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ABSTRACT
Opened to the public in December 2013, the Sierra Leone Peace Museum became public as the doors 
closed at the Special Court for Sierra Leone – the international court established to bring to justice 
responsible individuals who perpetrated the brutal 1991-2002 civil war. This new museum, the first 
of its kind in West Africa, addresses the root causes and history of the civil war, the establishment of 
national peace and the important work of rebuilding the once destroyed nation.

BIOGRAPHY OF THE AUTHOR
Seth Frankel is a museum design and exhibition development consultant. Mr. Frankel is the principal 
of Studio Tectonic in Boulder, Colorado, USA. He has worked for more than 20 years with a broad 
range of museums, including the Smithsonian Institution, and dozens of internationally recognized 
organizations. Mr. Frankel is a member of the International Coalition of Sites of Conscience (ICSC), 
based in New York USA, and provides the ISCS with as-needed consultation to assist its member 
museums in crafting exhibitions.

PAPER
Context
From 1991 through 2002, the West African nation of Sierra Leone suffered a civil war of incredible 
atrocity. While complex in its causes, an underlying foundation of national poverty, governmental 
corruption and lack of education and opportunity provided a festering social framework ripe for 
violence.

Largely waged 
against its own 
civilian citizenry by 
its own citizenry, the 
Sierra Leone war left 
tens of thousands of 
victims murdered, 
raped, orphaned, 
turned into child 
soldiers, amputated 
and psychologically 
damaged. Its impact 
is seen daily in those 
who remained and 
fled the nation.

The international 
community was slow 
to take action to help 

Francis Sao Momoh
Pujehun District 

Place amputated:  Niagorehun, Kabondeh

Date amputated:  5 December 1995

Story relating to amputation

I lived in Niagorehun at the time. I remember 

on that fateful day, I went to the bush to 

search for food.  At about 12 midnight, we 

retired into rooms not knowing the rebels had 

surrounded the village. They started banging 

at our doors and windows ordering us to 

come out. I was manhandled and treated like 

a beast for attempting to flee. A small boy 

carrying three matches came up to me and 

cut off the fingers on my right hand and then 

stabbed me all over my body. 

Tamba P. Sumana
Gbessie,  Gbessie, Kono District 

Place amputated:  Koidu

Date amputated:  28 April 1998

Story relating to amputation

In March 1998 we had to flee our village 

following an attack by the rebels. After 

staying in the bush for a month we decided 

to return when news filtered in that it is safe 

to do so since the village is now under the 

control of ECOMOG. This information proved 

to be untrue. We were shocked to find out 

that the village was under the control of the 

rebels. When they asked us about where 

we were going, we were so sacred we were 

speechless. They ordered us to gather and 

started amputating us. 

Sallay Goba
Bo District 

Place amputated:  Matru on the Rail 

Date amputated:  Not provided

Story relating to amputation

I ran into the rebels on my way to the village 

after fetching fire wood. Not knowing what 

to do, I put down the bunch of fire wood I was 

carrying on head and headed for the nearly 

stream to drink. The rebels told me they will 

give me a letter to take to the people Bo. But, 

they first amputated me before giving me the 

letter. This was meant to send a clear message 

to the people of Bo who are reputed for their 

resistance to and revulsion of the RUF rebels.

Finah Dabo
Koinadugu District 

Place amputated:  Koindenbaya 

Date amputated:  1998

Story relating to amputation

The AFRC renegade soldiers and RUF rebels 

invaded our village, Koindenbaya in the 

morning and started burning houses and 

killing people. I was amputated along with 

eight others. I was then taken to capital 

Freetown on 6 January 1996 when the AFRC 

and RUF rebels invaded the city, where I lost 

my eighteen month old baby.  

Stories of War Amputees
Throughout the war, countless Sierra Leoneans were brutally 
amputated, mostly by other Sierra Leoneans
                                                – forever changing the victims’ lives.

Yet, each person’s own story is unique. Here are five. 

