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ABSTRACT 
 
German art history and ethnology have led to a binary reading of art that has inhibited 

the exhibition of Aboriginal art as contemporary art in the twentieth and early twenty-

first century. This thesis addresses the question of how Australian Aboriginal art is 

displayed in the institutional spaces of art galleries and museums in Germany. 

  

 I argue that there is an underlying current in Germany that divides the representation of 

art into European and “other”, particularly Aboriginal art. Within German culture, 

ethnological museums are ranked differently from art institutional spaces. The art 

museum or gallery is at the top of the hierarchy, enhancing the self-reflexive notion of 

culture, while the ethnological museum provides the context against which European, 

specifically German, identity and culture are pitched. 

  

Aboriginal art that is contextualised as ethnographic and not as contemporary continues 

a Modernist perspective on cultural exchange, one that emphasises an essential 

difference between European and non-European art in a universal progress of humanity. 

This essentialising of culture in Germany does not reflect the globalised situation that 

evokes regional cultural inflections based on experiences and expressions of hybridity 

and fragmentation. 

 

In order to understand how German art institutions and ethnographic museums stand for 

a Eurocentric art discourse, the thesis analyses the cultural parameters of nineteenth 

century Germany, the socio-political cataclysm of the Third Reich in the twentieth 

century, and the reversion to Modernism in its aftermath. In comparison, I outline the 

exhibition history and reception of Aboriginal art in Australia where the positioning of 

Indigenous and European traditions has shifted markedly into a postcolonial, 

postmodern situation since the1980s. 

  

My study investigates this categorisation into two entities through Western concepts of 

literacy and orality. Since the Enlightenment, the Western emphasis on alphabetic 

literacy as a system superior to oral transmission of knowledge has governed the way 

we make sense of the world around us. The written word underpins modes of exhibition 

display and reception, so that representation is read as text. As a consequence, 
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institutions and galleries, as part of visual culture, treat knowledge that is transmitted 

orally as inferior. This thesis explores strategies that allow the viewing of art outside the 

conventions of the written word. 

 

I examine the modes of display and reception of Aboriginal art through fundamental 

ideas first put forward by Edward Said in Orientalism (1978), and also through Michel 

Foucault’s The Order of Things (1970). My main focus, however, relates to Pierre 

Bourdieu’s concepts surrounding Cultural Capital, Symbolic Capital and Symbolic 

Violence in his publications The Field of Cultural Production (ed. Randal Johnson 

1993) and Language and Symbolic Power (trans. by Gino Raymond and Matthew 

Adamson 1991) which allow an analysis of power relations in cultural exchange within 

the hierarchies of art institutions.  
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GLOSSARY 

Aboriginal - The use of the terms Aboriginal or Aboriginal culture in the context of this 

research is problematic for various reasons: for one, Aboriginal derives from the 

colonial language used as a generic noun for the native population of mainland 

Australia and their insular inhabitants. Many contemporaries reject this and prefer 

the description Indigenous instead. Secondly, the use of the term Aboriginal or 

Aboriginal culture in its singular use is misleadingly implying a single, 

homogenous, monolingual society, which is not the case. The reasons why these 

terms have been retained (despite the danger of inviting criticism) in this research 

are twofold: the term is established in popular as well as academic language and 

have currency nationally and internationally - therefore practical considerations led 

me to continue with the use so far it is referring to events or research of the past; 

where it refers to contemporary issues, both Indigenous and Aboriginal are being 

used. Furthermore, the term Aboriginal functions on many occasions as signifier of 

what has been termed as “Aboriginality’ in the 1980s, when it became a political 

expression and vehicle in the identity politics characterising Aboriginal activism 

from the 1960s onwards and in its capitalised form turned into a authoritative 

weapon in the battle against colonial structures.1 

Aboriginal art - comprises the Australian Aboriginal art used in ceremonial and secular 

contexts, including all traditional forms from sand and body painting, to bark 

paintings, dilly bags etc and everything that has been used for trade or exchange 

between groups or cultures in rural of urban settings. 

Aboriginal culture - The term in its singular form is somewhat reduced and can be 

misleading since there has been always a cultural variety of Australia’s Aborigines, 

traditionally as well as today. Strictly, to speak of one Aboriginal culture is 

therefore incorrect. However, just as much as there is no one European culture, but 

an array of cultural distinctions, I will use both terms, as opposed to their plural 

form, because they both signify duality in cultural debate and represent dissimilar 

worldviews.  

                                                 
1 See Ian McLean’s definition on  “Aboriginality” in: Silvia Kleinert and Margo Neale The Oxford 
Companion to Aboriginal Art and Design, Oxford University Press, 2000 
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Anthropology - refers to the broader community of scientists, including English-speaking 

or otherwise (as opposed to ethnology – see annotation below). 

Authenticity – The notion of authenticity is a social construct - that is the truthfulness of 

origins, attributions, commitments, sincerity, and intentions is defined by specific 

contexts; authenticity in ethnology for example refers to a quality of being genuine, 

unadulterated or any way corrupted from the original, while authenticity in art 

historical terms refers to authorship, provenance and originality. Elizabeth Burns 

Coleman established also clear notions of authenticity in Indigenous culture that 

refers to ownership, custodianship, spiritual and cultural responsibilities (2005). All 

three notions of authenticity can conflict when viewed within one specific context 

of representation such as the exhibition space. 

Bildung = Kultur = Culture According to Langenscheidts Taschenwörterbuch, Bildung is: 

formation; education; culture ; knowledge; information; learning; refinement; good 

breeding) Langenscheidts Taschenwörterbuch Englisch-Deutsch/Deutsch-Englisch 

(1st 1884) (edition 81), Berlin and Munich, 1986. 

Bildungsbürgertum – “Educated middle class”. The term describes a new social class 

formed in the eighteenth century that became the economically and culturally 

influential forefront of the German national-building. Education comprised 

humanistic goals like literature, music and science. 

Culture/culture – here, the notion of culture draws on the following two distinctions: 

culture as a shared value system and system of knowledge, which has some affinity 

with the anthropological interpretation; and Culture (Bildung) in the German 

Romantic sense, as a universal aspiration and intellectual elitist construct. 

Contemporary – The term indicates both a temporal and conceptual location. I use the 

term contemporary as in “here” and “now”, but also as active agent within the 

progress of modernity. Contemporary signifies opposition to “primitive”, “ethnic”, 

“neo-lithic”, “traditional”, “folk” art. In the Indigenous context, I refer to art that 

has been and is being produced since the time of the first cultural exchange between 

Indigenous and Europeans in Australia. In that sense I apply the term not so much 

as a temporal category, but as signifier of the parallel existence of Aboriginal art. 
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Ethnographic Museum – I refer here to Museums collections of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century that are mainly colonial acquisitions. 

Ethnological Museum – I apply the term to indicate conceptual change of representation 

since the 1980s with shifts towards hybrid cultural expressions taking into account 

the impact on colonialism or western imperialism in general. 

Ethnology - is part of the social sciences and often as part of philosophy. The discipline is 

similarly concerned with issues explored in social anthropology (UK) and cultural 

anthropology (USA) (but not physical anthropology). 

European art or Western art - refers in particular in the chapters on art history and 

ethnology to American, Canadian and Australian art and all art that have European 

art theory as its roots. 

Folk art – According to Shearer West’s (ed) The Bullfinch Guide to Art History, folk art is 

an expression of cultural identity by reflecting traditional art forms and aesthetics 

and is usually informally passed on to the next generation through apprenticeships. 

Folk art is handmade, utilitarian and decorative and - in its informal and traditional 

characteristics - stands in stark contrast to “fine art” (440). In art historical 

considerations, folk art ranks low in comparison to fine art. 

German anthropology – physical anthropology 

Indigenous/ indigenous – in small caps, indigenous refers to indigenous people from 

around the world; capitalised it refers to Aborigines in Australia. 

Iwalewa Haus – Iwalewa (in Yoruba language - Character is beauty). The centre provides 

a place of contact between the German audience and “third world cultures” through 

art, writing, and music workshops, art exhibition and conferences. 

Kulturstaat and Kulturnation - Translated: “culture state” and “culture nation” expand 

beyond a specific political unit (see Carr and Paul 335). 

Non-European art - I use the expression “non-European” as signifier of art that has its 

roots in artistic traditions which were not conceived by the European idea of art and 

which under the Modernist coinage are often still related to as “primitive art”.   

Science = Knowledge= Wissenschaft: the term science in German is referred to all 

humanistic disciplines offered at university. The connotations here differ slightly 

from the English use. Ethnology is categorised as a social science. Art history is 
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considered as part of science of art (Kunstwissenschaften). Knowledge in German 

is, particularly in academia, linked to the scientific model of observation, evaluation 

and categorisation. There is no rigorous division between natural science (science) 

and other sciences such as art history or studia humanitatis (study of humanity) in 

general. 

Postcolonialism – A cultural theory that delineates a polycentric, as opposed to a 

Eurocentric discourse, and positions towards re-writing colonial histories with 

emphases on experiences of diaspora, difference, hybridity, oral knowledge and 

translation. 

Primitivism - Primitivism as a romantic art movement that reacted to the Enlightenment 

and its ideas. Primitivists opposed the idea of rational thinking versus emotional and 

sensory experience, by looking towards indigenous or so called “primitive art” for 

inspiration. German Expressionist used the notion of primitivism as a means for self 

renewal and to break away from tradition, academically and socially. 

Tradition - encompasses the custom, knowledge, religious and social beliefs, and art that 

are transmitted from generation to generation and is associated with continuity and 

stability within a specific society over a long period. The term is often associated 

with oral cultures and in this context is used in its perceived opposition to 

modernity. 

Völkerschau(en) – Peoples show(s): the exhibiting of groups of people for entertainment in 

world expositions towards the end of the nineteenth century. Later staged shows 

were often directed for the purpose of colonial spectacle, but were also used for 

ethnographic and anthropological research. 
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Introduction 

 

ON THE RECEPTION OF ABORIGINAL ART IN GERMAN ART 

SPACE 

 

Problem 

 

“I told one director of a public art gallery that I had worked on the [Aboriginal art] 

exhibition “Stories” in the Sprengel Museum Hanover and she said: ‘When we heard, 

he was hosting that exhibition, we all thought he’d gone totally ga-ga.’ By ‘we all’ she 

meant the tight circle of art directors or curators in Germany and by ‘he’ she meant the 

Hannover director.”                                     (Elisabeth Bähr, German curator of Aboriginal art, 2005)                     

 

This thesis investigates the reception of Aboriginal art
1
 in Germany by examining the 

underlying current that divides the representation of art into European and non-

European origins and in particular indigenous art into “contemporary” and 

“ethnographic”. The wide upsurge in postcolonial critique in contemporary art and 

culture provides the theoretical context in my study, as detailed below in Approach and 

Theoretical Framework on page 11. In Germany, most exhibited Aboriginal art is placed 

within the ethnographic context or the commercial contemporary art scene, but is 

largely excluded from academic art discourse. This stands in stark contrast to the 

situation in Australia, where Aboriginal art is displayed in all major art institutions and 

forms part of the academic art discourse. 

 

Such a dual approach to art is culturally motivated and often implies an insurmountable, 

essential difference. The implications are manifold: for example, while “contemporary” 

art is actively involved in the present, “ethnographic” art is seen as a witness of the past. 

 

                                                 
1 Aboriginal art is a very broad and generic term and suggests a homogeneity which is non-existent 

because of the widely varying languages and communities across the continent (Wally Caruana 1993; 

Sylvia Kleinert and Margo Neale The Oxford Companion to Aboriginal Art Culture 2000). For the 

purpose of this research I refer mainly to Aboriginal art that is visually distinct from European styles and 

which derives its artistic language mainly or solely from different traditions to those of the Western art 

canon. The reason for this selective approach lies in the mainstream art scene’s deprecation of unfamiliar 

non-European art concepts, for example, bark painting. 
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The institutions of art history and ethnology provide the main interpretative guide for 

the viewer through written material and their respective spaces of display: the art 

museum and the ethnographic museum. These are spaces which implicitly tell what the 

objects are and why one is looking at them. This thesis will show that exhibition in both 

museum types is never neutral but is linked to chains of association that are embedded 

within the literate realm - that is the written language per se. Museums and their objects 

likewise can be read as text (Louise Ravelli 2006). 

 

The strict delineation between the categories of “ethnographic” and “contemporary” art 

does not allow for conceptual overlapping on either side of the ethnology/art history 

divide. This delineation shifted in Australia from the 1980s, when the Indigenous voice 

began to position itself firmly in postcolonial Australian culture. In contrast, the 

institutional spaces of art history in Germany – the spaces of contemporary art – 

generally do not show Aboriginal art, as outlined above, in the period from the 1980s 

until 2006.
2
 This is a result of the binary reading of art through the disciplines of 

ethnology and art history over the past century. The reception of art differs therefore 

between ethnographic/primitive and contemporary/fine and as I argue, continues 

hierarchical power structures established by a Eurocentric art canon that prevent its 

postmodern, polycentric development in the German-speaking realm of art history.  

 

According to Janice Lally
3
 and Emily Purser

4
, the notion of the “primitive” as a 

way of categorising the Other lingers on in some contemporary museum displays, 

despite the fact that social-Darwinist notions became marginal in ethnology after 

World War I, and obsolete after National Socialism (Stagl 443-44). As Lally 

observed in her one year long field study (resulting in her unpublished PhD thesis, 

The Australian Aboriginal Collection in the Museum für Völkerkunde Berlin and 

the Making of Cultural Identity displays of Aboriginal art such as those in the 

                                                 
2 The first exhibitions of Aboriginal art in a contemporary context and shown in a public art institution 

were Aratjara 1993 Kunstsammlung-Westfalen, Düsseldorf; Traumzeit-Tjukurrpa. Kunst der Aborigines 
der Western Desert 1994 Die Donald Kahn-Sammlung, Villa Stuck, München; and Stories. Eine Reise zu 
den großen Dingen 1995 at the Sprengel Museum, Hannover). 
3 In 1996, Janice Lally conducted a one year evaluation of the collection of Aboriginal objects at the 

Ethnological Museum Berlin for her dissertation The Australian Aboriginal Collection in the Museum für 

Völkerkunde, Berlin and the making of Cultural Identity at the department of History and Philosophy of 

Science at the University of Melbourne, in 2002. 
4 Emily Purser published several studies based on her experiences in teaching Australian Studies in Berlin 

in the 1990s. 
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Berlin ethnographic museum authoritatively propagate the notion of “timelessness” 

and “incommensurability”, while the more “populist approach of the House of 

World cultures” (a centre for intercultural exchange) is easily dismissed by 

academics as of “poor scientific standards”, which would have needed “a more 

scholarly ethnographic approach” (Lally 221-22).
5
 Within German culture, both 

institutions are ranked hierarchically (Lally 237-8; 285-6; 322). The art museum 

enhances the self-reflexive notion of culture and therefore understandings of 

identity, while the ethnographic museum provides the context against which 

European identity is pitched.  

 

German ethnological institutes and museums house a vast amount of non-European 

objects as a result of scientific collection since the nineteenth century, and one 

might imagine that German audiences are therefore quite familiar with various 

forms of indigenous art and design, and issues represented in contemporary works 

of Australian Aboriginal art. The reception of such work, however, is determined 

by the terminology of its given context. The exclusion of distinctly indigenous 

work from mainstream art history is based on face value, on its “traditional” 

appearance.
6
 Such art is seen by the German art historian as “folkloristic” and is 

bound by the social and religious order (Lally 237). Therefore, representation of 

Aboriginal art in Germany is widely handled by ethnologists such as Birgit Scheps 

(Leipzig), Markus Schindlebeck (Berlin), Wulf Köpke (Hamburg), Ingrid 

Heermann and Ulrich Menter (Stuttgart), Margarete Brüll and Christiane Keller 

(Freiburg i.Br.).  Such academics function as decoders or interpreters of the other 

culture but remain nonetheless a “voice of anthropology” (Lally 236; 246; Bähr 

1995).  

 

There are in principle three ways to view Aboriginal art in Germany: in the 

ethnographic museum (in some cases without accreditation of the artist, in other cases 

with a conscious turn towards a framing of the display of Aboriginal art within the 

contemporary); in semi-public places such as commercial galleries, banks, corporations, 

                                                 
5 Lally further explains: “In ethnographic terms, only Aboriginal objects classified as ‘traditional’, such as 

painted barks, might be accorded the classification  ‘art’, that is the art of that culture, not art in Western 

terms.” (134). 
6 This is especially the case for works from the settler period until the second half of the twentieth 

century, but is still experienced by contemporary artists as the Cologne Art Fair showed in the mid 

nineties. 
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schools etc.; or, in alternative public places of exhibition such as the Haus der Kulturen 

in Berlin (a place purposely built for multicultural functions). With two exceptions, the 

Sprengel Museum in Hannover and the Kunstsammlung in Düsseldorf, which housed 

several travelling exhibitions, Aboriginal art, including bark paintings, is not exhibited 

in public art institutions. In this thesis I do not discuss the semi-public places in detail as 

my focus is on institutional narrative. 

 

Considering that art has become a very important transcultural language in the 

postcolonial era and a way of communicating values, ideas, achievements and identity 

within a globalised world, art itself and writing about art is a value-creating process that 

enables exchange (Morphy Elite Art for Cultural Elites 129). In this light, contemporary 

art spaces make for momentous places of political power. Germany’s role in the 

established art field is outstanding, which is why the fact that the most significant 

spaces of art history exclude certain Aboriginal art, has serious consequences in terms 

of who the players are in the art field. Exclusion from art spaces is a continuing process 

of devaluation of non-European art practices, one that allows Eurocentric art to be 

viewed in a vacuum. At the same time, this exclusion sets in motion mechanisms of 

assimilation such as the production of a written history of non-European art. These 

mechanisms only allow indigenous artists who have adopted the formal and 

recognisable modes of (modern) art to penetrate the art market (Nicodemus 77).  

 

I identify an attitude of linear progress of art and the art monologue that continues the 

premise that learning about art is a one-way road that does not allow global art worlds to 

teach different views to a Western audience. In that sense the suggestion by German 

philosopher Jürgen Habermas that modernity is still an incomplete project reverberates 

in the concept of art history in Germany as a European and Modernist condition 

(Modernity - An Incomplete Project. 1980). The discipline continues the Modernist 

project of universalism and of autonomy in art despite the fact that a great deal of 

contemporary art practice has already superseded the notion of “art for art’s sake”, 

where artists linked their works to cultural, social, political and religious experiences in 

their lives. Examples include the political commentary in Picasso’s Guernica, 1937, or 

Ossip Zadkines’ The Destroyed City, 1947-1953, and the religious overtones of Arthur 

Boyd’s biblical paintings such as The Mourners, 1945, Expulsion, 1947-48, or the 



Introduction 

 5

social criticism in his Persecuted Lovers, 1955, as well as Marina Abramovič’s allusion 

to scientific memorisation in Private Archaeology, 1995-1999. 

 

In contrast to the contemporary transcultural dialogue existing in Australia, by 

upholding a rigid dichotomy German art theorists and critics find themselves in 

paradoxical situations. For example, some of Germany’s art professionals were under 

attack in the 1990s for their divisive views on global art. The committee board members 

of the Cologne Art Fair in 1994, chaired by Karsten Greve, rejected the proposal by 

Aboriginal art gallery owner Gabriele Pizzi, that “folkloristic” and “traditional” art had 

no place in the prestigious event, which caused a public debate that was broadcast on 

radio, television and in the printed media in Australia and Germany alike (Mundine 

1997; Morphy 2001; Lüthi 2002; Bähr 1995). Two of the organising committee, Pothof 

and Schnitzius, wrote: 

 

After taking all aspects of your application into consideration it was not possible to 

grant you selection for Art Cologne 1994 because you do not exhibit authentic 

Aboriginal art, as the ’93 exhibition jury observed, but contemporary art by artists 

following in this tradition. As you know, or as you can see from the conditions of 

participation, folk art is not permitted at Art Cologne. (Pothof and Schnitzius quoted in 

John McDonald A Snub For Aboriginal Art Sydney Morning Herald, 5th August 1994) 

 

In this instance the bark paintings by John Mawurndjul were dismissed on grounds of 

being “folk art” (Lally 2002; Bähr 1995; Lüthi Terra Incognita 2002; Mundine 1997) 

and this decision seemed to epitomise an ingrained disposition towards non-European 

kinds of art. The investigation of folk art is relevant in regards to Aboriginal art and its 

reception because it is at the core of German attitudes towards art production from other 

places. The result of the controversy however was a reversal of the decision to exclude 

Aboriginal art; Aboriginal art was accepted (Cosic, 1994; McDonald Faint Heart Never 

1998), unfortunately, I find, for the wrong reasons. It appears that fears of being accused 

of racism rather than a deeper engagement with the art works prompted the turnaround 

of the decision (McDonald 1994; Bähr 1995). The panel’s perception of the bark 

paintings, which Australian scholar Luke Taylor analysed as artworks from “one of the 

most innovative Indigenous artists in Australia” (John Mawurndjul – ‘I’ve got a 

different idea 2005, 43), had no firm ground; after the rejection in 1994, Aboriginal 

artwork was accepted in 1996 and again rejected in 1998. A conditional participation 
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was granted to curator Gabrielle Pizzi: allowing the so-called urban artists Harry 

Wedge, Destiny Deacon and Leah King-Smith (all artists who mainly work in Western 

media such as acrylics on canvas or photography) to be included but omitting the three 

Arnhemland artists John Mawurndjul, James Iyuna and England Bangala, whose 

artworks were rooted in other cultural art traditions (Lally 16; McDonald Faint Heart 

Never 1998). The previous year, in the same city of Düsseldorf, a prominent Aboriginal 

art exhibition was shown, Aratjara 1993, and another German art event, the Düsseldorf 

Art Fair 1999, issued an invitation to show Aboriginal work (McDonald Faint Heart 

Never 1998).  

 

This occurrence demonstrates an attitude towards non-European artistic expression 

which operates on assumptions rather than informed opinion among many art brokers in 

Germany. Further inquiries with curators of Aboriginal art confirmed this.
7
 The term 

“folk art” stands in for “primitive”, “static”, and “traditional”, signifying the opposite of 

“high” or “contemporary” art. This shows that certain classificatory systems allow art to 

be read as signs that hold connotative powers: e.g. bark = traditional Aboriginal = 

“primitive art” = not contemporary but art of the past.  

 

The Aboriginal curator Djon Mundine asserts that the reception of Aboriginal art in 

Europe is often stereotypical and misled by notions of authenticity (Mundine 1997). 

Even the great success in the overseas art market of artists coming from the western and 

central desert locations such as Papunya Tula (Bardon 2000; Brody 1985), Ernabella 

(Eickelcamp 1999), and Utopia (Boulter 1993), who work in post-contact art mediums 

such as acrylics and canvas for example, are often caught in debates around authenticity 

and innovation. Elisabeth Bähr of Aboriginal Art Galerie Bähr in Speyer, Germany, the 

only German Gallery of Aboriginal art with an international reputation, gives some 

examples that illuminate an attitude of categorical dismissal of Aboriginal art as 

contemporary art.
8
 Since 1997, Aboriginal Art Galerie Bähr has focused on organising 

exhibitions in recognised art facilities. In 1998, Bähr’s applications to about two 

hundred art institutions, among both public and semi-private, yielded only one Kunst 

der Kontinente. Australien. Werke der Aborigines (Art of the Continents. Australia. Art 

                                                 
7 Such as Djon Mundine, Bernhard Lüthi, Elisabeth Bähr and Ulli Beier 
8 Lecture given at the University of Wollongong, Faculty of Creative Arts, School of Art and Design, 

2005 
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Works of the Aborigines) (Townhall and Art Association Alsdorf, 1998). The replies 

she received were, according to Elisabeth Bähr, representative of German professional 

art circles (see quote at beginning of Introduction).
9
 

 

Modes of ethnographic and art representation provide categories of perception and 

“verify” a specific narrative by “officialising” it in this way. In the German context, the 

absence of Aboriginal art in art museums, and the presence of it in the commercial 

context and in ethnological museums is therefore normal. Consequently Aboriginal art, 

because of its original representational context in Germany as a scientific object (as I 

will discuss in the first three parts of this thesis) cannot be viewed differently by the 

German public without newly established parameters or a new verification. 

 

In addition, the strict categorising of art into two oppositional realms, European and 

non-European, found in Germany is a form of conservatism prevalent in Europe that 

simplifies the categories of art into binary oppositions. The analysis of the field by 

American art historian Thomas McEvilley in his critique of the controversial exhibition 

at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, Primitivism in the 20
th

 Century-Art: 

Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern in 1984 (curated by William Rubin in 

collaboration with Kirk Varnedoe) in particular, laid the groundwork for a broader 

discussion of Modernist frameworks in curatorship – and in effect – the death of 

primitivism. The show positioned “primitive art” as an artistic force outside 

contemporary agendas. His ideas were the dualist notion of European art as modern and 

the “otherness” of non-European art (McEvilley1989; 1992). Binary oppositions 

exclude most of the artforms of contemporary global art production, such as the bark 

paintings by Australian Kuninjku artist John Mawurndjul. At the same time, the art 

categories – “ethnographic” and “high” or “contemporary” – enunciate notions of 

authenticity and scientific truths that relate only slightly to the current global and local 

realities of migration, displacement and cultural hybridity.  

 

                                                 
9
 “I told one director of a public art gallery that I had worked on the exhibition ‘Stories’ in the Sprengel 

Museum Hannover and she said: “When we heard, he was hosting that exhibition, we all thought he’d 

gone totally ga-ga.’ By ‘we all’ she meant the tight circle of art directors or curators in Germany and by 

‘he” she meant the Hannover director. When I showed her the exhibition catalogue, she briefly looked 

through it and murmured to herself, ‘oh, that’s interesting, that’s what it is…’”( Bähr, Lecture on 
Exhibition practice in Aboriginal art in Germany, University of Wollongong, 2005). 



Introduction 

 8 

Art history in such a hierarchical mode of representation reflects the spatio-temporal 

relationship of culture (Panofsky Idea 98) and the notion of a dualistic view on art (and 

the world) which has its roots in the scientific categorisation of nineteenth century 

thinking (see Part Three). This is in contrast to German culture of the twenty-first 

century that looks back at a long chain of drastic changes due to immigration and 

fragmentation over the past hundred years, and which do not warrant such cultural 

rigidity.
10

  

 

Australian anthropologist Howard Morphy showed that during the decades following 

the 1980s in Australia, the situation of cultural power brokerage has continually shifted 

from one dominant cultural position to multiple power positions of increasingly equal 

standing, however the situation is different in Germany (Morphy 2007). His in-depth 

study of Aboriginal art, in particular the art of the Yolngu people in Arnhem Land and 

the methodical description of their art and its placing within Australian society, has 

informed this thesis of Aboriginal art as a parallel art history. This is in contrast to a 

primal art from within a linear and universal perceived art progression in the art canon 

(Morphy 2001; 2007). Arguably, the level of interest in Aboriginal art from a German 

point of view, given the rather rare overlapping of historical intersections between the 

two cultures, might not warrant a closer investigation of the correlation between 

Aboriginal art and German art history and spaces. However, I would argue that the 

omission of Aboriginal art from art historical discourse and consequently from 

consecrated art institutions in Germany signifies an attitude which endorses cultural 

difference perceived within hierarchies of culture that ignores the fluid features of 

culture. As a result, this Eurocentric art understanding of intrinsic “Otherness” 

impoverishes art critical and art historical enquiry and theory and locks it within the 

constraints of Modernist attitudes of Romantic and scientific exploration. 

 

In comparison, in Australia Aboriginal art has gained public recognition as a form of 

contemporary art expression which has moved past the “process of value 

transformation” that changes the “ethnographic object” into an “art object” through 

Aboriginal agency (Morphy Elite Art for Cultural Elites 129-30). This is in part due to 

                                                 
10 Germany’s population is about 82 million, which ranks it at fourteenth place in the most populous 

nations worldwide. 16 million are of non-German descent and 7 million are foreign residents. In 1998 the 

total number of foreigners in Germany, including non-European residents, was according to Panikos 

Panayi 7,319,600 (259) 
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early anthropologists such as A. P. Elkin, Donald Thomson, Catherine and Ronald 

Berndt, John E. Stanton, C. P. Mountford and others, who have encouraged a more 

embracing notion of art. Intrinsic Otherness in art, as the ethnographic context may 

suggest, is not a problem of ethnology/anthropology itself but the rigid separation from 

art historical enquiry. 

 

Debates around the placing of Aboriginal art within the wider context of Australian 

culture also occurred in Australia (Morphy Seeing Aboriginal 37). Morphy insists there 

is “no historical basis” to assert that anthropology created Otherness in European 

societies. On the contrary, he emphasises the key role anthropologists played in the 

inclusion of Aboriginal art “within the same generic category as other people’s art”, 

especially in Australia, but also in other parts of the world (38). While this is the case in 

the Australian context, the dichotomous nature of the reception of art in Germany is 

ingrained knowledge and hardly challenged due to the long standing division of art into 

the two disciplines. This is why some German ethnologists such as Margarete Brüll, 

Christiane Keller and Birgit Scheps who, over the past decade or so displayed 

Aboriginal art as contemporary fine art, did not succeed in positioning Aboriginal art as 

contemporary art. Their power to unchain Aboriginal art from scientific objectification 

was limited due to the hierarchical structures of institutions; the ethnographic museum 

simply cannot “authenticate” art the way art museums do.  

 

Aim of Thesis 

The aims of this thesis are several: 1) to place “ethnological” traditions in a 

contemporary context in artistic expressiveness, 2) to explore and document different 

approaches between Australia and Germany, 3) to investigate orality and literacy in 

understanding position of practice, 4) to place this reflexive study in a primary context 

of German scholarship and history. 

 

Because of my own German and Thai background on the one side and as a German 

trained ethnologist and art historian on the other, I am particularly interested in 

manifestations of dichotomies and how they may be constructed and perpetuated by 

institutional ideologies. When I moved with my husband and two sons from Germany to 

Australia in 1996, two things struck me when I visited Australian contemporary art 
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institutions such as the Art Gallery of New South Wales or the National Gallery of 

Australia. An important insight in developing my hypothesis regarding the reception of 

Aboriginal art in German art space was when I saw bark paintings, mourning poles and 

acrylics by Indigenous artists displayed on the same floor as Modernist icons such as 

Andy Warhol’s portraits. What was revealing was that the curatorial and conceptual 

realisation of placing two works from two distinct art traditions worked well.  And it 

worked not only because this kind of curatorship makes sense in a postcolonial context, 

but also because it opened up the possibility of contrasting artistic expression, 

potentially enriching the experience of the viewer.  

 

Another revelation in forming the questions of this thesis was that while the 

fundamental difference in representation of Aboriginal art in Germany was seen as 

“normal”, this was not the case in Australia. The conventional compartmentalising of art 

into European and non-European through the scientific order of art history and 

ethnology over the last century or so has become, in Germany, an ingrained dualistic 

essentialism where overlapping of the European and indigenous apparently does not 

take place. The reception of Aboriginal art in Germany must therefore be understood 

within this Universalist framework of less cognitive, but rather stereotypical reading of 

art. The original idea of a general science of art (Kunstwissenschaft) that takes into 

account the principles and conventions of visual arts, including art theory, art 

philosophy and art history (Kugler 1842; Schnaaese 1843) has been dominated by one 

aspect – art history – ever since the late nineteenth century. In its role to document and 

interpret art with a Eurocentric focus, art historical assessment of the global art 

production has been misaligned in comparison to endeavours to integrate art forms into 

the canon that are linked to aspects of oral culture, as is the case with Aboriginal art in 

Australia since the 1980s. 

 

This thesis aims to analyse how this particular German understanding of art is based on 

conventions modelled on scientific categories, rather than exploring the intrinsic value 

of visual art as communicator of meaning, ideas and aesthetics regardless of 

geographical centres and margins. My argument demonstrates that the modes of 

representation in institutional space determine the reception of art as a cultural one, 

which, through the institutional framework, authenticates an implied hierarchy of 

cultural production. This articulation of objectivity in the representation of cultures is 
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problematic for several reasons. Hierarchical stipulations are counterproductive to 

German endeavours to achieve a multicultural, post-national society. Also, it reflects a 

narrowed field of art research/history: the exhibition space renders a hierarchy of 

significance in the works displayed. In other words, any attempt by 

ethnographic/ethnological museums from ca. 1980 – 2006 to exhibit contemporary 

Aboriginal art shows was not recognised among art professionals, meaning that 

Aboriginal art continues to be excluded from art museums and art discourse (Lally 

2002; Bähr 2005). The first time German art historians participated in a symposium 

where Aboriginal bark painting was discussed in a contemporary art frame was in 2005 

in Basel (see Part Five).  

To summarise, the aim of this thesis is fourfold: firstly, to analyse the reasons for 

attitudes towards Aboriginal art in Germany; secondly to show that while alphabetic 

literacy is a crucial part of the Western approach to knowledge as a key means of 

interpreting and conceptualising art, other notions of literacy exist that are equally 

complex when applied to the visual arts. The third aim is to contrast some aspects of the 

different approaches to Aboriginal art in Australia and Germany. The fourth aim is to 

offer alternative perspectives which allow for a polycentric focus, which would 

therefore broaden the scope of understanding in art history.  

 

Approach and Theoretical Framework  

My sources for this wide span of research are centred in postcolonial critique with my 

former study in ethnology (MA Marburg) and art history giving a basis for ethnographic 

and anthropological frameworks for approaching “culture” as shared value system and 

system of knowledge on the one side, and educative formation and self discovery on the 

other. Edward Said and his study of Orientalism in 1978 was directional early on in my 

investigation of the binary system of art in Germany by identifying the articulation of 

Otherness through literature and the visual arts. Said’s scholarship changed the field of 

colonial studies over the past thirty years in critiquing Western centrism in the 

representation of non-Euroean cultures. Although his position has been criticised by 

scholars such as Carol A. Breckenridge and Peter Van der Veer in “Orientalism and the 

Postcolonial Predicament: Perspectives on South Asia” (1993) and Gayan Prakash’s 

essay “Orientalism now” in the journal History and Theory, vol.34, no.3, (October 
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1995), his influence has been far reaching and incontrovertible. The key value of Said’s 

ideas lie in providing an understanding that orientalism, as a system of knowledge, 

creates a lens through which to view the unknown Other. Said speaks of the orient as a 

“textual universe” with an “imaginative geography and history” (52; 55). Similarly, the 

German art world largely assumes some previous knowledge of Aboriginality and 

Aboriginal art when encountering Aboriginal art for the first time, because of the vast 

amount of written and visual material (20). This created image of Aboriginal culture and 

art builds on the dichotomies of European culture and non-European culture of the 

nineteenth century and endorses the cultural hegemony of the West (7). Most useful 

sources to my investigation of the German arena were, aside from the aforementioned 

thesis by Janice Lally, the thesis Die Kunst der australischen Aborigines – über die 

Schwierigkeiten, das Fremde zu akzeptieren (1995), by German gallery director of 

Aboriginal art gallery Baehr, Elisabeth Bähr and Emily Purser’s descriptive essays of 

ethnographic display and an analysis of their textual framing in Berlin (2000; 2000). 

Bähr’s thesis, but also later publications in the context of her own curatorship, were 

helpful in providing an overview of major debates and exhibitions as well as interviews 

with directors and curators of ethnological and art museums. 

 

The reception of Aboriginal art in Germany is predominantly channelled through these 

two discourses, which leaves Aboriginal art excluded from contemporary art discourse 

due to its denotation to the past, as shown in studies by Emily Purser, Janice Lally and 

Elisabeth Bähr (Bähr 1995; Purser Moving Images 2000; Lally 2002). The resulting 

debate  about whether or not Aboriginal art can be viewed as art in a Western sense has 

been examined by Anna Gertraud Pritz who investigated how Aboriginal art, viewed 

through the established categories of art, was subjected to ethnocentrism and racism in 

media, and how German art discourse continues Western cultural imperialism (Pritz 

1999). Pritz used the method of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to interpret the 

discourse of Aboriginal art as perceived “primitive art” and emphasised text as a main 

concept to frame the understanding of Aboriginal art.  

 

I argue that the dualism of viewing and categorising both Western art and Aboriginal art 

as opposites through art history and anthropology/ethnology is problematic as it 

assumes an essential difference (Morphy Elite Art for Cultural Elites 130). Wally 

Caruana (2000), Howard Morphy (2008), Fred Myers (2006), Jennifer Isaacs (1980), 



Introduction 

 13

Djon Mundine (1988) for example have successfully shown that after decades of neglect 

Aboriginal art could indeed be included in the Australian collections of “fine” art, as a 

result of changing the parameters in the local art context. 

