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EXHIBITING THE OTHER: MUSEUMS OF MANKIND AND THE 
POLITICS OF CULTURAL REPRESENTATION 

Cordula A. Grewe and Daniel S. Mattern 

Conference at the Centre Allemand d'Histoire de l'Art (CAHA), November 2-5, 2000. 
Conveners: Thomas W. Gaehtgens (CAHA) and Cordula A. Grewe (GHI). 
Participants: David Carrier (Carnegie Mellon University), Michel Colardelle (Musée 
national des arts et traditions populaires), Raymond Corbey (Leiden University), 
Sarah F. Delaporte (University of Chicago), Ludger Derenthal (University of Bochum), 
Nélia S. Dias (University of Lisbon), Gabriele Dürbeck (University of Rostock), 
Eberhard Fischer (Museum Rietberg, Zurich), Uwe Fleckner (Free University of 
Berlin/CAHA), Wendy Grossman (Smithsonian Institution), Curtis M. Hinsley 
(Northern Arizona University), Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (New York University), 
Ikem S. Okoye (University of Delaware), H. Glenn Penny (University of Missouri at 
Kansas City), Alice von Plato (University of Hannover), Reimar Schefold (Leiden 
University), Enid Schildkrout (American Museum of Natural History), James J. 
Sheehan (Stanford University), Elisabeth Tietmeyer (Museum Europäischer Kulturen), 
Germain Viatte (Musée du quai Branly), Andrew Zimmerman (George Washington 
University).  

The last two decades have witnessed a boom in museum studies. Histories of the 
museum have broadly acknowledged the emergence of the "modern museum" in the 
nineteenth century as a dominant institution in Western culture. Generally speaking, 
scholars have devoted most of their attention to the legitimizing function of museums, 
long proclaimed by such figures as Michel Foucault and Theodor Adorno. In this 
context they have closely analyzed the connections among politics, aesthetics, and 
museum policies within national projects and within the institutionalization of 
historical consciousness.  

Less recognized is the differentiation of the modern museum into specialized, often 
competing subcategories - such as museums for anthropology, natural history, 
folklore, or archaeology - and their respective relationships to mass culture and the 
production of knowledge. To deepen our understanding of the historical and 
contemporaneous processes the GHI and the Centre Allemand d'Histoire de l'Art 
(CAHA) invited twenty-three scholars from six different countries to a 
multidisciplinary conference that examined the ways in which the emergence of new 
types of museums - devoted to the "human" as broadly conceived - responded to 
fundamental shifts within the overall composition of Western societies: the rise and 



 

fall of imperialism and colonialism, the appearance of mass society and consumerism, 
and economic dislocations brought about by the second industrial revolution. The 
most recent of these shifts is the breakdown of thinking along national lines, that is to 
say, globalization, and the necessity to reconceptualize these museums of "mankind."  

Focusing on England, France, Germany, and the United States in the period between 
the midnineteenth century and World War II, the conference looked at the changing 
function of the museums of mankind in their twofold capacity as progenitors and 
manifestations of their own differentiation. Sixteen papers were presented that 
investigated a wide range of topics, from the relationship between the new museum 
forms mentioned to new academic disciplines such as anthropology and then on to 
(novel) practices of popular mass culture, such as new forms of voluntary scientific 
societies, popular ethnographic spectacles and freakshows, as well as world and 
colonial fairs, arcades, and the art market.  

