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“Every single museum decision is a philosophical act
which arises from a cultural context and has cultural implications”
Suzan Pearce [30, p.49]

The main theme of the VII International Conference in 2016, as it was announced in the
Call for papers, focuses on the ‘art object, from the moment of its creation till the time of its
actual presentation to the viewers. The idea is that the life of an artefact starts at the moment
of its creation, but its real discovery happens at the time of its archaeological acquisition and
of its presentation to the public, usually in a museum exhibition. Artifacts — objects shaped
by human workmanship and presenting a historical or archaeological interest — usually have
their own ‘cycle of life’ which is not merely linear. On the contrary, the very personal ‘biogra-
phy’ of each artifact is multileveled and presents a development in the course of time, from
the moment of its construction until its presentation (the most recent one, but not necessarily
the last) in a museum, bearing numerous and varied information, values, and meanings. In
every step of this long life, the artifact may acquire different uses and meanings, according to
the corresponding historical, social, and ideological context [33; 34; 23, pp.56-57]. This paper
focuses on several examples of the multilayered and fascinating procedure of ‘transforming’ the
excavation finds into museum exhibits. All the case-studies presented here have been selected
among the different indoor and outdoor exhibitions of the Byzantine and Christian Museum
in Athens, Greece!.

The Byzantine and Christian Museum (hereinafter: B.C.M.) is an old cultural institution
counting more than 100 years of life and activities [18, pp.9-20; 24, pp.4-15]. Its permanent
exhibitions have been recently re-designed according to modern museological and museo-
graphical concepts on the occasion of the opening of new exhibition galleries on two consecu-
tive periods of time: in 2004 (exhibition of the Early Christian and Byzantine period), and in

! Iwouldlike to thank the Organizing Committee of the VII Actual Problems of Theory and History of Art Interna-

tional Conference (2016) for publishing my paper. I also wish to thank the Byzantine & Christian Museum’s director,
Dr. Aikaterini Dellaporta, for giving me the permission to publish this material, as well as Dr. Maria Borboudaki,
Head of the Department of the Archaeological Collection of Sculpture, Wood Carving, Pottery, Minor Arts, Coins,
Textiles and Canvases. All photos are taken by the author.
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2009 (post-Byzantine period) [19, pp. 13-27; 18, pp.20-25; 24, pp. 17-31]. Additionally, in the
year 2017, after three years of work by a team of archaeologists, architects, museologists, and
plant designers, the Gardens of the Museum are ready to open to the public (Il 32) for visits
in an attractive green space in the centre of Athens with several small open-air exhibitions on
the main topic of ‘Paradise] such as an exhibition concerning the river Ilissos that was passing
nearby, or an exhibition with architectural sculptures, some of them decorated with paradisal
motifs (like the foliate cross, the Tree of Life, peacocks, etc.).

Both in the indoor and outdoor exhibitions of the B.C.M., the Christian beliefs on death
and afterlife are well approached by archaeological material from excavations, such as tombs
and kterismata (votive offerings). The link between the notions of death and Paradise is quite
obvious: according to Christian beliefs, death is a passage from the corruptible and material
world to eternal life. It is considered to be a long sleep in anticipation of the resurrection at the
time of Christ’s Second Coming, when the gate of Paradise shall open to welcome the righteous.
The presentation of those examples reveals the curators’ effort to present the archaeological
finds in context, by keeping as much information concerning their discovery and their integra-
tion in a museum exhibition as possible.

