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Three of the feature articles in this issueofART PAPERS are taken from 

the-Art in Context- lecture series sponsored in the fall of .1992 by 

the Atlanta College of Art Gallery an~ ...Continucing .Educatioo 

Department. 1wont to thank the CoIleg~and .in particular lisa Tunle, 

Rick Fisher, and· Richard Russe11 for their assistance in preparing 

these manuscripts. A fourthartidedrawn from thiS series wiU appear 

in a forthcoming issue. The pre~t issUe also fea,tures (on the inside 

back cover) the last call for entries for the Antemillennium Dollhouse 

architecture competition. We want to encourage all architects and 

designers to enter: please register by N-ay 15th, 1993; complete 

entries must reach our office by July .. 1, 1.993. The Winning entries 

will be published in our Septem'ber/October issue. Also forthcom­

,~ing is a special feature section in May/June on film and Video, with 

articles on contemporary media artists, feminist film theory, and 

other current topiCS. For our November/December issue we are 

calling for articles, interviews, and commentary on the relationship 

of art to the publiC, with particular stress on the question of the 

responsibilityofarts institutions in publiC education-please contact 

us ifyou are interested in making a contribuHon to this vital dialogue. 

We also want to encourage all our readers to fill out the "Readers' 

Survey- on page 79 and mail it back to us (we'll give you a free 

issue for your effort). We need your feedback in order to improve 

our services to the ~rts community; give current, accurate informa­

tion to potential funding sources; C1nd mak~ the best planning 

decisions at a time of continuing difficulties in arts funding . Thanks 

f~ryour helpl The imageson the cOler of this issueare from theMary 

Hambidge library of the Hambidge Center (Rabun Gap, Georgia) 

and the Fitzwilliam Museum (Cambridge, England). The'design is 

by Elizabeth Lide. 

ART PAPERS. P.O. Box 77348. AllarD. CiA. 30357. Phone: (404) 588-1837; 
FAX: (404) 588-1836. . 



CONSTRUCTING 
THE SPECTACLE OF CULTURE 

IN MUSEUMS·'RIVAN 
AND The following text is d,aum from the lecture series 

FRED IL ffArt in Context: Rethinking the New World,» sponsored 

in the.fall of1992 by the Atlanta College ofArt Gallery and 

Continuing Education Department. 

Fred WilSon is an artist; Dr. Ivan Karp is a social anthropologist: each has examined the processes through which museums, galleries, 
and festivals de~ine cultural diver·sity-some through exhibitions, some byacts ofexclusion-and have sought to interrogate the often - ­

hidden assumptions through which these institutions define culture and identity. 

Ivan Karp is the curator of African ethnology at the National Museum of Natural. History at the Smithsonian Institution 
in Washington. Karp is a soci~l anthropologist with brood research interests and publications in social theory, systems 

of thought, African society, comparative philosophy, and public culture and museum display. He has published an 
impressive list of articles and books on social organization and change, particularly studying the impact in Africa 

of the loss of independence and the imposition ofcolonial administration. In the past few years, Karp has turned 
his attention to museum exhibits and other forms of cultural display. This is a new arena for social scientists, 

and Karp organized two interdisciplinary conferences and edited the proceedings. The two conference 
volumes, Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics ofMuseum Display in 1991 and Museums 

and Communities: The Polii~cs of Public·Culture in 1992 brought together .museum curators, art 
historians, anthropologists, folklorists, and historians to examine relationships among forms of 

display, assumptions about cultural differences, and identily in civil society. Received with 
acclaim, they promise to be maior tools for rethinking how and what museum exhibits 

communicate. 
Freel Wilson is an artist based in New York..His installation ·The OtherMuseum" 
was shown at White Columns in New York and at Washington Proiect for the Arts 

in 1991. He is represented by Metro Pictures, where his show ·Panta Rhei,· Greek for lIall 
things in flux; II closed in September 1992. He was chosen as the artist representing the United States 

at the Egyptian Biennale in December 1992, the first time the United States has sent an artist to that exhibition. 
His 1991 show at Metro Pictures, "Primitivism High and low, II illustrated his witty investigations into the display of artifacts 

in the Western world. Recently he has received a great deal of attention for his Baltimore piece "Mining the Museum,· which was 
a unique collaboration between The Contemporary (Museum for Contemporary Arts in Baltimore) and the Maryland Historical Society in which 
he re-presented many of the obiectsin the Historical Society's collection. -lisa Tuttle, Director, Arlanta College of Art Gallery. 

Fred Wilson: I'm going to set the stage for what ·I'm doing now, then 
discuss "Mining the Museum." I'll begin with, the Longwood Arts 

.Project in the Bronx, housed in a former public school. As an artist living 
and working in New York, I had to support myself one way or another, 
and. I found I enjoyed working with artists, so I worked in several 
alternative spaces in doWntown Manhattan. Prior to that I had been 
workingwith several museums-I worked at the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, the American Museum of Natural History, and the American 
Crafts Museum, and this experience, I realized later, was the basis for 
my way of making artwork. Working in the educational department of 
these three institutions simultaneously made me wonder about how the 
environment in which cultural production is placed·affects the way the 
viewer feels about the artwork and the artist who made these things. 
Being an artist and being African-American and Native American and 
actually working in the museum at that time, I was in a position to notice 
some of the incongruities in'these spaces. So with that background I 
worked in alternative spaces and then was offered the directorship of 
Longwood in the Bronx. 