The first section, "Art or Artifacts? Ordering Things," examined the relationship of 
"art" to "artifact," especially the evaluation of non-Western objects in relation to 
Western culture. In his paper titled "Learning to See? Representations and Receptions 
in Germany's Ethnographic Museums, 1900-1914" H. Glenn Penny looked at the shift 
within museums from "creating reliable scientific institutions to fashioning popular 
displays." Penny traced the various shifts at the turn of the twentieth century: from a 
unitary notion of humanity to one of differentiation, from the pursuit of science to the 
satisfaction of social demands, from the simple display of objects to a narrative 
approach, from seeing museums as arenas for self-exploration to refashioning them 
into spaces for the promotion of an educational mission. Penny attributes these shifts 
to the popularization of museums as well as the professionalization of anthropology, 
and to the museum personnel themselves. Andrew Zimmerman, in his talk on "Art 
and Artifact in the Berlin Museum of Ethnology, 1870-1921," discussed the relation of 
anthropology to colonialism and how Western views of non-Western peoples changed 
within the context of the colonial project. Zimmerman looked at how "ideas" about 
non-Western places and peoples negotiated the encounter with the "reality" of the 
German colonial/imperial experience. He showed that the history of the classification 
of objects from outside the West paralleled the history of colonialism itself and served 
to sustain broader views about the nature of human difference.  

In "Material or Culture: The Uses of Collections in American Museums of 
Anthropology" Sarah F. Delaporte critiqued the tendency in contemporary museums 
to represent "culture" instead of display "objects." She argued for a new approach, 
namely, returning to the "object-oriented context both in the archive and in the 
exhibition." The panel was rounded out by a paper on "Popular Ethnographic 
Spectacles Around 1900: Popularizing South Sea Cultures in Germany" by Gabriele 
Dürbeck. She emphasized that the popularization of non-Western cultures often 
meant simply "arranging stereotypes and traditional images of the other as a perfect 



illusion with multimedia." Dürbeck looked at how "education" and "entertainment" 
began an uneasy partnership at this juncture.  

The second section was titled "Nature or Culture? Placing the 'Other' into the Western 
Context." In "The Burden of Science in the Presentation of Culture: A Brief History of 
Museums of Natural History in the United States" Enid Schildkrout addressed the 
culture war between the arts and the sciences, with ethnology as "the orphan in the 
middle." She emphasized that the institutional structures in the United States are quite 
different from those in Europe; for example, there are no American museums of 
mankind as such. She also sketched the current dilemma of ethnographic museums, 
which are burdened with the mandate to present the "truth" yet faced with a situation 
wherein truths about "culture" are increasingly contested. As a result, their authority is 
under threat, and curators are learning to become risk averse. Caught in the culture 
wars, such museums are trying to straddle the fence - satisfying few in the process. 
That the Other may also lie within was the focus of Alice von Plato's "World Fairs, 
Folklore, and the Display of the Other." Plato showed that the concept of "folklore" 
arrived in France rather late, in ca. 1910 when the nation was overcome by a wave of 
nostalgia for representations of past selves, seen most vividly in the provinces. She 
discussed the (re)discovery of French folk culture as the Other within the French 
nation; one main venue for the articulation of French folklore was exhibits at world 
fairs.  

In "Documenting Non-European Masters" Eberhard Fischer criticized the traditional 
narrative of anonymous non-Western art and argued for the importance of 
connoisseurship, much like the treatment of Western art. In earlier centuries 
Westerners recognized "masters" in West African and Indian art; this knowledge, 
however, became lost over time, while Europeans increasingly focused on technical 
proficiency divorced from individuality. Moreover, many of these works of 
"primitive" art had a functional component - ceremonial masks or housing decoration 
- that rendered them less esteemed or eminently replaceable. Reimar Schefold 
augmented Fischer's theme in his paper "Stylistic Canon, Imitation, Distortion: The 
Case of Siberut (Western Indonesia)." Schefold discussed the lack of expertise on the 
part of Westerners, on whom distinctions among original artworks, objects produced 
for the tourist market, and fakes were often lost. He strongly urged more analysis of 
individual pieces to discourage trafficking in fake non-Western art - a situation partly 
resulting from insufficient connoisseurship.  

