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Abstract 
 
 
 

This thesis is an alternative tour of Castrum Peregrini, an unusual arts organisation based in 

a historic Amsterdam canal house. With an interdisciplinary approach, this study is 

influenced by the recent scholarship following the post-human material turn. It draws from 

theory and research from a number of disciplines, including anthropology, archeology, art 

history and heritage studies. Ethnography and auto-ethnography allow for a thorough and 

reflexive exploration of Castrum Peregrini’s intriguing material heritage as a past WWII safe 

house and the home of a visual artist, Gisèle van Waterschoot van der Gracht (1912-2013). 

The significance of Castrum Peregrini’s collection of artworks, objects and furniture, has 

recently been justified as an ensemble. As such, the new materialist paradigm (or 

entanglement) of ‘people - place - things’ will situate an analysis of this museum-like 

collection, within its historic domestic setting, into a wider societal and cultural context. In line 

with a renewed interest in materiality in both arts and popular literature, and museum 

studies’ interest in biography, three contemporary novels concerned with heritage, 

archeology and contemporary art, are woven into the tour, as well as my own 

auto-ethnographic recollection of home. In addition, the House of Gisèle (as the building’s 

historic interiors has been recently named) will be discussed in the context of other house 

museums.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

Facing the typical 17th century brick facade of Herengracht 401 (with your back to the 

canal), you will see óCastrum Peregriniô hand-painted in italic script on the brass letter box, 

along with óGis¯le DôAillyô and óGoldschmidt.ô Glance down, and óCASTRVM PEREGRINIô is 

spelt out on the low window (by your feet), in black lettering stuck to the glass (the type of 

glass with a wire grid sandwiched inside). óEntrance around the Corner,ô the lettering 

directs. Up above, screwed into the brickwork, is a plaque: a commemorative message in 

Dutch; the dates 2013 and 1912, with óGis¯leô debossed (in a handwritten style) into the 

metal.  

 

You walk, as instructed, around the corner of the triangular building and a small digital 

monitor catches your eye. Titles such as óMemory Machine,ô óThe Female Perspectiveô and 

óEuropean Academy of Participationô are accompanied by dates and logos. You arrive at 

the double doors, painted green, and meet a series of doorbells and an intercom system. A 

sticker on the glass again states óCASTRVM PEREGRINI,ô followed by a change of font and 

the suffix: intellectual playground. You are greeted, as if on the threshold of a home. 
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Homes, belonging to people, and museums, belonging to places, are rich vessels for 

learning about society, ourselves and others. This ethnographic study will consider the 

materiality of Castrum Peregrini, a contemporary art and heritage foundation situated in the 

centre of Amsterdam. A semi-domestic, semi-public building, Castrum Peregrini has a 

compelling and complex history, it is described by the organisation’s current director as “a 

microcosm…magical place...a magnet for artist and intellectuals.”  Over the past decade, 1

artists and curators have been invited to make work and exhibitions within and inspired by 

the building’s heritage, whilst researchers and academics have contributed to Castrum 

Peregrini’s programme of events, exhibitions and publications. Although the material historic 

interiors within the building, recently entitled the ‘House of Gisèle,’ are just one aspect of the 

organisation’s work today, they are central to this study. They are, I posit, the material from 

which the organisation has extrapolated interest, meaning and validity. This study aims to 

open up the historic building into a wider academic discussion, in order to explore its societal 

relevance and potential as a house museum. Each chapter will dwell in a particular room or 

apartment, with a description of the space serving as a point of departure, followed by a 

detailed and reflexive analysis of selected objects (or ‘things’). Following from the material 

turn, this study will serve as an alternative tour with an ethnographic approach, allowing for 

an interdisciplinary discussion. This thesis will explore biography in relation to museums and 

objects, art and literature’s renewed interest in materiality in art, and the increasing concern 

with both professionals’ and the public’s emotional and sensory experience of heritage. 

 

The House of Gisèle is one of three pillars to the organisation along with a think tank 

programme (Intellectual Playground) and a programme of artistic research and events 

(Memory Machine). These three aspects sit under an umbrella of the guiding themes of 

freedom, friendship and culture, inspired by the legacy of visual artist Gisèle van 

Waterschoot van der Gracht (1912-2013), who allowed her small apartment at Herengracht 

401, in the centre of Amsterdam’s 17th century canal ring, to be used as a hiding place for 

Jews in the Second World War. The apartment’s code name was ‘Castrum Peregrini’ which 

translates to ‘Pilgrim of the Castle.’ Gisèle later supported the artistic endeavours of the 

resulting community including her visual art and a German literary magazine called Castrum 

Peregrini, buying the entire canal house and neighbouring buildings and leaving her entire 

1 Michael Defuster, “The House of Gisèle is a Time Machine: Living testament to a life centred on art 
and humanitarian values” in The House of Gis¯le: Highlights of Memory Machine and Intellectual 
Playground 2014-2017, eds, Bob Whitman, Michael Defuster, Lars Ebert and Frans Damman 
(Amsterdam: Castrum Peregrini, 2017), 4-7. 
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material legacy to a foundation of the same name. Today, Castrum Peregrini is run by a trio 

of directors who live and work in the building. As part of their programme developments, they 

began hosting pre-booked group tours around the House of Gisèle’s historic interiors in 

2016. However, the tours are not widely advertised and both capacity and accessibility is 

very limited. Hence, this study will situate the House of Gisèle in the context of comparable 

buildings despite the fact that Castrum Peregrini does not position itself as a museum or 

house museum, but instead as a “unique cultural centre.”   2

 

Although reflections on the building have featured over past decades in mémoires, coffee 

table books, historical fiction, video documentaries, artworks, websites, publications, and 

even in a forthcoming biography of Gisèle , the House of Gisèle’s museum-like collection of 3

objects, artworks and preserved historic interiors is yet to be included in an objective, 

scholarly discussion alongside other biographical museums or house museums. As such, 

Castrum Peregrini’s materiality remains ripe for an analytical and interdisciplinary written 

enquiry, particularly from the perspective of an outsider—and the next generation.  4

Throughout my research process, a number of key questions emerged; what is the 

experience of visiting the building and the different spaces within it? Why are these historic 

ensembles worth preserving? How does Castrum Peregrini sit amongst the heritage industry 

and the context of house museums? What can we learn from a closer look at the objects that 

occupy the space? And, finally, how does this collection, or ensemble, relate to the arts 

sector and wider society today?  

 

 

Methodology 

 

In order to contextualise Castrum Peregrini in this way, and to offer a personal, self-reflexive 

perspective, I have employed ethnographic research methods advocated by today’s new 

materialist thought: “current thinking about heritage and the archeology of the recent past 

challenges archeological paradigms, advocating a new, ethnographic approach."  The 5

editors of a special edition of the Public History Review, Rethinking Materiality, Memory and 

Identity, published in 2016, argue that  “merging heritage and ethnographic practices allows 

2 My italics. “About,” Castrum Peregrini, accessed May 20, 2018, http://castrumperegrini.org/about/. 
3 Due to be published in the September 2018. 
4 In the documentary film Herengracht 401 (directed by Janina Pigaht, 2017), Lars Ebert remarks that 
they are carefully archiving objects “for the next generation.” 
5 Tracey Ireland, and Jane Lydon. “Rethinking Materiality, Memory and Identity.” Public History 
Review, vol. 23 (2016): 15. 
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the exploration of the meaning of the past in the present, the politics of practice and 

contemporary debates focussed on the material traces of the past.”  A ethnographic 6

approach thus allows this study to traverse time periods and academic disciplines to explore 

this multiple experiences of, and opinions on, this one place in an analysis of the societal 

and personal relevance of this building’s material heritage. 

 

As Research Intern, I spent three days per week inside the building over a period of four 

months, amassing written and audio-visual field notes. I held semi-structured interviews with 

a number of significant people involved in the organisation today, including the three 

directors, Michael Defuster, Frans Damman and Lars Ebert. In order to gain an 

understanding of the processes and intersection between the material heritage and 

contemporary art projects exhibited here, or made in response to the building’s heritage, I 

interviewed artists who have worked with Castrum Peregrini over the past decade including 

Amie Dicke, Renée Turner, Ronit Porat, Marijn Bax and Charlott Markus as well as a 

filmmaker, Janina Pigaht. In addition, I interviewed three independent curators, Ronit Eden, 

Radna Rumping and Nina Folkersma who curated exhibition programmes at Castrum 

Peregrini in 2014, 2016 and 2017/18 respectively. I also interviewed Eric Wie, the Head of 

Marketing and Communication at Cobra Museum who, along with Radna Rumping, was part 

of an early advisory board that helped Castrum Peregrini develop their artistic programme. 

