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Top topic

In the exhibition “Maori. Die ersten Bewohner Neusee-
lands” (“Maori, The first inhabitants of New Zealand”2; 
1.4.-14.10.2012), the Linden-Museum in Stuttgart was 
exhibiting several historical cloaks in different display 
cases. 

Maori cloaks (kakahu), made from the shiny New Zea-
land flax, were traditionally woven by women using 
a special technique called finger-weaving (whatu).3 
During the weaving process the women had to comply 
with several taboos, such as not eating or drinking, or 
working when menstruating. The preparation of the 
flax fibres and the delicate weaving process required 
all their concentration if it was to be successful4. It 
was believed that the woven thread connects ances-

tors with their descendants.5 The production of a sin-
gle cloak took about one year. Some of the weavers 
“signed” the cloaks on the back with their individual 
little pattern in red. These cloaks of different material, 
of different length and with different decoration, were 
extraordinary objects because they represented more 
than simply status and prestige for their owners. These 
items were not made to remain in the hands of one 
owner but had to circulate. While cloaks were regu-
larly exchanged between chiefs, or important men and 
women, their temporary owners could accumulate the 
concentrated mana (spiritual power) connected with 
the cloaks. If a cloak — after the long journey from one 
hand to the next — returned to its first owner (which 
happened in only a few cases) this represented the 

Anette Rein

Competences and responsonsibilities 
of ethnographic museums as global actors1

Two Maori cloaks. Left: tukakumai made and owned by Kohai Grace 2010,  
right: kaitaka with taniko border, 19th century. Linden-Museum Stuttgart. Photo: © Rein 20126
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greatest amount of mana or spiritual power, an owner 
could accumulate.

However, mana as spiritual power was not only al-
located to a cloak as a valuable material object. The 
concept has to be understood as a complex system of 
elements that have to be in harmony so that mana can 
be present. A cloak alone was a very powerful item, 
but to activate mana for its owner, his/her cloak had 
to be worn and had to be connected, for example with 
the landscape, ancestors, the tribe, the language (te 
reo), the other taonga (ancestral treasures worn by the 
prestigious people of the tribe), the moko (tattoo), and 
the personality of the owner, who had to have a special 
attitude while wearing the cloak.

From a Maori perspective, through the special weav-
ing technique these cloaks have their own voices. 
Consequently, any presentation in a museum requires 
a special approach and usually the request is for a 
display as close as possible to how the cloaks would 
look when worn. The result can be seen see on Figure 
1, on the cloak on the right, which is wrapped around 
a stand resembling the shape of a human body.7 The 
contemporary artist Kohai Grace, creator of the second 
cloak, seen in the centre, agreed to the flat hanging of 
her artefact.

Referring to the concept of mana and the belief in 
the spiritual power of any cloak woven with the finger 
technique, the decoration of the display case seems 
to be a very poor one that fails to communicate the 
vivid Maori spiritual traditions. The complex narrative 
is reduced to a fixed position and the objects are pre-
sented as “glass-cased ... to be gazed upon, admired, 
and understood only in relation to themselves”8 and in 
relation to the biography of the one who admires them. 
This follows the Western art concept and mediates the 
aesthetic quality of the objects. Neither the process 
of decoration together with the dialogues between 
the curators and the Maoris, nor the reduction or frag-
mentation into single, material or technical aspects of 
the displayed items is mentioned in the text (“Sozialer 
Status”) seen in the display case or in the catalogue. 
Although the curators corresponded with Maori repre-
sentatives, the displayed cloaks underwent a process 
of “musealization”, which will be discussed in detail 
below.

