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A grounded museum in Mainz, Germany: 

isolated case or lesson for all societies?

At Mainz, Rhineland-Palatinate, Germany, the recently 
planned new "Bible Tower", next to the older and aging 
Gutenberg museum buildings I + II as well as their 
renovations, were recently rejected in a open civic 
referendum by about 77% of the voters. But only a minority 
of citizens entitled to vote took part of the referendum. 

The location of the tower at the main square in the narrow 
old town and especially the cool-looking ”towerbox” did 
not please many citizens. So for the first time in the 
Federal Republic of Germany, a very controversial citizen 
referendum on a museum extension stopped all plans 
and the first phase of the general refurbishment. How 
the project should be continued can not be said yet. It 
might even take years to come up with alternative ideas, 
taking into account that the former financial resources 
of Mainz are slowly diminishing, because of other urgent 
building and renovation tasks.

The tower design seems to be modern, because of its 
unusual simple form, but this does not qualify the design to 

indeed fit into the historical center of the old Roman city. 
However, in comparison to other communities, there is no 
future-oriented, courageously designed museum concept 
or architectural design that would positively motivate the 
people. It respires more likely an old-fashioned German 
modernity, sending out no signs pointing out the overall 
importance of the museum and its cultural history. The 
museum owns one of the rare Gutenberg bibles, printed 
in 1454 by the famous inventor of the printing press, 
Gutenberg; therefore, the "reputation name", bible tower, 
which is not a museum annexe, but more likely an open 
staircase cloaked as a building.

Apart from that, would it not be worthwhile to „extend“ 
the important Gutenberg collections with later media 
revolutions, such as lithography, photography, the Morse 
machine, the telefax (facsimile), the mobile phone, 
finally internet and some social / unsocial media as 
well as the latest, sometimes dangerous newspaper and 
modern photography developments (fake news and fake 

The proposed Bible tower in Mainz. Design: DFZ Architekten GmbH
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videos). This surely would make sense in a large new 
museum.

Memories of the equally "edgy" new Kunsthalle in 
Mannheim and other medium city museums in Germany 
will be awakened, if we take a closer look at these 
collections. Perhaps more experienced international 
architects would have come up in Mainz with bolder 
results, especially with regard to the big importance 
of the world-changing invention of the more rational 
printing, which, like the late computer, triggered an 
unexpected industrial revolution. These aspects or 
visionary ideas are barely recognizable in Mainz, such as 
at the new Bible Museum in Washington D.C. The fairly 
small and narrow tower, close to the huge world-known 
and beautiful late-romanesque Cathedral St. Stephan, 
looks like a new huge dovecote or modern racing pigeon 
loft, maybe bringing the latest messages from the 
city council of Mainz to the surprised art and culture 
world. The fairly old Gutenberg museum II, close to the 
planed single tower, will, according to new laws, only 
be modernized e.g. refurbished within the long existing 
borders and streets. As a matter of fact, the aged 
museum receives a pretty nice dress within the existing 
clothing size. A new body at the moment seems not to 

be possible or even wanted. If this procedure can lead to 
future architecture, is questionable.

"The Roman Imperator", the oldest part of Gutenberg-Museum, in 2009 
Photo: Wikimedia Commons/Roland Struwe

The Schell appendix of Gutenberg Museum of 1962, 
picture taken in 2007. 

Photo: Wikimedia Commons/Amras wi
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Foreign reader may allow a jump back in history:  approx. 
400 years ago, the Bavarian Duke Wilhelm V decided 
to pull down a lot of medieval houses in Munich, e.g. 
a big part of an existing quarter, to be able to build 
the biggest and wonderful Renaissance Jesuit church 
north of the alps ‒ without any civic or council voting! 
A similar procedure was used by Georg von Hauberisser 
again between 1867 and 1909 to finish the large new 
Gothic town hall on Marienplatz. The city council and a 
majority of the people approved the plans ‒ why not in 
Mainz ?