The third session juxtaposed "Ethnology and Modern Art." In "Photography at the 
Crossroads: Strategies of Representation in Ethnographic Museums" Wendy 
Grossman explored the convergence of museological and photographic practices that 
marked epistemic shifts in the aestheticization of African material culture as art. 
Focusing on two key junctures in the modernist narrative - the anonymous 
photographic production surrounding Carl Einstein's 1915 book, titled Negerplastik, 



 

and Walker Evans's photographic portfolio of objects from the Museum of Modern 
Art's 1935 "African Negro Art" exhibition - she demonstrated that these photographs 
occupied an ambiguous and often contradictory place at the crossroads between 
document and art, fact and fiction, presentation and (re-)presentation. In doing so, she 
deconstructed prevailing notions of the allegedly unproblematic documentary 
character of such images as well as their underlying premise, namely, that a universal 
affinity between the "tribal" and the modern exists. Grossman convincingly argues 
that the modernist, formalist approach of the photographs in Negerplastik and in 
Evans's portfolio not only mediated Western perceptions of non-Western objects and 
contributed to the construction of a canon but also were "integrally linked to practices 
in the collection and marketing of African artifacts as reified and commodified forms 
at this pivotal juncture in an evolving modernist narrative." Whether implicated in 
colonial enterprises or employed as a powerful weapon of critique, photography has 
clearly played a key role in constructing ideas about non-Western art and, conversely, 
non-Western objects have participated in the legitimization of photography as a 
modernist art form.  

Taking up Grossman's analysis of the modernist nature of Einstein's Negerplastik, Uwe 
Fleckner traced the development of Einstein's appreciation of non-Western art from a 
purely aesthetic comprehension to a more inclusive and interdisciplinary viewpoint, 
linking ethnological and art-historical methods in the 1920s. In his paper "The Death 
of the Work of Art: Carl Einstein and the Berlin Museum of Ethnology" Fleckner 
reflected on Einstein's insistence on a balance between the aestheticism of museum 
displays that emphasize the formal beauty of individual artworks and an 
ethnographic contextualization. In 1926 Einstein advocated the collaboration of 
museum ethnologists with research and teaching facilities "so that visitors can gain an 
adequate picture of the elements that make up the cultures and the population 
districts." Einstein asserted the need for such a "living educational whole" because the 
entry of an artwork into the museum meant to him its "natural death" and "the 
attainment of a shadowy, very limited, that is to say an aesthetic, immortality." 
Fleckner interpreted Einstein's two essays on the Berlin Museum of Ethnology - 
despite their rather journalistic nature - as a new museum concept and an ethnological 
program in nuclear form. Einstein's position was grounded in the belief that - through 
a direct confrontation with the art of his time - the works of extinct cultures could be 
brought back to life.  

Ludger Derenthal continued this theme in his paper on "Max Ernst and the Indians." 
Tracing the appropriation of non-Western cultures in Surrealist art that emerged out 
of its need for a "New Myth" (André Breton), his discussion centered on Ernst's 
"Capricorn" (1947) and its use of Native American art as a source of inspiration. As 
Derenthal showed, Ernst embedded his sculpture, originally placed at the edge of his 
garden in Sedona, into the context of original Native American art, such as two crest 
poles from Northwest Coast tribes. His statue thereby achieved an encyclopedic 



character, being "neither realistic nor abstract but emblematic," as Patrick Waldberg 
has observed. Ernst's contextualization of his modern myth within ancient mythology 
also incarnated a line of identification between Surrealist and Indian art that Breton 
had first recognized. The latter connected the artist's private mythology with the 
survival of myths in communities resisting the oppression of modernity and 
rationalism. For Breton, the savage could preserve a psychic continuum by not 
splitting his life into a real and a surreal part. Accordingly, the art of the savage, as a 
concretization of desires and latent life, could serve as a model for Surrealist art. 
Because the savage myth assures the coherence of the community, it makes it possible 
to prevent the dessiccation of cultural identity.  

The conference's final session dealt with "Ethnology, Art History, and the 
Contemporary Museum." In his presentation of the "Projet muséologique Musée du 
Quai Branly, its director, Germain Viatte, outlined the history of this project, begun in 
1996 as a collective effort between the Musée de l'Homme and the Musée national des 
Arts d'Afrique et d'Oceanie, and delineated the current state of its development. 
Involving the construction of a new building, the opening date is scheduled for 2004. 
Viatte emphasized the double nature of the Musée du Quai Branly encompassing 
research and museography. This twofold approach strives to overcome the 
longstanding tendency to separate natural history, ethnographic, and art collections. 
While Maurice Godelier is responsible for the scientific (research) component of the 
project, Viatte himself is in charge of museography.  