At that time I decided to try some ideas that I had that had been 
brewing when I worked' at these museums. Once I went to a .dance 
concert with a dancer, and while I was enjoying the general perfor­
mance, the dancer I was with was constantly looking at how the person's 



toe was point~d.~Whenyou'rein a field you notice 
- thesmallera.spectsthatthe average per~on .does not 
see.It'$.thes~lInewith someone working.tn ~us~­
urnsallogalleries-you notice when the"hgh~ng.IS 
not right, you Ilotice when thelabels are not rIght In 
a museum. As an artist who had had work on the 
walls and "also looked at work, I had questions 
about what those spaces were really doing to"the 
artwork and to artists. 

So one of the first shows I did in the Bronx, in 
the late '80s, was called "Rooms With a View: The 
Struggle Between Cultural Content and the Con­
text of Art." I took three rooms; one room looked 
like "a contemporary gallery, the white cube; one I 
redesigned to look like a small ethnographic mu­
seum, not very well appointed; the third I made to 
look like a turn of the century salon space. I asked 
thirty artists to be a part of my "experiment. "All 
thirty had work in the white cube, half had work in 
the ethnographic space, and half had work in the 
turn of the century space. I chose the work accord­
ing to how it might look" in those spaces. Many 
artists at that time" were making 
work that seemed to fit in an eth­

I wanted to work in. From that point on, I didn't want to ask 
artists to be involved with this, since I was actually manipulating 
their work." I figured I'd just do it with my own work. I made an 
installation called "The Other Museum"-in one part, The 
Colonial Collection, I wrapped French and British flags around 
African masks. These were all trade"pieces, but when you put 
something under that beautiful lighting, it looks, whatever the 
word means, "authentic." I had this vitrine made which looks 
somewhat like a turn of the century vitrine, in which I placed 
Harper"s.lithographs from the turn ofthe century of the punitive 
expeditions between the Zulus and the British and the Ashanti 
and the British. I wrapped the mas"ks because they're sort. of 
hostages to the museum. If they had been in the museum since 
the tum of the century-and many of the collections do date 
from" this time-they were taken out during these wars. So I 
consider them hostages in these institutions. There are a lot of 
questions surrounding this-should they go back, shouldn't 
they go back-but I like to bring history to the museum, because 
I feel that the aesthetic anesthetizes the historic and keeps this 
imperial view within the museum and continues the dislocation 
of what these objects are about. One object I didn't change 
except for the label: "Stolen from the Zonge tribe, 1899. Private 

nographic museum, because they THE AESTHETIC ANESTHETIZES THEwere working on Third World cul­
tural idioms. There were other art­
ists who were working more with HISTORIC AND CONTINUES THE 
the hist.ory of Western art in their 
work. When I placed the work ~n DISLOCATION OF WHAT MUSEUMthe ethnographic space, I would 
have visiting curators say with sur­
prise, "Oh, you have a collection 
of primitive art." And I had to tell 
one curator, "No, Valerie, that 
work you're staring at was in your gallery a month 
ago." The environment really changed the work; 
the labels just had the materials, not the names, 
because in most ethnographic museums-Ivan can 
bear me out" or jump on me for saying this-the 
labels don't have any names because the works 
were collected at a time when the names of the 
people who made the objects were not important. 
The labels just gave the materials and things like 
"Found, Williamsburg section, Brooklyn, late 20th 
century." Students would walk up to the barrier 
around "the installation by Linda Peer-and the 
barrier ofcourse is mine,.it's the museum's presence 
on the artwork-go up to the label, rearl it, look at 
the object, and think they knew what they were 
looking at,when actually they knew very little. I 
didn't say anything false, but they really had a 
totallydifferent view ofwhat that object was about. 
The works became exotic, they looked like some­
thing made"by someone you could never know; the 
works in many instances were dehumanized be­
cause of the way they were installed. In the turn of 
the century space, the works.looked like they had a 
certain authority that the works didn't have in the 
white cube. The white cube also had a way of 
affecting you: it looked cold, it looked sort of 
scientific. 

For me, this was a watershed event. If the work 
was being manipulated that much, that was the area 

OBJECTS ARE ABOUT. 

collection." This got a lot of collectors upset, but indeed, if it 
came out of the Mrican country in 1899, more than likely it had 
been just swiped. In a newly instalh:d sp~ce in one museum, a 
label next to an object read, "Acquired by Colonel So-and-so in 
1898." How does a colonelacquire something? He goes up there 
and says, "Give that to me or I'll shootyou.~' 