Finally, I also interviewed Gisèle’s biographer, Annet Mooij, and Joke Haverkorn, a long term 

colleague and friend of Gisèle, who established the De Uil weaving studio and was involved 

in the past Castrum Peregrini community. These interviews provided essential context, as 

well as providing an array of experiences and opinions on the subject at hand. Further 

internet-based research allowed me to gain a wider understanding of the organisation in a 

more broad, public context. As well as joining a number of tours around the House of Gisèle, 

I developed a digital survey for visitors to collect data on outsiders’ responses to the 

materiality of the building.  

 

Rather than rely solely on the experiences and views of others, I will place my own 

impressions, reflections and memories within this study, utilising auto-ethnography. 

Increasingly used in material culture studies, auto-ethnography is defined by archeologist 

Steve Brown as “a method that focuses on cultural analysis and interpretation. It uses the 

researcher's autobiographical data to investigate the practice of others and employs 

6 Ibid., 5. 
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reflection to develop analytic insights.”  Brown argues that “self-awareness and reflexivity 7

are important tools for archeologists who seek to recognise and respect personal and 

communal place-attachments,” and states that his personal experience, personal heritage 

and place attachment provides data that informs his understanding of “other people’s 

experience of place; that is the social values of heritage places.”  As such, Brown explores 8

his own ‘home-place’ as a field site, as does fellow anthropologist Ralph Mills in their 

contributions to the aforementioned volume of the Public History Review.  Meanwhile, social 9

anthropologist, Daniel Miller, also reflects upon his own home in a chapter which includes 

sections on Housing and Power, Homes and Agency and Carribean Homes in the 2010 

survey of his career, Stuff, which collates three decades of the scholar’s work.  Therefore, I 10

believe that my own autobiographical data and impressions from houses that I have lived in 

will enhance my analysis and interpretation of Castrum Peregrini as a historic home and 

place of interest for artists, researchers and audiences. 

 

 

The material turn  

 

The division between people and the material is entrenched in Western, Cartesian thought. 

However, this is disrupted by the post-human material turn, where objects, ‘stuff’ or ‘things’ 

are granted their own agency, and objects, people and places are ‘entangled’ in today’s 

capitalist, post-industrial and post-human society. Baudrillard declared in the 1980’s that 

“just as modernity was the historical scene of the subject's emergence, so postmodernity is 

the scene of the object's preponderance.”  However, in his introduction to The Social Life of 11

Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective published in 1986, Arjun Appadurai argues that 

both The Gift (the well-known study by Marcel Mauss) and Marx’s commodity fetishism both 

provide Western examples of a mutually reliant relationship between people and things.  In 12

this volume, Igor Kopytoff goes on to advocate for biographies of things (following from 

anthropologist Margaret Mead’s assertion that “one way to understand a culture is to see 

7 Steve Brown, “Experiencing Place: An Auto-ethnography on digging and belonging,” Public History 
Review, vol. 23 (2016): 11. 
8 Ibid., 10-11. 
9 Ralph Mills, “Everyday Magic: Some Mysteries of the Mantlepiece,” Public History Review, vol. 23 
(2016). 
10 Daniel Miller, Stuff, (Cambridge: Polity, 2010), 91-94. 
11 Bill Brown, “Thing Theory,” Critical Enquiry, vol. 28, no. 1, (Autumn, 2001): 14. 
12 Arjun Appadurai, “Introduction: Commodities and the politics of value,” in The Social Life of Things: 
Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1986), 3-4. 
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what sort off biography it regards as embodying a successful social career”).  However, 13

Appadurai’s approach is criticised by Bill Brown as “methodological fetishism;” “it disavows, 

no less the tropological work, the psychological work, and the phenomenological work in the 

human production of materiality.”   14

 

Anthropologist Daniel Miller, an eminent scholar in this field of study, advocates an 

interdisciplinary approach, and likewise, Bill Brown says “as they circulate through our lives, 

we look through objects (to see what the disclose about history, society, nature, or culture - 

above all what the disclose about us) but we only catch a glimpse of things.”  Material 15

culture studies is not a cohesive academic discipline, but instead straddles many areas of 

research and theory. As Miller suggests, that there is no single established academic 

discipline to study artefacts (“the object world created by humanity”), is down to “mere 

happenstance.”  Routledge’s seminal Object Reader, published in 2009 draws upon sixteen 16

disciplines with writings from the 20th and 21st centuries.  Whilst this may present a lack of 17

cohesion, in this instance, where we are considering a building that is both a home and an 

institution, a heritage site and a contemporary art organisation, it is useful to draw from a 

range of disciplines, including heritage studies, archeology, museums studies, anthropology, 

biography studies, classical studies and art history. 

 

Furthermore, in seeking to intertwine people, places and things, new materialism is a useful 

theoretical paradigm with which to approach Castrum Peregrini, which in itself is a 

manifestation of these three actors. Following from Miller’s assertion of ‘stuff’s’ agency, the 

archeologist Brown refers to the way in which he conceptualises his relationships with ‘stuff’ 

in his home environment, as “a paradigm of co-production and co-enactment that focuses on 

entanglement: that is, entanglement across assemblages of people-places-things."  Miller, 18

whose theories are often cited outside of anthropology, utilises Bourdieu’s theory of practice 

(with the built environment shaping behaviour), to argue his own theory of the “humility of 

things,” where “objects make people.” He elaborates, writing that “before we can make 

things, we are ourselves grown up and matured in the light of things that come down to us 

from the previous generations. We walk around the rice terraces or road systems, the 

13 Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural biography of things: commoditization as process.” in The Social Life of 
Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986), 66. 
14 Brown, “Thing Theory,” 4. 
15 (And, by looking at things we render them objects, he footnotes). Ibid., 6-7. 
16 Miller, Stuff, 1-2. 
17 Fiona Candlin and Raiford Guins, eds. The Object Reader, (London & New York: Routledge, 2009). 
18 Brown, “Experiencing Place,” 19. 
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housing and gardens that are effectively ancestral.”  This is especially pertinent to a 19

contemporary study of an inherited 20th century material legacy situated within an urban 

setting of a 17th century UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

 

The rise in the interdisciplinary material culture studies has encouraged an intersection 

between museums and biography; the volume Museums and biographies: stories, objects, 

identities, was published in 2012 (after a 2009 conference of the same name drew great 

interest and a breadth of complex approaches.)  The editor Kate Hill, writes;  20

 

“when museums and biographies come together or overlap, what we get is 

relationships: between people, between people and things, and between people and 

buildings...They prompt us to ask how far we can interact with the materiality of the 

museum to develop our relationships with others, alive or dead, and whether objects 

can be active agents in those relationships."  21

 

Like Brown, Hill identifies a dynamism between people, places (buildings) and things. 

Castrum Peregrini presents such a triptych in itself, and so biographies of people, a building 

and a things are equally relevant. In her ‘Introduction: Museums and Biographies - Telling 

Stories about People,Things and Relationships,’ Hill points out that a biographical approach 

to museums (established from the 19th century) “suffer from a ‘smoothing out’ effect.” She 

goes onto ask; "can lives, of people, things and institutions, be seen as messier, more 

entwined, less coherent, and yet still yield meaning?"  Approaching the multifarious building 22

and collection belonging to Castrum Peregrini, I believe Brown’s concept of ‘entanglement’ 

to be the most effective way to ‘yield meaning’.  