Processes of musealization9

According to Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett10, all eth-
nographic objects are “an art of excision, of detach-
ment, an art of excerpt. Where does the object begin 
and where does it end? ... Shall we exhibit the ‘collect-
ed‘ cup with the saucer, the tea, the cream and sugar, 
the spoon, the napkin and placement, the table, the 
chair the rug? Where do we stop? Where do we make 
the cut?” She prefers not to talk about “ethnographic 

objects” but about “ethnographic fragments”, created 
by ethnographers who made their personal choice in 
the field, segmented, detached, and carried the ar-
tefacts away to become part of a museum collection. 
The different steps are elaborated in the process of 
muzealisation which, according
to Anja Laukötter, consists of three steps.11 Figuratively 
they correspond with the classic model of liminality 
in rituals that, following Arnold van Gennep12, can be 
summarized colloquially as: remove – recreate – re-
integrate.13

First: removed from their original context, the things 
are robbed of their function – they are taken out of 
time and space – in order to be exported in this still 
unclean condition for further processing. 
Second: the semantic change of the objects takes 
place along a prescribed path through the various 
departments of the museum: in a process of gassing, 
inventory, conservation, restoration and declaration. 
They are integrated into the museum’s system of rules 
and regulations in the workrooms far from the public 
eye. Dislodged from their true symbolic context, the 
objects are sorted according to principles of material-
ity, authenticity, analogy, causality or functionality and 
then assigned to a culture – ergo, recreated. In this 
second step, the prerogative of interpretation is de-
fined after physical appropriation has taken place. The 
objects become scientifically legitimized and are often 
declared exceptional. Specially chosen pieces are given 
this mark of quality by labelling them as “top exhibit” 
or “masterpiece” for the general public.14 An object 
that has been sanctified in this way comes to represent 
an entire culture, since ethnographic museums never 
show the people themselves, but only their forms of 
cultural expression.15

Third: the last step of musealization is its exhibition. 
The visitors’ individual perspectives give things their 
exclusive aura and thus turn them into museum ob-
jects.16 Their new status is now also perceived by the 
public and thus they are reintegrated.

“For the museum context, a single object was not suf-
ficient. Instead, it needed … an exhibited collection 
in order to fulfil the expectations that had been cre-
ated.”17 Only with the help of the presented objects, 
a sheer vast mass of things, could e.g. ethnographical 
museums convincingly demonstrate to the public their 
expertise in the mastery of knowledge and the inter-
pretation of the world in the midst of the ostensible 
chaos of cultural diversity. The final decision of what is 
shown in an exhibition, and in what way, resides with 
the curator – the established scientific expert.18 For 
a better understanding about changing paradigms in 
collecting and exhibiting ethnographic objects, let us 
have a brief look into the history of museums.
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The beginnings of ethnographic museums

In Europe of the 16th and 17th centuries, collecting be-
came an obsession of rulers, aristocrats, churches and, 
later, of academics. The natural sciences had not yet 
developed and people worldwide collected exciting 
and exotic things for their curio galleries.19 Such collec-
tions were intended to prove that the objects therein 
were examples of the varieties of the creational act. 
The criteria for collected pieces were the unusual and 
the rare. Ethnographic objects were seen as equal to 
European ones and all artefacts were presented ac-
cording to their material conditions and functions. Nei-
ther the provenance nor the traditional context was of 
interest to the collectors. The owners of these galleries 
invited one another to private soirees where together 
they enjoyed the contemplation of items characterized 
by curiosity and marvel. The emotional reactions of 
the visitors can be described as ranging from defence 
to longing. The combination of the object‘s presenta-
tion was dictated by the personal inclinations of their 
owners. The collection of artefacts was regarded as 
a demonstration of the owner‘s‘ power, wealth and 
knowledge, and simultaneously as a representation 
of the cosmos. A possible explanation for this passion 
for collecting and amassing artefacts is that Europeans 
slowly started to recognize that Europe had to be seen 
and understood in a wider context. As a consequence of 
the rise of worldwide travel, all the theories formally 
used to understand the world were put to the test.

By the end of the 17th century, the natural sciences 
were born and the politics of collecting changed. The 
great expeditions of James Cook to the South Seas in 
the 18th century brought for the first time masses of 
ethnographic objects to the European market. At this 
point, specialized collecting politics emerged with a 
new way of systematizing objects. The former univer-
salism vanished and an ambiguity arose regarding the 
way in which ethnographic objects should be catego-
rized. In the 19th century, the majority of large national 
museums and some of the ethnographic museums were 
founded. Step by step these collections were opened 
to the interested public: bourgeoisie, workers women, 
men, and children. Compared to the former practice 
of exclusive events for a selected public, the process 
of the democratization of knowledge began. After the 
closure of the curio cabinets and the handing over of 
collections to the new museums (such as natural his-
tory museums or historical museums), primitive people 
were regarded institutionally as being part of nature, 
comparable to flora and fauna. “The choice of the term 
‚ethnographic‘20 [object] was based on the assumption 
that mankind’s differences were not only physical, 
as the anthropological collections demonstrated, but 
also cultural, and that physical and the cultural were 
closely linked.”21