In the gardens of the B.C.M., the visitors can see, among others, a group of three Early
Christian tombs (Ill. 33). They were uncovered in 1996-97 during the construction works of
the Athens metropolitan railway. The excavations revealed part of an ancient cemetery with
64 tombs dating from different periods (from the Archaic, 7h-6' century BC, till the Late
Roman/Early Christian period, 3-6% century AD). It was decided that three of the Christian
tombs should be detached from the excavation site at the area called Koukaki, not far from
the well-known temple of Olympian Zeus in the centre of Athens, in order to be transported
to the B.C.M. and to be included in its open-air exhibitions. Before being removed, the tombs
were studied by the archaeologists of the excavation, who also provided a full documentation
of photos, sketches, etc. Moreover, the tombs underwent specialized cleaning, stabilization and
conservation work in situ by a group of restorers and technicians. For their removal, holes were
drilled at a safe depth beneath each tomb in order to insert a special metal grid. The metal base
and an external packaging assured the safe removal of the tombs and their transportation by
crane from the excavation site to the Museum in 19982 (Fig. 1).

As it concerns the actual presentation of the tombs at the B.C.M., the exhibition area in the
gardens has been designed to be accessible not only to walking visitors, but also to visitors on
wheel-chairs and to blind people, as it is also the case in all the interior and the exterior spaces
of the Museum (Fig. 2). High but discreet metallic constructions supporting transparent glass
roofs contribute to the protection of the tombs (Fig. 3). Specially designed freestanding panels
contain photos and brief informative texts (all bilingual: in Greek and English), about the cem-
etery from where the tombs were detached, the funerary rituals and the characteristics of the
tombs of that period.

2 'The transport by crane, in April 1998, was realized thanks to the collaboration of different departments of the Hel-

lenic Ministry of Culture: the Ephorate of Byzantine Antiquities of Athens, which was responsible for the excavation,
the Central department of Restoration and the Byzantine and Christian Museum.
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Fig. 1. Early Christian tomb
transported by crane from the
excavation site to the Byzantine &
Christian Museum, 1998

Fig. 2. Byzantine & Christian
Museum. Exhibition in situ of a Late
Roman grave (ca. 3¢ century AD)
uncovered in the Gardens in 2007.
On the left: pathway marked for

the blind
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Fig. 3. Byzantine & Christian Museum. Outdoor exhibition of three Early Christian tombs with glass roofs, freestanding
informative panels and cypress trees

The three rectangular masonry tombs were vaulted and had three steps on the eastern side,
which allowed to descend into the interior where a small number of kterismata was found, such
as clay vases, bronze buckles, and a loom weight, apparently personal and beloved objects of the
deceased’. The texts on the panels briefly refer to several specific characteristics concerning the
decoration or the structure of the tombs, such as the motif of a fish incised on certain slabs as
a symbol of Christ; and the carved cross, still visible on the plastered inner walls, which declares
the hope for eternal life and constitutes the most appropriate decoration for a tomb. On the
floor slabs, several holes were facilitating the draining of organic fluids from the body of the de-
ceased. Finally, a part of a Roman marble pedestal, representing a lion’s foot, was incorporated
into the side wall of a tomb and gave the curators the opportunity to inform the visitors on the
common practice of reusing spolia in later monuments.

Regarding the vegetation in this area, cypress trees were planted around to recall the vege-
tation traditionally found in cemeteries (Fig.3). Moreover, several pomegranate trees remind
that this fruit is a symbol of abundance and eternity and, for this reason, it has been linked since
antiquity with the idea of afterlife and the funerary rites.

Visitors are able to closely approach the front part of each tomb, while the back part gives
the impression that it is still buried in the ground in order to remind of the original under-
ground position of the tombs in the cemetery. It is worth noting that it has been decided not
to remove the metal grid used for the safe transportation of one of the tombs to the museum.
On the contrary, the modern structure was left intact and still remains visible under a specially

On the Early Christian tombs and their characteristic features, see [22; 25; 32].
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designed transparent glass floor,
on which the visitors can walk
safely in close proximity to the
tomb (Fig.4). On a panel nearby,
several photos, taken during the
preparation and transportation
of the tombs, allow the visitors to
fully understand the procedure
of discovering antiquities and
transforming them into museum
exhibits in order to present them
to the public. It is obvious that the
three tombs are not exhibited as
mere artefacts, but their discovery
and their installation in the muse-

Fig.4. Byzantine & Christian Museum. Early Christian tomb: the .
transparent glass floor permits viewing of the metal grid used for its um are promoted as integral part

transport from the excavation site to the Museum of their own hiStOl‘y. As it is wide-
ly accepted among the archaeolo-

gists, the excavations — no matter whether they are considered to be a creative or a destructive

technique — mark the beginning of the archaeological interpretative process [4; 13; 15].