A loudly quarrelling civic milieu, the local city government 
and the political parties with the late “undemocratic” 
minority vote prevented a future museum, unfortunately 
the three winners of the design contest as well. Their 
unimaginative design in the vicinity of the unique 
cathedral and the late-renaissance palace "Roman 
Emperor" also contributed much to the rejection. The 
age of the old museums, their size and the spatial 
narrowness in the old town, in connection with the 
outdated room programs as well as the unattractive new 
tower resemble a firm urban "straitjacket", which hardly 
allows any conceptual and creative freedom. What 

would Chipperfield, Gehry, de Meuron and Libeskind 
have proposed in an earlier planning phase, if they had 
been asked? A local newspaper said, that the supremacy 
of modern architecture in Germany might have come to 
a sudden end now, an opinion that American "masters" 
certainly would not agree with. They, for sure, would 
have come up with more professional and unexpected 
proposals, that would maybe be a shift in paradigm, first 
changing the old interior city design as an useful base 
for the still missing museum concepts (!).

Remarkable is the fact that almost only regional or 
fairly unknown museum architects, local authorities and 
too many experts competed, mutually fighting against 
each other ("filibustering"), without having any reliable 
museums concepts, road maps, as well as ideas of how 
the old city (rebuilt after WW2) could be harmonically 
restructured and modernized. 

On the other hand, the information policy of the city 
authorities could not have been more comprehensive, 
but had been perhaps too extensive and confusing for the 
average, exhausted citizen. Presenting this knowledge 
that helps to gain and keep power over people in a nice 

Aerial view of the city centre of Mainz, with the cathedral in the centre, joined by Gutenberg-Museum, 
and the Old Customs Harbour. Photo: Wikimedia Commons/Carlos Delgado
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democratic dress, which has been perfectly prepared 
for the media, has a rather successful “democratic” 
tradition in Germany.  It most likely leads to additional 
emergency decisions in the various city councils and 
in the subordinate  committees repairing such volatile 
civic decisions. The elected councilors are also afraid 
to call and call again for their citizens, knowing 
that any decision is unsatisfactory. Finally, it will be 
delayed, because nobody wants it. If necessary, the 
project hopefully will be too expensive, new laws are 
foreseeable, upcoming elections make everything still 
more complicated and the former powerful Lord Mayor 
could emerge as a "lame duck".

This unwritten German “law” is lately called democratic 
"Berlinalisierung" or the "Hamburg syndrome", which 
means that new large and technical very complicated 
buildings hardly can be finished in time and the costs will 
always explode and, even worse, nobody is responsible 
and knows how to seriously continue such confusing mega 
projects. Finally, like in small Mainz, the architect is the 
last poor scapegoat in this funny children play, which 
might even be about to eventually look for new exciting 
playgrounds at court ‒ the show must go on? So, lets be 

honest: which famous international architect seriously 
wants to enter this noisy public arena, knowing that 
he even might lose, without being guilty. Which proud 
musical director wants to be chosen by popular vote? 
Similar facts as mentioned above, occurred with the 
unfinished German army Airbus A400M, some submarines 
and the latest tanks; thus meaning, that something in the 
organizational structures and in the democratic German 
and European system at the moment is not working as 
wanted, expected or desperately needed. Jealously 
looking to the USA, to China or to Arabia, new museums 
and similar building projects are running much better 
and more efficiently in these countries.

To make the long-lasting and tiring expensive problems 
a bit clearer or to try to understand them, let us be-
come more precise: Culture, art, conductors, singers, 
painters and architects may generally not be chosen by 
volatile democratic votings, which eventually will lead 
to violating results. Nobody today for real knows, when 
Mainz will open an international respected Gutenberg 
museum. Maybe Strassburg in France, where Gutenberg 
worked most of his life, will act more quickly and will 
announce a modern European museum of information 

The Old Customs Harbour of Mainz in 2008. Photo: Wikimedia Commons CC-BY-SA/Wolfgang Pehleman
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industry in the former parliament buildings. But let us 
turn back to Mainz in order to describe and to analyse 
what else occurred and lead to the negative decision, 
negative in the eyes of the city, positive for the opponents 
gathering in a powerful initiative and organization, which 
was founded by a citizen of Mainz, Thomas Mann, and 
close friends about two years ago. Like in the old story 
of David and Goliath they managed to beet Goliath, e.g. 
the city and ruling political system by fearing them. As 
a result of their aggressive postures, the city decided 
to organise an illegal popular referendum, being sure 
to win it, what, unfortunately, did not happen. So, on 
the long run, Minority David won because of Goliath's 
mistakes...

