
Civil guards lined up in Lodwar, Kenya, for moving post. Photographer 
Eric von Otter, 1922, accession no. 0779.0248. Courtesy Museum of 
Ethnography, Stockholm.
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Between 1930 and 1980, the Museum of Ethnography 
was housed in former military barracks in Norra 
Djurgården, Stockholm, in order to accommodate its 
growing collections. Photographer Göran Fredriksson, 
1975, accession no. 0963.0077. Courtesy Museum of 
Ethnography and Stockholm City Museum, Stockholm.
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View of museum’s hallway. Photographer Göran 
Fredriksson, 1975, accession no. 0963.0015. Cour-
tesy Museum of Ethnography and Stockholm City 
Museum, Stockholm.
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Museum staff moving precious Saharan 
objects. Photographer Vimar Ericsson, 
1952, accession no. SvD 32436. Courtesy 
Stockholm City Museum, Stockholm.
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Left: Catalogue card showing young 
Ghanaian canoe paddlers engaged 
in acrobatic play inside their canoe. 
Photographer Gustaf Wilhelm Bolinder, 
1930/1931, accession no. 0758.0041. 
Courtesy Museum of Ethnography, 
Stockholm.

Above: Photograph (verso and recto) 
depicting permanent exhibition on 
display at the Museum of Ethnography, 
Stockholm. Photographer Göran 
Fredriksson, 1975, accession no. 1963.0054. 
Courtesy Museum of Ethnography and 
Stockholm City Museum, Stockholm.
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The artist Jacqueline Hoàng Nguyễn is 
seen here conducting research in the 
archives, looking at a slide sheet on a 
light table, at the Museum of Ethnog-
raphy in Stockholm. Photograph by the 
artist, 2015. Courtesy the artist.
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The images throughout this book are 
drawn from archival material collected 
or encountered during my residency at 
the Museum of Ethnography in Stock-
holm, one of the four institutions under 
the helm of the National Museums 

of World Culture in Sweden. The Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm holds 
approximately half a million photographs, about thirty percent of which have been 
digitised. The photographs are stored either onsite (the museum has two climate 
controlled rooms for long-term preservation and one for temporary storage), at 
an offsite building for hazardous material, or on the online database. The selected 
photographs presented in the following inserts span the twentieth century and their 
materiality ranges from glass plates and cellulose nitrate to gelatin silver prints, 
slides, and digital files. Complementing these images from the Museum of Ethnog-
raphy, photographs were also sourced from the Museum of Mediterranean and 
Near Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm City Museum, and the Sven Hedin Foundation 
in Stockholm; the Museum of World Culture in Gothenburg; the Library and Archives 
Canada in Ottawa; National Film Board of Canada and the Ryerson Image Centre in 
Toronto; the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford; and the Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam.

Unpacking of crate while moving the 
museum to its new location. Photog-
rapher unknown, 1979/1980, accession 
no.1091.0003. Courtesy Museum of 
Ethnography, Stockholm.
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Crating the World
Jacqueline Hoàng Nguyễn
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To my Thunder who transforms the mundane 
into psychedelic hallucinations
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In 2015, the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm launched 
its first artist ’s residency through SWICH — Sharing a 
World of Inclusion, Creativity, and Heritage, a collaborative 
project involving ten European Museums of Ethnography 
and World Cultures. 

I would first of all like to sincerely thank Curator Dr. Michael 
Barrett together with the selection committee, Dr. Lotta 
Gustafsson Reinius and Dr. Anna Laine, for selecting my 
proposal, and for their trust, generosity and support 
throughout and well beyond the residency. I also extend 
my gratitude to all the Museum of Ethnography staff, 
especially to Archives Manager Karolina Mikulska, Exhibi-
tion Producer Leif Länsikylä, and Photographers Hannes 
Anderzén and Tony Sandin. 

Further thanks go to the Swedish Arts Grants Committee, 
which gave me a two-year work grant in 2014, allowing me 
to focus on my artistic practice not solely for the duration 
of the Museum of Ethnography’s residency, but also for 
the conceptualisation and making of this book long after. 
I wish to also acknowledge the invaluable Project Grant 
from the Sharjah Art Foundation, alongside with Konst-
fack Artists’ Book Collection 1 and CAMPLE LINE, which 
made the research, production, and printing of this 
publication possible.

Without the contagious enthusiasm and diligent work 
of my co-editor, Rado Ištok, this book would otherwise 
have not been conceivable. I am indebted to him for his 
pertinent, critical and insightful comments from start to 
finish of this editorial endeavour. Additional support from 
Athénée Press, with particular heartfelt thanks to Jennifer 
Burris, was instrumental in bringing this manuscript to 
life. Blair Richardson and Sonia Mozden at MiniSuper 
Studio have diligently and patiently accompanied me 
throughout the layout of this book and I cannot thank 
them enough. Finally, and most importantly, without the 

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   14 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



contributors’ intellectual commitment this book would not 
exist. My deepest gratitude is extended to Ariella Azoulay, 
Michael Barrett, Ulrika Flink, Åsa Bharathi Larsson, Wayne 
Modest, Gabrielle Moser, and Vincent Normand.

Finally, Black Atlas travelled well beyond my expectations 
after its first appearance at the Museum of Ethnography 
in Stockholm. Thank you to Matthew Callinan, Associate 
Director of the Cantor Fitzgerald Gallery for bringing the 
exhibition to Haverford College in Philadelphia; to the 
team at the Sharjah Art Foundation, particularly Hoor 
Al Qasimi, Reem Shadid, Momen Al Ajouz, and Lana El 
Samman for your hospitality in Sharjah; to Tina Fiske, 
Director of CAMPLE LINE for showing my work as part 
of her daring and astutely grounded programming in 
rural Scotland; and also to Daniel Grúň, chairman and 
curator of the Július Koller Society, for sharing Black Atlas 
in Bratislava. The shipping of the artwork was generously 
made possible thanks to the Sharjah Art Foundation and 
invaluable public funding from the Swedish Arts Grants 
Committee and the Canada Council for the Arts.

—Jacqueline Hoàng Nguyễn

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   15 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   16 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



Contents

Texts

18–21
Preface
Jacqueline Hoàng Nguyễn

22–30
Introduction: How Did the 
World Come to Europe?
Rado Ištok

39–54
Black Atlas. Photography as a 
Witness of Affect and Labour
Ulrika Flink in conversation 
with Jacqueline Hoàng Nguyễn

65–80
Undoing the Imperial  
Conception of Art
Ariella Azoulay

89–112
Hjalmar Stolpe’s Intermediar-
ies: Visualising Labour on the 
Vanadis Expedition 1883–1885
Åsa Bharathi Larsson

129–136
The Uncontacted: Ontogenesis 
at the Museum
Vincent Normand

145–160
When Wooden Crates Become 
Ballot Boxes
Gabrielle Moser

169–183
Sites of Seeing the Colonial  
in the Present
Michael Barrett in conversa-
tion with Wayne Modest

Images

31–38
Fieldwork in the Museum

55–64
Encounters with Indochina

81–88
Lost and Found

113–128
Black Atlas Exhibition Images 

137–144
Botany of Death

161–168
Chinese Boxes

186–189
Contributors

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   17 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



18

Neither, captain. We’re not souvenir hunters. Before he 
died my father set up a trust to endow the Sherman 
Field Museum of Natural History in Washington. Natural 
history was a special interest of his, you see. He died 
five years ago but the museum’s only just been finished 
on the Mall below Capitol Hill. It’s really a pretty sight, 
captain, built of Tennessee marble like one of those old 
palaces in Florence. So we want to put only the best wild 
animals in it, and here in these jungles of yours you’ve 
got some of the rarest animals in the world…

— Anthony Grey, Saigon: An Epic Novel of Vietnam, 1982

Anything dead coming back to life hurts.
— Toni Morrison, Beloved, 1987

Preface
Jacqueline Hoàng Nguyễn
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The fact that I live and work in Stockholm was instrumen-
tal to how I encountered the city’s Museum of Ethnography 
during my initial residency. This proximity allowed me 
to develop a relationship with the museum over time and 
understand its history, its mandates, and its legacies both 
visual and intellectual. It would have been otherwise 
impossible for me to fully engage with the museum’s staff 
and come across dormant documents in the institution’s 
archives. Over the course of my research, I increasingly 
focused on the making of the institution and its practices 
of collecting, rather than reproduce the work of the muse-
um’s earlier employees by looking at other cultures and 
other people as my object of study. Working within this 
framework, the residency felt closer to fieldwork in the 
museum rather than fieldwork for the museum: a meth-
odology that Clementine Deliss, former Director of the 
Museum der Weltkulturen in Frankfurt, Germany, encour-
aged artists-in-residence to adopt.1 This approach allowed 
me to critically assess the institution’s colonial legacy and 
how such legacies continue to manifest themselves in the 
present. It also facilitated my belief that the inclusion of 
diversity should not only be reserved for the museum’s 
audience or, worse, for a handful of artists-in-residence 
on specific occasions. Rather, diversity should be included 
in its administrative body as a possible way to challenge 
which stories are narrated and perhaps, even, as a way to 
decolonize the museum. 

The residency at the Museum of Ethnography was possible 
thanks to SWICH — Sharing a World of Inclusion, Creativity, 
and Heritage, a collaborative project involving ten European 
Museums of Ethnography and World Cultures that seeks 
to reflect on current issues concerning the role of ethno-
graphic museums within an increasingly differentiated 
European society. The focus of this EU-cooperation project, 
co-funded by the Creative Europe programme, lay on central 
concerns of visionary ethnographic museum practice within 
the context of a post-migrant society.2 Despite a desire to 
expand the ethnographic museum’s role in society, I believe 
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that the making of the institution and the constitution of 
collections remain a fundamental question. I think much 
of the work that prevails for institutions like the Museum 
of Ethnography is to continue a critical unpacking of their 
‘white gaze’ as well as of the repercussions this gaze has 
created, particularly in the expectation for people of colour 
to generate knowledge or to critique on their behalf, such 
as in source community projects. The ‘white gaze,’3 a term 
coined by Swedish art historian Jeff Werner, operates on 
three levels: first, it defines what is worth drawing atten-
tion to in the world; second, how it is to be represented; 
and, finally, it is blind to its own colour, while being sensi-
tive to the colour of others. In short, it is a discriminating 
gaze. In light of this, my intention for the residency was to 
move beyond generating knowledge that can be further 
appropriated by this institutional gaze and towards prac-
tices of undoing.

The works and writings of Allan Sekula, Andrea Fraser, 
and Fred Wilson have particularly been central to how I 
propose an alternate form of critique during my naviga-
tion of this residency. Fraser, in conversation with curator 
Sabine Breitwieser for her 2015 exhibition catalogue at 
the Museum Der Moderne Salzburg, says: ‘For me, critique 
is a verb above all. It is an active process that takes place 
in an encounter and that involves investigation, analysis, 
negation, and also recognition and reintegration’.4 The 
exhibition resulting from the residency, Black Atlas, and the 
current publication, Crating the World, are ways to recognize, 
reintegrate and further circulate the exploratory research 
generated during the residency. This artist book functions 
as a complementary compendium, rather than an exhibi-
tion catalogue, to Black Atlas, with the aim to discursively 
engage with the exhibitionary complex itself.

Conceptual artist Mary Kelly’s writings have long been 
central in locating my personal history and art practice 
within a larger socio-political context, at the junction of 
French colonization, the Vietnam War, and the emergence 
of multiculturalism as state policy in the West. In her 2008 
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essay On Fidelity: Art, Politics, Passion and Event, Kelly calls 
the impetus of revisiting the past by many young artists 
today a desire to locate the political primal scene, as ‘a form 
of intuitive knowledge forged from words, gestures or 
silences of familiar interactions and decoded as parental 
desire. Insofar as it concerns the mystery of conception 
in the causal and historical sense, I have come to call this 
psychic disposition as the political primal scene.’5 This 
affinity does not qualify my work as autobiographical, 
rather, I depart from a situated ‘here and now’ with the aim 
of offering alternative and imaginative reinterpretations of 
neglected narratives.

1	 Between	2010	and	2015,	Deliss	was	director	
of	Museum	der	Weltkulturen	(Museum	of	the	
World’s	Cultures)	in	Frankfurt	am	Main,	Ger-
many.	Her	tenure	initiated	a	paradigm	shift	
in	museums	of	ethnography,	as	this	process	
required	reframing,	rethinking,	and	reinter-
preting	objects	in	the	permanent	collection	
by	working	collaboratively	with	artists.

2	 As	described	on	the	SWICH	website:	https://
www.swich-project.eu/about/index.html

3	 Jeff	Werner,	‘Open	Your	Eyes	to	White,’	in	
Skiaskope,	eds.	Kristoffer	Arvidsson	and	Jeff	
Werner	(Gothenburg:	Gothenburg	Museum	
of	Art	Publication	Series,	2014),	39.

4	 Sabine	Breitwieser,	‘Andrea	Fraser	in	Con-
versation	with	Sabine	Breitwieser,’	in	Andrea 
Fraser,	ed.	Sabine	Breitwieser	(Ostfildern:	
Hatje	Cantz	Verlag,	2015),	12.

5	 Mary	Kelly,	‘On	Fidelity:	Art,	Politics,	Passion	
and	Event,’	in	Feminisms Is Still Our Name: 
Seven Essays on Historiography and Curatorial 
Practices,	eds.	Malin	Hedlin	Hayden	and	Jessi-
ca	Sjöholm	Skrubbe	(Newcastle:	Cambridge	
Scholars,	2010),	1.
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Introduction: How Did the 
World Come to Europe?

Rado Ištok
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The publication Crating the World presents research carried 
out by the artist Jacqueline Hoàng Nguyễn in the archives 
of the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm, Sweden. Ini-
tiated during her 2015 residency, the first artist residency 
that the museum would host, Nguyễn was confronted in 
the photographic archives not only with documentation 
of objects held in the museum’s collection, but also with 
images documenting the activity of collecting itself. What 
the images revealed was the rarely seen labour of native 
peoples on whom the European museums depended 
heavily, including for the transport of their culture. Pho-
tographs of native peoples carrying crates loaded with 
artifacts as well as equipment, and in some cases even 
transporting the European scientists themselves, expose 
practices of collecting as large logistical operations choreo-
graphed in the interests of sustaining the division of 
labour between the cognitive labour of the European 
scientists and the manual labour of the locals that the 
colonial administration would often source. Although 
some members of these native communities were able to 
perform the role of mediator they were yet as anonymous 
as the people carrying the crates.

Considering that European ethnographic museums and 
museums of world cultures have seldom questioned the 
logistics of transporting artifacts from their countries of 

origin to their collections, 
this publication attempts to 
address Jacqueline Hoàng 
Nguyễn’s simple yet trou-
bling research question: 
How did the world come 
to Europe? Nguyễn first 
addressed this question in 
her exhibition Black Atlas 
(2016) at the Museum of 
Ethnography in Stockholm; 
the present publication 
brings together this artistic 

Previous spread: A member of museum 
staff working in his office at former mili-
tary barracks in Norra Djurgården, Stock-
holm. Photographer Göran Fredriksson, 
1975, accession no. 0963.0008. Courtesy 
Museum of Ethnography and Stockholm 
City Museum, Stockholm.

Right: New acquisitions from America, 
Africa, and Asia and a number of 
objects from Sápmi presented in the 
exhibition From Nova Sembla’s moun-
tains... to Ceylon’s Burned Valleys by the 
Museum of Ethnography and shown 
at the Royal Swedish Academy of Fine 
Arts. Photographer Anton Blomberg, 
1913, accession no. 0110.0021. Courtesy 
Museum of Ethnography, Stockholm.
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research with a number of commissioned scholarly essays 
situating the artist ’s work in a broader theoretical and 
historical context. 

Black Atlas employed archival photographs and other 
documents in a forensic way, as a testimony to the silenced 
histories of exploitation on which the institution is built. 
The fact that the twentieth-century history of the Museum 
of Ethnography left a considerable photographic imprint 
made it possible for the artist to read the archival material 
against the grain of its original purpose. By turning the 
ethnographic gaze back onto the museum, Black Atlas 
reflected upon the administration of racialised labour 
deployed for transporting culture from various non-Euro-
pean countries to the museum’s showcases, or more often 
to storage spaces — some of the crates remain unopened 
to this day. Featuring archival material connected to prom-
inent Swedish ethnographers and collectors such as Eric 
von Otter, Eric von Rosen, Gerhard Lindblom, and Gösta 
Montell, as well as the numerous unnamed porters and 
caravan workers who carried their burdens, the visual 
documentation aimed to shift the viewer’s attention from 
the singular figure of a celebrated explorer to the — often 
non-remunerated and/or forced — labour of anonymised 
local population. Black Atlas, titled after the mythological 
figure of a Titan condemned to hold up the sky for eternity, 
is thus a modest acknowledgement of these native people, 
as well as a reminder of institutional indebtedness.

This publication uses the exhibition Black Atlas as a point 
of departure for a reflection upon the historical and ideolog-
ical constructions of material culture through collecting and 
photographic practices, and for the subsequent knowledge 
production in Western museums. It consists of two inter-
twined parts: scholarly texts and image inserts. Four texts 
and two conversations aim to ground Black Atlas in the 
nuances of its Swedish context and to situate the research 
within broader discussions concerning museology, col-
lecting practices, politics of display, photography, and (not 
least) citizenship. Among the texts offering critical analy-

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   26 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



27Introduction: How Did the World Come to Europe?

ses of Western museum practices — alongside Nguyễn’s 
artistic interventions, which are supplemented by her 
in-depth interview with curator Ulrika Flink — an essay by 
Ariella Azoulay discusses the circulation of material culture 
from colonised countries to Western museums, focusing 
on the local labour, shipping, and distribution of material 
culture as intrinsic to Western self-identification, as well 
as destructive of the social fabric of the source community. 
Åsa Bharathi Larsson’s essay delves into Sweden’s colonial 
fever and imperial ambitions, illuminating the intersections 
between material culture studies, the history of collecting 
foreign cultures in relation to knowledge production, and 
their underlying racialised hierarchies. Vincent Normand 
reflects upon the exhibition medium as a producer of 
colonial discourses as well as Western citizenry. Using 
similar methods, Gabrielle Moser examines the meaning 

Sven Hedin’s second expedition to Central Asia. 
Photographer Sven Hedin, 1899–1902, accession no. 
1025.0037. Courtesy Sven Hedin Foundation, Stock-
holm and Museum of Ethnography, Stockholm.
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of the wooden crates, as they appear in the photographs 
she studies, as vessels for two-way cultural contamination, 
and for the emergence of as yet limited civic rights for 
Indigenous communities of Northern Canada. The publi-
cation concludes with voices from inside the institution: a 
conversation between Michael Barrett from the Museum 
of Ethnography in Stockholm and Wayne Modest from 
the Research Centre for Material Culture in Amsterdam 
discusses the changing role of their respective institutions, 
the history, present, and future of their collections, as well 
as the evolving position of photography.