An equivalent concept has been followed in several other cases in the B.C.M. Closely to the
above-mentioned tombs, a Late Roman grave (probably from the 3 century AD) was uncov-
ered during construction works carried out in the museum estate in 2007 (Fig. 2). The tomb had
masonry walls and was covered with re-used architectural parts of an earlier structure, such as
marble slabs and a small marble column. Unfortunately, all skeleton remains were destroyed
and there is no indication on the religious beliefs of the deceased. Only four nails were found
in the interior, indicating that the deceased probably was buried in a coffin. After the necessary
conservation work, it has been decided that the tomb should be presented in situ, alongside
with photos and texts, as part of the open-air exhibitions about death and afterlife. It is possible
that a cemetery may have existed there, as suggested by archaeological evidence in the sur-
rounding area, which was located extra muros, in antiquity*.

In the indoor permanent exhibitions of the B.C.M., a special section is devoted to the Chris-
tian beliefs about death and afterlife [19, pp.94-101; 24, pp.26-27]. In the thematic section
entitled “In pastures green: Christians in the face of death”, two Early Christian tombs, which
probably belonged to a wealthy couple and were uncovered during excavations in the outskirts
of Athens, are now presented as main exhibits in the middle of the room (Ill. 34). They are ac-
companied by explanatory texts, drawings of the inscriptions and decorations of their interior
walls, as well as photos from the time of their discovery outside the eastern part of the church.
Thus, the tombs are fully documented and integrated in their archaeological and historical
context. They have successfully been transformed into museum exhibits.

4 This area was located outside the city walls in antiquity and was largely excavated during the Athens metropolitan

railway construction. For the excavation finds and the cemeteries uncovered in this area, see: [26].
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Last but not least, the well-
known ‘Mytilene Hoard” (6"~
7% century AD) is a precisely
dated, closed deposit of silver
vessels, gold jewelry, and coins; it
occupies a prominent place in the
permanent exhibition®. The ‘Myti-
lene Hoard’ is of great artistic and
historic importance, because its
concealment can be dated to-
wards the end of the third decade
of the 7™ century, the period of
turmoil for the empire brought
on by the Persian and the Avaro-
Slavic invasions. It was during Fig. 5. Byzantine & Christian Museum. Permanent exhibition. Group of
the construction of Lesvos Island  two showcases containing gold and silver artefacts of the “Mytilene Hoard”,
airport in 1951 that the Treasure ~6"-7" century AD
was found accidentally, like most
hoards. In the permanent exhibition of the Byzantine & Christian museum, the Hoard is pre-
sented in a set of two specially designed showcases that attempt to create an ‘enclosed” space
[19, pp.113-117]. In the middle of a much bigger room, the visitors can walk between the two
showcases that face each other, one containing silver vessels and the other gold coins and jew-
ellery of the hoard (Fig.5). The aim of that museographic approach is neither a realistic visual
re-creation of the past, nor an illusion of a reconstructed reality. On the opposite, the intention
is to remind, in a relatively abstract way, of the precious concealment of an object in the ground
during several centuries by means of using modern materials and suggesting a contemporary
aesthetic approach. This is an appropriate way of reminding of the discovery of objects during
excavations and of the transformation of archaeological finds into museum exhibits in order to
present them to the public®.