Ethnographic items were now organized according to a 

system similar to a natural science system: according to 
their geographical provenience and similarity of their 
forms and classified according to an imagined stage of 
civilization. Questions arose as to how far these objects 
represented an original primitive world, the bottom of 
a pyramid of human evolution, which culminated in the 
white Anglo-Saxon male. In addition, the colonial exhi-
bitions, which were the origins of many ethnographic 
museums, offered panoramas of power in which impe-
rial hierarchies were on display.”22

Museum display labels foregrounded the predomi-
nance of the white man and his cultural and indus-
trial achievements. Hence without any comprehensive 
concept, great numbers of objects entered museum 
collections. In the best cases, contextual knowledge 
about the artefact’s origins, such as time, place and 
ethnic group was acquired and presented. As Nélia Dias 
has shown, ethnographic museums in France in the 19th 

century, conceived as democratic spaces at the service 
of the public, aimed to provide spaces for visualizing 
human difference, particularly racial and cultural dif-
ferences. “Moreover, ethnographic museums attempted 
to display the progress of human civilization by linking 
race and progress.”23

According to Andrew Zimmermann, the “Berlin Mu-
seum was not merely a place in which anthropological 
objects, already defined as not-art, were stored; it 
was also an apparatus that rendered them as not-art 
and therefore as objects of natural science in the first 
place. This transformation was enacted largely by glass 
and iron cases designed specifically for the museum 
(known as the ‘Berlin iron case‘)”24 and which produced 
a new kind of museum display. The iron cases allowed 
daylight to fall onto masses of ethnographic objects 
and their arrangement in parallel rows in large halls 
which enabled the visitor to “view the contents of a 
number of cases simultaneously. From almost any posi-
tion, the viewer’s gaze passed through multiple cases 
thus creating what was referred to as a ‘total impres-
sion’ (Total-Eindruck) of the artefacts.”25

The attitude of collectors at this time, vis-à-vis those 
they took items from, can be exemplified by the way 
in which human remains were merchandised all over 
the world. The remains were not treated like human 
belongings, but rather as objects serving the scientific 
purpose of gaining knowledge about human races. In-
dividual personality and respect for the Other were 
totally disregarded. Collectors gathered information 
about objects by interviewing only chiefs (or their 
translators) about specific issues. Their motto was: 
„One tribe — one chief — one voice“. Interviews with 
people of different generations or addressing gender 
issues were largely absent. The objects were displayed 
according to geographical and technological series that 
stressed their scientific rather than an aesthetic di-
mension.26 Defining them as artefacts, specimens, and 

Top topic
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documents (not as art) was a key strategy for securing 
the scientific status of anthropology as a scientific field 
studying the distinction between the so-called natural 
and cultural peoples.27 In the “Berlin iron cases” the 
ethnographic items were presented as being artless, 
cultureless, and ahistorical.28

Exhibiting the other(s) in the 20th century

Up until the 1930s, many exhibitions in Europe and 
the USA included people from overseas, especially im-
ported for the shows, under the heading: “Wild people, 
wild animals”. They were primarily put on display in 
zoological gardens and world exhibitions. According to 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett,29 the museum institution took 
over the new role of offering events which could have 
been visited in theatres before. It “was particularly 
useful in England and the United States during the early 
nineteenth century because performances that would 
have been objectionable to conservative Protestants if 
staged in a theatre were acceptable when presented 
in a museum ... This reframing of performance in 
terms of nature, science, and education rendered it 
respectable” At the time, the museums world wanted 
to represent the power of the colonial states opposed 
to the colonialized. A big step forward in changing dis-
criminatory perspectives of the Other was the disen-
tanglement of artefacts from the evolutionary system 
and the establishment of a new approach to evaluation 
based on cultural criteria. The height of the dioramas 
was reached after their introduction in the 19th cent. 
and museums began to reconstruct scenes that offered 
insight into cultural background, such as scenes of or-
dinary daily and religious life.