The six image inserts interspersed between the texts 
present groupings of archival photographs, selected by 
the artist, relating to the museum as a site of exhibition 
and display, the ethnographers Karl Gustav Izikowitz, Eric 
von Otter, and Sven Hedin, whose names are tied to the 
museum’s history, alongside with documentation of Black 
Atlas. These images provide the reader with an idea of 
the vastness of the museum’s archival holdings which the 
artist was confronted with and sought to navigate during 
her research residency and its eventual product — Black 
Atlas. They reveal the various kinds of images found in the 
museum archive, specific in terms of the photographer, 
location, date, and the subject, but also representative of 
a broader typology of image. Evoking her experience of 
encountering these images, they are accompanied by the 
artist ’s commentaries, offering a more personal reading, 
often against the grain, of images found in an institu-
tional archive.

European ethnographic collections are increasingly con-
tested. In Berlin the construction of the Humboldt Forum — 
described as the German equivalent of the British Museum 

— is steadily progressing, scheduled for opening at the end 
of 2019. Located in the reconstructed Berlin Palace, the 
former winter residence of German emperors destroyed 
during WWII, the plan is for the Forum to house the Eth-
nological Museum of Berlin and the Museum of Asian Art, 
bringing the link between imperialism and ethnography full 
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circle. In apparent contrast to the situation in Berlin, French 
president Emmanuel Macron vowed during his three-day 
tour to Burkina Faso, Ghana, and Ivory Coast in November 
2017 to prioritise the return of African artifacts during his 
term. A subsequent report by French art historian Béné-
dicte Savoy and Senegalese scholar and writer Felwine 
Sarr, commissioned by Macron and published in Novem-
ber 2018, called for the permanent restitution, rather 
than long-term loan, of artifacts unless they have been 
acquired with ‘free, fair, and documented consent.’ Inter-
estingly, for the objects seized during military campaigns 
and scientific missions before 1899, as well as objects 
gifted to museums by agents of colonial administration 
or their descendants — which constitute the major part of 
the collection of the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm 

— the authors of the report recommended the creation of 
duplicates of objects.1 Despite the radical proposal of the 
report, in its attempt to reset relations between France 
and the African continent, Macron’s ‘soft power push’ 
seems to be following the example of French billionaire 
businessman François-Henri Pinault. In 2013 Pinault 
acquired two of the twelve bronze animal heads from the 
zodiac fountain of Beijing’s Old Summer Palace, looted by 
Anglo-French troops during the Second Opium War. Sub-
sequently, Pinault donated the bronzes to China’s National 
Museum and hence secured his company’s position on the 
thriving Chinese market.2

Restitution, while long overdue, can also be a tool of 
cultural and economic diplomacy, and a means of perpet-
uating the fallacy that colonial wrongdoings can easily be 
undone simply by restituting some of the objects held in 
the European collections to their countries of origin. By 
contrast, Black Atlas points to debts that can hardly be paid, 
by focusing not so much on the restitution of objects but 
rather on labour — which should have been remunerated 
then and should now be remembered. Rooted in material 
from the museum’s own archives, Nguyễn’s exhibition 
and publication understand the ghosts residing in the 
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1	 See:	Kate	Brown,	‘In	a	Ground-
breaking	Report,	Experts	Advise	
French	President	Macron	to	Be-
gin	the	“Restitution”	of	Looted	
African	Art,’	Artnet,	20	Novem-
ber	2018,	https://news.artnet.
com/art-world/french-restitu-
tion-policy-macron-1399429;	
or	Ruth	Maclean,	‘France	urged	
to	change	heritage	law	and	
return	looted	art	to	Africa,’	The 
Guardian,	21	November	2018,	
https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2018/nov/21/france-
urged-to-return-looted-african-
art-treasures-macron

2	 See:	Khatya	Chhor,	‘Macron’s	
soft	power	push	in	Africa	is	
key	to	“making	France	great	
again,”’	france24,	3	July	2018,	
https://www.france24.com/
en/20180703-macron-soft-pow-
er-push-africa-make-france-
great-again-global-influence-di-
plomacy;	and	Edward	Wong	and	
Steven	Erlanger,	‘Frenchman	
Will	Return	to	China	Prized	
Bronze	Artifacts	Looted	in	19th	
Century,’	The New York Times,	26	
April	2013,	https://www.nytimes.
com/2013/04/27/world/europe/
frenchman-will-return-to-china-
prized-bronze-artifacts-looted-
in-19th-century.html

unopened crates as part of the institution’s foundations. 
Such ghosts are not so much ready to be shipped back, as 
they are indicative of the gap between different bodies and 
the forms of knowledge such bodies carry and perform in 
European institutions today.
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Fieldwork in the Museum
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After a week of presentations to the staff and introductions to the various depart-
ments and collections of the Museum of Ethnography, I was subsequently left to 
my own devices. I focused on the photographic collections and tried to make sense 
of how to navigate the shelves, boxes, and rooms filled with images. Photographs 
at the museum are kept in four different rooms, each with varying degrees of clas-
sification. An encompassing organisational system had been implemented decades 
ago, which follows the collections’ formations, through acquisition or donation to 
the museum. It was later reorganised into another system which aimed to reflect 
universal categorisations, such as geography, group types, specificaction or event, 
etc., and so the collections were dismantled to follow this new arrangement only 
to return to the initial classification system at a later date. The overlapping of the 
two systems is still apparent and creates confusion. I was left with the perplexing 
question as to how the organising system of the archive informs the reading of 
ethnographic photographs.

Images courtesy of the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm.

0110.0028
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Black Atlas. Photography as a  
 Witness of Affect and Labour

Ulrika Flink in conversation with 
Jacqueline Hoàng Nguyễn

In conversation with curator Ulrika Flink, artist Jacqueline 
Hoàng Nguyễn discusses her exhibition Black Atlas, devel-
oped during a residency at the Museum of Ethnography 
in Stockholm. She situates Black Atlas within her broader 
research based practice by tracing a long term interest in the 
dissonances between institutional and personal archives, as 
well as the shared aspects of ethnography and photography.
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Ulrika Flink (UF): Before discussing the outcome of your 
residency in the photographic archives of the Museum 
of Ethnography in Stockholm, Black Atlas, I would like 
to ask you about your relation to archives in general 
since they play an important role in your practice, in 
such works as Space Fiction & the Archives (2012) and The 
Making of an Archive (2014). When would you say you 
realised the political potential of archival research? 

Jacqueline Hoàng Nguyễn (JHN): My first encounter with 
state and institutional archives was while I was doing 
research for the installation Space Fiction & the Archives 
(2012), which is composed of a sculpture, photographs, 
and a film. This project investigates a monument in the 
Canadian prairies that was erected as part of Canada’s 
Centenary projects, and then forgotten. The small com-
munity of St. Paul, located 300km north east of Edmonton, 
inaugurated the world’s first UFO Landing Pad on 3 June 
1967 with the aim of symbolically welcoming the whole 
world and even intergalactic beings to Canada. Coupling 
science-fiction and identity politics, my focus revolved 
around the intersection of hospitality, diversity, and the 
implementation of Canada’s radical immigration policy, 
which occurred that same year and posited the country 
as the instigator of multiculturalism. 

For this, I researched for more than two years and, in 
addition to interviews with local residents in St. Paul, I exam-
ined multiple state archives in Canada such as the Library 
and Archives Canada (LAC), which houses records of the 
Canadian parliamentary work, the archives of The National 
Film Board of Canada (NFB), and the Canadian Broadcasting 
Company (CBC) — the former renowned for its documentary 
and animation work, and the latter the national public radio 
and television broadcaster. I explored forms of represen-
tation of multiculturalism, basically what multiculturalism 
is supposed to look like from the official Canadian point of 
view. The locus of my research was late modern migration, 
especially after 1967, when Canada introduced the point-

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   40 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



41Black Atlas. Photography as a Witness of Affect and Labour

based system encouraging foreign skilled workers to apply 
for work and residency permits regardless of race, origin, or 
religion. This model supplanted the previous immigration 
policy that privileged mostly Northern Europeans. Yet in the 
archives there was nothing in the form of visual represen-
tations under the tag of multiculturalism. I was surprised 
to learn that no effort appeared to have been made by the 
state archives to document, or even to historicise, the visual 
history of the Canadian population. This in spite of the 
country priding itself for its diversity. 

What I found out along the way was that it is often left to 
the immigrant communities themselves to make the efforts 
required for their histories to enter the archives. This poses 
a series of problems. First, the precarity of community 
organisations often jeopardises archival efforts. Secondly, 
the capacities of these communities to archive their own 
histories will necessarily be limited to the scope of their 
own ethnic group, rather than reflecting a larger national 
picture of migration. The lack of historical preservation or 
archival effort on a state level raised a big question mark. 
How does one reflect upon this kind of national narrative or 
the visual fluctuations of multiculturalism from its inception 
as state policy if the records are absent?

Confronted by visual deficiency in the state archives, I 
started to reflect on the type of material and representa-
tions that we have at home, particularly in our family photo 
albums. My dad has a photo album of him when he first 
moved to Canada in 1973–1974, just before the end of the 
Vietnam War, and took part in the South Vietnamese stu-
dents’ association during his university years in Montreal. 
You can see him organising dinners, camping trips, and 
also protests with his peers and classmates. Witnessing the 
bodies of people of colour out in the public sphere, protest-
ing and demonstrating their discontent, was something I 
was hardly able to do in the institutional and state archives; 
I was unable to find such images. The political agency 
articulated through these groups was astonishing to me. 
The representations of newly landed, politically engaged 
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immigrants filled some sort of visual and historical gap. I 
had grown accustomed to spending time in the archives and 
only being able to observe the immigrant as either an atom-
ised subject of racism or a model minority to be celebrated, 
i.e. representing successful integration into capitalist society 
as a productive worker. Very little space is given ordinarily to 
immigrants as civic persons engaged in democratic processes 
in their communities. My research made me understand 
the links between the archives and the narratives that are 
perpetuated or erased from public consciousness. 

Based on these observations, I initiated the ongoing 
archival project The Making of an Archive (2014–) as a record 
of everyday life, made by immigrants and amateur photog-
raphers, to address the absence of representation in the 
official narrative of multiculturalism, in this case, Canada’s. 
The collecting process involves photographic digitisation 
workshops in partnership with local facilitators. Together, 
we host scanning and conversation sessions around the 
participants’ albums. The digital files are shared between 
the owner and my archive and the original documents are 
subsequently returned to the participant. Thereafter, a 
selection of the scanned documents with corresponding 
narratives are made public, with the donor’s permission, on 
the project website. For me, this archival effort is not only a 
repository of images but also an exploration of how to build 
a community-based archive focused around acts of solidar-
ity and care work while critically questioning the mecha-
nisms of a white colonial settlers’ history in the shaping of 
a multicultural society.

UF: If I understand you correctly, your interest in 
archives has from the very beginning been linked to the 
representations of otherness, which is also the subject 
of ethnography. Could you also trace your interest in 
ethnography as a discipline in this sense?

JHN: Ethnography, which is a discipline that ‘scientifically’ 
studies other people and their culture, was tangentially 
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a theme explored in my MFA graduation project at the 
Malmö Art Academy in 2005. At the time, I was looking at 
the articulation of otherness from the seemingly neutral 
position of the Lonely Planet ’s travel guides, also known as 
the bible for backpackers and other low-budget travellers. 
I wanted to investigate who was writing for Lonely Planet 
and what type of tourist gaze they cast onto others. I 
realised that the word ‘tourist’ originated from the seven-
teenth-century tradition of young upper-class European 
men travelling the so-called Grand Tour, a specific route in 
Europe once seen as a rite of passage into adulthood. In 
The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (1976), Dean 
MacCannell maps the origins of tourism: ‘[w]hat begins as a 
proper activity of a hero (Alexander the Great) develops into 
the goal of a socially organised group (the Crusaders), into 
the status marker of an entire social class (the Grand Tour 
of the British “gentleman”), eventually becoming universal 
experience (the tourist).’1 In my project I aimed to question 
the universality of the tourist by looking at the language 
used in travel guides to put foreign cultures on display 
for consumption. My Master’s degree became somehow 
foundational for many ideas that I am still engaged with in 
my artistic practice today, and the museum of ethnography 
became a logical site to pursue my artistic investigations.

UF: This brings us to your residency at the Museum 
of Ethnography in Stockholm in 2015. An ethnographic 
museum is a contested place full of muted objects 
subjected to the authority and the scrutiny of the eth-
nographer. What were your thoughts regarding these 
questions when you decided to apply for the residency? 

JHN: My application for the residency opened with a 
quote from Alain Resnais and Chris Marker’s anti-colonial 
film Statues Also Die (1953): ‘When men die, they enter into 
history. When statues die, they enter into art. This botany 
of death is what we call culture.’ The botany of death 
to which the filmmakers refer is constituted of objects of 
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African origin, that only come to be considered culture 
once they’re seen in Western museums. That was my 
understanding of how a museum of ethnography func-
tions: as a cemetery of objects that are muted due to their 
complete decontextualisation, having been cut off from 
their place of origin, significance, and purpose. A process 
of misinterpretation can easily occur when the provenance 
of objects is obscured.

As an example of confusion, there is one photograph 
in the museum’s holding that I find really telling. It ’s a 
portrait of an area chief from the Republic of the Congo, 
also known as nganga, i.e. a practitioner of traditional 
medicine. The man bears white marks consisting of dots 
and lines across his face. The photograph was taken by 
Swedish missionary Johan Hammer in the early twentieth 
century and his explanation for the man’s makeup is that 
it is a way for him to avoid headaches. Almost a century 
later, the museum invites a scholar from the same region 
to study their photographic collection. He comes across 
this image and provides a completely different interpreta-
tion. As Marius Billy describes it, the face painting around 
the eyes symbolises the ability to see hidden sources of 
evil and sickness. The stain on the forehead marks the 
site of reason, and the spot higher up marks the fontanelle, 
considered to be the point of contact with the spirits. This 
description highlights the limitations of the Westerner’s 
epistemological understanding of the world, blinded by 
his own religion in the previous century. The example 
also shows us that photographs can function as a portal, 
allowing us to travel through different temporalities and 
geographies but also, more importantly, how knowledge 
is always situated. 

UF: How did you look at the role of the artist entering this 
type of residency? In this case the institution almost asked 
for institutional critique. Is it possible for someone from 
the outside to come in and break the institutional gaze by 
looking at the collections and archives in a different way? 
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A portrait of Mr Ngoma 
Ndembo, who was 
nganga, a practitioner 
of traditional medicine. 
Photographer Johan 
Hammar, 1912, accession 
no. 0178.0083. Courtesy 
Museum of Ethnography, 
Stockholm.

JHN: It’s common these days for cultural institutions to look 
to renew themselves with the help of selected ‘outsiders’, 
particularly artists. However, for the artist-in-residence it 
is often an unsettling context. In this regard I find it very 
useful to turn to Jacques Derrida and Anne Dufourmantel-
le’s Of Hospitality (1997), which acknowledges that the role 
of the guest is central to notions of diversity of bodies and 
knowledge. A guest can be welcome, but is also potentially 
a threat that may disrupt the order in place, e.g. in an 
institution. Since the transient person neither fully masters 
the host’s language nor the law that controls the orderly 
world it contains, the relation can easily shift into some-
thing uncomfortable. I experienced this constant push and 
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pull during my residency, between performing a work that 
reinforces the establishment in place and destabilising it 
with unwelcome questions. 

However, the museum clearly stated in the residency 
open call that they were looking for someone who either 
had a history of migration in their family or who was part of 
a diasporic community. This hint at a type of artist indicated 
that they welcomed new modalities of interpretation and 
engagement with the museum’s archive and collection. It 
was thus clear to me that the museum really wanted to 
have a critical engagement with their collecting practice, 
history, and archives.

UF: As you told me before, in your case there was also 
one very concrete instance of an overlap between the 
museum archives and the migration history of your 
family, materialised in a particular image. Could you 
tell me how this experience has influenced you?

JHN: A couple of months before I came across the open 
call for the residency, my paternal grandfather had passed 
away. I grew up in a very traditional and strict Vietnamese 
family rooted in Confucian and Buddhist values — the 
two philosophical pillars of Vietnamese culture, and his 
passing represented the loss of the patriarch and meant 
that the custody of our history had to move down the 
family tree. 

As I grew up, I saw my grandfather had salvaged a stack 
of photographs from French Indochina, which later became 
Vietnam after the two wars (the Indochina War 1946–1954 
and the Vietnam War 1955–1975). Having survived several 
tumultuous decades, these images had to be secretly taken 
out of Vietnam to Canada with my grandparents’ departure 
in 1982. The collection contains approximately one hundred 
photographs spanning from the 1910s to the 1970s. That’s 
six decades of Vietnamese life depicted in these snapshots. 
In order to ensure that this history would be preserved 
and taken care of, my grandfather prepared a photo album 
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with captions next to the photographs. All the descriptions 
were written in relation to me, for example ‘this person is 
a cousin of your grandfather’ and so on, instead of simply 
naming the people portrayed. I knew that at one point I 
would inherit this photo album and would become the cus-
todian of our family history. 