The term ‘transformation’ has been used in all the above-mentioned examples because, as
it is obvious, no artefact or archaeological find was originally created to be exhibited in a mu-
seum [see also: 5, p. 109]. As Lewis R. Binford has pointed out, the archaeologists consider the
artifact as a testimony of the consecutive realities in which it participated in the past (even if
those realities are not easily apparent today). In the course of its life, an artifact accumulates
on its material body traces of time and different events; in that way, the values of the past are
conserved for the future [2]. Following Chris Gosden’s [8] question “What do objects want?”,

5 The decoration of the silver and gold artifacts by crosses and pagan motifs indicates that the Mytilene hoard’s

owners were obviously a family of high officials and were Christians, who therefore did not reject mythological and
pagan subject matter. The latter contributes to our understanding of the Christianized aristocracy’s aesthetic prefer-
ences during the 7™ century, and of the continuity and survival of pagan beliefs, foreign to the teachings of the new
religion. On the Mytilene Treasure, see the monographic publication: [38].

®  On the museographic approach followed in the permanent exhibition of the Byzantine & Christian Museum, see:
(16, pp. 29-40].
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we can investigate what kind of information the material culture can give us, but also what ar-
chaeologists and museum curators want (or choose) to learn from the artifacts.

In their new status of exhibits, the objects should not be presented as mere artefacts or works
of art. Indeed, a special attention should be paid so that they continue to reveal the aspects of
their ‘previous life. In their new status, they shall be accompanied by information about the
time and the context of their construction, their original function and use, but also about the
reasons that put an end to their ‘active™ life (for example, a war or a natural disaster) and about
the long period during which they were buried underground until the archaeological research
brought them back to light. This procedure is quite important and very meaningful, especially
if we take into account the role of the museums as vehicles of conservation (or reconstruction)
of the past, traditions, collective memory and social identity”.

Selected among many others in order to be presented in a museum exhibition, an object is
surely a material testimony of one or more human activities in the past, but it does not attest
a unique and absolute truth; for that reason, more than one meaning or value may be attributed
to it®. Apart from the standard technical information (for example, description, dimensions,
provenance, date, etc.), the museum exhibit contains a wide range of information and has a sto-
ry to tell’. It should not be neglected that, apart from the ‘existing exhibit’ and the accompany-
ing information on it, the curator shall also pay attention to the ‘missing exhibit, which may
have been lost, destroyed, stored, or exhibited in a different place; it may be useful for the better
understanding of the use of an object in a particular context.

According to Rosemary A. Joyce and Robert W. Preucel, the ancient artefacts did not emerge
as a kind of “monologue” of the person who created them, but they were conceived and con-
structed through a procedure of a dialogue with the surrounding community and its members
[15, pp.68-99]. Also, it is obvious that not every artifact can be presented in a museum. The
exhibit has been selected among many others because of its “exhibitionnal value’, following the
term used by Michael Shanks [31, p. 33]'.

As Susan Pearce has pointed out, “every single museum decision is a philosophical act which
arises from a cultural context and has cultural implications” [30, p.49]. The selected examples
from the various indoor and outdoor exhibitions of the Byzantine & Christian Museum in
Athens, which were briefly presented in this paper, may be inscribed in the frame of the recent
museological and museographical tendencies. Nowadays, museums are expected to abandon
the traditional or conservative forms of exhibition and communication and to establish more

7 The above-mentioned subjects are treated in many important studies, among which the following: [4; 11; 21; 36,

pp.20-22].

8 Among numerous texts and publications treating different methods for approaching and interpreting the materi-
al culture, the following are quite relevant: [12; 17; 35; 37].

®  According to Sandra Dudley [7, p. 9], the artifact’s material identity consists of the object’s form, the materials and
the techniques used for its construction, all additions, changes or conservations that may have occurred, as well as all
traces of the time passed and, in particular, of the human activity on it.