So I use the museum as my palette. Curators, whether they 
think about it or not, really create how YOll are to view and think 
about these objects, so I figured, "If they can do it, I can do it 
too." Everything in the exhibition environment is mine, when­

ever I organize the space. I painted onecontemporarygallery 
a dark color, and it felt like The Truth, like "well, this 

has got to be serious." My exhibition at Metro 
Pictures, "Panta Rhei," was a gallery of clas­

sical and ancient art. What it consisted 
of were plaster casts. I painted the 

walls a light blue color that I 
saw overand over again 
in many museums that 

still had plaster casts. Rooms 
of plaster casts were common in 

American museums at the turn of the 
century; though they couldn't get the actual 

objects from Europe, they wanted the people of the 
United States to experience these objects. Since they're 

not getting the same aesthetic experience from plaster they 
would get from the "original objects· if they traveled to Greece or 
Rome or what have you, to my mind what they were actually 
getting was the symbolism of having these objects. In many 



museums, you begin with the room of ancient 
art, then you go from there to early European 
art, and from there to late modem art, then to 
contemporary art. So what the museumtries to 
do is attach our culture to this ancient culture 
in a way that goes beyond influence. It really 
tries to say that this is our culture and this is 
why our culture is great, because of the rela­
tionship with this ancient importantcultur:e. 

E,XCEPT FOR WORK DONE IN	 look at anything for very long. I had to ask myself, 
"Where am I in this space, what is this space about, 
and why am I having this reaction to it?" After THE LAST THIRTY OR FORTY 
spen~ing some time there I realized it wasn't so 
much the objects as the,way the things were placed 

YEARS, THE TITLES YOU SEE that really offended me. The process that I go 
through in creatingmyinstallation is to speak with 
everybody in the museum, from 'the maintenance IN MU,SEUMS WERE 
people through the executive director, and find out 
what they feel about the institution, whatthey feel

ASSIGNED BY THE about the city they're in, and what the relationship 
is between the two.· I looked at every object in the 
Historical Society collection, which is a vast one. CURATORS. I FIGURED, IF 

THEY CAN DO IT, 

I CAN DO IT TOO. 

This is not a new phenomenon. Hitler did this 
as well. If you go to any state capital or to 
Washington, D.C. you will find references to 
ancient Greece, which is about democracy but 
also about attachment to a culture and about 
presenting our culture as above other cultures 
on 'the planet because of its relationship with 
this ancient culture. In my travels, I've studied 
in West Africa, I've been in Peru, I've been to 
Egypt, and I do a lot of research around my 
exhibitions. One of the things I learned was 
that most of the ancient Greek gods had Egyp­
tian predecessors. There was a lot of trade 
going on between the two countries, and this is 
written in all the scholarly texts, but it's not 
generally known. So what I did was give the 
Greek .statues, their Egyptian names:· Hermes 
was Anubis, Dionysus was Osiris, Artemis was 
Bast, and so on. In addition, I made forced 
combinations of the two: Bast was exploding 
from the head ·of Artemis, and Hathor was 
coming out of the .head of Artemis also.. In 
addition to combining objects by smashing 
them, I like to place things side by side, because 
objects speak to one another and speak to you 
ab~ut their relation to one· another just by 
placing them next to one another. 

I was asked by the Contemporary to orga­
nize an e'xhibition'anywhere in Baltimore, and 
I chose the Maryland Historical Society, which 
has got to be the most conservative environ­
ment in the city. I needed a studio, so I took up 
residence in the president's office. I was there 

fora concentrated period ofsix weeks, th~ugh I kept on coming 
and going for a year. That· alone opened up the staff of the 
HistoricaJ Society, who had worked with art objects but had 
never met a real artist and r~ally aidn't know what that was 
about. They would keep walking by'the studio and ask, "Is it art 

yet?" I didn't curate the show-this is my artwork. I make that 
distinction. Although people looked at the exhibition and saw 
it as a curated exhibition, which is fine, for me it's something else 
entirely, it's my work. Going through the museum, I saw it as a 

very alien environment. Prior to this project I 
would never even go into a place like this, let alone 

They've been collecting since 1840, and it was a 
men's club in the early days, so they really have 
some odd objects in the collection. But those things 
aren't on view. And those are many of the things 
that I have put on view, because what they put on 
view says a lot about the museum, but what they 
don't put on view says even more. I didn't know 

what I was going to do, but I really wanted the objects to speak 
to me, and I called the installation "Mining the Museum" 
because it could mean "mining" as in gold mine, digging up 
something, or it could mean blowing up something, or it could 
mean making it mine. So I just looked at every object, and tried 
to pul~ from the objects what they were about, what they told me 
about the institution and about the museum. They gave me the 
entire third floor to do this. One thing they were told was that 
I had to have complete autonomy to do whatever I wanted, or 
else I would walk. That was exactly what I got, and I'm still 

amazed that they allowed me to do it. 
The first thing you saw when you walked into 

the third floor was,a globe that I found in silver 
storage, that says tRl:JTH on it. It was 

something made in the 1870s, but it 
seemed very contemporary; Bar­

bara Kruger could have made 
it ifshe wanted to work in 
silver. It was actually a 

truth in advertising globe; they 
stopped making it in 1938, which I 

guess is when people stopped believing 
there was. any truth in advertising! With the 

truth trophy, I placed empty plastic mounts. The 
label speaks oithe truth trophy and when and where it was 