The shift from showing exhibitions about cultural dif-
ferences (e.g.in the Trocadéro in Paris 1878) to cultural 
equality started in France with the newly designed 
Musée de L’Homme in 1937. According to Dias, the 
museum’s focus on equal worth has to be considered 
from a double perspective: recognition of cultural 
diversity and its complexity in the spirit of relativism 
and the rejection of human hierarchy. Evolutionism as 
a theoretical framework was categorically rejected.30 
“By emphasizing racial and cultural equality, the Musée 
de l’Homme recognized the possibility of alternative 
social and cultural forms. This institution left aside the 
issue of artistic manifestation, a sensitive domain that 
would risk calling into question its relativist message as 
well as the status of French (and Western) art ... the 
acknowledgement of the diversity of cultures and of 
their equal worth did not necessarily imply the willing-
ness to accept their artistic equality.”31

Since the 1970s, thanks to the demands of New Museol-
ogy, the sole claim to expert status in dealing with the 
world has been broken by the active participation of 
those affected from the countries of origin in the inter-
pretation of the world. This was the beginning of the 

ongoing process of deconstructing expert knowledge 
and the role of the curator versus the knowledge of 
laymen. Since then, with new educational programmes 
and new political challenges, museums put more effort 
into working and engaging with public expectations. 
Visitors demanded to know more about people from 
other countries: how they lived, how they worked and 
their thoughts and opinions about life. New technical 
media, such as photography and video, were intro-
duced into museum exhibitions. In the 80s, academic 
discussions started regarding the relationship between 
the aura of an object and the use of technical equip-
ment.

Ethnographical exhibitions which tried to meet this 
need invited people from abroad (as seen from Ger-
many) to share information about their way of life, for 
example, in the Museum of World Cultures in Frankfurt 
am Main in 200232 the exhibition “Indian Times. Nach-
richten aus dem roten Amerika“ with the two guest 
curators Christian Feest from the Goethe University 
Frankfurt am Main and Foster Kalama from the Warm 
Springs Reservation in Oregon; or in 2006 “Ma Lakota! 
Indianische Kindheit in Nordamerika“ together with 
the guest curator Arthur Amiotte from the Akta-Lakota-
Museum, presented in the Intercultural Atelier (IKAT) 
of the Museum.33

Despite these attempts to restage the cultural mean-
ings of collection items, the reconstructed “native 
point of view“ remained subordinated to the dominant 
Western, perspective. Up until the present day, the 
voices of the Other(s) have been excluded from the 
majority of museum presentations. Although there 
have been lengthy debates about this difficult issue, 
many museums are still missing key concepts of col-
lecting and documentation for working with, at times 
vast, unknown collections. Museum artefacts have 
been presented under Eurocentric measures of value 
in three principle ways: exoticising (emphasizing dif-
ference = in situ with reconstructed habitats, assimi-
lating (emphasizing similarities = art exhibitions) and 
encyclopaedic exhibitions, which follow mixed strate-
gies.34 A classic ethnographic exhibition mirrors the tra-
ditional Western scientific way of bringing systematic 
order into the world with objects, languages and with 
clear borders for the living areas of tribal societies. 
In those displays one will not find any interviews with 
people about their view on their cultural environment 
or their ways of organizing their life styles. Nothing will 
be mediated about what the source communities think 
about the use of their ancestral objects in a museum’s 
exhibition.35

Another way of presenting ethnographic artefacts still 
relies on a geographical background but chooses all-
embracing categories like the “the world of women” 
or “the world of men”. In such a case typical items 
and their different use by both sexes are shown. Tribal 
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borders are of less interest. According to the chosen 
topics, suitable artefacts from different tribes are used 
to exemplify gender roles in society.36 Following such 
a functionalistic approach, which became fashionable 
in museum practice since the 50s, objects are shown 
as being part of a holistic cultural concept. They are 
interpreted as tangible illustrations of abstract, non-
material and cognitive correlations representing social 
organization and also used as an expression of religious 
rituals. In this approach the “indigenous point of view” 
is not simulated, but the cultural context of the ob-
jects is explained and interpreted e.g. in texts and 
displays.37