Sebatu Kallon
Nongowa,  Kenema District 

Place amputated:  Bassala 

Date amputated:  5 December 1995

Story relating to amputation

When the rebels attacked our village they 

were resisted by the Kamajor, CDF. The latter 

were overpowered and had to withdraw 

leaving us at the mercy of the rebels. We were 

pulled out of our houses. I was dragged to 

rebel base where they threatened to kill me. 

I pleaded with them to spear my life. I was 

taken to a newly burnt house where my back 

was marked, one hand chopped off and the 

other had some of the fingers removed. I was 

taken to the hospital in Kenema after they 

had left. 

First person account by the war’s victims, through photograph, narrative and video provide a 
human face to victims of the war and their lives today.
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bring peace to Sierra Leone – often cited for seeing the struggle as tribal, which it was not. Through 
the eventual support of the United Nations and the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) among others, a lasting peace was established. Continued international assistance in 
rebuilding the nation, the establishment of law and inpouring of non-governmental organizations has 
remained through present, although the now-stable nation remains challenged.

At the conclusion of the war, two governmental bodies were created to formally promote national 
reestablishment  - the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and the Special Court for Sierra Leone. 
These two institutions worked independently with very different goals.

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) worked to gather documentation, hold public 
dialogue and record the overwhelming body of facts around the war. Over 20,000 citizen interviews 
and reports provided the baseline for the substantial findings and recommendations from the 
Commission.

The Special Court for Sierra Leone 
was established by the United 
Nations (UN) and the government 
of Sierra Leone to bring to justice 
those “most accountable for the 
crimes of war”. The scope and 
range of SCSL’s work was very 
specific and limited to high 
level individuals acting in direct 
violation of the first treaty, signed 
in 1996. It ultimately tried nine 
individuals, and several others 
died prior to trial or at-large. Based 
in the capitol of Freetown, the 
Court was the first of its kind to 
be established within the nation in 

which the alleged crimes occurred, 
although both administrative 

and court room proceedings also occurred in the Hague in several particular cases. The SCSL site 
also served as the prison for the alleged criminals. The Court closed its functions in 2013, at the 
conclusion of its last trial and appeal– of Charles Taylor, the former president of Liberia. The efforts 
of the SCSL are considered landmark in the creation, jurisprudence and concluding of a war crimes 
tribunal. SCSL is internationally recognized as the first transitional court to be fully handed over to 
a residual court. An inheriting ad hoc residual court, governed by Sierra Leone with international 
judges, serves the continued judicial needs of the individuals found guilty.

Peace Museum Establishment
The Sierra Leone Peace Museum (SLPM) is located on the grounds of the former Special Court 
of Sierra Leone. A nearly 1,000 square metre building was deeded by SCSL to the newly formed 
museum. The building houses the collection, exhibits and administration. Adjacent to the museum’s 
building is a 38 square metre Peace Garden – designed through an international competition and 
nearing completion at the time of the museum opening. The building further serves as a research 

Mural-sized photographic images were used extensively in the exhibition to 
convey the direct human impacts of the war on the people of Sierra Leone.
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library, acting as the repository of the paper, digital and evidentiary records of the Special Court’s 
proceedings. Truth and Reconciliation testimonial records are also available to the public. Also on 
the former SCSL site is the relocated Sierra Leone Law School, which will make extensive use of the 
research library.

In the closing years of the SCSL’s functions, it became a goal of the government of Sierra Leone and 
the SCSL to leave a lasting institution 
through the establishment of a museum. 
Through dialogue with governmental 
organizations and representatives of civil 
society, the fledgling museum took focus 
with the following goals:

• Provide a history of the war and 
its causes

• Stand as a memorial and 
testament to the suffering of the 
war’s victims

• Tell the story of post-war 
healing through the work of 
government and civil society, 
and promote their continued 
work

• Provide an educational 
opportunity for peace building for 
the nation’s citizens and visitors

The SCSL, and its Office of the Registrar in particular, became responsible to establish the museum 
and hand over the governance of the museum to an inheriting body at the time of the Court’s closure. 
A Peace Museum Project Management Team (PMT) was established with wide-ranging stakeholders 
from both within the SCSL, the national Human Rights Commission, and victim rights organizations 
to advise and serve as the initial guiding direction to the museum. The SCSL’s Registrar, Ms. Binta 
Mansara, provided leadership, direction and fundraising. SCSL provided limited funds as well as 
personnel to assist with the effort.

