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Introduction  

Amerongen Castle is a country estate in the centre of the Netherlands, 

strategically located in the Rhine estuary. The fully decorated house 

today represents the living history of a single family for over more than 

700 years. It reflects an almost complete collection of art and artefacts 

of this one family until 1977. At which point, the house was sold to the 

Dutch State and was opened to the public under the care of a trust. 

Amerongen Castle is a listed building. The house and interiors are 

valued amongst the most important historical mansions in the 

Netherlands [Gerretsen and Van der Woude, 2011].  

This paper describes the way in which the castle was revived for its 

reopening to new visitors in 2011 after suffering from disastrous floods 

in the 1990s. Moreover, this paper concentrates on the analysing and 

weighing of conservation decisions made in this context. The 

conservation of the collection was dominant to the restoration of the 

building. How then, did specialists, advisors and professionals from 

different disciplines collaborate in the restoration of the building and its 

collection? This paper looks into that process, its effectiveness and its 

failures. 

The castle - f i rst destroyed 

Amerongen Castle, an edifice dating back to the middle ages, suffered 

its first major catastrophe in 1673 when French troops, then occupying 

part of the Dutch Republic, burnt the castle down. By 1681, its then 

owner and resident, the influential diplomat Baron Godard Adrian van 

Reede, had the castle rebuilt in the fashionable architectural style of 

Dutch Classicism (Figure 1).   
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basis of a conservation project in 

which artefacts, context and 

narratives sometimes prevailed 

over interventions. The author 

acted as curator ad interim, 

project advisor and conservator.  

Keywords  

Amerongen Castle, interior-

ensemble, space book, slow 

preservation, housekeeping, 

conservation heating, re-peopling, 

virtual presentation    

 

http://www.sral.nl/
mailto:info@sral.nl
mailto:n.vdwoude@sral.nl


2 

 

                        
 

 

THE ARTIFACT,  ITS CONTEXT AND THEIR NARRATIVE:  
MULTIDISCIPLINARY CONSERVATION  

IN HISTORIC HOUSE MUSEUMS  

 

Nico van der Woude,  Amerongen Castle:  The House a Phoenix: The Conservation and Reviving of a Dutch Historic House  

 

Fig. 1.  Birds eye view of Amerongen Castle with the house and moat in the centre. 
 
 

Fig. 2.  The Phoenix depicted on the wooden hatch. 
 
 
 

The mythological bird the Phoenix 

was (and remains) depicted on a 

wooden hatch in the vaulted ceiling in 

new the Long Gallery. The Phoenix 

symbolises a resurrection from flames 

and ashes, a restart of life after 

disaster (Figure 2). This hatch closes 

off an opening, used to transport via a 

still existing hoisting pulley, building 

materials during the 1673-1680 

rebuild. The castle has recently 

undergone a similar parallel to this 

historic event. Another rebirth of this 

remarkable house took place in 2011 

when the castle reopened for the 

public after an extensive restoration of 

the building and conservation of the 

interior.  
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In 2000 the castle, functioning as an historic house museum, was forced to close and almost went bankrupt. 

This time the calamity was water, not fire. Two floods in 1993 and 1995 had affected the moat surrounding 

the building, the electric wiring system and caused biological infestations. This created a high-risk situation 

for visitors. In addition, driven by new health and safety regulations, the authorities revoked public access 

because of insufficient evacuation routes. Moreover, the floods had caused cracks in walls and led to an 

inadequate interior climate. This caused structural defects in the building, deterioration of the interiors, its 

decorations and collections - a disastrous situation. However, from this dramatic predicament, Castle 

Amerongen would emerge again, not as a renewed but as a preserved Phoenix.   

Preserving authentici ty  

Although the house suffered from floods and a lack of maintenance, the interiors were still an exceptional 

ensemble because of their completeness. An independent advisory committee to the Board of Trustees also 

recognised this at the start of the major restoration that took place these last 10 years. They stressed careful 

planning and execution of the conservation and restoration campaign. The aged authenticity, the patina of 

time, of the interior ensemble was regarded as one of the most important and rare aspects of the house. The 

committee advised coherent conservation of house and collection. The ensemble had grown old together. It is 

not the individual artefacts or the building itself, but the ensemble in its original setting that makes 

Amerongen Castle so valuable. This, then innovative, vision determined the conservation plan for the 

collection, which was used to solicit the necessary funding [Van der Woude, 2003].  