 

To understand these phenomena – to view Aboriginal art as static and of the past as 

outlined by Purser, Lally, Bähr and Pritz – I expand on Morphy’s notion by looking at 

the historical development of both disciplines through the dominant Western knowledge 

system of written language and its symbolic power within the wider field of cultural 

production. An analysis of the reception of Aboriginal art in German art space is 

inseparable from the history of the two disciplines which delineate art discourse: 

ethnology and art history. Both ideas were conceived during the Enlightenment period 

and have developed into powerful institutions of signification.  

 

My argument is that the current reception of Aboriginal art in art institutions in 

Germany is linked to a continuation of the Modernist project which, in its emphasis on 

literacy as cultural signifier of progress, implies a hierarchically endorsed cultural 

dominance in favour of nation-building processes and more recently a re-assertion of 

the notion of “fortress Europe” (Loshitzky 2006).
11

 

 

Overview: Structure of Thesis 

The first five Parts with eleven detailed chapters investigate the role of Culture 

(German: Bildung) and culture in nation-building processes in Germany and what 

framework it provides for the representation and reception of Indigenous art. For 

example, 

Part Two draws on the findings of early twentieth century anthropologist Franz Boas 

and his reluctance to rank primitive art as inferior to European art. I explore Adolf 

Bastian’s ethnographic Museum as a cosmopolitan collection of material culture rather 

than an objectification of the theories such as Diffusionism as was, for example, the 

case in Great Britain in the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford as H. Glenn Penny’s 

historical analysis demonstrated (2003; 2002). This changed with the turn of the 

twentieth century, and primary sources such as those provided by Ulli Beier to 

                                                 
11 Yosefa Loshitzky was convenor of a Conference called “Fortress Europe and its ‘Others’ – Cultural 

Representations in Film, Media and the Arts” at the University of London, Institute of Germanic and 

Romance Studies, 4-6 April 2005, where I gave a paper “On the Reception of Aboriginal Art in German 

Art Space”. 
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document the social climate of early twentieth century Germany. Parts One and Two 

highlight that cultural difference and how it became increasingly intertwined with 

political and institutionalised approaches to nation-building, and entangled with 

economic and political power relations of the young German nation and its neighbours. 

 

Part Three examines the lens developing through the disciplines of art history and 

ethnology before and during the reign of National Socialism, and shows how political 

ideologies increasingly subdued both disciplines and their scholars and artists in their 

response to indigenous cultures and “primitive art”.  

 

Part Four explores the function of art as national renewal in a post-Nazi era and links 

the revisiting of primitive art and its ranking and reception outside art historical 

frameworks to the way oral and literate knowledge is constructed hierarchically 

(Nachtigall 1991; Muecke 1988).  

 

Part Five presents cultural representations as the result of the dualistic and hierarchical 

interpretation of Literacy and Orality. Said’s findings in Orientalism show that the vast 

body of visual and textual narratives as a European system of knowledge, impart 

unequal power relation between European art and indigenous art (1978).  

 

Parts Six, Seven and Eight attempt to place the reception of Aboriginal art within the 

context of Australian and German art history, drawing on collaborations between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholarship, while Part Nine analyses the power 

relations between knowledge systems procured by oral and literate cultures and how this 

is played out in institutional space as a form of symbolic violence (Bourdieu 1993). 

Finally, Part Ten explores alternative approaches to cultural exchange through the 

artistic practices of Australian expressionist Margaret Preston, German expressionist 

Emil Nolde, German installation artist Nikolaus Lang and Kuninjku bark painter and 

sculptor John Mawurndjul. 

 

In Part One of this thesis, 1761-1871 Culture and Enlightenment, I investigate the 

impact of the Enlightenment and the active articulation of Bildung (that is, Culture in 

terms of self discovery and formation) as a notion of social progress during the period 

of 1761-1871, when it was carried out through a national education system, educating 
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German society in national ideas. Culture’s main signifiers – institutionalised art, music 

and literature – propagated and enforced historicism and nationhood.  

 

The primary sources on ethnology and on early modern art history are librarian Johann 

Joachim Winckelmann (1755), Johann Gottfried von Herder’s Reflections on the 

Philosophy of the History of Mankind (1784-91), as well as historians Franz Theodor 

Kugler (1842) and Carl Schnaase (1843). An illustration of Romanticism provides the 

painting by Caspar David Friedrich Moonrise by the Sea (1822) and images of other 

cultures such as the Australian Aborigines in paintings by Eugene von Guérard. The 

discussion of these sources demonstrates a more cosmopolitan orientation rather than a 

binary approach to art as the foundation of the two disciplines. Despite this, 

Winckelmann’s approach lays the foundation for art history as an object of scientific 

analysis within a hierarchical classification system. Winckelmann and natural historians 

Johann Reinhold Forster and son Georg, but particularly geographer Friedrich Ratzel, 

medical doctor and first director of the ethnographic Museum in Berlin, Adolf Bastian, 

as well as his student, the ethnologist Franz Boas, were pivotal in the direction of the 

founding years of ethnology and cultural anthropology. 

 

Key sources for Part One on the historical aspects of culture include The Idea of Culture 

(2000) by Terry Eagleton; Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno’s “The Culture 

Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception,” in: Dialectic of Enlightenment , trans. 

John Cumming (1973); Kwame Anthony Appiah’s The Ethics of Identity (2005); 

Martin Bernal’s “Race, Class, and Gender in the Formation of the Aryan Model of 

Greek Origins”; and the essay “Imperial Germany: ‘Towards the Commercialization of 

Culture’” by Robin Lenman, John Osborne and Eda Sagarra, in German Cultural 

Studies edited by Rob Burns (1995). 

 

Part Two, 1871-1900s German Colonialism, Nation-Building and the Modernist 

Project, focuses on German colonialism and nation-building during the formative years 

between 1871 and 1950. It illustrates how the perception of non-European art becomes 

part of the cultural reading of the Self and post-national Other where Bildung plays a 

crucial role as a national strategy. Burns’ overview of German imperialism supplies a 

detailed background of the interconnectedness between various sections of culture as a 

means to a modern nation state (1995). Important sources on early concepts of 
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ethnology were also provided by Franz Boas (1927), and H. Glenn Penny in his 

discussion of Adolf Bastian (2003) and Matti Bunzl (2003). The representation of 

cultures and the articulation of the Other in literature, the visual arts and Völkerschauen 

(people’s shows), are drawn from the photography of German born photographer, 

Australian émigré John William Lindt,  also from Völkerschauen which not only served 

as spectacle but as ethnographic “fieldwork”. The discussion of Völkerschauen pivots 

around the findings of Anne Dreesbach (2005), Sierra Bruckner (2003) and Andrew 

Zimmerman (2006) and the literary reaction of Franz Kafka (1917).  Ulli Beier’s eye 

witness account illustrates the political and social implications of such articulation of 

inferiority and objectification in Völkerschauen in Berlin in the early twentieth century. 

Colonial collections and art as commodity offer artistic renewal through the turn 

towards so-called primitive art as discussed by Carl Einstein (1915), Adolf Hitler 

(1937), Wilhelm Worringer (1908) in their response to primitive art as a mythical 

source. John Girling’s thesis on myth as a spring for national renewal is particularly 

helpful in this context (1993).  

 

Part Three, 1900-1945 From Cosmopolitanism to Germanness in Art in the Third 

Reich takes a look at how the disciplines of ethnology and art history evolved under 

external political pressures.  The devastating effect on humanity of National Socialism 

from 1933-1945 in Germany included a great impact on art: the exodus of influential 

scholars, artists, scientists and the disruption of early enquiries into art as world art (e.g. 

Julius Lips; Hans Himmelheber 1960 and the Bauhaus teachers; Erwin Panofsky). 

 

An exploration of the fragile foundations on which art history is placed uncovers 

national and cultural identities behind art and art presentation which date from the 

nineteenth century. I trace the cultural and historical background to the reception of 

Aboriginal art in twenty-first century Germany to the development of science and 

identity politics as part of the nation-building process in the nineteenth century, as well 

as through to the twenty-first century’s cultural reading of Self and Other. The research 

entails an analysis of the historicising effects of art history and ethnology as institutions, 

by looking at the cultural context of nineteenth century Germany and the socio-political 

cataclysm of the Third Reich in the twentieth century as Edgar Dürrenberger’s 

discussion (1995) on Nazi-anthropologist Eugen Fischer (1933) with examples from the 

“Degenerate Art” exhibition in Munich, (1937) show. For the general direction of art 
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history and the meaning of form I draw from thinkers such as Wilhelm Wölfflin, Arnold 

Hauser, Theodor Adorno, and Heinrich Dilly (1979; 1985).   

 

Part Four, 1950-2000s Re-Shaping of Identity – Art as Demarcation, explores 

conceptions of re-shaping identity through art representation during the 1950 to the 

2000s. The reversion to the Modernist project in the aftermath of national socialism and 

the demise of the Third Reich included a return towards Expressionist art as a starting 

point for national renewal of German identity as exemplified in documenta I and its 

inclusion of many works of the “degenerate art” exhibition. The conventional 

demarcation between European and non-European art which is perpetuated in German 

art museums, despite the change of mode in alternative exhibition spaces, suggests a 

continuation of the linear-progressive trajectory of human development of Modernism 

that excludes voices from the margins. In addition, as a specialised reading of art 

developed, the reception of Aboriginal art came to differ from that of other 

contemporary art, and is read within the binary devices implemented by ethnology 

(sacred art) and art history (secular art). I consulted texts by art historians Erwin 

Panofsky and Arnold Hauser to identify methods of categorising art and thereby 

culturally framing the reception of art. 

 

In this chapter I investigate the underlying current that divides the representation of art 

into European origin and that of other origins with regard to the reception of 

contemporary fine art. Other key sources than those used in Part Two are Zaïrean poet 

and philosopher Vumbi Yoka Mudimbe, and – as case study – the writings on ethnology 

by Horst Nachtigall (1991). 

 

The distinction between literacy and orality in German culture is like a red thread in the 

development of academic culture in the categorisation of art. The thesis explores 

binaries in regard to the art and science divisions of art history and ethnology which 

have served German perspectives of education and nation-building processes, as well as 

culture (Bildung) and science.  

 

This reading of art is inextricably linked to the Western notion of literacy, the specific 

tool with which Western knowledge is accumulated. By linking the idea of hierarchical 

order in art back to the hierarchical order in communication, literate knowledge is 
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priveleged over orally received knowledge (Benterrak, Muecke and Roe 1984; Muecke 

1988; Michaels 1989).  

 

I expose mechanisms of order prevailing in art discourse in Part Five, Cultural 

Representation, Incommensurability, and the Notion of Authenticity: The Dualism 

of Literacy and Orality. I investigate the connection between the notion of literacy and 

orality and the representation of art and cultures in museums and contemporary 

Völkerschauen (people’s shows). The section explores how visual representations are 

interlinked with cultural representation in literature and how they may inform the 

bifurcated reception of non-European or oral cultures and their construction of 

inferiority. I draw in my discussion of German novelist Karl May on principal 

arguments put forward by Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror (1982) and Edward Said’s 

Orientalism (1978). I critically examine the positioning of Aboriginal art in German art 

space in relation to cultural representations, such as contemporary Völkerschauen (for 

instance, in Augsburg 2005 and Washington 2006) and the ethnological museum. I also 

investigate issues of the incommensurability of Aboriginal art and Western art 

conceptions, and of authenticity as a fixed idea based on fluid constituents that rise from 

visual and textual articulation, such as Romantic fiction. Compelling arguments from 

Corinna Erckenbrecht’s comparison of Bruce Chatwin’s novel Songlines with the new 

age “journal” Mutant Message Down Under (1991) by Marlo Morgan provided rich 

evidence for a literary articulation of Aboriginal culture and the problematics of the 

signifiers of authenticity (2003). Elizabeth Burns Coleman’s analysis of the notion of 

authenticity provides a revisionist approach to Eurocentric notions of authenticity by 

looking at its intrinsic value given by specific intentions such as the art market, 

indigenous culture and anthropology (2005). 

 

In Part Six, Literacy and Orality: Positioning of Art Through Institutional Space, I 

analyse the history of Aboriginal art in Germany and Australia by looking at the 

intrinsic values of the two knowledge systems, literacy and orality, in order to underline 

how the prime source of knowledge in Western society is the written word and how this 

negates other forms of authority when art is placed in public spaces.  

 

I present examples of cultural representation in literature which informs the visual 

representation and reception of oral cultures. The emphasis on alphabetic literacy denies 
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other forms of textuality or assigned equal significance, and constructs anything oral as 

inferior through the dualism found in modern thought, as the writings from theorists 

such as I.J. Gelb (1963), Mario Pei (1968) and Walter J.Ong (1981), but also the literary 

work of writer Stefan Zweig (1929) show. This is juxtaposed with a different notion on 

literacy or text as provided by Catherine Berndt (1973), Stephen Muecke (1984; 1992; 

2001), Jennifer L. Biddle (2007), Christine Nicholls (2001) and Galarrwuy Yunupingu 

(1993).  

 

Aboriginal existence needs to be seen in stark contrast to European culture in its 

connection to land. Traditional Aboriginal understanding or reading of the land does not 

include complex food storage or scientific systems, but intricate cyclical knowledge of 

the surrounding ecosystem, which is transmitted from generation to generation via 

various forms of oral narrative, including painting (Yunupingu 1993, 64-66; George 

Milpurrurru 1989, 18-20; Sandra Le Brun Holmes 1994; John Mawurndjul 2004). The 

art practice as a cultural, ritual and social activity springs from an Aboriginal 

understanding of nature. Therefore, representation and reception, as well as 

interpretation of art that derives from such distinct belief-systems is always culture-

specific – a view which stipulates that art is read as written text in one culture, and art is 

read as oral text in another. Krim Benterrak, Stephen Muecke and Paddy Roe’s Reading 

the Country: Introduction to Nomadology 1984, played a key role in my understanding 

of Aboriginal textuality, as did findings by Stephen Muecke 1992, Ian Keen 2000, 

Howard Morphy and Morgan Perkins’ An Anthropology of Art – A Reader 2006. 

 

My argument that exclusion of Aboriginal art from art institutions results from 

systematic representation and articulation of knowledge about Aboriginal art in the 

literary realm, develops further from the principal scholarship of Edward Said, Julia 

Kristeva, Everlyn Nicodemus and Janice Lally, but also from a discussion series called 

Blakatak12
 at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney in 2005.  

 

                                                 
12 This Blakatak Program of Thought was initiated by artist Brook Andrew to discuss the blak arts 

movement and to access all its aesthetic, cultural and historical complexities from diverse perspectives. 

Participants in the four events were art historians, anthropologists, artists, curators, writers, filmmakers, 

journalists etc. of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous backgrounds who discussed dominant notions of 

beauty, Western hegemonic approaches to Aboriginal art, cultural ownership and respect, as well as the 

historical and cultural burden on artistic practices. 
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The mechanisms I describe impede the German reception of Aboriginal art from 

developing along similar lines to its response in Australia since the 1980s, when the 

display and reception of Aboriginal art took a visibly postcolonial turn. This included 

the Aboriginal voice as an increasingly prominent factor in the Australian art discourse, 

allowing for different perspectives on history. 

 

After the historical and cultural background of a binary reading of Aboriginal art, Part 

Seven, Aboriginal Art in Australia 1880s-2000s, and Part Eight, Aboriginal Art in 

Germany 1980 -2000s give an exhibition overview and comparison of Aboriginal art in 

both countries. I indicate the reasons for positioning Aboriginal art as “ethnographic”, 

“primitive” or “folk art” in Germany instead of as contemporary art and I identify 

challenges to this dominant Modernist position. Helpful sources for this were Philip 

Jones (1989), Peter Sutton (1989), Terry Smith’s essay Visual Regimes of Colonization: 

Aboriginal Seeing and European Vision in Australia, 2001, and Howard Morphy’s 

Aboriginal Art, 2001. I look further into possible disruptions of such readings through 

the exhibitions documenta 9, Magiciens de la Terre, and documenta 11 in order to show 

levels of engagement with Aboriginal art in Western contexts and to trace patterns of 

visibility of Aboriginal art and culture through particular institutional framing over time. 

I present the evidence of major exhibitions such as Aratjara – Art of the First 

Australians, Stories, and Rarrk which challenge conventional representations of non-

European art or world art to offer alternative modes of interpretation (Christian 

Kaufmann (2005), Jean Kohen (2005), Richard McMillan 2005, Jon Altman 2005, Paul 

S.C. Taçon (2005), Claus Volkenandt (2003), Judith Ryan 2005, and Luke Taylor 

2005). 

 

My hypothesis is that the strict categorisation of art into ethnology and art history 

propagates a different sense of authenticity, which infiltrates other realms of society. 

Both disciplines use different sets of criteria for authentication to categorise their 

objects. Authentic does not mean the same here; in ethnology, authentic art refers to its 

exclusively ethnic origin. For example, hybrid forms, which draw from traditional as 

well as Western concepts in art, are not typically seen as genuine because of their lack 

of authenticity.
13

 On the other side, authentic art in art historical terms relates to 

                                                 
13 “Authentic” Aboriginal traditions refer to unchanging, static; e.g. did not include so called urban art as 

“authentic Aboriginal” until the 1980s. 
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individualism, innovation and cultural autonomy of the artist. What is therefore 

authenticated as ethnic art cannot, by art historical definition, be classified as authentic 

art. These concepts become mutually exclusive. This indicates that representation and 

reception of art through the institutional spaces of ethnology and art history perpetuate a 

sense of static culture, as well as degrees of “genuineness” or “purity”. Cultures which 

are exclusively represented through such a lens of essentialist ideas are treated as 

inferior by art experts (Köpke quoted in Bähr 1995, 108; Lynette Russell 9).  

 

These underlying notions of essential difference lead to the almost entire exclusion of 

Aboriginal art in German art institutions. The focus on Germany in this study is not 

because Germany presents an extraordinary position here – far from it. France, Italy and 

many other European countries employ similar binary modes of representation if they 

represent Aboriginal art at all.
14

 On a three month research trip to Germany, France, 

England, Switzerland and Greece in early 2005, I found that similar visual strategies are 

employed at other European museums. In Basel, Switzerland, in the Museum of 

Cultures (Museum der Kulturen) in 2005, the display modes for Aboriginal art and 

culture drew on conservative museological traditions and stood in stark contrast to those 

used for other Oceanic cultures on display. The display, reduced to ritual and other 

cultural artefacts such as boomerangs and tools, as well as a backdrop of ethnographic 

photographs may however also reflect the research focus of the institute on Oceania 

rather than Australia (see Plate 1 Aboriginal art glass cabinet in Basel, Museum der 

Kulturen 2005). 

 

This particular example suggests that either ideological constructs or deep seated 

cultural assumptions may be at work when displays are framed in this way. Perhaps, in 

a less favourable light, this display could be read as reminiscent of colonial strategies or 

as a form of racist hierarchy. However, the display stands in stark contrast to the 

institution’s involvement in the first retrospective show of an Australian Indigenous 

artist in Europe, John Mawurndjul, held in 2005/6.
15

 This exhibition took place in 

conjunction with the first symposium of German-speaking anthropologists and art 

                                                 
14 Greece for example held its first Aboriginal art exhibition Our Place: Indigenous Australia Now in 

2004, a gift from Australia on the occasion of the Olympic Games in Athens – see Part Seven. 
15 At the time of the author’s visit in 2005, large parts of the Aboriginal collection, Karel Kupka 

collection,  had been lend to the Tinguley Museum for the preparations of the Rarrk exhibition later hat 

year. 
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historians discussing the relationship of Non-Western art within the mainstream art 

canon. This different engagement with Aboriginal culture indicates that some of the 

visual strategies employed in museums are based on internalised assumptions. 

 

By contrast, the Adelhausermuseum (ethnological museum) in Freiburg im Breisgau, 

Germany, 64 km across the Swiss-German border of the river Rhine, showed a greater 

inclination to present Aboriginal culture in its traditional, as well as in its contemporary 

expression and attempted to frame these within the current political and social context 

of today’s Aboriginal Australia. Here, the display included nine western desert 

paintings, which hung in the staircase connecting the lower levels of the natural 

museum and the contemporary section of the ethnological museum on the upper level. 

The foyer or landing of this upper level contained Aboriginal art and some artefacts on 

three walls and in wall mounted glass cases, while each wall was interrupted by an open 

entrance to the Oceanic, North American and African sections of the museum. Two 

watercolour paintings, one bark painting and one Warmun painting introduced 

contemporary Aboriginal culture as a visual strategy (Plate 2). 

 

In some ways, both this ethnographic museum and its literary narratives, such as text 

panels and museum publications, may relate to one another in more than an educational 

way: they each provide a source of interaction to draw from for creative output and re-

contextualisation. No further descriptions accompanied the two images (Plate 2) (the 

bark painting on the left and the ochre painting on wooden board on the right) while 

another two watercolour paintings had the artist’s name, title of work and year next to 

them, which was repeated for the eight western desert acrylic paintings in the stairwell. 

The display clearly emphasised contemporaneity of some Aboriginal art such as the 

acrylic paintings and the watercolours in the Adelhausermuseum, but not necessarily 

bark paintings, which illustrates a growing tendency in ethnological museums to treat 

culture and cultural production not as static and ideal, but as a changing phenomenon. 

At the same time, the looking at objects in museums of any kind articulates a visual 

interest and a political act (Svetlana Alpers 26). 

 

These developments of framing Aboriginal art and culture within the contemporary are 

the result of developments in the wider culture, but are constrained within the paradigm 

of humanist and scientific education generally attributed to ethnological museums. In 
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addition, the potential to exhibit Aboriginal art as contemporary art in ethnological 

museums is limited by its “organisation as a way of making meaning”, as Ravelli 

demonstrates (17-48). The ethnological museum may validate “contemporary ethnic 

art” but it does not possess the power to authenticate art as “contemporary art” in a 

Western sense (Lally 237). Therefore, events such as the National Indigenous Art 

Triennial 2007 are significant in the authentification of Aboriginal art as art; senior 

curator of Aboriginal Art and Torres Strait Islander Art at the National Gallery of 

Australia (NGA), Brenda L. Croft explains: 

 

All of these artists are contemporary, irrespective of their domicile, their 

experience, their connections to country and cultural practices – they are 

creating work in and of the here and now. Demarcations defined by 

others come and go…(XI) 

 

 

In Part Nine, Alphabetic Literacy, Art Representation and Symbolic Power, I 

explore how these key elements of Western knowledge enact symbolic violence by the 

positioning of Self and Other. By looking at how literacy as a dominant position is 

applied in the institution of the museum, I show how the merging of both literacy and 

visuality constitute symbolic violence in a transcultural art representation. Louise 

Ravelli’s Museum Texts. Communication Frameworks (2006) provides particularly 

thoughtful insights into museums as systems of meaning creation and underpins my 

argument that alphabetic literacy, particularly through science and literature, has shaped 

the way we represent and look at non-European art, in particular Aboriginal art.  

 

This Part also analyses how the notion of literacy as prime source of knowledge in 

Western societies such as Germany influences the mode of representation in 

institutional space, in particular art museums and galleries, and how this constitutes 

hierarchical positioning within the field of art production. I examine these modes of 

display and reception through the ideas of Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) and to 

some extent Michel Foucault’s thesis on the Order of Things (1970). However, the main 

focus is on the model of Pierre Bourdieu’s Field of Cultural Production 1993, in 

particular through his notion of “cultural capital, symbolic capital and symbolic 
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violence”, and how these concepts determine cultural exchange and power relations in 

the field established by the art canon.   

 

I address the questions: What are the cultural configurations that place Aboriginal art 

and agency within a continuum of representation determined by institutional hegemony 

in German museums and galleries? How are certain systems of knowledge being 

applied in cultural representations that inform the consciousness of the German public? 

Further, do modes of representation through these institutions or other public visual 

vehicles of cultural imaginations instigate possible symbolic power of one culture over 

another? These are relevant questions as Germany plays a major role in the 

development of the global art market, both in theoretical engagement and in practical 

terms.
16

 These notions are particularly useful in the discussion of the reception of 

Aboriginal art in Germany as they explore the mechanisms of underlying assumptions at 

work when viewing the unfamiliar in unconventional frameworks. 

 

Part Ten, Transcultural Exchange and Artistic Exploration, describes artistic 

practice as an alternative way to engage transculturally from within a distinct cultural 

position, without hierarchical translation. Artistic enquiry marks a significant alternative 

to the literal process of transcultural exchange. German Expressionist artist Emil Nolde 

(1867-1959) and Australian Modernist artist Margaret Preston (1875-1963), provide 

examples of early cross-overs from one artistic tradition to another. Their appropriation 

of non-European forms in search for a national art also contributed to early appreciation 

of cultures outside the Antiquity and European cultural trajectories. 

 

Instead of translating meaning from one system into another, or adopting unfamiliar 

artistic means, the perception of art is examined through the art practices of Indigenous 

artist John Mawurndjul (1952- ) and German artist Nikolaus Lang (1941- ). Through 

their distinct cultural means of enquiry, both artists engage both internally and also with 

the viewer within a cross-cultural dialogue. Mawurndjul and Lang bridge the gap 

between oral cultures and alphabetic literate cultures, articulating a transcultural 

dialogue that also has its roots in the notion of affect in art, which is outside semiotic 

systems (Günter Metken 1996; Colin Rhodes 1994). 

                                                 
16 For example, aside from a number of internationally renowned Art Fairs, Germany has hosted the most 

influential European art event, documenta, every five years in Kassel since 1955. 
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By comparing Aboriginal art representation in Germany with the exhibition history of 

Aboriginal art in Australia, I expose conventions of looking that prevail in Germany as 

a result of an incomplete Modernism project – one which entails the dualist perspective 

on art that does not recognise Aboriginal art as a parallel development, but as a static 

one of the past, in a universal and linear perceived art progression.  

This thesis proposes that the field of German art history as knowledge process may 

reflexively study other fields such as ethnology and artistic practice as cross-cultural 

exchange. This would yield improved reflection on the existing conditions for creating 

knowledge on global art expressions. 
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1.1 Historical Background for the Reception of Aboriginal Art in 

Germany 

The reception of Aboriginal art in Germany is part of a longer history of the visual 

representation of non-European cultures. Generally, it cannot be isolated from a history 

of Aboriginal art representation which is intertwined with Western thought and its 

symbiosis with text. Specifically, I link the representation and reception of other art 

forms to the notion of culture and science, nation-building process and national identity, 

and education through the disciplines of art history and ethnology. This chapter frames 

the conceptual foundations of this approach to art with the seminal inception of art 

analysis by Johann Joachim Winckelmann in 1761 and the nation-building processes 

leading up to the German Unification in 1871. 

 

Since both the disciplines of art history and ethnology concern themselves deeply with 

the implications of culture and its pivotal role in understanding and interpretation, and 

contextualisation of art and its binary status in popular/public and academic discourse, I 

will outline the multi-faceted ideas around the term culture in the German and wider 

context of discourse. The meaning of the word is quite unlike the anthropological term 

“culture” used widely by Aboriginal people as a ‘system of shared meanings’ and 

relates to law and land (Vivien Johnson Cultural Brokerage 480). Like the term “art”, a 

clearly defined signification of culture is difficult because it cannot be reduced to a 

chronological, geographical, social, and national or gender framework and is 

perpetually subject to transformation.   

 

Further, this history of representation and reception can be traced back to the Age of 

Reason through its dedication to the scientific model, clearly shown in the works of 

Johann Joachim Winckelmann. The Cartesian conclusion of education being an apt 

instrument to develop reasoning or acquire rationality is echoed in the minutely 

collected and categorically contained knowledge of the German education system (John 

Caroll 137; Tom Sorell 21). Representation of art and culture since the mid nineteenth 

century is an integral part of the recording of history as well as the making of history; 

Robin Lenman, John Osborne, Eda Sagarra assert that historical and literary subjects 

ruled exhibitions and museums (30-38). Visual representation of art and culture in 

combination with institutional power, has functioned as a text to be read within the 
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overall narrative of modern progress of civilised culture and has developed with the aid 

of both mass culture and the expanding middle class. For example, important new 

collections, aside those of the aristocratic rulers such as Friederich Wilhelm III of 

Prussia or the Grand Duke Ludwig I of Hesse, were two hundred and sixty-two modern 

pictures acquired by Heinrich Wagener in Berlin. These paintings served as the basis of 

the Berlin National Gallery and the growing independence of art-union galleries into 

civic museums, such as the Leipzig Museum of Fine Art in 1848 (Lenman et al. 33-4). 

The notion of art as signifier of culture is illustrated by the following discussion of the 

meanings of culture. 

 



Part One   

 30 

1.2 Defining Culture  

In this thesis the notion of culture draws on the following two distinctions: culture as a 

shared value system and system of knowledge, which has some affinity with the 

anthropological interpretation; and Culture (Bildung) in the German Romantic sense, as 

a universal aspiration and intellectual elitist construct.  

 

In the mid nineteenth century, the term culture is firstly used as anthropological 

terminus in Klemm’s Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, 10 volumes, 1843-

54 (General Culture History of Humanity) which later was elaborated upon by 

E.B.Tylor in his Primitive Culture, 2 volumes (1871), Wilhelm Schmidt und W. 

Koppers’ Völker und Kulturen  (Peoples and Cultures) (1924), to name but a few. On 

the subject of culture, the twentieth century studies by T.S Eliot17 or George Steiner18 

reflect the difficulty of giving an absolute definition or even to pinpointing its essential 

meaning. In anthropology, Kroeber19 and Kluckhohn offered in Culture: A Critical 

Review (1952) approximately three hundred definitions alone, indicating the centrality 

of its notion within scientific studies but also its complexity (Hirschberg 269).  

 

The definitions of culture vary, depending on their ethnological or art historical context. 

Reading dictionary entries on the subject almost becomes an anthropological exercise in 

itself. With this in mind, the definitions given below are limited indeed, but nonetheless 

hint on the core meaning of transcultural exchange from a German perspective. 

 

While the usage of the term slightly differs also within disciplinary discourse such as 

archaeology, anthropology, sociology, geography, literary and cultural studies, there are 

some useful convergences in the following summaries: 

 

1) Culture is the “social heritage” of a community and the extent of material artefacts, 

systems of belief, ideas, symbols, values, aesthetic perceptions and behavioural patterns. 

Ronald Fletcher classifies these as “ongoing activities within their particular life-

                                                 
17 T.S Eliot’s Notes Towards the Definition of Culture (1948). 
18 George Steiner, In Bluebeard’s Castle: Notes towards the Redefinition of Culture (1971) and Papers of 
the Peabody Museum of American Archaeology and Ethnology, vol 47, I (1952) Culture: A Critical 
Review of Concepts and Definitions. 
19 Kroeber, American anthropologist and student of Franz Boas, indicated the multifarious facets of 
culture in his collaborative research with C. Kluckhohn on some three hundred definitions of the word 
culture in their publication Culture: A Critical Review (1952). 
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conditions… transmitted from generation to generation” within a group of people, or by 

an individual as member of a group or people (191).  

 

2) Culture (Latin – cultura – colere – to tend) is 1. fineness of feelings, thoughts, tastes, 

manners etc. 2. in anthropology: a. the civilisation of a given race or nation at a given 

time or over all time; its customs, its arts, its conveniences; b. socially inherited 

artefacts 3. the development of the mind or body by education or training (physical 

culture courses) 4. the preparation of land to raise crops; cultivation (World Book 

Dictionary 1975).  

 

The second definition, but more particularly the third, more humanist definitions are 

relevant to the issues surrounding the reception of Aboriginal art in Germany: Culture 

as civilisation and self-understanding and Culture as development of the mind through 

education. The distinction between culture and Culture lies in their social faculties; on 

the one side culture is a system of shared meaning of a group, on the other it is a means 

to social capital for the individual, a point which I discuss further in Part Nine. 

Firstly, the vast and ambivalent use of the term culture, especially since the nineteenth 

century, can be divided into the material and the intellectual – and, as I will argue, also 

into an anthropological and bourgeois use of the term. There is the culture the individual 

can adhere to as a form of heritage (identity) and the Culture the individual or group can 

aspire to as an object of social ambition. The reification of culture as commodified 

“product” becomes the object of desire and implies social advancement. As such the 

potential in cultural advancement is multi-faceted. In The Ethics of Identity (2005), 

British philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah enquires into the way culture relates to 

political theory and social justice, and asks if culture is regarded as “a good”. He 

observes two main categories that allow culture to be considered a “resource”: culture 

as “primary good” and culture as “social good” (120). Culture as primary good figures 

as a resource for the individual, while the term social good relates to certain groups of 

people (120; 127).  

 

Related to the term culture are the verbs to cultivate and to culturalise which play a role 

in the positioning of either the Self or the Other. Given that the verb cultivate carries, 

beside its agricultural definitions, the meaning “to improve or develop by education or 
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training” and “to give time, thought and effort to; practice: an artist cultivates art”. To 

cultivate is used in a subjective manner; the subject has the agency to act.  

 

By contrast, the definition of the verb to culturalise, is “to subject to the influence of 

civilisation or culture”: 

 

To culturalise a primitive tribe. Even in our remote fossil precursors,…who were only 

rudimentarily culturalised, the brain bulk is already fully double that of the ape average. 

(Alfred L. Kroeber quoted in The World Book Dictionary 513)  

 

Here, the verb indicates passive reception by the object, the receiver. The object is being 

acted upon. This anthropological term is used to describe the process wherein small-

scale societies are subjected to the influence of culture. Up until the post-colonial period 

it described the relationship between indigenous, often colonial subjects, and the 

European colonisers. 

 

Historical Aspects of Culture 

The distinction between Culture and culture is particularly emphasised in German 

thought. British cultural theorist Terry Eagleton regards Culture as “the spirit of 

humanity” which is expressed in specific works, while its “discourse links the 

individual with the universal” (55). He discriminates an almost always polarised 

meaning in both forms:  

 

For Culture, culture is benightedly sectarian, whereas for culture Culture is fraudulently 

disinterested. Culture is too ethereal for culture, and culture too earth-bound for Culture. 

We seem torn between an empty universalism and a blind particularism. If Culture is  

unhoused and disembodied, culture is far too eager for a local habitation. (44) 

 

Eagleton’s interpretation allows us to see Culture as a sub-section or as part of culture, 

concerned with a particularity of European-ness that has a “blind” spot in the art canon. 

This Eurocentric unity, mythological or factually rooted in the notion of Culture of the 

nineteenth century, can be discerned at the heart of modern art history as well as 

science. We begin to see that the reception of Aboriginal art in Germany pivots around 

this idea of Culture. 



Part One   

 33

British ancient historian Martin Bernal for example, argued that a racially-based notion 

of cultural development according to the Aryan model, gave the ideological innuendo 

for aggressive political endeavours (such as imperialism and colonialism of the 

nineteenth century), which resulted in the systematic genocide of the twentieth century 

(Bernal 1995; 2000). The Aryan model20, with its provision of construed heritage and 

identity for Europeans on the whole, and Germans in particular, also became attractive 

to scholars, so Bernal considers, in the specific social environment of the mid to late 

nineteenth century. Indicative of what Bernal identifies as four external forces, was the 

introduction of the paradigm of progress, the triumph of Romanticism, the restoration of 

Christian faith in society, and racism (991).  

 

Before it became fashionable to think of historical periods as linear, progressive build-

ups to a more sophisticated present in the eighteenth century, historical epochs were 

interpreted in cycles or decline (991-992). Bernal locates the paradigm of progress in 

the eighteenth century as the “normal way” in which scholars observed the course of 

time as opposed to viewing periods as declining or cyclical (991). With this change in 

temporal analysis also came a change in perception: cultures were compared in relation 

to one another. The new paradigm of progress, he asserts, reversed the assessment of 

Egypt and Greece: while until that time Egypt had held a “superior status” over Greece 

because it was older and “hence closer to original wisdom and morality”. Under the new 

concept of progress, younger cultural concepts were deemed better by historians and 

other scholars of humanity. Greece’s youth was considered advantageous, “a period of 

life with a future” as Bernal put it, and signifying the age of “feeling and passion” (991-

2).  

