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" Introduction: Disruptive Encounters —
Museums, Arts and Postcoloniality

Alessandra De Angelis, Celeste Ianniciello, Mariangela Orabona
and Michaela Quadraro

Postcolonial art is intimately linked to globalisation — that is, to a critical reflection
on the planetary conditions of artistic production, circulation and reception. This
implies focusing on the interweaving of the geographical, cultural, historical and
economic contexts in which art takes place. The relationship between globalisation
and art, as Okwi Enwezor observes, conceived and institutionalised by the European
history of modern art in terms of separation or simply negation, here acquires
fundamental importance (Enwezor 2003). It represents both the premise through
which the relationship between art and the postcolonial can be conceptualised, and
the matrix that helps to convey the cultural and political value of this relationship,
together with its significance as a disruptive encounter. Far from being lost in
the sterile and abstract, yet provincial, mirror of self-referentiality masked as
universalism — with the implicit claim of the autonomy and independence of art
from other cultural forms and activities — postcolonial art is deeply and consciously
embedded in historicity, globalisation and social discourse. On one hand, it
reminds us of how power is organic to the constitution of the diverse relations
and asymmetries that shape our postcolonial world, and hence of how ‘bringing
contemporary art into the geopolitical framework that defines global relations
offers a perspicacious view of the postcolonial constellation’ (Enwezor 2003,
58). On the other hand, postcolonial art also shows how aesthetics today presents
itself as an incisive critical instance. Postcolonial art proposes new paradigms of
both signification and subjectivation, offering alternative interpretative tools that
promote a reconfiguration of a planetary reality.

Analysing the link between modernity and this global reality, we can say
that globalisation can be understood as the planetary ‘expansion of trade and
its grip on the totality of natural resources, of human production, in a word of
living in its entirety’ (Mbembe 2003). It was inaugurated by the Occident through
a violent process of expropriation, appropriation and an exasperated defence of
property, spread globally through capitalism and its imperialist extension. This
is a political economy that is deeply rooted in, and sustained by, the humanist,
rationalist, colonialist and nationalist culture of the West. The central phenomenon
of modernity, born in a historical exercise of power, was fed by the religion of
‘progress’ and the racist ideology of ‘white supremacy’ imposing itself for
centuries as a universal ontological category through the institutions of laws,



Chapter 10
Blurring-History: The Central
European Museum and the Schizophrenia

| of Capital

Ivan Jurica

To envision a postcolonial museum within the Central European space means first
to think of this space as a site of ideological clashes and divisions, both in the
present and in the past. Despite all the current proclamations of a united Europe as
a ‘space without borders’, we still experience a division between Western Europe
with its uninterrupted culture and ideology, and Eastern Europe with its socialist
past and turbo-capitalist present. The museum, as a state institution, subjected to
the dominant ideology, dictates the official form of art and culture. We have to bear
this aspect in mind when we analyse the postcolonial Central European museum
that operates from a position in between different histories and conditions.
Visiting different places in Central Europe, one will experience exhibitions that
serve different functions within the political and social structures: so, different
museums will be encountered in Austria and Germany, in Prague, Bratislava and
Bucharest. Moreover, one may experience the use of an identical ‘universalist’
form — yet what is the past and present meaning of this form when adopted in
different histories?

Another urgent question is raised by the role of postcolonial theory within
this space. Why do we actually talk about postcolonial theory in Central Europe,
which does not seem to be affected by classical colonial history as imposed by
the Western colonial powers? Postcolonial theory not only deals with colonial
history, but also with coloniality and the history of capitalism and Christianity.
If the local official historical narrative excludes any notion of racism and
colonial exploitation, this still does not mean that coloniality, as an ideology and
mentality, did not and does not exist within these spaces. Further, it is precisely
postcolonial theory that enables a different understanding of current processes
within the transitional societies in the ‘East’, as well as in the West. Last but not
least, in this sense it is postcolonial theory that provides a radicalised approach
to the profound implications of the fascist history and post-fascist present in this
space. For postcolonial theory analyses fascism, its historical and current forms,
not as a historical error, but as generated by capitalist ideology and practice. So,
how can we perceive a Central European postcolonial museum?
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The Central European Postcolonial Museum: The ‘Grand Narrative’ and
the West