The assimilative concept presents ethnographic arte-
facts as “pure” art objects following a formal, aesthetic 
viewpoint – now treating former “ethnographic objects” 
like Western “art objects”. I coined the term art-party 

to describe an influential group of the curators. This 
group defends the high aesthetic and technical quality 
of the artefacts made by tribal societies. They reclassi-
fied these artefacts and display them in the same way 
as Western art is usually shown in Art Museums or Art 
Galleries. In these exhibitions, the object itself and its 
composition are the focus, together with the artist (the 
“culture” where it comes from became of less inter-
est).38 Those new defined art objects are presented iso-
lated for aesthetic contemplation, completely removed 
from their cultural context or suggestion of an original 
use. In the absence of any given context, objects are 
interpreted by visitors on an individual basis, grounded 
in personal experience and knowledge. Within these dif-
ferent approaches the current concept of the Museum 
of World Cultures39 in Frankfurt am Main uses a method 
which can be connected with artists working in the early 
20th cent., such as Pablo Picasso and Emil Nolde. Ac-

Fig 2: Inter alia, the artist Simon Popper comments on his work in the museum: “Then again, a museum is like a super-
market. They move eggs and milk around, and there are objects from different part of the world that can have different 
ages and different prices. Some are luxurious, some are cheap. It’s the same as going to a shop. There are new products 

on display, and it is accessible to everyone... I also focused on ceramic pots from Peru, which have pairings on the shapes 
and images that you could find on them. Both these objects are gifts...The Moche pots from Peru are buried with the 

dead. Both (+Ibeji carvings)43 have this unique quality of something that has to accompany an individual into their after-
life.”44. Foto: Museum of World Cultures © 2012
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cording to Andrew Zimmerman “artists in Germany and 
France turned to the objects assembled in ethnographic 
museums as sources of inspiration for their own paint-
ings.”40 This use of ethnographic objects has generally 
been presented as an important step in the history of ar-
tistic modernism. In 2012 e.g. in Frankfurt am Main, sev-
en directly invited contemporary artists41 choose from 
within the ethnographic museum’s collection of about 
65 000 objects those which inspired them to create their 
own art object. The exhibition “Object Atlas. Fieldwork 
in the museum”42 presented their creations (as pictures, 
films, texts or objects) together with their ethnographic 
muses, as can be seen in the figure below.

This newest concept in Frankfurt am Main seems to 
be a mixture of an art exhibition together with the 
engagement of the museum with its own past45 or its 
own collection. The artists used the concept of anthro-
pological fieldwork to study the historical objects with 
their “new” eyes and interpreted them according to 
their own imaginations. Ethnographic information is 
largely absent, voices of social anthropologists or col-
lectors are excluded, and the history of the artefacts 
remain hidden. According to Wolfgang Leuschner and 
Mathis Bromberger, the output of the contemporary 
artists are in their subjectivity comparable with the 
answers to the pictures used in a Rorschach test by 
psychologists.46 

Whereas most of the ethnographic museums show 
different types of exhibitions at the same time, the 
Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum. Kulturen der Welt in Co-

logne chose for its new building, which opened in Octo-
ber 2010, a single approach embracing the permanent 
display. As it says in the Museum leaflet, on 3,600 m2 are 
presented “People in their worlds. Outstanding exhibits 
from Africa, Asia, Oceania and the Americas”.47 In this 
display any geographical systematization is excluded 
by a thematic one, which shall be exchanged regularly 
with a new thematic focus. For the first period, they 
decided to concentrate on “themes which move people 
all over the world, but which they address differently 
depending on regional and cultural influences. The 
comparative cultural approach emphasizes the equal-
ity and validity of all cultures and provides impulses for 
thought and stimulating dialogue. The inclusion of our 
own culture in this comparative approach goes some 
way towards relativising our viewpoint ...The theme 
complex ‚Comprehending the World‘ is devoted to four 
different kinds of encounters with other cultures from 
the European point of view. ‚Shaping the World’ which 
with five sub-themes provides a multitude of insights 
into different ways of life in different times and plac-
es.”48 An impressive scenography49 with manifold space 
images intensifies the experience of the different top-
ics on display. In the space image “Ansichtssachen?! 
Kunst!” the museum shows objects as art objects as 
well as offering information about the ethnographic 
context on demand.