 

This is the cue that allowed the Romantics to overturn the ancient model and instead of 

idealising lasting empires such as Rome, Egypt and China, countries such as Scotland, 

Switzerland and Greece, whose histories were tumultuous and “reflected passion and 

                                                 
20 Martin Bernal explains the Aryan Model was only developed in the 1830s and 1840s and is still 
generally taught today. It teaches that “Classical Greek civilisation was the result of a conquest of the 
present Greece from the north by the ‘Hellenes’”, who were Indo-European speakers or “Aryans”. The 
conquered indigenous population of the Aegean are simply labeled by modern scholars as ‘Pre-Hellenes’. 
“All that proponents of the Aryan Model ‘know’ about the ‘Pre-Hellenes’ is that they were Caucasian —
definitely not Semitic speakers or Egyptians—and they did not speak an Indo-European language”, which 
is of special importance because “less than 40 percent of the Greek vocabulary and very few Greek proper 
names can be explained in terms of other members of the Indo-European linguistic family.” (Afrocentrism 
and Two Historical Models 16-18)  
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dynamism”, became models (992). Romanticism, Bernal argues, was the radical 

movement that was convinced of the inadequacy of reason and, as such, became a 

counterpoint to the Enlightenment (992).  

 

The Romantics, according to Bernal, related virtues to the land proportional to the 

North-South gradient: ancient writers claimed that cold climates made people virtuous – 

men martial, women chaste, therefore the cold north or mountain air was conducive to 

human faculties such as intelligence (992-93).  

 

Bernal established that another shift towards new categories took place: one between 

class and race which was created through the “racial interpretation” of the French 

revolution (1006). French nobility, in the wave of Enlightenment, were forced to defend 

their privileges, they turned to the “newly conceptualized Middle Ages and appealed to 

a fictionalized descent from the Francs” (1007). This assumed Germanic identity was 

used to justify “their superiority and special privileges”, equating their right to conquest 

by race (1006).  

 

This implies that it is important not to confuse the meaning of the term race with that 

propagated since the Third Reich and the Aryan model. The concept of race in the 

French revolution is used as a marker of difference, a border of power fields – in 

alliance with the dominant – rather than as a biological feature. 

 

The change in Western conceptions of race came about, as Bernal suggests, with the 

neo-classicist return to antiquity. He links cultural positions on gender, class and race 

issues and the archetype of the “Aryan model of Greek origin” that shaped the 

conception of a Eurocentric, “Western Civilisation” in the first half of the nineteenth 

century (Bernal 988): 

 

The nineteenth century creators of the Aryan model saw Greece as fundamentally 

different from India, where the Aryans had conquered a “dark” people but had 

eventually been corrupted by them; Greece, by contrast was seen as racially pure and 

essentially European, an appropriate cradle for “Western Civilisation”. (988)  
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The ancient model painted the ancestors of the Greeks as a picture of a contented people 

who experienced cultural expansion after the contact with Phoenicians and Egyptians, 

an image that was perpetuated since at least the fifth century BCE until the nineteenth 

century and needed to be defended against the Aryan model, which eventually replaced 

the ancient model in the 1840s.  

 

Bernal’s exploration of the Aryan model provides a critical look at scientification of 

culture and resulting cultural and transcultural relations. By examining the change of 

meaning of the word race over time as well as the ambiguity of the origin of culture, he 

questions the mythological connection which is often the source of scientific 

exploration and cultural identification. 

 

Identity Politics and Nation-Building Process   

The project of the Enlightenment provides a point of departure for the current notion of 

culture in Germany and the idea of Culture State (Kulturstaat) and Culture Nation 

(Kulturnation). Moreover, my investigation shows that the notion of Culture is set 

within the Romantic idea of cultural unity as one folk and as national vehicle. “Whoever 

speaks of culture, speaks of administration” (Adorno The Culture Industry 93). 

 

Culture is the cement that holds a nation together by administering a framework of 

categories, values and systems of knowledge, empowering both the individual and the 

state. In fact, “as the pre-modern nation gives way to the modern nation-state,” so 

Eagleton states, “the structure of traditional roles can no longer hold society together, 

and it is culture, in the sense of a common language, inheritance, educational system, 

shared values and the like” which takes over as “the principle of social unity” (26). 

 

Culture in its form as resource (Appiah 2005) in the current discourse gained its 

momentum with the rise of people and their status in society. Following on the notion 

that national culture fed on popular culture (Mudimbe 985; Lenman, Osborne and 

Sagarra 11); it can be inferred that the notion of national identity is not only closely 

linked with the development of (popular) culture but is at its core. Put another way, 

nation-building processes rely on populist cultural articulations and proponents in order 

to distil an essence, which inherently means exclusion, excision and demarcation, as in 
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the case of the representation of non-European art. As Mudimbe concludes the 

invention of the “primitive with the nineteenth century colonial expansion, tolled the 

death knell” of this perception of the popular, and the notion of the people became 

transmuted into that of the “class society” (984). “The popular actualises itself”, he 

wrote, “as a common denominator of the multitude constituting civil society” and 

thereby sets “trends to transform popular culture into a universal culture which is seen 

as transcending national boundaries” (984). 

 

The Enlightenment provided the ground for the advance of intellectual life in Germany 

in particular, in terms of education of a growing middle-class, and to what Robert-

Herrmann Tenbrock termed as Germany’s rebirth as “a land of culture during the age of 

Goethe” (149). This emphasis on Culture prepared for the political unification of 

otherwise diverse German states into Imperial Germany.  

 

Although the Enlightenment and its influence on German culture cannot be discussed at 

length within the frame of this thesis, I will draw attention to some aspects that are 

related to the Enlightenment and the counter-movement of the German Romantics. Both 

are relevant for the interpretation of the development of German art history and the 

reception of Aboriginal art: the universal and cosmopolitan world view on the one hand, 

the actual promotion of the German language and the vernacular through music, 

literature and art which forged the foundations for the project of progress and 

nationhood on the other. Such authors as Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768), 

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781), Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), Caspar 

David Friedrich (1774-1840, Richard Wagner (1813-1883), show the preoccupation 

with nationhood in German cultural production. The concern of Georg Friedrich Hegel 

(1770-1831), Johann Reinhold Forster (1729-1798) and son Georg Forster (1754-1794), 

Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904), Adolf Bastian (1826-1905) and Franz Boas (1858-1942) 

for example, was to develop an understanding of culture as a feature of humanity and 

the relationships between single cultures. It was through the recordings of scientists 

such as the Forsters and the vast archives of images resulting from Cook’s voyages that 

ethnography developed as a science and alternatives to Enlightenment verities began to 

emerge. Similarly, Franz Theodor Kugler (1808-1858) and Carl Schnaase (1798-1875) 

categorised the existing knowledge on art into genre, ages and geographies, thus 

mapping out a history with a humanist purpose as I will discuss here. 
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Western culture as we know it in the twenty-first century oscillates towards 

individualism, scientific research, anthropocentric emphasis, expansion of knowledge, 

secularism and rationality, epistemologies which were introduced to society by the 

proponents of Enlightenment (Caroll 2-9). The age of reason, as an anti-traditional 

movement, also introduced educational systems which called for the inclusion of the 

broader masses, including women, as documented by Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel 

(1741-96)21 and Lenman et al. (18-9). Another provision was the notion of progress, 

which in turn deliberated historical inquiry and source criticism, and was described 

intently by Alain Schnapp in The Discovery of the Past (1996). In this climate, the 

historical analysis of the arts began to take shape as rational evaluation, alongside 

ekphrasis22 in art literature as Norman Bryson points out in his discussion of 

Philostratus (174-5). This is important to note in the context of this thesis, because the 

notion of progress anchors art analysis in a linear art development and simultaneously in 

the literary realm, and foreshadows the reception of Aboriginal art as inferior in the 

twentieth century. 

 

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, the Enlightenment period coincided with 

new movements such as Neo-Humanism, Romanticism and Sturm und Drang (Storm 

and Stress). During this period, the contours of Culture as a project of progress and 

nationhood began to form and one aim of the project was the promotion of the German 

language which began as a philosophical consideration. The idea behind this advocacy 

for cultural particularism and provincialism was to debunk universalist attitudes and 

grand narratives, as Herder elaborates in his literary works Treatise on the Origin of 

Language (1772), and Extract from a correspondence about Ossian and the Songs of 

Ancient Peoples (Auszug aus einem Briefwechsel über Ossian und die Lieder alter 

Völker) published in 1773.  

 

Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), as writer, theologian, philosopher and one of the 

most influential theorists of the Sturm und Drang (Storm and Stress) period, criticised 

certain universal aspects of the Enlightenment, namely the endorsing of Latin, French 

and English, while neglecting the language of the common people. At the royal court, 

                                                 
21Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel. On Improving the Status of Women (1792) 
22 Ekphrasis - a literary description of or commentary on a visual work of art (Merriam-Webster Online 
dictionary ) http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ekphrasis 
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French was the written and spoken language and publication of German books were 

outnumbered by the books written in Latin and French. One main reason for this was 

the perceived linguistic limitations of a language which is comprised of various dialects 

without clear grammatical conventions. For the majority of the population of the 

German Empire, German in all its variations was the spoken language. German was not 

considered to be a cultured language, let alone capable of articulating successfully 

cultural pillars such as poetry and philosophy (Bernal Race, Class, and Gender 1003). 

Language acted also as social demarcation, an identifiable tool of class in a stratified 

society that Germany retained before and after unification in 1871 (Eagleton Idea of 

Culture 12). 

 

Eagleton considers Herder a Romantic nationalist who invested in the notion of a 

“distinct ethnic culture” as a “distinctive way of life” which rejected Universalist views 

of a uni-linear history of humanity (12). Rather he recognised that each people were 

different and developed according to different laws of evolution (12). However, 

Eagleton considered Herder’s differentiation of the notion of culture as demarcation:  

 

But Herder explicitly links the struggle between the two senses of the word “culture” to 

a conflict between Europe and its colonial Others. He is out to oppose the Eurocentrism 

of culture-as-universal-civilisation with the claims of those “of all the quarters of the 

globe” who have not lived and perished for the dubious honour of having their posterity 

made happy by a speciously superior European culture. (12) 

 

As one of the first, Herder spoke in his Reflections on the Philosophy of the History of 

Mankind (1784-91) of cultures instead of culture of peoples of different times and 

places, saying that “what one nation holds indispensable to the circle of its thoughts has 

never entered into the mind of a second, and by a third has been deemed injurious” 

(49).23 

 

In fear of sharing the fate of Frankish, a Germanic language which dissolved into 

French, German intellectuals, artists, composers and poets showed a determined and 

active opposition against the Latinisation process. Interest in the attention to vernacular 

themes such as folk songs and folk tales grew. Examples are found in the writing of 

                                                 
23 Of note in the context of particularism/ provincialism, as suggested by Herder, is the work of the 
Grimm brothers in the field of German studies. 
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Wilhelm (1785- 1859) and Jacob Grimm (1786- 1863) 24, and Hans Naumann (1886 -

1951).25 There was an urgency to revert to a provincialism in favour of national identity. 

In music, Richard Wagner (1813-1883) resurrected Teutonic mythology in his music 

compositions26 but also his literary work communicated ideas of a German culture. In 

literature, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832)27 and Friedrich von Schiller 

(1759-1805)28 stimulated the expansion and refinement of the German language.  

 

The Romantic period emphasised also the identification between the audience and the 

emotion evoked by the image in German art. Representation of identity in visual arts 

became crucial in the education in nationhood, emphasising the idea that every people 

had its distinct cultural features and expressions. 

 

For example, Caspar David Friedrich wanted to “spiritually inspire and awake thoughts, 

emotions and sensations in the viewer, even if they weren’t his…” (Friedrich quoted in 

Hamm 23). In his image Mondaufgang am Meer (1822) (Moonrise by the Sea) (Plate 6), 

Friedrich borrowed Romantic symbols: the view out to sea symbolises the loneliness 

and yearning of humanity. Friedrich achieved an identification of the viewer with this 

mood by painting the figures with their back turned, thus forcing the viewer to see what 

they see. In 1985 Ulrich Hamm discerned another intention contained in the 

iconography that is the political message of middle class ideals of liberty (Bürgerliche 

Freiheitsideale). This was communicated by clothing the figures in old-German 

costumes – a symbol of opposition against the efforts to reinstate the environment of the 

pre-French-Revolution (22-3). Friedrich visually translated Herder’s propositions that a 

nation should adhere to its own cultural attributes, language and traditions and abstain 

from absorbing even “superior forms” (Bernal 1003). I see this pre-unification time as a 

                                                 
24Jacob Ludwig Karl Grimm (1785-1863) founded German philology and together with his brother 
Wilhelm Karl Grimm (1786-1859) published their famous folk-tale collection Children- and Home Tales 
(Kinder- und Hausmärchen, 3 vols 1812-22) as well as German Grammar (Deutsche Grammatik, 4 vols 
1819-37) among others, which were all in the spirit of Romanticism.  
25 Hans Naumann. Grundzüge der deutschen Volkskunde, 1922. 
26For example his opera The Ring of the Nibelung (1869-1874). Wagner wrote a number of essays 
relating the topic. Among them: The German Opera (Die Deutsche Oper (1834); About German Music 
(Über Deutsche Musik 1840); The Artist and the Public (Der Künstler und die Öffentlichkeit 1841); How 
do Republican Ambitions Conduct Themselves Before the Kingdom? (Wie verhalten sich die 
republikanische Bestrebungen dem Königtume gegenüber?1848); The Nibelungs. Worldhistory from the 
saga (Die Nibelungen. Weltgeschichte aus der Sage 1848); What is German? (Was ist deutsch? 
1865/1878); German Art and German Politics (Deutsche Kunst und Deutsche Politik 1867-8) 
27 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Conversations of German Refugees 1795 
28 Friederich Schiller. Die Huldigung der Künste, 1804  (Homage of the Arts) 
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crucial period, a time when ideological camps began to demarcate. Until then the 

national boundaries were blurred. It was also a moment when movements with 

humanist, imperial, national, liberal, and individual interests in mind articulated 

manifestos. These found their promulgation through the notion of Culture as can be seen 

articulated in the works of the afore mentioned authors. 

 

Thus, Herder’s Romantic advocacy of the project of progress and nationhood through 

music, literature and art, or in other words, national distinction, did not prevent him 

endorsing at the same time another spirit born in the Enlightenment: this was the notion 

of equality of all peoples and formed the subject of his historical philosophy on art, 

music and language as publications such as Von deutscher Art und Kunst (1773) (Of 

German Kind and Art) co-written by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, and Abhandlung 

über den Ursprung der Sprachen (1772) (Treatise of the Origin of Languages) attest. 

Bernal considers that Herder’s claim of equality of all peoples and the absence of 

absolute hierarchy of values was taken to the extreme, because for instance, he (Herder) 

maintained that the Hottentot criteria for beauty were as valid as those of Europeans 

(1003). 

 

Considering the oppositional bearing of emotion which Romanticism had on the 

reverence of the Enlightenment notion of reason,29 the humanist conception clearly 

indicates a broader approach to questions concerning the arts than their narrower 

academic definition. This departure from universal, pluralist visions towards a 

rigorously contained, categorised knowledge (as the institutionalisation of art history 

not yet a hundred years later showed) must be therefore viewed from within the nation-

building movement of the nineteenth century. Also, the increase in democratising 

culture through new technological means (such as print media/press) meant that all 

facets of culture could be dispersed into society by a splitting of culture into categories 

that served different purposes. 

 

To summarise, the cultural sector as a powerful proponent of German society and as a 

marked identity has assumed its position at least since the birth of the German nation 

state in 1871. Development grew instrumentally within administrative attempts at 

                                                 
29  See Bernal 1995 
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nation-building and identification modes among individuals of a growing industrialised 

and capitalist nation. Art, as well as music, theatre and literature, formed a tool of 

nationalist education and reverence, and while flying under all kinds of different 

political banners over the past century, the notion of high art never ceased to act as a 

point of reference in the cultural achievements of the German nation. This connotation 

in art understanding is crucial for the categorisation of art in two disciplines, as I will 

discuss further in the following sections on art and science.  
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1.3 Art and Science: Cultural Parameters through Art History and 

Ethnology      

“When I hear the word culture I reach for my gun” Heinz Joest, Poet30 

 

Another key set of ideas that underpin the reception of Aboriginal art in the twenty-first 

century involve a historical and scientific analysis of art. The idea of art as Culture in 

German society has been a means of delineation since the Enlightenment, but had 

progressively become more assertive within the Romantic notion of nationhood. In this 

section, the construct of Culture will be narrowed down to the formation of a 

Eurocentric unity that influenced the conventions of anthropology as well as art history 

as a binary structure within a universally perceived linear development of humanity. 

 

Anthropological aspects in the late nineteenth century may have stood at the beginning 

of a wider, universal exploration of culture and specifically ethnology as its orientation 

was cosmopolitan and sprang from a liberal-humanist tradition as American historian H. 

Glenn Penny has shown (Objects of Culture 2). In art theory, Erwin Panofsky 

established that “cosmos of culture” is a spatio-temporal structure and can only be 

understood from within its cultural context (98). In a general cultural anthropological 

frame, the position of one’s own culture needed to be established through the 

particularism of the art historical gaze.  

 

Art History as Hierarchical Classification System 

Art history in its Eurocentric focus described by authors such as Erwin Panofsky, 

Heinrich Dilly, and Martin Warnke excludes non-European art traditions. Hans Belting 

insists that “art history, as a given discourse, needs structural changes when extended to 

other cultures and can not simply be exported such as it is to the other parts of the 

world” (64). Reception of Aboriginal art as contemporary art is therefore impeded by 

mechanisms of representation (Scherer 55). The next section looks at the historical 

causes that formed these modes of the current interpretation of Aboriginal art in 

Germany.  

 

                                                 
30Joest quoted in Oliver Stallybrassin: “culture” in Alan Bullock and Stephen Trombley and Alf Lawrie 
(assist. ed): The New Fontana Dictionary of Modern Thought. Harper Collins Publishers, London, 2000 
(first published in 1977)191 
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The formative feature of the development of art history was its being embedded within 

the humanist realm, under the rubric of the humanities, alongside philosophy, 

linguistics, and literature. At the core of these disciplines are humanist ideals such as the 

“universal man”, the overall understanding of the human being and the understanding of 

life in general. In short, humanism in Germany in the nineteenth century provided a 

“new” way of learning by returning to the rather anthropocentric oriented classical 

studies.  

 

In the course of its academic progress, from Winckelmann’s categorisation of antique 

styles to the separation of ethnographic art and high art, two shifting points in the 

development of German art history are relevant to the general direction of the 

discipline; firstly, the induction of scientific analysis of art and secondly, the processes 

of nation-building in Europe. I see both as being pivotal in the conceptual layout of art 

history as a historical and philosophical extension of historical knowledge (historische 

Wissenschaft). The scientific analysis delivered the interpretative tools that provide the 

lens for separate reading processes of art.  

 

The scientific analysis of art, the first point to split attention in art historical 

development, was reached with the induction of scientific analysis of art through a 

hierarchical classification system in the eighteenth century such as proposed by Johann 

Joachim Winckelmann, and later by Heinrich Wölfflin31, and Erwin Panofsky (Michael 

Ann Holly 39, 47-9). This denotes the moment when art became the subject of history, 

which included the process of scientific analysis of art in regards to style, its 

iconographic and iconological value, as well as its historical context in time and space. 

This marks also a further incision between art production and the historiography of art 

works.  

 

Before Winckelmann’s seminal work Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums (1767) 

(History of Ancient Art), artists’ histories were mostly written by the artists themselves, 

such as Florentine artists Leonardo Da Vinci (1452-1519) and GeorgioVasari (1511-

1575). Art and art theory were internally linked and interrelated. After Winckelmann, 

the theorising of art became external, separated from the art source through the 

                                                 
31

 Heinrich Wölfflin. Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe; das Problem der Stilentwicklung in der neueren 
Kunst. Munich: Hugo Bruckmann, 1918. 
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scientific processes of categorisation, observation and theory which made art in many 

ways an object of scientific inquiry and art discourse, as in the writing of Wölfflin 

(1918). Not the artist but the historian would evaluate art from now on. 

 

The second juncture, art, myths and nation-building, changed the connotative and 

denotative faculties of art as part of modern society. It was the involvement of art and 

the nation-building endeavour of imperial Germany: the construction of social and 

political purpose in art. This acted as a cultural signifier within a stratified local but also 

global community through the notion of the “primitive” in a general evolutionist attitude 

which was later elucidated in Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species (1859). This 

warrants a further exploration of the relationship between art history and public art 

spaces (such as public art galleries and museums) and their institutional power within 

the process of cultural mapping as I discuss in Part Three in the context of National-

Socialism, and Part Nine in its relation to symbolic power. Further, the German 

Expressionist movement changed temporarily the stronghold of Euro-centric narratives 

in art history by exploring non-European art forms (see Part Ten).  

 

Art History as Scientific Analysis of Art  

Although the main focus of this thesis spans the period from the mid-nineteenth century 

to the turn of the millennium, the conception of Western art history can be better 

understood by examining its origins.  

 

Art history as a systematic approach to the arts was conceived by philologist Johann 

Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768) in the late eighteenth-century (Will and Ariel 

Durant 273). With his gaze turned to Greek antiquity, Winckelmann focused in 

particular on classical Greek art in his several volumes comprising Geschichte der 

Kunst des Altertums (1767) (History of the Art of Antiquity), after some contemplation 

of  Egyptian, Phoenician, Hebrew, Persian and Etruscan art. Winckelmann saw in the 

fine lines of Greek sculptures the “embodiment of the age of reason” (381-2).  

 

Like all projects birthed by the Enlightenment, Winckelmann’s method of stylistic 

contemplation of the arts was rooted in textual, hermeneutic analysis. As a scholar in 

Latin, Greek and Hebrew he gained access to vast numbers of libraries throughout his 
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travels in Germany, the Vatican and Italy. His preoccupation with the histories of styles 

before their specific national, social religious and ethnic backgrounds, laid the 

foundation to ascertain, describe, and explain art and its practice over the course of 

history.  

 

Winckelmann was a librarian whose research into uncovering the meaning for Greek art 

set the foundation stone for the systematic study of Western art history and scientific 

archaeology. He did not restrict the research of ancient art to iconographic observations, 

but introduced chronological organisation of the different styles of the vast amount of 

collected data (Schnapp 258). 

 

In his seminal work Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums (1767) (History of Art in 

Antiquity) together with other publications, he created historical interconnections and 

categorisations which became the core of modern archaeology and comparative art 

history.32 “He destroyed the antiquarian model” summarises Schnapp, “which made 

history subservient to objects” – it was not the object but the culture that produced it 

that Winckelmann sought to explain through examining the object (Schnapp 262).  

 

Particularly remarkable in Winckelmann’s project was that it opened the door to cross-

cultural contact across space and time. And beyond a mainly economic agenda, he 

expanded on a philosophy of art based on extended travel to Italy, Turkey and Greece 

that would put the Greek ideal of beauty in architecture and sculpture at the apex of any 

artistic aspiration. He also drew a connection between the development of art and its 

political environment: he argued the perfection found in Greek art only flourished 

within “the freest society that man had ever known,” seeing beauty as the “sister of 

liberty” (Schnapp 263). Winckelmann’s first publication, Gedanken über die 

Nachahmung der Griechischen Werke in Malerei und Bildhauerkunst (1755) (Thoughts 

on the Imitation of Greek works in Painting and Sculpture), described a collection in 

Dresden and concluded that “Hellenistic superiority” and “the only way for us, to 

become great, if at all possible inimitable, is the imitation of the ancients”33 

(Winckelmann quoted in Will and Ariel Durant 378). From this notion sprang a new art 

                                                 
32 “Winckelmann” in: dtv Brockhaus Lexikon, vol 20, 1988. 98 
33 Winckelmann: “Der einzige Weg für uns, groß, ja wenn es möglich ist, unnachahmlich zu werden, ist 
die Nachahmnung der Alten.” [My translation into English] 
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movement – Neo-Classicism – appropriating and re-inventing the classic ideal for the 

arts. 

 

In many ways, Winckelmann’s venture to induct a science of art based on the Greek 

ideal and the notion of style as the basis of thought, influenced not only Germany’s but 

Europe’s cultural development  that adopted antiquity as its point of origin. At the same 

time, Winckelmann’s methodology of the naturalist and evolutionist model and 

typology (seriating and dating objects), as discussed by Schnapp, led intuitively to the 

“revolution in human and natural history” of the nineteenth century (272).  

 

What is more, with Winckelmann’s induction of the ancient model into a new science, 

an old demarcation line was drawn anew between a self-identity and other-identity: 

Persians, Hittites, Scythians, Egyptians and all the peoples deemed by the ancient 

Greeks as “barbarians” were re-instituted in the new scientific categories as “others”. In 

time and space, they signified the first primitives (Schnaase 1843; Worringer 1910). 

Only later, with colonial expansion, were indigenous peoples included in this category. 

Winckelmann’s evolutionary ideas of infancy, childhood, maturity and decline are still 

influential in the way art institutions perceive Aboriginal/primitive art as the “child” to 

European “maturity” as the findings by Elisabeth Bähr (see introduction) suggest. 

 

Winckelmann’s project34outlined in The History of Ancient Greek Art among the 

Greeks (trans. G. Henry Lodge, 1880) highly influenced German thinkers of various 

disciplines and ideologies like Lessing, Goethe, but also Herder and Hegel. 

 

One of the first significant art discourses surrounded the Laocoön-group as sculpted in 

Death of Laokoön and his Two Sons of the first century BC by three sculptors from 

Rhodes, Agesandrus, Athanodorus and Polydorus (Plate 7). This sculpture of the dying 

Laocoön and his sons has been considered as the symbol of the end of Greek art, both in 

technical and conceptual terms (Lullies and Hirmer 28).Winckelmann described the 

Laocoön as an “ideally elevated being” which in its “ideal form and beauty” the 

sculptors had stretched the limits of possibility in pursuit of the principal object of 

beauty (473). 

                                                 
34 See above! 
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Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781) disagreed with Winckelmann and wrote his own 

seminal study Laokoön oder über die Grenzen der Mahlerey und Poesie (Laocoön: an 

Essay on the Limits of Painting and Poetry) (1766) (Plate 7), where he teased out the 

distinction between poetry as art of temporal comparison/relation and the fine arts 

which are built on the principle of spatial comparison/relation.  

 

While Winckelmann’s work influenced also Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), 

Herder advocated the Sturm und Drang movement (Storm and Stress) which emanated 

from the German middle-class and was set against the ideals of antiquity. This 

characterised the first powerful revolutionary force within the politically and culturally 

unstable times of the late eighteenth century and countered the ideals of the 

Enlightenment. Herder’s veneration for the Middle Ages and past German magnitude 

stood behind the idea of nation as “history’s guiding force” (Grant 225). But Herder 

also connected creative arts, such as painting and poetry, with their specific historical 

background and therefore provided a better understanding of cultural diversities. 

Together with Goethe, Herder published Von Deutscher Art und Kunst (1773) (Of 

German Kind and Art). Generally, however, Herder’s publications35 indicate that he 

advocated Kugler’s vision of a history of art, as I will discuss in this chapter (Dilly 9).  

 

With Winckelmann, the focus began to shift from artists’ histories towards the art itself 

as a complex composition of signs, symbols and signification. Eventually, the first 

professorships were instituted in 1813 in Göttingen and then in Berlin in 1843, although 

professorships did not follow in most central-European universities until the 1850s and 

1860s (Brockhaus vol 10, 199). 

 

Having acquired the scientific method of systematic classification of art production, the 

history of art grew increasingly in its importance as a sub-branch of history and 

philosophy. Framed by the humanist endeavour in the age of exploration, expansion, 

unification and the greater realm of world politics, the overall known art production 

from European and non-European cultures alike was first considered without specific 

denominators of time and space. The art of ancient peoples was likewise considered for 

                                                 
35 In particular the following publications: Johann Gottfried Herder. Philosophie der Geschichte zur 
Bildung der Menschheit (1774); Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (4 volumes 1784-
91); Briefe zur Beförderung der Humanität (1793-97) 
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analysis as the contemporary art of other continents within a framework of a history of 

humanity. This humanist framework marks an important incision: not only by indicating 

a turning point in the development of an art history into a significant contributor to 

historical processes, but also by highlighting the ideological function of cultural science 

in the service of politics.  

 

I find this evidenced in Franz Theodor Kugler’s Handbuch der Kunstgeschichte (1842), 

(Handbook of History of Art) which followed the cosmopolitan notion of a universal art 

history of all people, of all eras. The purpose of the Handbook of History of Art was to 

order all detailed knowledge on art of all ages and people, as far as written records 

existed, in a meaningful way – that is, in a way that would allow for the analysis of art 

in the service of history (Kugler X).36 He also pointed out the role of art history as a 

means of mapping a vastly unknown territory: 

The whole of our science [Wissenschaft] is still very young, it is an empire whose 

conquest is still in progress, its valleys and forests we yet have to clear, its depraved 

steppes we yet have to cultivate. There is still multifarious activity in detail necessary, 

which makes it difficult, often impossible to spread a comfortable net over it and to 

separate provinces, districts, circles and outer districts [Weichbilder] with clean colour-

lines. (x)37 

His ambitious attempt took account of the development of art of all the hitherto known 

cultures, ages and religions from across northern Europe, the Near East, Middle East 

and the Far East and America. Kugler remarkably reconciles a Eurocentric 

understanding of high developed art (which applies techniques such as perspective etc.). 

He recognised that the absence of perspective in Chinese painting for example, which 

was seen as a universal signifier of an early developmental stage in art, had nothing to 

do with lack of skills or the lack of artistic concepts. Rather, it constituted a conscious, 

                                                 
36 Franz Kugler:“Wenn wir auch viel, recht sehr viel in unsrer Wissenschaft zu thun haben, so liegt denn 
doch bereits eine so grosse Masse von Einzelheiten vor, dass für diese soviel Ordnung, als eben möglich 
ist, geschafft werden muss. Die allgemeine historische Wissenschaft (in deren Dienst wir jenes Reich zu 
erobern streben) stellt uns doch allmählich die sehr ernsthafte Frage, was wir in diesen Jahren 
geschaffen haben und welcher Gewinn ihr aus unsern Bemühungen erwachsen ist.”( Foreword X)  
37 Franz Kugler: “das Ganze unserer Wissenschaft ist noch gar jung, es ist ein Reich mit dessen 
Eroberung wir noch eben erst beschäftigt sind, dessen Thäler und Wälder wir noch erst zu lichten, dessen 
wüste Steppen wir noch urbar zu machen haben; da wird noch die mannigfalste Thätigkeit für das 
Einzelne erfordert, da ist es schwer, oft fast unausführbar, ein behagliches geographisches Netz darüber 
zu legen und Provinzen, Bezirke, Kreise und Weichbilder mit sauberen Farbenlinien von einander zu 
sondern.” (X) 
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conceptual rejection of those techniques based on specific aesthetical and philosophical 

considerations (128).  

The reason why Aboriginal art did not find its way into Kugler’s quite comprehensive 

assemblage of world art history in 1842, as it was known at the time, may be linked to 

the quality of the literary representation of Aboriginal culture at that time. Until the 

twentieth century and the emerging anthropological studies in the field, Aboriginal 

people had been constructed as cultureless in text and image (Jones 145; Grey 263; 

Smith 483). Until the systematic approach to recording and interpreting Aboriginal 

cultural objects by anthropologists (see Part Seven), literary references served more 

towards the obliteration of Aboriginal culture from the colonial historical process in 

Australia (the stages of acknowledging Aboriginal art as art is further discussed in Part 

Seven).  

There is little doubt that Kugler would have felt compelled to include Australian 

Aboriginal art had it been recorded as art at the time, but the conventional reading of art 

did not provide such parameters. Aboriginal people were considered without culture and 

their art had therefore no place in an art history, which Kugler understood as part of a 

universal history of culture (Allgemeine Kulturgeschichte) (“Kugler, Franz 

Theodor”ADB 310). Therefore his work concerns itself with the traditional subjects 

such as northern European art, eastern and western oriental art, the art of the ancient 

Greek, Egyptian, and Nubian worlds, as well as the different periods of European art.  

Around the same time, a contemporary of Kugler’s, Carl Schnaase, published the first 

volume of his Geschichte der bildenden Künste. Geschichte der bildenden Künste bei 

den Alten – Die Völker des Orients (vol 1) (1843) (History of the Creative Arts among 

the Ancients – the peoples of the Orient, volume 1) only one year after Kugler’s 

Handbuch der Kunstgeschichte. Both publications were dedicated to art as historical 

development in several stages. However, Schnaase’s idea behind the publication of 

what grew into a work of eight volumes over the following thirty-six years differed 

from Kugler’s publication.   

Kugler attempted the mapping of an unknown field of knowledge; in contrast, Schnaase 

tried to link artistic expression with its respective cultural background and to explore the 

interconnectedness of all art forms (IX). He wrote that art in its physical and intellectual 
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features is culture-specific (IX)38, and to understand its meaning, art needed to be 

explored through its context of origin. He also asserted that the task of art history was 

“to enter into these conditions individually and to point out the process of penetration of 

an art sense with other elements of life” (X).39 Another point he made aims at an 

incorporation of non-European art as well as a call for interdisciplinary collaborations. 

He theorised that art history needed to draw on “political and the literary history”, as 

well as “ethnology” (Völkerkunde) to explain the detail of art in its “reciprocal action 

with elements of life” (XI).40 Schnaase even suggested the institutionalisation of a 

world-history of art as academic discipline (Dilly 10). Perhaps this humanist outlook 

would have allowed art history to evolve into an international, inclusive rather than 

exclusive methodology; however these budding ideas had to give way in the wake of 

national interest.  

During the anticipated birth of the German nation-state in 1871, all facilitators of public 

education were focused on the advancement of a national idea. The abrupt halt of a 

rather global approach to the inquiry of art development after Kugler and Schnaase 

seems to support this. In the 1860s, the years of the first ethnographic museums in 

Germany, re-organisations of existing overseas collections comprising artefacts and 

other (cultural) objects, determined future culture specific classifications. The divisions 

into artistic and scientific components (Penny Object of Culture 166) would have played 

a crucial role in the division of what is commonly understood as art in a Western sense 

and non-Western art or primitive art. Therefore in the Munich Museum, Indian and 

Chinese collections were moved from the art gallery to the new museum. Here, the 

objects changed from an aesthetic and typological framework to being part of an 

ethnographic collection grouped geographically and culturally: 

                                                 
38 Carl Schnaase: “Dass die Kunst einer jeden Zeit der Ausdruck der physischen und geistigen, sittlichen 
und intellectuellen Eigenthümlichkeiten des Volkes sei, ist eine Wahrheit, die jetzt im Allgemeinen 
Niemand bezweifelt.” (IX) 
39 Carl Schnaase: “Mir scheint aber auch, dass man die Werke der Kunst als solche nur durch die 
Einsicht in diese Bedingungen ihres Ursprungs voellig verstehen koenne, dass daher die Kunstgeschichte 
selbst auf diese Bedingungen umstaendlich einzugehen, und den Prozess dieser Durchdringung des 
Kunstsinnes mit den sonstigen Lebenselementen aufzuzeigen habe.”(X)  And: “Es schien mir ferner, dass 
die Kunst der verschiedenen Voelker eine bleibende Tradition darstelle, dass ein Zusammmenhang da sei, 
welcher verstanden werden muesse, ohne welchen auch die einzelne Epochen nicht richtig gewuerdigt 
werden koennten.” (X) 
40Carl Schnaase: “Wenn die Kunst in ihrer Wechselwirkung mit den Lebenselementen historisch erklärt 
werden soll, so müssen die Völkerkunde, die politische, die literarische Geschichte nicht bloss in ihren 
allgemeinen  Grundzügen , sondern in manchen Details zur Hülfe gerufen werden.”(XI) 
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As part of the general process of dismantling the older Kunstkammern and redistributing 

their contents, “Eastern art” that once belonged in the art gallery was redefined as 

material culture, which now belonged in the new ethnographic collection. (Penny 2002, 

166) 

 

This trend was also visible in other cities, such as Berlin, Leipzig and Hamburg, where 

the very selective process of “conscious decision” to exclude or include, as Penny 

discerns, formed an essential part in the founding of ethnographic museums and the 

categorisation of objects. 

 

The precursory ground work to national historicising processes began to articulate 

Germanness through art history, demarcating boundaries of one national identity as 

opposed to plural identities of the German states and sovereignties required to identify 

what and who was to be on the outside of that psychological space of allegiance. Like 

the barbarians, Otherness was mostly perceived on a cultural level. In 1830, philosopher 

and theologian Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), attested in a published 

lecture series the African to be “without history” (geschichtslos) and still “encumbered 

by the natural spirit” (…im natürlichen Geist befangen ist). This implicit notion of a 

static culture was still propagated in scholarly and popular publications of the late 1970s 

(Hegel quoted in Förster 34).41 And with further geographical distance the cultural 

landscape gradually changed from barbarian to savage and primitive through the 

binoculars of the European explorers such as James Cook, Johann Reinhold Forster and 

son Georg Forster (see below). 