9 ey’ commences in the centre of a new constellation of Cent.rz.ll Europe
g )1,1 ot new at all in Vienna. Even though from the geopohtlcal' point
e TS aCtu.a , and Austria tended, especially before 1989, to be cons1de¥ed
Of‘ Foal Vlfl;n:s belonging to Eastern Europe due to their international .isolatlon
g y'ality they are definitely spaces of Western culture and 1Qeology
an‘d prOVln% tr;xl European space. This fact is crucial in understanding thf:
s thel98eg role of Vienna and Austria. Their intensive economic groth is
bese pOSt_th ir renewed positioning between the East and the West, combined
ba'sed o hiesltorical affiliation to the West. This position secured access t0 th.e
Wlﬂ? tl1lelr ssary for privatising the collapsed Eastern European structures. This
e ‘;130‘3 ar?;d as the resurrection of a ‘grand narrative’ (a history that lgy
e eten) that, in combination with capital, constitutes the foundatlon.of its
unfor_gOtt.eﬂ) The’ rivatisation of post-socialist cultures and the resurrection of
reacnvatlolrc;'centrg have gone hand in hand with an emphasis on ‘our.’ common
Egztg:;/ —ﬁraditions and hierarchiesbghus was the post-1989 imperial capital
reconsml;t;d (zres‘:\iwmigltl Ztr;}ll. %I?e c)ollapse of socialist economies and th.eir
id I;l . bu’t Zso the beginning of globalisation processes. Multinati'onjal capital
hat Ogg,’the character of borders, while the movement of the people within the so-
ESﬁzge‘borderless’ space remained strictly regulated. T_he collapse of the Eastzm

omies and the war in former Yugoslavia generated, among ot' er
A and a multitude of ‘naked lives’. The consequence was a massive
:?;r(;tts{,oﬁoi‘;::zpaces which seemed promising in terms of a regular job and a safe
ems’;'ehnczentral European postcolonial museum as an official f:ultural 'mstitutiqn
was aé‘ected in a twofold manner: the Eastem Egropean situation and thi;?/:; rig
former Yugoslavia provided a postcolonial repertoire for the Western tmu;:l ms and
their exhibiting policy, and Eastern Europeans themselves becarge po ﬂfn i isiors
_ either as tourists or as students and migrants. At the same time, the neo-li

o ic acenda entered the cultural landscape, or to put it differently, the museum
o rown to neo-liberal market structures. Suddenly, the relevance of the museum
e throz:z);nomical instead of educational or historical. Or to put it more prec1sel§r,
?}Tec 2::I;ilfca’cionad and historical relevancg was subordinat.e‘d to economic 1s§u<:a 'S[('fgz
does not mean that the historical narrative was not conditioned ?)y facosomm ons

:n the past. None the less, as Walter Mignolo (2011). ha.s put it, in the twenFy-
lcr::rtmn;) society constitutes a part of the economy, while in the past the opposite was

. was part of society.

e ’CFEE': ' il;:s:::lorlrlli};toricfl museum in Central EuroPe h‘fas yet to ;onfron’i
tcolonial theory. There are several reasons for this. First, they have no
e ken the attempt to re-write universal history, but rather the opposite.
%rll;i::;:nfew museums operating within this territory with postcolonial theory
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and knowledge at their disposal. In terms of museum organisation, differences are
minor but crucial as far as theoretical conceptualisation is concerned — the classical
historical museum operates in the temporality of the present, but it does not work
with it. The present, meaning the way history is constructed from the current
point of view, remains invisible within the ‘grand narrative’. In view of historical
racisms and processes of exclusion, currently being repeated, this connectivity to
the past and the present could be decisive for re-thinking the capitalist order and
its ideology in a divided Europe that prosecutes migration.