Within Sierra Leone there was limited in-country expertise or experience in museumology and the 
process of establishing a new museum. A small and outdated national museum existed, but otherwise 
no institutions could provide guidance or support. With the establishment of the yet unopened 
museum and memorial at the site of the criminal court, the museum was established as a site of 
conscience and employed the assistance the International Coalition of Sites of Conscience and its 
membership.

Developing the Museum Plan
Through a $10,000 USD Project Support Grant through the International Coalition of Sites of 
Conscience and support by the SCSL an in-country visit in June of 2013 by the author served to:

• Develop overall exhibit theme

Exhibition graphics educate the public on the importance of preserving 
artefacts from the war. It invites viewers to engage the Peace Museum as 
a safe repository for such materials.
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• Define audience
• Develop audience take-away 

messages in a manner that 
enables the exhibit core 
team to focus on the most 
important and relevant 
aspects of the exhibit

• Develop primary and 
secondary storylines

• Explore exhibit concepts
• Review artifacts and generate 

“needs” list for additional 
artifacts

• Develop initial audio/video 
media desires

• Consider outside experts, 
vendors, partners and their 
possible roles in the project

• Discussion of schedule, 
budget, next steps and Core 
Team responsibilities

• Discussion of fabrication/
installation options with 
visits to possible fabrication 
sources

• Guide discussions about 
architectural considerations 
and meet with architects 
responsible for the renovation of the museum building

• Visit other local cultural institutions and learning centers to develop understanding of 
complementary institutions

• Field visit to important locations relevant to the institutions, as needed
• Define project budget from in-country and out-of-country needs through project completion
• Consider phasing options for the exhibit opening/implementation
• Develop realistic and attainable exhibit expectations within a timeline and budget

Over nine days, a series of site visits, planning meetings, interviews with approximately 30 museum 
stakeholders provided background information for a site visit report. The initial goals of the report 
mostly focused on exhibition planning. Throughout the course of the site visit additional museum 
business planning needs became evident. Collections policy and methods needed to be established, 
museum staffing positions and plans were critical to understanding the operational needs of the 
future museum. A realistic assessment of project implementation, fabrication and installation 
possibilities was critical to developing a path to opening, based in extremely limited financial 
resources and in-country vendors. 

The planning report from the visit worked to address many of these broader needs.

Perhaps the greatest outcome of the site and documentation providing focus and clarity to the Project 

Special Court for Sierra Leone 
Peace Museum 

Site Visit Report
24 June, 2013

Funded through the  
Special Court for Sierra Leone 

and the  
International Coalition of Sites of Conscience

The Site Visit Report guided the development of the museum – defining 
content, process, obstacles, timeline and implementation phasing.
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Management Team on how to open with something 
for the pubic to see. To this point, the planning team 
faced overwhelming possibilities and a dauntingly 
large space to plan. A plan was established to open an 
introductory “gallery style” exhibition in the museum 
lobby space of approximately 45 square metres. The 
opening date, as defined by the Court’s closure, was 
set for September, about a four-month window. A 
schedule to completion was established and relied on 
the development of a curatorial team in Sierra Leone 
to write the exhibit copy and focus the content based 
on the artifacts that were arriving from a country-wide 
call for objects of importance during the war.

