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Anette Rein

Little stories with big impact.  
An interview with Nanette Jacomijn Snoep

Nanette Jacomijn Snoep is the new direc-
tress of the three Saxonian ethnographic mu-
seums: Museum für Völkerkunde Dresden1, 
Museum für Völkerkunde zu Leipzig2, Völker-
kundemuseum Herrnhut3, and the executive 
vice-president of the Staatliche Kunstsamm-
lungen Dresden (SKD)4.

After our first meeting during the opening ceremony of 
the ethnographic museum in Genève5 in October last 
year, we discussed intensively the necessity for changing 
the perspective. We agreed, not to look for the category 
"ethnographic museum“, but instead, to look for different 
concepts and questions while working with ethnographic 
objects. I would like to quote an interview from 2014 
where you said: “The collection gives us the ability to 
cross traditional boundaries and to pursue new concepts 
for exhibitions”.6 Which challenges do you see in the work 
with ethnographic collections in the near future?

NJS: The first point I would like to speak about is the 
question: why do we still need these traditional classi-
fications of objects like the geographical or the ethni-
cal formations of the Other. Why do we still create bor-
derlines between us − what means between the West 
and the Rest (of the world)? We need a complete mix so 
that you do not know on the first spot from which point 
of view am I looking at something resp. someone. Or, 
from which point of view are we talking at the moment. 
The classical system of Western orientation which cre-
ates only one view on the world, we have to abolish it. 
I would like to quote Bhikhu Parekh7 who writes: «We» 
cannot integrate «them» as long as «we» remain «we»; 
«we» must be loosened up to create a new common in 
which “they” can be accommodated and become part of 
a newly constituted “we”. This is exactly what I would 
like to materialize in the future SES Museums.

Let me give an example for this approach. When I taught 
African Art History at the École du Louvre in Paris, I always 
started my first lecture with a 19th century Japanese map 
of the world − which represents the world in a different 
order: Europe isn’t more in the center of the map and 
Africa looks like suddenly totally different. We have to 
blur the continental boundaries. We have to start thinking 
from another perspective. Up until now, the exploration 
of the world is mainly reported from a Western point of 
view. But, how would history have been told if we would 

look at Chinese enterprises to the East African Coast long 
before the Portuguese arrived there? We really have to 
turn the globe and to see it from another perspective. 
When we put the Indian Ocean in the center, you get a 
total new vision of the world. Suddenly you can connect 
the East African coast with India, East Asia, Madagascar 
with Indonesia and so on. 

We have many more examples of these possible changing 
perspectives from which would follow different concepts 
of world explanations. There are many traps of thinking 
we fall into time and time again. We, these so-called Eth-
nological Museums, are still interpreting the world in terms 
of European values and experiences. These traps are also 
characterized through the fixed classifications of our eth-
nographic collections which consist mainly of objects col-
lected in colonial times when artificial borders have been 
created in order to classify and to govern the world.

Internationally sharing is one of the top headings which 
should characterize our work in future. We are sitting on 
world heritage of people from outside of Europe, often 
collected in contexts of domination. In so far we have to 
collaborate and share the knowledge of our collections 
with Non-European people from Africa, Asia, America, 
the Pacific, intellectuals, artists, spirituals from over the 
world. We want to collaborate with interesting non-Eu-
ropean thinkers and creators who do not need an official 
diploma to be accepted as equal in our museums. 

These debates of international collaboration and part-
nership, already started in the 90‘s, but in 2015 we 
should finally put them into practice in a systematical 
and fundamental way. 

The dichotomy ethnology and art is over. To me it seems 
superficial because it limits our thinking. We can have an 
anthropological approach towards art and vice versa but 
we should not think exclusively. We must mix different 
disciplines of humanities.

We have to show in our museum the historical process 
of globalization, the history of encounters from different 
perspectives. We will have to highlight different world-
views and connexions, collisions of worldviews, multi-
ple confrontations of different kind of local histories. A 
museum that builds bridges and questions on how other 
visions and knowledge have been adapted, adopted, re-
jected, integrated or ignored throughout the centuries. 
That is my wish.
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Nanette Jacomijn Snoep (r) during the interview with Anette Rein in Leipzig. Fotos: Ute Uhlemann, SES 

It is also important to tell the biography of these collect-
ed objects. Their own story, from their fabrication till to-
day, not just give them an “ethnographical” signification. 
Notions of authenticity have to be reconsidered: What 
means authenticity, when First Nation People started 
to produce pincushions for the foreigners that became a 
kind of proto-touristic production? Or the famous “mink-
isi”, those nailed power sculptures from the Congo that 
have been adapted to the European taste already in the 
1880’s? How can we explain the origin of ideas when in Af-
ghanistan the people copied the flowers from the German 
fashion journals BRIGITTE or BURDA MODEN and started 
to produce bags with these flower embroideries on top. 
Travellers were convinced to buy typical Afghan motives, 
when they found the bags offered in the traditional mar-
ket places in the 70‘s.