 

As we have seen, Winckelmann defined an aesthetic on the ancient models, which 

together with the idea of the sublime and liberty, changed Greece’s image not only 

among German scholars but for all Western society of the time, as the cultural cradle of 

Europe. This conception opened up the conscious and systematic approach of cultural 

appropriation in the service of cultural and national advancement of the nation during 

the nineteenth century. During that time, England, France and Germany in particular 

had sent out fleets of travelling aristocrats, scholars and artists, sparking competitive 

plunder for the ever growing ethnographic collections (Penny Objects of Culture 95). 

                                                 
41 See also Part Four, p.142, in this thesis where publications by Horst Nachtigall are discussed. 



Part One   

 52 

Fact-gathering, recording and categorising became part of the historicising processes of 

existence (Penny Objects of Culture 29-49; Penny Bastian’s Museum 88-97). 

 

Johann Reinhold Forster (1729-1798) and his son Georg (1754-1794) for example, were 

two German natural historians commissioned on James Cook’s second voyage (1772-

1775). Johann Forster’s collection of “comparative wordlists” formed a first 

understanding of “Austronesian Languages”, but “the Göttingen scholars also needed 

material ‘proofs’ – what were called ‘natural and artificial curiosities’” to document the 

Pacific cultures he had met with (Hauser Schäublin and Krüger,15-16).  Forster and son 

collected systematically, documenting their specimens, mostly plants, but also 

ethnographic objects. Collections of ethnographic objects gained increasing prestige, 

and the majority of the Forsters’ collection ended up in the ethnographic department of 

the Academic Museum from 1783, the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford and in the 

Göttingen Institute (Hauser Schäublin and Krüger 23). 

 

With Hegel came a shift from the subject towards the meaning of the art work as 

historical document. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) linked aesthetics with 

the different stages of artistic development and identified that art had a history that 

reflected the advancement of human artistic activity. He identified three forms or stages 

of art that summarise this development: the Symbolic, the Classical and the Romantic 

art. But generally he distinguished between art as ornament or entertainment which is 

bound to serve other purposes, and the real fine art which is “free from all interference” 

and “only achieves its highest task when it has taken its place in the same sphere with 

religion and philosophy” (59-60). This form of art is to express the “deepest interests of 

humanity” as well as the “most comprehensive truths of the mind” (60). 

 

It is in works of art that nations have deposited the profoundest intuitions and ideas of 

their hearts; and fine art is frequently the key – with many nations there is no other – to 

the understanding of their wisdom and of their religion. (Hegel 60) 

 

This is the common ground that art shares with philosophy and religion, according to 

Hegel, but by giving these ideas a sensuous form, art brings them closer to the corporal 

world of natural phenomena. And as such, he argued, art has outlived its power to 

generate the worshipping of the divine as in earlier periods. In Hegel’s line of argument, 
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art cannot have the same effect on the viewer in the modern age because of its reflective 

culture. To Hegel, art does not satisfy the modern viewer’s inquisitive nature as it did 

before but has become a thought-inspiring medium as the extension of the mind. As 

such it becomes of special interest to a scientific ascertainment of the question of what 

art is (61). 

 

This historicising of art as a means to analyse, record and transmit the cultural 

development of humanity has from the outset been tied to the development of writing as 

contrasted to oral cultures, as well as to scientific analysis, as proposed by Hegel. The 

notion of alphabetic literacy as a tool and literature as an expression of knowledge 

becomes even more evident in the following decades through the works of Erwin 

Panofsky and iconography for example (as I will discuss in Part Four). 

 

Ethnology– a Discipline Evolves 

The humanist assignment that led to the induction of art history in German Universities 

in the early decades of the nineteenth century continued with a more specialised outlook 

on culture with the academic discipline of ethnology some two generations later. 

Here, I shall further investigate articulations of art interpretations through the scientific 

gaze of art history and anthropology/ethnology and how these may endorse fixed 

meanings and assumptions in transcultural art dialogue. 

 

The inquiry is led by following the questions: at what point does the analysis of global 

art depart into ethnology and art history? Can this bifurcation be seen as a politically 

driven strategy that uses art as a vehicle in the nation-building endeavour, during and 

after the unification of German states in the late nineteenth century? 

 

In Germany, the bifurcation of the interpretation of art through the disciplines of art 

history and ethnology began with their inception as academic units in the nineteenth 

century. Their intrinsic dichotomous positions concerning global art production mirrors 

their respective cultural focus. Ethnology as a cultural science, is divided into two 

branches: European (Volkskunde) and non-European (Völkerkunde). Throughout this 

thesis the term ethnology refers to Völkerkunde. 
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Although ethnology42 in Germany only served colonial ambitions for a brief  period, 

two independent studies of the display of Aboriginal culture in the current Berlin 

Museum für Völkerkunde by Emily Purser and Janice Lally, indicated the 

Weltanschauung of a by-gone era persisting (Purser 2000; Lally 147-8).43 Not that the 

ethnographic Museum is the only avenue for disseminating Aboriginal cultural material: 

as Lally demonstrated, other venues (such as the House of World Cultures in Berlin) 

have promoted contemporary Aboriginal art exhibitions and music performances in 

Germany since the 1980s.44 The question is how an institution with a claim on scientific 

knowledge directs its audience and potentially overshadows the intercultural dialogue 

attempted in other public spaces.   

 

Ethnological studies emerged from the Enlightenment, and initially rested on the 

evolutionist idea of a linear process of cultural development. Early proponents of 

the discipline, J.J. Bachofen, J.G. Frazer, H.S.J. Maine, L.H. Morgan, H. Spencer 

and E.B. Tylor offered an alternative to creationism proposed by theological dogma 

(Gingrich 140-41; Stagl 138-40).   

 

Instead of accepting a theocentric, unchangeable world order, early evolutionists 

and forerunners, in particular of Anglo-Saxon anthropology, proclaimed the 

“savages” and the “primitives” to be the representatives of early human 

development, and justified not only scientific research, but invasion of the Other 

through missionaries, colonial endeavour, and world trade (Stagl 141). The 

discipline of anthropology has perhaps similarly helped to promote readings of 

non-European art in terms of Otherness, as Thomas McEvilley suggests. During the 

Modernist period, he asserts, Western anthropologists generally “tended to 

represent the rest of the world through Western conventions”, where “Western 

culture… was to be the universal Self: non-Western culture was to be entirely 

                                                 
42 In English-speaking countries the discipline is widely known as cultural anthropology or, as in the case 
of Australia as anthropology. Ethnologie or Völkerkunde are the more commonly used terms in German-
speaking countries. 
43 Emily Purser published several essays on the display of Aboriginal culture in the Berlin-Dahlem 
Museum since the mid-nineties. In her essay Moving images, making meanings’the case study of the 
museum as representer of another culture points out the institutional power and the danger of 
misrepresentation, annulling any kind of ‘dialogue’ in the process (31-42 ). See also Janice Lally 2002, 
147-8. 
44 “The House of World Cultures is a major government-supported venue for presenting foreign cultural 
material in Berlin”, which also promotes Australian Aboriginal performances and contemporary art 
exhibitions according to Janice Lally (17). 
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Other” (McEvilley 1992). Morphy has refuted this conclusion by pointing out the 

key role anthropologists have had in the recognition of indigenous art in Australia 

and worldwide as contemporary (Morphy Seeing Aboriginal Art 38). In Germany, 

this is a rather recent development and limited to the individual focus of 

ethnologists working in ethnological institutions.45  

 

The notion of categorising material culture, including artefacts, as subjects of 

science in the study of humanity as “ethnographica” rather than art, is rather 

persistent within one of Germany’s leading ethnological museum, as Janice Lally’s 

exploration of Aboriginal representation in Berlin highlights. It represents, with 

few exceptions, the German situation in regards to Aboriginal art. 

Contrasting the colonial outset of German ethnographers of the late nineteenth 

century/early twentieth century, Australian anthropology has from its inception in the 

1920s, focused on Australian Aboriginal culture. Generally, it has been only in 

relatively recent times that a small number of anthropologists have begun to concentrate 

on the study of art, as Jeremy MacClancy points out (2).  

Parallel to the art historical focus on the European trajectory of art was the exploration 

of non-European cultures. Their art as part of a universal humanity took place through 

ethnographic collections although this was rarely undertaken in the field. Ethnology, as 

Foucault discerns, “situates itself in the dimension of historicity (of that perpetual 

oscillation) which is the reason why the human sciences are always being contested, 

from without, by their own history” (The Order of Things 376).  

 

This section explores the tendencies within ethnology that have developed in Germany 

since the nineteenth century and their overarching effect into the twentieth century. 

Particularly influential in the induction of ethnography as science in German 

universities were Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904), Adolf Bastian (1826-1905), and Franz 

Boas (1858-1942).46  

 

                                                 
45 Examples are Margarete Brüll and Christiane Keller (Adelhauser Museum, Freiburg), Corinna 
Erckenbrecht, Birgit Scheps (Leizig), Ingrid Heermann (Linden Museum). 
46 Janice Lally (31). 
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In the first days as an academic discipline, the first German ethnological institution 

began at the University of Göttingen in 1868, fifty-five years after the institution of art 

history, and one hundred-and-thirty-four years after the foundation of the Georg-August 

University in Göttingen (Hauser-Schäublin and Krüger 18). The early methods in 

ethnology relied profoundly on the collections in the ethnographic museums which 

provided the opportunity for “field-work” from the comfort of the library for many 

researchers.47  

 

Göttingen’s ethnographic collection largely consisted of the artefacts collected by two 

scholars, Johann Reinhold Forster and his son Georg Forster. Both had been part of the 

second voyage that James Cook undertook in 1772-1775, and employed as natural 

historians, they laid the first building stones for the collection. After their death around 

the turn of the nineteenth century the South Sea collection alone comprised over five 

hundred objects (Hauser-Schäublin, Brigitta and Gundolf Krüger 23).  

 

Today’s discipline of ethnology developed from ethnography, the latter being instituted 

around 1770 (in Göttingen) after the model of geography or Erdkunde (Germ. Erde = 

Earth and Kunde = Knowledge/science). The term Völkerkunde (German: Völker (Volk 

singular) = Peoples and Kunde = Knowledge/ science) had been introduced then, but 

was replaced widely with the term ethnology in the nineteenth century, according to 

Hans Fischer. Walter Hirschberg on the other hand assumes the coining of the term 

ethnology as coinciding with the institution of ethnography in the nineteenth century 

(Hirschberg 509) with Völkerkunde still being widely in parallel use to describe the 

discipline.  

 

Ethnography (Greek: ethnos – people/folk; graphein = to write) can be traced back to 

Herodotus (480-430 BCE) and entails the description of peoples and their customs by 

laymen as much as professional ethnologists of today. Ethnography is commonly 

understood as the descriptive part of ethnology, with its objectives being the comparison 

of cultures. According to Fischer it is important to note that ethnography does not 

precede comparative or theoretical engagement with cultures. Instead, ethnography and 

ethnology interact both to their mutual benefit. Ethnography within modern ethnology 

                                                 
47 See Was ist Völkerkunde? Official Website of the Museum für Völkerkunde Hamburg 
(http://www.voelkerkundemuseum.com/web/mhfr.htm) 
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attains the role of systematic data collection, and as Fischer asserts, sometimes therefore 

the terms ethnography and field-research (Feldforschung) are interchangeable (Fischer 

129). 

 

Although the term ethnology is often too readily translated as (cultural or social) 

anthropology in English, its meaning and origin differs somewhat from the Anglo-

American use. Ethnology or Völkerkunde comprises the science of socio-cultural studies 

of non-European, non-industrialised people, and originally people without a written 

culture in a Western sense. Anthropology on the other hand, in the German (or 

continental European) use of language, is the “comparative human biology” 

(Vergleichende Biologie des Menschen) including genetic research and causal analysis 

of humans, hominids and primates, excluding not only pathological medicine and 

theology but, as a major variation to Anglo-American anthropology, cultural, social 

studies and philosophy (Fleischhacker 30). 48  

 

The disciplinary terminology was not defined clearly before World War I (Zimmerman 

157),49 and many historians did not distinguish between the physical and cultural/social 

anthropology of that period.  

 

In this thesis, I refer to German anthropology as ethnology when referring to cultural 

anthropology in literature in the German language. This is based on the distinction 

Bastian made with his concentration of the study of ethnic groups rather than 

craniometry (Penny 2002). At the same time, the use of the term anthropology will 

reflect the broader community of scientists in the field, predominantly English-speaking 

ethnologists. 

 

After the turn of the twentieth century, in the diverse anthropological schools outside 

Germany, which developed into disciplines of cultural (USA) or social (Great Britain) 

anthropology, the use of the term race became more nominal and played no further role 

                                                 
48 Hans Fleischhacker. “Anthropologie” in Walter Hirschberg (ed) Neues Wörtebuch der Völkerkunde, 
(Dietrich Reimer Verlag, Berlin, 1988) 30. 
49 Zimmerman relates the many competing uses of the terms Ethnologie and Anthropologie, where the 
latter could denote “a philosophical discussion of the general nature of humankind or an anatomical, 
materialist discussion of the human body” (Andrew Zimmerman Adventures in the Skin Trade: German 
Anthropology and Colonial Corporeality 157) 
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as category. German anthropology50, by contrast, was more embedded in genetic 

evidencing. At the same time, German anthropology and ethnology, despite being 

separate disciplines, were sometimes closely linked with one another until the end of 

World War II (Dürrenberger Freiburg und Afrika 90-1). Cross-fertilisation between 

ethnology and German anthropology took place and played a significant role in early 

twentieth century academic discourse, in the works of the medical scholars Rudolf 

Virchov and Eugen Fischer, who were influential in the development of ethnology in 

Germany. Edgar Dürrenberger observes that monographs and ethnological publications 

of the time often include measurements of skull, body height, sexual maturity, etc. 

among European and Non-European “human races” (Menschenrassen) (99).  

 

Historical analyses into German anthropology of the twentieth century indicate a 

progression of the discipline’s history from a universalistic, humanistic phase to that of 

the ideological implementation of racial science (Zimmerman Adventures in the Skin 

Trade 157). Penny and Bunzl argue that ethnology in the German speaking realm of the 

nineteenth century assumed a unique position within European anthropology. This was 

mainly because of its opposition to social Darwinism and colonial ambitions. The 

German ethnology proposed by Adolf Bastian, Franz Boas, and Julius Lips, initially 

pursued a “self-consciously liberal endeavour, guided by a broadly humanistic agenda” 

(Penny and Bunzl1), a position especially upheld by Virchow and Bastian. 

Documentation of “the plurality and historical specificity of cultures”51 formed the 

central objective within the discipline in Germany, contrasting their French and Anglo-

American counterparts who, as Penny and Bunzl point out, turned towards the singular. 

German ethnologists abandoned such cosmopolitan focus in favour of a nationalistic 

and colonialist course after World War I, culminating in the rise of National Socialism 

that led to genocide (1).  

 

Penny and Bunzl further argue against the preconception of Germany’s participation in 

the colonial contest as being directly linked to the Nazi atrocities of the twentieth 

century. Instead, they point out that the cultural pluralism underlying the early history of 

ethnology in Germany was not initially tainted by the ideological constraints of 

colonialism, as for example has been suggested by Lally (48). Lally states that an 

                                                 
50 See glossary. 
51 See discussion above on Hegel. 
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increase in nineteenth century ethnographic museums was related to the scientific 

interest and “its economic applications” (48). Penny and Bunzl further identify a shift 

from the incentive to connect with the wider world in the second half of the nineteenth 

century, towards a race science supporting different fields of negotiation and ideologies 

within the academic arena and society. 

 

Ethnology and Bildung 

From the outset ethnology as a field of study had been imbedded within a general 

outlook in the humanities, which was also evident in German educational efforts 

embodied in Bildung.52 This must be read in the wider field of correlation in the areas of 

science, culture and society. In this, Germany followed a different path with ethnology 

at the beginning of the discipline, a Sonderweg (special path) as coined by Bunzl and 

Penny to indicate a separate approach to the history of humanity from Western 

European ideas (Penny and Bunzl 2).  

 

This began with Johann Gottfried Herder’s (1744-1803) notion of cultural pluralism53 

which stood in stark opposition to the French Enlightenment and the British cultural 

evolutionism (Penny and Bunzl 11). The French Enlightenment saw a homogenous, 

progressive humanity headed in a linear fashion towards civilisation while the British 

cultural evolutionism carried on through to the inception of anthropology/ethnology as 

discipline in the late nineteenth century. Herder’s Volksgeist tradition, characterised by 

diversity of cultures and “historical specificity and cultural incommensurability”, laid 

the foundation for the recognition of culture as a phenomenon occurring everywhere in 

the world. According to Bunzl and Penny, this realisation was reflected in the works of 

succeeding scholars like the Humboldts, Virchov, Bastian and others, who avoided “the 

creation of evolutionary hierarchies” and instead pursued a global documentation of the 

“specificities” of all the peoples in order to identify universal facets of human existence 

(11).  A similar focus was identified in Kugler’s mapping of the art world described 

earlier in this section. 

 

Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) was most influential in establishing geography 

as an academic discipline (Penny Objects of Culture 19; Lally 80). His seminal 

                                                 
52 See glossary and Part Two for further discussion of Bildung. 
53 As I have discussed earlier in this Part. 
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contributions to natural science were based on his world travels between 1799 and 1804. 

These included botany, zoology, plant and physical geography, anatomy, mineralogy, 

and chemistry, as well as the environmental effect on human behaviour, which was 

documented in his two main works Voyage aux regions équinoxiales du nouveau 

continent, thirty volumes strong, and Cosmos (1845-47), five volumes, the latter 

becoming one of the most widely published books at the time (Penny Objects of Culture 

19; Stagl 224). Penny points out that this natural scientist with a distinct cosmopolitan 

position shaped the first generation of aspiring ethnologists. They in turn extended 

Humboldt’s notion of better self-knowledge through the exploration of the diverse faces 

of humanity. During the post-Napoleonic wars, the emergence of natural scientific 

associations and their expansion after the 1848 revolution, became part of the first 

serious attempt to unite as one nation, and in Germany paved the way for diverse liberal 

endeavours to social and cultural progress, ultimately changing the “institutional 

landscape” toward a more scientific orientation (Penny Objects of Culture 18; Lally 80). 

By contrast, other theorists, such as Ratzel, incorporated the up-coming social-

Darwinist theories in their works.  

 

Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904), zoologist, travel correspondent, geographer, and author of 

the influential publications Anthropo-Geographie, two volumes (1882;1891) 

Völkerkunde, three volumes (1885-1888), and Politische Geographie (1887), posed a 

vision of diffusion, deducing the occurrence of the same cultural elements in different 

cultures to migrations. This notion of the geographic spreading of cultural products of 

one origin through trade, war, immigration and so forth, became the precursor of 

Diffusionism, relevant in cultural anthropological studies until the 1920s. In the 

establishing of the two disciplines, art history and ethnology, we can see a trend from a 

cosmopolitan interpretation of culture towards a progressive linear understanding of a 

mono-originated humanity. 

 

The role of museum collections in the empirical studies of cultures was of great 

importance. Early ethnologists were attracted by museums as research facilities, 

“laboratories where they could explore the multiplicity of humanity” (Penny Objects of 

Culture 24). For example, the relatively unsorted collection of the early museums such 

as the ethnographic Museum in Berlin (Plates 8, 9, 10 and 11) under Bastian’s direction 

in the early 1860s, as Penny discovered, avoided categorised display. For example, this 
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was in contrast to the British Pitt-Rivers Museum which, at the time, aimed at 

constructing a coherence of cultures by organising the collection according to their 

appearance (Penny 2002; 2003).54 This was in rejection of any hasty theorising of the 

collections of cultural items and stood in Bastian’s opposition to the growing trend to 

apply Darwin’s theory to all fields of humanity. Penny writes that Bastian “lamented the 

lack of ‘factual evidence’ that might support his conclusions,” and that in his opinion 

“Darwin’s postulates about ‘genealogy of mankind’” did not amount to more than 

“‘fantasies’ from the ‘dreams of mid-day-naps’” (Penny Objects of Culture 21). 

 

In spite of this rather careful considering of reading meaning into the collections, at 

least two factors determined their future interpretation and reception in Germany. Firstly 

placing the museum’s collection within the realm of the ethnological institute, the 

collection’s items were treated as scientific objects (Scherer 55; Russell 42-3). 

Secondly, at the same time, the storage and archiving of the collection within a purpose-

built architecture of national education provided the connotative and associative 

meaning to the artefacts and art through its institutional power. The mere existence of 

collections of cultural artefacts from around the world housed in public accessible 

buildings, supplied future generations with the raw material to evidence the ideologies 

of the day, as I will discuss further in Parts Two and Three. The colonial exploitation of 

other cultures and imperial ambitions based on racist theories which existed until the 

1930s and 1940s, as well as the multicultural reconciliation attempts of museological 

activities in and around major German museums in the 1980s, demonstrate that 

collections of cultural objects from non-European societies, even outside the 

exhibition/representation bracket, are vulnerable to misinterpretation, misappropriation 

and exploitation, which can likewise reflect on the culture of origin. 

 

I argue that the continuum of Same/ Other constructs reach deeper than the colonial idea 

of the nineteenth century into the very ideas of humanist education since the 

Enlightenment. The Other, explains Russell, “is the antithesis of the enlightenment; it 

represents humanity’s dark side, the forgotten people that have somehow endured from 

the past” (40).  

                                                 
54 The Pitt Rivers Museum achieved coherence of culture by exhibiting objects from all cultures and 
periods together, e.g. glass cabinets with “baskets” included works from Australian Indigenous peoples, 
Aztecs, and African people. 
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In this discussion on ethnology, I have outlined the cultural and political environment 

which gave birth to the academic discipline of ethnology in Germany, and I have briefly 

described the conceptual approach of non-European art from this perspective. 

 

Images of Other Cultures - Paintings by Eugene von Guérard 

Continuing my explorations of the background to ethnology and art history in Germany, 

this section looks at images of other cultures in the nineteenth century. Australian 

colonial landscape paintings by immigrant painters such as John Glover and Eugene von 

Guérard were invested with ideas of the sublime and the picturesque. Nicholas 

Chevalier, Louis Buvelot, W.C. Piguenit55 and Eugene von Guérard are the most 

prominent painters of the Victorian period (Daniel Thomas 21). Von Guérard’s images 

show how representation of other cultures were intertwined with preconceived ideas of 

Romanticism, attitudes towards pristine nature, as well as an inevitable progress of 

modernity. 

 

Concepts of the Other in literature and their projection in photography and painting for 

example, show the close link between these mediums and their power to narrate 

knowledge or images of truth or myth. Eugene von Guérard (1811-1901),56 was born in 

Vienna as son of a German painter, and worked in Australia from 1852 until 1882. He 

visually represented Aboriginal persons in the light of a romanticised past, a lost world 

of harmony between humanity and nature which is further evidenced by the fact that at 

the time of painting, Aboriginal people had been already displaced and/or assimilated in 

most parts of Australia – although not in the north (Sayers 133). 

 

Eugene von Guérard became head of the School of Painting at the National Gallery of 

Victoria in Melbourne between 1870 and 1881, teaching Frederick McCubbin and Tom 

Roberts (Daniel Thomas Outlines of Australian Art 29). He was influenced by the 

Romantic painter Caspar David Friedrich which is obvious in his choice of palette and 

composition exemplified in his painting Stony Rises, Lake Corangamite, 1857 (Plate 

12), and his concentration on the picturesque. The painting borrows directly from 

Friedrich’s Moonrise by the Sea, 1822 (Plate 6) particularly the dark foreground 

                                                 
55 He was the first Australian-born professional painter 
56 His actual name was Johann Joseph Eugen von Guérard  
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depicting wild nature in the form of rocks, vegetation and a group of Aboriginal people 

setting up camp. This is juxtaposed with the upper half of the painting forming the 

background, immersed in the light of the setting sun, as the symbol of endings and new 

beginnings. Here, von Guérard stirs up sensations in the viewer similar to Friedrich: in 

both paintings the figures represent a yearning for times gone past. We see the narrative 

of a dying culture reverberated in the Romantic symbolism of sunset and the 

composition of dark foreground contrasting the illuminated background: Friedrich’s 

yearning for a pre-French revolution environment is replaced by von Guérard’s 

“imaginative reconstruction of pre-European Australia” because at the time of painting 

the only local Aborigines were not part of nature any longer but employed at sheep and 

cattle stations (Sayers 133). Von Guérard’s depictions of Aborigines in his Australian 

paintings must also be seen in the context of his landscape paintings such as Tower Hill 

1855 (Plate 13), which were praised for their scientific accuracy while evoking an 

emotional response true to German Romanticism such as pristine nature (Sayers 62).57 

 

Accuracy and detail in Aborigines on the Road to Diggings or The Barter, 1854 

(Plate14), inspired contemporary artists such as Treahna Hamm in her work Yakapna 

yenbena dungudja nyinidhan (Family ancestor strong fight possum cloak) 2007 to 

continue a customary practice which had once ceased for many decades (Gilchrist 

102).58 The Barter by von Guérard can also be seen as a historical source for re-

appraisal of intercultural economic activities, where the Aboriginal group takes centre 

stage, in control of the exchange, indicated by the kneeling gold digger (Cahir 5). 

Eugene von Guérard had acquired at least one such possum cloak59, among other 

artefacts, which he sold to the ethnographic museum in Berlin in 1879 (Lally 118).  

 

Of quite another level of contact than a mere trading relationship between von Guérard 

and Aboriginal people is told by two drawings by an Aboriginal youth called Black 

Johnny, who also drew a portrait of von Guérard. The artist seemed to have 

acknowledged the artistic efforts and motivation by writing under the image “Johnny 

the artist” (Lally 117). The reason why the artist sold the artwork by an Aboriginal artist 

                                                 
57 His depiction of the area around Tower Hill in his painting of the same title in 1855 served as a blue 
print for re-vegetation program in the 1960s (Sayers 154) 
58 The Barter 1854 depicts Wathawurrung people bartering possum rugs for sale to white gold miners. 
(Croft, Cannot Buy My Soul XVI) 
59 its underside was decorated with drawings similar to William Barak’s drawings in the Berlin collection 
(118) 
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to the ethnographic museum may be in part due to his established relationship with the 

director Bastian, who deemed him as a reliable source of ethnographica. It may have 

been also due to the non-existence of another market for Aboriginal art at the time, 

when the study of non-European art was a mere piece in the puzzle of humanity. 

 

This Part has traced the binary readings of art through the disciplinary development of 

art history and ethnology within aspects of the history of Bildung as part of identity 

politics and nation-building processes. Establishing binaries such as Self and Other, 

these disciplines have helped to construct narratives which informed the imaging of the 

Other. The next Part describes the shift of cultural reading of other cultures as a result of 

the incisive moments of German colonialism and nation-building and elements of the 

Modernist’s project. 
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1871-1900s  GERMAN COLONIALISM, NATION-BUILDING AND 

THE MODERNIST PROJECT 

Building on Enlightenment ideas such as science, history and culture, and the more 

general approach of the hierarchical categorising of art, the inception of two academic 

disciplines in the nineteenth century, art history and ethnology, brought these concepts 

within the realm of scientific research. In this section I will sketch the historical 

development of defining art through the concept of Bildung and argue its implications 

for the contemporary interpretation of Australian Aboriginal art. 

 

Therefore, this second time frame between 1871 and the 1900s looks at Culture as 

Bildung, ethnology and art history in the service of imperial Germany and its specific 

orientation towards national identity and education, and the hierarchical demarcation of 

culture through art as perceived during the first decades after unification (1871). It also 

looks at the significant change that occurred in ethnology and art history under the Nazi 

regime (1933-1945) and the imaging of the Other as political instrument.  

 

These points will be the premise for the discussion of the perception of Aboriginal art as 

cultural Other in the twenty-first century. Although Germany’s colonial endeavour only 

lasted from 1871 to 1914, Lora Wildenthal emphasises that it was during this era that 

racial theories and national identity were formed (145). The era in which such 

phenomena proliferated coincided also with the development of art as a resource and the 

increasing popularity of cultural display, such as ethnographic collections and people’s 

shows (Völkerschauen), which I see as evidence for a strong connection between the 

cultural representation of the Other and the particular political narrative of this epoch 

and beyond.  
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2.1 Cultural Reading of the Self and Other 

The cultural reading of Self and Other is a crucial point in the reception of Aboriginal 

art. The conventional binaries of art reception as so-called high art and primitive art can 

be traced to the divided perception of culture which allows a reading of non-European 

art in two separate categories: organic culture and universal Culture (Bildung) as 

demonstrated in Part One.  

 

Several social and economic changes over the course of the nineteenth century shifted 

the power relations in German society: democracy birthed the formation of political 

parties, industrialisation strengthened the broader middle class, technological 

advancement reached the broader public (for instance the commercialisation of 

news/theatre). 

 

The interpretation or reading of cultural representation takes place within the parameters 

of culture-specific interpretational models; this is to say that subject (audience) and 

object (displayed) alike are inseparably embedded within certain, cultural-specific grids 

of viewing or displaying. In post-modern discourse the analysis of representational 

systems as discussed by Bourdieu in The Field of Cultural Production (1993), and their 

power relations in terms of knowledge propagation and reception as analysed by 

Foucault in The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), is crucial in determining the voices 

and perspectives of the narrative.  

 

Bildung as National Strategy 

A change in motivation to collect around the turn of the twentieth century was fostered 

by a trend of scientific order and growing nationalistic politics, endorsing a German 

self-image based on the evolutionist model and colonial construct of cultural superiority 

on the one hand, and unifying a culturally diverse Germany on the other. After World 

War I, the notion of Self and Other became more defined and articulated in racial terms, 

leading to the extremism of the devastating, and inhumane rationale of National 

Socialism and its deadly trail of genocides, political murder and euthanasia. Ethnology, 

while politically independent in the earlier years, became a political instrument under 

the Nazi-regime, as Bunzl, Penny and Dürrenberger argued on separate occasions 

(Bunzl and Penny 19; Dürrenberger Freiburg und Africa 100). At the same time, this 
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political taking over of science forced liberal minded ethnologists such as Julius Lips 

into exile.  

 

Culture and art in particular, constituted an invaluable national treasure, hovered over 

and strictly defined by its historical position in German culture production, from 

historical colourism to German Expressionism (Dilly Einleitung 15; Lenman et al., 37-

41). Art making in the nineteenth century was understood by the public, as well as by 

Romanticists and humanists such as Lessing, Goethe, and Schiller, as cultural 

achievement, morally and otherwise (Habermas 1127-8). This attitude changed towards 

the mid twentieth century in favour of expressing “high spirits” rather than a moral 

message, as Adorno refers in his analysis of the sensitivies to language to works by 

writer Thomas Mann, who called for an autonomous art not driven by morality (Adorno 

The Jargon 781). In the contemporary context since at least the mid twentieth century 

art came to signify a network of mental processes as well as a great amount of thought 

preceding the act of art making, which not only validated but authenticated the attributes 

of art within Western philosophy of art (Dilly Einleitung 15). 

 

The institutionalised fields of ethnology and art history verify and systematically 

empower the demarcation of Western art into areas of Self and Other, whose history, I 

argue, is congruent with German art history. At the same time ethnology and art history 

exclude the art of identifiable Others. The following section will examine this 

authorisation and the categorising of art that are ingrained as the cultural capital per se 

in the German psyche. 

 

German Imperialism and Culture 1871-1918 

In order to understand the placement of Aboriginal art as entirely different and not 

contemporary from a German perspective we need to examine the notion of the Other as 

cultural opposite. As mentioned earlier, a crucial role played in positioning the Other 

was Germany’s history as a relatively young unified nation state. The demand for a 

unifying idea of culture that could formulate a national identity coincides with the 

historical, political, economic and social change of the period. This section explores the 

notion that in finding new parameters to define the new identity as one German folk, 

many cultural borders between the German territories were dissolved.  
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In his The Idea of Culture (2000) Terry Eagleton locates the rupture in the notion of 

culture within the colonial and anthropological realm. The breakdown of the concept of 

culture began in the mid nineteenth century, but did not take a decisive position before 

the early twentieth century. At this time the Romantic version of culture during the 

nineteenth century, which harboured sub-cultures, “thus evolved over time into a 

‘scientific’ one” because this model could be transferred “to those primitive types who 

lived abroad rather than at home” (13; 27). Culture becomes “tribal rather than 

cosmopolitan” (13) and can “describe a ‘primitive’ social order” while at the same time 

providing for “a way of idealizing one’s own” (13; 27). Eagleton discerns that German 

Romantic idealists saw the idealised primitive as the personified critique of Western 

thinking and attributed primitive cultures a “quasi-Utopian” role (12). But exoticism had 

even more concrete implications for the reading of culture in political terms, with the 

developed institution of scientific disciplines that investigated colonial subjects like 

physical anthropology, cultural anthropology, and ethnology. These disciplines 

gradually transformed the colonised into an object of study.  

 

Culture in the lower-case sense is somewhat physically bound in the practical life and 

relatively static, while Culture in the upper-case is to a degree autonomous, or at least 

perceived as such, and constantly shifting. According to Adorno “that which is 

specifically cultural is that which is removed from the naked necessity of life” (Adorno 

The Culture Industry 93-4).  

 

Both concepts of culture underwent shifts after the Napoleonic wars ended the Holy 

Roman Empire in 1815, and the congress of Vienna set up a loose union of thirty-nine 

independent states, culminating in the German confederation. Most of them remained 

under individual royal rule, with their own laws and army, while four of the independent 

states were autonomous city-states: Bremen, Hamburg, Frankfurt and Lübeck. The 

revolution of 1848 brought about the democratic constitution, and the new parliament 

equipped for a united Germany (World Book Encyclopaedia vol 8, 154). 

 

The wars of unification (1864-1871) resulted in the national unification, and the 

coronation of Prussian King William I as emperor proclaimed the second German 

Empire in 1871 with Bismarck as its imperial chancellor (Reichskanzler). Economic 
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structures during the period of almost half a century shifted from liberal to monopolised 

capitalist structures, paving the way for the industrialisation of culture (Burns 6).  

 

Culturally, the empire was challenged on several levels: the culture struggle 

(Kulturkampf) of the 1870s and 1880s involved the Catholic culture of the south (for 

instance, Bavaria and Baden) struggling against the domination of the Protestant culture 

of Prussia and the other mostly northern states of the young nation. Also, the emphasis 

on provincial vernaculars and the growing middle-class and its producers of sponsors of 

the arts changed the face of and access to culture. As Burns, Penny and Lally point out, 

the significance of art societies (Kunstvereine) that sprung up throughout the German 

metropolis and the province alike shaped the German art landscape (Burns 1995; Penny 

2002; Lally 2003). Their members were representatives of the wealthy middle class, a 

growing class that nurtured a great interest in the arts – people who supported the arts as 

patrons and created a broader market as clients.  

 

This market created by the middle class concentrated on European art, mainly Italian, 

French, English and German, neo-Classical and Romantic works that reflected a 

cosmopolitan vision of European culture. This vision assumed a monolithic European 

civilisation and that art as a product of civilised Culture could only originate from 

Europe. The creation of geographical categories in art, as articulated in ethnology and 

art history, affirmed the modern project of nationhood. 

 

Hannah Arendt considered the outcome of imperialism for the contemporary situation. 

It was imperialism, she wrote, that does “turn all foreign aid into an instrument of 

foreign domination” and that “puts all countries that need this help for their decreasing 

chances of physical survival before the alternative of accepting some form of 

‘government of subject race’ or sinking rapidly into anarchic decay” (ix).  

 

Following Arendt’s argument, I propose that the current domination of the Western art 

canon in the global art market may be viewed within and as a result of such imperial 

subjugation politics of the nineteenth century (7); “before the imperialist era, there was 

no such thing as world politics, and without it, the totalitarian claim to global rule would 

not have made sense” (ix). Clashes of national and imperial power fields indicate the 

tension upheld by a misconception of authority over foreign lands: 
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They [imperialists] were perfectly aware that the march of the nation and its conquest of 

peoples, if allowed to follow its own inherent law, ends with the peoples’ rise to 

nationhood and the defeat of the conqueror. (Arendt 14)  

 

The overarching trajectory of imperialism of the nineteenth century reaches into the 

twenty-first century, and generates global political and social conflicts. This lies, as  

Arendt theorised, within the notion of “expansion as a permanent and supreme aim of 

politics” as the “central political idea of imperialism” (Arendt 5).Growing 

industrialisation of production and economic transaction formed the characteristics for 

the expansion in the nineteenth century, according to Arendt, and the same forms of 

expansion can be witnessed in the twentieth and twenty-first century. Imperial 

expansion and twenty-first century globalisation tactics alike can be argued to be based 

as much on ideological conquest and the homogenisation of culture, as it is based on 

economic interests. 