 

Castrum Peregrini already highlights key objects in its collection and refers to the preserved 

interiors as Gisèle’s “visual diary.”  In this study, however, we will not be stopping at the 23

hiding pianola, since its story and significance has been told to every visitor.  Following on 24

19 Miller, Stuff, 53.` 
20 The conference was organised by the Museums and History Group. Kate Hill, “Introduction: 
Museums and Biographies - Telling Stories about People,Things and Relationships” in Museums and 
Biographies: Stories, Objects, Identities, ed. Kate Hill (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2012), 3. 
21 Ibid., 1. 
22 Ibid., 2. 
23 Lars speaking in Herengracht 401. 
24 The musical instrument was adapted by a carpenter and neighbour to serve as a hiding place when 
raids took place to find Jewish people in Amsterdam. It was successfully used for this purpose and 
remains in its original place. As an object it connects culture with the narrative of the house and is 
therefore an important part of the historic house tours. 
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from the academic prevalence of new materialism and popular interest in object biographies 

(as Bill Brown writes, "these days you can read books on the pencil, the zipper, the toilet, the 

banana, the chair, the potato, the bowler hat"),  this study aims to look at mere ‘things,’ as 25

well as well as offering a more extended analysis of (or biographies on) objects that have 

been given some attention. Situated in various rooms in the building, the ‘stuff’ of interest 

includes photographs, artworks, dried flowers, beds and pieces of wood. Significantly, new 

materialism also allows the inclusion of nature, with the concept of ‘naturecultures’ created 

by Donna Haraway in 2003 considered a conceptual innovation in contemporary cultural 

theory.  26

 

 

New materialism, art & fiction 

 

In the introduction to the aforementioned journal volume, Rethinking Materiality, Memory and 

Identity, the editors Ireland and Lydon identify a "renewed concern with materiality" in art and 

literature from the 1990's.  Interestingly, a number of my artist informants have made work 27

in relation to objects and the materiality of the the building, intertwining their own memories 

and interests into their resulting work. “How much does what is seen in the house today say 

about her, and how much does it say about the person doing the looking?  asks an art critic 28

discussing the work of Amie Dicke, who found correlations between her own art practice and 

that of Gisèle in the materiality of short handwritten titles written in English.  Meanwhile, 29

Castrum Peregrini’s current artist-in-residence, Renée Turner, who is working on a digital 

project researching Gisèle’s wardrobe and photo archive, is honest about her notion of 

self-recognition as an artist: ñAre you like me? Am I like you?ò  Artist Ronit Porat utilised 30

collage as a medium for the first time, merging her own memory and biography (growing up 

in a Kibbutz community) with visual traces of Castrum Peregrini past community that she 

found in books. These are just a few examples of how artists have used Castrum Peregrini’s 

25 Bill Brown, 'Thing Theory' in Critical enquiry, Vol. 28, No. 1, Things (Autumn, 2001) p 2. 
26 Donna Jeanne Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto : Dogs, People, and Significant 
Otherness. (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003). 
27 Ireland, and Lydon. “Rethinking Materiality,” 3. 
28 Wieteke van Ziel, “Finding Gisèle: Amie Dicke shows us the intense residue left by a long and risch 
artist life,” in The House of Gisele: Highlights of Memory Machine and Intellectual Playground 
2014-2017, 55. 
29 Amie Dicke was the first artist to work with the collection over a period of 8 years, making around 
ten works. 
30 Renée Turner, “The Warp and Weft of Memory,” in The Female Perspective: Highlights of the 
Female Perspective Programme 2017/2018, (Amsterdam: Castrum Peregrini in collaboration with 
Mister Motley, Amsterdam, 2018), 31. 
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material heritage to explore people as a subject, whilst also relating new work to their own 

biography, their heritage or art practice. As such, all of these projects are, to some extent, 

examples of experimental auto-ethnography. 

 

Literature is mentioned alongside art in terms of being influenced by new materialism, and 

as such, this study will also consider three contemporary novels that have relevant parallels 

with Castrum Peregrini’s heritage, my own auto-ethnographic reflections and objects that will 

be discussed in my written tour around the House of Gisèle. Ireland and Lydon list examples 

of recent fiction that "freely delve into the affective economy of objects."  Interestingly, they 31

name a book that sprang to my mind after first visiting Castrum Peregrini - the multi-award 

winning, international bestseller The Hare with the Amber Eyes: A Hidden Inheritance by 

ceramicist Edmund de Waal.  Part ancestral biography, part object biography, de Waal 32

unfurls the story of his inherited collection of ‘netsuke,’ 264 small carved Japanese objects 

collected in the 19th century by an enthusiastic art connoisseur, Charles Ephrussi, a 

member of de Waal’s European Jewish family’s banking dynasty. Situating himself in the 

narrative, the book is self-reflexive and philosophical, with many parallels to new materialism 

and the relationship between heritage and biography discussed: 

 

 “I am a maker: I make pots. How things are made, how they are handled and what 

happens to them has been central to my life for over thirty years. So too has Japan, a 

place I went to when I was 17 to study pottery. How objects embody memory - or 

more particularly, whether objects can hold memories - is a real question for me. This 

book is my journey to the places in which this collection lived. It is my secret history 

of touch.”  33

 

De Waal and Gisèle’s biographies have parallels in that they are both artists, descendants of 

wealthy families European and archivists of their own lives. That this book was so well 

received and has been widely translated helps us understand the potential appeal of the 

House of Gisèle. 

31 Edmund de Waal,  The Hare with the Amber Eyes: A Hidden Inheritance (London: Vintage Books, 
2011). 
32 Ireland, and Lydon. “Rethinking Materiality,” 3. 
33 Edmund de Waal, “Writing a very special book.” Edmund de Waal, accessed June 20, 2018. 
http://www.edmunddewaal.com/writing/the-hare-with-amber-eyes/about. 
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More recent, feminist examples of materiality in popular fiction include The Power by Naomi 

Alderman, published in 2015 in the US and 2016 in the UK.  Alderman bookends the 34

narrative with imagined letters between herself and the story’s fictional male author whilst 

also including illustrations of real and invented archaeological finds as evidence of a 

matriarchal world history. These archeological finds are illustrated and captioned; the history 

of Western archeology and object classification are essential to creating a convincing world 

in this radically feminist novel. Irish novelist Sara Baume’s A Line Made by Walking, 

published in 2017, follows the inner dialogue of a 25 year-old art graduate and gallery 

invigilator, Frankie, who moves to her recently deceased grandmother’s rural bungalow 

during a period of depression.  The title refers to the 1967 artwork by Richard Long and 35

explanations of contemporary artworks remembered by the protagonist punctuate the prose 

throughout.  

 

Baume’s chapters are named after dead animals that Frankie finds and photographs 

throughout the narrative, and these images are included in the text. The novel could be seen 

an auto-ethnographic study by an Irish art graduate raised in a rural area, and has parallels 

to my own (English) biography. The way in which these novels give credence to objects, 

merging contemporary art with fiction and elevating (marginalised) female histories, is 

relevant both to new materialism and to this study of Castrum Peregrini. Gisèle, I have been 

told, was not a reader of fiction although “she loved the Metamorphoses.”  Stories from 36

classical antiquity remain alive because they speak to human nature, presenting how 

people, stories and the arts in Western culture have not changed much over two millennia. 

However, despite dealing with memory and heritage, the contemporary fictional literature laid 

out here locates us in the present (and, to some extent within my mind)  as we walk around 37

and reflect upon Castrum Peregrini. 

 

  

34 Naomi Alderman, The Power. (London: Penguin Books, 2017). 
35 This is Baume’s second novel and has been shortlisted for the Goldsmiths Prize. Her debut novel, 
Spill Simmer Falter Wither, was shortlisted for a number of awards and won the Geoffrey Faber 
Memorial Prize. Sara Baume, A Line Made by Walking (London: Windmill Books, 2017). 
36 Referring to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the short tales of transformation written in Latin. Interview with 
Joke Haverkorn. 
37 At an Artist Weekend event at Castrum Peregrini, translator and lecturer, Kate Briggs, talked about 
the craft of weaving as a metaphor for translation. She recounted an anecdote of a translator who set 
out to read the entire library of the thinker they were planning to translate. 
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Local heritage & house museums 

 

Widening the scope, this study will also contextualise the physical place amongst other 

preserved houses across the world which were once the home of artists or writers; Castrum 

Peregrini cannot be considered in a vacuum. Nearby in Amsterdam, the Museum Het 

Rembrandthuis presents the (re-staged and re-furnished) home of celebrated Dutch painter 

Rembrandt; “Come and meet him in his own home.”  Meanwhile, you are invited to “see the 38

place where Anne Frank went into hiding and wrote her diary.”  Domesticity, I believe, is 39

fundamental to the organisation’s uniqueness. This is evident in the personal approach 

taken by the current team and their role as hosts, however it is also omnipresent in the 

materiality of the building; a vessel of things or objects collected, received, made, used and 

displayed by past and present inhabitants. This ‘stuff’ occupies multiple rooms which remain 

largely unchanged from the 1940’s, 1950’s and 1980’s, offering an unusually rich and 

dynamic opportunity to explore Castrum Peregrini as a historic home, a house museum and 

contemporary art organisation. Riemer Knoop, a museum consultant and professor in 

cultural heritage, wagers that the House of Gisèle “illustrates, I think, a special, ongoing 

involvement with critical thinking about the condition humaine, in art, science and social life. 