When I came across the Museum of Ethnography’s open 
call, I looked at the museum’s collection in their online 
database, and in doing so I found a picture of the last 
empress of the Nguyễn Dynasty, Nam Phương (1914–1963). 
My paternal great grandfather was a mandarin, a public 
official in the monarchist days of Indochina, which was a 
title reserved for the elite who went through rigorous train-
ing and examination in scholastic understanding. He served 
the last emperor and empress and received a photograph, 
hand signed by Her Majesty Nam Phương, as a gesture of 
appreciation for his services. Two photographs depicting 
the same person, one preserved in the archives of the 
Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm, and the other in our 
family holdings, made me think of how images, as material 
objects, circulate and appear in very different contexts. The 
museum will preserve the portrait of the last empress for 
perpetuity in a climate controlled environment and will 
cherish the ethnographer Karl Gustav Izikowitz who con-
ducted a research trip to Indochina (1936–1938). Meanwhile, 
our family history as migrants doesn’t have any recognised 
cultural value and could easily end up stored in a basement, 
piling up dust, being damaged, or worse getting lost.

As part of the residency at the Museum of Ethnography, I 
proposed to work along the lines of Ann Laura Stoler’s chal-
lenge that ‘scholars need to move from archive-as-source 
to archive-as-subject’.2 This idea is meant to examine how 
an archive is constituted, including through its gaps, biases, 
and aporias, and to understand how knowledge — that 
is situated within a system of taxonomy or feelings — is 
thus performed. Taking on Stoler’s invitation, I compared 
my family’s biographical photographs with similar images 
available in the museum’s collections: in this way I avoided 
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Empress Nam Phương, the primary wife of Bảo Đại, the 
13th and final Emperor of the Nguyễn dynasty in Vietnam. 
Photographer unknown, 1934, accession no. 013963. 
Courtesy Museum of World Culture, Gothenburg.
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using the archive solely as a site of extraction. My goal was 
to raise questions: How do the family histories of migrants, 
based upon vernacular photography, create friction when 
brought into relation with institutional documents? What 
type of meaning is thus constructed, between the per-
sonal and the official documents? For me, it was difficult 
to fully tackle these questions within the context of the 
museum, partly because it became so personal but also 
because our family images would always be seen through 
the ethnographic lens, which made me deeply uncom-
fortable. One way of approaching these questions in a 
personal yet also collective way was the workshop You Are 
Here Because They Were There (2015), paraphrasing Stuart 
Hall, in which participants had an opportunity to compare 
images from their family albums with material from the 
museum’s digital archive that was similar — either from 
the same region, ethnic group, or era — and that revealed 
the stereotyping of ethnographic photography, as working 
against the intimate reality.3

UF: How have you been thinking about the role of 
photography as a medium since working with the pho-
tographic archive of the museum? The museum archive 
contains photographs from field trips and photos docu-
menting the objects upon their entry into the collection. 
These photographs, more often than the objects them-
selves, become the main source of subsequent research. 

JHN: The colonial project is in large part indebted to 
photography. On the one hand, photography documents 
the expeditions and, on the other, it creates a visual index 
for otherness. At the same time as these scientific expe-
ditions, Sweden stood at the forefront of racial biology, 
or scientific racism in Europe. Already during the second 
half of the nineteenth century some of these ideas were 
receiving adherence by society’s elite, but they became 
more embedded in the 1910s and 1920s with the found-
ing of the Swedish Society for Eugenics, which led to the 
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establishment of state-run institutions with the purpose of 
studying eugenics, such as The State Institute for Racial 
Biology in Uppsala. In addition to empirical collection 
of data around measurements of bodies, particularly of 
skulls, photography became instrumental for visualising 
differences and creating racial hierarchies. For example, 
in the wall-drawing Unfolding Nordic Race Science (2016) 
visual artist Minna Henriksson and archaeologist Fredrik 
Svanberg make visible a network of universities, academ-
ics, other public institutions, and artists across the Nordic 
countries who supported and contributed to scientific 
racism. The camera evolved in parallel to these discourses 
and photography played an instrumental role in attempts 
to validate them.

UF: In your work Black Atlas, based on your residency at 
the Museum of Ethnography, you worked with photo-
graphs of ethnographic fieldwork where the different 
statuses of different bodies involved is clearly visible. 
Can you tell me how Black Atlas came about?

JHN: It is really thanks to the residency that I came across 
photographs in the museum’s archive depicting the labour 
which enabled ethnographic collections in the West. All of a 
sudden, it became clear to me that it was not just the work 
of singular explorers. Rather, building collections was a 
large and complex logistical endeavour which required the 
recruitment and organisation of minimally or non-remu-
nerated local men to carry crates full of objects destined for 
the museum’s collections. The title of the work attempts to 
convey the fact that people’s bodies were required to carry 
the world to Europe. Moreover, the photographs I rely upon 
bear witness to the division of labour: the physical labour 
that was, in most cases, performed by local men of colour, 
while the intellectual labour that was performed by white 
explorers. Through this work, I tried to address my initial 
question, literally asking: who carried the world on their 
backs to fill the museum’s vitrines and storage? 
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Black Atlas refers to the Greek mythological figure Atlas 
who carries, as an inflicted punishment, the world or the 
sky — depending on which interpretation one reads — on 
his back. Black, as used in the work’s title, is a reference 
to political blackness, rooted in the anti-racist movement 
of 1970s Britain, where different ethnic groups banded 
together as Black to fight discrimination. Although this 
appellation is being less and less used since it flattens out 
difference, terms such as BME (Black and Minority Ethnic) 
or BAME (Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic) are more 
common in Britain today.

UF: If you could talk about the different elements in 
Black Atlas, what else is included in the exhibition? 

JHN: Black Atlas is composed of five elements. First, the 
photograph titled The Portable Darkroom (Bearing Witness) 
is a number of collected documents from the museum 
collection. I found a box that contained ten small glass 
plates with short descriptions of the content on the cover 
of the package. The title stems from one of the glass plates 
and was the starting point of this whole project. The one 
captioned ‘The portable darkroom’ reveals Swedish travel-
ler baron Eric von Otter processing images in the jungle of 
Turkana County in Kenya, with his bearers sitting or stand-
ing behind him. His hands are in a box, which functions as 
a darkroom. When I discussed this method of working with 
the curators at the museum, they told me it wasn’t uncom-
mon for images to be processed in view of the local people 
since it was understood that image-making could be used 
as a tool of control. The creation of images by the white 
man was seen as ‘magic’, persuading the local people that 
he was some sort of god, or had access to magic, and there-
fore authority. Thus, photography was in some instances 
used as a form of domination, or way of ‘paying’ for labour.

UF: In Black Atlas you also invite us to look into the rooms 
in the museum where the intellectual work is being done, 
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and where practice and articulation of the author repro-
duce the authority of the observer. It happens in large 
offices surrounded by artifacts. In one office, there is a 
large map of Africa, and other artifacts and objects on 
display, and it just feels like they’re exploring from their 
desks. What do these photographs mean to you?

JHN:  Indeed, you’re referring to a series of five photo-
graphs titled The Administration. The two larger images in 
this series show the storage space on Wallingatan Street, 
the first location of the Museum of Ethnography in Stock-
holm, and the three smaller photographs depict the staff 
in their offices. For example, you have the former director 
Gerhard Lindblom sitting at his desk, where intellectual 
labour is performed for the taxonomy of material culture, 
which in turn requires another type of labour, performed 
elsewhere, by other bodies outside of Europe. The map of 
Africa fills the entire wall behind the museum director, cre-
ating a sense of ownership over the area. If one can ever 
be an expert on a whole continent as diverse as Africa, 
this was his area of expertise. 

In addition to the above mentioned elements, there’s Nº 17, 
a photograph printed on textile hung from the ceiling and 
attached to the floor, which takes its title from the crate 
number of one of the boxes used by the ethnographer 
Gösta Montell. This crate was probably one of many used 
by Montell when he travelled with the famous Swedish 
explorer Sven Hedin. I found the object in the museum’s 
storage. It wasn’t an artifact, as it hadn’t been properly cat-
alogued, but rather a relic, some sort of decoration leaned 
up against the basement wall. For me, this showed the 
idiosyncratic hierarchy of the museum’s collecting practices. 
I photographed the object with the museum’s photogra-
pher, following the mode of documentation of artifacts. 
The object was subsequently printed on treated cotton, a 
material that is deeply rooted in colonial exploitation, but 
also used as a support structure for expeditions — think of 
foldable chairs and beds, but also flags.

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   52 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



53Black Atlas. Photography as a Witness of Affect and Labour

Also, as part of the installation there’s The Burden of Knowl-
edge, a pedestal made of natural wood, with a photograph 
laid on top of it, showing the interior of a crate filled with 
objects. The title refers to what one sees in the crates, i.e. 
the artifacts that have been collected, and it is completed 
with post-it arrows pointing in different directions, towards 
the artifacts as fetishised objects. The work was inspired 
by my visit to the storage space of the Museum of Ethnog-
raphy in the suburb of Stockholm, where many crates have 
been left unopened, in part due to the understaffing of the 
museum. The contents of these crates remain unclear and 
yet they still represent a weight that had to be carried.

The final element, titled Black Atlas just like the exhibition, 
consists of an image printed on textile. It depicts a Turkish 
bearer, commonly used in Istanbul at the time. The origi-
nal photographer was Guillaume Berggren, a Swede who 
relocated his photo studio to Constantinople in 1866. He 
created a beautiful series of photographs there, systemat-
ically documenting the professions found in the streets of 
Istanbul, a precursor in a way to August Sanders’s People of 
20th Century (1920s–1960s). The photograph in Black Atlas is 
presented on a pedestal that I found in the storage of the 
museum. It had previously been used for another exhibi-
tion, on which objects were displayed, and its triangular 
shape recalls the supporting device that helped the porter 
to carry the wooden crate on his back. 

The royal blue colour I used across the elements stands 
for the generous financial support of the royal family for 
many of Sweden’s expeditions, and the strata of society 
who could access these privileges. Many of the images 
used in this installation come from the 1910s, the period 
in which the Museum of Natural History moved to newly 
built premises on Frescati in 1914–1915, while its eth-
nographic department remained on Walllingatan in the 
centre of Stockholm. This era coincides with the beginning 
of the Museum of Ethnography as an autonomous insti-
tution. For me, this combination of images was a way of 
unpacking and understanding the field of ethnography 
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and anthropology, where objects from distant places are 
brought to Europe and become foundational to a whole 
new field of academia.

UF: Earlier in our conversation you mentioned a certain 
discomfort in relation to the institutional hospitality and 
your residency. In closing, I would like to ask, how did 
you visually and conceptually frame Black Atlas within 
the body of the hosting institution? 

JHN: It is important to say that Black Atlas was situated at the 
centre of the museum’s permanent exhibitions. Next to Black 
Atlas was a part of the collections display titled The World 
in a Backpack, which riffs on the idea that the world travels 
easily from one place to another, as conveyed by the Lonely 
Planet guidebooks. My commentary is of course diametri-
cally opposed to this statement. Hopefully, viewers will make 
sense of the internally conflicting narratives, and be able to 
see the direct relationship of my work to ethnographic and 
museal collecting practices. My aim with Black Atlas was to 
create a parallel space for reflection where crates are used 
as a prism through which it is possible to imagine how social 
relations and labour were organised along colour lines. 
Thinking again of the opening quote from Statues Also Die 
and the ‘botany of death’, Black Atlas frames the collection of 
museum objects as a funeral procession.
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Encounters with Indochina
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I had been looking for a photograph with the assigned inventory number 13963 
and, from my research, I knew it came to the museum with Swedish ethnographer 
Karl Gustav Izikowitz (1903–1984). Former director of the Museum of World Culture 
in Gothenburg, Izikowitz travelled to Hanoi in 1936 as a Rockefeller scholar for a 
two-year research trip in Indochina. The culled image selections are from his journey 
to Southeast Asia and were originally printed on cellulose nitrate film. These highly 
hazardous and unpublished photographs were kept at an offsite facility and were 
subsequently digitised by myself over the course of the residency. I further mined 
the museum’s photographic archives and found a small white envelope in the climate 
controlled room. The name of Izikowitz was hand-written on it. Inside, I found a 
medley of gelatin prints of naked women in suggestive poses. I could recognize 
some of them from the previous collection I had digitised. Two photographs of the 
same person particularly struck me. They were almost identical, most likely taken 
at his hotel somewhere in Southeast Asia, probably just a few minutes apart. By her 
petiteness, she could have been a juvenile. She was naked and faced the camera. A 
short lapse of time had passed between the two shots, as they were almost identical. 
However, one of the two photographs showed a darker shape on the concrete floor 
and I understood that she had showered. Water was dripping from her body, creat-
ing a puddle around her feet. What had she cleaned from herself?

Images courtesy of the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm.

Uncatalogued donations, scanned by the artist
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Undoing the Imperial 
Conception of Art

Ariella Azoulay

Ariella Azoulay reveals in her text the concurrent establish-
ment of art institutions and art disciplines with the rise of 
imperial looting, during which objects were torn from their 
communities in order to become ‘works of art’. An appropri-
ate potential history of plunder, Azoulay suggests, should 
be studied not only as a mere appropriation of objects but 
as a basis for the ruination of colonised people’s worlds, 
which also acknowledges the existence of a pre-colonial 
politico-material world.
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Much has been written about the impoverishment of dif-
ferent cultures whose artistic treasures were expropriated 
to enrich Western aristocracies and embellish Western 
museums. Less has been written about the reduction of 
art from a polysemous set of practices endemic to the 
rituals, habits, and needs of various communities to a 
unified activity whose products are exchangeable objects, 
destined to be interpreted and cared for by experts accord-
ing to allegedly neutral procedures that have been made 
into the transcendental conditions of art. Even less has 
been written about the danger of depriving people from 
their material worlds, and the role that looted objects of 
art, transformed into indispensable tools in the self-fash-
ioning of progressive, global modern citizens, have played 
in these citizens’ disavowal of their complicity in systemic 
violence and dispossession.

In the production of poverty and imperial monopoly alike, 
temporality is reversed in a way that is reflected today by 
idioms that frame those who were colonised as latecomers 
aspiring to be ‘recognised by Western museums’ or assim-
ilated into other established institutions, which come to 
be perceived not as reiterations of imperial violence but 
rather as bastions of expertise, knowledge, and good moral 
citizenship.1 This structural division of roles and positions 
is constantly, globally reproduced through the differential 
reallocation of access, goods, and opportunities in the 
present, but equally through the preservation, in the same 
hands, of cultural resources appropriated in the past, such 
that the wealth of art that is still associated with the West.

Imperial Coincidence
Visiting the myriad wings of encyclopedic museums, 
whether ancient art, archaeology, jewellery, or modern 
art, is not an experience identified with the exercise 
of violence. However, it should be. […] A fatal, imperial 
coincidence exists between the invention of museums 
as sites where material culture could be classified and 
displayed, the emergence of evolutionary sciences such 
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as anthropology, art history, and political science, and the 
advent of the documentary apparatus with the invention 
of recording technologies like the camera and the phono-
graph.2 Museums, archives, documentation, recording, 
collecting — these could all be instituted or pursued along 
different paths, proliferating into diverse forms with their 
own internal dynamics. But they were all subordinated to 
a similar principle enabling the perpetuation of violence 
as the ur-form of relation between groups of people. 
Imperialism has made these different forms of cultural 
practice coincide, subsuming them all under its own logic. 
Thus the classification of objects, for example, became an 
opportunity to reassert the separation of the classifying 
tools from the classified objects, and this separation was 
displayed through each and every one of its instantiations. 
Likewise, documentation emerged as a distinct mode 
of accounting, which identifies tools of recording and 
classification as providers of services and their objects as 
the expressions and property of particular agents (their 
authors or their employers). These related developments, 
and their key protagonists, were retroactively bestowed 
with their own distinct histories, making the violence 
common to all of them tangential.

Museums, for example, have not always existed; they 
were not just there, ready to integrate newly ‘discovered’ 
African art into their collections, any more than ‘works of 
art’ are just there, destined to be spotted by connoisseurs, 
before people make them. Rather, their emergence is tied 
to particular formations of power and forms of rule that 
cannot be accounted for in the sui generis histories of fields 
such as art history. Museums and related institutions like 
the ‘collection’ and the ‘art historian’ were established 
concurrently with the rise of imperial looting.3 […] In order 
to achieve a cohesive Western history that defines art as a 
succession of collectible and displayable objects, various 
gaps had to be bridged and crimes overlooked. These pro-
cedures complemented the white cube, as similarly, they 
had to be applicable to all art objects regardless of the envi-
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ronment from which the object originated, i.e., deracinated, 
and regardless of the impoverishment of the communities 
from which they were ripped out. Being object-centered, 
these procedures, external to the life of the object, con-
firmed through their application that an object is an art 
object, and thus were pivotal in defining what an art object 
is. […] The communities within which the objects originated, 
existed, and meant different things were made superfluous.

A History of Plunder
[…] I’m interested in the ways looting has been pursued 
through various scholarly and professional procedures (of 
which collecting is but one example), which have trans-
formed this violence into a decent and acceptable occupation, 
even a ‘fascinating’ practice.4 It is not a question of revealing 
that these objects were looted, since this is not a secret. 
The fact that certain objects were plundered, and that this 
plunder is the basis of the ruination of colonised people’s 
worlds, is simply relegated to the background and denied 
to make room for professional procedures and skills that 
convert these objects into pure works of art. Hence, it is 
not just that objects must be revealed as looted but that 
their status and identity as art objects must be reversed 
and revoked, in order to foreground looting as their major 
predicate and the foundation of a different discourse of 
rights. A potential history of plunder assumes the existence 
of a pre-colonial moment when the objects that would later 
be looted belonged to a built world from which certain 
political formations could emerge and through which they 
could subsist. Based on this assumption, plunder cannot 
be studied as the mere appropriation of discrete objects; 
it must simultaneously be analysed as the destruction 
of the politico-material world in which people had their 
distinct place, and their subsequent coercion into imperial 
formations. In these new worlds, their objects ceased to be 
theirs, and the places they were forced to occupy within the 
new political formation were not even acknowledged.5 A 
potential history of plunder insists that in such pre-imperial 
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moments, diverse modalities of practicing art existed insep-
arably from diverse political formations, providing people 
with places within a material world they helped to shape.

