
 

 

Awardee: Neil MacGregor 

Art Historian, Director of the British Museum, Great Britain 
 

Neil MacGregor is a British art historian and the director of the British Museum in London. 

In his exhibitions, he links complex art historical and historical themes, thus bringing a 

broad audience closer to a new awareness of the past. In doing so, he consistently 

demonstrates his expert knowledge of German culture and history. Most recently, he was a 

talking point with the exhibition Germany: Memories of a Nation. Starting in October 2015, 

he will be Chair of the Minister’s Advisory Group for the Humboldt-Forum in Berlin. 

 

The Scot Neil MacGregor, born in 1946, grew up in Glasgow and learned German in his 

schooldays. His academic pathway reflects his wide-ranging interests. He studied French and 

German (New College, Oxford University), philosophy (École Normale Supérieure, Paris), law 

(University of Edinburgh) and art history (Courtauld Institute of Art, University of London). 

Following his studies, Neil MacGregor held various teaching posts and also worked as an 

editor and publicist. In 1987 he became director of the National Gallery. Since 2002 he has 

headed the British Museum. 

 

His exhibitions at the National Gallery and the British Museum were crowd pullers. He 

increased the numbers of annual visitors to the British Museum from 4.6 million in 2002-

2003 to 6.7 million in 2014-2015, making the British Museum the most visited museum 

worldwide after the Louvre. Some of his radio programmes were so successful that they led 

to publications. A History of the World in 100 Objects, which has been translated into 

numerous languages, is a prime example.  

 

In the anniversary years 2014-2015, MacGregor was a talking point with his major exhibition 

Germany: Memories of a Nation at the British Museum. The exhibition focalized the outbreak 

of the First World War and set it within a general overview of German history. The exhibition 

was accompanied by a multi-part BBC radio documentary. This report took him to selected 

places in Germany through which he made history tangible and understandable. Although he 

has not focused his work solely on Germany in the past, this year’s events demonstrate Neil 

MacGregor’s special appreciation of and his close ties to Germany. 

 

He has received many awards and was named “Briton of the Year” by The Times in 2009. Neil 

MacGregor will give up his post as director of the British Museum this autumn. From October 

2015, MacGregor, next to the art historian Horst Bredenkamp and the archaeologist Hermann 

Parzinger, will be Chair of the Minister’s Advisory Group for the Humboldt-Forum in Berlin. In 

addition, he will develop a new radio series for the BBC on faith and society and collaborate 

in the establishment of a new presentation on the world’s cultures at the CSMVS Museum in 

the Indian city of Mumbai. 

 

 



 

 

Quotes by Neil MacGregor 

 

“There is one world culture. All people must use the same intellect to solve the same 

problems. The arts and culture are some of the most important means for this.” (Uwe 

Wittstock, “Die Welt der Kunst in einem Kopf,” Focus, 18 Apr 2015) 

 

“We wanted to talk about the Germany that is Europe’s newest country, a country that has its 

own special way of dealing with its history. That’s because what fascinates all of us is that in 

Germany people look to history to see the future and better understand it.” (MacGregor in an 

interview with DW, 2014) 

 

Quotes about Neil MacGregor 

 

“Neil MacGregor’s approach of enlightenment and emancipation embody the basic idea of the 

Humboldt Forum. His curiosity about the world and his thirst for knowledge, his ability to ask 

questions of and out of the collections and thus to make the objects speak, his international 

ties, his manner of seeing cultures not in a hierarchical and judgmental, but a comparative 

way: all of this demonstrates a propinquity with Wilhelm and Alexander von Humboldt, who 

are ultimately the namesakes.” (Klaus-Dieter Lehmann in his laudatory speech for Neil 

MacGregor at the awarding of the Friedrich-Gundolf-Preis by the Akademie für Sprache und 

Dichtung, 2015) 

 

“MacGregor was not attracted by yet another well-oiled machine of a museum, but by the 

roughly outlined risk of the Humboldt Forum in the dynamic German capital. The cultural 

manager with his typically British blend of urbanity, pragmatism and a sense of subtle irony 

is the ideal candidate for the post. He speaks German and is well familiar with the history of 

the country. Only a person like him may be able to subdue the centrifugal forces in the 

establishment of this house.” (Rainer Haubrich in “Ein Brite für Berlins Schloss der 

Weltkulturen,” Welt am Sonntag, 12 Apr 2015) 

 

“MacGregor has proven that recently the decisive reforms in international museology do not 

emerge from pure art museums, but in the cultural and historical collections. One of his 

convictions is that museums must tell stories so that modern society can search for its roots 

and learn to appreciate the value of other societies.” (Tim Schleider in “Außen noch pfui, innen 

vielleicht mal hui,” Stuttgarter Zeitung, 11 Apr 2015) 

 

“Being networked counts nowadays, and MacGregor, who has organized exhibitions about and 

from all the world’s cultural regions at his institution, has kept pace well in this respect – with 

the invaluable asset of having an old-fashioned comprehensive education. But that is what is 

needed to vigorously stave off the interloping of what is merely fashionable.” (Bernhard 

Schulz in “Bühne der Weltgesellschaft,” Der Tagesspiegel, 10 Apr 2015) 

 



 

 

“With his conception of the universal museum, he successfully altered the public perception of 

the British Museum, tremendously increased its broad appeal without dumbing it down and 

presented it contemporarily as a global museum in a global city, where visitors wander 

through the cultures as citizens of the world and learn what it means to be human.” (Gina 

Thomas in “Universal,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 10 Apr 2015) 

 

Selected exhibitions, British Museum  

 

2007 The First Emperor: China’s Terracotta Army 

 

2011 Afghanistan: Crossroads of the Ancient World 

 

2012 Hajj: journey to the heart of Islam 

 

2013 Ice Age Art: arrival of the modern mind 

 

2014 Germany: memories of a nation 

 

2015 Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation  

 

Selected monographs and publications  

 

1993 A Victim of Anonymity: The Master of the Saint Bartholomew Altarpiece, Thames and 

Hudson, London. 

 

2000 Seeing Salvation: Images of Christ in Art, BBC Books, London. 

 

2010 A History of the World in 100 Objects, Allen Lane, London.  

 

2012 Shakespeare’s Restless World: An Unexpected History in Twenty Objects, Allen Lane, 

London. 

 

Awards  

 

2008 “Briton of the Year” (The Times) 

 

2010 Internationaler Folkwang-Preis (Museum Folkwang) 

 

2015 Friedrich-Gundolf-Preis (Deutsche Akademie für Sprache und Dichtung) 

 

2015 Deutscher Nationalpreis (Deutsche Nationalstiftung) 