10" Among the main criteria for selecting an artifact to become an exhibit, one may mention the information pro-
vided to scientists, the aesthetic value, the symbolic value [20], as well as contribution to education or to tourism,
inspiration to contemporary artists etc. [6, pp.43-47]. For different lists of criteria concerning the management of the
cultural heritage, as applied by national and international organizations, see: [3, pp. 148-176].
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interactive relationship with their visitors in order to have greater impact on the society and to
fulfil their role as polyvalent cultural institutions'!.
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Abstract. The life of an artefact starts at the moment of its creation, but its real discovery starts at the time of
its archaeological acquisition and of its presentation to the public, usually in a museum exhibition. In every step
of this long life, the artefact may acquire different uses and meanings, according to the corresponding historical,
social, and ideological context. This paper focuses on several examples of the multi-layered and fascinating
procedure of transforming the excavation finds into museum exhibits. All case-studies have been selected
from the different indoor and outdoor exhibitions of the Byzantine and Christian Museum in Athens, Greece.
In museum gardens, in the area with cypress trees traditional for cemeteries, the visitors can see three Early
Christian tombs which were transported there by crane from the excavation site of an ancient cemetery. The
metal structure used for the safe transportation of one of the tombs has been conserved and is still visible under
the transparent ground level around the tomb. In combination with the information on cemeteries and photos
showing the transportation of the tombs, it is possible for the visitors to fully understand the procedure between
the discovery of antiquities and their presentation in a museum. Moreover, a Late Roman grave uncovered in
the museum gardens is now presented in situ, accompanied by relevant photos and textual information. In the
museum permanent exhibition, two Early Christian tombs are accompanied by explanatory texts and photos of
their discovery during excavations, so that the finds/exhibits can be fully understood in their archaeological and
historical context. Last but not least, the well-known ‘Mytilene Hoard;, 7th century, is presented inside the set of
two showcases facing each other in order to create an enclosed space, as an allusion to the secret concealment
of precious objects in the ground. The above mentioned examples from the Byzantine and Christian Museum
reveal the curators’ effort to present the archaeological finds in context, by keeping as much information as
possible concerning their discovery and their integration in a museum exhibition.

Keywords: Early Christian period; Christian tomb; excavation find; museum exhibition; museology;
museography; Mytilene Hoard; Byzantine and Christian Museum; Athens.
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Haspanne crarbu. OT apXeonornyecKux HaXofoK K My3eiiHbIM 9KcrioHaTam. [Ipumepst us Busantuiicko-
TO U XPUCTMAHCKOTO My3es B AQuHax.

Caepenns 06 aBrope. Ilakanoc Auronnc — Ph. D., xpaunTtens. BusanTuiickuit u XpUCTHAHCKIIT My3eit,
Ba3. Coduac 22, 10675 Adunsl, Ipenus. antonistsakalos@gmail.com