Special display cases were created for this part of the 
exhibition, where visitors can decide whether to see an 
object as a pure art piece or, when pressing a button, 
to learn more about the context of each piece. The 

Top topic

“Ansichtssachen?! Kunst!” (A matter of perception). Photos: © Atelier Brückner50
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information is projected behind the object on the back 
board of the display case (s. fig. 3, 4). 

However, it remains unclear who identifies with the 
labels “us” or “European” mentioned in the museum’s 
leaflet. The big question: “Who is speaking?” is not a 
special theme of the whole exhibition. Taking the text 
seriously, it seems that the Rauthenstrauch-Joest Mu-
seum speaks on behalf of all Europeans with one voice 
(Director? Curator? Conservator? Designer?) vis-à-vis the 
Other(s).51

Vision for ethnographical museums as global 
actors

Ethnographical museums have a special mission within 
the museum scene. Their collections are generally a 
mixture that includes archaeological items, high art 
objects (also from the perspective of their produc-
ers), items from daily life and religious objects. One 
principal duty of an ethnographical museum is to be a 
forum for the presentation of the concepts of different 
traditions, cultures and individual voices within differ-
ent cultures/traditions and identities in different time 
periods. This means that, in addition to the study of 
objects, human beings themselves should be the focus 
of research and mediation.

Paul Goodwin highlights the fact “that in a global 
world, cultural identity is no longer limited to the 
singular categories of race, gender, sexuality, class or 
national identity. Instead, global technologies have in-
spired the non-stop flow of ideas and communication, 
whilst the social trends of exile, travel and migration 
have effected a wide-scale and constant movement of 
people across borders. Whereas the power relations 
of the modernist and post-colonial modes could be 
defined by the negotiation between two subjects: colo-
nizer and colonized; oppressor and oppressed; museum 
and public; there is no such sense of centre and periph-
ery in the culturally plural mode, where boundaries of 
nationhood, community and identity are called into 
question.” As Homi Bhabha points out, these notions of 
cultural fixity have been replaced by “a complex on-go-
ing negotiation – amongst minorities, against assimila-
tion.”52 The conventional Enlightenment subjectivities 
(national, imperial, modern) are refracted in multiple 
identities (local, regional, transnational, global, sex-
ual, urban and so forth) and the Other becomes Oth-
erS53 “(differentiated by ‘race’, class, gender, national 
origin, lifestyle and so forth). The earlier idea that 
representation of others must either be exoticising or 
assimilating ignores other options — such as recognizing 
differences without exoticising, others as counterparts 
in dialogue, or oneself as an other.”54

Following Silaja Suntharalingam,55 “museums are in-
creasingly moving away from the ‘notion of the curator 
as the sole interpretator, handling down wisdom to a 

passive public. Instead, a space is being created for di-
alogue, interaction and the šcomplex on-going negotia-
tion’56 between museum, visitor and artist. In terms of 
‘play’, museums in a globalised world are increasingly 
becoming ‘intermediaries’ and laboratories for experi-
menting with new cultural combinations and encoun-
ters’57.” The new approach focuses of the experiences 
of the individual.58 We have reached a point within the 
museum sphere where we have to discover new voices 
in old collections. The museum as a social construct, 
a purveyor of ideologically charged notions of knowl-
edge and historical truth must evolve into a reflective, 
exploratory cultural space where existing collections 
speak in new voices. According to Susan Pearce, this 
implies a major shift in museum management and at-
titudes.59 One future challenge for museums will be to 
show cultural systematic and diversity knowledge.60

Multiculturalism has brought the natives home and 
with the end of the grand narrative of modernity the 
other(s) became OtherS. This opens up a new field of 
cultural flux of “subjugated knowledges”, of nomadic 
knowledge and crosscultural translations.61