 

The nineteenth century national consciousness positioned the Self culturally within the 

Empire and art reserved a prominent role in the nation-building processes before and 

after the imperial unification. The notion of German culture in its complexity had been 

articulated from different angles in that period and a good overview has been given by 

Lenman et al. in Imperial Germany: Towards the Commercialization of Culture 1995.57  

 

After the unification in 1871, the meaning of Culture or Bildung gained yet another 

momentum. The state, beside its responsibilities to bestow material requirements to 

meet the rapidly growing living standards of urban society, reassumed its role as 

“provider of ideological” needs, according to Lenman et al. (10). The potential of 

culture to reach the broader middle-class was soon realised; authorities understood the 

                                                 
57 The imperial concept of culture was governed by different incentives and positions of domination, but 
one single most outstanding vehicle to get there was the military. Pivotal in finding a national voice were 
the numerous wars that involved German states in the lead up to the unified nation. In a way, the military 
victory in the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1) by the Prussians was also seen as a cultural triumph of 
German, national-liberal Protestant culture over the “decadence” of everything of Latin origin (Lenman, 
Osborne and Sagarra 14). The cultural bend had been also religiously inclined and further ignited later 
phenomena in Germany such as the culture struggle (Kulturkampf), growing power of the Bourgeoisie 
(Bürgertum), and the Cultural formation (Bildungs-Bürgertum) (16). The emperor Wilhelm put Germany 
on the map of the world markets and strengthened trade and economy, a tendency towards a pluralist 
society provided also sub-cultures with greater influence in cultural and economic debates: Catholic 
voices amplified against the dominant Protestant voices in fighting the cultural struggle (Kulturkampf), 
while the education of women became a new focus. Around the turn of the century, criticism of industrial 
progress became more prevalent in the arts and World War I was welcomed as “purification” in the 
beginning. 
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need to channel the educated middle-classes as “opinion-makers” and to begin the 

“bureaucratization of culture”. As well, the “professionalization of administration” 

followed, and provided access for the masses to organisation of cultural institutions (10-

12).58 But the authors also pointed out that the scepticism of the employment of culture 

as opinion-maker was restrained. Jacob Burckhardt, for example, the predecessor of 

Wölfflin as the chair of art history at the University in Basel, criticised the politicised 

tendency of culture as “a teleological view of world history from Adam onwards in 

terms of German victories” (Burckhardt quoted in Lenman et al.10-11).   

 

Thus, the notion of Bildung in Imperial Germany  was driven by a unifying, missionary 

nature at heart, as argued by Lenman et al.; music, the arts and literature served as 

minions of World War I, all of which were regarded as the realisation of the duty “to 

defend and propagate German spirit and culture” (15). As Godfrey Carr and Georgina 

Paul have discerned, the German notion of culture differs from that of its neighbouring 

countries, which is expressed in the terms Kulturstaat (Culture-State) and Kulturnation 

(Culture-Nation). Usually, in other Western countries the term state on its own is 

associated with a national culture, comprising “economic, political, scientific, and 

cultural activity” – in contrast, in the German context the terms Kulturstaat and 

Kulturnation expand beyond a specific political unit (335). The state of Culture/Bildung 

is one of mind, body and soul. 

 

Culture as Project of Progress and Nationhood until 1918 

Stephen F. Eisenman identifies the polarising forces in the concept of Imperialism in the 

nineteenth century as the national and the international, economic and ideological, 

cultural and biographic monopolised mass-produced culture that infused and replaced 

local cultures in Europe and other continents. Eisenman points out that this kind of 

globalisation, based on imperialist capitalism, did increase contact with peoples from 

around the world, and despite the often negative impact of its progressing cosmopolitan 

society – ensured people of various and distinct cultural and religious background live 

side by side (Eisenman 6-7). At the same time, this form of globalisation has also 

marked the beginning of an aggressive construction of a narrative of the perceived 

Other by architects of nationhood and national identity such as Leopold von Ranke 

                                                 
58 Lenman et al. referring to Jakob Burckhardt, Swiss historian and cultural critic, Briefe, ed Max 
Burckhardt ,10 vols.; Basel and Stuttgart, 1949-86, vol. 5 (1963), 184. 
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(1795-1886) or Richard Wagner (1813-1883), through the rejection of cosmopolitan 

views that all of humanity forms one moral community.  

 

Eisenman sees certain common features between the imperialist culture of the 

nineteenth century and the twenty-first century as the constituents of “antinomies”: 

imperialist culture as well as art “is at once parochial and expansive, acquisitive and 

cooperative, exclusive and hybrid” (7). This is not to say German culture in the twenty-

first century is imperialist in orientation; however, the rigid separation of so-called 

primitive art and fine art attest rather to the lack of revision of imperialist structures that 

built on the idea of opposites and that are put forward in institutional art spaces.  

 

The cultural signification of art and its contextualisation played an important role in the 

defining of a national unity in the new Germany of the nineteenth century, as I have 

discussed in Part One. As we have seen in Caspar David Friedrich’s example (Plate 6), 

nationalists utilised art representation and its discourse as cultural vehicles to endorse a 

national identity and to unify diverse mentalities represented in over thirty formerly 

independent states. These states were divided by the diverging interests of Catholics and 

Protestants, north/south temperaments, customs and dialects, and were often polarised 

by political affiliations.  

 

When aristocratic administrations governed their respective independent states, a 

rigorous class system defined cultural difference within the German nation in the 

nineteenth century. With the  instigation of new democratic, domestic and foreign 

politics after the unification of 1871, the cultural difference between classes within 

society became vague or gradually dissolved (Burns 7-8; Lenman et al. 42-49; Lamb 

54-69). With a more or less intensive education in national-identity, it was after the turn 

of the century that the cultural polarisation shifted from within to without, taking the 

economic changes, in particular the colonial endeavours outside Europe as a model for 

new global hierarchies. Collections of art and artefacts from other places became 

instrumental defining a national collective.  
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Collections and the Search for Self 

The meaning and construction of material cultures underwent a constant metamorphosis 

according to the socio-political direction of the institutions in which they were 

represented. The prolific ambitions in the nineteenth and twentieth century to establish 

vast collections59 led to the establishment of ethnographic museums in almost every 

major city in Germany.60 

 

The biggest collections of Aboriginal objects are held in the Linden Museum - 

Staatliches Museum für Völkerkunde (State Museum of Ethnology, Baden-

Württemberg) in Stuttgart, the Museum of Ethnology in Berlin, Staatliches Museum für 

Völkerkunde (State Museum of Ethnology, Bavaria) München, Völkerkundliche 

Sammlung der Universität (University Collection of Ethnology) Göttingen, and the 

Grassi-Museum für Völkerkunde in Leipzig. Some of the museums continue the 

collection today by acquiring contemporary Aboriginal art. The Australia collection of 

the Grassi Museum comprises 4,600 objects, which were collected over a time span of 

some one hundred and sixty years. The collections of Amelie Dietrich and Eduard 

Dämel during the years from 1864 until 1872 from the east coast of Queensland, 

included shields from the Palmer gold fields (Klaatsch), Liebler’s  Arrernte and Loritja 

collection from central Australia between 1895 and 1922, the Tiwi collection (around 

1904-1910) and a stone collection from Tasmania by Friedrich Wilhelm Noetling,61 

ca.1900. The ethnological collections of the twentieth century in the Grassi Museum 

included Western Australian artefacts, Arnhem Land objects (Nannine, ca.1920), 

Groote Eylandt, and central Australian objects (1940s and 1960s Rose Reim) that give 

evidence for cultural change and the beginning of tourist art. The collection expanded 

with the Australian Government bequest of contemporary Aboriginal art from the 

1970s. The collections from the late 1970s until the 1990s comprised contemporary 

material culture from central Australia (Aranda, Warlpiri, Pintupi), Melville and 

Bathurst Islands (Tiwi) and Arnhem Land (Yolngu). The contemporary art collection 

from the 1980s and 1990s was contextualised within marketing strategies and tourism, 

but could also be used as a political tool in the land rights debates in special exhibitions 

and in the permanent exhibition of Aboriginal art of the museum (Grassi Museum). 
                                                 
59 Carol Cooper compiled an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Overseas Collections Database in 
1987. 
60 See list of ethnological institutes/ museums in appendix Part Eight.  
61 Noetling was acting German consul in Tasmania in 1914.  
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The reception of Aboriginal art and culture at any given time must be examined in 

relation to how the history of collecting created meaning for representations since the 

nineteenth century. The collecting of art and artefacts played a crucial part as resources 

in the system of representation and reception as visual regimes. In many instances they 

have formed the base of categorical thinking as part of Western knowledge since the 

Enlightenment and as such have informed science, art history and politics. To shift 

Aboriginal art from the convention of ethnographic collections to the realm of 

contemporary art therefore requires an exploration of the contexts and motivations for 

collecting Aboriginal objects. 

 

Collections of Aboriginal art and artefacts served the needs of the time to articulate 

identity as one German people. International competition for ethnographica between the 

colonial powers was a way to increase national prestige (Penny Objects of Culture 10). 

This rivalry also opened an avenue in the search for self identity by asserting economic 

strength, modern progress and artistic development. Artists like Pablo Picasso and Emil 

Nolde, for example, used visits to the ethnographic museum as fieldtrips to gain 

inspiration from the African, Latin-American and Oceanic collections on display. The 

collections, while not deemed as collections of art but artefacts, became a resource 

exploitable in the search of new avant garde art and hence delivered the building blocks 

for art movements such as German Expressionism (as I will discuss in Part Ten).  

 

Collecting has never been a value-free activity and it has been often ethically 

controversial. Missionaries such as Liebler, Schmidt and Strehlow, took ritual objects 

from Indigenous people as part of the conversion processes to Christianity. This also 

served to preserve these cultural objects for common knowledge. Any monetary returns 

for handing these over to a museum’s collection were a benefit, however secondary. In 

contrast, commercial collectors were particularly ruthless, with a primary aim to fulfil 

the very specific demands of their employer or client. Some collectors did not shy away 

from outright crime, as in the case of Amelie Dietrich.62 

 

                                                 
62 Amelie Dietrich was one of many collectors at the time whose methods were degrading, unscrupulous, 
and inhumane. The wife of a Naturalist, she was employed by the sea merchant Johann Cesar Godeffroy 
from Hamburg to collect (besides flora and fauna in the South Pacific), skeletons and skulls of Aboriginal 
people, for which at least in one case, she had been accused of murdering the person in order to get the 
skeleton (Burckhard Strassmann Handel mit der Lust am Fremden DIE ZEIT 10.11.2005 Nr.46) 
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Aboriginal art and objects have been part of the collections of most ethnographic 

museums63 in Germany since as early as 1783 (Hauser-Schäublin and Krüger 23).64 

With the colonial involvement in the nineteenth century, ethnographic institutions like 

the Royal Museums of Ethnology Berlin (Königliche Museen für Völkerkunde Berlin) 

issued instruction for collecting objects to the military, individuals or consuls and such 

collections were published by Felix von Luschan in 1899 and 1904; all of which have 

been extensively discussed by Lally (Lally 92). German missionaries such as Carl 

Strehlow (1871-1922) not only collected objects but recorded the myths and language of 

the Arrernte and Luritja people in Herrmannsburg. R.G. Reuther began collecting at the 

Killalpaninna Mission in South Australia in 1904, and Otto Liebler supplied what is 

now the Linden Museum in Stuttgart with 606 Arrernte objects (Morphy Grove Art 

Online 2007).65 Smaller museums such as the Prehistoric and Ethnographic Museum at 

the Albert-Ludwigs University in Freiburg (later the Adelhausermuseum) (Plates 73, 3, 

4, and 5) depended on acquisitions by affiliated collectors like Eugen Fischer66 and 

A.Vogt who worked as a medical doctor in South Australia (Herzog 60). Glenn H. 

Penny observed that the empirical study of objects was a “base for scientific 

disciplines” in the service of cosmopolitan humanism and that scientists believed the 

“key to understanding themselves lay in a comprehensive exploration of humanity at 

large” (Penny Bastian’s Museum 88). 

 

Consequently, ethnographic collections in Germany grew rapidly in size and 

international influence and were often seen with envy by British counterparts, as Penny 

points out (Bastian’s Museum 87). His argument is that German ethnology contributed 

to and significantly shaped international anthropology through theory and institutions. 

One circumstance that Penny points out deserves a closer investigation beyond the 

scope of this thesis: the prolific activities in gathering empirical data began over a 

decade before colonial interest was dominant and were unmatched by other colonial 

powers.67 

                                                 
63 There are twenty-nine ethnological collections associated with German Universities (see appendix Part 
Eight). The number of private collections of artifacts and art is unknown. 
64 Johann Reinhold Forster (1729-1798) and his son Georg (1754-1794) were two German natural 
historians commissioned on James Cook’s second voyage (1772-1775) – See Part One. 
65 See Part Two  
66 See Part Three for Eugen Fischer’s contributions to the museum 
67 The Berlin Museum accumulated, according to Northcote W. Thomas; in “25 years [an] ethnographical 
collection more than ten times as large as those of the British Museum” (Thomas quoted in Penny Objects 
of Culture 1). 
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One of the first great collectors was Adolf Bastian (1826-1905), director of Berlin’s 

ethnographic museum (Museum für Völkerkunde) from 1861 until 1905, which housed 

the largest ethnographic collection in Germany at the time (Plates 75 and 76). Bastian 

also was appointed first professor of the new academic discipline, ethnology (Penny 

Ethnology and Ethnographic Museum 18-9). Penny stresses that ethnographic 

collections in the museum influenced the discipline of ethnology tremendously by 

providing the scientific base for large-scale research for professional ethnologists 

(Ethnology and Ethnographic Museum 19; Bastian’s Museum 87).  

 

The building of the ethnographic museum and its contents as text is prominent in 

Bastian’s idea behind the collections. The museum was seen as a laboratory where 

ethnologists could “decipher ornamental and allegorical symbols from their 

hieroglyphics into readable text” (Bastian quoted in Penny Bastian’s Museum 101). 

Instead of containing categories of material culture such as weapons or tools from all 

over the world, as was the case in other museums such as the Pitt Rivers Museum, 

natural light illuminated the glass cabinets of material culture categorised by region. 

This cultural relativist approach diverged from mega-narratives as proposed by 

Darwinists at the time. Penny insists that the design distinguished Bastian’s museum 

from the art museum, the natural history museum and the colonial museum at the time, 

because as a tool of induction and comparative analysis, the display did not submit to 

theoretical narratives: with no emphasis on any particular object or grouping “there was 

no developmental series of artefacts of the kind found in the evolutionary arrangements 

of many British and American museums” (98). 

 

This early, pre-field-work period illuminates the importance of alphabetic literacy as a 

main tool of knowledge; Bastian’s ethnologists who came from this background, like 

Franz Boas, devoted their work to historicism, empiricism and the inductive approach 

that were  prevalent in Bastian’s museum’s work (Penny Bastian’s Museum 91).68 

Aboriginal objects were viewed as relevant in the puzzle of human history as crucial 

evidence of human creativity, although there is no indication of particular emphasis on 

artistic formulations of such objects. Lally declares that the “material culture” in 

                                                 
68 See Part One for Bastian’s aims for ethnology in Germany. 
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Bastian’s Museum was “intended to function just as text in a library” as a resource for 

scientists (84). 

But the role of the museum as laboratory in the scientific quest for self identity, and of 

what humanity is all about changed drastically with the onset of popular education and, 

as Penny emphasises, the “diffusionist revolt” declared by Fritz Graebner (1877-1934) 

and Bernard Ackermann in 1904. Fritz R. Graebner’s Kulturkreislehre (theory of 

culture circles)69 rejected the simple determinism and the hierarchical order implied by 

cultural evolutionism, and turned to empirical study and comparison. This theory had 

been propagated elsewhere in Germany for decades by ethnologists such as Leo 

Frobenius and Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904) (Penny Bastian’s Museum 110). They 

instigated the focal shift in analysis from “psychology and the human mind” towards 

“groups, their behaviour, and their ‘cultural traits’”(111). Penny’s study of the evolution 

of ethnology from a search for Self as part of human existence, to the study of human 

difference rather than their commonalities, indicates to me the initial bifurcation of the 

reception of non-European art, in particular Aboriginal art. Penny explains that the re-

direction from Bastian’s “cultural pluralism” to a particularism was not only more in 

tune with the “contemporary interest in nation and empire”; in fact, the constructed 

cultural hierarchies were appropriated to support neo-Darwinian and racialised systems 

(118). This construction of inherent and essential difference between cultures has 

profoundly influenced the way art was contextualised and received (Plates 8, 9, 10, and 

11). 

 

Bastian referenced the collections of material culture in Berlin, which Franz Boas 

continued to use later in America, to underpin the notion of cultural pluralism on the 

one hand, and the search for the universal rules of humanity on the other. Kugler’s 

approach to world art history (as discussed in  Part One) and Bastian’s humanist 

perspective of documenting cultures show that other dispositions to categorise art 

existed in the late nineteenth century and that at that stage the formulation of a multiple, 

non-hierarchical approach to art and the history of art was possible. This multiple 

approach to a world art history, while at the same time respecting cultural relativity, 

                                                 
69 According to Graebner, cultural elements found in various societies came originally from a limited 
number of culture circles (Kulturkreise), culture centres from which eventually all other cultures 
developed through the spread of cultural traits (cultural diffusion – diffusionism). This cultural diffusion 
took place in the form of interaction between societies such as trade, language, marriage, war etc, through 
which cultural traits were spread. 
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would not have favoured the polarising, dualistic method applied through ethnological 

and art historical institutionalising of global art. One strong link between this dualism in 

how we look at art is the instrumental role of dominant nineteenth century cultural 

theories such as the uni-lineal model of cultural evolution that contributed to the 

construction of cultural Otherness as a hierarchical distinction. These perceptions of a 

single origin of culture overrode other theories developing before and around World 

War I, such as cultural relativism and Diffusionism, and helped to build systemic 

categories of ethnology and history and their positions within the structure of 

knowledge which provided grids to read and store the information.  

 

Given the premise that the structure and purpose for museums serve as an educational 

tool or as a source for innovation, then this means that these raw materials inside such 

buildings (and the suggested readings of those) constitute a possible resource for times 

of (national) crisis, when there is a need to reaffirm physical and mental, but also socio-

economic and political borders. 

 

A network of connotations operated around ethnographic collections, which the 

museum framework of scientific research activated through visual and textual narration 

from the fixed position of institutional space. In the 1930s, a projected racial-biological 

and evolutionary model of science overshadowed the ensuing art discourse in the early 

to mid twentieth century, simply by excluding most global art production from the 

category of art.  

 

For example, social and physical anthropologist Herbert Basedow saw in “primitive” art 

a genuine tool to gain “insight…into the mind of a primitive man” by psycho-analysing 

Aboriginal “artistic productions and predilections” (Basedow 297). About a decade 

later, the National Socialist regime took the projection of racialised mechanisms behind 

art expressions to another level in their Degenerate Art exhibition from 1937, as I 

discuss in  Part Three. 

 

In Germany, the presentation of collections of Aboriginal art and artefacts as objects of 

science over a period of more than one hundred and twenty years makes the transition to 

objects of art difficult. This was compounded as collections were maintained in order to 

contribute to the knowledge of the history of humanity rather than artistic expression. 
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The transition from science to art is disruptive to the order of things and requires a 

fundamental re-thinking of the approach to knowledge and human experience. 

 

Colonial Collections: Art as Commodity and Artistic Renewal 

Very much in line with the official colonial project, the art of peoples who were 

represented within the framework of spectacle, science and the primitive was of interest 

as resource, rather than for its own sake. A wave of collecting in the wake of 

colonialism made art from non-European cultures a sought after commodity. Museums 

and private collections more and more displayed art objects for public view. However, 

under the generic term “ethnographica”, the collectors made no distinction between art 

and artefact. The term art seemed not applicable to the mostly utilitarian and ritual 

objects. To understand the link between collecting objects and the use of art as 

commodity, I will briefly look at how the function of art in Western society grew 

gradually more complex with colonial expansion.  

 

Following the lead of Portuguese and Spanish explorers in the sixteenth century, other 

European nations pursued their growing economic interest in the newly discovered 

continents, finding fresh ways to circumvent the Islamic dominance of traditional trade 

routes. A side effect of finding new trade routes was the discovery of new peoples and 

with that a range of new resources began to unfold; resources, however, which needed 

ethical justification. The slave trade and colonisation of new lands became a major 

mercantile force behind the booming economy in countries such as Italy, Spain, 

Portugal, the Netherlands and England, and also brought wealth to France and 

Germany’s nobility. The growing international trade promoted an ever growing 

bourgeoisie, the patrons who commercialised art. This is evidenced by dynasties such as 

the Florentine De Medici family; the Swabian merchants; and the Fugger family, who 

left a monumental witness of their wealth in the form of architecture, fine arts and art 

collections in their respective countries, Italy and Germany (Richard van Dülmen, 307-

316). Art became a way of expressing wealth and status, and through its secularisation 

art developed into a commodity of modern society (Will and Ariel Durant 

Kulturgeschichte vol 12, 181). Referring to Adorno, Bernstein asserts that the separation 

of art into “high” and “low” explains the power relation between the “particular and the 

universal in contemporary society” (6). The potential of art as commodity was 
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recognised and only possible within strengthening capitalist structures over the next few 

centuries – first among the aristocracy and later among the growing middle class. As 

Adorno stated in 1936, both high art and mass-produced consumer art “bear the 

stigmata of capitalism, both contain elements of change” (Adorno quoted in Bernstein 

2). One can also add here the art of non-European traditions. 

 

Over the course of European history, the significance of art underwent a metamorphosis 

from the metaphor of the divine into a reified commodity. Connoisseurship in areas of 

culture became currency and empowered groups and individuals in a changing class 

system in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Penny Objects of Culture 1-16). 

 

The existence of art conceptions other than European entered the German mental and 

physical space at least as early as the Renaissance. Expanding European colonialism of 

the nineteenth century stimulated a growing market for large scale collecting. Yet, 

Germany’s involvement in colonialism came rather late and lasted over a relatively brief 

period – from 1871 to 1914. As Wildenthal argues, its impact was bigger than the 

absence of historical account in school books or public debate would assume. Namibia, 

Cameroon, Tanzania, Togo, Nigeria, Ghana, Rwanda, Burundi, Papua New Guinea, the 

Republic of the Marshall Islands, the Republic of Nauru, China, the Northern Mariana 

Islands, Palau, the Federated State of Micronesia, and Western Samoa gave Germany 

the third largest colonial territory in this period. With about twelve million inhabitants 

in Africa and the Pacific, the colonial territory was the fifth largest in population and 

shaped “part of German national identity and popular imaginations in imperial 

Germany” (Wildenthal 145).  

 

Africa became the main focus of German ambitions; in order to challenge the British 

power position, the continent was supposed to become “German-India in Africa” (Edgar 

Dürrenberger 66 – see also H.Gründer and Helmuth Stoecker). Early collections of 

ethnographica, among them weapons and clothing, were primarily donated by 

government officials working in the colonies. 

 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the ever growing collections of African art 

were chronologically organised after the model of a linear evolution of a universal 

history of humanity, in which African cultures were classified as “early cultural age” 
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(frühes Kulturzeitalter), comparable with pre-historic peoples of Europe. This evolution 

theory, as Förster argues, also formed a base for art historical thought; the aim of the 

classification of African art was to determine the origin of all art (24). Interpretation of 

the collections at hand and their classification through Western theories then led to a 

construction of scientific truth through the authoritarian framework of the museum. The 

study of African art and artefacts was neither carried out empirically, nor was it studied 

at localities of provenance.  Acquisitions were mostly items from private collectors, 

whose main business in the colonies was of a commercial, governmental or 

administrative nature. Often sold as curiosities, their categorisation as art or artefact was 

based on selective identification and analysis from the remoteness of a study room’s 

armchair. Another framework for the positioning of African collections of objects 

delivered the Völkerschauen, which staged live exhibitions of cultures with people from 

all continents, as I will discuss below. 

 

The frameworks of spectacle and scientific enquiry led to a surge in collecting objects. 

Art and artefacts from other continents became a sought after commodity and proved to 

be a feasible resource for artistic innovation in the twentieth century. Satirical German 

writer Kurt Tucholsky, a contemporary of Franz Kafka, hinted on the common idea at 

the time that non-European cultures were there to be exploited by the European, as he 

quoted German art critic Victor Auburtin (1870-1928):70 

 

At the time of Nero, art was believed to have come to an end, for everything seemed 

exhausted. They had no idea of the tremendous masses of barbarians, who lay in wait, 

and in whom the seeds of the natures of Rembrandt and Goethe already existed. But 

where are the barbarians, out of whom we could renew ourselves? Where are the 

reserves? (Auburtin quoted in Tucholsky 15-6)71 

 

The “primitive” indigenous people from far away continents replaced the “barbarians”, 

whose art forms, styles and use of colour injected artistic stimulation into the veins of 

European art in form of Expressionism. “We suddenly came to realize” wrote Carl 

                                                 
70 Referring to his book Die Kunst stirbt 1911 (Art is dying) 
71 “Damals“  sagt er,  “zur Zeit Neros, da hat man schon das Ende der Kunst fuer gekommen gehalten, 
weil alles ausgeschoepft schien. Sie ahnten noch nicht die ungeheuren Barbarenmassen, die jenseits der 
Grenzen lauerten, und in denen die Keime zu Rembrandts und Goethes Naturen schon vorhanden waren. 
Wo aber sind heute die Barbaren, aus denen wir uns erneuern koennen? Wo sind die Reserven?“ [Victor 
Auburtin in Stirbt die Kunst (1911) (quoted in  Kurt Tucholsky, 15-16) [my translation] 
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Einstein in 1915, “that certain problems concerning space, and a certain form of artistic 

creation as such were rarely to be found expressed with such purity as they are in Negro 

art” (Negro Sculpture 111). In fact, the African sculpture provided a mythical reality 

through “realism of form” which was crucial to the shift in perception and experience 

that propelled modern art into abstraction containing a mythical reality (115).  

 

Reports began to spread among German society about other cultures to some degree 

through artefacts but particularly during the eighteenth and nineteenth century through 

written accounts of Germany’s brief colonial history (for example Humboldt and 

Ratzel), as well as fictional literature.72 Exoticism and Otherisation as the projects of 

Otherness were two of the main threads in both fiction and travel reports that provided 

suitable categories to order the culturally or physically strange and foreign.By means of 

colonialism, Europe developed an effective system of exploitation, ethnic suppression, 

expulsion and genocide over a period of some five hundred years. Christian 

interpretations73 and later a spreading social Darwinist world view planted the seed for 

the political, social and ethnic cataclysm as we know it today. Non-European cultures 

were seen as representative of different developmental stages of humankind, with 

Europeans at the summit (Adolf Hitler Mein Kampf 1925/26; Mike Hawkins 1997).  

 
Art from other traditions as resource, collections of art as commodity and as artistic 

renewal, as I will further discuss in Part Ten, all contributed to a creation of two 

polarised entities, which established a “power relationship”, as Edward Said explained, 

with the Occident dominating the Orient: 

 

The Orient was Orientalized not only because it was discovered to be “Oriental” in all 

those ways considered commonplace by an average nineteenth century European, but 

also because it could be – that is, submitted to being – made Oriental. (Orientalism 6) 

 

This also demonstrates the relationship between conceptualisation and action: physical 

domination is preceded by a mental image that allows us to think in hierarchical 

categories. Colonial conquest has been justified by either a moral, political, military or 

an economic superiority.  

                                                 
72 See discussion of Karl May in Part Five. 
73 “Cursed be the one that is carrying out the mission of Jehova neglectfully; and cursed be the one that is 
holding back his sword from blood!” (Jeremiah 48:10) 
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2.2 Representation of Cultures and the Articulation of Other in 

Literature, Art and Völkerschauen 

The context of representation of other cultures grew increasingly difficult to disentangle 

from nationalist ideology towards the turn of the twentieth century. Photography, the 

display of indigenous peoples (Völkerschauen) in colonial fairs and later in zoos, 

literary articulations, as well as their uses in science show how the image of the Other 

functions as a mirror to reflect upon the Self. Examples of John W. Lindt’s photography 

in the context of science, Völkerschauen as spectacle and Franz Kafka’s literary 

response to them illustrate my argument in the following section that representation 

does not take place to merely document, record or report, but fulfil the need for 

positioning one’s own culture within the world. 

 

Lindt’s Photography – Artistic Impressions 

Images of other cultures contributed significantly to the narration of a Eurocentric 

pinnacle of culture. Some thirty years after Eugene von Guérard painted Aborigines in 

Australia as a dying culture in the face of advancing modernity this notion was visually 

perpetuated by the German migrant John William Lindt. Born Johann Wilhelm Lindt in 

Frankfurt a. Main, Germany, in 1845, Lindt settled as a seventeen year old in Australia 

in 1863. He died in Hermitage, Victoria, in 1926. Lindt’s photographic images of the 

Aborigines of the Clarence River Valley, members of the Gumbaynggirr and 

Bundjalung people (Plates 15, 16, and 18), indicate another German Zeitgeist that 

evolved parallel to a romantic vision of the Other, towards the final decades of the 

nineteenth century in which the climate of scientific reading gravitated increasingly, but 

not exclusively, towards a progressive linear understanding of a mono-originated 

humanity with categories of culture and specimen and human types (Hughes-d'Aeth 

1999; Zimmerman Anthropology and Antihumanism 73-85). 

 

Lindt’s most prominent works in this context are the studio tableaux photographs 

entitled Australian Aboriginals (1873-74) and Australian Types (1874), which as bound 

albums, reached international audiences such as in Italy, Germany and America, and 

became some of the most worldwide circulated images of Aboriginal people of the 

nineteenth century (Orchard 5).  
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The staging in the studio, complete with props and background panorama, is often 

interpreted as colonial violence and appropriation of the indigenous (Hughes-d'Aeth, 

1999; Roslyn Poignant 54). In his critical, revisionist assessment of the image Black 

Gin and Child, (1886-88) (Plate 15), Tony Hughes-d'Aeth demonstrates how the post-

colonial gaze on ethnographic photography deconstructs these notions of violence and 

seizure of indigeneity. He re-interprets the photographs as action-photos and argues that 

Lindt placed Clarence River Aborigines, the Gumbaynggirr, within expandable 

narratives. Narratives of the inevitable extinction of an ancient culture (in the singular as 

Aboriginal culture was perceived as homogenous) or of a forceful objectification of the 

colonised Other.Either way, their dramatisation was the ingredient of Lindt’s success 

overseas and in Australia. Lindt’s outdoor photographs of Aborigines did not fetch the 

same interest at all, which Hughes-d'Aeth relates to the “specimen thesis” (1999). 

Despite Lindt’s artistic licence that is obvious in the props such as, for example, the 

maize plant in the background of Black Gin and Child (Plate 15), the government 

bought copies of Lindt’s Album of Australian Aborigines, 1872-74, and distributed 

them to scientific institutions overseas. Lindt’s photographic images of Aboriginal 

people were also exhibited at international exhibitions (1999).  

 

The use of his images for scientific purposes seems curious as neither Lindt, who 

described himself as a “photographic artist”, claimed objective representation, nor do 

composition and contents suggest documentation in a scientific sense. In his discussion 

of the image Black Gin and Child (Plate 15)74 in the illustrated publication Picturesque 

Atlas of Australasia (1886-1888), Hughes-d'Aeth observes that: 

 

It is plausible, following Poignant, that the decision to acknowledge Lindt as a 

photographic source in the Atlas was a kind of scientific objectification of the 

ethnographic subject. According to this view, the makers of the Atlas choose to cite the 

photographic source as a way of signalling the exactitude of this representation of 

Aboriginal persons.  

 

This view is supported by the descriptive nature of the surrounding text by Lorimer 

Fison, a Wesleyan missionary and “anthropologist” (Hughes-d'Aeth 1999). Fison’s 

narration of the extinction of Aboriginal peoples echoed the common attitude. At the 

                                                 
74 In the exhibition at Grafton Regional Gallery Photographs by John William Lindt, 30 May to 1 July 
2007, the same image appears under a different title: woman seated with a piccaninni. 
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same time Lindt’s romantic set ups attempted to illustrate pre-contact Indigenous life 

and its closeness to nature; the series Australian Aboriginals (c.1873-74) and Australian 

Types (c.1873-74) included illustrations of weaponry, tools, jewellery, utensils, and 

clothing (Grafton Regional Gallery). However, when one looks closely, the props seem 

to tell a story of change and adaptation. The metal axe at the young mother’s feet, the 

maize plant next to her and the European cloth dress in Woman Seated with a 

Piccaninni, (873-74), suggest she feels at home in an agricultural environment. Likewise 

the gaze of the Seated Man Holding a Rifle (1873-74) (Plate 18), is alert, ready to use 

the gun with ease, while the boomerang and shield lie at his feet. Some of the images of 

the Australian Types (1874) support this interpretation of change and adaptation or 

coping with a new environment, regardless of cultural background (Plates 17, 20). The 

image titled Two men (Plate 19) shows two Aboriginal men, one man standing with a 

stick in front of an A-frame bark shelter, the other lying in the shelter with European 

clothes and hat on top of the shelter, holding a metal axe. Both men are dressed with a 

fabric loin cloth and look straight at the camera. We find almost the same composition 

in Timbergetters, (1870-73) (Plate 20), where apart from some variations in tools placed 

around the figures, the images are strikingly similar. It shows two European men, one 

sitting and the other lying in the A-frame shelter with the hat and clothes atop, resting. 

Both images show how people make do with what is at hand, either in the face of 

contact with settlers or a new, harsh environment. In contrast to Eugene von Guérard’s 

romanticisation of Aboriginal people, Lindt’s images talk of progress through cultural 

assimilation on the one hand, and environmental adjustment on the other. Despite their 

artistic quality and their underlying assumptions about the progress of civilisation, the 

images put in the context of the Atlas do construct a sense of “scientific objectivity” 

which, at the time, had been the underlying meaning of photographs. Gay-Lussac 

reports on the Daguerreotype as being “the faithful images of Nature herself” and a 

basis of “new research” (256). Revisionist histories of the late twentieth century see this 

type of representational photography as appropriation of the photographed; Susan 

Sontag explained that this meant “putting one’s self into a certain relation to the world 

that feels like knowledge, and therefore like power”(4). Another example of staged 

representations of indigenous cultures is the phenomenon of Völkerschauen. 
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Völkerschauen: Spectacle or Fieldwork?  

Social, technical, political, and artistic ambitions of the years in-between the great wars 

transformed cultural production in Germany during the Weimar Republic (Lamb 53). 

These years saw the rise of the Bauhaus, Brecht’s theatre and Dadaism and all 

progressive culture that followed Modernist beliefs in technological advancement for 

the betterment of the environment and the human condition (53). European culture 

stood for progress, while indigenous cultures represented backwardness. 

 

Völkerschauen75 underpinned this notion. They demonstrate that the reception of 

Aboriginal art is interlinked with the mode of cultural representation of its epoch. In the 

time of the late nineteenth century until the onset of the Third Reich, the 

contextualisation of the exotic determined the forming of a mind frame in favour of the 

other as the antagonist (Plate 23). On the world stage the European was director, 

protagonist and playwright at the same time (Plate 24). The royal court enjoyed 

Völkerschauen first in which people had been brought from places around the world to 

display their distinct cultural life, looks and habits to the amusement of the aristocracy 

in the eighteenth century. This developed in the last decades of the nineteenth century 

and twentieth century into a form of “commercial ethnography” defining Völkerschauen 

as a “living ethnographic collection” (Bruckner 128). These shows attracted large 

numbers of spectators. Hunting and gathering scenes, warring, dancing etc. were 

choreographically staged, shown in the fashion of zoological display, and drew attention 

to the existence of global diversity. Australian Aboriginals76 throwing boomerangs in 

1883, Duala from Cameroon communicating via drums six years later, and Oglala-

Sioux from the Pine Ridge Reservation in the USA in 1910 are examples. These 

attracted a record number of over a million spectators. (Schardt Schausteller; Dreesbach 

Gezähmte Wilde 68) 

 

The general public in Germany, but also in Great Britain, gained access to exotic 

peoples and wildlife from other continents in these staged Völkerschauen, reminiscent 

of the ancient Roman idea of entertainment in the circus. While the Völkerschauen 

                                                 
75 See glossary. 
76 “Schaustellung von Austral- Ureinwohnern, Cannibalen männlichen und weiblichen Geschlechtes” 
Announcement of 1887 as quoted in in Schardt 1980, 89 
http://www.schaubuden.de/Schaubuden/kapitel_8.html  
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initially were intended for the cultivated sphere of the educated middle class, after the 

turn of the twentieth century commercial ethnography turned the Völkerschauen into 

mere spectacle for the proletariat (Bruckner 154) (Plate 21). Penny asserts that by 1900, 

more than one hundred Völkerschauen had taken place and their media coverage 

became common place in Germany and Europe (Objects of Culture 211). 

