. The role of experts in the development of the 

agricultural museum community throughout the 20th century, and specifically in the 

creation of the AIMA, should certainly not be downplayed. The genesis of many 

museums and organisations referred to in this thesis can be traced back to the work of a 

small group of people or even a single person. These were interested, for a variety of 

reasons, in a specific issue and found it worthy to lobby for the creation of an institution 

or organisation dedicated to its preservation, study and promotion. That was the case with 

Hazelius’ Skansen, a mostly individual effort; Švehla and other agrarian enthusiasts’ 

ČZM, a success of political patronage; and MMM and ČZM’s AIMA, the personification 

of the proverb “necessity is the mother of invention”. 

Hazelius’ international career organising folklore displays in world exhibitions paved 

the way for his creation of the Nordiska Museet and later the Skansen. These institutions, 

intended as spaces where traditional peasant life would be salvaged from oblivion and 

showcased to visitors, were not an idle exercise of antiquarianism but a physical 

expression of Hazelius’ Scandinavist ideals; with objects being collected from all around 

the region regardless of national borders. Despite its original intents, even during 

Hazelius’ life, the meaning of these museums started changing and they became 

exponents of Swedish national identity. Open-air museums, in the Scandinavian tradition, 

later became a favourite of both experts and amateurs throughout Europe, mesmerised by 

romanticised visions of rural life. The inter-war, and specially the post-war period, saw 

an explosion of the number of these institutions, most of them created by independent 

scholarly associations, who often managed to lobby local, regional or national authorities 

for support.   

In the case of agriculture museums of the more technological type, as those found in 

Central European capitals, developments were somehow similar but state support came 

earlier and more decisively. Švehla and his agrarian comrades were organised in 
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associations that promoted both the autonomy, and eventually the independence, of 

Bohemia from Austria-Hungary and social reform according with their ruralist ideals. 

The embryo of the ČZM was to be found in the ethnographic collections gathered for the 

late-19th-century international exhibitions organised in Prague. Lobbying by Švehla and 

his associates allowed for the creation of a separate entity, which, with the independence 

of Czechoslovakia and the increasing power of the Agrarian Party, grew exponentially. 

ČZM’s directors, as Kazimour and Reich, were part of the agrarian clique and were happy 

to associate the museum to its projects, including the internationalisation of agrarian 

politics through the Green International. In this context, the ČZM proposed the creation 

of an international association of agriculture museums centred, as the Agrarian Party’s 

organisation, on a Central and Eastern European membership.  

The post-war period was a time of redefinition for museum milieux and their 

professionals. In a Cold War-divided Europe, experts, particularly in Eastern Bloc states, 

needed to quickly adapt to political change. Regimes constrained, even if indirectly, the 

choice of topics displayed in museums; granted or barred access to resources (funds, staff 

and grounds); selected directors and regulated the degree of self-administration possible; 

and controlled the level of international contacts allowed to experts. Both, open-air 

museums and agriculture museums focused on modern agriculture, had to prove their 

fidelity to the new ruling ideology and overcome difficult initial periods of closure and 

loss of resources. Eastern Bloc experts needed to be especially careful in the selection of 

topics displayed and always conscious of their political-correctness. Concomitantly, 

museum professionals attempted to maintain or create networks within both the Eastern 

Bloc and further afield, which often entailed waiting for propitious political 

circumstances. People like Šach, which had been part of the ČZM since the inter-war 

period, were instrumental in this context as they were able to mobilise and resume their 

pre-war contacts and recreate, from the 1950s onwards, a network of experts, work 

groups, and informal gatherings. Furthermore, Eastern Bloc museum experts sought to 

secure the internal standing of their institutions through an active effort to establish a 

corpus of museum theory, regulating what used to be an informal set of practices. While 

all these constituted an important base for later attempts to solidify the international 

standing of Eastern Bloc museum professionals, their integration into international 

organisations remained challenging. One of several possible examples is how, in the 

1950s, early Czechoslovak representatives to ICOM were constantly dismissed for 
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political reasons and, eventually, replaced by loyal state officials. These politically 

engaged experts were usually more open about their allegiances and contrasted with the 

more neutral tone of museum professional. 

The post-World War II brought a new age of transnationalism, inspired by the success 

of the intergovernmental UN and its “alphabet soup” of agencies. UNESCO and ICOM 

pushed for the acceptance of open-air and science museums as models for the renewal of 

the museum milieu in the post-war, at the same time that attempted to regulate the creation 

and operation of professional museum organisations, and imposed their agendas onto 

them. People like Varine-Bohan were assertive in their centralising intends and in the 

imposition of, often Western-centric, initiatives. As a rule, experts needed to navigate a 

minefield of personal ambitions, rivalries, and internal and foreign politics. These 

circumstances did not apply solely to Eastern Bloc experts, in fact Western-based 

professional associations were plagued by the same problems and, at times, tensions 

between different groups and personalities conditioned the scope and membership of 

some organisations. In the Eastern Bloc, a new generation of museum experts were up to 

all these challenges and successfully integrated or created, and sometimes came to 

control, transnational networks as the AIMA. These allowed them access to publications, 

travel opportunities, and an international cache of respectability that could be mobilised 

in the context of internal dialogues with state apparatuses.   
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