Ethnographic museums have to abandon the discourse 
of the other(s) in favour of opening their archives and 
displays to the social network around the collections to 
be worked on in a participative / inclusive relational 
way as the one method of accepting the equivalency 
of intellectual contemporeinity (Zeitgenossenschaft) 
worldwide. There should be no limitation of the ac-
knowledgment of OtherS as intellectual contemporary 
counterparts with their own item centred view about 
the basic questions of humans living together in one 
world. As James Clifford formulated it: “Gone are 
the days when cultural anthropologists could without 
contradiction, present ‘the Native point of view,’… 
‚the anthropologist’ — broadly and sometimes stere-
otypically defined — has become a negative alter ego 
in contemporary indigenous discourse, invoked as the 
epitome of arrogant, intrusive colonial authority.”62

Ethnographical museums seem to be in deep crisis. With 
regard to their collections, many of them are over-
whelmed by an inability to speak. They have long since 
lost their authorised voices: those of the collectors, of 
colonialism and, furthermore, those of the scientists 
who do research on ethnographic artefacts. How long 
will ethnographic museums lick their wounds, cultivat-
ing the litany of trauma because of the loss of the ‘carte 
blanche’ for colonial and scientific authority? “Contem-
porary expectations are extremely high and no single 
museum could cover all aspects of centuries of coloni-
zation, adaptation, transformation, changing economic 
and governmental pressures, counterhistories of cultural 
‘repatriation’ … ongoing oral traditions and indigenous 
epistemologies.”63

Ethnographic museums should see the obstacles and 
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take their opportunities. They should become aware 
of the great treasure of knowledge and artefacts they 
have accumulated over recent centuries. Positioned 
between indigenous “myth” and Western “science”,64 
they have to embrace their politically responsible role, 
presenting a platform for contemporary diverse and 
cross-cultural dialogues about different knowledge 
systems and life concepts.

Notes

1 This is the revised form of my article first published in Et-
nolog 22/2012, pp. 193-213. You find a detailed bibliog-
raphy under http://www.etno-muzej.si/sl/etnolog, pp. 
189-191. Many thanks to my colleague mag. Ralf Čeplak 
Mencin who accompanies my work on museums since 
years.

2 Translated by the author
3 Many thanks to Lisa Renard who gave an exciting work-

shop about the weaving process and the concept of 
mana in the Linden-Museum on 6 May 2012 and who did 
the proof reading of this text. As an expert on Maori tra-
ditions she inspired me to use the exhibited cloaks as a 
classical example for the situation in which curators are 
caught between the devil and the deep blue sea while 
displaying only fragments of ethnographic contexts.

4 I decided to use the past tense because I mainly rely on 
an old cloak. But as Lisa Renard has pointed out, even 
today the women have to respect several taboos during 
the weaving process.

5 Heermann & Veys 2012, p. 78
6 Thanks to Inès de Castro for approving the publication of 

my picture.
7 Ingrid Heermann e-mail: 10 May 2012. “While preparing 

items for a display case, the voice of the conservators 
is one of the strongest. If they decide that a hanging of 
the cloaks would damage the cloak, there is no other 
way than of a lying position for the textiles – although 
this contradicts the concepts of the Maori completely” 
(Renard 2012, oral comment)

8 Macdonald 1999, p. 2
9 Rein 2011b
10 Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1990, p. 388
11 Laukötter 2010, p. 120
12 In 1909, Van Gennep described the structure of rites of 

passage for the first time. In the exhibition Reisen und 
Entdecken. Vom Sepik an den Main (October 27, 2007-
August 30, 2009) the various steps of musealization were 
staged and explained in a companion book to the exhibi-
tion (cf. Raabe 2008)

13 In German the terms are raus – rüber – rein.
14 See: Being Object – Being Art. Meisterwerke aus den 

Sammlungen des Museums der Weltkulturen Frankfurt 
am Main, http://www.mdw-frankfurt.de/Deutsch/ 
(March 21, 2010).

15 Köstering 2003, p. 17
16 Laukötter 2010, p. 121
17 Id.
18 Laukötter 2010, p. 122
19 Cabinet of wonders or curiosity (Golding 2011:38)
20 Instead of calling it an ‚art object‘.
21 Dias 2006, p. 175
22 Nederveen Pietersee 2005, p. 164
23 Dias 2006:175. See also Macdonald 1999, p.12

24 Zimmermann 2006, p. 287
25 Id.
26 Dias 2006, p. 178
27 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2006, p. 362
28 Zimmermann 2006:296
29 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1990, p. 397ff
30 Dias 2006, p. 181
31 Dias 2006, p. 179f
32 Rein 2009/10
33 “Ma Lakota! Indian Childhood in North America” was 

on display from 13 February until 27 August 2006. http:
//www.frankfurt-live.com (visited 20.02.2006); booklet 
of the exhibition.