It was recognized during the site visit that the report 
needed to be substantially complete by the end of the 
visit. The usual museum planning process of gathering, 
digesting and reporting back for team reactions did not fit 
either the timeline of the unstated need of the PMT to adopt the overall direction of a plan in-person 
and collectively as a group. To meet this need, conceptual renderings were created on the fly to help 
visualize the exhibits, a phasing approach showed a pathway from the initial exhibit to a full-fledged 
institution, and tasks/timelines were prepared showing critical needs to completion.

The initial opening date was later adjusted to early December 2013 as minor delays in the Court’s 
proceedings afforded an additional three months.

The initial site visit report is available for review. Contact the author at seth@studiotectonic.com.

Building a Collection
Prior opening, the SCSL developed relationships in all thirteen of the nation’s districts for the 
purpose, partly, of acquiring war artifacts representing all areas of the nation. Museum personnel 

traveled the country and provided 
funding for local collections teams to 
acquire as many artifacts as possible. An 
intake processing sheet was created that 
would steer the collection teams to gather 
background information for each item. 
This approach had mixed results that 
matched the personal dedication of those 
charged with the task. Some districts 
provided dozens of artifacts with strong 
documentation. Other districts provided 
nothing. This situation impacted the 
exhibit development team and initial 
exhibits – they felt heavily weighted 
to certain geographic areas within the 
country and may be perceived as biased 

The museum’s opening coincided with the closing of the Special Court 
and was celebrated by hundreds of visitors from civil society, the court, 
governmental officials and international dignitaries.

A multi-phase conceptual exhibition plan 
generated during initial site visit provides 
direction for the museum’s future.
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exhibits as a result. As the museum continues to grow, a second round of collecting may be desired. 
Further, the exhibit’s interpretive strategy may be developed to expressly define the process by which 
the collection was developed, which can serve to be educate the public about how the museum 
functions as well as dispel an appearance of intentional regionalism.

At the time of opening to the public, the museum’s collections were a thin representation of the kinds 
of artifacts known to exist. They represent three primary areas of subject interest: 1.) artifacts from 
the war – vastly personal affects from carried by combatants 2.) artifacts from various early post-war 
peace and healing projects held by Sierra Leone’s Human Rights Commission 3. ) artifacts, papers, 
communications, objects and ephemera from the SCSL court functions.

The collected artifacts described here do not include the massive, loosely cataloged records from TRC 
and SCSL work.

None of these collections were comprehensive, yet still represented the single largest existing 
collection. At the time of opening, the museum had not established a formal collection database. 

Some artifacts are 
undocumented. At 
best, personal affects 
from the war may 
have an intake record 
with varying levels of 
thoroughness.

Some artifacts were 
collected informally 
by SLPM by making 
personal requests of 
known items from 
SCSL staff members. 
Other artifacts are 
on loan of unknown 
duration from the 
Human Rights 
Commission such 
as citizen artwork 
produced in 2003 
as part of a national 
visions effort.

The museum’s collection is an uneven beginning, but provides a visual context by which SLPM 
provides interpretation. It is within the desire of SLPM to continue acquiring artifacts from all 
areas within the museum’s mission. At the time of opening, it appeared that support and sources for 
relevant artifacts was growing, which is likely due to the existence of the physical museum.

Challenges in Gaining Critical Momentum Towards Opening
Within the direction of the government of Sierra Leone, little monetary support was allocated for 

The museum’s community-based collection shares personal artefacts from the civil war, 
the peace building process and official records from the Special Court and Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission.
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staffing and museum planning. The SCSL was able to reapportion limited funds within its existing 
operations, which were also stretched. The Court was in the midst of effectively shutting down its 
operations. Significant staff had already departed. Further, the remaining staff was deeply committed 
to their own tasks and lacked critical assigned obligations towards the museum in their last days.

Of most significance was the missing curatorial focus and direct to completing a specific exhibition 
narrative on which even the introductory exhibits relied. Artifacts, and their description and place 
within the storyline arc were late in coming. Critical images of the war and peace efforts were elusive 
at best and resources within the country were seemingly out of reach of the museum planners.