The uniqueness lies in being preserved down to the most bizarre detail, period by period.”  40

Knoop uses the term “ensemble” to describe the significance of the site as a whole.  41

Interestingly, UNESCO define Castrum Peregrini’s neighbourhood of historic canal streets 

as with the exact same terminology: a “unique and innovative, large-scale but homogeneous 

urban ensemble.”  The significance of historic ensembles can be seen to appeal to both an 42

expert and popular audience.  

 

A trio of house museums in England provide interesting comparisons with their material 

completeness manifesting in their public and scholarly interest. Kettle’s Yard (Cambridge) 

was the home of an important mid-20th century curator, Jim Ede, showcasing his mid 

century art collection. Gisèle visited Kettle’s Yard herself, and the house museum (which 

was gifted to Cambridge University) has recently reopened after a multi-million capital project 

38 “The Rembrandt House Museum,” accessed June 20, 2018, https://www.rembrandthuis.nl/en/. 
39 “Visit the museum,” Anne Frank House, accessed June 20, 2018, http://www.annefrank.org/en/. 
40 Riemer Knoop, “Refuge for the Condition Humaine,” The House of Gisele: Highlights of Memory 
Machine and Intellectual Playground 2014-2017, 88. 
41 ibid. 
42 My italics. “Seventeenth-Century Canal Ring Area of Amsterdam inside the Singelgracht.” The List, 
UNESCO, accessed June 15, 2018, https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1349. 
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providing further gallery space and an education centre.  In addition, Charleston House 43

(Sussex) offers an interesting viewpoint into the artistic and literary output of the Bloomsbury 

Group, who were most active in the interwar period.  I will also refer to Sir John Soane’s 44

Museum (London), a 17th century home and architecture school that was left to the nation 

by the eminent architect. This too has recently undergone a major refurbishment, and 

despite being from a different century, is particularly relevant because of its autobiographical 

nature. Belinda Nemec calls this house museum Soane’s “Gesamtkunstwerkò in her essay 

that aims to redress the lack of scholarly attention given to autobiographical museums.  45

 

Biographical and autobiographical artist and writers’ house museums, preserved for 

posterity, form part of the heritage tourism industry, which has been identified as a growing 

sector.  Charles Landry, a leading thinker and consultant on ‘creative cities’ concludes that 46

“cultural heritage connects us to our histories, our collective memories, it anchors our sense 

of being and can provide a source of insight to help us to face the future.”  Landry’s 47

suggestion that heritage sites can be relevant to the future of society correlates with the 

trend in contemporary art programmes at heritage sites. It is also important to situate 

Castrum Peregrini in the context of Amsterdam as a city. Occupying a large building on 

Amsterdam’s 17th century canal ring World Heritage Site, Castrum Peregrini is based in the 

centre of a small but global city with a history of trading and slavery, art and wealth, 

resistance and persecution, politicised and creative occupation of buildings and, currently, 

mass tourism attracted by its architecture and cultural heritage. Castrum Peregrini sits not 

only within a World Heritage Site, but also amongst Amsterdam’s contemporary and 

historical artistic ecology, with both parallels and partnerships with better-known museum 

destinations (with larger visitor capacities) such as the Anne Frank House, the Stedelijk 

Museum, Museum van Loon and Oude Kerk.  

 

That Castrum Peregrini was a WWII hiding place where the hiders actually survived, a 20th 

century female artist’s home, that the interiors survived, makes the organisation a unique 

and intriguing site. However, Castrum Peregrini’s capacity for visitors, audiences, 

43 This is evident from an exhibition catalogue and has been confirmed by her biographer who has 
studied Gisèle’s correspondence. 
44 As suggested by Frans Damman and Renée Turner in conversation. 
45 Belinda Nemec, “Autobiographical Museums” in Museums and Biographies : Stories, Objects, 
Identities, ed. Kate Hill (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2012), 279. 
46 Noel B.Salazar, “The glocalisation of heritage through tourism: Balancing standardisation and 
differentiation,” in Heritage and Globalisation, eds. Sophia Labadi and Colin Long, (London: 
Routledge, 2010), 130. 
47 Charles Landry, The Creative City: A Toolkit for Urban Innovators, (Earthscan: London, 2000), 44. 
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researchers and artists is extremely limited by space, resources, infrastructure, funding, the 

vulnerability of the collection and the fact that it is also functions as a private home for the 

directors. However, the organisation aspires to be a safe and somewhat isolated place for 

artistic research and an educated, engaged audience, rather than increasing visitor footfall. 

This study, therefore, will also to serve as a means opening the intimate spaces and 

collections up to a wider discussion and different perspectives. 

 

 

Walking as form 

 

Described by the director Michael as “a maze of stairways, corridors and rooms,ò  Castrum 48

Peregrini lends itself to exploration by foot. Whilst some floors are private living quarters, 

guesthouse apartments or rented offices, much of the building can be traversed during a tour 

of the House of Gisèle whilst events and exhibitions also allow for encounters with multiple 

rooms and stairways. Currently, the tours are almost always led by Frans (for groups of of 

thirteen people or fewer) and have been running since 2016. Tours are not advertised 

externally and audience development is not a current focus for the organisation, many 

people encounter the building via word of mouth or encounter it via the guesthouse 

apartments. As such, tour visitors usually have distinct cultural capital and even a prior 

interest in contemporary art, WWII resistance, Gisèle herself or canal houses. Developing 

the building to make it more accessible for more diverse and larger audiences are part of 

future plans for the sustainability of the organisation. 

 

Indeed, canal houses are typically tall and narrow and thus the movement between rooms 

(or storeys) is inherently physical. The surrounding 17th century canal ring is similarly 

maze-like, with its preserved network of concentric canals and streets an early example of 

city planning; walking is the main form exploringing the city for visitors. Walking as an form of 

encounter and research is also evident in contemporary projects made here; film director 

Janina Pigaht utilises tracking shots, evoking the feeling of walking as you watch her 

documentary Herengracht 401, whilst the artist Amie Dicke used walking as her research 

method: “I walk around this house and point. The more I visit the more I start to see it 

outside its walls.”  Indeed, walking around a urban space is a popular contemporary artistic 49

practice with an interdisciplinary and varied history that stretches from the wanderings of the 

48 Defuster, “The House of Gisèle is a Time Machine,” 4. 
49 Amie Dicke, “Important Souvnirs,” http://important-souvnirs.com/. 
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19th century literary flaneur (including Walter Benjamin and Charles Dickens), the 

conceptual d®rive practised by the Situationists in the mid-twentieth century and the revival 

of psychogeography in the 1990’s. Whilst all of these walking practices intertwine people 

with cities, in classical antiquity, walking and memory were related in that walking around 

imagined rooms allowed great orators to perform their lengthy speeches. In a publication for 

an exhibition that Dicke’s Important Souvnirs project was exhibited in, a professor writes a 

fictional tale about diaspora and memory; a character recites a poem by heart; "He's using a 

trick, a memory palace, a place where he stows away consonants and vowels...The ancient 

art of memory now almost lost."  To somewhat simulate the tours of Castrum Peregrini and 50

Amsterdam, and evoke walking as culturally significant, creative and socially-orientated 

practice, this study will borrow from Walter Benjamin’s monumental Arcades Project and 

take the form of a walking tour.  Each room will be introduced descriptively, coloured by a 51

mixture of my own encounters with the space as recorded in fieldnotes, melded with 

impressions from my memory and that of my interviewed informants and the interests of 

surveyed visitors. 