34 Neverdeen Pieterse 2005:164f. Dias 2006, p. 182
35 For a more detailed description of an exhibition in Dres-

den see Rein 2010
36 See Rein 2009/10 and Raabe 2008
37 Förster 1999, p. 40f
38 Förster 1999, p. 41. For a more in-depth discussion, see 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2006
39 In 2001 the museum changed its name from Museum für 

Völkerkunde into Museum der Weltkulturen / Museum 
of World Cultures. Since then any suggested change to 
another name has been refused by the city councillors. 
(http://www.stvv.frankfurt.de/parlis2/parlis.php; vis-
ited 10.03.2012)

40 Zimmermann 2006, p. 279
41 Helke und Thomas Byerle, Marc Camille Chaimovicz, 

Sunah Choi, Antje Majewski, Otobong Nkanga and Simon 
Popper. In addition to the invited artists, drawings and 
photographs by Alf Bayerle (1982) are also shown.

42 From 25 January until 16 September 2012
43 Addition by the author
44 Quote from the booklet p. 29
45 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2006, p. 363
46 Leuschner & Bromberger 2012, p. 27
47 http://www.museenkoeln.de/rautenstrauch-joest-

museum/download/Hausflyer_engl.pdf (visited 6. 5. 
2012). Fig.: 3, 4: „Ansichtssachen?! Kunst!“ (A matter of 
perception)50; © Atelier Brückner

48 http://www.museenkoeln.de/rautenstrauch-joest-
museum/download/Hausflyer_engl.pdf (visited 13. 5. 
2012). Emphasis by the author

49 Atelier Brückner Stuttgart http://www.atelier-
brueckner.com/nc/projekte/museen/rauten-
strauchjoest-museum-koeln.html?tx_photogals_
elementid=238&tx_photogals_image=9 (visited 6.5.12)

50 Thanks to Uwe Brückner, who provided these pictures.
51 For further examples about alternative ways of thinking 

about ethnographic items see pp. 204-210 in Ethnolog: 
http://www.etno-muzej.si/sl/etnolog

52 Goodwin 2009, interview with Silaja Suntharalingam; 
quoted in Suntharalingam 2009:2. Bhaba quoted in 
Sunthatalingam 2009, p. 2. “The emergence of an ac-
companying rhetoric for global culture is reflected by 
the proliferation of new terms such as ‚inter-cultural’, 
‘trans-cultural’ and ‘ross-cultural’. These terms are 
increasingly being used to displace the well-known po-
liticized terms of ‘cultural diversity’ and ‘multicultural-
ism’.”

53 Referring to the concept from Jan Neverdeen Perterse, 
I would like to introduce a special notation for OtherS. 
The fragmenting aspects of each individual’s identity 
becomes more obvious in a big ‘O’ and a big ‘S’ instead 
of writing e.g. ‘others’ /’Others’

54 Neverden Pieterse 2005, p. 165

http://www.etno-muzej.si/sl/etnolog
http://www.mdw-frankfurt.de/Deutsch/ 
http://www.frankfurt-live.com
http://www.frankfurt-live.com
http://www.stvv.frankfurt.de/parlis2/parlis.php
http://www.atelier-brueckner.com/nc/projekte/museen/rautenstrauchjoest-museum-koeln.html?tx_photogal
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55 Suntharalingam 2009, p. 2f
56 Bhaba Beyond the pale: Art in the age of multicultural 

translation, p. 22. Quoted in Suntaralingam 2009, p. 3.
57 Pietersee Multiculturalism..., p.178. Quoted in Sunthar-

alingam 2009, p. 3
58 Paine 2000, p. 157
59 Pearce 2002
60 Bush 2005, p. 17
61 Neverdeen Pietersee 2007, p. 130
62 Clifford 2004, p. 5
63 Clifford 2004, p. 27
64 Clifford 2004, p. 19
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