Finally, the initial schedule and tasks needed to be complete prior to opening were not materializing 
as the planning team originally put forth. A significant question of who would provide content and 
where the exhibits would be produced remained a sleeping giant that could not be awoken. Would 
the exhibit’s furniture and graphics be produced in-country our elsewhere? Would the content and 
graphic panels even be developed enough to even permit printing and production out of country?

Despite the already tight timeline the team made little progress in answering these critical questions. 
Two months prior to opening a new approach was developed. The exhibits would nearly entirely 
need to be developed, written, designed, produced and installed in-county under the direction of the 
author with the assistance of the SCSL staff. A graphic design look-and-feel series of templates would 
be created by the exhibit consultant, Studio Tectonic, prior to arriving but with placeholder content. 
No exhibit design would exist in advance. The window of completion from the point of launch to 
opening was limited to eleven days. The completion date was an immovable international celebration 
of the Court’s closing attended by dignitaries, the nation’s President and hundreds of participants.

The in-country 
schedule allowed 
for 48 hours of 
design, including 
text writing, 
graphic design 
and exhibit 
design. All 
graphics and 
cases needed 
production-
ready designs 
complete 
to allow an 
unknown and 
yet not fully 
identified team 
of trades to build 
the exhibits. 
Within this 

context, the ability to properly curate, edit and verify content was limited to a small team that’s quality 
of work needed to be fully trusted by the other project stakeholders. The time for broad review was 
nonexistent.

A letter from the former president of Liberia, a chief perpetrator of the civil war, expressing  
thanks for his just and humane treatment by the government during his incarceration 
awaiting completion of trail and appeals.
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Exhibition Storyline Development
A rough framework of the storyline was identified through the initial site visit report. Critical stories 
were identified for inclusion in the initial exhibits. The exhibit needed to briefly touch on the war and 
its key details, but would stop short of fully narrating the history and its underlying causes. The role 
of the reconciliation and justice, and their institutions, needed to be clearly addressed. Finally, the 
peace building and national healing efforts needed both celebration and to provide for a proper “call 
to action” for future public discourse.

In addition to the museum’s future director, Joseph Dumbuya, an in-country marketing consultant 
involved in building the content for the museum’s website, Jo Dunlop, gathered to hash out the exhibit 
panels upon the author’s arrival. Ms. Dunlop’s connections to photographers within Sierra Leone 
provided a critical set of images upon which some of the war-time graphics were developed. The 
internet was used extensively for core content and fact checking. Details about the Court’s work were 
fact checked by the Office of the Registrar. Additionally, a powerful video produced by International 
Center for Transitional Justice in New York showcasing their work in peace building provided a first 
person narrative from the point of view of five Sierra Leoneans who both lived through the war and 
were deeply committed to national healing.

Building the Initial 
Exhibitions
Without the option to build 
exhibits outside of the country 
or in advance of the short 
installation window, the team 
scrambled to locate local 
vendors who could produce 
digital graphics, photos, 
cabinetry, artifact mounts and 
provide installation services. 
The author closely supervised 
each of the vendors with the 
assistance from the SCSL’s 
facilities management team. 
Bracket mounts were built by 
local blacksmiths working with 
a single hammer and anvil 
and scrap metal beside the 
museum’s entrance. A cabinet 

shop worked around the clock from origami-style paper mockups of the cases as the makers, though 
highly skilled and creative, could not read drawings. A billboard printer was located to print digital 
graphics. Even three days of the opening, the galleries were still empty as each trade completed its 
work leaving the two person installation crew 72 hours to fully populate the gallery.

The usual and unusual series of problems, delays and near-impossible situations unfolded. Cabinets 
did not fit through doorways, paint colors were mixed incorrectly. Digital printing quality was 
mediocre at best. Object brackets wouldn’t pass muster of a professional conservator but were safely 
protecting their artifacts better than they had ever been protected prior. And even with all these 

Shortly after the civil war, a national visioning project invited citizens to craft art  
that expresses their hopes for Sierra Leone’s future – now a measure of how much  
has been accomplished and the nation-building work still remaining.
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limitations what was not even conceived two weeks prior now stood in real space.