Like the Centre Georges Pompidou, the Musée du Quai Branly aims to create a 
network between the collections in their material form and the knowledge they 
contain and engender. As Viatte emphasized, this knowledge needs to be 
multidisciplinary and multigenerational, and should not be reserved only for school 
children. In his opinion, it is the museum's duty to recognize and to show the 
historical significance of its particular collections, and their equality to other types of 
collections. At the same time the collections must be considered an accessible resource, 
while addressing the question of responsibility to the heirs of those cultures, whose 
heritage became transferred to and de-contextualized by the museum. In Viatte's eyes, 
a key function of the Musée du Quai Branly is to create a space in which contestable 
knowledge can be shown, thereby stimulating a discussion of this knowledge.  

In "The 'Other' and the 'Self': History, Profile, and Perspectives of the Berlin Museum 
of European Cultures" Elisabeth Tietmeyer asked the pertinent questions: What is the 
"Other"? What is the "self"? And how does one display difference? Tietmeyer 
developed a theoretical framework for the history of Berlin's "ethnographic" museums 
by linking their development to the distinction between Völkerkunde (ethnography) 
and Volkskunde (folklore) that marked German intellectual culture since the late 
nineteenth century. Arguing against this tradition, she described the new 
philosophical implications of the Museum Europäischer Kulturen (Museum of 



 

European Cultures), which aims to fuse these different scientific approaches. The use 
of the plural, that is, of "cultures" in the museum's name implies not only the diversity 
of each country's or nation's cultural expression but also the need to take into account 
their interweaving, interdependency, and cross-fertilization. As an example for the 
new approach taken by the Museum of European Cultures, Tietmeyer presented the 
concept of the museum's inaugural exhibition "Cultural Contacts in Europe: 
Fascination Picture," which, instead of focusing on individual artworks or employing 
traditional categories such as art versus artifact, highlighted the cultural function of 
images, for example, their adoption in daily life, use in religious practice, or magical 
connotations. She concluded with a call for more interaction among European and 
non-European collections, whose physical separation seems unjustifiable: "Last but 
not least, we must not lose sight of two facts: First, exhibiting other cultures always 
implies exhibiting one's own. Second, much of our own culture may appear strange to 
us. What, then, is the 'Other'? It remains a construct, like the 'Self,' and is hence 
subjective."  

The discussion of constructing binaries, creating categories, and implementing 
classifications continued in the next paper. Asking "What's in a Name? Anthropology, 
Museums, and Values," Nélia Dias explored the connections between categorization 
and classification, the links of these two processes and museums' designations, as well 
as their underlying political and moral values. Delineating four different main phases 
she related the history of anthropology to the changing museum landscape in Paris 
from the early nineteenth to the late twentieth century. With regard to contemporary 
issues, namely, the planning of the Musée du Quai Branly, she argued that the newest 
ethnographic museum in Paris has to manage two key concerns, both of which are 
part of its historical heritage: (1) the boundaries between art history and ethnography, 
and (2) the delicate question of which geographic areas will be excluded. Moreover, the 
Branly museum also has a moral agenda because it, like its predecessors, is value 
laden. The museum organizers' accent on cultural equality - more precisely, on 
equality of creations - and on tolerance and respect demonstrates that the question of 
values is inherent to any museum containing non-European objects. Finally, Dias 
asked: Is the designation ethnographic museum obsolete and consequently the 
categories art object and ethnographic one? Do we need to forge new terms because 
the objects in their materiality have changed or because they have ceased to respond 
to the theoretical questions of the new disciplines and subdisciplines? And she 
concluded: "Either answer could be correct. It is surely not fortuitous that nowadays 
several ethnographic museums are being refurbished or radically transformed. 
Placing new museum foundations in a historical context that stresses how categories 
are multilayered can be an illuminating exercise, or a defamiliarizing one.  