Collecting is not separate from other foundational 
practices, procedures, institutions, concepts, and catego-
ries operative in the field of art that were shaped through 
imperialism. Writing specialised histories of collecting or of 
art, even with critical tools, one continues to be bounded 
by the phenomenal field created by imperial destruction, 
cultural appropriation and the imposition of a new regime 
of modern art, which centres on such activities as collect-
ing, preserving, interpreting, and displaying objects; as a 
transcendental condition. Moving from myth to history as 
if to the realm of serious academic scholarship including 
institutional history, that is necessarily nurtured and shaped 
by the institutionalisation of violence through them, even 
when it ‘deciphers, analyses and interprets’ is not sufficient 
to overcome this condition either: ‘hagiography may contrib-
ute to a discipline’s mythic constitution, but it cannot fulfill 
the requirements of historiography […] Historiography, on 
the other hand, must decipher, analyse, and interpret rather 
than mythologise a disciplinary culture.’6 These approaches 
will remain unsatisfactory as long as the methods and 
procedures used (‘decipher, analyse, and interpret’) fail to 
account for their institutionalisation as neutral, separable 
from the objects of study, and hence, incidental to the 
violence that is inscribed in these objects through looting. 
In studying processes of looting and dispossession, history 
as a discipline cannot be fully trusted, since it was founded 
with the mission of accounting for the history of the same 
imperial institutions of which it is part. Symptomatic in this 
sense is the division of work that differentiates historians 
from art historians, which enables historians to relate to art 
as a phenomenon outside their field of expertise.

[…] The study of plundered objects is split across disci-
plines: historians study the plunder of non-art objects and 
resources, and the politics of plunder in general, while art 
historians study art objects, adhering to the professional 
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Three British officers of the Punitive Expedition (from left: Captain 
C.H.P. Carter 42nd, F.P. Hill, unknown), seated with bronzes laid out 
in the foreground, in the interior of the King’s compound burned 
during a fire in the siege of Benin City. Photographer Reginald Kerr 
Granville, 1887, accession no. 1998.208.15.11. Courtesy Pitt Rivers 
Museum, Oxford.
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mandate of their field of expertise that encourages them 
to be interested in art for art’s sake and use their qualifica-
tion to distinguish the ‘great works of art’ from the rest. In 
accordance with their habitus, art historians prefer to have 
objects cleansed as much as possible from the processes 
and meanings of plunder. This disciplinary split is insepara-
ble from a split already conceptualised in the language of 
international law, which posits cultural property ‘as some-
thing separate from land, ships, bullion, commodities, arms 
or other portable possession.’7 Alongside this rift I want to 
signal another, between scholars interested in labour and 
those interested in art. Thus, for example, the persona 
of the homo faber is completely absent from an extensive 
study of the labour question in French and British Africa, as 
if Africans were always labourers, while, in art historians’ 
accounts, individual artists are singled out without regard 
to how communities in which art was practised were pro-
letarianised; forced to labour and therefore to give up or 
reduce significantly their preoccupation with art.8

Side by side with the appropriation of others’ objects, a 
series of practices to manage them were established as 
neutral protocols for handling and salvaging cherished 
objects, and the imperial modality of art supplanted the 
identity of art per se. Thus, all objects, fabricated in dif-
ferent forms and according to often-divergent modalities, 
could now be classified as proper objects of (imperial) art. 
In the process of being appropriated, these objects were 
detached from the environments, communities, and modes 
of activity to which they had belonged. They were re-an-
chored in the imperial culture defined by the museum and 
the market. In this new context, the idea of art for art’s sake 
flourished. The colonisation of Africa, Asia, and the Amer-
icas facilitated the transformation of a different modality, 
under which objects were converted into raw materials for 
stocking the encyclopedic museums of the West, while the 
infrastructure for such practices — what permitted these 
objects to be performed, used, displayed, and shared in 
their own communities — was simultaneously destroyed.9 

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   72 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



73Undoing the Imperial Conception of Art

Today, from the enduring imperial position, art that is not 
displayed as a commodity, and whose modality is not defined 
by globalised systems such as museums, the media, and 
the market, has become unimaginable. […] It is not solely 
the content or the meaning of particular images that is 
at stake; it is rather a struggle over the very assumptions 
about what art is and how it can be practised, who is autho-
rised to act as an artist, and where, how, and among whom 
these objects can be kept, handled, and displayed. 

‘Art’ and Imperial Violence
‘There is no old word in most of the thousand or so 
languages still spoken in Africa that well translates the 
word “art,”’ writes Kwame Anthony Appiah in his intro-
duction to the book that accompanied the Guggenheim 
Museum’s 1996 exhibition Africa: The Art of a Continent. One 
should extend Appiah’s point by arguing that in most of 
the languages spoken outside of Africa, too, there is no old 
word that effectively translates the word ‘art’ as it was to 
be shaped through imperial acts of plunder. The word ‘art’ 
as it emerged in the mid-to-late eighteenth century was 
linked to the imperial conquest and mastery of time, as 
if time were not something shared in common, but a divis-
ible resource to be allocated. The mastering of time was a 
key aspect of imperial violence, involving the imposition of 
a phantasmic image of the flow of time in which colonised 
people and colonisers occupy different spots. Under a 
unified form of art, this image could be concretised in 
and through accumulated and displayed art objects. Art 
became a way to avoid engaging with the world shared by 
others, a field of expertise ruled by imperial principles. The 
expansion of the term ‘art’ was itself destructive, since it 
led to a devaluation of many practices, practitioners, and 
objects that were subjected to hierarchical dichotomies 
such as high and low, primitive and modern, art and the 
artisanal, masterpieces and craftwork, originals and copies. 
My assumption is that when people who are engaged in 
making objects — not as collectible art pieces but as part 
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of their living environment — are deprived of these objects, 
and of this mode of activity, they are subjected to differ-
ent types of imperial violence. When people are forced 
to abandon their habitual practices, and their objects are 
expropriated and recognised — or misrecognised — as art 
by experts, they become susceptible to the whims of their 
colonisers. It is then that these people are rendered into 
objects, into aggregates of disposable people.

Even though Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks (1952) 
is not explicitly concerned with art, or with the ruination of 
material infrastructures and the looting of objects, a reflec-
tion on this predicament is implicit within the text. Fanon 
foregrounds the impact of cultural ruination and fragmen-
tation, the disruptions it creates in one’s memory and one’s 
capacity to identify oneself with one’s culture, even when it 
is classified under ethnographic labels, or even to acknowl-
edge that one’s culture exists. Fanon describes how he 
came into the world ‘imbued with the will to find meaning 
in things’ but found that he ‘was an object in the midst of 
other objects.’10 This famous passage acquires additional 
meaning when we consider how Black people have been 
detached from and dispossessed of the world of objects, 
skinned off the objects amongst which people learn to 
be who they are, that they produced over the course of 
centuries across Africa, and later in the colonies. Reading 
the Senegalese poet Léopold Senghor’s account of the 
contribution of Black people to culture, Fanon asks himself: 
‘Had I read that right? [...] From the opposite end of the 
white world a magical Negro culture was hailing me. Negro 
sculpture! I began to flush with pride. Was this our salva-
tion?’11 For Fanon, cultural works produced by Africans are 
not discrete objects simply appropriated and embedded 
into Western metaphysics. With these objects reclaimed 
as part of one’s culture, the white man’s assumption that 
the Black man has no ‘ontological resistance’12 is refuted, 
and moreover, the imperial temporality that grounds 
such an assumption by rendering colonised subjects into 
newcomers to civilization — ‘You come too late, much too 

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   74 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



75Undoing the Imperial Conception of Art

late’13 — can no longer be trusted. Moreover, sculptures 
that have been integrated in the museum’s choir of works 
of art reminding Blacks that ‘there will always be a world — 
a white world — between you and us’14 may actually play a 
different melody and reveal a different metaphysics. After 
all, as Fanon observes, the Black person’s metaphysics, ‘his 
costumes and the sources on which they were based were 
wiped out because they were in conflict with a civilization 
that he did not know and that imposed itself on him.’15 […]

By violating the norms and rules of colonised people who 
practice art differently, and jeopardising their interests and 
aspirations, the imperial modality of art, pursued through 
collectible objects, extracts from their art discrete, collectible, 
and displayable objects, whose intrinsic value, content, and 
meaning can be fleshed out regardless of the context from 
which they have been detached.16 This context will be ruined 
and then reconstructed as the background for a ‘lost culture’ 
that can be appropriated as the terrain of experts. Seemingly 
neutral procedures of salvaging, preserving, and handling 
objects that have been artificially made rare and precious will 
be essential in transforming them into artworks that can be 
classified according to a transcendental condition of art. The 
crimes involved in the ruination of colonised peoples’ art, the 
appropriation and looting of its ‘best samples’, and the force 
exercised to prevent the colonised from pursuing their own 
modalities of art are not incidental to the imperial modality of 
art, nor do they belong to a sealed past. […] The bureaucratic 
procedures of packing, transferring, and sealing colonial 
archives, for example, epitomised the imperial seizure and 
appropriation of common resources. They served to efface 
the factual reality of what and who belonged where, and of 
the common world — though forged through violence — that 
was built throughout those years of colonisation. This act of 
sealing off the past, as the era of colonialism, and separating 
it from what follows was typically replicated by a ceremonial 
proclamation of a new beginning, often named ‘indepen-
dence’, through which the unbelonging of the (formerly) 
colonised to the empire received its ultimate stamp.
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The Right to Look and Show Differently
[…] [T]he separation of formerly colonised peoples from 
their material culture and wealth — now cordoned off in 
former empires’ institutions such as museums, archives, 
and libraries, and further severed from their lives by tempo-
ral divisions — contributes enormously to the non-ground 
of their possible claims against those who abused them. 
From the moment of decolonisation, their lives have been 
associated with and contained within a new body politic 
delineated by a territorial sovereignty they have been 
‘granted.’ Borders, fences, debts, ruins, the international 
legal system, museum collections, archives, libraries, free 
markets, movement restrictions, and destroyed material 
infrastructures — all these institutions and conditions 
have been constructed to render formerly colonised 
people’s consistent claims, calls, grievances, demands 
for reparations, lawsuits, and entry requests inaudible in 
forums and institutions of international law, and to prevent 
imperial powers and their privileged citizens from being 
held accountable for centuries of brutal plunder, confisca-
tion, and appropriation.17

The imperial enterprise of appropriating peoples’ art 
objects and artifacts, and the simultaneous dissociation of 
these peoples from their material culture, which becomes 
prone to different sorts of violations, including its resignifica-
tion as devoid of history, transcends the scholarship of individ-
uals or the mission of specific academic disciplines. Art and its 
institutions are inseparable from differential political regimes, 
which are constituted by their transformation of extermina-
tory violence into empirical facts to be classified, documented, 
archived, and displayed. The scientific procedures undergird-
ing museums of art are founded on the violation of others’ 
rights to look, speak, produce, and show differently, which 
imply their right not to have so-called ‘experts’ intrude on 
their cultural practices.18 Until the foundations of the museum 
and the system of art it represents are dismantled, whatever 
is produced in and through these institutions will be bounded 
by the imperial violence that gave rise to them.
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Editorial Note:
The text was shortened and edited from the chapter 
‘Plunder, the Transcendental Condition of Modern Art and
Community of fabri,’ in CATPC — Cercle d’art des travailleurs 
de plantation congolaise/Congolese Plantation Workers Art 
League, eds. Eva Barois De Caevel and Els Roelandt (Berlin: 
Sternberg Press, 2017) p. 343–426.
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1	 In	an	open	letter	of	sorts,	the	
South	African	photographer	
Tsoku	Maela	calls	on	his	peers	
to	‘take	off	[their]	rose-tinted	
European	glasses’	while	describ-
ing	how	he	was	‘handpicked as	
part	of	a	handful of	creatives	in	
Cape	Town	for	a	private meet	
with	a	media-marketing	agency’	
from	London.	The	meeting,	as	
it	is	described	by	Maela,	carries	
the	clear	imperial	traits	of	
this	reversed	temporality	that	
places	Africans	in	the	position	
of	those	who	should	aspire	to	
be	included	in	those	institutions	
that	were	actually	formed	with	
their	cultural	wealth:	‘they	sold	
us	a	dream	that	involved	us	
giving	them	our	work	for	their	
upcoming	website	(which	still	
has	nothing	on	it	today,	by	
the	way)	that	was	supposedly	
attracting	sponsors	and	could	
help	us	make	money	and	gain	
representation	overseas.’	See:	
http://10and5.com/2016/06/23/
dear-african-artists-take-off-
your-rose-tinted-european-
glasses/

2	 On	the	invention	of	the	photog-
rapher	as	the	master	and	owner	
of	the	event	of	photography,	
see:	Ariella	Azoulay,	Aïm Deüelle 
Lüski and Horizontal Photogra-
phy	(Leuven:	Leuven	University	
Press,	2013).

3	 Thus	for	example	in	1889,	three	
years	after	the	Cincinnati	Mu-
seum	of	Art	opened	its	doors,	
Carl	Steckelmann,	who	was	a	
trader	in	South	Africa,	sent	to	
the	museum	a	large	collection	
of	‘ethnological	specimens’	that	
was	acquired	gradually	by	the	
museum.	The	solid	institution-
alisation	of	looting	within	the	
discourse	of	art	enables	the	mu-
seum	to	foreground	on	its	web-
site,	as	a	mark	of	pioneer-ship,	
that	it	is	‘the	first	museum	to	
display	such	work’.	See:	http://
www.cincinnatiartmuseum.org/
art/explore-the-collection/afri-
can-art/	

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   78 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



79Undoing the Imperial Conception of Art

4	 ‘Collecting	is	fascinating’,	write	
Schildkrout	and	Keim	in	the	
same	introduction,	‘not	only	
because	of	the	way	in	which	it	
speaks	to	an	inner,	psychologi-
cal	drive	in	so	many	people,	but	
also	because	its	study	provides	
some	insight	into	the	inter-
actions	and	transactions	that	
shaped	history	and	defined	the	
relationship	between	the	West	
and	Africa,	not	only	the	colonial	
relationship.’	See:	Enid	Schild-
krout	and	Curtis	A.	Kim,	(eds.),	
The Scramble for Art in Central 
Africa	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	
University	Press,	1998).

5	 On	pre-colonial	political	forma-
tions,	see:	A.	Adu	Boahen,	African 
Perspectives on Colonialism (Bal-
timore:	Johns	Hopkins	University	
Press,	1987);	and	J.	M.	Blaut,	
1492— The Debate on Colonialism, 
Eurocentrism and History	(Tren-
ton:	Africa	World	Press,	1992).	

6	 Elizabeth	Mansfield,	ed.,	Art 
History and Its Institutions: Foun-
dations of a Discipline	(London:	
Routledge,	2002),	1.

7	 Margaret	M.	Miles,	Art as Plunder: 
The Ancient Origins of Debate 
about Cultural Property	(New	
York:	Cambridge	University	
Press,	2008),	301.	

8	 Cooper’s	extensive	discussion	
of	labour	in	French	and	British	
Africa	without	any	mention	of	
the	deprivation	of	those	com-
munities	from	conditions	and	
infrastructure	to	act	as	fabri and	
among	objects	of	which	their	
world	consisted	prior	to	colonial	
invasions.	See:	Frederick	Cooper,	
Decolonization and African 
Society– The Labor Question in 
French and British Africa	(Cam-
bridge:	Cambridge	University	
Press,	1996).

9	 My	argument	about	the	trans-
formation	of	art	into	a	site	of	
investment	is	in	conversation	
with	A.	Adu	Boahen	on	Europe-
an	investment	in	Africa	and	the	
appropriation	of	its	raw	material.	
See:	Albert	Adu	Boahen,	African	
Perspectives	on	Colonialism	
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(Baltimore:	Johns	Hopkins	Uni-
versity	Press,	1987).

10	 	Franz	Fanon,	Black Skin, White 
Masks, trans.	Charles	Lam	Mark-
man	(New	York:	Grove	Press,	
1967),	109.

11	 Fanon,	123.
12	 Fanon,	111.
13	 Fanon,	122.
14	 Ibid.	
15	 Fanon,	110.
16	 In	his	African Perspectives on 

Colonialism, Adu	Boahen	argues	
that	‘to	varying	degrees	all	the	
colonial	rulers	also	condemned	
everything	African	in	the	cul-
tural	field	and	tried	to	produce	
Africans	in	their	own	image’	
(Adu	Boahen,	1987,	60).	What	
is	missing	from	Boahen’s	argu-
ment	is	the	production	of	Afri-
cans	as	condemnable	through	
the	massive	looting	and	their	
deprivation	of	their	culture	that	
created	them	as	in	a	need	to	
be	culturalised,	preferably	by	
Europeans.	

17	 Anthony	Anghie’s	argument	on	
the	constitution	of	International	
Law:	‘International	law	had	not	
only	legitimised	colonial	exploita-
tion,	a	fact	well	established	by	
many	Third	World	scholars,	but,	
in	addition,	it	appeared	to	me,	
had	developed	many	mecha-
nisms	to	prevent	any	claims	for	
colonial	reparations’.	See:	Antho-
ny	Anghie,	Imperialism, Sovereign-
ty and the Making of International 
Law (Cambridge:	Cambridge	
University	Press,	2007).	

18	 Some	of	these	rights	have	
started	to	be	recognised,	in	
retrospect,	in	relation	to	
different	Native	American	tribes,	
according	to	the	framework	of	
the	NAGPRA	Law.	See:	https://
www.nps.gov/nagpra/man-
dates/index.htm	
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Swedish captain and baron Eric von Otter (1889–1923) emigrated to Kenya in 1913 
and worked initially at a coffee plantation. At the outbreak of war in 1914, he started 
to volunteer for the Kings Royal African Rifles, a multi-battalion British colonial 
regiment and performed both military and internal security functions. In 1916, he 
was promoted to captain and subsequently military and administrative commander 
in Turkana, northwestern Kenya, and founded the Lodwar and Lorogumo stations. 
According to hearsay from the museum staff, von Otter’s photo collection was found 
by a passerby at Gullmarsplan, one of Stockholm’s subway stations. Luckily, the glass 
plates were safely kept in a wooden box and were brought to the museum. However, 
no one knows how the package ended up in the public transport system and who 
brought it to the museum.

Images courtesy of the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm.