Ability to Reach Audiences
Sierra Leone is a nation of thirteen districts, including the Western District, Freetown, the nation’s 
population and political center. Through the planning process, the audience was primarily defined as:

1. Primarily from Sierra Leone 
2. Foreigners, dignitaries, and tourists 
3. Literate but will also include illiterate visitors 
4. May have a wide range of 

education and wealth 
5. School groups for 

secondary school and 
some primary school 

6. May be individuals, 
family units, and tour 
groups (up to 30) 

7. Individuals who were 
directly and indirectly 
impacted by the war 

By its nature, the physical site of 
the museum is fixed in location. 
While the importance of the site 
itself in the history of the civil 
war is important in the museum’s 
mission and identity, it presents 
limitation in reaching the desired 
audiences. The site is not in the business or tourist center of Freetown, which requires visitors to make 
a special trip to the location. Further, Freetown, while large in population, is not representative of 
those perhaps most likely to individually benefit from the museum – the districts arguably suffered 
the war more significantly than Freetown.

Sierra Leone is one of the world’s poorest countries. Its population is largely illiterate and without 
experience or exposure to museums of any variety. Further, while English is the official language, 
the lingua franca is Krio. In many institutions, a dual language exhibit could serve visitors. However, 
illiteracy will push the museum to develop non-written delivery of content as a primary tool. Audio 
systems, personal tours and illustrative visuals will need to be employed.

Finally, as the museum becomes established there will be tremendous benefit to developing outreach 
and even traveling exhibitions to take its mission to more remote locations.

The Power of Visuals in Remembrance
In the planning of the exhibits, the exhibit development team referenced and researched thousands 
of images of the civil war. Our access to the internet makes these powerful remembrances available 
within just a few keystrokes. This ease of access to is not available to most Sierra Leoneans. The power 

As the Special Court closes it operations, the site transitions into wide-ranging 
community and governmental institutions.
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of this struck home during the exhibit installation.

The gallery was frequently visited by staff of the Special Court – security guards, maintenance 
personnel, lawyers, etc. Most of these visitors were present throughout the years of the Court’s 
operations, and many were first hand witnesses to both the perpetrators and events of the civil war. 
Images of the war’s leaders were visible on panels and in artifacts. Talisman objects used by civilian 
fighters for their protection from harm were displayed. Most of these had not been seen for years, 
if ever. Their presence brought about conversations. The conversations brought about emotions. 
The emotions brought about statements of perspective, understanding and clear cognition of the 
importance of continuing to talk about the nation’s past and future. The need and weight of the 
institution became clear in the simple displays and the discourse they stirred in their viewers.

Challenges to Museum Survival
The financial security of the museum is of significant concern. No operational money was set aside. 
A business plan had yet to mature by the time of opening. None of the heir-apparent governing 
institutions, such as the Human Rights Commission, could make commitments to manage the 
museum. At the time of this writing, the museum employs a director, and the project management 
team has effectively become the board.

It is often stated that the difficulties of running a new institution far exceed the difficulties of opening 
a new institution. The museum’s best chance at survival is through in-country and out-of-country 
interest in its educational value. The modest introductory exhibits are proof that the Peace Museum is 
more than just an idea. The supporters of the museum must work tirelessly to showcase its potential. 
But more importantly than potential, it needs to demonstrate its importance by activating the exhibit 
and space with the sounds and emotion of visitors. Targeted goals for numbers of school children 
visitors need to be set and met. Summative evaluation of the effectiveness of using the museum as a 
platform for learning needs to be folded into the operational methodology of the institution.

All new institutions face enormous challenges. The Sierra Leone Peace Museum is no exception. 
However, the pieces are in place for the museum to stabilize and deliver its message to the people of 
Sierra Leone. 