 

The link to entertainment and politics was no less restrained in the nineteenth century 

than it was in Roman times: Völkerschauen could easily be read as political statements. 

Look-how-other-people-live-and-see-how-far-we-have-come-in-our-modern-civilisation 

attitudes are demonstrated in Hamburg’s famous animal trader and director of the 

zoological garden, Carl Hagenbeck (1844-1913). He organised sixty Völkerschauen 

over the period of more than half a century, from 1874 to 1932, re-enacting scenes from 

people’s daily lives in countries like North America, countries from the African 

continent and Australia.  

 

Völkerschauen had not been introduced into German society for the sole purpose of 

entertainment, although the grotesqueness of it might easily lead to that conclusion. 

They received strong support by ethnologists and anthropologists as they saw this as a 

way to educate, demonstrate, and for many, to document a Darwinist human history in 

its various “cultural stages” before it would all disappear (Zimmerman 2003; Bruckner 

2003; Dreesbach 2005; Poignant Tambo 192).  

 

The announcement of R. A. Cunningham’s show with Aborigines in 1883 (Plate 22) 

declared that the authenticity of this near extinct race had been certified by professors 

around the world and the viewing of these individuals was imperative for all educated 

people. Cunningham advertised this, saying “because it is for the first time individuals 

of this race appear in Vienna, and because extinction of this curious variety of humans 

is imminent, no educated person should miss Cunningham’s Austral-negro” (Schardt).77  

He continues, describing: “the uncivilised savages, whose bodies are terribly scarred 

and who wear bones and rings through their noses and ears …despite their reduced 

mental abilities and limited linguistic powers they perform Peace-, War- Kangaroo-, 

                                                 
77 “Da Individuuen dieser Rasse zum ersten Male in Wien erscheinen und ein gänzliches Aussterben 
dieser merkwürdigen Menschen-Varietät in nicht langer Zeit bevorsteht, so sollte kein Gebildeter es 
versäumen, Cunningham´s Austral-Neger zu besichtigen.” (announcement quoted in Schardt 180, 89) [my 
translation] 
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Emu and Cockatoo-dances…” (“Exhibition of Austral-Aborigines – cannibals of male 

and female gender” Announcement of 1887 in Schardt Schausteller 89).78 Cunningham 

exhibited Aborigines from North Queensland as early as 1884 in Germany (Dreesbach 

68) and the United States of America as spectacle of a vanishing people (Poignant 

Professional Savages 192-3). 

 

The representation of a foreign culture in a seemingly genuine way, at a time devoid of 

television and air travel, meant that the shows served foremost the function of 

entertainment. They picked up on clichés and emphasised any given differences in 

appearance and contents. On the other hand, close co-operation between show 

organisers and institutions such as the “Berlin Society of Anthropology, Ethnology and 

Palaeontology” (Berliner Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte) 

made “scientific research” possible (Penny Worldly Provincialism 16-18; Bruckner 

130). This collaboration endorsed pre-formed opinions of the non-European by 

positioning “die Primitiven” between “primates” and the (European) “civilised” on the 

ladder of Darwinist historiography (Bruckner 136-38). The presence of scientists and 

information brochures, Bruckner explains, made “commercial ethnography” the location 

where “the public was encouraged to acquire and practice the measured and rational 

gaze of the educated” (139). 

 

In the service of humankind, people who acted in such scripted Völkerschauen provided 

easily accessible material for scientific research: samples were taken, data collected, 

behaviour observed, and swift conclusions drawn. Human beings who roamed the earth 

in the nineteenth century were not equal; the notion of race appeared to be a crucial 

instrument in the determination of the respective rung of the cultural ladder. It became 

obvious to some scientists such as German physical anthropologist Eugen Fischer, that 

the gradation almost coincided with the skin colour – the darker the skin the more 

                                                 
78 “Erste Aufführung in England im Cristall-Palast, sowie durch die ganzen Staaten von Amerika, 
Canada, vor der Anthroposophischen Gesellschaft in Brüssel, Berlin, Paris, Moskau, Rom, sowie vor dem 
Prinzen Roland Bonaparte und seiner Majestät dem Sultan der Türkei und in Wien. - Zeugnissse von 
sämmtlichen Professoren der Welt über die Echtheit der Austral-Neger, Bumerang-Werfer, bestehend aus 
Mann, Frau und Knabe, schwarzen Pfadfindern von der anderen Welt. Die einzige Truppe von 
uncivilisirten Wilden, welche furchtbare Narben an ihrem Körper, und Knochen sowie Ringe durch 
Nasen und Ohren als Schmuck tragen. Trotz ihrer wenigen Verstandeskräfte und Sprachvermögen führen 
sie Friedens-, Kriegs-, Kängeruh-, Emu- und Tockatoo-Tänze auf. (...)”announcement quoted  from 1887 
in Schardt 1980, 89)   [my translation]  
http://www.schaubuden.de/Schaubuden/kapitel_8.html  
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underdeveloped or un-developed, while the fairer complexion was crowning evidence 

of European superiority in God’s creation (Dürrenberger Freiburg und Africa 98-100). 

Zimmerman’s study of German anthropology, including both branches of anthropology 

and ethnology, showed that the first research of and encounter with other peoples for 

scientific purposes took place nowhere else but in Völkerschauen on German soil (15).  

 

This emphasises a paradox in anthropologic conceptualisation as science based on 

empiric study and the sanctioning of scientific authenticity in the nineteenth century, as 

argued by Zimmerman (22). I find the relationship between anthropologists, 

ethnologists, and staged Völkerschauen demonstrates that foundations of scientific 

concepts actually rest in specific cultural presumptions rather than objectivity. This is 

particularly evident after the turn of the twentieth century, when the image of 

Völkerschauen changed by entering mass consumerist culture, as Bruckner has shown 

(153). 

 

Visual representation and repetitive narrative of the non-European as exotic, often 

juxtaposing the civilised German with the uncivilised Other (Plates 23, 24), generated a 

consensus within the public. Pivotal in his/her reception was the mechanism put in 

action by the mass media, which likewise re-enforced existing assumptions and 

articulated those. Penny found that the image of the non-European circulated not only in 

popular and scholarly publications and travel literature, but also on daily items such as  

postcards, packaging material of colonial products such as chocolate and coffee, and as 

advertisements in shop windows (Object of Culture 210-211). Louis Castan and his 

artist brother Maurice opened their Panoptikum in Berlin in 1877, where native groups 

from North America, South-Africa and other places performed between 1877 and 1912, 

among them seven Australian Aborigines who performed in 1884, and again in 1896 

(Dreesbach 84-86). Other Panoptikums, for example in Berlin and Munich, followed 

and attracted big audiences (Penny Object of Culture 211; Dreesbach 86). The sheer 

omnipresent visual representation of the non-European in the context of spectacle, 

entertainment, science, and education, would have assisted in viewing the non-European 

as an exotic object. During 1874 and 1900, one hundred and fifty groups of non-

European peoples came to Germany, from 1900-1914 another one hundred and fifty, 

and in the following years until 1930, another hundred groups went on show in 

Germany, showing the extent of the phenomenon (Dreesbach 114). 
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The visual framing of indigenous people as exotic, as well as the alienating language 

used to describe non-European or indigenous people in representational spaces with 

some degree of entertainment, such as the Völkerschauen and Panoptikums, reflects 

aspects of the imperial and colonial world situation, as economic and ideological 

constructs within the parameter of nation-building. To a degree, I see this ideological 

accretion as part of the momentum that drove global art production towards the two 

separate fields of negotiation of art in ethnology (often termed primitive or indigenous 

art) and art history (fine or high art). Further, art in these categorised forms, as I shall 

argue, functions as a signifier of value systems within Western Weltanschauung.79 

 

Völkerschauen, as “exhibitions of exotic people” (Penny Objects of Culture 44), had 

ideological undercurrents stemming from imperialism, and may have had an impact on 

the institutionalisation of art within a binary system. These interpretational guidelines 

were implemented by the more populist oriented Völkerschauen of the nineteenth 

century and the historiography of non-European cultures through institutional 

representation, in particular Aboriginal cultures, such as in the ethnographic museum, 

and in very rare cases, the art museum (which is further discussed in this section under 

art history). Two examples, one an eyewitness account, the other a literary one, 

underline a connection between visual representation and literary propagation of an 

image (Plate 25).  

 

The following eye witness account describes Ulli Beier’s impressions on two occasions 

in Berlin in the 1920s, a memory triggered after reading a book entitled Primitivism and 

Western Art in 2006: 

 

John H. has just lent me a book called “Primitivism and Western Art - a Documentary 

History.” edited by Jack Flam with Miriam Deutch. (University of California Press, 

2003). It is a well researched book, but it is also very depressing to read, because the 

arrogance and ignorance with which Europeans regard 'primitive' cultures is shocking. It 

shows that problems with the reception of Aboriginal art in Europe are a more universal 

issue. 

The book reminded me of events in the Berlin Zoo when I was a child.  

Every year they had a so-called: “Völkerschau”. In other words:   

                                                 
79 “System of value principle” The New Fontana dictionary (Anthony Lord Quinton), 920 
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“exotic” people became an exhibit. I remember two such events. I must have been 

around six years of age, give and take a year...The first Völkerschau displayed the  

“Fuzzy Wuzzy” horsemen from the Sudan, who rode a so-called phantasia. They would 

gallop at top speed towards the guests of honour who were seated in a row. Then they 

would bring their horses to a sudden stop about a metre before the dignitaries. It was a 

performance that was brutal to the horses and of course it was a traditional display, 

performed completely outside its normal cultural and social context. But the other 

Völkerschau was much worse and even as a small child I felt totally embarrassed! They 

had reconstructed a village of the so-called “Lippen-Neger” [Lipp-negroes] from 

Novrongo in Northern Ghana. At an early age these women had a small wooden plug 

inserted into their lips. Gradually these were replaced by large and larger discs, until 

finally their lips carried two large flat plates. 

 

We were told then that this was done to make the women unattractive to Muslim Slave 

traders. But I don't really know anything about that. I do remember that one paid a fee 

that allowed one to walk through the village. People climbed up the steps into their 

houses, picked up and laughed at their “primitive” cooking utensils. People put various 

types of food on the women's lip plates – peas or cherries – that could easily roll off and 

laughed when the women could not handle it! My father and I left very quickly in 

disgust! (Ulli Beier Personal Communication 8 Nov 2006) 

 

This account illustrates how the frequent visual display of exotic people became a 

continuous narrative of the Other and was often the single source of contact and 

knowledge about small scale, non-European societies. These ideas were not only 

inherent to the representational narrative of the art museum and ethnographic museum, 

but were propagated also in Völkerschauen and advertised via explorations in literature. 

 

Franz Kafka’s satirical Bericht für die Akademie (1919) (Report to the Academy) 

provides the second example, a literary account which establishes a connection between 

the visual representation and the literary propagation of an image. In this text the 

Hagenbeck’s Völkerschauen appear to take centre stage. The protagonist, an ape in 

captivity, reports to the academy (a board of judges) about his encounter with the 

human world, his sacrifice and his eventually successful assimilation within his new 

human environment.  

 

This short story is particularly interesting for two reasons: it gives evidence of the 

power of representation (for Völkerschauen, museums etc.) as narrative, and it employs 
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the perspective of the subaltern as a romantic parable. By giving him a critical voice, 

Kafka uses the character of the ape from the African Gold Coast (representing the 

“primitive” people introduced by Völkerschauen). Not only does he point out the 

absurdities his own culture indulges in (for instance, alcohol abuse, smoking, guns), but 

he elevates the ape’s moral status over that of the very humans he reports to (the notion 

of Rousseau’s “noble savage”). In spite of this, the ape cannot entertain the hope to 

jump “racial” barriers: “nobody promised me that, if I’d become like them, the bars [of 

my cage] would be lifted” (Niemand versprach mir, dass, wenn ich so wie sie werden 

würde, das Gitter aufgezogen werde) and no matter how highly developed his 

intellectual abilities were, no matter that he succeeded in trading his ape identity as a 

strategy of survival – “I ceased to be an ape” (ich hörte auf, Affe zu sein) for an 

imitation of human behaviour, he evaluates that “it did not entice me to imitate the 

humans; I mimicked [them] because I was looking for a way out” (…es verlockte mich 

nicht, die Menschen nachzuahmen; ich ahmte nach, weil ich einen Ausweg suchte). 

 

The allegorical use of the ape in Kafka’s short story illustrates the difference between 

the “uncivilised” non-European and the “civilised” European. The first is, once he or 

she reaches for humanity, entangled in its proximity (with the help of a 

human/male/white/civilised teacher) but never quite becomes human. Despite the 

considerable effort and sacrifice, the uncivilised is not able to reach the status of a 

human being, because he is intrinsically other than human. The ape is and remains 

uncultured or at least without culture of his own.  

  

Although Kafka uses the notion of uncivilised antithetically to both critique his own 

society by idealising the primitive Other and to advocate the romantic image of 

Rousseau’s “noble savage”, the categorical use of these polarised positions enhances 

general assumptions of the time that indigenous people are culturally inferior. 

 

The one concept of Völkerschauen, the displaying of non-European people as the 

exoticised Other, has survived into the twenty-first century,80 (Plate 26) which continues 

indirectly to position non-European art as an essentially different entity, as I will further 

discuss in Part Nine in the context of symbolic power. 

                                                 
80 I discuss two examples from the USA and Germany in Part Five. 
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Art, Myths and Nation-Building 

Another shifting characteristic of German art history after the induction of the scientific 

model was the process of the triangulation of art, myths and nation-building. The 

meaning of the word myth referred to here relates to a narrative which concerns itself 

with stories of origins, or accounts which contain parts of or the collective wisdom of a 

society, and which articulate convictions concerning key aspects of collective or 

individual identity. As such – and I follow Girling’s social theoretical thesis in his book 

Myths and Politics in Western Societies (1993) – myth can function as a resource from 

which a nation, people or individuals can draw. For example, exhibiting Aboriginal art 

in ethnographic museums and not as contemporary art in art institutions narrates a story 

of intrinsic difference (as I discuss in the articulation of the exhibition space as text in 

Part Nine). 

 

Girling established a link between the creation of myths and how they impact on 

identity as a result of political exploitation. Myths, he wrote, are “emotionally charged 

beliefs” that express the human experience of “formative periods in their history” (ix). I 

argue here that artistic activity, and particularly its interpretation, can be viewed as part 

of such myth-creating, in particular since the nation-building processes of the eighteenth 

and nineteenth century. Art, and the contextualisation of art through art history, has 

played a role as both a creator of myth, as well as a source of myth as a foundation of 

identity. In the context of the reception of Aboriginal art in Germany the notion of the 

primitive appears to be crucial, and counterbalances the idea of Culture as national icon.  

An art history that excludes histories beyond Europe cannot be seen as universally valid 

– a feminist critique of art history as exclusionist and full of unconscious assumptions is 

more to the point. 

  

There are several points that allow for viewing nation-building intentions as the driving 

force behind the split of the arts into European and non-European. The turning point 

from a universal to a contracted approach of an art analysis through art history, as I see 

it, came relatively abruptly and coincided with the political and social lead up to the 

wars of unification (from 1864-1871) and the genesis of the conception of the Culture81 

of Imperial Germany. The new discipline of art history in German-speaking universities 

                                                 
81 See earlier discussion on culture in this Part. 



Part Two 

 95

in the mid-nineteenth century became restricted to the study of underlying principles 

and regularities of Europe chiefly during the history of the Christian era (Dilly 9-10; 

Brockhaus vol 10, 199). This new art history clearly demarcated the theoretical 

superstructure of universal art creation and allowed art to be framed within certain 

historical and categorical narratives.  

 

The idea of a national identity draws upon myths which are the outcome of certain 

historical conditions. For example, in von Guérard’s painting, Aboriginal people often 

appear before a setting sun – symbolic of the myth of the dying race (Plate 12). History, 

or art history which provides a binary perception of art production as I have indicated 

before, can act as a point of reference and resource of innovation. As Girling explained: 

 

The search for identity is not simply a matter of social consensus; the identity of a group 

is also defined in relation to those outside the group – the “other” – perceived as 

different from, or hostile to, the group, still another potent source of myths. (ix) 

 

I find Girling’s conception of myth as not being timeless but the product of “specific 

historical condition” illuminating (2). The exclusive character of art history, that is the 

singular narration of European art as Culture, can function as a myth within the context 

of nation-building processes by providing a sense of geographically defined, historic-

cultural identity. The division of art into ethnographic/ethnological and art historical 

discourse early on in the German nation therefore constitutes a building-block, whose 

shape, size and colour depended on the ideological architecture at any given time. To 

understand how art can act as a myth – a body of stories with symbolic meaning – from 

which a nation can draw, I will examine the ethnology and art history of the time in the 

service of Bildung in the Part Three. 

 

According to Roland Barthes’ definition, myth is neither an object, concept nor an idea 

but a mode of signification – a form. Barthes also argued that myth is a kind of speech 

and that there is no limit as to what can be a myth as long as it is communicated by a 

discourse (693). Ethnological and art historical discourse constitute such a narrative and 

propose a “secondary signification” which is a culturally and historically “powerful 

system of underlying meanings encoded into images, artefacts and practices”, as 

Barthes explored in his essay Myth Today (1954-1956, 693).  
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In this Part I have traced the notion of Culture (Bildung) as national strategy through 

ethnographic collections, but also ethnographic photography and the display of peoples, 

both as spectacle and ethnological fieldwork. I have outlined connections between 

visual and textual representation of indigenous people as institutional narratives which 

create a myth that can act as a resource for German national identity. In the next Part, I 

will explore how these resources of myths and Otherness were exploited in the Third 

Reich. 
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3.1 Ethnology and Art History: Bildung in the Climate of Nation-

Building 

Framed by a general mission to build a nation in the newly united Germany, the 

orientation of the two young disciplines was determined by cosmopolitan fervour and a 

sense of liberal humanism during the nineteenth and turn of the twentieth century. This 

changed radically with the social and political climate of the post-war period, after 

Germany lost World War I and with it the colonies. The notion of nation-building took a 

destructive turn during the Third Reich after 1933 when culture became racialised with 

wide ranging, devastating effects including on the studies of ethnological, art historical 

and artistic enquiry. This third part outlines some of the forces behind the change in 

ethnology and art history from broad minded changes to a narrow minded approach. 

 

From Describing (Ethnography) to Analysing (Ethnology) 

A cosmopolitan liberal humanist, Adolf Bastian (1826-1905), a medical doctor, became 

the first professional ethnologist in Germany and the founding director of the largest 

ethnographic museum of the country in Berlin. He was guided throughout his working 

life by Alexander von Humboldt’s cosmopolitanism and the emerging travel literature 

that more and more engaged the wider public of German society, as I have discussed in 

Part One and above.   

 

Humboldt’s influence on Bastian was profound as Bastian’s first major publication Der 

Mensch in der Geschichte, 3 volumes (1860) (The Human Being in History), which he 

dedicated to Humboldt, became the theoretical foundation for his ensuing work. Bastian 

travelled all continents over a period of twenty five years and made eight major 

expeditions to document his theory on the comparative psychology of humanity (Stagl 

45-6). Believing the mental development of humanity to be the foundation of all cultural 

development, which manifested itself through material culture as well as non-material 

culture, he made both concept and material the object of his prolific ethnographic 

collecting ambition. At the same time he proceeded to build one of the largest 

collections of artefacts and ritual objects from all over the world, and simultaneously 

established international connections with influential people abroad. He also gathered 

information on rituals and documented myths, as the basis for an understanding of the 
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Völkergedanken (folks ideas) published in 1881 (Stagl 45; Penny Worldly Provincialism 

23).  

 

Bastian published his findings on accounts of rituals and myths and became the founder 

of ethnology as an academic unit in Berlin. His success in promoting a scientific 

institution, a “laboratory” to decode knowledge, “where the diversity of humanity could 

be reassembled for observation and comparison, and where scientists could test the 

latest ethnological theories” was reflected in the induction of the Royal Museum of 

Ethnography (Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde) in Berlin (Plates 8,9,10 and 11) 

(Penny Worldly Provincialism 101). He established the Museum together with Rudolph 

Virchow, a well-known pathologist and physical anthropologist, between 1873 and 

1886. Both were the founders of the influential professional societies, Society of 

Anthropology, Ethnology and Palaeontology (Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, 

Ethnologie und Urgeschichte) in Berlin 1869 and the Anthropological Society 

(Anthropologische Gesellschaft) in Vienna, 1870.  

 

Bastian’s key issue in ethnographic evaluation was the theory of a comparative 

psychology of humanity, evidenced in a vast collection of material and non-material 

culture. He thought that the inherent “Elementargedanken” (elementary thought) or 

“Menscheitsgedanke” (collective thoughts of humanity) adapts or transforms, depending 

on historically specific “Völkergedanken” (folks ideas) (Stagl 45; Lally 80). Bastian’s 

conviction that the empirical method would eventually lead to scientific truths, led him 

to desist from theorising new classification systems, which he deemed as not of lasting 

value.  

 

This Humboldtian notion of the synthesis of empirical data was also the driving force 

behind his effort “to unite all knowledge of human history – ethnological, philosophical, 

psychological, anthropological, and historical – into a huge empirical synthesis and to 

abstain from issuing tentative explanatory theories” (Penny Bastian’s Museum 21). His 

research was guided by a general theory of cultural evolution which he derived from 

cellular physiology, although, as argued by Lally, Bastian stressed the importance of 

“natural people” for ethnological studies lying within the “collective thoughts of 

mankind” inherent to them in “their most simple and primitive form, as lucid and clear 

as if they were a lower cellular form” (Lally 78-81). Bastian wrote: 
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We have therefore to concentrate on the systematic observation and study of primitive 

people to find in these relatively simple organisms the basic idea of all those forms 

which constitute the building blocks of society everywhere. (Bastian qtd in Koepping -

Lally 80)80  

 

Just as the “physical unity of the species of man” had been evidenced through physical 

anthropology, Bastian’s thesis of a “psychic unity of social thought” underlying the 

“basic elements of the body social” (Penny Bastian’s Museum 22) needed to be 

established through empirical substantiation in ethnology. The prolific collecting 

activities during the second half of the nineteenth century continued on until the turn of 

the century, crowding the museum space in a disorderly array and no object, grouping 

or arrangement, as Penny discerns, held superiority or particularity in the display mode 

of glass cabinets in light-flooded halls (Plates 8, 9, 10 and 11).  

 

The geographically arranged artefacts provided an overview of cultural life of entire 

regions (Penny Bastian’s Museum 3; Lally 78). Bastian employed the differentiation 

between Naturvölker (natural people/people of nature) and Kulturvölker (cultural 

people/people of culture) in his categorisation of humanity, a terminology that continues 

on in contemporary ethnological discourse.  

 

This idea of categorising cultures was continued by Franz Boas (1858-1942), who often 

is referred to as the founding father of cultural anthropology in the USA. Boas was a 

scientist with a versatile background, with the natural sciences as his backbone.  He was 

engaged with geography and physical anthropology, as well as also working as a 

linguist and as an assistant for Adolf Bastian. He wrote his Habilitation81 later under the 

supervision of Bastian in 1886 in Berlin and migrated to the USA the year after, where 

he taught at the Columbia University in New York from 1899. Besides field research on 

the American north-west coast, he also founded the American Anthropological Society 

and became publisher of the journal American Anthropologist.  

 

                                                 
80 Bastian quoted in Koepping (1983), 48, and referred to by Lally, 80 
81 Habilitation is a thesis usually written after doctoral degree has been awarded to qualify for the office 
of Professor at a German University. 
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Boas’ major focus was on the collection of ethnographic material and he opposed, like 

his mentor Bastian, all precipitate theorising such as Diffusionism82 without substantial 

empirical study to back it up (Stagl 65). In the early decades of the twentieth century 

when politicising race came into fashion in European countries and America, it was a 

major effort for Boas to prove Blumenbach’s83 theory of racial classification wrong. 

This theory, which is based on skull size and body height as main features of racial 

distinction, Boas refuted and found evidence that both skull size and body height and 

their possible modification are influenced by certain social-environmental factors. This 

was verified by research-subjects whose specific physical modification demonstrated a 

potentiality for change through certain social-environmental factors, instead of what 

was, in racial theory, given as features of race (125).  

 

Boas continued with inductive empiricism, through both collecting material culture and 

recording culture, very much in the tradition of Bastian’s vision of ethnology. Outside 

the museum setting Boas understood it was imperative to analyse “mental processes” 

which then eventually might “proceed gradually to the more difficult problems of the 

cultural relations between isolated areas that exhibit peculiar similarities” (Boas quoted 

in Penny Bastian’s Museum 125). 

 

In his seminal book Primitive Art (1927), Franz Boas clearly took a position opposing 

mono-origin evolutionist theories of a universal, linear development of humanity. 

Rather, his approach was set in cultural relativism, the notion that cultural phenomena 

can only be understood, evaluated and interpreted from within that specific culture; and 

not through external application of an European, ethnocentric science such as, for 

example, social Darwinism. As Penny and Bunzl point out, Boas’ “historicist” approach 

was “rooted in nineteenth century German social thought” and had little in common 

with other European branches of anthropology and ethnology, born from the 

Enlightenment at the time (11-12). On his arrival in the USA, as Penny explains, Boas’ 

concepts of ethnology clashed almost immediately with the fundamentals of the late-

                                                 
82 A theory in cultural anthropology which deduces the similar appearance of objects in diverse cultures, 
such as bows and arrows or masks, to one common historical origin, the centre of diffusion, from which it 
spread throughout the world (Stagl Diffusionismus 99-100). 
83 Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752-1840), German physical anthropologist, was founder of the Racial 
Theory, taught in Göttingen. His discipline introduced craniometry (measuring of the skull) and the 
distinction of five racial types: 1) white or Caucasian 2) yellow or Mongolian 3) brown or Malayan 4) 
black or Ethiopian  5) red or American (Stagl Blumenbach 63) 
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nineteenth century American anthropology, carried out in a public debate with the 

curator of ethnography at the National Museum, Otis T. Mason. In stark contrast to 

Bastian’s emphasis on the geographical, empirical and mental processes involving 

artefacts, Mason’s display structured artefacts with a linear-progressive-evolutionary 

theory in mind, which Boas criticised as being assumptive, and based on the deductive 

method which he deemed as “the foundation of most errors of the human mind”, and 

therefore unscientific (Penny Bastian’s Museum 90-92). Overall, Boas’ approach in 

cultural anthropology is a trajectory of the “humanistic project” prevailing in the 

German ethnographic museums of the nineteenth-century (Penny Bastian’s Museum 

125). 

 

Penny and Bunzl document a distinct German point of departure for ethnological 

knowledge. Nineteenth century German anthropology, they argue, “was neither 

characterized by colonial concerns, nor interested in organizing the world’s peoples 

according to evolutionary sequences” (Penny and Bunzl 1).  

 

This thesis will enter into their argument that the driving force behind vast collections of 

non-European art and artefacts, as well as their display in significant German museums, 

derived from a long tradition in humanist, liberal thought and “a persistent desire to 

know more about the world that went hand in hand with the German commitment to 

Bildung (Penny and Bunzl 9), and the cultural education of the public (Aspects of 

Bildung are discussed further in this Part below).  

 

The situation for German ethnology differed from other European powers such as 

France and Great Britain where ethnographic motivation was espoused by colonialism. 

Germany’s contact with the world through ethnography was established long before the 

country entered the colonial playing field in the 1880s. However, ethnographic 

museums experienced a boom during the height of modern colonialism throughout 

German cities (Gerhards 17). It was through trade, expeditions, foreign investments, and 

missionaries, scientists, writers, and other individuals like von Humboldt, Herder, 

Bastian, and Ratzel who have had immutable influence on what Penny describes as the 

“Herderian Volksgeist tradition”. This was reflected in “many educated German’s 

encounters abroad as well as their theorizing at home” even until long after the rise to a 

colonial power (Penny and Bunzl 14). In contrast to other colonial powers, ethnology 
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was not constrained by German colonial politics and therefore geographically not 

limited to German colonies during the imperial era. German ethnographic activity in 

Australia for instance, took place despite the absence of colonial interest there (Penny 

and Bunzl 2).  

 

Rather, the dedication to Bastian’s inductive science, the empirical methodology of data 

collection in pursuit of “international ideals” (Penny and Bunzl 2), resulted in vast 

collections of data and artefacts from around the world accumulating in German 

museums. In other words, despite the change in Germany’s foreign politics and the 

general colonially oriented and implemented anthropology of France and Great Britain, 

it is important to emphasise that ethnologists in Germany maintained their course of 

cosmopolitan tradition for the first decades of the academic discipline. 

 

This course changed with the turn of the century, when Germany turned to a racial-

theorised ethnology and colonial notions of superiority to support the national political 

agenda, just as other imperial powers slowly departed from this position (Penny and 

Bunzl 14; Grosse 180-184). Several external factors might have had a particular 

influence on the focal shift within the discipline.  

 

The first factor was the increasing control of the public through foundations and 

societies funded by the growing bourgeoisie over institutional ambitions (Penny Objects 

of Culture 141-6), which increasingly guided ethnologists in the contextualisation of 

their collections and data. During the turn of the nineteenth century, public education 

demanded a didactic approach to display, which resulted in the first Schausammlungen 

or show collections. Penny found that ethnologists were forced by “local governments, 

private supporters, and scientists alike” to shift focus from a more scientific 

arrangement to a representative, selective national narrative with the change in audience 

(Penny Objects of Culture 146-7).  

 

Perhaps this emphasis on narrative could indicate a crucial turning point for the 

ethnographic museum in its signifying role of socio-cultural reading of representation 

within such an institution. By serving two masters, science and the taste of the wider 

public, the lines between the notion of scientific objectivity and popular views became 

blurred.  
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Art History and the Meaning of Form 

At the same time, art history developed a discourse which validated the process of art 

making as conceptually embedded within the cultural and intellectual progress of 

modernity. This section concentrates on the writings and theories by three German-

speaking theorists, Wölfflin, Einstein, and Worringer, for their consideration of form as 

an agent of communication, appropriation of form, and the cultural aspect of language 

in art development. 

 

Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945), Swiss art historian, applied the method of empirical 

studies used in natural science. His systematic analysis and comparison of the visual 

components of art was to establish laws of the spiritual development of humankind by 

evidencing the evolution of art as an autonomous and immanently determined process 

(Wren and Nygard 275; Hauser 122; 125). Two books, Renaissance und Barock (1888) 

(Renaissance and Baroque 1964) and Die klassische Kunst (1899) (Classic Art 1903), 

were the foundation of the history of styles, which sought the bigger picture of art 

development, rather than the particulars of individual facts surrounding the art 

production. However, he could not maintain such a detached interpretation of art. While 

he suggested an anonymous art history, or an “art history without names” in the first 

edition of his publication Kunstgeschichtliche Begriffe (1915) (Principles of Art History 

(1932), in the later editions he concedes that “not everything is possible at all times” and 

that factors of content and individual creativity do impact on the development of style 

(Wren and Nygard 278; Hauser 126; Duro and Greenalgh 306). 

 

Clearly, Wölfflin’s formalist methods that refused iconographic or explanatory elements 

were comfortably anchored in the ideas of the Modernist movement. For instance, such 

a formal approach would fall short in the analysis of  Aboriginal artist John 

Mawurndjul’s bark paintings from an Indigenous point of view (see also the 

Introduction and Part Ten of this thesis). However, Wölfflin’s teachings of “formal 

vocabulary of visual description” are still employed today, and are elementary to many 

contemporary analyses of works of art from “all cultures and historical periods” (Wren 

and Nygard 280). This is problematic when we consider what Wren and Nygard 

suggest: that Wölfflin’s methodology stemmed from the linguistic science of philology 

which investigated the rules of human speech, etymological roots and grammatical 
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configurations (276). Without closer knowledge of, for example Aboriginal languages, a 

mere formalist approach would prove insufficient for the evaluation and interpretation 

of Aboriginal art works. 

 

Wölfflin’s empirical approach to art served his conviction that the development of form 

was an inherent process in art, which could be evidenced. He found artworks were 

exemplary of a style – which is why “historians of styles” did not concern themselves 

with the particulars of the individual artist, and rather excluded all other factors that 

explain the meaning of the art work (Duro and Greenalgh 307). 

 

Another emphasis on the aspect of form was made by Wölfflin’s contemporary and 

fellow student, Carl Einstein (1885-1940). Einstein theorised the potential meaning of 

form in non-European art. Einstein’s approach to form in African sculpture in Neger 

Plastik (1915) (Negro Sculpture 1920) is interesting for several reasons: on the one 

hand he asserted and reproached the assumptions made in art historical analysis, which 

overall deemed African art as “primitive”, on the other hand he offered a 

methodological analysis that disrupts these formal assumptive readings of non-

European art (110-111).  

 

The third point Einstein made, which links art appreciation to textual knowledge, and 

which I argue is predominantly transmitted through alphabetic literacy, is especially 

interesting for the scope of this thesis. He wrote, from the viewpoint of the European, 

“the negro … is regarded from the outset as an inferior part of humanity” whereby 

everything the “negro” can offer meets with prejudice by the white man (111). Einstein 

criticised the application of a single, linear, progressive evolution of humanity in art like 

the social-Darwinist construct of the “primitive man” which he concluded to be 

pretentiously scientific and prejudicial. He summarised that:  

 

Many of the opinions entertained about the African man are largely based on prejudices 

… effectively developed to fit some comfortable theory or other. In passing judgement 

on the negro the European makes one assumption: that of an unqualified and almost 

fantastical superiority on his part.  

In fact our lack of respect for the negro merely expresses an ignorance about him and 

one that oppresses him quite unjustly. ( 111)  

  



Part Three 

 106 

Einstein simultaneously conceded that the superficiality in the encounter with African 

art derives from the little knowledge about African culture on the one side, while he 

rejected the reliability of any ethnographic or other knowledge on the other. Instead, he 

suggested trusting form as the basis of analysis. Einstein applied Hildebrand’s 

theoretical distinction between active vision and art as cognitive practice (110) and, like 

Wölfflin, he detached the analysis of the sculpture from its socio-cultural context to 

some extent to discover a kind of rule or law of conception of form which he believed to 

be inherent to all art in general (111). Guided by an awareness of cultural assumptions 

in the analysis of art, Einstein recommended a strict differentiation between theorising 

and perceiving/observing: 

 

We must stay with the realm of perception [Anschauung], and proceed in accordance 

with its specific principles. We must never impose the structure of our own thoughts 

upon the realm of perception or the specific creativity we are attempting here to explore. 

We must refrain hypothesizing comforting evolutionary trends or identifying 

intellectual processes of thought with the creative achievements of art. We must 

renounce the prejudice that psychological process can manifest themselves under 

reversed signs that reflection upon art simply corresponds to the active creation of art. 

(111-12) 

 

To Einstein, the difference in the African sculpture was within its stylistic power that is 

derived from a divine character enclosed in the form. European misconceptions of 

African sculpture stem, he found, from two distinct standpoints. Firstly, the surrogate 

and the essentially painterly effects that informed European sculpture at the time led to 

neglect of cubic space. This stood in stark contrast to the African sculpture which had 

“already learned to cultivate essentially pure sculptural forms” (113).  

 

Secondly, Einstein made a distinction concerning the making of sculpture, which 

encompassed the role of the European sculpture as a means of dialogue between the 

artist and the viewer. The sculptor purposely shifted the power from sculpture to viewer 

by emphasising “the visual activity of the viewer” and he assured that it was the “viewer 

alone who would effectively generate the authentic form of the object” (113). While 

European sculptures became metaphoric, the African sculpture on the other hand 

through its relation to the religious does not signify or symbolise anything. The 

sculpture is the divine itself and therefore becomes an object of worship. Here, the 
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employment of perspective or frontality would be irreverent, he concluded, for they 

would relate the sculpture to a “temporal approach grounded in the notions of 

movement” while the cubic conceptions of space in African sculpture were a logical 

consequence of its divinity (115). Einstein acknowledged thereby a distinction of art 

perception which is not theorised within a linear development of art but as a parallel 

occurrence. Another art theorist who endorsed a focus towards form which challenged 

the Eurocentric isolation in art was Wilhelm Worringer.  