0779.4

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   88 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



Hjalmar Stolpe’s Intermediaries
 Visualising Labour on the   
 Vanadis Expedition 1883–1885

Åsa Bharathi Larsson

Åsa Bharathi Larsson revisits the foundation of the Museum 
of Ethnography in Stockholm, a history closely bound to con-
ceptualisations of naval expeditions as scientific, diplomatic, 
and commercial enterprises that legitimised the colonial 
enterprises of countries like Sweden. The essay sheds light on 
the previously overlooked bearers and guides of these expe-
ditions, as captured in photographs and drawings, whose 
labour allowed for the creation of the largest ethnographic 
collection in Scandinavia.
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[F]rom a cultural historical view — this exhibition 
ought to be the most plentiful and fascinating that has 
ever been shown in our country.

—  ‘Weekly Report from Stockholm,’ Åbo Underrättelser, 
18 May 1886.1
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This quote (previous page) from the regional newspaper 
of the Swedish-speaking minority of the Finnish city of 
Turku, then part of the Russian Empire, commented on 
the large ethnographic exhibition set up in Stockholm in 
May 1886. The exhibition was organised by Hjalmar Stolpe 
(1841–1905), a Swedish ethnographer and renowned 
archaeologist famous for his excavation work and studies 
on the Viking-age site of Birka near Stockholm.2 The exhi-
bition, which took place just a year after Stolpe’s return 
from the Vanadis expedition, displayed the vast material 
he collected during this tour, which would later become 
the core of Stockholm’s new Museum of Ethnography.3 In 
1902, the museum’s founding director was no other than 
Stolpe himself.4

The Vanadis circumnavigation of the world was conceived 
both as a scientific and commercial expedition. Initiated on 
1 December 1883, it lasted for around eighteen months and 
went through South America, Polynesia, Asia, Africa, and 
North America.5 Some of the motives for the expedition 
were purely pragmatic, namely to create commercial and 
diplomatic relationships around the world, facilitated by 
the presence of the Swedish Prince Oscar on board.6 Yet 
the scientific motives, personified by Stolpe, played an 
important role too. During the expedition, Stolpe collected 
various objects, documented Indigenous populations and 
established an archive of racial classification.7 The expedi-
tion allowed Stolpe to collect thousands of artifacts from 
all around the world, bring them to Sweden, and eventually 
establish a permanent Museum of Ethnography in Stock-
holm.8 The initial quote brings to light the thousands of 
objects that would astonish the Swedish public in the exhi-
bition halls of Arvfurstens palats (The Hereditary Prince’s 
Palace) in Stockholm.9 However, the quoted article failed 
to mention the immense labour force that was needed to 
bring all these objects to Sweden. Despite the fact that the 
empirical material such as notebooks, diaries, letters, illus-
trated press and photographs testify to such labour, this 
aspect of the practices of collecting the numerous artifacts 
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has not yet been explored; 
although much has been 
written about the Vanadis 
expedition, the focus has 

mainly been on its military, commercial or scientific goals.10 
This article therefore focuses on the overlooked figures 
of the bearers and guides that in the last decades of the 
nineteenth century facilitated the creation of the largest 
ethnographical collection in Scandinavia.

The Vanadis expedition also stands out as the very first 
Swedish expedition that carried a professional photog-
rapher on board.11 Stolpe himself was an experienced 

Map of the route taken by the Vanadis 
expedition, 1883–1885. Ink on paper, 
accession no. 9999.0046. Courtesy 
Museum of Ethnography, Stockholm.
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photographer and had used the fairly new medium scien-
tifically prior to the expedition, but for this exploration he 
employed the young photographer Oscar Birger Ekholm 
(1861–1890). Twenty years Stolpe’s junior, Ekholm served 
as Stolpe’s assistant and, although he was professionally 
trained and had worked in a studio before, was probably 
guided by Stolpe in most of the images and settings con-
cerning the collection of objects and racial measurements. 
His task was also to document all collected artifacts, to 
make measurements of Indigenous populations as well 
as to document the journey as such.12 This effort resulted 
in hundreds of photographic plates located today among 
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various institutions including the Museum of Ethnography. 
Moreover, the expedition was documented not only in 
Oscar Birger Ekholm’s photographs but also in an exten-
sive material consisting of letters, diaries and drawings 
by Prince Oscar, Stolpe himself and other members of the 
expedition.13

In this article I am specifically interested in how the 
camera and the pencil, as witnessing tools, recorded the 
bearers and guides on whose labour the scientific mission 
of the expedition depended, and how these tools helped to 
construct the narratives of the European colonial project 
and civilizing mission.14 In what follows, I will first give a 
brief overview of the aims and legacy of the Vanadis expe-
dition; secondly, I will attempt to connect the expedition to 
a wider understanding of scientific expeditions as a colonial 
endeavour; and thirdly, I will explore photographs and draw-
ings by Ekholm and Stolpe that documented the bearers and 
guides who helped (willingly and unwillingly) to create the 
formation of an ethnographic museum in Sweden.

As already mentioned, the Vanadis expedition had two 
main pragmatic missions: commerce and diplomatic con-
tacts.15 One of the underlying reasons for the circumnav-
igation was not least to surpass the Danish expedition 
Galathea of 1845–1847, and to repeat the success of the 
Swedish Arctic expedition Vega of 1878–1880.16 The order 
to Captain Otto Lagerberg in October 1883 was unambigu-
ous: ‘to forcefully protect the Swedish and Norwegian flag 
of commerce’,17 as Norway was in a personal union with 
Sweden between 1814 and 1905. Lagerberg was a well-
known captain and had served for many years on different 
missions overseas. Following the Vanadis expedition he 
became superintendent of the shipyard in Karlskrona, the 
main naval base of the Swedish Navy, and later Counter 
Admiral.18 The choice of ship for this prestigious voyage was 
obvious from the start. The Vanadis frigate was the best 
equipped and it had made several journeys, including 
the celebrated Mediterranean expedition of 1869–1870. 
Another famous journey had been the West Indies 
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expedition to Saint-Barthélemy in 1877–1878, when the 
Swedish colony was sold to France.19 Commerce, military 
education and scientific research were of high impor-
tance.20 This reflected the interests of various actors 
involved in the funding of the expedition, including not 
only the Swedish government but also institutions such 
as the Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography 
(SSAG), and private donors such as the famous art collec-
tor and merchant Pontus Fürstenberg,21 who for example 
sponsored the travel and materials of the photographer 
Oscar Birger Ekholm.22 

The national pride in the new scientific and trading 
mission was initially established in the press; for example 
one of the local Swedish newspapers reported enthusi-
astically: ‘Not since 1853 has the triple-tongued blue and 
yellow flag been waving around the world’.23 The Vanadis 
expedition was perceived as a great success, talked about 
before, during and long after the journey, gaining the 
attention of the Swedish Prince Oscar among others, and 
commemorated in various ways even decades after the 
circumnavigation.24

Scientific expeditions such as Vanadis were part of a 
wider context of European colonial practices.25 Newly 
established sciences such as anthropology and ethnogra-
phy were fundamental in ‘mapping’ the world.26 Literary 
historian Mary Louise Pratt has famously argued that these 
scientific journeys had been marked by two simultaneous, 
intersecting processes in Northern Europe in the mid-eigh-
teenth century: first, the development of natural history as 
a structure of knowledge; and second, the focus on explora-
tion, which can be called a ‘European planetary conscious-
ness’. Pratt argues that it was a change that occurred with 
many others including the merging of bourgeois forms of 
subjectivity and power, the conception of a new territorial 
phase of capitalism, the challenge to expand coastal trade 
inland, and national imperatives to capture foreign terri-
tory in order to avoid its seizure by competing European 
powers.27 With regards to the Vanadis expedition, it allowed 

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   95 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



96

Sweden to participate in the matrix of colonial practices, 
securing the country’s position as a part of the global world 
in terms of a wider market and sustained newly established 
diplomatic relationships.28 It was, so to speak, a ‘public 
relations event’, promoting, on the one hand, Swedish-Nor-
wegian industrial production and commerce abroad, and, 
on the other hand, bringing back to Sweden an image of 
the world.29 The participation in trade and scientific projects 
was thus one way for smaller countries to involve them-
selves in colonial practices. As archaeologists Magdalena 
Naum and Jonas M. Nordin argue, despite their self-image 
as having barely been involved in colonialism, ‘[the Swed-
ish-Norwegian union and Denmark] remained, however, 
active players in the transoceanic trade, engaged in exten-
sive exploitation projects at the fringes of their dominions, 
and they participated and contributed to the international 
intellectual debates justifying slavery, exploration, and 
taking possessions overseas.’30 In view of that, the Vanadis 
expedition should be understood as part of an involvement 
in European colonial policy by proxy, that is by means of 
scientific and commercial exploration.31

For Hjalmar Stolpe the expedition was an opportunity 
to document and collect ethnographic material from 
around the world, resulting in the shipping of more than 
seven thousand objects to Sweden. Already from the start 
Stolpe became aware that it would be difficult to bring the 
collected material culture to Sweden.32 It was not only a 
financial issue but also a problem of infrastructure concern-
ing shipping and collecting itself. It also has to be noted 
that the shipping of the material to Sweden continued a 
couple of years beyond the expedition’s return.33 More-
over, the costs of collecting ethnographic material were a 
matter of debate in the press. Subscribers not only came to 
know the total cost of Stolpe’s wages, but also the costs of 
shipping ethnographic materials to Sweden, the expenses 
of processing photographs, and other similar costs.34

However, the task that Stolpe took on himself could never 
have been completed without help from the Indigenous 
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populations in the various places where the Vanadis ship 
anchored. What is striking is that Stolpe had to negotiate 
the labour force in every port throughout the expedition 
and its mission changed in accordance with each case. In 
some excursions Stolpe hired Indigenous locals to serve as 
bearers and guides. In other cases he hired other European 
explorers and scientists, not as bearers but as guides who 
were already on site.35 Although the bearers played an indis-
pensable role, they have either been largely marginalised or 
completely ignored in the history of the expedition. There 
are yet a few exceptions, which provide some hints about 
these Indigenous bearers. There are several descriptions of 
the bearers and guides in the written accounts of the expe-
dition, yet in most cases they remained anonymous. As his-
torian Felix Driver asserts, while scientific explorations such 
as the Vanadis were a ‘job of work’ and demanded large 
labour forces, it was highly uncommon that nineteenth-cen-
tury exploration narratives highlighted the Indigenous 
population.36 Rather, the focus tended to be on the scien-
tists themselves, who were often presented as eccentric or 
exceptional. The same could be noted in the case of Hjalmar 
Stolpe. In later history writing he has often been perceived 
as the one who created and collected the material from the 
expedition.37 However, in two of the images, Stolpe wrote 
down the names of the bearers and guides, attributing 
to specific persons the otherwise anonymous labour. The 
inscriptions are shown in the photograph below the seated 
scientists, with Stolpe among them, and in the drawings the 
names are written down next to the image.

Still, there are different narratives about the labour 
forces and both Stolpe and other members of the crew 
described how the scientists and the locals worked together. 
However, it can also be detected that they were, in Driver’s 
words, ‘rarely after the same thing,’38 resulting in a relation-
ship that Driver describes as an ‘uneasy partnership’.39 In 
this article I describe the work carried out by the Indige-
nous population through Driver’s notion of intermediaries. 
I do this in order to nuance and problematise the normative 
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narrative of the Vanadis expedition and in particular the 
collection of ethnographic material by Hjalmar Stolpe. 
The term intermediaries also relates to the notion of the 
‘go-between’ — as used by Simon Schaffer, Lissa Roberts, 
Kapil Raj, and James Delbourgo to describe a person who 
communicates relations between dissimilar worlds.40 Like 
‘go-betweens’, intermediaries were instrumental in creating 
of fields of knowledge. 

Returning to the role of photography, Oscar Birger Ekholm 
produced about 700 images during the expedition, of which 
approximately 600 were developed into photographs from 
dry plates and around 150 transferred to stereopticon 
cards. The photography collection, a large part of which 
is archived today at the Museum of Ethnography in Stock-
holm, can be divided into five different subject categories 
regarding content: topographical and architectural views, 
artifacts of material culture, racial profiling of Indigenous 
peoples, excavations, and life on the Vanadis including 
festivities or ceremonial summits.41 Only a small collection 
of the photographs depicts the scientists and the workers. 
On some occasions the bearers and guides were also used 
as models for racial and ethnographical photographs, but 
this was not a standard procedure, and sometimes the 
depictions of the bearers seem to have only stood for the 
bearers themselves.

Nonetheless, these photographs belong to the category 
of colonial photographs, which depicted colonised subjects, 
and in some instances, such as when the camera was used 
explicitly for racial measurements, functioned as racial 
photographs.42 Historian Elizabeth Edwards’s notion of the 
colonial photograph is crucial for my understanding since 
it concerns production, collection and exchange, as well as 
how the photographs themselves can be understood as 
social objects at historical crossroads and as locations for 
staging and re-staging.43 The colonial photographs could 
be comprehended, as Edwards claims, as ‘“raw” — painful 
and unprocessed, unrealised documents. They are nascent, 
active and open — and therefore impossible to locate in 
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terms of meaning.’44 Fur-
thermore, Edwards asserts 
that photographs do not 
only speak with one voice 

but are capable of springing leaks allowing Indigenous 
counter-images to show through.45 Hence, the question 
that arises for me is: How was labour on the Vanadis expe-
dition portrayed?

The common feature of all the photographic depictions 
of labour is that they all are deliberate, performed and 
staged. They can be categorised according to three recur-
ring themes. First of all, there is a boundary between the 

The Vanadis crew. Photographer Oscar 
Ekholm, 1883–1885, accession no. 
0237.0010. Courtesy Museum of Ethnog-
raphy, Stockholm.
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Top: Hjalmar Stolpe (right, in white clothing) with 
members from the Vanadis crew and guides. 
Photographer Oscar Ekholm, 1883–1885, accession 
no. 0237.0007. Courtesy Museum of Ethnography, 
Stockholm.

Bottom: Hjalmar Stolpe (center) with members from 
the Vanadis crew and guides at Ancón, Peru. Photog-
rapher Oscar Ekholm, 1884, accession no. 0007.0001. 
Courtesy Museum of Ethnography, Stockholm.
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white scientist and his Indigenous bearers and guides. The 
image such as The Vanadis crew, 1884 (facing page bottom) 
has been a popular and often reproduced photograph.46 
It depicts Hjalmar Stolpe at the excavation in Ancon, Peru, 
and while the image shows Stolpe as an anthropologist, it 
also belongs to the tradition of ‘trophy display’.47 Stolpe not 
only subjected his ‘scientific gaze’ to objects of material 
culture and archaeological artefacts, but also to the Indig-
enous populations, not least through acquiring human 
remains and through racial photography. In his diaries and 
letters home he complains about the difficulties of this task. 
It was most difficult to persuade the Indigenous to undress, 
and halfway through the voyage his attention to this work 
was diminished.48 Nonetheless, both racial photographs 
and also human remains such as skeletons and craniums 
form a substantial part of the material that was shipped to 
Sweden.49 Upon his return to Sweden, however, Stolpe sold 
most of the human remains to his friend the Swedish phy-
sician and anatomist Gustaf Retzius for 200 kronor.50 Such 
anthropological practice was important to Sweden’s partic-
ipation in mapping the colonial world and Stolpe’s collec-
tions reinforced the role of Sweden in the international field 
of anthropology. In the early twentieth century, long after 
the expedition took place, Stolpe gave public lectures about 
the findings from the Vanadis expedition and the immense 
collection of artifacts gained him an international recogni-
tion among scientists both in Sweden and internationally.51

Another characteristic feature of colonial photography 
depicting labour is the anonymisation of the work force. 
In staged photographs the bearer functions as a figure 
reinforcing the scientific quest of the explorer, in this case 
Stolpe. The focus is on Stolpe but staging the bearer visu-
ally enhances the significance of executing the fieldwork. 
Not least, similar depictions enhanced ideas about the 
bearers as contributing to the European colonial project 
and the civilizing mission. In some images (facing page) 
the Indigenous population carrying out tasks of manual 
labour provided an ‘authentic’ background against which 
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Drawings by Hjalmar Stolpe from his travel journals, 
1883–1885, uncatalogued donation. Courtesy Museum 
of Ethnography, Stockholm.
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the scientists themselves were staged. Indigenous peoples 
are displayed as workers for a greater cause, namely the 
European colonial project. I would also claim that photog-
raphy became a preservation medium, changing the status 
and context not only of the objects documented but also of 
the Indigenous population. 

Beside photographs, Stolpe also made drawings of his 
bearers and guides in his private travel journals. Hand 
drawn sketches show the guide making his journey through 
New Delhi. Stolpe chooses to make two drawings, (see 
previous spread). These drawings differ extensively from 
the photographs executed on the journey. The drawings 
instead speak of a more ‘genuine’ encounter and a formed 
work-related relationship. While most images show the 
bearers as an anonymous labour force, these portraits 
were drawn with more complex considerations. It is hence 
important to notice that the bearers and guides who acted 
as the so-called intermediaries could have different func-
tions and meanings in the context of exploration, ranging 
from racialised objects of study to individualised subjects 
with particular features and identities.

I see this essay as a contribution to the deconstruction 
of the popular, and most common, narrative of expeditions 
like the Vanadis as one-man missions made by exceptional 
scientists. The attempted deconstruction consists of point-
ing to the hidden yet documented labour embodied by the 
Indigenous populations. Although more research is needed, 
there are both textual and visual sources that speak of the 
work done by the Indigenous peoples hired by Stolpe and 
which, although staged in a colonial manner, also provide 
us with a counter-imagination to the established narratives. 
It is however difficult to generalise the findings because 
the conditions of the labour forces were diverse and Stolpe 
had to improvise along the way, resulting in different 
relationships between the scientist and his local guides and 
bearers. The majority of the photographs display nameless 
faces; however, in a few notes Stolpe recorded their names 
despite the fact that this was highly unusual for explorers 
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at the time. Three different motifs could be identified in 
the photographs: differentiation between the scientist and 
bearers, the anonymisation of Indigenous labour, and a 
visual strategy reinforcing the bearers as active workers 
supporting the European colonial project and civilizing 
mission. By displaying the workers as willing participants 
in the fieldwork carried out by the European scientists, the 
image of the benevolent Europeans emerges on the one 
hand, yet on the other it also stages misleading ideas about 
the desirability of the colonial project and civilizing mission 
for the Indigenous populations themselves.