made, and then says, "Plastic mounts, first made in the 1960s," 
where they were made, and so on, because for a historical 
society, every object will have some historical significance. I 
wanted to point out. that everything in our environment had 
meaning, though it may be so much a part of our environment 
that we're not really aware of it. By having the truth be the first 
thing you saw, it was speaking to the notion of truth, and if there 
is truth, and whose truth. So on-either side of this vitrine are two 



sets of pedestals, one set with 
busts and another set with no 

busts. The three· busts are ones I 
found in the Historical Society of 

people who apparently had a great i~­
pact on Maryland-none of them from 

Maryland, by ·the way-Napoleon, Henry 
Clay, and AndrewJackson. The pedestals with­

out busts were labeled Harriet Tubman, Benjamin 
Banneker, and Frederick Douglass-three very im­

portant people from Maryland, and there's nothing in 
the Historical Society collection about 

them at all. 
The whole exhibition was about looking 

at objects found in the museums, just taking 
them out and putting them on view. The so­
called cigar store Indians we~e really compel­
ling objects, really beautiful, but I couldn't 
face having th:em face me, because my 
mother's Native American, and they don't 
look like any Indians I ever knew. In actual­
ity, these Indians repres~nt the society's idea 
of what an Indian is. In many cases, the 
models were other Americans. One sculpture 
is actually of the daughter of the German 
immigrant who made the statue-her phy­
sique, her stance, and her face have no con­
nection to a Native American. So what I did 
was make them give you their backs, so yo~ 
c·ouldn't look in their faces and accept ·the 
stereotype. What they were facing was a wall 
of. photographs of contemporary Native 
Americans in Maryland, one ofthe few things 
that are not from the institution. I brought 
them in, because when I asked at the Histori­
cal Society, I was told, "There are no Indians 
in Maryland." 

I chose a good many paintings for the 
third floor; in one painting, there are five 
children, and two black children.are clearly 
there only for the sake of being part of the 
composition. Given the time frame, these children were slaves, 
but I actually foutid out their names and who they were. So in 
this installation, you· would walk up to the painting, and the 
children would light up and speak to you. They'd say things like 
"Who calms me when ·I'm afraid? Who washes my back?" 
Another one said, "Am I your friend? Am I your brother? Am 
I your pet?" By looking up close in this painting you can see the 
black child holding a bird actually has a metal collar around his 
neck, and he actually was the "golden retriever" for the white 
boy. 

Sometimes I took paintings and just renamed them. In most 
museums, except for the paintings done in the last thirty or forty 
years, the paintings were not named. So all the titles you see in 
museums were assigned by the curators. I figured, if they can do 
it, I can do it too, so for a painting oia wealthy plantation picnic, 
one label. gave the title the museu~ had assigned it: Country 
Life. The other side of the painting had a labelgiving it my own 
title: Frederick Serving Fruit-trying to change the meaning of 
the work and what was important in it. 

There is a lot of silver in this museum. I created one vitrine 
of repousse silver with the label, "Metalwork 1793-1880." But 
also made of metal, hidden deep in the storage rooms at the 
historical society, were slave shackles. SoI placed themtogether, 

. 

Fred Wilson, lkrtitJed(Artemis/Hlthorfrom the ·Plnta Rhei- series),
 
pllster, pedestal, 60 1IT x 103/4- x 103/4-, 1992
 

(photo courtesy of the artist).
 

because normally you have one museum for beautiful things and 
one museum for horrific things. Actually, they had a lot to do 
with one another; the production of the one was made possible 
by the subjugation enforced by the other. Quite possibly, both 
of these could have been made by the same hand. To my mind, 
how things are displayed in galleries and museums makes a huge 
difference in how one sees the world. 

.I also covered many lithographs with glassine paper, expos­
ing on1.y the black person in the picture. The viewer became 
acutely aware of African-Americans in the landscape or city 
scene. I had a section called "Modes of Transport," with·the 

sedan chair of the last 
royal governor and a 
painting of who was car­
rying it, and a model ship 
with account logs ofvari­
ous slaveholders with 
names of· the slaves and 
-other"livestock." Iplaced 
two old baby carriages in 
the space; one had, in~ 

stead" of the baby's bed­
ding, a· Ku Klux Klan 
hood. Next to it on the 
wal.1 I had an early pho­
tograph on the wall of 
black nannies with a 
white baby in a baby car­
riage. 

Under the heading 
"Cabinet Making" I 
placed baroquechairs fac­
ing a public whippingpost 
which was still used by 
the city jail in the 1950s 
and had been hidden in 
the basementofthe Mary­
land Historical Society 
since 1963.. I used doll 
houses to depict a slave 
revolt; beside it is a manu­

script by a young women who was writing ofher fear at the time 
of the slave uprisings. 

The final section was about dreams and aspirations; in the 
crevices of the museum, totally unnoticed, I found things made 
by Africans and African-Americans, including American made 
pottery and basketry and personal adornments that came from 
Liberia, circa 1867. A book by Benjamin Banneker, a mathema­
tician who was a freeman who surveyed Washington, D.C. for 
Jefferson, and also was an amateur astronomer. He m~de a book 
of all his astronomy charts that he figured out mathematically. 
I made slides of these charts and projected them on the wall; in 
addition to his charts, he wrote about his dreams and mentioned 
in diary fashion who wanted to kill him. 