 

 

The route ahead 

 

After a short contextualising biography of Castrum Peregrini and myself, the ensuing tour will 

take us into Castrum Peregrini’s current front hall (often referred to as the bar), Gisèle’s 

Salon (her post-war apartment), then to the Hiding Floor apartment below, and finally, 

Gisèle’s Atelier (her studio constructed in the 1980’s). There are further rooms within the 

building that are encountered by visitors on their tour of the House of Gisèle, however, I 

believe that these four distinct spaces best represent the heritage of the building and offer an 

abundance of material ‘stuff’ to discuss. An encounter in each of these spaces will give us 

the opportunity to dwell with certain objects in relation to the given context, novels and house 

museums. In the Front Hall, I will dwell upon the recent redesign of the space and a 

photograph of the current directors. Then, in Gisèle’s Salon, I will focus upon two 

photographic portraits and three artworks by Gisèle herself. Once we find ourselves in the 

Hiding Floor apartment, a collection of crowns made from dried leaves will be discussed 

along with three small beds. Finally, in Gisèle’s Atelier, a number of dried floral 

50 Dr Bas Groes, “Twig,” in Things to Remember: Page Not Found, ed. Radna Rumping,  (Amsterdam: 
Castrum Peregrini, 2016), 41. 
51 Walter Benjamin, Howard Eiland, Kevin MacLaughlin, and Rolf Tiedemann. The Arcades Project. 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1999). 
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arrangements will be explored along with a piece of a tree trunk. My analysis, utilising new 

materialism, heritage studies and (auto-)ethnography, will address the following questions: 

what is the experience of visiting the building and the different spaces within it? Why are 

these historic ensembles worth preserving? How does Castrum Peregrini fit amongst cultural 

heritage and the context of house museums? What can we learn from a closer look at the 

objects that occupy the space? And, finally, how does this collection, or ensemble, relate to 

the arts sector and wider society today?  

 

As I have demonstrated, this written tour offers a contemporary, post-human perspective. 

And although I have spent a number of months inside the building, as a young woman, a 

newcomer to the building, and an outsider to Amsterdam and its contemporary art and 

heritage scenes, this study is also from different perspective to that of the directors and 

many of the artists and academics who have added to the narrative. My perspective is 

arguably that of the anticipated “next generation.”  This is also a timely (re)evaluation. 52

Having been operating in its current guise for about a decade, it is five years since Gisèle 

died at the age of 100 (along with her first hand stories attached to her house, collection and 

‘stuff’) and 75 years since Castrum Peregrini was used as a hiding place during WWII. The 

team are in the early planning stages of widening access to the building. Also, the current 

heroic narrative they share, may evolve in light of the forthcoming publication of a biography 

of Gisèle, proposed by Castrum Peregrini and written by independent researcher Annet 

Mooij. The directors are also working on plans for a future project and life in Athens, Greece, 

(as the Director Michael is currently nearing retirement age) and they want to secure the 

organisation’s future. The present is a pivotal moment and 2018 is a pertinent time to reflect 

on the experience of visiting Castrum Peregrini, observing where it sits in a wider context of 

its city the heritage sector. And, through embracing the material turn, it is possible look 

ahead in terms of how this place relates to society today and that of the future. Since 

Castrum Peregrini’s current capacity for visitors, audiences, researchers and artists is 

extremely limited by space, resources, infrastructure, the vulnerability of the collection and 

the fact that it is also functions as a private home for the directors, this study also serves as 

a step towards opening the intimate spaces and collections up to a wider audience, different 

perspectives and academic discussion. Meanwhile, it may also be useful to Castrum 

Peregrini themselves, in thinking about how to secure the future of the fabric and essence of 

their place.  

 

52 Lars speaking in Herengracht 401. 
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Brief biographies: Herengracht 401 & me 
 

To contextualize and further present the appropriateness of an ethnographic approach, I will 

provide a short biography of Castrum Peregrini and my own ‘home-place.’ As a 

contemporary arts organisation, Castrum Peregrini has a growing reputation, a European 

network and a global outlook (in relation to their chosen theme of freedom). However, the 

organisation remains resolutely personal. Each of the three full time members of the 

organisation, Michael, Frans and Lars, have long-term and personal connections to to the 

building and its community;  the director Michael first encountered the building at a New 

Year’s Eve party in Gisèle’s Salon, meeting her for the first time whilst sitting on the window 

ledge that overlooks the canal, finally finding an accepting community in a city that 

sometimes felt hostile to a Belgian.  Meanwhile, Lars and Frans joined the publishing 53

company as interns, and Lars (from Germany) slept in the room beneath the hiding floor, 

where it was impossible not to hear conversations at the kitchen table in the next room.  54

Michael, Lars and Frans cared for Gisèle in her final years and they have consciously 

chosen to dedicate their home and working lives to her legacy, living in the building as 

partners in life and work.  Even Judith Couvee, who currently works at Castrum Peregrini 55

three times a week, first got to know the organisation via her late grandmother, who was 

friends with Gisèle, and whose photograph sits in the upstairs kitchen. As such, Castrum 

Peregrini is an unusually intimate, intergenerational arts organisation. 

 

The origins of Castrum Peregrini and its multiple phases provide essential context for this 

study. In 1942 a young woman called Gisèle, brought up between America, the Netherlands 

and Austria, was determined to find her first apartment on Amsterdam’s beautiful 

Herengracht canal, where some of the richest merchants of the Dutch Golden Age had built 

their homes, and more importantly, where her late Dutch grandparents had lived. Gisèle 

went to art school in Paris, but her time there was cut short by growing unrest in European 

and family finances. She became part of the Netherlands’ artistic community in rural areas 

and, significantly, soon after moving to Amsterdam Gisèle joined the Resistance movement. 

Gisèle risked her life by welcoming persecuted young Jews to hide in her small apartment 

during the Nazi occupation at the suggestion of her friend, a German poet, named Wolfgang 

53 The author’s interview with Michael Defuster. 
54 As told in a lunch time conversation at Castrum Peregrini. 
55 In a group interview with the directors, the following is stated: “Life decision: To intertwine our 
private and professional lives and dedicate them to Gisèle and her heritage.” Avner Avrahami, “Family 
affair: The Castrum Peregrini family,” in The House of Gisele: Highlights of Memory Machine and 
Intellectual Playground 2014-2017, 84. 
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Frommel (1902-1986). Gisèle and Frommel lived in the apartment as normal, and chose 

‘Castrum Peregrini’ as the codename for the secret safe house, where the hiders hid ‘in plain 

sight.’  An intensive cultural education led by Gisèle and Frommel, namely in poetry and 56

drawing, allowed for an intellectual freedom that helped two young Jewish men survive, and 

built an intriguing creative community visited by other persecuted people and artists, 

including the well-known artist Max Ernst. Gisèle’s illegal work as a portrait painter supported 

the community.  This is the heroic narrative told to visitors to the House of Gisèle today; with 57

Gisèle celebrated as “the true unsung hero and her house of the Herengracht - the House of 

Gisèle - a monument to courage and humanity.”  58

 

Gisèle went on to buy the rest of the building, and later even the further adjoining property, 

to house and enable the activities of the “family” established during the war.  Frommel’s 59

German poetry publishing house took precedent, using the Castrum Peregrini codename as 

their magazine’s title, whilst Gisèle painted, designed tapestries and took interior design and 

stained glass window commissions. Although Gisèle spent many summers on Paros, 

Greece, from the 1950’s (after marrying Arnold d’Ailly - the ex-mayor of Amsterdam with 

whom she had had an affair), this community in her enlarged Amsterdam home evolved over 

time, with many artists and young culturally-engaged people joining the circle. However, the 

current generation have chosen to distance themselves from the legacy of Wolfgang 

Frommel, the German poet who spent much of his life living in the building until his death in 

1986.  The current guise of the organisation was developed in Gisèle’s last years, but after 60

the deaths of the Jewish hiders Claus Bock and Manuel Goldschmidt , who like Frommel, 

had returned to live at Herengracht 401, Castrum Peregrini began to invite artists to work 

(and sometimes live) in these historic spaces and make work inspired by their surroundings. 

