Architectural Concept
and Exhibition Design

Hermann Czech

The building
The new conception for the Sigmund Freud Museum is not a matter of the
preservation, restoration, reconstruction, or transformation of an architectural
object. It does raise questions of whether and how architectural and spatial
qualities should be retained, damages repaired and defects corrected (but not disavowed), and how on the basis of the existing fabric and the required new interventions a new unified whole can be created, but these questions are not primarily related to the building itself as a work of architecture. Objectives, as, for
example, those articulated in David Chipperfield’s reconstruction of the Neues
Museum in Berlin (2003–2009) constitute in their reflection and concreteness
viable parallels, but have a different point of departure.
Berggasse 19 is a respectable, in certain details not unoriginal, apartment
house dating to the high period of Vienna’s Gründerzeit, but what makes it
worthy of preservation is the past use of its mezzanine and Hochparterre (raised
ground floor). These rooms are a museum in their own right. Of their past use,
however, only architectural remnants—some of which are not visible—have
survived. These authentic memorial rooms are the cause and central topic of the
intervention, namely as ambience of the historical figures, not primarily as
architectural fabric.
To operate a museum for so many visitors, new service facilities are necessary: an event space on the first floor, as well as the ticket counter, a shop, and a
café on the ground floor. These interventions occur outside the authentic rooms.
Only the new vertical circulation—consisting of an escape stair and an elevator—occupies floor area that had been part of the historic uses, namely the former
kitchen and a closet.
The measures we implemented in these «un-authentic» parts of the building
are not based on decisions specifically related to historic preservation; they
result from careful considerations that would be given to any renovation, which
means being respectful of the existing fabric and sensibly reinterpreting it to
bring about a new unified whole.

17

18

Reconstructions are not up for discussion in this area, nor on the exterior.
The upper stories of the street facade have been renovated as could be expected
when dealing with any respected Gründerzeit facade, while the original stucco
facade on the ground level, with its rusticated «stone» pattern, has not been reconstructed in either of the two different documented versions (the permit plan
and the actual original execution showed different versions of the rustication).
Our restrained design of the portals for the shop and café incorporates the
smooth stucco front which has existed since 1956 and whose three openings have
been the same size since then (at the time, the middle opening—originally
symmetrical to the narrower round-arched portal—was enlarged to correspond
to the other shop front openings). On the westernmost shop front—to the left
of the entrance portal—the rustication was taken away prior to 1938 and the
corniche covered. Because of damage to this cladding the corniche has now been
exposed again. The courtyard-facade remains as found, in the (post-1945)
version, without ornamental articulation.
Berggasse 19, house facade, Vienna 1938 and 2017
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Musée René Magritte,
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Franklin Court, Philadelphia 1976