By bringing things out of storage and shifting things already 
on view, I believe I created a new public persona for the 
historical society, one that they were not likely to soon forget nor 
will the Baltimore community. allow ·them to forget. To my 
mind, f~r this to happen in America, where local community 
residents are not empowered to chart the course of their local 
museum, is a huge success. 

Ivan Karp: Some of my friends have told me recently that I'm in 
my anecdotage, so that means I can begin by telling you three 



stories. The first of them is about a curator who went to see Fred 
W~s()n's exhibit "The OtherMuseum"--actually the room that, 
had the colonial gallery,the masks with their national flags over 
them. rmthe curator, I had just finished signing some papers for 
loans, and I walked in and I said, "How the hell did he do that?" 
The labels said "Loan courtesy of the Musee de L'Homme," 
"Loan courtesy of the British Museum"-"How the hell did he 

, dotliat? How did he get permission? The British Museum 
doesn't do that, they insist on couriers who carry everything, 

Fred Wilson, from "Mining the Muaeum,·Mlryland Historical Society, 1992 (photo courtesy of The Contemporary). 

and then control precisely how the objects are displayed." So I 
think what we have here is testimony to Fred's ability to 
manipulate his audience, which was the word he used. 

The second story I want to tell you is about the founding of 
the Metropolitan Museum in New York. The Metropolitan 

was originally founded asa museum of reproductions, 
plaster of paris reproductions most of them,put in place 

by the founders to elevate the taste of the working 
class of New York' City. They ran into a little 

problem, however, because in deference to the 
. religious sensibilities of the founders, the 

museum was not open oil Sundays, which 
of course was the only day the working 
class of New York City had off. Some 

people might say that the Metropolitan 
Museum ofArt hasn't changed a great deal in 

the interim period. 
The third story is about the founding of the 

Museum of African Art at the Smithsonian Institu­
tion, a sister institution to my institution, the Natural 

History Museum. When I came'aboard, as we say at the 
Smithsonian (we're very big on nautical terms-that's gov­

ernment: the ship of state), I started going through the papers 
of my predecessor. as curator, and found a letter from the 
founding director of the Museum of Mrican Art. He wrote a 
very friendly letter saying that there really should be a division 
of labor at the Smithsonian, now that there were two museums 

which had exhibitions about Africa.The Museum ofAfrican Art 
would take all the art that was in the Museum of Natural 
History's collection, and in return would send ove,r all the 
material culture that was in their' collection, leading me to 
wonder whether art was made out of material or not. 

The process of making, appreciating, and exhibiting art, 
particularly in the kind of institutions we call museums, is itself 
an intensdy political process. This is not necessarily a process 
which is learned time and again when people visit museums, but 

is in fact understood and ap­
preciated in terms of the accu;. 
mulated, knowledge and re­
ceived wisdom about what 
'museums are, and what exhib­
itsare, and what exhibits mean. 

There are twocomfortable 
fantasies in our socie~y-I'm 

sure there are more than two; 
perhaps there are three or four. 
Oneis that there are no classes 
in our society.Thesecond com­
fortable fantasy is that we are 
a society which is becoming 
multicultural or has to be 
multicultural, as if there were 
such a thing as a monocultural 
society. Societies are composed 
of. people from diverse back­
grounds and origins, even those 
societies we, think of as the 
most "primitive," which is not 
my word. Societies are made 
up of people of different ages 
who have different life experi­
ences but who also have the 
capacity to understand one 
another.Weare a multicultural 

society; ~here is no such thing as making it or becoming it. It's 
a fact of life. The problem we have to face, which is one I think 
much ofcontemporary life is attempting to face, is how to think 
about the nature ofthe multicuiturallife we live; how to turn our 
multiculturalism into 'something different, namely a society 
based on'cultural pluralism-a society in which people can be 
different things, and sometimes can be ,more than 'one thing, 
without suffering censorship. The sense that art hasn't been 
political has emerged only recendy. Art has always been political 
and always will be. It's a recent Western modernist fantasy that 
it isn't. But in 1983 at least, Hans Haacke issued a kind'ofclarion 
call to artists in his article, "Museums, Managers of Cons~ious­
ness." "Every museum," he said, "is perforce a political institu­
tion, no matter whether it is privately run, or maintained and 
supervised by government agencies. Whether museums contend 
with governments, power trips of individuals, or the corporate 
steamroller, they are in the business of molding and channeling 
consciousness. Even though they may not agree with the system 
of beliefs dominant at the time, their options not to subscribe to 
them and instead to promote an alternative consciousness are 
limited. Survival of the institution, personal careers are at stake. 
But in non-dictatotial societies, the means for the production of 
consciousness are not all in one hand.!' Which indicates that 
societies, at least non-dictatorial ones, are diverse, and cultur­
ally diverse at that. "The sophistication required to promote a 
particular interpretation of the world is potentially also aV.ail­
able to question that interpretation and to offer other versions. 