Much more research is needed in this field in general 
and on this expedition in particular. Further studies might 
critically engage with expeditions such as the Vanadis in 
the context of the colonial practices of the period, including 
understanding the role of the Scandinavian countries in the 
colonial matrix. To focus on the bearers and guides assist-
ing the Vanadis expedition also destabilises the common 
narrative of how we usually understand explorations — as 
purely scientific expeditions independent of the aims of the 
major colonial empires, obscuring the colonial condition 
of collecting practices. The bearers and guides around the 
world, which facilitated Stolpe’s work, unknowingly contrib-
uted to the building of the large ethnographical collections 
that soon came to be the Museum of Ethnography in Stock-
holm. Thus, it is crucial to continue rethinking and revisiting 
the practical dimensions of collecting material culture and 
its racialised labour division for new counter-narratives of 
the Swedish explorations to emerge.

Following spread: Hjalmar Stolpe, accompanied 
by his guide, at an excavation site in Tahiti. The 
researcher is seen crawling up from a grave cave 
holding a skull in his hand. Photographer Oscar 
Ekholm, 1884, accession no. 0237.0009. Courtesy 
Museum of Ethnography, Stockholm.
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The Uncontacted: 
Ontogenesis at the Museum

Vincent Normand

Vincent Normand discusses the modern museum, including 
its ethnographic variant, as an exhibition machine producing 
dialogism of objectivation and subject formation. The media 
of museum display and exhibition are identified as producers 
of colonial discourses as well as the conditions of Western 
citizenry through the dialectics of de-animation and reanima-
tion, inscribing the artifacts on view with a sepulchral aspect 
and the emergent modern citizenry with cultural norms.
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In a chapter of her book Museum Pieces (2011), Ruth B. Phil-
lips explores the politics of display of ga:goh:sah (a specific 
type of Onkwehonwe, or ‘Iroquois’ medicine masks com-
monly referred to as ‘False Face’ masks) in North American 
ethnographic museums. Extending her inquiry to the 
appearances of ga:goh:sah in contemporary popular visual 
culture, Phillips turns to an incident that occurred during 
the 1996 presentation of the annual National Aboriginal 
Achievement Awards, televised across Canada by the 
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation:

Native actor Tom Jackson, star of a popular CBC television series, 
[…] playfully [held] a ga:goh:sah over his face before making one 
of the awards. In one letter of protest, an Onkwehonwe correspon-
dent wrote that ‘this misuse of our sacred masks is akin to someone 
serving sacramental wine and consecrated hosts at a cocktail party.’ 
John Kim Bell, the founder of the Canadian Native Arts Foundation, 
which organises the awards and the ceremony, and himself a Mohawk 
from Kahnawake, defended the show by affirming a distinction 
between active masks, carved according to correct ritual procedures, 
and the masks used on the program, which he described as ‘tourist 
replica knock-offs, which are sold and made by the hundreds by 
Iroquoian people.’1

Despite its anecdotal flavor, the story indexes a commonly 
described effect of the colonial appropriation of Indigenous 
artifacts by Western culture, and more specifically by Western 
museums: the emergence of an equivocity between active 
and passive, sacred and secular, aura and reproduction, fetish 
and commodity. The spectator of secular modernity implied 
by the museological artifact on view indeed differs radically 
from what one might call, borrowing Alfred Gell’s terminol-
ogy, the ‘patient’ initially intended by the ‘agent’ (or maker) 
of the mask.2 From Surrealism to poststructuralist anthro-
pology, a great deal of art historical and anthropological 
literature has been dedicated to the semiotic traffic of artifacts 
crossing the limit between the realm of tradition validated 
by history (folklore, material culture and craft) and that of a 
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131The Uncontacted: Ontogenesis at the Museum

modernity validated by connoisseurship, museums and 
markets (originality, singularity, authorship and, ultimately, 
the very nominalist concept of Art).3 This traffic, as well as 
the binary divisions it articulates, runs along lines of conflict 
that have political, epistemological and ontological dimen-
sions that the museological apparatus continues to crystal-
lise, especially because the exhibition paradigms of art and 
ethnographic artifacts of the first half of the twentieth 
century (its taxonomies, its ethnographic or art-historical 
presentism) have cast long shadows extending towards us: 
they have been gradually naturalised as the implicit frame-
works of scientific and artistic exhibition.

These paradigms form the suggested scripts coding 
the mode of existence of objects in modern institutions of 
scientific knowledge such as the museum (the object’s use 
value, exchange value, and most importantly here, exhibi-
tion value). Further, they highlight the specific resonance of 
the ethnographic museum within the history of colonialism 
and postcolonialism, in which ethnographic artifacts have 
long been battlefields for the dialectical construction of 
tradition and modernity. As a matter of fact, these implicit 
scripts take us to the foundations of what we could call the 
‘ontological engineering’ of modernity, its symmetrical 
making of subjects and objects, persons and things, spec-
tators and artifacts, where the constitution of objecthood 
(or what delineates the terminus of scientific observation) 
mirrors the limits legislating subjecthood (or the right to be 
a subject). As such, these scripts need to be denaturalised, 
and understood against the backdrop of the historically 
contingent, objectivist and positivist regime of rationality 
that gradually coded the apparatus of the modern museum.

Tropics of the Artifact
The modern museum is a site where the typically mod-
ernist division between the optic and haptic dimensions 
of sight (its scopic and tactile nature) found both a drama-
turgy and a scenographic morphology. This separation of 
sight from touch in the exhibition evinces a rift of access 

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   131 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



132

that is constitutive of objects entering a specific epis-
temic and ontological regime, divorced from the realm of 
commodities: that of the artifact. It is constitutive of the 
exhibition as a means of inscribing cultural norms; as a 
privileged site for modern, positivist and objectivist forms 
of mediation between the artifact and the exhibition 
viewer, or subject. The morphology of this separation in 
the context of museological display is made of distancing 
or separating effects: sight from touch, intention from 
corporeality, judgment from interest, contemplation from 
manipulation, performer from observer. These distancing 
effects play a determining role regarding both sensorial 
and hermeneutical access to the object of display. They 
operate as interfaces, of which the glass case is possibly 
the canonical synthetic form. Western aesthetics are in 
fact reliant on such distancing effects, from Cartesian 
perspectivalism to Kantian subjective aesthetic judgment, 
through the genealogy of the beholder that emerges in 
Denis Diderot’s Salons (1759–1781) and terminates (at 
least as an art historical meta-narrative) in Michael Fried’s 
critique of theatricality (1967).

The synthetic forms of mediation produced by these 
distancing effects hence crystallise the epistemic opera-
tion at work in the museological apparatus. The artifact is 
mobilised as a figure inscribing a limit in the field of history: 
it is installed in the modern cosmography of taxonomy. It 
has been uprooted, de-animated. But it is also inscribed 
in the logico-spatial order of the museological device, 
and has therefore been reanimated. A dialectical reversal 
is imprinted on the ‘life’ of the artifact: the museological 
device puts the artifact ‘to death’ by isolating it from its 
milieu. And yet, the artifact is also re-animated by its simul-
taneous projection into a continuous semiotic order (i.e. 
taxonomy), and restricted field of attention (i.e. scenogra-
phy). The crucial operation of the museum is to be found 
in this dialectical reversal, in which a powerful eclipse of 
mediation occurs between the artifact and the spectator: 
the procedures of denaturalisation through which objects 
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have been uprooted and abstracted from their milieu are 
constantly naturalised by the hermeneutic interface of the 
museum and the morphology of its display. If the drama-
turgy of the modern museum appears uncanny (in the 
Freudian sense of hovering in a multistable space, at the 
tipping point between dead and alive), this is no accident, 
for its infrastructure is not solely based on its existence 
as a space in which to think and feel, but to a large extent 
on it serving as a piece of technology, a quasi-automaton. 
And if this sepulchral aspect of the modern museum has 
fascinated modern minds, its dialectics of de-animation and 
reanimation have also long been understood and articu-
lated as constitutive of Western culture, as, for example 
the opening words of Alain Resnais and Chris Marker’s 
film Statues Also Die (1953): ‘When men die, they enter into 
history. When statues die, they enter into Art. This botany 
of death is what we call culture.’

The Exhibitionary Nexus
The museum functions as an exhibition machine, a spatial 
experiment in which the subject or viewer is enfolded in 
the theatrical machinery. The theatricality of observation 
produces a rational universe in which certain perceptual 
contingencies are transferred onto the object (here, the 
artifact). Perception is ‘purified’ so that what is perceived 
can be disputed: the visual economy of the museological 
apparatus is the product of an architectonic operation 
whereby the situatedness of the spectator’s gaze, the per-
spective through which they observe, is transposed to the 
object as a mode of presentation. Ethnographic represen-
tations are provided with a hermeneutic dimension by this 
scenography as well as by the scopic regime that emerges 
between the artifact and those who witness it.

As such, the museological apparatus is a space of 
configuration of the chain of mediation between object 
and beholder, formalised as a stage for the encounter 
between ‘consciousness’ and ‘form’, regardless of the 
functional chain of mediation in which the artifact was 
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originally embedded. This is why the nexus of the exhibi-
tionary dramaturgy directly leads to concepts pertaining 
to the ontological matrix of Western modernity, and to its 
historical and political ramifications. This exhibitionary 
nexus between consciousness and form articulates the 
ontological categories against which the museum has 
historically unfolded. It is the morphological translation of 
what we could call, borrowing from French anthropologist 
Philippe Descola’s system of four ontologies,4 the ‘natura-
list rift’: the dichotomy between ‘persons’ and ‘things’ that 
characterises the cosmography of Western modernity, the 
ontological fissure that has historically crossed through the 
modern world, distributing subjects and objects on either 
side, while also ushering in uncertainty in the modern 
psyche about whether or not this limit can be crossed. As a 
matter of fact, the genealogy of this rift probably finds its 
most expressive origin in a foundational text of materialist 
thought, the Conversation between D’Alembert and Diderot 
(1769), in which the philosopher tests his encyclopedic 
program by picturing a scene that almost resembles an 
exhibition: he wonders what the classificatory attitude of 
the materialist philosopher should be in front of a stone. 
Should the stone be infused by the qualities of life and con-
sidered part of a greater sensitive being, thus potentially 
entering a realm shared by humans? Or, should it be consid-
ered as pure matter and quantity, thus potentially negating 
the possibility in turn of the human being regarded as a 
sensitive and qualitative being?

This historical distinction within materialism between 
a ‘stonified’ life and a ‘vivified’ stone is one in which the 
modern apparatuses of exhibition are deeply invested, 
because of their specific dramatisation of the nexus of 
consciousness and form. The architectonic operation of the 
modern museum, and more broadly of institutions of exhibi-
tion throughout modernity, are pieces of technology largely 
dedicated to the social translation of this ontological matrix 
into sensorial experiences, hermeneutic operations, and 
truth effects. The museological apparatus is entirely shaped 
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by the dialogism of objectivation and subject formation: 
here, the making of objects is simultaneously the making of 
subjects. As such, it can be regarded as a space dedicated to 
‘ontogenesis’: a site of production of positive binaries (objec-
tified objects and subjectified subjects) within which implicit, 
transparent ontological frontiers crossing the modern world 
(and legislating normative realms therein) are materialised, 
made palpable and explicit.

The modern museum, and more specifically its ethno-
graphic variant, is a privileged site for understanding the 
entanglement of categories that modern thought has 
worked to purify and distinguish: objects, knowledge and 
form. Stacked-up together, these categories give to the 
exhibitionary nexus its ontological, epistemic and phenom-
enological dimensions. The association of the exhibitionary 
nexus with colonial frameworks (through its role in the 
naturalisation of positivist and objectivist categories into 
ontological, universal grounds) is a historically contingent 
reality, which means that it can be strategically mobilised 
towards other, emancipatory ends. Because of its existence 
as a stage made of the overlapping of categories that gave 
colonial history its power, but to which colonialism itself 
historically remained blind, the ontological limits it mate-
rialises can be put into heuristic and sensorial variation: it 
is a space where ontological, epistemic, and phenomeno-
logical operations can be put into dialogue, transformed 
through experimentation, and given a common direction. 
The modern museum, along with the exhibitionary nexus 
we have inherited for scientific and artistic representa-
tions, need not be brought back ‘home from the tropics’. 
However, the ontological meridians it inscribed in our 
world are yet to be mobilised as fully political sites, that is 
to say as dialectical battlefields.
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The history of the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm began with donated collec-
tions of exotic objects to the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences in the eighteenth 
century. The interest in ethnographica, as they were called at the time, increased 
subsequently and concurrently to major Swedish scientific expeditions. In 1900 the 
department for ethnographic collections was created at the Royal Swedish Academy 
of Sciences with entomologist, archaeologist, and ethnographer Hjalmar Stolpe at its 
helm. The collections were initially housed at a residential house on the street Wall-
ingatan. However, the collection further increased during its first three decades from 
eighteen thousand objects at its founding to hundreds of thousands in the following 
decades. From 1930, the original building ceased to be able to house the museum 
and the collections had to be moved to new locations. Today, ethnographic objects 
can be found in the basement of the Museum of Ethnography and at a separate 
storage on the outskirts of the city where some crates are still left unopened. 

Images courtesy of the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm.
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When Wooden Crates 
Become Ballot Boxes

Gabrielle Moser

Gabrielle Moser begins her text with the ‘accidental visual 
evidence’ that lies nascent in the material of the state photo-
graphic archives. While documenting Canadian settler colonial 
imaginaries of the Arctic, the images also betray signs of 
Indigenous resistance. Here it is wooden crates, also prominent 
in Black Atlas, which testify to the history of asymmetrical 
exchange between the North and South of Canada, as well 
as to the forced resettlement of several Inuit communities in 
Canada’s attempt to assert sovereignty over the Arctic.
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Wooden crates seem to tumble out into the middle ground 
of the photograph, as though spilled by the camera itself, 
in J.G. Wright’s image of supplies arriving on the beach 
in the hamlet of Pangnirtung (image on the facing page). 
Located in Canada’s high arctic in the Northwest Territories 
(now Nunavut), the Inuit settlement was just twenty-five 
years old when Wright took this photograph in 1946, doc-
umentation made on behalf of the Eastern Arctic Patrol 
and the National Film Board during one of the Canadian 
government’s annual expeditions to the North.1 Although 
Inuit had lived on Baffin Island for thousands of years, 
they were largely itinerant hunting and fishing communi-
ties until the 1920s: permanent, year-round inhabitation 
at Pangnirtung only began with the establishment of a 
Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) post there in 1921,2 followed 
shortly by a Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) office 
in 1923, an Anglican Mission in 1926, and a government 
hospital in 1930.3 The place that Wright pictures, in other 
words, was still in the making, the product of settler colo-
nial contact, cultural exchange, and Canadian nationalist 
expansion into the North — processes that would metas-
tasise in the lead up to the Cold War. Central to visualising 
the Arctic as Canadian territory in the first half of the twen-
tieth century were representations of Indigenous bodies, 
often positioned as objects embedded in the landscape 

— ‘planted there like human flags’, as one contemporary 
observer put it — rather than as human subjects acting 
upon it.4 Between the wooden boxes and the rocky moun-
tainside in the background of Wright’s photograph, dozens 
of human figures clustered around an HBC post attest to 
this visual trope. Now stored in the albums of the Depart-
ment of Indian and Northern Affairs in the Library and 
Archives of Canada, the typewritten caption for Wright’s 
image tells the viewer we are witnessing ‘Natives hauling 
freight from the beach’, but the real subjects of the image, 
overwhelming the frame, appear to be the crates of glass, 
destined (according to the handwritten labels) for the 
‘Pang’ HBC post. 
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State photographic 
archives often distract us 
with their accidental visual 
evidence. Slips between 
what captions direct viewers 

to see and the focus of the camera’s gaze present ruptures 
in the production of colonial common sense; productive 
moments where what state officials thought they were doc-
umenting is superseded by the real material conditions that 
made colonialism, and Indigenous resistance to it, possible.5 
Wright’s photographs of the crates arriving in the Canadian 
Arctic are not unique within the holdings of Library and 

Natives hauling freight from the beach. 
Photographer J.G. Wright, 1946, Indian 
and Northern Affairs, R216, Vol. 14958, 
album 28, accession no.1973-357 NPC. 
Courtesy Library and Archives Canada, 
Ottawa.
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Archives Canada. Images like these appear throughout 
the government’s official photographic documents of the 
North, and in photographs of Pangnirtung in particular, as 
early as 1903 and as late as the 1970s. But what function 
did these representations serve in the settler colonial 
imagination? Any attempt to answer this question involves 
taking seriously the centrality of crates in the photographs 
of Canada’s North, analysing the interactions between 
Inuit subjects and the wooden crates that appeared and 
disappeared on the shores of Pangnirtung to imagine how 
these moments of cultural contact and exchange produced 
particular kinds of subjects and (non-)citizens in Canada’s 
colonial and national imaginary. The appearance of crates 
in photographs of Inuit territory before 1950 performs a 
kind of ‘visual suturing’, as photography historian Sarah 
Parsons describes it, linking the North to the rest of the 
country, but also suturing the visual codes of these cultures 
together.6 The very same crates bringing supplies to build 
colonial architecture in the Canadian North in the form of 
RCMP offices, HBC trading posts, and residential schools, 
brought back Inuit prints, weavings, ivory sculptures, and 
material culture to be sorted, displayed, and claimed by 
ethnographic and anthropological museums in the South. 
Wooden crates, as vessels, functioned as a two-way method 
for colonisation.7

In allowing some objects to appear while others disap-
pear, the crates in Pangnirtung signal the ‘colonial object 
relations’ shaping Canadian subjectivity in this period. 
Linking psychoanalytic theories to postcolonial studies, 
colonial object relations allow scholars, in the words of 
literary theorist David L. Eng, to ‘investigate how colonial 
modernity frames not only the material development but 
also the psychic emergence of liberal subjectivity.’8 To study 
colonial object relations is to attend to the ways in which 
the emergence of the Canadian settler subject necessitated 
a circulation of affect (or structures of feeling) that made 
Indigenous bodies invisible, absent, or disposable in the 
national imaginary. In other words, such a study reveals 
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that there could be no concept, or image, of the modern 
liberal Canadian subject without its shadow figures of the 
stateless person, the refugee, or the ‘disappearing Indian’.9 

For Eng, this interplay of subject and object happens 
through a complex version of the fort-da game recounted 
by Sigmund Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920). 
The analyst observed his eighteen-month-old grandson 
inventing a game to cope with the comings and goings 
of his mother, throwing small toys and other objects into 
the corner of the room, under the bed, while making a 
sound resembling the German word ‘fort ’ (gone). When he 
made them reappear, he would joyfully shout ‘da!’ (there!) 
at their return.10 While Freud interpreted the game as a 
transformation of the child’s relationship to loss, from the 
‘unpleasant experience’ of losing the object upon whom 
one depends, to one of mastery, later theorists (most 
notably Melanie Klein) reworked the fort-da game into a 
model of reparation, in which the resentful child’s psychic 
violence of wanting to erase or destroy the mother is 
modulated by love and repair.11 While reparation assumes 
a ‘da!’ moment in which the disappeared object will be 
returned or restored, Eng wants to ask how the conditions 
of modern colonialism make possible a scene in which 
objects (here human bodies) might never be returned: 
‘what is the logic of colonial object relations that leave 
certain objects unretrieved, left to perish in the dark 
regions beyond the circle of love and repair?’12 

Eng’s words take on an eerie significance in the context of 
the Canadian North. The government’s forced resettlement 
of several Inuit communities to high above the Arctic circle 
in the early 1950s was an attempt to assert sovereignty 
over the North in the Cold War era: ‘relocations’ as they 
were euphemistically called, to places so remote that they 
were only reachable by supply ships once a year and where 
everyday subsistence was a challenge, if not an impossi-
bility.13 Alongside the construction of residential and day 
schools in the North in the 1950s and 60s, these resettle-
ments are obvious ways in which colonial object relations 
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played out in the Canadian context.14 Literal iterations of 
Freud’s ‘game’, these spaces made Inuit bodies ‘gone’ both 
visibly and physically, but also insisted they were ‘there’ 
when the exigencies of the Cold War made human occupa-
tion of the North a matter of political urgency. The environ-
ments in which this fort-da took place were built from the 
very materials, shipped in crates, that Wright depicted.