AnHoTanusA. BritoBanye apredakTa HaYMHACTCA B MOMEHT €rO CO3[jaHMsA, HO €ro peaabHOe OTKPBITUE
HAUMHAETCA BO BPEMs €T0 apXeOIoTNIecKOro IIPUOOpEeTEHNA M IPECTABIeHNA ero myb/mKe, Kak IPaBuIo, Ha
My3eliHoil BbicTaBKe. Ha KaXk[ioM aTarie 5TOro Jo/roro mytu apreakT MOXKeT IproOpeTaTh pasmidaHblie BUI
UCTIONb30BAHNUA ¥ 3HAYEHNUA B COOTBETCTBUM C MCTOPUYECKUM, COL[MATbHBIM U U/I€0NIOTMYECKUM KOHTEKCTOM.
B 3701 cTaTbhe paccMaTpMBAIOTCA HECKONBKO NPUMEPOB YBJIEKATENbHOTO MHOTOCTIONHOIO MPOLEcca «IIpe-
06pa3soBaHuA» pe3yNbTaTOB PACKONOK B My3elfHbIe SKCIIOHATHI 3 OIbITAa SKCIIOHMPOBAHUA Bu3aHTUIICKOTO
¥ XpUCTUAHCKOTO My3esi B ApmHax (Iperins) Kak Ha BBICTaBKaX BHYTPU My3esl, TaK U B OTKPbITOM IPOCTPaH-
CTBe BOKPYT Hero. B cajax myses, B TOJi YacTy, Ifie BbICAXKEHbI KUITAPUCHI — JiePeBbs, TPAAUIIMOHHbIE /s
K/IaOuILl, IIOCETUTENN MOTYT YBUAETh TPY PAHHEXPUCTHAHCKIE TPOOHMIII, JOCTAaBICHHbIE Ty/jd C TOMOIILIO
KpPaHa C MecTa PacKOIOK peBHeTo Kaafouia. MeTanmndecKas KOHCTPYKIA, UCTIONb3yeMast i 6e30IacHoit
TPAHCIIOPTMPOBKY OFfHOI U3 IPOOHMI], ObITa COXpaHEeHa 1 BYHA IOJ, IPO3PavYHbIM CTEK/IOM Ha yPOBHE IOYBBL.
Brarogaps pasMeleHnio CBeleH Il 0 IpeBHMX K1aa6uirax u Gpororpaduit, MOKasbIBaIOIVX TPAaHCIOPTHPOBKY
TPOOHMII, OCETUTEIN MOTYT MOTHOCTBIO MPOCTEUTD IIPOLIECC OT OTKPHITHSA MAMATHUKOB JI0 MX IPefiCTaBIe-
H1A B My3ee. Kpome Toro, Temeps B cajiy My3es B CONPOBOX/IEHNM COOTBETCTBYIONIMX (oTorpaduit 1 TEKCTOB
9KCIIOHMPYeTCs OOHAPY>KEHHOE 37IeCh Ke MO03/JHee PUMCKOe 3aXOpOHeHNe. B ITOCTOAHHOI 9KCIIO3UINY My3es
TIPeZICTAB/IeHBI /IBa PAaHHEXPUCTUAHCKUX 3aXOPOHEHMA U TOACHNUTENbHbIE TeKCTHI U (oTorpadum, CHATbIE B
MOMEHT MX OOHAPY)KeHMA BO BPeMs PACKOIIOK, TaK YTO HAXOJKM-IKCIIOHATBI MOTYT OBITh OCMBICIIEHBI TTOCE-
TUTEIAMU KaK B MCTOPMYECKOM, TaK U B apXeO/NOrM4eckoM KoHTekcTe. VM mocnesHee, HO He MeHee BaKHOE:
3HaMeHUThI «MurtuneHcknit kaagy» (VII B.) aKCIIOHNPYeTCs BHYTPY CIIELMATbHBIX BUTPUH, CO3/JAOLINX 3aM-
KHYTO€ IPOCTPAHCTBO, YTO HAIIOMMHAET O TOM, KaK ST [IparolieHHble IPeMeThl OB COKPBITHI B 3eMIIE.
PaccmoTpennble mpumepbl u3 BusanTuitckoro 1 XpucTMaHCKOrO My3es OTPaXKaloT YCUINA KYPaTOPOB Ipef-
CTaBUTb aPXEOJIOTMYECKIe HAXOKV B KOHTEKCTe, MAKCMMA/IbHO COXPaHAA MHGOPMAIIo 06 MX 06HapyKeHn
U MTHTETPALIUM B MY3€iIHYI0 9KCIO3UILINIO.

KnroueBble cmoBa: paHHEXpUCTUAHCKIUIT IEPYOJT; XPUCTHAHCKIE TPOOHMIIBI; MY3€IHbII SKCIIOHAT, My3eil-
Hasl 9KCIIO3MINST; MY3€O0TIorust; Myseorpaduist; MutnmeHcKuit knag; Myseit Busantusickmit Myseit; AQuHsL.
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11l 32. Byzantine & Christian Museum,
Athens. General view of the main building
and the gardens

Ill. 33. Byzantine & Christian Museum,
Athens. Outdoor exhibition of three Early
Christian tombs (3"4-6™ centuries AD)

Ill. 34. Byzantine & Christian Museum,
Athens. Permanent exhibition. Thematic
section: “Christians in the face of death”