As the need to spend enormous sums for public relations and 
government propaganda indicates, things are not frozen. It is 
never easy for .museums to preserve or retain a degree of 
maneuverability or intellectual integrity. It takes stealth, intelli­
gence, determination, and some luck, but a democratic s~iety 

demands nothing less than that." A democratic society de­
mands, in Hans Haacke~s sense, dissent and challenge. And the 
very institutions which should· be, he says, hotbeds of dissent 
and challenge are the most vulnerable to an intolerance of 
dissent and challenge. Those institutions which are charged with 
preserving cultural values, which are charged with preserving 
the canon-museums, schools, even entertainment and leisure 
activities-are part ofpublicculture. IfHaacke is right, as I think 
he is, they are inevitably political institutions. However, they are 
also institutions which we understand not as newborn babes 
entering into them, but by virtue of the knowledge and experi­
ence we bring to them. And that knowledge and experience is 
not our own, it's secondhand. 

The first rule for understanding the human condition is that 
people live in secondhand worlds and are aware of much more 
than they have personally experienced. Ifwe only knew what we 
alone experienced, we would be limited creatures indeed. Our 
own experience is always indirect. The quality of our lives is 
determined by "received" meanings we have received from 
others. Everyone lives in a world of such meanings; no person 
stands alone direcdy confronting a world of solid fact. No such 
world is available. The closest men come to it is when they~re 

infants, or when people become insane. Then· ill a terrifying 
scene of meaningless events and senseless confusion, people are 
seized with a panic ·of near-total insecurity. In everyday life, 
people do not experience a world of solid fact. Their experience' 
itself is selected by stereotyped meanings and shaped by 
readymade interpretations, many of them exhibited in muse­
ums. The im­

she says, "Sacrifice the goat, singe the chickens, and pound the 
lizard to powder." Ronald and N~cy are shown dressed in the 
stereotypical garb of the Mrican savage. Their poses are very 
much like the drawing of a charm doctor in Five Years With the 
Congo Cannibals by Herbert Ward (1890), who gave the bulk 
of the early collection to the National Museum of Natural 
History, who acquir.ed it in the Congo manning a relief station 
for Stanley. This drawing was added to Ward~s book by the 
publisher.. W~d didn~t even draw it, though he "drew all the 
other ones. Here is yet another witch doctor in a"characteristic 
pose, and you realize suddenly, "These people are ballet danc­
ers!" The very way we understand otherness is through our 
conventions, even if in the process of understanding it we 
misunderstand it. At the same time someone is being made 
different and exotic, they~re being made the same. Our under­
standings of different people are both different and· the same, 
and museums are repositories of images, organized in character­
istic ways that tell us something about the nature of diversity in 
the societies in which we find them. 

The signature statue of the Kunsthistorisches Museum in 
Vienna, the imperial museum in an imperial city, is Canova's 
Theseus Subduing the Centaurs. It's placed" on the stairs as you 
go up-the entrance to the imperial collection 'of the Austro­
Hungarian Empire. When you look in your classical dictionary, 
you discover that in ancient Greece, the centaurs were barbaric 
half-others who lived on the edge of ancient Rome. They had to 
be subdued by Theseus at a fest for their bad behavior-which 
shows that punishment isn't what it used to be-but also 
indicates you are entering a room which contains art, not of the 
centaurs, but of classical inheritors ofTheseus, imperial heirs of 
tradition. 

The conventions by which we understand objects and 
otherness are conventions produced, at least in part, by muse-

ages of the MUSEUMS ARE PLACES IN WHICH NOT 
world and of 
themselves are of­ JUST POLITICS IS ENFORCED, BUT IN
fered by crowds of 
witnesses never met and 
never to be met. Yet for WHICH POLITICS, IN THE SENSE 
every person these images pro­
vided by strangers, and by the OF THE PROCESS BY WHICH 
dead, are the very basis of life as a 
human being. What we know about 
the world is not only conventional, it also PEOPLE MAKE DECI'SIONS 
appears to us to be natural, and not only 
does it appear to be natural, but think about 
it-if you had to question all the knowledge you 
had, from the moment you got out of bed to the 
moment you went to bed, you~d never get on with it. 
You'd never get to breakfast. There is a story one of my 
professors once told me about the centipede and the crow. 
The crow looked at the centipede from a crow's point of view, 
and asked, "How do·you know which·leg to move, and when to 
move it?" And the centipede never thought about that before, 
started thinking about it, and remained frozen in place. 

However, the absence of self-consciousness about our cat­
egories and social processes is not always such a good thing. 
Let's look at some conventions and images. A cartoon appeared 
in the Miami Herald a couple of years ago by Don Wright, a 
wonderful cartoonist. It represents Ronald and Nancy Reagan 
performing a sacrifice, at about the time these two primitives 
were discovered using astrologersjn the White House. Ronald 
says to Nancy, "What are we supposed to do now, Nancy?" and 

ABOUT HOW THEY ARE 

AND WHO THEY WILL 

BE, IS PLAYED OUT. 

ums. But let us not make the mistake of. thinking that all 
museums are the same. There are types and genres of museums, 
and they do different kinds of things. If museums, as Fred told 
us earlier and I want to assert now, are places that both instruct 
us and enforce silences, both reveal and conceal, some of what 
museums tell us about the nature of society, of cultures, and of 
diversity is shared, but some is not. I think we have a good 
understanding of the differences among types of museums even 
if we can't articulate it. Just look at the behavior of children in 
an art museum and the behavior of children in a natural history 



ora science museum; clearly they are being invited to act in very 
different ways. 