Earlier photographs of the supplies that facilitated the 
making of these new places — RCMP posts, hospitals, as 
well as residential and day schools — make the push and pull 
of colonial object relations obvious.15 In Geoffrey Milling’s 
1926 photograph of the unloading of crates and bundled 
wooden shakes and beams from a ship in the Pangnirtung 
harbour, we are offered a reversed perspective of the scene 
Wright would go on to document in the same location 
twenty years later (top image on facing page). Facing out to 
shore, the lower third of the image is dominated by jumbled 
piles of supplies, while a tightly formed group stoops over 
a rowboat that ferries cargo back and forth from the ship 
on the horizon. Only two Inuit figures return the camera’s 
gaze, their heads emerging from amid the angular corners 
of the crates. In contrast with Wright’s, Milling’s photograph 
clearly demonstrates moments of physical contact between 
Inuit subjects and the crates that hold the colonial supplies, 
suggesting a point of physical exchange, but also drawing on 
the visual convention of depicting native labourers hauling 
crates containing their material culture for expropriation by 
foreign anthropologists. 

One year later, and the 
product of this moment of 
cultural contact is presented 
to the camera in Richard 
S. Finnie’s photograph of 
women and children lined 
up in front of the day school 
at the Pangnirtung Federal 
Hostel, an institution run at 
various points in the 1960s 

Left, top: Unloading of supplies at 
Pangnirtung, N.W.T. [Pangnirtung 
(Pangnirtuuq), Nunavut]. Photographer 
Geoffrey Milling, 1926/1927, Geoffrey 
Milling fonds, accession no. 1986–184 
NPC. Courtesy Library and Archives 
Canada, Ottawa.

Left, bottom: Group of women and chil-
dren outside the school, Pangnirtung 
(Pangnirtuuq) Federal Hostel, Nunavut. 
Photographer Richard Finnie, 1927, 
Richard Sterling Finnie fonds, accession 
no. 1987-154 NPC. Courtesy Library and 
Archives Canada, Ottawa.
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by the Anglican Mission and federal government as part 
of a program of ‘Indian residential schools’ (bottom image, 
previous spread). As sites where Indigenous students 
were ‘civilized’ by the state and church through the tools 
of education and evangelism, residential schools worked 
to contain and transform the ‘bad objects’ of colonialism. 
The figures in Finnie’s image are themselves physically 
contained. With hands clasped in front of them or placed 
on laps, contact between the subjects of the photograph 
seems if not explicitly then implicitly forbidden, as though 
physical touch might provoke a reminder of the networks of 
familial and cultural kinship that these environments worked 
so hard to unpick. While in Milling’s photograph Indigenous 
physical labour is foregrounded, in Finnie’s it is the emo-
tional and mental work of becoming a Canadian subject 
that seems important to capture for the state: a process 
that worked to erode the linguistic, cultural, and religious 
practices of Indigenous peoples in what the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission has recently recognised as ‘cultural 
genocide’ (a designation that, importantly, has limited legal 
repercussions for the Canadian government’s responsibili-
ties to reparation.)16 In the logic of settler colonialism, then, 
residential schools were sites where nationalism, education, 
and religion came together to ‘repair’ Indigenous subjects by 
transforming them into modern liberal citizens.

As the twentieth century wore on, Canadian settler colo-
nialism unfolded in subtler ways, through the making and 
unmaking of Indigenous citizens. No less violent in their 
impact, these processes transformed certain Indigenous 
subjects into citizens and voters in moments in which it 
was convenient for the national imaginary, while relegating 
other First Nations bodies to Eng’s ‘dark regions beyond the 
circle of repair.’ In closing, I want to think about the muta-
tion of the wooden crate into another kind of vehicle for 
subject formation: in this case, the wooden box that holds 
ballots for the first Indigenous subjects permitted to vote in 
Canada. What kind of crate is a ballot box, and what sorts of 
transformation does it facilitate? 
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A member of the British Empire and commonwealth until 
well into the twentieth century, Canada had no citizen-
ship laws until 1947, designating Canadians (like all other 
imperial citizens) as British subjects. When the country 
passed its first Citizenship Act, it did not include Indigenous 
subjects, though previous laws allowed Indigenous veter-
ans and those who gave up their Indian status to vote in 
elections.17 So it was unusual that the Canadian government 
awarded family allowances to Inuit in 1945, but to no other 
First Nations group, implicitly recognising them as citizens, 
and in 1950 restored their right to vote in federal elections.18 
Though this legal recognition might seem to signal a shift 
in the colonial object relations of Canada’s Arctic, it was in 
fact an elaborate public staging of a ‘da!’ moment, which 
photography worked to facilitate. As Parsons notes, ‘When 
Inuit citizens voted in their first federal election in 1953, the 
event garnered a sizeable illustrated article on the fifth page 
of The New York Times which... carefully mapped Canadian 
Arctic sovereignty onto the bodies of Inuit citizens.’19 Titled 
‘Canada’s Eskimos Trek to First Vote’, the article prominently 
featured two photographs.20 The first shows a group of Inuit 
men watching a helicopter landing in the tundra of north-
ern Labrador, illustrating the story’s subtitle that ‘Election 
Monday Means Long Trips to the Polls — Planes and Ships 
Brought Equipment.’ The second is an interior scene of three 
Inuit men speaking with a magistrate whose left arm rests 
atop a wooden ballot box, the back panel stencilled with the 
words ‘Dominion of Canada’ (image on following spread). 
Here, the materials of modern democracy and national 
sovereignty are spectacularly brought into the camera’s 
view, and onto the Arctic landscape, in order to claim Inuit 
bodies as Canadian citizens. And they appear again in the 
form of wooden crates, waiting to be activated by Indige-
nous subjects.

The trouble with performing citizenship for the camera 
is that it requires a performance of agency, too; something 
Freud’s grandson must have realised, however uncon-
sciously, when he enacted the fort-da game, which uses 
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Inside the trading post at the Eskimo [sic] settlement, 
Magistrate Harry Nosworthy leaves ballot boxes and 
election documents. He explains election procedures 
and then swears in one of the Eskimos [sic] as an elec-
tion officer. In the northwest territories of the Yukon 
and the Mackenzie River, the Royal Canadian Air Force 
is carrying out similar operations on an even larger 
scale. Unknown photographer for National Film Board 
of Canada, 1953, accession no. NYT 36-572. © 1953. 
National Film Board of Canada. All rights reserved. 
Courtesy the Rudolph P. Bratty Family Collection and 
the Ryerson Image Centre, Toronto.
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proxies, in the form of toys, to symbolise and work through 
the comings and goings of a real, agentic subject, whose 
movements are not so easy to predict. Though The New York 
Times report estimated that half of the 9,000 Inuit living 
in Canada would vote in the 1953 election, the number 
who actually voted was much smaller: many either had no 
interest in participating in a formalised national democracy 
whose laws had never included their rights in the first place, 
or because they were already involved in Inuit self-gov-
ernment and political organising. Those who did wish to 
vote faced long and difficult trips to ballots set up in remote 
locations, almost all of them housed in HBC posts and RCMP 
offices, sometimes making voting physically impossible.21 
Perhaps Inuit voter turnout was never even the Canadian 
government’s goal: historians suggest the decision to extend 
the vote to Inuit was motivated in part by the government’s 
acknowledgment of the strategic importance of the Arctic 
during the Cold War, but also by a desire to limit the govern-
ment’s financial commitment to providing for the northerly 
population.22 If Inuit were citizens, and not wards of the 
state (the legal category the 1876 Indian Act had given to 
all Indigenous subjects in Canada), the government was 
no longer responsible for their welfare. No longer ‘human 
flagpoles’, Inuit subjects were now citizens, but partial and 
weak ones.23

The political and symbolic work that crates performed for 
the colonial imaginary in photographs of Canada’s Arctic 
was often quiet, seemingly overlooked in the bureaucratic 
paperwork that accompanied them. But their consistent 
presence in the visual landscape demands attention: 
to the asymmetrical cultural exchanges they instigated, 
and the material conditions of settler colonialism they 
supported. Reckoning with their significance might be a 
first step towards activating the calls to action laid out by 
Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission report,24 
though Eng is pessimistic that repair of this kind is possi-
ble in a post-colonial moment that continues to be shaped 
by colonial object relations. These relations, Eng argues, 
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allow the liberal humanist subject to play the role of both 
perpetrator and victim — the aggressive child who both 
can and cannot exist without the colonial other upon whom 
she depends. For Eng, the traditional model of reparation 
articulated by national reconciliation projects suspends 
and preserves the hatred between subjects and objects, 
unresolved and therefore always available for projection 
onto the colonial other and for sublimation by the liberal, 
rational European subject in order to constitute the self.25 In 
the Canadian context, where national sovereignty has not 
(yet) led to decolonisation, Eng’s skepticism is warranted. 
But to speak of the possibility of reconciliation between 
Canadian citizens and Indigenous peoples — a process that 
implicates federal policy, education, religion, visual culture, 
and anthropological institutions alike — necessitates first 
recognising, and truly seeing, the banal ways that colonial 
object relations have operated in the past, and continue to 
unfold in the present. 
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in	the	Arctic,	see:	Marie-Josée	
Therrien,	‘Built	to	Educate:	The	
Architecture	of	Schools	in	the	
Arctic	from	1950	to	2007,’	Journal 
of the Society for the Study of Ar-
chitecture in Canada	40.2	(2015):	
25–42.

15	 It	is	important	to	note	that	
Pangnirtung	is	not	the	product	
of	forced	resettlement,	but	
a	more	nefarious	and	subtle	
colonial	process	of	forced	
migration.	European	over-whal-
ing	on	Baffin	Island	produced	
a	collapse	of	the	whale	stock	in	
1919,	pressuring	the	previously	
itinerant	Inuit	communities	
there	to	diversify	into	seal,	
caribou,	beluga,	walrus,	and	
the	hunting	of	white	fox	as	
well	as	to	establish	year-round	
residency	closer	to	HBC	posts	
in	order	to	trade	these	goods.	
See:	Qikiqtani Truth Commission, 
Community Histories 1950–1975, 
Pangnirtung, 10.
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16	 Daniel	Schwartz,	‘Cultural	
genocide	label	for	residential	
schools	has	no	legal	implica-
tions,	expert	says,’	CBC News,	
13	June	2015,	http://www.cbc.
ca/news/indigenous/cultur-
al-genocide-label-for-residen-
tial-schools-has-no-legal-impli-
cations-expert-says-1.3110826

17	 The	1876	Indian	Act	had	provid-
ed	for	a	process	of	‘enfran-
chisement’	in	which	Indigenous	
subjects	could	relinquish	their	
Indian	status	in	exchange	for	
the	right	to	vote.	Until	1924,	
Indigenous	veterans	who	re-
turned	to	reservations	forfeited	
their	right	to	vote.	Canadian	
citizenship	would	be	extended	
to	all	Indigenous	groups	in	1960.	
A History of the Vote in Canada,	
‘Chapter	3: Modernization,	
1920–1981’	Government	of	Can-
ada,	Elections	Canada,	http://
www.elections.ca/content.
aspx?section=res&dir=his&doc-
ument=chap3&lang=e

18	 Sarah	Bonesteel,	Canada’s Re-
lationship with Inuit: A History of 
Policy and Program Development 
(Government	of	Canada,	In-
digenous	and	Northern	Affairs,	
2006),	https://www.aadnc-aandc.
gc.ca/eng/1100100016900/11001
00016908#chp2

19	 Parsons.
20	 ‘Canada’s	Eskimos	Trek	to	First	

Vote,’	Special	to	The New York 
Times,	8	August	1953,	5.

21	 A History of the Vote in Canada,	
accessed	14	October	2016.

22	 As	Parsons	notes,	the	federal	
government	at	this	time	was	
undertaking	a	long	Supreme	
Court	challenge	to	the	Quebec	
government,	asserting	that	
Quebec	needed	to	repay	the	
costs	incurred	by	managing	
the	Inuit	population	who	were	
technically	under	Quebec’s	
jurisdiction.

23	 In	her	groundbreaking	account	
of	the	relationship	between	
citizenship	and	photography,	
Ariella	Azoulay	distinguishes	
between	non-citizens,	citizens,	
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and	‘weak	citizens’:	those	popu-
lations,	such	as	women,	children,	
racialised	peoples,	and	people	
with	disabilities,	who	legally	be-
long	to	the	citizenry	but	whose	
status	is	always	precarious.	
These	are	the	populations	who	
are	quickly	made	vulnerable	in	
moments	of	political	or	social	
calamity,	revealing	the	precar-
ious	conditions	that	govern	all	
citizens.	See:	Azoulay,	The Civil 
Contract of Photography	(New	
York:	Zone	Books,	2008).

24	 In	2015,	the	Canadian	Truth	
and	Reconciliation	Commission	
published	94	calls	to	action	that	
represent	the	first	step	toward	
redressing	the	legacy	of	Indian	
Residential	Schools	and	advanc-
ing	the	process	of	reconciliation.	
These	calls	are	all	encompass-
ing	in	their	appeal	to	shift	the	
colonial	object	relations	of	
contemporary	Canada,	address-
ing	all	levels	of	government	
and	mandating	changes	in	the	
sectors	of	education,	art,	public	
monuments,	religion,	sport,	
culture,	and	politics.	See:	Truth	
and	Reconciliation	Commission	
of	Canada,	‘Truth	and	Reconcil-
iation	Commission	of	Canada:	
Calls	to	Action’	(Winnipeg,	MB:	
2015),	http://www.trc.ca/web-
sites/trcinstitution/File/2015/
Findings/Calls_to_Action_En-
glish2.pdf

25	 Eng,	11.

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   160 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



C53

Chinese Boxes

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   161 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



D196

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   162 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



1025.0263, 1025.0939

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   163 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



1033.III.0006

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   164 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



1033.0095

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   165 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



1025.0248

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   166 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   167 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



Sven Hedin (1865–1952) was a geographer, topographer, photographer, travel 
writer, and illustrator of his own works, without whom the Museum of Ethnography 
in Stockholm would probably not exist. He conducted several prolific travels to 
territories around the world and his findings, notes, drawings, photographs, and 
other documents fill the shelves at the Museum of Ethnography and The National 
Archives. One day, a conservator brought me to the climate controlled archive in 
the basement. He pulled out a burgundy leather-bound object, the size of a thick 
hardcover book. He slowly opened the box and in it laid a silver frame adorned with 
an eagle, recognisable as the emblem of the German Reich. It contained a black and 
white portrait of Adolf Hitler, at the bottom right corner of which the former German 
chancellor had handwritten a personal note to Hedin for his birthday and signed 
it. The conservator had shown me a forbidden photograph, hidden from public 
access. The museum’s photographer was once scolded for documenting the artifact 
and was ordered to erase the files from her camera. Purposefully omitted from the 
museum’s inventory catalogue, this compromising document has deliberately been 
censored from the annals of history.

Images courtesy of the Sven Hedin Foundation and the Museum of Ethnography in 
Stockholm.

1027.1061
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Sites of Seeing the Colonial 
in the Present 

Michael Barrett in conversation  
with Wayne Modest

Curator Michael Barrett from Museum of Ethnography in 
Stockholm, and Wayne Modest, Head of the Research Depart-
ment at the Research Center for Material Culture in Amsterdam, 
the Netherlands, exchange thoughts on the changing role of 
their respective institutions, the history and future of their 

‘messy and strange’ collections, and the evolving position of 
photography, as both medium and index.
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Wayne Modest (WM): How have all the artifacts come to 
be at the European ethnographic museums? We already 
have a large body of work tracing the histories of these 
collections, including the different reasons why they are 
here. However, the question about the labour involved has, 
as far as I know, received relatively little attention. There 
has definitely been a network of relations, an economy and 
thus a labour market associated with the acquisition and 
transportation of artifacts from their places of origin to 
Europe. This was tied to the collector, who usually deployed 
a local labour force to collect, package and transport objects. 
As far as I know, photographers were also involved in com-
parable processes, similar to the work involved in scientific 
expeditions, and drew on relationships and hierarchies of 
power that are characteristic of colonial projects. Today 
this kind of work is very different, for example art has its 
own industry of handling with specialised crates, climate 
controlled environments, and trucks, and involves a kind 
of labour which is seen as a part of a service outsourced by 
the institutions.