Saxony was already global before globalization! We are 
dealing with “exotic objects” since centuries. You find 

it back in the Grünes Gewölbe8 as well as in the oldest 
African collections of the Museum für Voelkerkunde in 
Dresden. We have to study the history of the items in our 
collections in every detail. 

Where do you see the missing links in the ethnographic 
collections?

NJS: I miss contemporary objects in most of our collec-
tions; with contemporary objects I do not necessary mean 
contemporary art works but contemporary expressions: 
modern ritual masks and costumes, reinvented traditions. 
For example, I collected for my exhibition on West-Afri-
can voodoo9 contemporary costumes and masks, made 
of African wax produced in the Netherlands and Chinese 
fabrics. I find this mixture of new and traditional material 
and concepts exciting − but in most collections you would 
never find this global mix neither collected nor document-
ed, because it is considered as unauthentic, “impure”.
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Coming back to the aspect: blurring the perspective. 
What does this mean to you in the last consequences?

NJS: First we have to give up the boundaries of our clas-
sification, we have to mix all approaches, and of course, 
we must always include the European perspectives as 
equal ones to the rest of the world. A museum has to be 
a place where an intercultural dialogue must be under-
stood as a bi-directional process. This must happen in all 
our analyses of items, concepts and world views. 

As a Museum we have to avoid the so-called “Ethno-
graphic Present”10. When we show objects, we have to 
replace them in time and space. For that reason we have 
to mention on every label the time when the object has 
been created or used and if we don’t have this infor-
mation, at least the time when it has been collected 
or when it has entered the museum. The same for the 
author: if we do not know an author − which is almost 
always the case in ethnological collections − one should 
mention this on the label as: „unidentified author“. 

The mention of an “anonymous author” is already an in-
formation and avoids that “ethnographic anonymity”. In 
this way, several traps originating in colonial times and 
some traps of our contemporary ethnocentricity could 
be avoided. 

A new systematization of information should be applied: 
1. Author/ownership, 2. the time and place of produc-
tion, 3. explanations about the former use of an item, 4. 
The time and context of collection and last but not least 
5. Additional information on the biography of the object 
through: stories of the first owner, stories of the context 
of collecting, stories about its itinerary till its showcase, 
stories of its collector and so on. 

As I could observe in an exhibition on ordinary and 
shapeless African charms11, some of the visitors were 
seriously emotionally touched by the personal items to-
gether with the stories which we presented. I found two 
different reactions: either the visitors started to laugh 
and were amused by some funny anecdotes about col-
lecting those objects and cultural misunderstandings, 
or they started to cry when they were confronted with 
the personal explanations of some objects. For exam-
ple, the Ibeji sculptures (twin sculptures from Nigeria) 
are created when a mother has lost one of her twins. 
These sculptures which represent her dead child have 
a strong therapeutic value, as they also simply help the 
mother mourning about the child’s death. When you 
give in this case a personal individual story of the object 
and not just a so-called objective and neutral ethno-
graphical explanation, the visitor is able to understand 
the meaning of an object. Something that seems so far 
and exotic comes suddenly nearer to you. I would like 
to collect the personal story of such a mother and to 
present her story to the visitors in an exhibition. I want 
to invite the visitors to think about their own feelings in 
comparable situations. They could find out that mourn-
ing if someone dies, is a common human experience. 

And then, an exotic voodoo object that often provokes 
fear in exhibitions, becomes suddenly understandable. 
 
We could ask the following question in any exhibition: Are 
different cultures really different or how could I devel-
op a closer understanding coming from my own cultural 
background? However, the aim of any museum’s exhibi-
tion work should be to mediate comparable common ex-
periences and emotions of human life. It is necessary to 
construct bridges between people from Saxony and for 
example with people in Nigeria, so that they can develop 
empathy for each other. I want to offer subjective per-
sonal stories to touch the visitors on an emotional level.

What do you remember as the most important situations 
in your childhood and during your education which let 
to your interest in anthropology and in other cultures 
different than your own? Which were the most important 
steps in your life?

NJS: I am a child of two art historians. My mother worked 
as an art critic, my father was the director of the Frans 
Hals Museum in Haarlem. During my childhood (*1971), 
I sat for hours in the Frans Hals restoration workshop 
− that was in the 1980‘s − observing the conservators 
restoring these huge and impressing paintings. I loved to 
see how they worked with great accuracy and concen-
tration. When I was a child, I was able to visit museum-
stores, artists studios… I’ve had drawings of Rembrandt 
in my child hands… I’ve visited with my parents hundreds 
of museums, castles, churches, biennales and so on. I 
was immersed in the art world.