Consider a headdress displayed in a museum ofAfrican art. 
It's displayed as what it is in one sense: a work of abstract art, 
one in·which we are invited to appreciate and contemplate the 
combinations of colors and textures. But this is not necessarily 
how the users of the mask view it. A field photograph of a 
headdress doing what it was designed to do reveals it as an 
aesthetic modification of the head for. various kinds of social 
purposes, so ·these social and cultural aesthetics are not the 
aesthetics of another time and place. Yet most museums, espe­
cially great museums in the Western tradition, make claims 
about the universality ofwhat they're doing. In art museums the 
non-Western cultures are displayed on the ground Boor, as kind 
of nebulous tributaries into the great stream culminating in 

Western civilization. The story this tells is not just the story of 
the Western canon,- but the story of the evolution of art and 
appreciation in terms of, ¥ery often, abstraction and separation. 
Other museums, such as the Natural History Museum ofwhich 
1am a part, offer a hall o[Western civilization. 
There's only one hall ofWestern civilization in 

am respon­
sible. It's en­
titled The Bush­
menand depicts a San 
hunter (South .Mrica) "in 
a desert scene with a bow 
andarrowaimed over the head 
of a squatting woman. This di­
orama reproduces the male-domi­
nantlfemale-subservient posture that 
Donna Haraway argues is found in most 
animal dioramas. No one would know from 
looking at the diorama that Bushman kinship 
systems and religion are among some of the most 
complex in the world-and we don't call them Bush­

.	 men any more. The very way that they're put 
in the diorama-the use of tones, color, pattern, 
trompe l'oeil sorts of devices--assimilates them to 
nature, and even makes the claim that we may know 
these people the way we know animals. This diorama 
is next to ah~.evolutiondisplay, which makes an 
even stronger assertion. We have had extensive de­
bates in the museUm whether the juxtaposition is 
deliberate. " 

H natural history. museums make these sorts of 
powerful but implicit comparisons, what do cultural 

"history museums do, such as the Maryland Historical 
Society? They define, through assertion and silence, 
the changing shape of soci~ties and what people do. 
They tell you, as indeed all histories dO-and that's 
one of the reasons history is so contested in universi­
ties---who was important, and who wasn't, what 
experiences are important, and which areri't. Muse~ 

urns leave some objects in the collections while exhib- . 
iting others. But remember, as Hans Haacke also 
points out, that museums are places where these kinds 
of political messages' can be countered. They are 
places in which not just politics is enforced, but in 
which politics, in ·the ·sense of the process by which 

people make decisions about who they are and who they will be, 
is played out, at least in terms ofour fantasies and visions ofwho 
we are and" what we may be. That's one reason there's been a 
reaction in· recent years against museums,· almost· a hostility. 

Fred Wilson, frorn "The Other Museum," White Colu~ns, 1991 (photo: Jeff D. Goldman). 

the National Museum of Natural History; it "IN EVERYDAY LIFE, 
begins with a prehistoric man diorama with 
Caucasian features, goes through ancient PEOPLE DO NOT 
Greece, .and ends with a window that looks 
out, deliberately, on the Internal Revenue Ser­
vice Building, because the IRS· building has EXPERIENCE A 
Doric columns, which would seem to indicate 
that government functionaries have a sense of WORLD OF SOLID 
humor. (I promised Fred that 1would bring in 
as many classical allusions as I could.) 

What else'do natural history museums qo FACT. 
that is distinctive ofthe genre? They create 
dioramaS. Consider a diorama from the American Museum of 
Natural History, which is probably the high point of the art of 
diorama making. What's curious about these dioramas, as 
Donna Haraway ha~ pointed out, is that they alls,how dominant 
male figures in the front, and shy females and children in the 
rear,-even when that" doesn't conform to animal behavior. 

Now consider the Bushmen diorama at the hall for which 1 

toward museums, "because 
some people enter museums 
with an "attitude of faith. 
Others enter them with an 
attitude of hostility a;nd 
skepticism. And recently, 
certainkinds ofarthave tried 
to'play with the very nature 
of those .implicit attitudes. 

I think we can talk 
about three kinds of reac­
tions. The first of them is 
the multicultural exhibit. A 
massive Parisian show put­

ting Weste~ and non-Western art side by side, "Magiciens de 
la Terre," was to be the answer to the great "Primitivism" show 
at theMuseum ofModern Art. The assertion ofthe"Magiciens" 
show was that all artists are magicians of the earth; it was a kind 
of whole-earth show, as one person called it, and tried to show 
that all artists were in touch with the fundamentals. One ofthe 
ways they did it was by pairing a characteristic Ri~hard Long 



piece in which he tries to illustrate the nature ofcertain elements 
in the world, and an Australian Aborigine sand painting. The 
sand painting was reproduced in front of Long's piece, so you 
were left with the feeling that here were two artists from 
extraordinarily different places tryingto reproduce the elements 
of the world. But for Long, the elements· are base materials 
themselves, and for the Australian Aboriginal painting, they're 
visible signs of the hidden world called the Dreamtime. The 
show obliterated the cultural specificity of artists from tradi­
tions different from those ofthe curators. 