The organisation has developed somewhat organically, supported by the advice of 

consultants, advisors and their board. Recently, museum professionals advised Castrum 

Peregrini that there are few wartime hiding places and preserved mid-century interiors,  61

56 In contrast to non-domestic hiding places, such as the Anne Frank house, where noise could not be 
made. 
57 Gisèle did not register with the Kultuurkammer and therefore should not have been practicing as an 
artist according under the controlling Nazi occupation. 
58 “About,” in The House of Gisele: Highlights of Memory Machine and Intellectual Playground 
2014-2017, 3. 
59 Gisèle speaking in documentary Het Steentje van Gis¯le, directed by Cees van Ede, (1997). 
60 The complexity of this community includes abuse of power and allegations of sexual abuse 
surrounding the circle of Wolfgang Frommel. The perspective of a survivor of this abuse has been 
published in a Netherlands magazine over the past year. A Board of Recommendations has been 
selected to research past historical abuse. Since this is a highly sensitive, ongoing issue it will not be 
discussed within this thesis. 
61 The author’s interview with Michael Defuster. 
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and, the importance of the building’s accumulated material heritage has been described as 

an “ensemble.”  Alongside successful bids for financial support from Netherlands and 62

European cultural funds for project based work, Castrum Peregrini’s core running costs are 

enabled by income generated from three guesthouse apartments (advertised via Airbnb)  63

whilst a number of floors are let to other organisations as offices. Until June 2018, a 

co-working space also contributed to this revenue. Gisèle’s prime real estate gift to the 

foundation has enabled her creative community to grow and have some sustainability where 

many artists studios and cultural spaces have been pushed out of Amsterdam’s centre.  64

 

How is my own biography relevant to this unique, complex place? Like most, I share the 

universal but personal experience of home. Moreover, that Castrum Peregrini is an 

alternative family business, part-private, part-institutionalised (where both people and place 

are active in developing a sustainable future for a heritage site) is comparable to my own 

‘home-place’ in the the village of Westonbirt, in South West England. I grew up in a 

converted barn on a working dairy farm, which was part of a historic estate with Grade 1 

listing from English Heritage (a national version of UNESCO), positioned in the Cotswolds 

which is an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (a UK governmental protection scheme to 

“conserve and enhance natural beauty.”)  I am the fourth generation of my father’s family to 65

grow up here, and so like Castrum Peregrini, generations of a community add to the a 

complex paradigm of people, places and things. The immediate landscape also represented 

social and cultural heritage, with an ostentatious mansion (now a school and wedding 

venue)  and a world-famous tree collection with an annual footfall of 400,000 visitors.  My 66 67

own life, then, has been somewhat shaped by material heritage. Moreover, whilst writing this 

thesis, my maternal grandfather moved from his 400 year-old cottage, The Folly, where he 

had lived with my late grandmother for over fifty years. Again, people, places and things are 

at play. I had a close friendship with my grandmother, and like the current generation of 

Castrum Peregrini, I was tasked with sorting out her ‘stuff’ after she died. A number of 

62 Knoop, “Refuge for the Condition Humaine,” 88. 
63 Airbnb is a popular digital app that allows anyone to rent their spare room or entire home to visitors. 
Whilst these Castrum Peregrini’s Guesthouse Apartments are let to tourists they are also are 
sometimes used by artists and intellectuals involved in the programme. 
64 The author’s interview with artists Renée Turner. 
65 “Areas of outstanding natural beauty (AONBs): designation and management.” 
Published 5 October, 2017, 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/areas-of-outstanding-natural-beauty-aonbs-designation-and-manageme
nt. 
66 Westonbirt School, Accessed June 25, 2018, http://www.westonbirt.org/. 
67 “Westonbirt, The National Arboretum,” Accessed June 25, 2018, Forestry Commission England. 
https://www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/infd-8j9ce8. 
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visitors identified that things within Castrum Peregrini reminded them of their own 

grandparents,  and so my own connection or entanglement with this ensemble of material 68

heritage is far from unique.  

68 The author’s online survey.  
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THE ENTRANCE HALL 
 
 
 

The floor is tiled; old terracotta forms a grid laying out the formal rules of perspective 

ahead of you. Simple built-in couches skirt the edges of the narrow hall, and a long, 

polished but well-worn counter stretches along the low-ceilinged narrow space, with 

magazines, a coffee machine, kettle, tea bags, glasses, sugarcubes, card machine and a pot 

plant. Thereôs a painting to your left (a circle, in shades of sandstone), and a bit further, a 

display of books (related to Gis¯le and Castrum Peregrini through the ages). At the 

vanishing point there is a square photograph (unframed and almost matte in finish) of 

three men and a elderly woman in a large white room. You lock eyes with the men (two 

perched on stools either side of the woman, another standing behind her). The elegant 

grey-haired woman looks across our gaze and down to her left; posing with confidence like 

a model or muse. Feet walk by in the hazy windows either side; you are below ground level. 
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Halls, as a threshold and semi-public space, are both an introduction to a house or a building 

as well as a functional space from which to enter or exit. Although this space is largely 

practical (rather than a destination on the tour of the House of Gisèle), I believe it is a 

significant space to discuss and the best place to begin this alternative tour. The cavernous 

space was in fact a bookshop when Gisèle first arrived in the 1940’s and later a private 

apartment of someone involved in the later Castrum Peregrini publishing house, during 

which time the windows were blacked-out: “I still remember removing the blinds from the 

windows on the ground floor where for decades the publishing house in exile was based. 

With that act we symbolically opened the place for the first time in its 70 years of existence.”

 I have heard this story in person and it is reiterated in Frans’ website biography. For him, 69

the materiality of these windows, and the act of reverting them to their original purpose (and 

literal transparence) neatly signifies his generation’s approach of widening access to the 

building whilst also being more outward looking. Interestingly, the physicality of buildings are 

often used as effective metaphors and idioms such as ‘beneath the facade’, ‘built on strong 

foundations’ or ‘when one door closes and another opens.’ Architectural vocabulary is 

material and yet aspects of buildings are intertwined human emotion and experience; in the 

post-human world, our built environment has agency.  

 

 

An antique ensemble 
 

The space is functional and the furniture is mismatched; some of it was found on the street 

(central Amsterdam has rich pickings on collection day). The bar counter top is elegant and 

old- it fits in in a way that institutional front desks in historic buildings often jar with their 

surroundings. Michael, being an architect, resident and Director, has adapted the entrance 

with taste and subtlety. It is difficult to know what is original or not: the wooden counter top is 

in fact from an old fabric cutting shop, a relic of a time when individuals made their own 

clothes and curtains, and its length allowing rolls of fabric to be easily unfurled and cut to 

order. The counter is ‘reclaimed’ just as in my family’s kitchen the work surface was a 

wooden butchers block and the oak kitchen table some kind of preparation table (bought for 

£7 in a sale as my mother always remembers) from the 19th century mansion that is now a 

school. Baudrillard critiques such restoration as a form of nostalgia or “neo-cultural 

syndrome”: “the quest for authenticity (being-founded-on-itself) is thus very precisely a quest 

69 Frans has mentioned this in conversation as well as writing about it in his website biography. 
“About- Frans Damman,” Castrum Peregrini, accessed 25 June, 2018, 
http://castrumperegrini.org/2017/10/01/frans-damman-2/. 
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for an alibi (being elsewhere).”  Whilst Castrum Peregrini’s historic interiors are celebrated 70

for their completeness and authenticity, this example suggests that the layers in the building, 

added by successive generations, are not always linear or even authentic. Whilst Frans sees 

the room’s windows as signifiers of his generation and their openness, this hall also 

distinguishes the hybridity of this private domestic home and public art and heritage building. 

“Ensemble” is the unifying term suggested by heritage professor and consultant, Riemer 

Knoop, to justify the importance of the collection here.  The hall, I posit, is the room where 71

today’s generation have most significantly added to the ensemble. 