That said, I have heard of collectors who employ local 
people along similar hierarchical lines as earlier, as medi-
ators, who collect on their behalf in a given community. 
So there might still be similarities, even if not within the 
museum context. This can still happen because in many 
ways the structures and hierarchies established during 
the colonial period remain with us in the present.

But when I think of Jacqueline’s work and questions of 
labour, I connect it to our recent project ‘Earth Matters 
in the Museum: Planetary Entanglements and Precarities’ 
(2017), which was an attempt to explore the materiality 
of the things in our collection. We wanted to destabilise 
and push against the singularity of interest in the aesthet-
ics of the final products or their traditional meanings, to 
foreground the complex economies associated with their 
making. Who was actually digging the gold that eventually 
came to be used in the objects? What does it mean that 
the process of mining is always overlooked even though 
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it plays a very big part in how this object was made? And 
what might we learn about our relationship to forests by 
looking differently at the ‘beautiful’ wooden objects in 
our collections? I was thinking of labour in that sense, not 
only in terms of the shipment of artifacts, but also in the 
very make-up of the things themselves; we’re always more 
concerned with the object and its aesthetics than with the 
labour that went into their production.

Michael Barrett (MB): In terms of your institution, do you 
still collect a lot? I would say that the Museum of Ethnog-
raphy in Stockholm doesn’t anymore. I would say that 
what you’re describing happens today usually more in 
ethnographic and anthropological fieldwork rather than 
in collecting practices per se.

WM: We still collect in some ways, although not a lot 
through such earlier methods. Much of our collecting 
comes in the form of donations. We do purchase some 
things, and still have purchasing budgets. I think we should 
acknowledge that acquisition budgets for big museums 
were often small in the past, as well as in the present.

Today, some small acquisitions emerge from fieldwork 
— but I would not say this happens very much. We did a 
project recently where we were collecting in the Middle 
East. This was a project of collecting the everyday, asso-
ciated with an exhibition project we had at one of our 
museums. So there are some instances of collecting today, 
but I agree with you that it does not happen in the same 
way as it used to. 

MB: One of the things that Jacqueline did with the exhibi-
tion Black Atlas was to recover from the museum’s archives 
traces of nineteenth and early twentieth century collecting 
practices as major logistical projects, with large swathes 
of local populations involved. Do you see any parallels 
between those practices and the situation today? 
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Transport from the Colonial Institute to an exhibition 
in Nagoya, Japan. Photographer unknown, 1930–1937, 
accession no. TM-10000009. Courtesy Tropenmuseum, 
Amsterdam.
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WM: I don’t think that many of today’s museums practice 
anything of this sort, simply because of logistical reasons 
but also because there is a greater concern for what the 
museum does with all the objects that it collects. I think 
very few museums today feel that they would need to be 
encyclopedic and collect everything from all over the world. 
It is just impossible. 

Rather, our collecting policy now is very much asking 
the question of what to do with collections from the past 
in the present and how we might speak about the present 
through the past. When you start asking those questions, 
a different collecting methodology becomes necessary. 
What does a particular acquisition in the present do in 
terms of helping us rethink the collections we acquired in 
the past? When we make an acquisition with this question 
in mind it is always through very small and never major 
collecting endeavours. So, the major collecting endeavours 
are, I think, something of the past for many museums, at 
least for us. Most museum collections are built from family 
possessions that were handed over to us. Many people still 
come with things, some of which we don’t really want, as 
we have become stricter about what we acquire. Museums 
also collect through collaborative projects with communi-
ties. How would you describe your collection history?

MB: In the last couple of years our institution has had a 
very strict policy of not accepting donations, unless they are 
really relevant. There are a lot of questions regarding the 
relevance of donated objects, which were not asked before. 
This has to do with the power of certain people to assert 
their influence on the museum, by claiming that their gift is 
important material. Historically, there was also a lot of col-
laboration with museum staff and collectors, who were often 
from the same strata of society. I think it’s universal for all 
museums in Europe, you could say that their collections are 
a reflection of the elites, of those involved with the univer-
sities and those who had the leisure and resources to travel 
abroad and collect, whether for scientific or other purposes.
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The main part of our collection comes from the Royal 
Swedish Academy of Sciences from the eighteenth century, 
the beginning of institutionalised collections. Another part 
of the collection came about through the Swedish Museum 
of Natural History. Many natural historians went out in the 
world to collect natural specimens but they also collected 
ethnographic specimens. Then, we have all the explorations 
that took place during the nineteenth century, which also 
materialise in these collections. In the twentieth century, 
some explorers followed in the same mould as their nine-
teenth century forebears — white men with hard hats who 
wrote extensively about their travels. Some of them easily 
collected thousands of objects in one trip. Actually, the bulk 
of twentieth-century collections come from these kinds 
of activities. But there were also missionaries, soldiers, 
merchants and administrators active in various colonial 
ventures that Sweden was part of, in Central Africa and the 
Congo in particular.

WM: Even though the colonial projects in which our insti-
tutions are embedded were very different, they resulted in 
similar practices of collecting. We share the same histo-
ries and we have similar trajectories with similar people, 
including the donations from members of elite families who 
worked in the colonies.

As the National Museum of World Cultures (NMVW), we 
are now three museums under one umbrella: the Tropen-
museum in Amsterdam, the Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden 
and the Africa Museum in Berg en Dal, alongside with the 
Research Center for Material Culture and the Tropenmu-
seum Junior. What is interesting about us is how these 
museums give you a different discursive or intellectual 
framework for thinking about collecting histories. 

The Tropenmuseum traces its history to the Colonial 
Museum founded in the 1860s in the city of Haarlem. 
Later, in the early twentieth century it moved to Amster-
dam, when the ethnographic collections of the Amsterdam 
zoo, Artis, were incorporated in the new museum. So, 
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from its beginnings this museum was tied to the colonial 
project. Objects came through diverse routes to the Neth-
erlands and were placed on display. Interestingly, when the 
Koloniaal Instituut (Colonial Institute) opened in Amster-
dam (1927), the museum had three areas of focus under 
one roof: there was a museum dedicated to (colonial) trade, 
a museum for ethnology, and another museum for tropical 
hygiene. In comparison, the Africa Museum was initially a 
missionary project. The missionaries had already started 
to develop a collection within the framework of what it 
meant to work as a missionary, as a way to explore and 
explain the cultures they worked with to the Dutch public. 
Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden actually has some of the 
earliest ethnographic collections in Europe and traces its 
history to the princely collections — the cabinet of curiosi-
ties. While the Tropenmuseum also has academic roots, the 
Museum Volkenkunde must be seen within the framework 
of Leiden as a university city with numerous academic 
collections. One can see its earlier history, then, in relation 
to the University of Leiden. The Tropenmuseum has an 
academic history as well, as it played a role in the devel-
opment of physical anthropology in the Netherlands, but 
more generally tied to research. In that regard, bringing 
our institutions together has given us an interesting way 
of apprehending the different lenses through which these 
collections were founded, all tied to what you just sketched 
out: the expeditions and the study of peoples in various 
parts of the world and collecting objects.

I want to point out here though that these collections 
can also destabilise our vision of the museum as robustly 
systematic and ordered. Museums’ collecting practices are 
not as systematic as people think they are. Actually, our 
collections are messy and strange. While the will for cate-
gorisation, classification and systematisation has always 

been part of museum 
practice, at least since the 
nineteenth century, these 
collections are messier than 

Left: The travelling Indian exhibition 
of the Colonial Institute. Photogra-
pher unknown, 1941, accession no. 
TM-10000162. Courtesy Tropenmu-
seum, Amsterdam.
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we think. In fact, I would say that the professionalisation 
of the museum, in the last three decades or so, is something 
new. I have seen objects in collections that, when you look at 
them, are clearly leftovers — fixtures from former repairs 
that people mistakenly put a number on. At the Tropen-
museum, we have objects that are remains of props, or 
technical equipment made into collections, or that are at 
least in the collections! In a way, I like this entanglement 
of confusion and systematisation. This is not however to 
deny the implication of these practices of collecting within a 
broader vision of science and colonialism.

MB: Thinking of systematisation, we had a case in the 
1990s that concerned the photographic collection: the 
provenance of the various collections was erased by a 
very enthusiastic curator of photography who decided to 
remove the photographic collections from their original 
collections and put them into different ethnic categories, 
according to the G. P. Murdock classification.1 Privileging 
classification over provenance was also common in the 
nineteenth century, or even until the early 1930s. Various 
trading houses, such as those in Hamburg of Heinrich 
Umlauff (1868–1925) or Carl Hagenbeck (1844–1913), 
traded objects and wild animals, as well as contracted 
people, such as Samoan and Sami people for the Völker-
schau (human zoo). They would use different trading net-
works and people in the colonies, and buy objects in bulk 
and distribute them to museums in Europe. The market 
removed a lot of interesting historical material and 
knowledge in this way. The objects were placed in ethnic 
categories, or typologies, like Zulu or what have you. We 
have a lot of these kinds of collections that were actually 
acquired on the market and that lack the biographical 
information that, for example, the missionary collections 
often have. They are quite large and important collections, 
but in terms of their usefulness today they are quite limited 
unless you want to speak about these various past episte-
mological projects. 
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WM: There are now numerous studies that show the 
complex entanglement of different actors in the trade — 
scientists, curators, colonial administrations and trading 
houses — that contributed to the creation of ethnographic 
collections. Take for example the book by H. Glenn Penny, 
Objects of Culture: Ethnology and Ethnographic Museums in 
Imperial Germany (2002), or the similarly important edited 
volume, The Scramble for Art in Central Africa (1998), by Enid 
Schildkrout and Curtis Keim. The latter nicely explores the 
biographies of objects collected from Central Africa, as well 
as some of the major collectors and scientists involved in 
the business of collecting, the trading networks, etc. Almost 
all of our collections ‘suffer’ from these complexly entan-
gled histories, which have very particular national tenures. 
These traditions are in part implicated in the creation of cat-
egories of others: ‘These are the Zulus’ and ‘These are the 
Africans’, that we long took for granted. In many instances 
we no longer know who made the objects in terms of a 
particular artist, so we identify the makers as members of 
cultural groups. Much information is lost this way. In the 
intervening decades since these objects were collected 
there have been numerous collectors, auction houses and 
small galleries that moved collections around; they also 
collected in nonspecific ways. Like curators, they went to a 
marketplace and collected a bulk of things without spec-
ificities. We, like many others, have been trying to think 
through how to deal with this. Some people foreground 
the object as aesthetic form and push against any need for 
authorship. Some try to attribute authorship based on sty-
listic traditions. I believe in the importance of authorship. I 
have also been interested, however, in thinking about these 
objects through categories of design, or fashion or even art, 
as a way of thinking about them differently. But that is for 
another interview. 

MB: One of the questions Jacqueline raised in her project 
was related to the role of photography over the years in 
our institutions; whether photographs are considered 
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secondary source material or artifacts. How would you say 
photography is seen in your museum?

 WM: The original collection of photographs that we have 
at the Tropenmuseum, for example, was not always con-
nected to the museum, but to the Royal Tropical Institute 
of which we were a part, which means that it was part of a 
documentary collection and did not constitute a collection 
in itself. Even when photography collections came to the 
Tropenmuseum they were still seen as documentation, 
illustrative of objects or cultures and working as second-
ary supports to the objects themselves. This, I believe, 
was a practice of many museums of our kind. Right now 
photography functions in two ways in the Tropenmuseum, 
as in the other museums in NMVW. On the one hand, we 
continue to see photographs as (secondary) documentation 
and as a source of information — and some of our collec-
tions are indeed that — but on the other, we also want to 
ask questions about the photographs as objects in them-
selves. What can the photographs in our collections tell us 
about photographic practices globally? What might they tell 
us about different photographic histories? In my opinion, 
there is still a lot of work to do in ethnographic museums 
regarding the importance of their photographic collections 
as objects. This is not to say that some of this work has not 
been happening. There are curators and scholars that have 
done important work, perhaps most notably the anthropol-
ogist and photography historian Elizabeth Edwards.

At the Tropenmuseum we have started this work. Prior to 
my joining, for example, Susan Legene, Sigrid Lien, and Eliz-
abeth Edwards started the Europe-wide project PhotoCLEC, 
which was an important study of colonial photography in 
European museums. And we have also had photography 
curators in the museum. We are hoping to continue these 
kinds of project, writing other histories of photography 
using our collections. There are many other scholars and 
institutions that are doing this. In addition to Elizabeth 
Edwards, I like the work that is being done by Chris Pinney, 
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for example. My own curatorial interest is the history of 
photography in the Caribbean, or in how photographic 
technology travelled, not only in terms of images, but also 
as chemicals, paper, and all the material. Anyway, we are 
also trying to articulate more clearly the importance of pho-
tographs as objects in and of themselves and as material 
objects that one not only sees but also smells and feels.

MB: We have a similar ambivalence towards photographs 
but it is also changing a lot. We are in the midst of formu-
lating a project where we will start to look at some ques-
tions we may ask of photographic collections today. The 
main focus is the large missionary collection that we just 
received, approximately 22,000 images that came from 
the Swedish Mission Covenant Church. It’s one of the more 
famous collections from Central Africa which has been used 
extensively in publications, but not much research has been 
done on the whole of the collection as a system of media. 
Photography played an important role for the missionaries 
selling their project to the Swedish public, but also in Africa, 
and raising money for their missionary work in the colonies.

But thinking more generally, I wanted to ask you what 
kind of futures we could envision for museums of the kind 
we work in, not only in terms of photography but also the 
collections. What are the potentialities for our types of 
museum today, from your perspective?

WM: It is something I struggle with all the time. Based 
on the wide-ranging and easy criticism of our work, I ask 
myself very often: should we have a future? Then I think 
that if we don’t have any future why would any other 
museums have futures? I see all museums within a similar 
knowledge-power nexus (likewise universities), as having 
emerged with the colonial project — at least they devel-
oped alongside and shared actors and structures. For me, if 
we acknowledge our implicatedness in the colonial project, 
that we are a part of the present that the colonial project 
built, then my hope is that we may be uniquely, or at least 
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importantly, situated as an institution to contribute to the 
undoing of at least some of the colonial afterlives defin-
ing our present. This means thinking critically about the 
museum’s work in the fashioning/representation of race and 
racialisation, or in creating hierarchies of knowledge and 
being in the world today. These are issues and structures 
that we might, on my account anyway, contribute to undoing. 

I may seem overly optimistic, but I am actually not that 
optimistic. As I have said previously, what is happening 
in Europe, and elsewhere in the world right now, in relation 
to how we live together with one another, does not make 
me optimistic. However, I am hopeful about the potential 
of our museums to push our horizons beyond protection, 
anxiety, fear, and limitations, towards horizons of possibil-
ities, taking part in the constitution of new sets of relations in 
the present and future of our world. If we acknowledge how 
the colonial past has given form to the present, then we can 
develop greater criticality to fight the simplistic, reductive, 
exclusionary, and even violent ways in which political and 
popular rhetoric address issues of migration, belonging, 
and citizenship in Europe today. We can also critique and 
fight the ways that we try to deny climate change’s differen-
tial effects on peoples globally, and the way it increases the 
precarity of many species on the planet. For me the pho-
tographic collection of the Tropenmuseum, indeed the 
ethnographic collections, are sites where we can see the 
colonial in the present, as well as other possible ways of 
thinking and being in the world. Thinking about and with 
these collections should lead us here in Europe to two con-
clusions or actions: the first is humility as we come to see 
and to acknowledge our part in creating the unequal world 
we live in (not all of us are similarly implicated of course), 
and second, to acknowledge the urgent work required to 
fashion a world beyond inequalities. I know that people will 
say that this is a utopian and a naïve dream. If such naivety 
helps create change then I am okay with being naïve. 

2019_0909_CratingTheWorld.pdf   182 11/9/2019   9:18 AM



183Sites of Seeing the Colonial in the Present 

Hirsi Ige (1862–1938, third from left) from Berbera, Somaliland, with 
members of his family, visiting the Museum of Ethnography in Stock-
holm on the 4th of June 1929 while on tour with Circus Hagenbeck. 
On the occasion, Ige presents craft objects to the museum and its 
Director Gerhard Lindblom (sixth from right). Photographer Axel 
Valentin Malmström, 1929, accession no. 1929.07. Courtesy Museum 
of Ethnography, Stockholm.

1	 George	Peter	Murdock	
(1897–1985)	was	an	American	
anthropologist	known	for	
compiling	a	comprehensive	list	
and	classification	of	the	world’s	
known	cultures.	This	Outline 
of World Cultures	(1954)	was	
followed	by	other	cross-cultural	
and	comparative	works.
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According to the catalogue card, ethnographer Joseph 
Maes is seen documenting ‘race type’ and pieces of 
jewellery. Photographer Joseph Maes, 1914, accession 
no. 0420.0004. Courtesy Museum of Ethnography, 
Stockholm.
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based in Stockholm, Sweden. He is a curator 
of residencies and an exhibition at Nida Art 
Colony of Vilnius Academy of Arts (2018–2020) 
in the framework of 4Cs: From Conflict to Conviv-
iality through Creativity and Culture and a project 
leader of Spaces of Care, Disobedience and Desire 
(2018–2020), a research project in collaboration 
with Marie-Louise Richards and Natália Rebelo 
supported by the Royal Institute of Art, Stock-
holm. He was the guest editor of the e-publi-
cation Decolonising Archives (L’Internationale 
Online, 2016).

Next spread: Barefoot bearers in Kwango, the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo, as part of the 1907 mis-
sionaries’ exhibition. Photographer Martin Westling, 
1907, accession no. 0034.0036. Courtesy Museum of 
Ethnography, Stockholm.
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