One of the popular museums that combines the consumerist expectation of
a visitor with the attempt to re-formulate the dominant perception of history is
the Vienna Museum. Recently, one of its curators proposed the historical figure
of Angelo Soliman with the intention of revealing the long history of Austrian
racism. Who was Angelo Soliman? The exhibition booklet Angelo Soliman —
An African in Vienna introduces him to the contemporary visitor as follows:
‘Born around 1721 in sub-Saharan Africa, enslaved as a child ... a man who had
enjoyed a distinguished career in the enlightened circles of the capital and was
posthumously displayed in a museum as a half-naked “savage”, adorned with
ostrich feathers and shells’ (Wien Museum 2011).

The exhibition space was divided into three parts: first, the life and death
of Angelo Soliman were presented, then examples were shown of how art and
culture appropriated this historical figure, while the last section displayed current
structural racisms of the state, supported and reinforced by powerful mass-media
representation, including such cases such as the killing of Marcus Omofuma.!
So the narration and dramaturgy did not only include Angelo Soliman, but
struggled, via the extension into the present, with an attempt to grasp racism in
general. Yet how was this actually achieved?

Popular museums obviously cannot avoid presenting their subjects in a
popular way. Soliman and Omofuma, both historical figures, were, among others,
displayed in the same way as the defeat of Ottoman troops near Vienna in 1683 or
the construction of St Stephen’s Cathedral or the Viennese underground. I cannot
say whether the aim of curators was to intervene in the current and historical
racism by way of art. But if this was not their intention, what were they seeking?
What they did manage to do was to exhibit the person Soliman (or Omofuma).
The attempt to critically discuss white European racisms, via the posthumous
display of a non-white European man, occurred through the gaze turned on the
‘Other’ as object. The desired intervention in dominant ideological structures
actually had the effect of conserving and reproducing them. Postcolonial theory
here entered a popular institution of the historical narrative, accompanied by
questions of historical and current racisms, but the institution itself was not
disrupted. Rather, the popular museum was renovated through the life and

destiny of Angelo Soliman, and postcolonial theory was institutionalised. But
does critical theory really aim to change official institutions?

1 See http://no-racism.net/rubrik/97/ (accessed 10 March 2013).
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In terms of exposing the postcolonial museum as operating wﬁ;nt Otll;:
schizophrenia of capital, a museum of modern and f:o.xltemporary arts 1seeh.Storical
an even more suitable example. Why? Becausg, as distinct ﬁon} a popular hi !
museum — which is conceptualised rather as a site of aesthepc consurlrllgnsrtr;ﬁan
tourism — modern Western museums present themse?ves as sites of co qnl gn;
where critical knowledge is produced. While this might be true, the n(:fl;uciat.pon}s
in this context remains what sort of knowledge and wha‘t sort of confronta 1(;): talil
implied? Here, with regard to a postcolonial museufn,.l will examn;e m‘mg; doai
the role of art education in modern art museums. It 1s 1mporta.nt to bear in bt
art education in a museum is not just any department, or a sqnple extension qt ihe
museum services. Rather, within Austria’s cultural and educanor‘xal lan?;capoe,1 (1) thes
become a top item on the agenda in recent years. So a museum llsn Auseohzicr;\1 o g
simply focuses on collection and conservation, but nowz‘adays also %n Gress.ive

An institution of modern and contemporary art envisages itsel as pl)roa ! it;
open to new theories, models, innovative forms and so on. It increasing 132 as;e; s
political statements through art. In this sense, t}}e modern museum eyc: e:iﬁcaﬁon
of democracy and democratisation, communicated thr_ough tflehm en cation
of educational and transmission processes. Yet ‘opejnmg up’” the museth o
the ‘outside’ is not a sign of change in the bourge'oxs' mentality, .but rla erket