 

The tone and functionality of halls in public cultural buildings is especially interesting in 

Amsterdam, where contemporary art and heritage sites often intermingle. In her recent text 

The White Cube as a Lieu de Memoire: The Future of History in the Contemporary Art 

Museum, Margriet Schavermaker ruminates on the emotive significance of an entrance hall 

in Amsterdam’s main institution for contemporary art, the Stedelijk Museum. She describes 

the hall as “a non-space between the entrance area and the galleries with artworks, a 

transition zone between inside and outside that offers a place for experimentation and 

spectacle: festive openings, remarkable performances;”  a functional and yet significant 72

space. However, when the hall temporarily reopened during the museum’s extensive 

renovation and expansion, the historic stairs, restored and painted white, resulted in a highly 

emotional response with visitors even crying in response to the space.  Growing up in a 73

single storey house (a converted barn previously housing pigs and horses), I was drawn to 

the drama of sweeping staircases as pivotal locations in historic house settings of gothic 

novels such as Rebecca by Daphne Du Maurier and the Victorian feminist trope of the 

madwoman in the attic. Schavermaker argues that the material affordance of staircase itself 

transported visitors to the past, either with historian Pierre Nora’s notion of a lieu de m®moire 

(“a place that unlocks personal and collective experiences from the past”), or in the literary 

mode of the “frequently cited madeleine cake that carried Charles Swann back to his 

childhood” referring to a novel by Proust.  Similarly, Job Cohen, the past mayor of 74

70 Jean Baudrillard, “Subjective Discourse or the Non-Functional System of Objects,” in The Object 
Reader, eds. Fiona Candlin and Raiford Guins (London & New York: Routledge, 2009), 43. 
71 Knoop, “Refuge for the Condition Humaine,” 88. 
72 Margriet Schavemaker, The White Cube as a Lieu de M®moire: The Future of History in the 
Contemporary Art Museum, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam Text of the Reinwardt Memorial Lecture 17 
March, 2016. (Amsterdam: Reinwardt Academy, 2017). 9-10. 
73 Ibid., 9. 
74 Ibid., 10. 
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Amsterdam, describes Castrum Peregrini as ñthis lieu de memoire.ò  The french phrase is 75

clearly an accurate way to describe the layers of personal and societal memory within the 

building. Castrum Peregrini’s side-street ‘non space’ is comparably small and static (rather 

than a place of performance or spectacle), although the aesthetics of the space do introduce 

visitors to the organisation and the rest of the building. Whilst the hall does not elicit 

emotional responses as a place of memory, I believe that it serves as a reflection of the 

multiple uses of Castrum Peregrini’s building at present as well as being a material 

manifestation of Castrum Peregrini’s management today. 

There are no stairs in Castrum Peregrini’s entrance hall. In the historic centre of Amsterdam, 

the canal houses are especially tall and slim; with narrow halls and steep stairs reflecting the 

cost of land in this area at the time. I have never become comfortably used to climbing and 

descending stairs (often falling down them at other people’s houses as s child), and the 

steepness domestic flights of stairs in the Netherlands are one of the most noticeable 

differences from my home-country, England. Thus, the original front hall on Herengracht, 

with a staircase immediately in front of you upon entering, is too restrictive for today’s 

coming and going, with rented office spaces, public events, meetings and deliveries creating 

a steady flow of bodies. Domestic halls create a logistical issue for other such house 

museums; at Kettle’s Yard, entry to the house (made up of small cottages knocked together) 

is managed in 10 minute pre-booked slots.  However, pulling a string to ring the old bell still 76

gives the impression of entering a home, just as if curator and collector Jim Ede still lived 

there, welcoming students on Sundays. At Sir John Soane’s Museum (three conjoined 

terrace houses), visitors queue on the street before being escorted into the narrow hall by a 

visitor assistant.  However, Castrum Peregrini’s entrance hall is not the original hall of a 77

house (there are no stairs nor even a coat rack). The space has been designed to 

accommodate multiple groups (from office workers in the let space to groups going on a 

tour), whilst being restricted by the fabric of the building and the area’s heritage status. The 

feeling of entering a home (emphasised by artist Marijn Bax),  is thus not established 78

75 Job Cohen, “Gisèle: An Unsung Hero - A house on Herengracht as a monument to courage and 
humanity,” in The House of Gisele: Highlights of Memory Machine and Intellectual Playground 
2014-2017, 14-15. 
76  “Visiting the House,” Kettle’s Yard, accessed 23 June 2018, 
http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/visit/visiting-the-house/. 
77 “Plan your visit, What to expect,” Sir John Soane’s Museum, accessed 23 June 2018, 
https://www.soane.org/your-visit. 
78 The author’s interview with Marijn Bax. 
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because you enter a traditional domestic hall but, I posit, because of other ‘things’ including 

the intimacy and inheritance that objects exude. 

 

The Family Portrait  

The front door is usually locked and, sometimes, passers-by ring the bell out of curiosity. 

One morning I opened the door to a curious, forthright woman: she paced slowly around the 

hall (frustrated she could go no further), instead dwelling in front of the two artworks and the 

displayed books. First, she stopped at the portrait. “Look,” she remarked, “isn’t it interesting 

that she’s the only one not looking at the camera!” The photograph seems to give away the 

fact that Gisèle had been her own artistic muse. The full-body, group portrait is both large 

and prominently placed; somewhat comparable to status-signifying painted portraits of family 

dynasties that now have been relocated from their intended settings to art museums. 

However, the photograph has no (ornate) frame, and neither subjects’ nor the 

photographer’s name accompany the piece. Digitally printed on matte board in a style similar 

to museum and exhibition interpretation boards, it serves as both a pictorial introduction to 

the organisation and a contemporary family portrait.  

With the accessibility of mass-produced cameras and digital printing, family photographs 

serve as material souvenirs in our own homes; portraits are no longer reserved for the elite 

in their distinguished houses and museums. In my parents’ kitchen, there are photographs of 

myself and my siblings; black and white because my aunt specialised in monochrome film 

photography, with simple black frames suiting my mother’s taste. The only other framed 

photographs are two large portraits of my paternal great-great grandparents, elegant in 

Edwardian dress and framed in traditional dark wood frames that are either original or 

bought at an auction house, I am not sure which. Hazy and static, they reflect the studio 

setting they were taken in rather than the farm that they lived on. Taking Baudrillard's 

semiotic approach that the function of the antique in modernity is “merely to signify,”  these 79

photographs present my parents’ connection to their family farming heritage. In contrast, my 

partner’s parents’ hall is full of photos from the past decade, including official graduation 

photos with grey backdrops and mortarboards and studio family photos with white backdrops 

and a jeans and white shirt-dress code (a studio package deal fashionable in in the early 

79 Baudrillard, “Subjective discourse,” 41. 
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noughties); their frames are wood painted a silver; the present and future are signified. 

These examples give an insight into the universality of family photos in a domestic setting 

whilst also signifying different tastes. In her essay ‘Photography and Objects of Memory’ 

Elizabeth Edwards opens with Barthes’ description of a photograph of his mother in Camera 

Lucida, significantly, rather than the image, “what he first describes is an object” including its 

physical traces of age and use (having been stuck into an album).   Utilising anthropologist 80

Daniel Miller’s promotion of the material and sensual aspects of objects in his important 

study, Material Cultures: Why Some Things Matter, Edwards argues that “the materiality of a 

photograph is integral to it affective tone as an image.”  However, she also observes that 81

this is underrepresented in writing on photography; whilst Bourdieu discussed social 

meaning, display, taste and cultural capital, he merely “hints at materiality” but fails to 

engage on an analytical level.  New materialism’s active relationship between objects and 82

people (or society) can thus be seen as a development of the 20th century’s interest object 

signification, evident in the landmark texts of Barthes Mythologies (1957) and Bourdieu’s 

Distinction (1979). 