It also led to a change in approach of the architectural restoration and renovation of the fixed installations. The 

focus became conservation, respecting the existing fabric rather than renewing it. Therefore, the architectural 

finishing of the interior remained an important part of the historic house museum ensemble. All epochs of 

interior decoration and any architectural changes in the house made before 1977 were respected. The curator 

took on the task to save-guard completeness and authenticity of the interior ensemble during the planning and 

execution of the conservation of the building, ensuring that amongst all stakeholders, there was an 

understanding of minimal intervention.  

The family  

The context of the castle and the usage of the house changed over time. It developed from a military and 

defensive keep to a summerhouse, to a family home and finally to a museum with four weekend apartments 

(for family members). The house had been originally rebuilt as a summer retreat but in the late nineteenth 

century, the last heir of the Van Reede family, Count Godard van Aldenburg Bentink (1857-1940), decided to 

take up permanent residence while raising his a large family [Mulder, 1949]. This had consequences for the 

indoor climate as large stoves were installed to heat the building in the cold and wet seasons. From 1880 until 

1940, the seventeenth century summerhouse was lived in the whole year round, whereas previously it had 

been closed up and put to bed after the summer season. This resulted in more wear and tear of the building, its 

upholstery and the vulnerable collection of art and artefacts. Housekeeping and regular maintenance could be 

kept up to standards, but the heating and fluctuating indoor climate situation enhanced deterioration.  

The starting point for the conservation of the interiors and collection was to keep the historical integrity and 

atmosphere as a living house-museum intact. Originally, the goal had been to present the house in the situation 

of its former full-time resident, Count Bentinck. Policy changed later as the Trust followed the curatorôs 

argument to present the collection in the setting of 1977. Count Bentinckôs children lived in the castle from 

1885 until 1977 and were the last owner-residents. The castle had been extensively photographed before this 
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Fig. 3.  Grote Zaal, drawing room, photographed in 1977. 
 
 
 

sale, providing clear evidence of the arrangement of the collection (Figure 3). Thus, today the castle has been 

preserved to reflect the period between 1940 and its sale in 1977.  

 

 

Around 1950, the family Bentinck retreated to four small but comfortable apartments, with modern plumbing 

and central heating. They did not notice the deteriorating conditions in the other parts of the house. The 

staterooms and some of service rooms in the basement were kept intact but were rarely used and neglected. 

Damage occurred because of leakages, bio-degradation and insufficient housekeeping. The family could not 

keep up the maintenance of the castle prior to its sale in 1977. They retained the use of the apartments during 

holidays and weekends, a situation that continued until the start of the conservation of the house in 2005. 

Only six years after being sold, Amerongen Castle in 1983 opened as an historic house museum, almost 

completely managed by volunteers. Although efforts were made to conserve the textiles, to restore the roof 

and the facades, there was neither notion of a housekeeping program nor a sense of urgency to deal with the 

backlog in maintenance. The floods of the 1990s changed this at last. Finally, in 2000, it was obvious that 

major restoration works were inevitable and the house was forced to close in order for these to be carried out. 

The first priority was reorganising the housekeeping and taking preventive conservation actions (Figure 4). 

Infected pieces of the collection were treated by an O² suppression method. At the same time, a thorough 

documentation was made in which all spaces were described and valued by art and building historians [1]. It 
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Fig. 4.  Grote Zaal, drawing room in 2004, housekeeping and preparing for conservation  
 
 
 

resulted in the so-called Ruimteboek: space-book or room-book, a digital database in which all the historical 

and factual information is ordered per room [Ruimteboek, 2005-2011]. The architect used this database for the 

conservation plan where all actions and professionals needed are mentioned, it is still being used by the 

curator for housekeeping, and will be used for maintenance as well. 

 

Time machine  

It took about five years of research, planning and preparations before conservation of the interiors could start. 

Although the museum was closed, guided tours around the conservation site were allowed. A portable cabin 

was placed in the grounds as a conservation-documentation centre and special interest tours were organised. 

The public was invited to see and follow the progress to both the collection and the building. Visitors loved to 

see old building techniques and materials that are usually out of sight. The original floorboards in the drawing 

room, the Grote Zaal (drawing room) were normally covered by rugs, but could now be seen and appreciated 

for their size, quality and the way they are laid to form a smooth ballroom floor (Figure 5). These boards were 

a gift from the Kürfurst of Brandenburg (1620-1688), cut from one of his forests in Germany. When the 

floorboards were taken out for conservation visitors were beamed back into history like a time machine. 

Tangible traces of the seventeenth century carpenters working on the house, such as old tools and wood 

shavings, came to light. Students and professionals in the field of cultural heritage participated in several 