the modified conditions of the modern museum yvlthm the necz—hber;\ rr;?trical
democracies. These processes were intended to reinforce ‘the soc1a1‘ anc p? he
relevance of the state institution to the market. What does dergocratlsgnon ‘ tg e
institution and of art mean? If in the past the museum was dgs.cr'lbed by its cr; al{:isﬁc
a space of dead art, now the dead —actually meaning de-pohtl.ClSCd - urvuver1ViIlor :
form has been extended through a diversified museum discourse invo bgd
cacophony of meanings and voices. Evegbody can ente'r the r?;uts;ur\x/]‘;he;lelrl); edezlr
can express him- or herself; the education departrr}ent is avaflga g e gt
and will explain all. But the most important aspect in terms 0 under ding ar
within the museum — that is, how the museum as an.nvlstltutlon.ﬁm.cnc?ns 1 how
a certain form or practice becomes art — remains invisible. The 1qst1m]§10tn 01: e
in the same way as ideology — it is possible to talk about eve.rythmg;i ut no Fabou
the museurn/ideology itself. If ideology operates as naturahseq an o;nmlp o the,
so does the museum institution as one of its Elgentsd — the meaning and role

istori ative shifts out of focus and is blurred. .

hlSt;){r;?In:;;)roach the primary schizophrenia of the postcoiiomal t;nmusi:;:lryaz ;
capitalist institution. The principal relevance of r.n‘odern and con ¢ apairlst o
production is interpreted and theorised as a t.radltxor% of reslltgtanc.t.c ;gl .
capitalist market, executed by means of formal innovation. Soifacritical p

on in
agenda was, and still is, a subject of modern and post-modern art production in

. . . )
any form, what relevance does this have in a society that operates. undefr a f?;::e
consumer dictate’? What relevance does an image or the evocatlondo r'emte nee
against the market have if the market and mechanisms f’f profit domina

lesitimise all fields of contemporary globalised sqcieties, mc?uding the edlzlctat:lcr)lrcl1
an::i art system? What is the meaning of a resistance against the marke
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capitalism if these are privatised by capital and ideology? Or, to put it another way,
what form does, or should, the resistance against exploitative capitalism take?
Last, but not least, it is also important that forms of resistance are not free from
universal validity.

. This situation turns out to be even more absurd when dealing with migrants
or their children of the second or third generation. The constant confrontation
with racist state power in terms of control and disciplining is here focused on
their integration into the official system and structures. One of the most frequent
demands is inclusion in the job market as a guarantee of possible and successful
integration. As integration in the job market apparently results in cultural
integration, this leads to participation in the state culture that is the basis of a non-
reflexive dominant racist cultural history. In a similar fashion, museums of modern
and contemporary art deal with activities and resistant cultural and societal forms,
while migrants experience the exact opposite within these cultures as they are
increasingly reduced to passive objects.

Against this background, it is possible to argue that art education within the
modern museum institution, presented in terms of democratisation, operates as a
mythology. The talk about art, its form and content, the attempt to transmit this
knowledge to students and pupils, end up, once again, as an overarching seductive
narrative. The audience is capable of following what the educator is talking about,
it is even very interesting, but that is all. So the topic of resistance in a modern
museum is maybe relevant to resistance-as-a-game within the virtual space — for
the participant should stimulate a resistance, he or she should make it possible.
In the end, however, it actually reinforces the exterior system that is repeated and
relayed inside the museum.

The museum is not only about artworks, it also involves employees and their
working conditions, with precise hierarchies and huge income differences. The
postcolonial status of the institution might well be represented by the following,
actually stereotypical, scenario: an exhibition space full of modernist paintings or
images representing modernist utopias, post-modernist criticisms of the system,
even postcolonial positions, all for the sake of evoking a progressing institution
and society. And a team of cleaners, consisting of poorly paid migrants, is at
work between the objects. These exploited ‘cultural workers’ are like shadows

— they work very early in the morning, as during opening time their presence
would disturb the visitors, the staff, and above all the artworks. Alternatively, this
scenario could itself be a work of art.