The circulation spaces—and in particular the driveway passage to the courtyard behind the front door with the adjoining open stair to the right, up to
the Hochparterre—were part of the everyday surroundings of the Freud family,
their guests and, finally, the patients. Strictly speaking, they are the best-preserved portions of this historic ambience. This spatially distinctive path remains
the main access to the museum, thus allowing visitors to experience the same.
The authentic rooms
The circumstances of memorial sites can vary. Nearly always defined by the
topographical context, their original fabric can range from zero to complete
conservation.
An extreme example: The ground floor of the house of René Magritte
(1898–1967) and his wife Georgette Berger (1901–1986) in a suburb of Brussels—
evidently changed little since its use as the couple’s house and atelier (until
1954)—was painstakingly restored by a collector and opened to the public in
1998. It provides the nearly perfect illusion of entering the original ambience;
not even the preserved dog on the bed is unbearable.
Johann Wolfgang Goethe’s house in Weimar was trimmed by its resident
himself in order to represent his personality to his contemporaries. Between
1810 and 1837 the architect John Soane gradually transformed three Georgian
terraced houses into his residence—also intended for posterity, as museum f
or his architecture and for architecture per se.
A counterexample: The house Benjamin Franklin (1705–1790) built himself in Philadelphia in 1763 was torn down in 1812 in pursuit of a higher yield,
and replaced with a new development. Starting in 1972, there was discussion of
reconstructing Franklin’s former home. A «ghost» reconstruction, opened in 1976,
was implemented on top of an underground museum by Robert Venturi, John
Rauch and Denise Scott Brown. It consists of steel profiles that depict the outlines—based on historic insurance documents—of the house and the print shop.
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The fact that Sigmund Freud’s apartment and consulting rooms (the latter
were moved to a different story in 1908) are now practically shorn of their
furnishings and wall surfaces, is not attributable to a natural phenomenon and
only to a small degree—e.g., the relocation of Freud’s consulting room and
study—to a harmless course of events.
In 1938, Freud’s family was expelled from its society—by this society; Freud
was able to take his material possessions with him. That this genuine commemorative site would have to come to terms with this void was clear since the
moment the museum first opened in 1971; the new museum administration
would even regard bringing the couch back from London—such attempts had
been made—as a falsification of history.
All the commemorative site has to offer is the empty, authentic location:
Here it happened—this is where Freud and his family lived, where the children
grew up. And this is where psychoanalysis originated—not only through the
work and case studies of Freud himself, but also through the participants in
Panorama of treatment room and study, Berggasse 19, Vienna 1938
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the Wednesday Psychological Society and through Anna Freud. But there is
nothing left.
We do, in fact, have evidence of the rooms’ appearance: In 1938, the photographer Edmund Engelman documented them. In 1997, based on his blackand-white photos, Nada Subotincic drew meticulous wall elevations and a floor
plan of the consulting room and study. Nearly all the objects, including, for
example, the desk with all the items on it, are in London and precisely documented in publications. Should we try to replicate at least the most important
rooms as they were in 1938?
Aside from the methodological questions that such an attempt would
raise—first the rendition of the colors, next the simulation of the wall, ceiling
and floor surfaces, the reconstruction of the furniture, and finally the representation of the original antiquities, the books, indeed, every single item, even
the cigar butt?—it quickly becomes clear that the result could only be a surrogate. Simple recognition of such efforts would detract from the subject matter.
Yet this also applies to every «abstract,» «symbolic,» or otherwise reduced
rendition, which would in any case have to be on a par with the methodological clarity of Sigmund Freud’s texts.
Ultimately, the attempt to reproduce the original room décor would also
stand in the way of another aim, namely to provide factual information. The
Sigmund Freud Museum seeks to impart scholarly, historical, and biographical
information about psychoanalysis, its origins, and the persons involved. This
aspect is not, of course, tied to specific rooms (not even to Berggasse 19).
This exhibition material not directly related to the authentic rooms does not
utilize the walls of these rooms (in this way the new presentation at the Freud
Museum differs from the previous one). This information is arranged in display
cases comprising numerous exhibits and provides an autonomous curatorial
context to which the sequence and form of the display cases are adjusted.
On the rooms’ walls, references regarding their past use, furnishings, and
their former surface treatment will be displayed, and findings regarding conservation and restoration will be shown. These convey a place-bound and spatial
Findings in treatment room, Berggasse 19, Vienna 2016 and 2019
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presence: the physical experience of the most important authentic places, where
the persons involved carried out research and conducted their lives. Insofar,
the authentic rooms in this building are a museum in and of themselves. This aspect can only be experienced at Berggasse 19, with an understanding of its
rooms and their context.
The exhibition avoids mixing media in its treatment of general information
and place-bound aspects. They are, nonetheless, offered simultaneously and
experienceable at the Sigmund Freud Museum as a unit—in some cases they are
even drawn into slight relation with each other—but keeping them apart conceptually fosters the methodological clarity and comprehensibility of the content.
On one hand, the path through the museum allows visitors to experience
the rooms and their configuration, their former usage, and their history, as well
as indications of the former appearance. On the other hand, it separately provides cumulative general information by way of exhibits, texts, and images.
The Freud family left Berggasse 19 in June of 1938. Changes which are relevant to the memorial occurred in their rooms and in the building both before
and after that critical date.
Before 1938, these changes related to the units that the Freuds rented, to the
relocation of the consulting room and the study, and changes in the family
members’ use of rooms. After 1938, the building reflects the course of history:
parts of it served as «collection flats» where Jews had to stay prior to their
deportation, and were then «Aryanized,» which meant inhabited by non-Jewish,
usually National-Socialist tenants, who in many cases remained long after 1945.
In 1971, a museum commemorating Freud opened. It was renovated in the
late nineteen-eighties; these interventions—and ultimately, the present adaptation—are also to be acknowledged and presented in comprehensible fashion.
This would not be possible if the project referred only to 1938.
The sources of this information are: literature (descriptions, correspondence) collected by the museum’s research director, Daniela Finzi; findings
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regarding wall, ceiling and floor surfaces determined by Hans Hoffmann and
most recently by Team Riff OG; and finally, in connection with those findings,
photographs and film material researched in detail by Gerhard Flora. The insights these have afforded are isolated and, in many instances, random—and
selecting which ones to display must be based on whether they can be presented
comprehensibly.
The now unauthentic walls adjoining the new staircase offer space to present the history of the building. In the process of extending the exhibition
spaces, we have removed or repositioned some of Wolfgang Tschapeller’s interventions (1989) in the museum and left others (for instance, the staircase
in the courtyard) as found.
The path the visitors take is to a great degree open, but each should be able
to quickly create his or her own mental map, in order to encourage moving
back and forth throughout the exhibition.
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Translated from the German by Elise Feiersinger

Three architecture firms—Walter Angonese, ARTEC (Bettina Götz and Richard Manahl),
and the author of this article—teamed up for the early conceptual phase to participate in
the competition (2017) and to proceed with the planning. On account of the considerable
distance separating his office from Vienna, Walter Angonese did not take part in the
project’s operative phase.

Emergency staircase in courtyard,
Berggasse 19, Vienna 2002