 

Wilhelm Worringer (1881-1965) was a German art historian and theorist who 

recognised that the classical model of antiquity is but one of many ideals that art springs 

from. In his seminal publication, which is based on his doctoral thesis Abstraction und 

Einfühlung: Ein Beitrag zur Stilpsychology (1908) (Abstraction and Empathy: A 

Contribution to the Psychology of Style, 1953) he theorised that all artistic awareness 

tended towards the two active poles of abstraction and empathy which can be divided 

into three types of metaphysical situations: “primitive man”, “classical man”, and the 

“Oriental” (Bullock 287).  

 

The art of the “primitive”, and he was mainly referring to ancient Egypt and Asian 

civilisations, was motivated by the “dread of his world”, while the classical man 

anthropomorphised his world to create harmony between nature and man, and the 

Oriental abstracted the “complex version of transcendent metaphysics” of his universe 

(288). Artistic volition is, according to Worringer, always coupled with the specific 

understanding of the world of the respective artist. 

 

In this context, Worringer’s relationship to the Expressionist movement is particularly 

interesting: not only did he coin the term Expressionism through his publication in the 

journal Der Sturm (The Storm) in 1911, but he also challenged the canon by defending 

the new orientation of the Expressionists towards the so-called primitive. In the journal 

Der Sturm he responded to Carl Vinnen who had protested against an internationalising 

of art by rejecting French Impressionism and the influence of the primitive in an 

article84: 

                                                 
84 Carl Vinnen wrote in “Quousque Tandem” From a Protest of German Artists, Jena Germany 1911: 
“Because let it be said again and again, a people is only driven to great heights by artists of its own flesh 
and blood” (8) 
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Today the cultural arrogance of Europeans is eroding, however, yielding to insights into 

the fundamental grandeur of primitive life and its artistic expression. The same need 

that makes us want to understand the new Parisian Synthesis and Expressionist has also 

developed in us a new eye for primitive art. How transparently clear it seems today that 

the stylistic character of primitive art is not determined by any lack of skill, but a 

different conception of artistic purpose that rests on a great, elementary foundation of a 

sort that we, with our well-buffered contemporary approach to life, can hardly conceive. 

(Worringer 1911, 52-3) 

 

Worringer shifted the attention to the psychological effect in art, away from the 

rationalised, masterly illusionism which art had generally aspired to since the 

Renaissance and which has dominated art perception ever since. Art must affect us 

again, he wrote, and to achieve this it must free itself from the “rationalization of sight” 

which has been internalised as the “natural sight” (53). He viewed the appropriation of 

so-called primitive art by the Expressionists as an apt means to divorce art from German 

national tradition: 

 

In order to achieve this, we force ourselves to that primitive way of seeing, undisturbed 

by any knowledge or experience, which is the simple secret of the mystical effect of 

primitive art. We want to push external symbolism, hailed as a national trait of German 

art in particular, back into the innermost center of the artwork, in order that it might 

flow out from there of its own natural energy, free of every dualism of form and 

content. In short, the primitive art of seeing, to which we force ourselves, is only a 

means of approaching the elemental possible effects of art. (53) 

 

Art needs to return back to basics to be closer to nature again, he claimed, and to regain 

what was lost by “the pride of our classical inhibition and the myopia of the European 

adult attitude” by going back in time (53). Although Worringer conceded that this new 

primitivism can only be an interlude in the German artistic evolution (he later found that 

Expressionism did not successfully characterise the spirit of modern times),85 he clearly 

maintained that German art history had always been affected by outside forces. Anyone 

familiar with German art history, he wrote, “knows that it is not given to us, with our 

innate ambiguity” as well as with our “inborn, sensual, instinctive uncertainty, to find 

direct route to a form” without the influence from outside Germany (54). It is this 

external impetus that needs to be reflected in the art museum as well, he continued, and 

                                                 
85 See Bullock 290 and discussion below 
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asked if it were not the time to sacrifice the established taste and “relative security” now 

and then in favour of an art that is “historically significant, but that has not yet been 

sanctioned by the majority’s taste?” (54).  

 

3.2 Expressionism: Degenerate Art in the Third Reich 1933-1945 

Expanding international trade in economic and cultural products, cultural 

representations in literature, the ethnographic museum and in Völkerschauen all became 

a source for artistic exploration in visual arts at the turn of the twentieth century. Since 

unification – with schools remaining isolated in separate states – no unifying German 

style in art had been achieved to reflect a unified nation (Dube 7). 

 

The German Expressionism movement posed a challenge to the official tenets of 

academic narratives of national-identity with its attention towards primitive art as an 

instrument of cultural renewal in the early twentieth century.  

 

During the later decades of the nineteenth century, the imperial soil was cultivated with 

ideals or ideas of Germanness. One of the tools of cultivation was the arts, in particular 

painting, music and literature, as I have discussed in Part One. Éva Forgács explains 

that under Wilhemine reign (1871-1888) German art had been heavily regulated: “a firm 

official concept”, she wrote, determined “what was encouraged and what was prohibited 

in art”, an environment of “principles and bourgeois patronage structure” which the 

Expressionist movement vehemently worked against (49). The Berlin Secession from 

1898, Die Brücke group in Dresden from 1906, and Der Blaue Reiter group in Munich 

from 1912 actively rejected the conventions of academic tradition, replacing them with 

new, international values as opposed to a narrowing, national art canon.  

 

The search for pure art after the 1890s, Dube explains, brought secessionist artists to 

concentrate on colour and form as “repositories of the pictorial idea” (7). The search for 

a new art brought the artist closer to French Post-Impressionists; art works by Dutch 

Vincent Van Gogh, and French artists Paul Cézanne and Paul Gauguin were highly 

influential. Expressionism developed at around the turn of the century as a reactionary 

to the geographically diffuse styles which were focused on philosophical concepts or 
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idealistic and romantic representation. Poet Johannes R. Becher summarised the climate 

of artistic change: 

 

We were possessed. In Cafés, on the streets, in our studios, day and night, we were “on 

the march”, at a cracking pace, to fathom the unfathomable: poets, painters and 

musicians all working together to create “the art of the century”, an incomparable art 

towering timelessly over the art of all past centuries. (Becher quoted in Dube 21) 

 

The art forms of peoples outside Europe became of interest to many German 

Expressionists, among them Emil Nolde, whose work is further discussed in Part Ten. 

Expressionist enquiry and evaluation by appropriation made it possible to view non-

European art as art and not as craft. 

 

The shift from a universalism that prevailed until the early nineteenth century, to a 

particularism (or provincialism) in art history during the second half of the century is 

particularly interesting when considering the almost concurrent awareness and artistic 

interest in the art from non-European cultures which took place parallel to the 

institutionalised study of art in the realm of art history. With the turn of the twentieth 

century, artists belonging to the Brücke-group, first in Dresden and later in Berlin, 

expanded their visual vocabulary by experimenting with art forms from Japan, Yoruba, 

Ife, the Pacific and other regions, and generally by exploring primitive art.  

 

Expressionists and the “Primitive” 

The notion of the primitive is complex and has been explored comprehensively by 

authors such as Sally Price, Jack Flem and Miriam Deutch (Price 1989; Flem and 

Deutch 2003). For the purpose of this study, I have concentrated on some main issues 

evolving around the notions that relate to my main inquiry of the reception of 

Aboriginal art in German art space, which stems from what Tucholsky summarised as 

follows: “Just as so many things that are being taught in schools are wrong, it is wrong 

what they teach of the primitives” (Kurt Tucholsky Gesammelte Werke 3 1929-1935, 

572-3).86  

 

                                                 
86 “...Wie so vieles, was man in den Schulen lehrt, falsch ist, so ist es auch die Lehre von den Primitiven. ” 
[my translation] 
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“Primitive Art” in Art History 

The term primitive art in art history covered originally the perceived hierarchies of 

progressive art development of civilisations like Ancient Egypt (Winckelmann) and 

Gothic art (Schnaase). Generally, primitive denotes older, or less refined and developed 

artistic forms of existing traditions. In the context of anthropology, the generic meaning 

primitive cultures circumscribed all small-scale societies with little or no technological 

sophistication, complex government and material culture, or literary tradition 

(Brockhaus vol 14, 275). The term primitive art in the twentieth century became 

increasingly attached to the linear progressive model of humanity and is descriptive in 

terms of lacking sophistication. 

 

The first serious attempt to challenge these preconceptions was Franz Boas, discussed 

above, German born founder of American cultural anthropology, with his seminal book 

Primitive Art, which was first published in the  USA in 1927 (Stagl 65). Despite the fact 

that he chose to use the term primitive within his studies of non-European cultures such 

as Native American culture, with all the connotations attached, he refused “precipitate 

theoretical generalisations” (65) and questioned the conventional evolutionary 

principles: 

 

So far as my personal experience goes and so far as I feel competent to judge 

ethnographical data on the basis of this experience, the mental processes of man are the 

same everywhere, regardless of race and culture, and regardless of the apparent 

absurdity of beliefs and customs. Some theorists assume a mental equipment of 

primitive man distinct from that of civilised man. I have never seen a person in 

primitive life to whom this theory would apply. […] The behaviour of everybody, no 

matter to what culture he may belong, is determined by the traditional material he 

handles, and man, the world over, handles the material transmitted to him according to 

the same methods. (1) 

 

Boas’ attempt of an analytical description of the constituents that define primitive art 

has been influential on multiple accounts. For one he moved non-European art out of its 

obscure margins of Euro-centric awareness by pointing out an aesthetic value inherent 

to all art that speaks directly, as well as in a coded, “associated” way and hereby 

bringing non-European art within a wider art discussion (13). 
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In art historical terms, primitive art was discovered at the turn of the twentieth century, 

with Post-Impressionists looking at Oceanic art and Expressionists at African sculpture 

readily appropriating those forms.87 Art practice outside the mainstream, Euro-

American art scene, or in other words, art originating from most non-European88 

countries was mostly interpreted as craftsmanship of artefacts or cultural objects. Only 

within Modernist thought and its readiness to new adaptations of form and style, was it 

possible to view art of other origins commonly categorised under the collective term 

primitive art, implying a homogenous, artistically as well as ideologically, art form with 

strong functional, social and religious contexts. Only since the 1980s and 1990s was the 

term and its use viewed more and more critically. Its implication of inferiority, as Duro 

and Greenhalgh assert, like the descriptions “pre-historic”and “uncivilised,” became 

unsustainable, “as we now recognise the artistic production of these cultures to be a 

highly developed expression of societies that are different but not necessarily inferior to 

our own” (239). 

The Latin root of the word primitive, primus, the first, is harmless enough. It is rather its 

etymological offspring that appropriates this for a hierarchical purpose. Therefore, the 

word primitive is never a value-free term that conveys meaning on its own. It always 

stands in relation to something else and alludes to derogatory associations. Culturally, 

the point of comparison is the technological and economically most sophisticated 

culture, the West or all nations grafted after the European model, whereby all cultures 

are measured. This is seen in terms of a Weltanschauung that places the human being 

within a linear-progression in time and space. The usage of the word primitive is 

meaningful to indicate a before, now and after in the development of humanity. Boas’ 

conclusion that primitive is therefore rather descriptive is erratic in many ways. What is 

suggested as scientific truth is in fact a social and political construction, because the 

material and technological advancement is set proportionally to intellectual 

development. Here, subjectivity is narrated through the consecrated conventions of 

objectivity. The word “primitive” in common usage when referring to culture and art, is 

viewed as a state of material development, as well as a state of mind; one that is close to 

nature and “antithetical to Western civilisation” (Russell 40). 

                                                 
87 Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, Gauguin, Blaue Reiter Almanac 
88 Note: the term non-European in this case excludes countries with a dominantly Western culture such as 
the USA, Canada and Australia 
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The notion of the primitive in a cultural or art context must be understood in the light of 

the mutual influence of scientific evidencing in the fields of anthropology and art 

history. Darwin’s evolution theory and the resulting development of social-Darwinism 

permeated scientific and cultural discourse at the time. In that sense, Darwin’s keystone 

function can also be seen as the godfather of the term primitive and its complex spin-

offs into racial, social, and political theories and their implications. At the same time, 

the history of humanity was theorised in stages of development from savagery to 

barbarianism and hence to civilisation as suggested by Montesquieu (Seymour-Smith 

105). Early Anglo-American anthropological groundwork, such as laid out by Lewis 

Henry Morgan and Edward B. Tylor, was also based on a unilineal progress of societies 

of different stages. These theories were set out in opposition to the liberal humanist 

German anthropology of Bastian and Boas for example. Leading the progress was high 

culture – with Western or European culture moving perpetually at the head of high 

culture, while the rest of the world was limping behind, more or less successfully. Only 

later, anthropologists of the twentieth century rejected this ethnocentric viewpoint: 

Unilineal evolutionary schemes fell into disfavor in the 20th century, partly as a result 

of the constant controversy between evolutionist and diffusionist theories and partly 

because of the newly accumulating evidence about the diversity of specific sociocultural 

systems which made it impossible to sustain the largely “armchair” speculations of 

these early theorists. (Seymour-Smith 105) 

Therefore, the systematic and conceptualised encounter with the art of the so-called 

primitive cultures of Western societies during the turn of the twentieth century through 

the scientific order of the ethnographic museum not only provided the raw material but 

also provided an ideological keystone to the force of Primitivism in art. Flem and 

Deutch state that Primitivism, as a “pervasive notion”, occurred at the apex of Western 

colonialism, and “played a crucial role in the development of twentieth century art and 

in modern thinking general” (13). 

 

It would be simplistic to generalise the artistic appropriation of the German 

Expressionists as yet another form of colonial exploitation: in the case of Nolde and 

others the engagement with the art of “primitive” cultures was also an acknowledgment 

of artistic and cultural virtues of equal standing with the European “high” culture. Given 

the general attitude of the early twentieth century, this was quite an outstanding effort to 



Part Three 

 114 

break the mould of an evolutionary, lineal-progressive collective mind-construct, which 

is reflected in Arnold Hauser’s account on the psychoanalytical element in art: 

 

The attempt to equate artistic power with the abilities of a neurotic or psychotic person, 

a child, or a primitive, is therefore no more than an effort to make a complicated 

mechanism more comprehensible by taking it to pieces … 

The attempt to approach artistic creativity with an eye on the performance of children, 

primitive men, or the mentally deranged is based on the assumption that there is, in 

spiritual matters, a way from the simple to the complex, or at any rate a way back from 

the complex to the simple. A genius, sane or insane, is an extremely complicated 

psychological phenomenon, and the ability of a madman, if it is real artistic power, is 

just as complicated and has just as little to do with madness as the gift of a balanced 

mind has to do with sanity. The child and the primitive, on the other hand, are utterly 

simple beside a mature and experienced artist even in their most successful artistic 

achievements; on their level, the complexity in question does not occur at all. (Arnold 

Hauser 98)   

Despite the artistic rebellion of the Expressionists against the German establishment, the 

idea behind the appropriation of art forms from non-European cultures in Expressionist 

art was subservient to the general quest for a new specifically German art which would 

do away with the old strait-jacket of historical and representative art and open up to an 

expressive, emotive and overall subjective notion of art. 

The art historian Wilhelm Worringer assumed a surprisingly post-modern, post-colonial 

position in his response to the article by artist Carl Vinnen “Quousque Tandem” 

published in A Protest Of German Artists.89 To see primitive art as being childish and as 

lacking in skill, he wrote, is purely prejudicial and arrogant Eurocentrism (Worringer 

1911, 53).  

In fact, Expressionism indirectly introduced a new interpretation of primitive art and 

provoked a fresh look (see also Worringer above): 

The same need that makes us want to understand the new Parisian Synthesists and 

Expressionists has also developed in us a new eye for primitive art. How transparently 

clear it seems today that the stylistic character of primitive art is not determined by any 

lack of skill, but by a different conception of artistic purpose… (53) 

                                                 
89 “Quousque Tandem” in Ein Protest deutscher Künstler, Jena 1911 
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It is the “simplification of [this] primitive art”, he elaborated, which “emanates from a 

higher level of tension” and which marks a difference between “our artistic achievement 

and the primitive that is not one of degree, but of kind” (53). 

The engagement of Expressionist groups with the art of other cultures stood in stark 

contrast to the systematic approach to art adopted by scholars who were interested in 

categorising and historicising art production. The Brücke group departed from all classic 

art forms of architecture, sculpture and painting – which all in some ways documented 

or correlated political, economic, philosophical and social processes of inter-European 

affairs and international events (see further discussion on the involvement of 

Expressionists like Emil Nolde with indigenous art in Part Ten). 

The potentially enormous challenge to the course of art history remained theoretical. 

The Expressionist movement in Germany was deeply engaged with the search for new 

art forms to break with tradition and the conventional notion of beauty (Selz vii) and 

they looked at ethnographic collections for inspiration. This search could have set off a 

new way of looking at art from the vantage point of art history, but it never reached its 

full potential to seriously challenge the existing parameters of a Eurocentric framework. 

The impact of World War I and even more the political climate change in the 1930s 

obstructed the full force of change in an art historical focus.90  

 

Alfred Rosenberg’s91 anti Modernist campaign between the World Wars culminated in 

his founding of the “antiModernist agitational group”, the Kampfbund für deutsche 

Kultur, (Fighting League for German Culture), which had immediate and devastating 

effects on art professors like the Expressionist Käthe Kollwitz and others. They were 

forced to resign, and their work was confiscated by the Gestapo92 (Secret state police) 

(Rigby 297). Another influential figure was Paul Schultze-Naumburg (1869-1949), 

architect, painter, lecturer and writer, who laid the ground work for Nazi art politics 

with his publication Kunst und Rasse (Art and Race) in 1928 in which he attacks 

modern art, in particular Expressionist works. In his eyes, preferences for the formal 

styles of “primitive man” were “manifestations of degeneracy”: 

 

                                                 
90 See discussion on Nolde in Part Ten 
91 See also Rosenberg’s attitude towards Emil Nolde in Part Ten of this thesis 
92 Geheime Staatspolizei 
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It is a true hell of subhumanity that unfolds here before us, and one breathes a sigh of 

relief when one steps out of this atmosphere into the pure air of other cultures, 

especially of the antique and the early Renaissance, in which a noble race struggles in 

its art to express its longings in its art. (91-93) 

  

Schultze-Naumburg “equated borrowing from other cultures with miscegenation and 

argued that the survival of the Aryan race was at stake in the political battles” in art and 

architecture (Rigby 299). Schultze-Naumburg’s pseudoscientific construction of art 

expression as inherent to race formed the new “Nazi-aesthetic” (Schultze-Naumburg 20; 

Rigby 299).  

 

This racialised art theory became obvious when exposing Expressionist art began to 

take place in the light of Nazi censorship. One major cause of the stagnation of the 

exploration of non-European art through artistic and art historical means can be traced 

back to the oppression by the National Socialist doctrine of nationhood in the 1930s, 

and the events leading up to the exhibition Degenerate Art in 1937. 

 

Controlled by the Reich Chamber of Culture, art under National Socialism was to be 

subjugated to a unified style that was purely German and stayed clear from any 

Modernist internationalism, which had been, as Wilfried van der Will discerned, a 

distinct feature of the Weimar Republic (115). 

 

Expressionist ideas were soon labelled by the government as degenerate and unfit to 

represent German culture. In the exhibition of Degenerate Art (Entartete Kunst) (Plates 

27, 28, 29, 30 and 31) in the Antikenmuseum of the Munich Hofgarten in 1937, some 

eighty-seven artists were put at the pillory and compared with the drawings of mental 

patients (van der Will 132).93 The use of this exhibition as propaganda had quite an 

impact. In Munich alone more than two million people queued to see art for one last 

time, and the show travelled to other major cities like Berlin, Düsseldorf and Frankfurt. 

This wide publicity, which “tapped a broad consensus against the distortion of the 

human figure” and which was allegedly carried out by Modernist “madmen” and what 

                                                 
93 Among the artists were Ernst Barlach, Willi Baumeister, Max Beckmann, Marc Chagall, Lovis Corinth, 
Otto Dix, Max Ernst, Lyonel Feininger, George Grosz, Raoul Hausmann, Erich Heckel, Wassily 
Kandinsky, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Paul Klee, Oskar Kokoschka, Otto Lange, Wilhelm Lehmbruck, 
Franz Marc, Piet Mondrian, Emil Nolde, Max Pechstein, Christian Rohlfs, Oskar Schlemmer, Rudolph 
Schlichter, Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, and Kurt Schwitters. 
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Hitler called “pre-historic stutterers” consequently led to the censorship of artistic 

activity and to a severe depletion of German artists (van der Will 132). This also 

included art theorists and institutions that were either persecuted, or faced work 

prohibition, as well as the destruction of existing works. This led to emigration among 

the wider cultural intelligentsia such as those in the Warburg institution or the Frankfurt 

School, which eventually moved from Hamburg to London (Duro and Greenalgh 305).  

 

From the beginning of his regime Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) had made it clear how the 

arts played an essential role in the definition of national identity. In 1933 he spoke of a 

revival of the arts through a return to the value systems of German tradition. “We want 

to give back to our people a truly German culture”, he said in a public speech, “a 

German art, a German architecture, a German music, which will restore our soul” 

(Hitler quoted in Berthold Hinz, 10, and in van der Will 115). “From now on”, Hitler 

proclaimed, “we will lead a relentless war of purification against the last elements of 

our cultural decay” (Hitler quoted in Rigby 308). Rigby explains the artwork was 

deliberately placed in an offensive, chaotic way “without frames, leaning up against 

walls, and poorly lit” (308). To underpin the strong visual message of such a 

representation of art, the official exhibition guide left no confusion about the new 

cultural direction the National Socialist Party was aiming at: to stop cultural anarchy 

like Expressionist art before it affected the German people in such a way that it would 

lead to its demise.94  

 

Later, Hitler claimed in his inaugural speech for the Great Exhibition of German Art 

1937 in the art museum Haus der Deutschen Kunst in Munich that all of the Modernist 

avant-garde that had taken hold in Germany was “German art foolishness” and was a 

threat to German culture and therefore criminal, and was to be the target of eugenics or 

penal law (441). The loss severely affected the broader discourse in art, including 

Jewish art historians and theorists like Ernst Hans Joseph Gombrich, Carl Einstein and 

Erwin Panofsky who were all forced into exile. Generally, the progress of Nazi 

oppression and the fascist rule muted both artists, but also ethnologists such as Lips and 

before him Bastian and Boas, who had begun to question the canonical narratives of the 

history of humanity. 

                                                 
94 See Appendix Part Three for excerpts from the guide to the Degenerate Art exhibition 1937, by Fritz 
Kaiser 
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To summarise, the artistic enquiry in non-European art forms by German Expressionists 

as well as art criticism and theory, was brought to an abrupt halt by the political forces 

at the time. Even the ones who remained in Germany faced severe changes. Emil Nolde, 

whose artwork had been deemed degenerate and was confiscated, had been placed 

under work prohibition for years, which subsequently changed his focus in art towards 

religious landscape art. Walter Benjamin’s legacy of sociological studies of visual 

culture was interrupted by his suicide, and the persecution and exile of Julius E. Lips 

delayed significantly the publication of his innovative view on non-European art from 

the perspective of ethnology,95 as described in the next section. To fathom the impact on 

the cultural development caused by the migration of these influential thinkers is 

impossible. 

 

National Socialist Ideology and Ethnology 

How ideological constraints directed scientific as well as cultural enquiries, such as 

those attempted by the Expressionists, becomes more obvious when looking at the 

political climate of the early 1930s in Germany, when a radical shift towards a 

totalitarian state took place. 

 

Problematic connections between physical anthropology and ethnology became evident 

in the works of German professor of physical anthropology and anatomy, Eugen Fischer 

(1874-1967) who collected ethnographica to evidence his racial theories.96 In 1908, 

Fischer ventured on an expedition to the “Rehoboter Bastards” in German-South-West-

Africa (which today is Namibia),97 to find out about people of mixed races.  He 

researched those who had white Bures as fathers and Hottentot women as mothers and 

who had settled in 1869 in the centre of the German colony. Fischer’s research objective 

was to find racial determinants to the question of the polyphyletic or monophyletic 

origins of humanity.98 

                                                 
95 See ethnology in this section 
96 He became director of the Institute of Anatomy in Freiburg im Breisgau in 1918 and Professor and 
director of the Kaiser-Wilhelm Institute of Anthropology, Human Descent Theory and Eugenics (Kaiser-
Wilhelm-Institut für Anthropologie, menschliche Erblehre und Eugenik) in Berlin in 1928, where he lived 
until his retirement and return to Freiburg in 1942. 
97 Namibia was a German protectorate (Schutzgebiet) from 1884-1918 (dtv- Brockhaus Lexikon, 
Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag. Mannheim, München 1982, 1988 Bd 12 Med-Nen, p.296  
98 This trip also yielded a collection of some 60 cultural artefacts he later donated to the ethnographic 
museum of Freiburg in 1910, mostly leather and iron decorations, weapons and house wares from the 
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Fischer represented a school dominated by biological and racial anthropology, and was 

celebrated as a “leading personality” and “old master” in the field (Dürrenberger 100).99 

His findings on the “Rehoboter Bastards” were seen as pioneering human genetic 

science, although his interpretations were assumptive, racist and crude: he identified the 

negative psychological features among the studied “objects” as inherent to the genetic 

make-up of the Hottentots. The “Rehoboter Bastards” were of both African and 

European descent, and this mixture of the blood, he theorises, set the pre-conditions for 

the alcohol abuse he could observe. While he saw the capacity for lower intellectual 

occupations, he emphasised that culturally the “Rehoboter Bastards” were “inferior” in 

comparison to “pure whites”, according to their inherent and restricted mental efficiency 

(Fischer quoted in Dürrenberger 100).100 Leadership qualities cannot be found, 

according to Fischer, among the “coloured races,” a categorical statement he 

“evidences” with the lack of Afro-Americans holding eminent positions in commercial 

or administrative professions in the USA, completely ignoring the particular socio-

political history of that country (296).  

 

The agency of anthropology and its deduced conclusions for ethnology in terms of the 

political ideology of the time before World War I is illuminated by Fischer’s subsequent 

publications; Edgar Dürrenberger sees in the book Die Rehoboter Bastards und das 

Bastardisierungsproblem beim Menschen (The Rehobots Bastards and the Problem of 

Bastardisation in Humans) the precursor of National Socialist publications and speeches 

after 1933:  

 

A speech he gave in 1933 during ceremonies at the University in Berlin, was titled “The 

concept of the folks-state biologically considered”, which conjures Germanic 

mythology and tribalism, racial conscience and the threatened old instincts of folk, 

Heimat and family by liberalism and individualism. Fischer sees as most crucial factor 

for this desintegration tendency the loss of Germanic genes and the interspersion of the 

inferior and the varied. Consequently, his positions are towards National-Socialists’ 

eugenic programmes. (100)101  

                                                                                                                                               
population of German-South-West Africa like the Hereros, Tsumeb, Ovambo and a Bushmen group, as 
well as smoking-pipes from the “Rehoboter Bastards” (Dürrenberger 98). 
99 Dürrenberger refers here to Wilhelm E. Mühlmann, Geschichte der Anthropologie. Frankfurt am Main, 
1968 and Badische Zeitung 4.5.1954 Fischer’s 80th Birthday; 13.7.1967 Fischer’s Obituary 
100 Eugen Fischer. Die Rehoboter Bastards und das Bastardisierungsproblem beim Menschen. Jena 1913 
101 “Eine Rede, die er 1933 bei Feierlichkeiten der Berliner Universität hielt, ist mit “Der Begriff des 
völkischen Staates, biologisch betrachtet“ betitelt und enthält Beschwörungen des germanischen Volks- 
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Fischer conjures in his speech the Germanic notion of the nation and race-consciousness 

and sees both liberalism and individualism as enemy to “old instincts” to units of 

belonging such as ethnos, Heimat (a strong sense of mental, geographical, and cultural 

belonging to a certain place, country or nation) and family (Volk, Heimat und Familie). 

He argues a causal connection for this is the “degeneration” of the Germanic gene 

(DNA) as opposed to the pure Germanic race. In other words, multicultural tendencies 

in any society would lead ultimately to its cultural breakdown. 

 

Multiple publications of Fischer’s findings, pledging a monophyletic descent of 

humanity, are steeped in the chauvinist, racist attitude of white superiority not 

uncommon for his time, as Dürrenberger points out, but left later generations with a 

sense of mortification and shame for such “notion of master-race-attitude”102 (Freiburg 

und Africa 99).  

 

On the other side, ethnologists with a humanist, cosmopolitan outlook such as Julius E. 

Lips (1895-1950), head of the Department of Anthropology at the University of 

Cologne and director of the Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum at the time of the rise of 

Hitler, worked on a book that was not only giving new perspectives but deeply 

challenged the spreading Nazi-doctrine. The Savage Hits Back (1937) comprised 

images of works of “white people” by indigenous artists from the African and Asian 

continents, the Americas, as well as Island cultures, who critically engaged with 

colonialism through art. Lips had collected these in the years from 1929-1932 in 

collaboration with museums all over the world, but with the rise of Hitler in 1933 his 

work could not be published in Germany. As a consequence, Lips was harassed, put on 

trial for treason by “harbouring ‘nigger pictures’ and ‘insults to Hitler’” (The Savage 

Hits Back, dust jacket). Forced into exile in the USA, Lips held a position as visiting 

professor of anthropology at Columbia University where his book was published four 

years later in 1937. Lips returned to Germany to take up a professorial position in 

Leipzig in 1948. In many ways, this book on modern art from indigenous artists outside 

Europe marks not only a pivotal juncture in the role of art analysis from an ethnological 

                                                                                                                                               
und Stammestum, des Rasseempfindens und der von Liberalismus und Individualismus bedrohten alten 
Instinkte von Volk, Heimat und Familie. Als wichtigste Ursache dieser Auflösungstendenz sieht er den 
Verlust germanischen Erbgutes und die Durchsetzung von minderwertigem und vermischtem. 
Entsprechend sind seine Positionen gegenüber den eugenischen und rassehygienischen Programmen der 
Nationalsozialisten.” (100) [my translation] 
102 “… erschreckenden und beschämenden Herrenmenschendünkel” (99) [my translation] 
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point, but a political stance against a racially constructed Weltanschauung. On the other 

hand, Lips’ art analysis confirmed the reasons often mentioned by ethnologists even 

today for non-European art to be treated differently from European art (38; 46):  

 

We cannot, among primitive peoples, speak of the artist’s being ‘called’ to his mission. 

The complicated and pretentious atmosphere that rightly or wrongly always envelops 

our painters and sculptors, the artistic refinements which we are only too ready to 

connect with the idea of artistic creation, the exaggerated stressing of an individual 

talent which is regarded as unique – all such ideas are in direct opposition to primitive 

thought. No one who has troubled to give primitive art even a cursory survey will ever 

think of the native artist in that light. (Lips 46) 

 

This is not to say that the “primitive artists” lacked a “sense of quality and efficiency”; 

Lips declared that the “profoundest roots” of artistic production, pious simplicity and 

introspection, occurrs naturally, as opposed to being acquired through studious practice 

as by the European artist. He wrote:   

 

When confronted with so many masterpieces full of originality, inspiration, and artistic 

skill, we feel keen regret that their authors are unknown: only their works can testify to 

the artists’ qualifications, their names we do not know, and shall never know. Who is 

this man who leaves us these accomplished results, and what kind of estimate do his 

fellow tribesmen put upon his creations? (46) 

 

Interestingly, Lips mentioned the reaction of an affronted public that would not accept 

any direct comparison of signifiers of “high culture” with “primitive culture”. Lips had 

curated the exhibition Masks of Mankind in 1931 in the Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum 

in Cologne with the intent to study the “genesis and development of the masks of 

mankind” which was later strongly criticised in a group letter by concerned visitors.103  

 

Although Lips had rated these concerns as rather the exception in the responses to the 

exhibition at the time, he saw this as a first sign of a growing “political arrogance” 

among certain parts in the population (37). In some way the concern expressed in the 

letter demonstrates two points I will further discuss in Part Nine: the signification of the 

exhibition space, and the distinction between same (subject) and other (object). 

                                                 
103 See Appendix Part Three 
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The meaning of a building, such as the Ethnographic Museum, presets audience 

expectations: the “curious public” is to meet objects such as “prepared skulls from 

primitive tribes”. These cannot be placed side by side with the imagery of heroes of 

one’s own culture, who “belong to the halls of devotional character” (36). One is the 

object of “educative intent”, while the other is the subject of devotion and this 

distinction needs to be upheld, according to the letter, by spatial separation. 

 

In conclusion, the political and cultural subversion by the National Socialist regime had, 

beyond its immediate effects, also long-term consequences for the art discourse in 

Germany as the effects on art development and its reception during the Third Reich 

have shown in the context of German Expressionism. I have shown how in the late 

nineteenth century in a climate of growing investment in nation-building processes, 

Germany’s new academic institutions were implemented with a clear purpose to draw 

lines that would reflect the overall political and social life of the young nation. While 

middle class education was embedded within a wider sense of European belonging, the 

arts, in their display and study, served not only the purpose of a humanist middle class 

education, but became a means of forming a romanticist consciousness of a national 

identity.  

 

National art constituted a different kind of mythological resource during the National 

Socialist regime from 1933-1945 and was used as propaganda to define Aryan German-

ness and colonial dominance (Plates 34, 35 and 36). Non-European art was of no use 

other than to contrast so called “good” with “bad” art. 

 

I have shown how Western art history as part of modern progress contributed 

significantly to the making of the European myth. Europe continues to play a pivotal 

role in the location of the current global art market. I have demonstrated how, by 

upholding structures of thought  that were once conceived in the national and the 

colonial project of the nineteenth century, art history in its modes of representation 

deepened such unconscious processes of division – as the categories of fine art and 

primitive or ethnic art reveal. As part of a literary and visual representation of cultures, 

ethnology and art history have constructed mechanisms for the binary reading of Self 

and Other in Germany’s visual culture.  
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1950-2000s EXHIBITION STRATEGIES AND THE RE-SHAPING 

OF IDENTITY 

This chapter builds on the insights of Parts Two and Three to look at the re-shaping of 

German identity post World War II. This allows for an understanding of the reception of 

Aboriginal art because German identity is linked to an ongoing context of Modernist 

dualisms, such as the notion of Europeanness and Otherness, bound to the institutional 

discourse of ethnology and art history. 

 

4.1 Division of Art into European (Art History) and Non-European Art 

(Ethnology) 

In this section, I investigate the negotiation of the non-European in German visual 

culture in the years after the Second World War. This was a time of re-building a 

national identity in Germany after the collapse of National Socialism. A second re-

building occurred after the reunification or Die Wende of the German Democratic 

Republic with the Federal Republic of Germany in 1990. I explore to what extent art 

history and ethnology during that period did or did not assume a distinct postmodern 

position since major de-colonisation processes in the 1960s and after. I also explore how 

and why these parameters of national identity are maintained in a post-national, 

globalised environment in the twenty-first century. 

 

Linguist and philosopher Vumbi Yoka Mudimbe argues that in the twentieth century, 

most thinkers were rooted in nineteenth century thought in the same way that the 

“concepts and realities of the state/nation, the bourgeoisie, and the proletariat, as well 

as colonization, revolution, and modernity are nineteenth century products” 

(Introduction 982). On that account he continues:  

 

Our contemporary thought seems to be a thought of exile, a thought hiding behind 

nostalgia for a recent past, a thought speaking from spaces and cultures that no longer 

exist and were dead before the death of the long nineteenth century. (Introduction 1995, 

983) 

 

The need for a separation of the art production in Europe from that of other places 

outside its borders and therefore a shift in the meaning of art in the twentieth century 

was evident. W. Eugene Kleinbauer explains that in art history, Darwinism was 



Part Four 

 125

influential in shifting the emphasis from the individual artwork to groups of artworks 

that could be placed in a linear progressive sequence, from simple to complex, and in a 

temporal sequence and evolution (19). Many art historians saw European art as the 

evolutionary pinnacle, highlighting the provincial lead of Germany as part of Europe, 

and giving a Eurocentric focus in a universal history of humanity. Art history, as written 

by Karl Scheffler (1869-1951), Julius Meier-Graefe (1867-1935) and Karl Woermann 

(1844-1933) for example, had its regional focus on Europe, condemning non-European 

art as irrelevant in the realm of a Eurocentric framework, which resonates with Bernard 

Smith’s division of “art in a general sense” and “art in a special sense” or the context of 

autonomous art instead of the utilitarian, ritual aspects of objects, as I will discuss below 

(On Writing Art History 10). 