At Mainz, another change in paradigms in this „ruleless“ 
game took place. One of the most important questions 
remains unanswered, especially in Mainz, because hardly 
anyone dares to ask: Does it make any sense at all to build 
a small modern structure in an already injured and after 
the war rebuilt and redesigned old town, next to one of 
the most complete and beautiful romanesque imperial 
cathedrals? This monumental place calls for completely 
different ideas or for a careful structural consolidation 
of old "architectural mistakes". It sounds better to build 
a modern media museums in a more adequate and larger 

place, f.e. in the close Old Customs Harbour on the Rhine, 
and to use the former museum area for sophisticated 
old town apartments, similar to those recently opened 
in Frankfurt? Maybe with this proposal, the elected 
city administration could win votes of the discontented 
parts of the population and Mainz with its nearby ZDF 
studios could start to build a real future museum of 
importance, similar to the already famous new concert 
hall Elbphilharmonie in the harbour in Hamburg. This 
very successful monument, designed by Herzog and de 
Meuron, could never have been crammed or squeezed 
into the historic center of Hamburg!

The role of failing

The conflict "Bible Tower" seems to point to another 
deeper, second dilemma common also in other 
cities. Perhaps it is therefore interesting to deal with 
"failure" and especially with the "unfinished" in order 
to understand the situation in a better way and to 
derive future conclusions. Failing is an important part 
of creativity, followed by the trial and error method, 
thus accepting, that once found solutions might not work 
or are wrong. The method in general is not a constant 
figure, but it depends on various facts. Only the change 
however of only one fact requests alternative methods.

Somewhat grounded: Two Airbus A400M in Wunstorf. Source: Bundeswehr/Wilke/Sebastian Wilke
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The role of autocratic misjudgment

In Mainz both, trial and error, as well as necessary new 
methods were not accepted, taking into account that 
failure might prevail without having any idea how to go 
on. The city council and the ruling class strongly believed 
in their models and competence, or in the once found 
way of thinking, not having in mind a plan B. We dare to 
conclude, that the politicians in charge had a blinkered 
attitude or somewhat closed or limited minds. And they 
decided without reason and without legal advice on a 
legal matter within minutes.

"Grounded Museums are the result  
of grounded minds." 

Such a grounding of a project can happen everywhere, 
but mostly in burocratic, overregulated societies. And 
it happens day by day not only in the cultural field: it 
concerns and negatively effects the industry as a whole: 
museums, concert halls and airports like in Berlin can 
not be built or finished. Airplanes like the Airbus A400M 
stay grounded. Even popular vote will not make them 
fly quickly again. Maybe our turbulent and diffuse 
democratic societies have reached a critical stage, while 
China's simple structure is successful looking for new 
ways. German city administrations have chosen wrong 

tools or methods, such as a late, violating, dangerous 
and expensive public referendum which they mixed with 
inclusion in the early stage, and which, at the very end, 
challenges the representative democracy, the legimation 
of the elected decisionmakers.

Grounded museums are the result of grounded minds. 
On the other hand, we ought to learn and to better 
understand what it means to fail, or to live with unfinished 
projects, thus coming up with more successful solutions. 
Failing is the neccessary evolutional machine to improve 
our world.

"The story of Mainz" is to be continued according to the 
development in Mainz, Germany, or, in general, by academic 
museology/museum studies. A history of museums constructed 
without the failed, distroyed or closed museums is only half 
the story.
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