The second important point of my family background 
could be my father‘s Jewish roots and my Mother‘s first 
years of her childhood in a Japanese internment camp 
in Indonesia during the Second World War. These expe-
riences from the war, shared by my parents, were per-
haps the basis of my extraordinary childhood compared 
to other children in the Netherlands. This was the reason 
why we never ate Dutch food at home: I was brought 
up with Yiddish and Indonesian cuisine and by second 
world-war traumatized parents.

These two family backgrounds that has maybe something 
to do with a kind of feeling to be a minority, could ex-
plain why I was very early, when I was a teenager, very 
interested − or almost obsessed − in slavery history and 
the black diaspora, genocides and colonial history.

After finishing school, I worked as an au pair in Paris; 
there I was introduced to the Togolese community (they 
taught me to cook Togolese). These experiences deep-
ened my interest in Africa. After some detours I started 
to study cultural anthropology in Paris. In 1995, I got my 
first job at the Musée de l’Homme.

For me it is very interesting to come to Germany and to 
work in Saxony, and to talk with you, I become more and 
more aware, that one underestimates one‘s own cultural 
background − although, I always concentrated my inter-
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est on the little stories of other people with a minority 
identity.

In January 2015 the whole family, you together with 
your three sons and your husband, moved from Paris to 
Dresden, where you have started your new job as the 
director of the three ethnographic museums. I admire 
how you are able to combine the different roles to be a 
mother to three children and to be a director in three 
institutions in three cities with over 200 staff members. 
How do you can manage it all? Where does your motiva-
tion and energy come from?

NJS: My family have always been energetic people and 
worked hard through their lives. Personally, I like to 
work at night and need only four to five hours sleep. I 
can also concentrate in all places and situations and I 
am disturbed by nobody. I don‘t know where this energy 
comes from but I am grateful for it. 

My motivation and energy for this new position has to be 
seen in the context of telling many personal stories of 
different people which were forgotten until now. I want 
to work with the collections and ask many questions to 
find the biography of the things and the different indi-
vidual stories which are connected with these objects. 
To give back their voices.

Do you have any special message for our readers of the 
magazine ExpoTime!?

NJS: Yes, thank you very much for giving me the place 
to ask the readers to do a favor for the three museums. 
I would like to ask them for their active participation: 
Please, help me and send me your suggestions for a new 
name for our three Saxonian ethnographic museums, the 
so-called SES. Together, they have some of the world’s best 
ethnographic collections and are located in three different 
cities. They are together under one big roof, the Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen Dresden, SKD12, that means 14 museums 
together with collections from all over the world.

Since I began my work as the director of these museums, 
I have been thinking about the right words for creat-
ing a new name. During the last 15 years some of the 
ethnographic museums have changed their names like: 
“Weltmuseum"13 in Vienna, Museum der Weltkulturen” 
14 in Frankfurt/M., “Museum fünf Kontinente”15 in Mu-
nich or “Museum der Kulturen"16 in Basel. But what do 
they mean with “Welt” [World] or with “Weltkulturen” 
[world cultures]?17 What does it exactly mean “world 
culture” if Europe is excluded?18 So I’m curious to know 
what you, dear readers, think of this. I invite you to help 
finding a new name for our future museums of multiple 
knowledge and visions. The winner will receive a nice 
surprise. 

Please, send your suggestions to: voelkerkunde.dres-
den@skd.museum I am looking forward to hearing from 
you very soon. 

Thank you very much for this inspiring conversation con-

cerning your ideas and your family background as the 
source for your energy and motivation to continue in 
your approach to looking for little individual personal 
stories to lighten our lives. I wish all the best for you and 
the three museums in Saxonia.19 

Notes

1	 http://www.voelkerkunde-dresden.de/ (accessed July 9, 
2015)

2	 http://www.mvl-grassimuseum.de/ (accessed July 9, 
2015)

3	 http://www.voelkerkunde-herrnhut.de/ (accessed July 9, 
2015)

4	 http://www.skd.museum/ (accessed July 9, 2015)
5	 http://www.ville-ge.ch/meg/index.php (accessed July 9, 

2015)
6	 http://artdaily.com/news/76088/Nanette-Jacomijn-Sno-

ep-appointed-new-Director-of-the-State-Ethnographic-
Collections-of-Saxony#.VZ_L_vntmko (accessed July 10, 
2015)