The Central European Postcolonial Museum/the Colonial Difference and
the East

As the topics of migration and colonial history became urgent in the field of
contemporary art production, postcolonial theory also became relevant to the
Central European space. While postcolonial theory turned the gaze back on to
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white racist Western societies and tk%eir ideology within the framevs;lork gf the
history of classical colonial powers, in the Cer‘ltral E}nopean spac; t esg 1s:1z§2
still concern the other(s). [t was a thegry by the Otl?gr about t?e ot. fc;,‘rs, a ouTh.S
white bourgeois mentality of producing and exploiting colonial d1f tehrem’:;.1 Cm;e
“happened there, somewhere else, far away from here. In terms o t e ; uoture
and the form of a museum, and in terms of the structure and nature .o ah is
narrative that appears to be segregated frqm the prgser.lt, pos?colomal 11-; eory was
again turned by institutionalised processes 1nto a cgnosny. It 51gna11est e; pr?gress
of the institution. In the end, it re-produ‘ced. colonial thought and the ‘Other’. ;
In this respect, the post-1989 privatisation of the Eastern European spacle an 1
structures via Western, as well as local, capital was represented in t.he co1 onia
rhetoric of modernisation, renovation and _prqgre,ss of the post—somahs? c(; tutries.
If, in the 1990s, the notion of ‘self~colqn1§anon became Pop}ﬂar for in lc; ngi
the processes of transformation from soqahsm to mrbo—c.apltahsm, one 1111t1d3fpo and
factor was missing from this fonnulat}on: an alternative to a stzalg ogwa;e
subjugation to the West. Populist promises of a bette.r future be%selc 01t1ha f:ts;r °
for unlimited consumption and natlongllst pnde prov1.ded a basis orf e e
order of this space. The collective disxl.lusmnmfant .w1th Fhe‘ dream o capl.alfst
democracy as the guarantee for equality and J.USUCB w1th'm t’he pogt—foc1ahxs
societies quickly followed. Forty years qf 2 patriarchal tott.ihte-man socialism tacs1
had a bitter consequence. Given that socialist and .commum's§ t'deology. generabe
a radical criticism of capitalism, currently a:ny kmfi of cnttmsrp agalnstlpu'o-
capitalism is immediately viewed as socialism, with its associated tota itarian
structures and communist ideology. Oof course, t.he issue of appropnaétu;g
postcolonial theory in Central Europe or post-socxglls.t societies is ayvkwar .In
the context of nostalgia for the totalitarian Past within thfa fotahtanan presertllt,
postcolonial theory not only focuses on th'e 1~115t.ory of colonialism, ‘but al}jg on‘t e;
history of capitalism, Euro-centrism, .Ch'nstlamty,'and on the dqrplqang ‘1stcl>?cz‘1
narrative as well. If, for example, socialism constituted and legmm?se‘ itse v1a;
anti-fascist resistance during the Second Wor_ld Waf, the ngf)-c'ftpltallst pi;[??
constitutes and legitimises itself by means of its antj-communist ideology. While
currently the socialist past is presented as thc? dgrke§t era of .CentralhEg.rlc.)fiag
modernity, the fascist past as generated by capitalism is increasingly rehabilitate
andlf%égrf;ssf ?v.venty years, the post—sociali§t sFate museum, as an.a.gel?t of official
ideology, has been intensively concerned with its universal re-positioning 1(1:11 terr'ris
of its inclusion in the Western art system and market — thus it has fgcuse o? its
own re-historicisation. The postcolonial Eastern European museum 1S s’fyuggrmg(i
as Jiirgen Habermas put it at the beginning of the 1990s, with ﬂ‘]C }nstlmtlona 1she.
‘catching up of the West’ (Habermas 1990). In the.post-Sf)C}allst cont‘ext%t is
implies a re-construction of modernity anfl of t.he un1ver§allsnc modernist omtx.
In terms of Slovakia or the Czech Republic, it is a mutation of the former avant-
garde into official art history and power. Botp the museum and arF Qroducthn
serve as evidence of the ‘correct’ universal history of civilised societies that is
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worth integrating into Western structures: they provide evidence of how to fill
the gaps of the post-socialist colonial difference. The history of socialist realism
has to be deleted, while at the same time this history is used to evoke capitalism
as independent and free. In this context, the art of socialist realism is subject
to deletion, or else is exposed in amusement parks or museums of terror? The
twentieth-century socialist past is currently conceived and presented as a historical
error that could be defeated. '

But how does this re-historicisation in the context of a universal history affect
the comprehension of the universal art form? This might also answer the question of
why the booming Western interest in Eastern European art production faded away
so quickly in the first half of the 1990s. In this context, the Slovakian art historian
and curator Petra Handkova (2010) refers to a paradox: the politically rather left-
wing universalistic Western art form represents exactly the opposite within the
Eastern European context. The form taken from the West was previously adopted
and developed as representing the unofficial art scene, as a counter-position to
socialist realism and culture. Handkova describes the subsequent situation in the
1990s as a mutual disappointment: the heroes of the internationally canonised art

history from the West were now regarded by their Eastern European colleagues as
being communists, and vice versa.