That's one kind of multicultural exhibit. A second kind is 
the.exhibit that reflects upon how exhibits determine what we 
know. A distinguished example is the exhibit "Art!Artifact," 
put on by the Center for African Art in New York. The same 
objects were shown in a "cabinet of curiosities," a Hampton 
University natural history museum, an art museum, and. a 
gallery, so that viewers were forced to question what they were 
seeing and how the very frame of the exhibit affected it. 

The third kind of art exhibit is what I call the site-specific 
form of art that challenges the nature of the frame itself. James 
Luna, a Luiseno Indian performance artist, does what he calls 
"The Artifact Piece" where he puts himself in a coffin-like 
structure and surrounds himself with the artif-acts of his life­
some plastic things and other 
objects. Another kind of site­
specific piece is represented by 
the kinds ofart that FredWilson 
·himself creates. I regard "Min­
ing the Museum" as one of the 
most extraordinary things that 
I've ever seen, even if I wasn't 
fooled as much asI was by "The 
Other Museum." It is a wonder­
£01 example of an as·a political 
challenge linked to a specific 
site, not only because of the 
specific displays but becaitse of 
the way it works within the 
museum itself. This is an exhibit 
that you cannot fully appreciate 
unless you see the rest of the 
museum as well as the exhibit. 
Too many people only go up­
stairs to "MiningtheMuseum." 
As you view the video, Fred 
quietly says, "Now I want you 
to go see the rest of the museum, 
because I put pieces in there." 
He has. reproduced the genres and categories of the museum 
itselfin the exhibit. One ofthe striking things about the museum, 
although you wouldn'tnotice it unless you'd seen "Mining the 
Museum" and then gone back, is the degree to which silver 
services appear in almost every room-I stopped counting after 
ten-and the degree to which doll houses are a compulsive form 
ofexhibiting in the museum, cut open in an almost surgical kind 
ofway. Fred has opened up what the museum tells us, and many 
of the exhibits ably tell us, about Maryland history, and con~ 

versely when the museum·is.silent. 
Let me give you one more example. When you visit "Mining 

the Museum," you know you're visiting something that has to 
do with the museum; it's framed that way. At the Museum of 
Natural History last September, we presented a performance 
piece called "The Year of the White Bear: Two Undiscovered 
AmerindiansVisit theWest." The performance artists Guillermo 

Fred Wilson, from -Mining 1IIe Museuni,-Maryland Historical Society, 1992 
(photo courtesy of The Contemporary). 

Gomez-'eiia and Coco Fus~o put themselves into a gilded cage 
in the rotunda of the museum and presented themselves as two 
Indians whose cultures gave them a degree of familiarity with 
the West,. since their tribe had for one hundred years been 

masquerading as English pirates and raiding ships. Inside 
the museum, they typed on computers, they were fed 

Coca-Cola and bananas, and when you gave 
them three coins and said, "Pho-to, pho-to, 

pho-to," they posed for their photo­
graphs with you. Guillermo 

Gomez-Peiia paced up and 
down, wearing a mask, 
Guatemalan shorts, and 

leather with spikes, and carry­
ing a briefcase. People·were utterly 

nonplussed. At the insistence of the art­
ists, we did not· say who· they were. A 

Smithsonian staff person summarizing· visitor. re­
sponse reported ~at many people thought that they 

supposedly did not speak English. A Chilean couple were in 
disbeliefthat the artists were from Mexico; their bodies were the 
wrong shape. Most visitors insisted that what they saw was 
authentic; viewers' comments were mostly positive, but one 

kept insistingthat 
this was actually 
a hidden video 

. show, and want­
ed to know when 
he was going to 
be on TV. One 
anthropology 
professor was go­
ingtocall her stu- . 
dents up and in­
sist that they 
come down to the 
museum. ACher­
okee woman left 
the museum out­
raged before 
reading the chro­
nology. Many 
other visitors 
liked the piece, 
but did not want 
to be reminded, 
particularlyblack 
visitors, of issues 

ofslavery. They and many Native American visitors appeared to 
like the concept but were disturbed by the reality. I spoke to a 
dietitian from Akron who spentan hour questioningpeople; I've 
never seen anyone so caught up in a display before. 

These exhibits illustrate both the political nature of the 
artistic process and the degree to which politics can be trans­
formed from an imposition into more of a contest. One has to 
challenge the secondhand worlds in which we live by focusing 
as site-specific artdoes-on a way ofseeingwhich brings us back 
to Hans Haacke's project. Museums become sites where one not 
only asserts things but where there is also the possibility of 
questioning those very assumptions. This is the only way in 
which we can build a multicultural polity, one in which we not 
only have many cultures, but in which it is possible to be part of 
more than one culture. 