The theme of how to contextualize objects instead of treating them as isolated 
aesthetic items also formed the core of the next paper, "Verso: Architecture Enters the 
Interior at the British Museum," by Ikem Okoye. Okoye the planning and reception of 



the early 1980s exhibition, "Ashanti: Kingdom of Gold." He argued that the 
contradictory images conjured by British imperial ideology of the precolonial West 
African state of Asante (Ashanti) were not only active in the nineteenth century but 
still underlie twentieth-century perceptions. Okoye linked the specific form of 
representing historical Asante as well as the impressions, reactions, and responses 
created by it to a re-emergence of the politics of race in the Thatcherite era. This 
connection became clear not just in particular incidents of racialized responses in the 
manufacturing industry but also in the crystallization of a certain frustration (and 
claim to rights) that resulted in several riots in Britain - especially in urban areas with 
high black populations, such as in Brixton and Handsworth. This politics greatly 
affected how the architecture in the "Ashanti" exhibition was fabricated (in both senses 
of the word). Okoye demonstrated that certain kinds of knowledge, which, for the 
sake of historical truth and the useful debates they might engender, the museum 
should display, seemed unbearable in the cultural context of the "Ashanti" exhibition.  

In his passionate account of the reorganization of the Musée National des Arts et 
Traditions, Michel Colardelle addressed the new political and economic agendas that 
he views as vital for contemporaneous "folklore" museums. In his paper "Que faire des 
musées de société dans la civilization du XXIe siècle?" Colardelle enumerated as 
examples of these agendas the struggle to "democratize" culture against exclusion 
across class lines, the academic rejection of material culture as a minor element of 
culture systems, and the advent of new technologies that displace objects. Colardelle 
pointed out that the presentation of objects always has a double context, that of 
fabrication and use as well as that of selecting objects for a museum collection. Thus, it 
is difficult to reconcile museographic requirements with the complexity of 
ethnographic themes. In order to make ethnographic museums work, Colardelle 
proposed (a) to base them on long-term educational goals, (b) to create a modern ethic 
based on the materiality of objects, and (c) to unite scientific study with material 
objects. Overall, he demanded that museums should be multidisciplinary and oriented 
toward the public. Their displays should take into effect the modern "zapping effect," 
which destroys a holistic approach to exhibitions. "Permanent" exhibits thus should be 
changeable because a museum is a whole whose parts are in constant dialog. In true 
French fashion, the museum should present a varied, balanced, and nourishing 
museological repast to its public. To accomplish this goal Colardelle proposed a 
mediation personalisée or live interpretation of exhibits, which could "unvirtualize" the 
museum and teach visitors to "read" objects themselves. Moreover, the necessary 
outreach to a broad audience has to take the museum beyond its own walls to a larger 
public. In sum, museums should combine entertainment and education.  

In one of several final comments on the whole event, Raymond Corbey criticized the 
absence from the conference of dealers and private collectors, two groups central to 
the history, structure, and endurance of ethnographic museums. Corbey stressed that 
these groups need to be included because they are part of the social life of the 



 

ethnographic enterprise. In particular, he regretted that dealers were not present 
precisely at a time when they are deeply involved in the current cultural and political 
struggles over the future of the ethnographic collections in Paris. The participation of 
art dealers in the building of museum collections creates an ambivalence: Although 
museums depend on the art market and often also dealers' expertise, they resist 
acknowledging the commodity character of the items in their collection.  

The conference concluded with visits to the Musée National des Arts d'Afrique et 
d'Océanie, the Musée des Arts et Traditions Populaire, and the new exhibition of so-
called Art Premier in the Louvre museum. Our guides for these three outings were 
Germain Viatte, Michel Colardelle, and Maurice Godelier, respectively. The tours 
allowed the conference participants to reflect on the theoretical issues previously 
discussed in conjunction with the practical environment of actual museum spaces. The 
museum visits were a thought-provoking and entertaining ending to a stimulating 
and rewarding four days at the Centre Allemand d'Histoire de l'Art in Paris. 
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