Collecting Art — Relocating the Profit of Relocated Production

Another example of a postcolonial museum in Central Europe — viewed in the
context of the capitalist establishment of an art collection — is the Essl Museum in
Klosterneuburg, near Vienna.> The Essl Museum is part of the estate of the Essl
family, who founded and owned the Austrian Baumaxx company that has been
widely active throughout Central Europe since the fall of the Berlin Wall. The
Essls are known as rather untypical art collectors — they truly love art; without
any art education, they simply like what they like. Money is never an issue when
it comes to art, and their shopping trips in the art scenes worldwide, including
various more or less ‘exotic’ territories and cultures, are legendary. In this context,
it is also interesting to note their engagement with the nascent Eastern European
art scene in the form of the popular Essl Award. This competition assembles young
talent as well as well-known theoreticians of the local art scenes. The Austrian
political economist Hannes Hofbauer writes in this context about obligatory
models of enterprise for Austrian and German companies. Since the 1990s, when
the first Western companies relocated their production to post-socialist countries,
this relocation of production from Germany or Austria to a post-socialist country
indicated serious and competent economic management — leaving the production
in Germany or Austria was considered economically irresponsible towards the

2 See, for example, the film Red Tours by Joanne Richardson and David Rych (2010).
3 See http://www.essl.museum/english/index.html (accessed 10 March 2013).
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company (Hofbauer 2010). The establishment of fou.ndations and art collec’fions
might be considered part of such obligatory enterpr1§e models. On the tgplc of
the repetition of colonial processes, Hofbauer remains carefult but be.51de the
exploitation of cheap labour, he considers the obverse relocatlon.'of immense
profits to the head offices in the West as a possible moment of .colomal repetition.
The Essl Collection might be understood in these terms:‘ their museum and the
collection are products of relocated capital and the relocation of profit.

And Lastly ...

A good example of an activist art project, deploy}ng postcolonial theory wah the
intention of cracking the bourgeois hegemonic image and representgnon in the
Central European space, might be the Hidden Histories — Rez’nappmg Mozart
project, realised in 2006 in Vienna on behalf of the “Mozart Jahr’, f:e_lejbratl.ng the
250th anniversary of Mozart’s birth.* The project fez}tured fgm exh1b1t19n§ in four
locations in Vienna involving a network of scientlsts? art{sts, theoreticians and
activists. The project actively and critically examined hlstogcal and contemporary
problems in art, in politics and society. It shifted estab}lshed perceptions and
created new meanings. The exhibitions, called ‘conﬁguratlfms’, used quotes frf)m
the libretti of Mozart operas and gave the four conﬁg}lr.atlons a frame, focusmg
on and intervening in themes such as orientalism, exoticism, racism (ann-Roma),
the appropriation of Mozart by the Nazis and the secoud Austrian Re.:pubhc, :‘md
the criminalisation of desire, with the corresp(?ndmg cognter—stratsegles. Against
this background, the activities of the anti-racist collective Pamoja — Researgh
Group on Black Austrian History and Presence also des;rve mention. This
collective, as the name implies, intensively resegrches AUSi'Il'al.l }}wto‘ry in jcerms
of coloniality, colonialism and racism. Another important 1pltlanve is Maiz, an
independent organisation founded and operated by and for migrant womer, based
in Linz, Austria.’ Both of these organisations act at the core of' ant1—rac1s? §e1f~
determination and represent a counter-strategy to, among othfar thmg‘s, the d}Vldefi
postcolonial present and colonial past in the context of a society of ‘equal rights’.
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