7	 Parekh 2000

egon-schiele-jahrbuch.at
egon-schiele-jahrbuch.at
http://www.voelkerkunde-dresden.de/
http://www.mvl-grassimuseum.de/
http://www.voelkerkunde-herrnhut.de/
http://www.skd.museum/
http://artdaily.com/news/76088/Nanette-Jacomijn-Snoep-appointed-new-Director-of-the-State-Ethnographic-Collections-of-Saxony#.VZ_L_vntmko
http://artdaily.com/news/76088/Nanette-Jacomijn-Snoep-appointed-new-Director-of-the-State-Ethnographic-Collections-of-Saxony#.VZ_L_vntmko
http://artdaily.com/news/76088/Nanette-Jacomijn-Snoep-appointed-new-Director-of-the-State-Ethnographic-Collections-of-Saxony#.VZ_L_vntmko
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Nanette Jacomijn Snoep explains a nail fetish in a Tangaro-video, hosted by dailymotion (French).  
Sorry for the rather antique video technique.
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se charakteristischen Beispiele jenseits der kulturellen 
Hochburgen sind nicht zuletzt Dokumente regionaler 
Sammlungstraditionen und Sammlungsvorlieben, deren 
Vielfalt eigentlich nach einem weit stärkeren Austausch 
unter den Häusern verlangte.

Auch bei den Nachbarn lassen sich ähnliche Vorlieben 
für das Historische erkennen: In der Kulturhauptstadt 
Mons in Belgien eröffnete noch im vergangenen Jahr 
das Memorial Museum in Gedenken an den Ersten 
Weltkrieg; in Warschau war es das ebenfalls im ver-
gangenen Jahr eröffnete Museum der Geschichte der 
polnischen Juden, und in Gdansk entsteht derzeit das 
Museum der Geschichte des Zweiten Weltkriegs. Das 
Problem dieser und der hiesigen Geschichtsmuseen 
liegt auf der Hand. Jenseits der Jubiläen und der  Ge-
denktage, die manchmal zum Ritual verkürzen, bleibt 
die Frage der Aktualisierung der Stoffe.

Daß hinter dem neuen Trend zur Geschichte aber doch 
ein alter kulturpolitischer Streit steckt: wo sollte sich 
das besser dem Publikum zeigen als in der alten Kai-
serstadt Wien. Hier sollte ein seit vielen Jahren kon-
zipiertes Weltkulturmuseum ähnlich wie am Berliner 
Schloßplatz entstehen. Nun aber hat man umdispo-
niert. Das Weltkulturmuseum wird zwar nicht gestri-
chen, aber in seinen Volumen gestutzt. Wie erst in den 
vergangenen Woche entschieden wurde, entsteht nun, 
am geschichtsträchtigsten Ort der Republik, der neu-
en Hofburg am Heldenplatz, ein Doppelmuseum, das 
die geschrumpften Weltkulturen mit einem „Haus der 
österreichischen Geschichte“  vereinen soll. Die  Grü-
nen in Wien sprechen angesichts der vermeintlichen 
restaurativen Tendenz, die auf das „politische Zeichen 
der Multikulturalität verzichtet“ von einer „kulturpoliti-
schen Schande“. Wo und wie sich die zwei großen Rich-

tungen, zurück zum Eigenen oder hinaus in die  Fremde 
besser verbinden, das ist heute nicht nur in der Politik, 
sondern auch in den Museen eine vorrangige Frage.

Das auf über 2000 m Höhe gelegene MMM Corones von Zaha Hadid auf dem Kronplatz  – mit seinem  
einmaligen Blick in die Dolomiten  – zwischen Olang, Bruneck und dem Gadertal. Foto: Museum

Was sind museologisch  
durchdachte Ausstellungen?

Martin Schärer
Die Ausstellung - Theorie und Exempel

Schärers Buch beinhaltet einen theoretischen und einen analytisch- 
praktischen Teil, in dem die theoretischen Aussagen anhand einer  

Ausstellung überprüft werden. Der theoretische Teil ist semiotisch- 
museiologisch orientiert und verarbeitet auch französischsprachige  
Positionen, die im deutschen Sprachraum nicht immer bekannt sind.

9783932704758  EUR 30,-

Verlag Dr. C. Müller-Straten
http://www.museum-aktuell.de/shop/

Fax: 0049-(0)89 839 690 44

8	 http://www.skd.museum/?id=73 (accessed May 14, 2015)
9	 Snoep 2014
10	 Fabian 1983
11	 Snoep 2009 
12	 http://www.skd.museum/ (accessed May 14, 2015)
13	 http://www.weltmuseumwien.at/ (accessed May 14, 2015)
14	 http://www.weltkulturenmuseum.de/ (accessed May 31, 

2015)
15	 http://www.museum-fuenf-kontinente.de/ (aaccessed 

May 14, 2015)
16	 http://www.mkb.ch/de/programm.html (accessed May 

14, 2015)
17	 Mueller-Straten 2014
18	 Not many German ethnographic museums have an Euro-

pean department.
19	 Thanks to Paul Williams for the proof reading.
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Fakes and forgeries — Illicit traffic of looted heritage
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