At Castrum Peregrini, in a building that has a collection of archival photographs and painted 

portraits, the prominence of this materially contemporary, sleek, unframed photographic 

portrait is emblematic of the culture and mentality of the organisation; the current team 

assert their own importance, their connection to each other and their personal relationship 

with Gisèle. The three men pictured (Michael, Lars and Frans), are not Gisèle’s family, but 

they have inherited Castrum Peregrini via the foundation that she left her property to. The 

late Gisèle remains at the centre of the image, reflecting the statement that they have 

dedicated themselves to her legacy. Meanwhile there are no images of the Jewish hiders or 

Wolfgang Frommel who spent decades living here. Historically, early (male) museum 

directors “did not separate their professional and personal identities” in pursuit of their own 

place in history.   The materiality and curation of this photograph can be seen as an 83

assertion of the subjects’ power but it also it is also somewhat self-reflexive and 

intergenerational. A second group portrait of the directors is printed on the penultimate, 

heavy matte page of a beautifully designed magazine publication that sits on the counter, the 

House of Gisèle, which is full of images and writing covering three years of Castrum 

Peregrini’s Memory machine programme. In an interview entitled ‘Family Affair,’ Michael, 

80 Elizabeth Edwards, “Photographs as Objects of Memory,” in The Object Reader, ed. Fiona Candlin 
and Raiford Guins, (London & New York: Routledge, 2009), 331. 
81 Ibid., 332. 
82 Ibid., 33. 
83 Hill, “Introduction: Museums and Biographies,” 3-4. 
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Lars and Frans present themselves as living together in a personal relationship as well as 

working together. Here,the three men are photographed in Gisèle’s Salon; the image is small 

in print but more colourful and intimate than its counterpart hung on the wall. The inclusion of 

themselves on a prominent page suggests that their professional work and personal 

relationship are intertwined with Castrum Peregrini, lacking the usual divisions of the 

post-industrial world. As Lars attests, Castrum Peregrini is, in part, the construction of their 

ideal, non-conformist way of life in which he is lead by “meaning-making.”   84

A number of painted and photographic portraits of de Waal’s ancestors and family are 

included in The Hare with the Amber Eyes to provide visual context. They become more 

informal over time and de Waal’s comments on a photo of his Jewish great-grandparents 

taken in August of 1938, after they managed to escape Nazi-occupied Vienna, their house 

and possessions seized by the Reich: “Emmy leans into Victor. It is the only picture I have 

where they are touching.”  The House of Gis¯le magazine is bound with red thread and 85

printed on high quality paper, it might occupy a coffee table at home; it cleverly mirrors both 

the aesthetics, programme and aspirations of the organisation. The presentation of the photo 

is comparable to newspaper supplements and magazine features, where aesthetes and 

celebrities are pictured in their own homes. However, in this example those pictured are also 

the editors of the magazine, thus exerting full control over how they are presented. The two 

photographs act as visual bookends of the visitor experience. Positioned at the beginning 

and end of an encounter with this place, thus emphasizing the directors’ importance to the 

organisation. Many artists and curators cite their friendship with the trio, and their qualities 

and knowledge base both enhancing Castrum Peregrini and their projects. As one artist told 

me; they are the organisation. 

Interestingly, having extensively described the palatial European homes of his Jewish 

ancestors (rich connoisseurs and collectors), and the Japanese home of his late great uncle, 

de Waal gives an extended description of his own home, but only as far as the hallway on 

the penultimate page of The Hare with the Amber Eyes. His hall “contained - this morning - a 

cello and a french horn, some wellington boots, a wooden fort that the boys had outgrown 

and that has been on its way to the charity shop for three months, a heap of coats and 

shoes, and Ella, our aged, loved gun-dog - beyond that it gets messy.”  This lively 86

description, with a new-materialist dynamic between people, place and things, utilises this 

84 The author’s interview with Lars.  
85 de Waal, The Hare with the Amber Eyes, 264. 
86 Ibid., 350. 

29 



 

hall as a microcosm to describe the author’s home, immediate family and position in society. 

Although he is self-reflexive, positioning his own research process in the narrative, the hall is 

all de Waal will concede of his private home. Likewise, Michael, Lars and Frans use this hall 

as they come and go from their private living quarters; areas of the building that I, and the 

majority of their colleagues and visitors have not encountered. The combining of art and life 

has its limits. By dwelling in this space, and engaging with the theory of new materialism, it is 

evident that the entrance hall serves as an abstract of today’s Castrum Peregrini. 

 

 

A group interview and photographic portrait with the three directors in The House of Gisele: Highlights 
of Memory Machine and Intellectual Playground 2014-2017, published by Castrum Peregrini.  
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GIS��È��LE’S SALON 

  

The latch will not stay when you close the old wooden door behind you. What to lay your 

eyes on first? Where to begin? The green-grey ceiling is peeling and the paintwork is 

decorated by the remains of a climbing plant, scrawled across the ceiling like an ink 

drawing which you trace back to the far right corner: an indoor garden with succulents 

reaching for the light. Boats pass by on the canal down below and stairs lead up behind 

you, but a large vase is positioned to stop your ascent. The curtains are velvet mustard, and 

the walls papered with the yellowish grass. The furniture, however, is veneered and more 

plush. There is more light too, and there seem to be fewer books.  

Above a couch is a large painting; what looks to be a triptych (with two panels), but it 

unfurls five panels wide, stretching across the width of the room depicting goddesses (or 

people swathed in cloaks). The leader holds a curled wand or staff. There is a desk to your 

right and an opening into a miniature library room to the left with another desk, hardback 

art books to the ceiling and a black and white photo of a man affixed to a soft rectangle of 

driftwood. Pinecones sit in a pair of ceramic camels next to a photograph of a young 

woman, a vase of dried flowers sits near the man. 

 

In the main space, the furniture is honey-coloured, pairs of polished-wooden swan necks 

hold up the surface of  a sideboard and the seat of a couch. In front, a square, slate-topped 

coffee table is laid out with an empty Isnic-style vase and two bronze pigs facing one 

another. Book shelves also serve as alcove displays: shells laid out and a dolls house-scale 

Last Supper, the miniature table laid ready to eat. Above the swan couch is a tapestry; a 

woven teal surface with two trees (or figures) intertwined. óGis¯leô is stitched into wool, as if 

handwritten. Amongst other objects, a small switchboard or remote control with five 

buttons sits on the sideboard: you press the buttons and an analogue slideshow 

commences, with five painted panels spinning within the wall, and the composition 

undulates between a landscape and stones depicting the female form.��

�� ��

31 



 

 

Before we even sit down with our tea, Gisèle’s old friend and colleague, Joke Haverkorn, 

tells me that “Gisèle was a storyteller” - and her life story becoming more interesting than life 

because her artwork (which “was not strong enough”).  Similarly, Gisèle’s biographer Annet 87

Mooij, has emphasised that Gisèle constructed a fairytale out of her life.  Gisèle’s Salon (as 88

it is currently called), which became her apartment after the war and later her marital home, 

gives the impression of a scholarly and bourgeois but alternative and creative lifestyle. The 

Director Michael says;  

 

“The house at Herengracht 401 reveals every phase of her life; photos and objects 

from her childhood among American Indians in the Wild West, furniture and other 

items from the sturdy Austrian castle, belonging to her mother’s noble family in Styria, 

and from the Amsterdam Canal house of her father’s family.”  89

 

This mix of photographs, inherited objects and furniture is most evident in this particular 

space, which serves as an eclectic contrast to the more traditional interiors and gilded decor 

presented alongside it in a coffee table book on Canal Houses and their inhabitants.  90

Michael goes onto say; “her own work hangs throughout the house, engaged in a symbiosis 

with the interiors that she skilfully arranged.”  This work, predominantly paintings and some 91

tapestries, received no critical acclaim in Gisèle’s lifetime (she had hoped to sell paintings to 

the major museums and was disappointed that this did not happen), and today, artists, 

curators and her biographer are disinterested in her paintings. My exploration of the Salon 

will give an impression of the environment that is part deeply personal, and in part 

museum-like. The chapter will largely focus upon Gisèle’s artwork, turning to two particular 

paintings and a tapestry: the five panelled Goddesses, (which has recently been acquired by 

the Stedelijk Museum but will remain in situ) and Cycladic Ritual (which can be enlivened by 

remote control) and finally the Metamorphoses-inspired hand-woven tapestry (designed by 

Gisèle and executed by De Uil’s female weavers). As such, her artwork will be 

(re)considered in the context of the 21st century and new materialism, leading to an analysis 

of the apartment in the context of artist’s house museums. Does Gisèle’s Salon make 

87 The author’s interview with Joke Haverkorn. 
88 The author’s interview with Annet Mooij. 
89 Defuster, “The House of Gisèle is a time machine,” 4. 
90 Marc van den Eerenbeemt, Koos de Wilt, Arjan Bronkhorst et al., Grachtenhuizen, Amsterdam 
Canal Houses; four Centuries of Amsterdam Canal Houses and their Residents, (Amsterdam: Lectura 
Cultura, 2013.) 
91 Defuster, “The House of Gisèle is a time machine,” 5. 
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