 

Ethnology and art history share these roots, as I have shown in Parts One and Two. I 

will explore in this section to what extent textual and visual discourse, as a process of 

articulating knowledge through the written word and the image, are guiding these 

disciplines towards concepts of nationhood, colonisation in the twentieth and modernity 

in the twenty-first century, and how they are reflected in art curatorship.  

 

Scientific models102 for the analysis of art such as iconography, which included the 

categorisation of folk art, endorsed the schism between European and non-European art. 

Art theorists Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945), Arnold Hauser (1892-1978), and Erwin 

Panofsky (1892-1968) articulated this schism through the analysis of literacy as a tool, 

as well as literacy as an intellectual concept. I explore this emphasis on alphabetic 

literacy as the main vehicle of knowledge on art by concentrating on the negotiation of 

the specific categories of folk art and primitive art in art history and ethnology. 

 

Post war Germany, highly motivated to distance itself from its Nazi past, saw a re-

organising of its institutions on a grand scale (Penny 2002, 2003). I have shown how the 

attempts to a more inclusive, cultural-relativist approach veered away from the 

nationalist, racist concepts of the first half of the century, through the examples of 

Eugen Fischer, Adolf Hitler, and Carl Vinnen who I analysed in Part Three. The 

representational practice of the second half of the twentieth century in the German 

                                                 
102 I refer here to the scientific model as Wissenschaftliches Model, that involves formats of enquiry based 
on empirical study, evidence and conclusion 



Part Four 

 126 

ethnographic museums ignored this previous cultural relativity and preserved a strongly 

Eurocentric outlook. The contexts of art collections emphasised the linear progress of 

human history as a prime theme, as Purser and Lally for example have pointed out in 

the case of the Berlin Museum in the twentieth century (Purser 1997; Lally 2003).  

 

Return to Modernity through Art – documenta I in 1955 

In the twentieth century, art exhibitions have assumed a place where national and trans-

national imaging is formulated and propagated. As we have seen in Part Three, Hitler 

used the power of visual culture to underpin ideological extremism in his Degenerate 

Exhibition in Munich in 1937. The role of art exhibitions as political statements could 

not be more clearer or more devastating – yet, twenty years or so later, this 

conceptualising of art exhibitions as a political voice, this time for democracy, was 

repeated in the counter-exhibition documenta I (Plates 37, 38, 39, 40, 41 and 42). The 

exhibition was shown in 1955 from 16th July until 18th September, conceived by art 

historian Werner Haftmann (1912-1999) and artist Arnold Bode (1900-1977). It has 

since developed into one of the most outstanding contemporary art events in Europe. 

 

The aim of documenta I, the first international post-war exhibition of modern art in 

Europe, was to return to an artistic development in Europe. Art from movements such as 

Fauvism, Expressionism, Cubism, and Futurism, which had come to an abrupt halt 

through Nazi persecution, were exhibited. The show was highly symbolic in many 

ways: particularly as many of the  five hundred and seventy art works by one hundred 

and forty eight artists from six different countries had been included in the Degenerate 

Exhibition of 1937 (documenta Archive).103  

                                                 
103 Afro (Afro Basaldella), Josef Albers, Kenneth Armitage, Hans Arp (Jean Arp), René Victor 
Auberjonois, Giacomo Balla, Eduard Bargheer, Ernst Barlach, Willi Baumeister, Jean René Bazaine, 
André Beaudin, Max Beckmann, Max Bill, Renato Birolli, Roger Bissière, Hermann 
Blumenthal,Umberto Boccioni, Camille Bombois, Georges Braque, Reg Butler (Reginald Cotterell 
Butler), Alexander Calder, Alexander Camaro, Heinrich Campendonck, Massimo Campigli, Giuseppe 
Capogrossi, Carlo Carrà (Carlo Dalmazzo Carrà), Felice Casorati, Bruno Cassinari, Lynn Chadwick, 
Marc Chagall, Giorgio de Chirico, Antonio Corpora, Roberto Crippa, Ernesto de Fiori, Filippo De Pisis, 
Robert Delaunay, André Derain, Charles Despiau, Otto Dix, Theo van Doesburg (Christian Küpper), 
Raymond Duchamp-Villon, Raoul Dufy, Max Ernst, Joseph Fassbender, Lyonel Feininger, Xaver Fuhr, 
Naum Gabo (Naum Neemia Pevsner), Werner Gilles, Fritz Glarner, Julio Gonzalez, Helmut Andreas Paul 
Grieshaber, Juan Gris (José Victoriano Gonzalez), Hans Hartung, Karl Hartung, Erich Heckel, Bernhard 
Heiliger, Werner Heldt,Barbara Hepworth, Auguste Herbin, Karl Hofer, Alexej von Jawlensky, Wassily 
Kandinsky, Ludwig Kasper, Ernst-Ludwig Kirchner, Paul Klee, Oskar Kokoschka, Frantisek Kupka, 
Berto Lardera, Henri Laurens, Fernand Léger, Kurt Lehmann, Wilhelm Lehmbruck, August Macke, 
Alberto Magnelli, Aristide Maillol, Alfred Manessier, Franz Marc, Gerhard Marcks, Marino Marini, 
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Bode himself had also been under a working ban from 1933 until 1945. For these 

reasons the exhibition was not only an important national and international event, but 

also personally significant for the people involved. Internationally, it signalled 

Germany’s artistic commitment had continued on, against all odds, with the Modernist 

project, and emphasised that in fact Germany was, after all, a modern state. Nationally, 

the exhibition’s intent as well as the public response104 demonstrated a need for cultural 

renewal and a distance from National Socialist ideals. For Bode, as for all the other 

artists who had been banned and persecuted under the Nazi Regime, this new context of 

their works was also a symbolic act of reconciliation. What had been degenerate then, 

became avant-garde once again and art as a resource of national education105 became 

also a source of reconstruction of a new, post-war national image. Since 1955, the 

institution of documenta has become one of the most influential art events.106  

 

The Emancipation of Art 

While earlier ideas of “primitive art” are no longer prevailing, one factor in the 

distinction made between Aboriginal art and contemporary fine art is the notion of the 

cultural and ritual grounding of Aboriginal art that still appears to be ethnological 

territory. The perceived lack of individual artistic innovation in Aboriginal art is seen in 

contrast to Western art which has emancipated itself from constraints of religion and 

tradition.  

                                                                                                                                               
André Masson, Ewald Mataré, Henri Matisse, Georg Meistermann, Hans Mettel, Otto Meyer-Amden, 
Mirko (Mirko Basaldella), Joan Miró, Paula Modersohn-Becker, Amedeo Modigliani, Piet Mondrian 
(Piet Mondriaan), Henry Moore,Giorgio Morandi, Mattia Moreni, Ennio Morlotti, Richard Mortensen, 
Georg Muche, Otto Müller, Gabriele Münter, Zoran Music (Anton Zoran Music), Ernst Wilhelm Nay, 
Rolf Nesch, Ben Nicholson, Emil Nolde (Emil Hansen), Max Pechstein, Antoine Pevsner, Pablo Picasso 
(Pablo Ruiz Picasso), Édouard Pignon, Hans Purrmann, Otto Ritschl, Emy Roeder, Kurt Roesch, 
Christian Rohlfs, Georges Rouault, Henri Rousseau, Giuseppe Santomaso, Erwin Scharff, Oskar 
Schlemmer, Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, Gérard Ernest Schneider, Kurt Schwitters, Gino Bonichi Scipone, 
William Scott,Louis de Senlis, Seraphine, Gino Severini, Gustave Singier, Mario Sironi, Pierre Soulages, 
Toni Stadler, Graham Sutherland, Sophie Taeuber-Arp, Pierre Tal-Coat (Pierre Jacob), Hann Trier, Heinz 
Trökes, Hans Uhlmann, Victor Vasarely, Emilio Vedova, Alberto Viani, Marie Héläne Vieira da Silva), 
Jacques Villon (Gaston Duchamp), Louis Vivin, Louis Maurice de Vlaminck, Friedrich Vordemberge-
Gildewart (Friedel Vordemberge-Gildewart), Theodor Werner, Walter Kurt Wiemken, Hans Wimmer, 
Fritz Winter, Gustav H. Wolff, Wols (Wolfgang Schulze). [Underlined artists were also shown in 
Degenerate exhibition 1937] 
104 130,000 visitors were estimated to have seen the show (docmenta archive). 
105 “It is devised with our young generation in mind, and the artists, poets and thinkers they follow, so that 
they may recognize what foundations have been laid for them, what inheritance they must nurture and 
what inheritance must be overcome.” Haftmann quoted in documenta 12  
http://www.documenta12.de/d1.html?&L=1 
106 Aboriginal artists using modern mediums such as Destiny Deacon  have been selected for certain 
shows, while Aboriginal artists with a distinctly indigenous medium (for example bark and ochre) were 
not part of any of the twelve exhibitions. 
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One common denominator for both art historians and ethnologists is that art is orbited 

by questions of provenance, materiality, and denotation. The anthropological objective 

is to elucidate processes of culture, and systems of thought such as reflected in art are 

not interchangeable across cultures. Anthropologists need to clarify the cultural context 

to illuminate the meanings of unfamiliar objects for the uninitiated Western viewer. The 

focus of documenta I was to return to an artistic freedom and away from the dogmatic 

art of the Nazis, who had harnessed art as part of a propaganda machine. Under Hitler, 

artists produced National Socialist realism and not their own visions. 

 

Self expression in art is a post-renaissance notion and the conceptualisation of art as a 

token of the creativity of the human mind – in some ways as an illustration of 

philosophical thought – which replaced the notion of serving the sacred in religious 

painting.  

 

In order to ensure a clearly delineated difference between European and non-European 

art, or art and so-called primitive art, it appears emphasis lies with the secular character 

of the one and the sacred on the other. This crucial distinction follows the rule of linear, 

temporal structures reflecting Western perceptions of art.  It is expressed in the division 

of art into folk art and primitive art for example. As modern art has moved away from 

God into the written realm of discourse, qualified art signals a position which belongs to 

the oral and sacred realm. Jürgen Habermas concludes that the emancipation of modern 

art from religious association into the secular, and the distinctiveness of the Modernist 

European art lies in its battle cry “art for art’s sake” and its alienation from life (1128). 

However, this notion disregards the idea that Western art is culturally determined by 

universal, modern notions of Western culture for example, just as much as non-

European art is determined by its particular socio-cultural environment.  

 

In contrast to utilitarian and ritually bound “art in a general sense”, all art free of such 

culturally specific purpose is “art in a special sense” and is automatically intertwined 

with written discourse (Bernard Smith On Writing Art History 10). With time, literature, 

the fine arts and music have become associated as activities autonomous from church 

and court since the Renaissance, as Habermas pointed out (Modernity – An Incomplete 

Project 1128). Literature, as the “privileged signifier” of subjectivity, assumes a 

position of “sacredness” as Julia Kristeva asserts (Powers of Horror 1138). It is the 
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aestheticist conception of the nineteenth century and the modern notion of “art for art’s 

sake” which presupposes the complete autonomy of art which equals a separation from 

life as Habermas suggests (Modernity – An Incomplete Project 1123-31). The reason 

why “art alienated itself from life” was the professionalised and institutionalised 

management of culture (1128). However, has art by emancipating itself from the ritual 

moved from being a medium, or intermediary for the divine, to becoming actually the 

object of worship? Does it not assume a position of public idolatry? For instance, 

Walter Benjamin equated modern art to cultic qualities. Benjamin found that the 

autonomy of art replaced the ritual of religion by a new form or ritualisation where 

“…L’art pour l’art” has become the “theology of art” (17) and the “art market’s fetish is 

the artist’s name” (Meistername) (105). 

 

The very separation of the sacred from the secular aspects of art is embedded within 

concepts of modernity. However, I argue that a new sacred dominance rises from the 

authority of the very three sectors which sought to replace those super-structures since 

the Enlightenment project of modernity began – science, alphabetic literacy and art. Art 

is still rooted within specific socio-cultural constraints (science) and is not emancipated 

from social and political ideologies (written text) or reflective of those, and is not only 

concerned with aesthetic contemplation.  

 

Art in Western discourse is incessantly under the pressure of modern/postmodern 

challenges which entail a continual re-definition of art. Art, similar to culture, is not 

fixed, but in a permanent state of flux. Evidence for this gave us conceptual art and 

performance art, for example, or the applied arts in the 1960s which fractured the 

traditional distinction from fine arts (Kleinbauer 32). Over the past one hundred and 

fifty years or so, art history has acknowledged a history of time-related change, while 

disregarding space-related changes. Since the Renaissance for example, there has been a 

period of emancipation of the arts from the ritual into the secular, and the term art, as 

opposed to artefact, has become culturally specific of the West.  

 

Historically, the term artefact had precedence among ethnologists, as the term art 

carried a narrowed “Euro-American conception” (Morphy and Perkins 1-2). The term 

artefact, according to Duro and Greenalgh, refers to a skilfully made object by humans, 

is meant to convey no judgemental or evaluative statement and is anonymous. Thus 
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arguments on the question of what constitutes art are circumvented, “allowing us to 

evaluate woven baskets alongside the Sistine Ceiling” (Duro and Greenalgh 44). 

Artefacts are also utilitarian and are often employed as part of the ritual and sacred. 

Sacred art that was part of the oral transmission of knowledge and narrative has been 

superseded in favour of the mimesis of nature since the Renaissance, which became a 

key aspect of fine art (Bernard Smith Modernism’s History 17). 

 

To Foucault, ethnology comprises “traditionally the knowledge we have of peoples 

without histories [sic]; in any case, it studies (both by systematic choice and because of 

the lack of documents [my emphasis]) the structural invariables of cultures rather than 

the succession of events” (Foucault The Order of Things 371). Despite the increasingly 

widening scope of ethnological subjects, many cultures are believed to be without 

history because of the lack of literacy, and so primitive art remains internalised within 

Western conceptions. This has a bearing on exhibition practice and audience reception. 

The findings in the following sections will show that once the disciplines identify an 

object as art or artefact, and attribute it to the realm of art or science, the theoretical 

parameters are fixed. The institutional divide between art history and ethnology is 

therefore not only hierarchical,107but empowers dominant narratives on the notion of 

culture.  

 

4.2 Art History: A Specialised Reading of Art 

Art historical reading frames particular art forms in written text just as absolutely as 

those framed by the exhibition space. It concerns itself with “art in a special sense”, a 

modern commodity of aesthetic value, according to Bernard Smith (10). Aboriginal art 

on the other hand belonged, at least once, to the category of “art in a general sense”, 

denoting something that is made by humans, before it became the interest of early art 

collectors such as Baldwin Spencer and Tony Tuckson (9-10). In this chapter, the 

systemisation of art and its history as a European concept will be the focus, as well as its 

articulation of the borders between European and non-European or non-Western art as 

an ongoing Modernist concept after World War II. For this purpose, German art history 

is looked at through the following key concepts: as hierarchical classification system 

                                                 
107 Janice Lally points out in her case study in Berlin that acquisition privilege of contemporary art from 
Non-Western countries lies with the art gallery; the ethnographic museum is second. (Lally 237-38) 
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and developing scientific parameters, iconography, folk art, as a Modernist position, and 

finally through the “Same” and “Other” nexus.  

 

Developing Scientific Parameters 

In a climate where the world is increasingly seen through science, ambitions to create a 

discipline which could document and analyse art in a scientific manner108 began to take 

shape in the mid eighteenth century, as I have shown earlier with Kugler and Schnaase 

in Part One. Therefore, when German art historian Erwin Panofsky (1892-1968), 

emphasised the humanist essentially as a historian, he did not introduce an entirely new 

concept. Cultural scientific analysis of art (Kunstwissenschaft) had been a focus since 

the induction of the discipline of art history in the nineteenth century. Despite this 

humanist orientation Panofsky emphasised the notion that art can be scientifically 

dissected and analysed in order to reveal structures characteristic of modern 

development. Panofsky’s interpretation of the role of the art historian is pivotal in the 

discussion of the German reception of Aboriginal art because it provides an insight into 

the methods of engagement. He believed the art historian’s role was based on purely 

rational consideration, and neglected other forms of knowledge accumulation such as 

audio, haptic or spiritual experiences common in Aboriginal art. 

 

Panofsky perceived art as a fundamental form of knowledge which, just like philosophy, 

literature and poetry, was therefore “open to rational appraisal”. He therefore used 

philosophical, intellectual, political, cultural and poetic sources, to “contextualize the 

work of art” (mainly northern European art, such as German and Dutch art) to show the 

“interconnectedness of cultural history” (Duro and Greenalgh 216). 

 

Panofsky saw the humanist (art historian) as a student of signs and structures made by 

humanity to function as records, which sets the art historian as equal to the scientist.109 

In Panofsky’s view, the scientist “deals with human records” which help him or her 

investigate nature. However, the records per se are not of primary interest, but are a 

                                                 
108 As described above as Wissenschaftliches Model 
109 In Germany, this idea of scientification of art is related to the term Kunstwissenschaft, the academic 
discipline of art history since the twentieth century. Kunstwisssenschaft (knowledge of art or “art 
science”) und Naturwissenschaft (knowledge of nature or “natural science”) are both humanist 
endeavours of knowledge. The term “science” bears therefore a slightly different connotation in German 
than in English.  
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means to an end. As such the scientist acts as a humanist (The History of Art as 

Humanistic 96). While he asserted that the scientist was the observer of a natural 

phenomenon, and the humanist was the examiner of records, he drew parallels between 

both. For instance, both begin the process of investigation with observation and their 

selection processes are guided by theory (for the scientist) or a “general historical 

conception” (for the humanist) (96-7). His theory had the humanities select “historical 

facts”, which are “determined by a cultural theory of relativity, comparable to that of the 

physicists; and since the cosmos of culture is so much smaller than the cosmos of 

nature,” he wrote, “cultural relativity prevails within terrestrial dimensions, and was 

observed at a much earlier date” (97). He further observed that historical understanding 

is bound to the categories of space and time, therefore “the records, what they imply, 

have to be dated and located” (97). The order, he found, “by which material is organised 

into a natural or cultural cosmos is analogous”, and that the same is “true of the 

methodical problems implied by this process” (98). 

 

Another convergence between art history and the science of art is Panofsky’s three steps 

methodology of observation (examining, selecting), decoding (interpreting, checking), 

and classification (“coordinating into a coherent system”, theorising).  

 

Every discovery of an unknown historical fact, and every new interpretation of a known 

one, will either “fit in” with the prevalent general conception, and thereby corroborate 

and enrich it, or else it will entail a subtle, or even a fundamental change in the 

prevalent general conception, and thereby throw new light on all that has been known 

before. In both cases that “system that makes sense” operates as a consistent yet elastic 

organism, comparable to a living animal as opposed to its single limbs; and what is 

true… (The History of Art as Humanistic 101) 

 

This clarifies the binary approach to global art central to this thesis; I find the 

humanist’s realm of the cosmos of culture is a spatio-temporal structure, just like the 

scientist’s cosmos of nature which follows the pattern of scientific reading crucial to art 

history teaching. The art historian can be understood accordingly as an examiner of 

records which should shift the focus to what kind of collection of records are admissible 

for examination and the characteristics that make them records. The current exclusion of 

Aboriginal art from mainstream German art discourse strongly suggests that the 

selection processes that precede exclusive art historical examination of records, is based 
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on an established “system that makes sense”, which includes geographical provenance 

of an art as main category. This then establishes whether the object in question belongs 

to “art in a general sense” as ethnological object, or as “art in a special sense” as art 

historical subject. To expand on Bernard Smith and Erwin Panofsky’s theories, 

Aboriginal art records would be considered in art history once the category of “non-

European” is removed.   

 

However, we have to keep in mind Panofsky’s work is based on the examination of 

records of classical monuments of antiquity as much as the written traditions of the 

Middle Ages, the Renaissance and after, and is imbued with the humanist approach to 

knowledge. Yet, by admitting merely written records as context for the works, 

Panofsky’s claim to universal knowledge is constrained by its own given parameters. 

His method shows at the same time that Aboriginal art, for its growing part in 

Australian art discourse, can enter art historical analysis. 

 

Through Panofsky, art history becomes more than a means of analysis of art; through its 

selective character it qualifies what is to be included in the process of interpretation and 

what is not. In that sense, art historians perceive the kind of knowledge gathered 

through Panofsky’s art historical analysis as important, but it can also become a source 

for politics. For example, the exclusion of Aboriginal art from the art canon could imply 

that it does not contribute to knowledge. 

 

The ensuing exclusion from the art discourse creates the myth that Aboriginal art is not 

art “in a special sense” and therefore not modern or contemporary. Although the 

methods for specialised knowledge, observation, decoding, and classification are 

insufficient to negotiate contemporary Aboriginal art appropriately, with increasing 

awareness of Aboriginal or other art conceptions, they must be part of a new polycentric 

art history. 

 

Iconography 

It is critical to look at the term “iconography” in relation to Aboriginal art more closely 

as I believe it to be a pivotal point in the argument to confine art history within certain 

conceptual borders, as Bernard Smith suggested (On Writing Art History 5-15). Further, 
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iconography as opposed to the formal aspects of art is essential in the Western reading 

process of art.  

 

Loosely translated from the Greek, iconography means “writing, painting, and 

describing through image” [eikon image + graphein draw, describe] or the “illustration 

of a subject by means of drawing figures”.110   

 

Iconography developed as a methodology in art history through Panofsky and his 

seminal works: Idea: A Concept in Art Theory (1924), Studies in Iconology (1939), and 

Meaning in the Visual Arts (1955), which were concerned with the subject matter or 

meaning of an art work as opposed to formal aspects as pursued by Wölfflin, for 

example. Iconography is a method that is intrinsically built upon intimate cultural 

knowledge of the specific environment the art was created in (Duro and Greenalgh 155).  

 

Despite the fact that Panofksy applied his iconographic approach to northern European 

art, and that I find this approach to art is exclusive in its disposition towards non-

European art – his work allows for a valuable approach in some ways. By pointing out 

that art analysis is always subject to the conceptual lens, as well as bound to the time 

and space of the beholder (art historian), he showed a possible inroad for the analysis of 

Aboriginal art. Here, the iconographic methodology is crucial in the understanding of its 

meaning. Panofsky further clearly demonstrated a connectedness between artwork and 

other cultural forms such as literature, poetry, philosophy and politics, and Aboriginal 

art draws from these and other sources as well. 

 

To perceive the relation of signification is to separate the idea of the concept to be 

expressed from the means of expression. And to perceive the relation of construction is 

to separate the idea of the function to be fulfilled from the means of fulfilling it. (95) 

 

The interpretation of such representation, or iconology, requires specific cultural 

knowledge. Following Panofsky’s premise that we can only analyse the meaning of an 

image if we are equipped with substantial cultural background knowledge, then Dilly’s 

explanation of the necessity of linguistic knowledge in order to obtain cultural 

understanding, as discussed above, appears to be sufficient justification for the divide of 

                                                 
110 See definition in The World Book Dictionary, A-K. 19, vol 1, 1974 
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global art production into the realm of art history and ethnology. Perhaps it was 

commonsense at the time to have the geographical division of art out of practical 

consideration; for instance, ethnology was in its infancy when art history was already 

established and could offer mainly research based on collections and armchair 

scholarship (Penny Objects of Culture 1-5). Field work was a later development within 

the discipline; therefore any engagement with art objects was through the object itself, 

as a study of form, rather than the culture or the artist who created it. The cultural 

knowledge of other societies and their languages was originally very limited. Even early 

ethnologists, for example Leo Frobenius, were guided at first by travel literature in their 

early considerations of African peoples, for example, as ethnology developed as an 

organised discipline only around the turn of the twentieth century (Luig 25). By then, art 

history had firmly established the delineation between European and non-European 

conceptions of art.  

 

Iconography in Panofsky’s sense conceived of art as a part of cultural knowledge. The 

problem with the iconographic approach to Aboriginal art was that neither the early 

European ethnologist, nor the art historian, had access to a vast body of Aboriginal 

cultural knowledge in the nineteenth century. Therefore, even if they wished to engage 

with such a non-European art, they could not apply Panofsky’s method of iconography. 

Not only a lack of linguistic knowledge, but also a lack of cultural knowledge, led to the 

division of art into two separate fields of study. This was not only reasonable, but 

justified, as ethnology only began to investigate art in other cultural contexts nearly 

three decades after the inception of art history as an academic discipline in the mid 

nineteenth century. 

 

The situation has changed since; the current climate of transcultural knowledge and 

interaction is extending the understanding of art innovation. Not only does there exist a 

vast body of ethnological material on art globally, but there is also the growing number 

of indigenous artists, curators, and theorists who assert cultural voices other than the 

Eurocentric, and who are actively shaping the cultural landscape of the twenty first 

century and with it the art history of their respective countries such as Australia, New 

Zealand and Canada. Also, it appears, the acknowledgement of culture as a non-fixed, 

shifting and fluid organism is pivotal in re-defining traditional modes of art history. 
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In Europe, for art historians such as Schnaase and also Kugler (see Part One), who 

envisioned a World art history, but could not follow through due to this lack of cultural 

knowledge on the one side, and the emerging evolution theories on the other, the art 

from other parts of the world such as Asia, Africa or Oceania was seen as precursory to 

high art. And as such meaning was less developed, while it was in fact the limited 

knowledge of European scholars of these art traditions who were underdeveloped. 

Despite increasing ethnological knowledge, this assumption did not changed for many 

in the twentieth century; Heinrich Dilly finds Expressionist appropriation of African 

forms no warranty for the art historian to “familiarise” himself with the histories of non-

European art (22). This has a double effect: by definition art history did not have to 

concern itself with the precursors of art other than as a point of reference, while any 

contemporary assessment of non-European art was inherently impossible due to the lack 

of cultural knowledge. Art history requires a clear link to linguistic knowledge and 

Western art historical knowledge which is mainly based on written texts. It is helpful to 

be fluent in English, German, French, and Italian to be able to look into primary sources 

of early art history and iconography.  

 

This linguistic knowledge as link to literacy based knowledge is important to recognise 

as it delineates Western art historical knowledge as a Eurocentric one. Other forms of 

knowledge transmission such as the orality of non-European cultures move into the 

background. As Marcia Langton and others have indicated the understanding of 

Aboriginal art by non-Aborigines is closely linked to the learning of the specific 

language and culture transmitted orally, and not in written text, from which a particular 

Aboriginal artwork stems (Blakatak Series II – Art Adulation 2005).   

 

Resulting from a lack of knowledge of other cultures and languages, iconological and 

iconographical reading of non-European art became an exercise based on assumptions 

rather than objective knowledge. An outstanding example for this appropriative, neo-

colonial attitude was the exhibition “Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the 

Tribal and Modern at the Museum of Modern art in 1984 in New York (Rubin 1985; 

McEvilley 1984, 1989; Clifford Histories of the Tribal 1988; Sally Butler 2003). 

Assumptive attitudes were also clearly the case in major German art events such as the 

Cologne Art Fair 1994 where the panel chaired by Karsten Greve rejected successful 
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contemporary Aboriginal artists on grounds of their work being folk art.111 One sees 

clearly that certain Aboriginal art, such as the bark painting by John Mawurndjul, was 

judged here in relation to Bernard Smith’s (see above) definition of “art in a general 

sense” by applying a “system that make[s] sense” rather than iconographic examining 

the bark paintings for their artistic contents (5-15). This actually contradicts the premise 

as described by Panofsky who insisted on the cultural reading of an artwork.112 This 

conventional misreading of art works from the so-called peripheries illustrates a 

stagnation of art history itself. While Thomas McEvilley’s hopeful statement – that 

“globalism” of the 1990s “ended” the “regionalism” of the 1980s and its exclusive 

politics, he also states that the parameter of art history has changed and “no longer 

coincides with the world we live in.” I agree with McEvilley that there is a need for “a 

fundamental shift in Western modes of cognition” to acknowledge diverse cultural 

voices (Art and Otherness 10). Crucial, as he insists, is not the mere access of the 

excluded into the canon under existing parameters, but rather a re-definition of art and 

the canon is necessary to accommodate different ideas about what art is.  

 

There is a notable inclusion of artists on the peripheries of the art world, as the 

documenta XI demonstrates (as I discuss in Part Eight), but to a degree these only re-

affirm the existing regulations and conventions in the German art canon.  In other 

words, a clear adherence to the hegemonic conventions of Western art is conditional for 

admission in most contemporary art exhibitions of major standing.113  

 

Folk Art 

Meaning-making processes are tied to the link between iconography and the medium 

(see Part Nine). The category of folk art established such a link that allowed a reading 

from within a hierarchical system of socio-cultural art interpretation. This kind of 

hierarchical art interpretation classifies what art historians such as Arnold Hauser 

termed as high art and at the same time what constitutes folk art as its other pole (281-

82). As I have discussed in the Introduction, in the 1990s, curators have argued against 

                                                 
111 Refer to the discussion in the Introduction. 
112 See for further discussion of the Cologne Art fair in the Introduction of this thesis, and Friederike 
Krishnabhakdi-Vasilakis 2005. 
113 Arguably, artistic director of documenta XI, Okwui Enwezor did not sway from these conventions of 
technologically enhanced visuality in documenta XI as much as Bernhard Lüthi in Aratjara 1993. A 
profound change in art history that would accommodate visual and conceptual plurality, had to be 
preceded by an alteration in the general hierarchical cultural concept and categories. 
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including Aboriginal art in contemporary art venues on the grounds of being 

folkloristic. This might be in part due to the reluctance to use the term primitive art, but 

perhaps also due to a shift in the use of the term folk art. 

 

In common use in German, the term folk art denotes not only a low-ranking genre in a 

hierarchical organisation of art history, but it is also attached to a value system which is 

based on visual signifiers such as the material and the manner applied in its production. 

Folk art as category enables the art historian to undertake a sociological reading of both, 

art and artist. Paul Duro and Michael Greenalgh summarise under this term the 

production of artefacts within a rural community that “reflect the interests and tastes of 

that community” in a way to maintain tradition “with little or no interest in emulating 

fine art production” (128).  

 

Such hierarchical categorising of art production demonstrates that art categories stem 

also from political motivations. Arnold Hauser (1892-1978), coming from a Marxist 

viewpoint, saw that the problems of art are primarily sociological problems (The Social 

History of Art 1951). In Philosophy of Art History (1959) he defined folk art as the 

artistic activity of the rural, non-industrialised and uneducated (279). Hauser juxtaposed 

folk art with popular art, which he explained as the answer for mass demand for quasi 

art for the half-educated, mostly urban populace. Both art forms represent not only two 

different socio-economic groups, but they also differ in their performance as actively 

lived art (folk art), often in the form of devotional objects, and as passively consumed 

art (popular art) and contrast high art or art in intention, form, production and 

consumption (279-81). 

 

I find that Arnold Hauser’s theories of the mid 1950s struck a chord that continues to 

resonate in the current binary system of art in Germany.114 In the same publication,115 

Hauser looked at the methodology of art history and its relationship to historical 

thinking, as well as the limitations of a scientific history of art. He further tied art 

production and its maker to the capitalist class structure of society: art production and 

                                                 
114 The Hungarian-born scholar studied first art history in Germany, Hungary, and France and after WWI 
in Italy. In 1921 he took up studies in economics and sociology in Berlin worked later in the 1930s in the 
film industry in Vienna (Murray160). 
115 This book was originally published in Germany as Philosophie Der Kunstgeschichte (Munich: C.H. 
Beck’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung (Oscar Beck) 1958 
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consumption were the specific expression of a class and reflect the hierarchical position 

of its makers in that class system. Folk art, in Hauser’s view, embraces the poetical, 

musical and pictorial realms of artistic expression and allows the mostly uneducated and 

non-urbanised or non-industrialised population to actively partake: 

 

It is of the essence of this art that those who keep it in being are not only passively 

receptive, but normally are creative participants in the artistic activities, and yet do not 

stand out as individuals or claim any personal authorship of the productions.[…] In folk 

art, producers and consumers are hardly distinguished, and the boundary between them 

is always fluid. (Hauser 279) 

 

Hauser dates the beginning of folk art as known in the European context as a fairly 

recent phenomenon:  

 

The negative features that distinguish folk art and popular art from the higher art of the 

educated, the expert, and the connoisseur seem at first sight more striking and more 

important than the positive features which these different types of art have in common. 

Serious, authentic, responsible art, which necessarily involves a wrestling with the 

problems of life and an effort to capture the meaning of human existence, art which 

confronts us with a demand to “change our way of living,” has little in common either 

with folk art, which is often hardly more than play and adornment … (Hauser 281) 

 

This sociological categorisation of art production in relation to its creator bears 

consequence to the overall reception of art. Folk art signifies the position of its maker 

and its consumer alike in society, according to Hauser who draws upon the 

interconnectedness between “cultural strata” and production of certain art as “levels” 

that are reflected in a hierarchical order of art. Folk art to Hauser is a post-Renaissance 

phenomenon that developed “alongside the sophisticated art of the clergy and courts” 

(281) and clearly marks this particular art expression as a sub-ordinate, “hyphenated” or 

qualified art which seems of minor quality.  

Hauser asserted that neither folk art, which is no more than “play and adornment”, nor 

popular art, which is “never more than entertainment and a means of passing the time”, 

have much in common with high art. In other words, folk art, in its playfulness and 

decorative character, does not aspire to such noble goals and is therefore of lower or 
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lesser worth and by no means to be considered as equal to the serious, the 

unhyphenated, un-prefixed art which is evidently higher, such as the art of an 

Michelangelo or Rembrandt (281). Also, his sociological explanation of art hierarchies 

and their relationship to cultural strata is of great consequence as it not only determines 

what is represented and where; it also implies an inherent distinction that sets high art 

apart form any other art form by virtue, intention and form. 

Hauser’s system of art classification is related to the class based society and he connects 

the term folk art with a specific population within Western society. It is therefore 

problematic to select but a few features that determine the appearance of art as folk art, 

such as absence of authorship, created by individuals but “possessed by many” (287). In 

Hauser’s own words it may not make sense at all to speak of Aboriginal art as folk art: 

 

One can speak of folk art only where there are already differences of class and 

education; if there is no social and spiritual elite, there is no sense in introducing the 

concept of folk art, for it has significance only by contrast with the art of educated strata 

and with sources of production which are not “folklike”. (Hauser 291) 

 

Of course, Hauser’s analysis did not concern itself with any art production outside 

Europe and a direct application of his findings to Aboriginal art may be not feasible. 

According to his definition of folk art, as “play and adornment”, being expressive of the 

“rural” population, and existing “alongside the sophisticated and the clergy”, Aboriginal 

art hardly fits the most unsophisticated features of folk art; quite the opposite is the case. 

Responsibilities based on custodianship, the socio-cultural meaning within and across 

cultures that these images convey through content and symbolic gesture, make 

Aboriginal art “serious, authentic, and responsible art” and therefore according to 

Hauser’s definition, high art (281). 

How is it then that the organisers of a reputable international art fair such as in Cologne 

dismissed Mawurndjul’s work? Here, it is not the applicability of Hauser’s analysis per 

se but the use of the term folk art on a rather associative level. Instead of being actually 

linked to folk art by merit, Aboriginal art is linked with the association that is 

intertwined with the term folk art. Applying the term folk art to Aboriginal art then 

signifies a power relation that is linguistically and categorically articulated. First, the 

association which the term folk art evokes induces a negative value judgement, if we 
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accept Hauser’s explanation of folk art being the other extreme of high art, which is 

serious, authentic, responsible art. Art and the maker labelled in this way are 

automatically perceived as inferior. Instead of class structures as suggested by Hauser, I 

see the cultural borders between levels of society have shifted to geographical ones. For 

example, some folk festivals in the USA emphasise a display of ethnicity in Washington 

(see further discussion of Kurin’s work in Part Five). These ramifications reverberate in 

the current debate around folk art. Hauser’s hierarchical categorisation of art signifies 

also a value judgement: while art, and this is high art only, does not need further 

qualification; contrasted to its sub-branches, which cannot stand on their own but have 

to be contextualised as in the case of folk art, popular art, “primitive” or “ethnic” art. 

Although Hauser concentrated mainly on European societies when he declared this 

cultural distinction, it sheds some light on the rise of a debate some thirty years later, in 

the late 1980s, when the social boundaries were largely replaced by geographical ones. 

By framing non-European art as folk art, curators place Aboriginal art as a static, 

intellectually non-progressive craft whose existence is solely based on ritual or religious 

needs. It is this distinct Otherness that folk art signifies, in contrast to what is perceived 

as fine or contemporary art, and is therefore denied access to German art museums.  

 

Hauser’s findings show that since the nineteenth century art analysis has been conceived 

within the tension of polarised theses: “styles could not be apprehended except as 

antithetical to one another” (Philosophy of Art History 164). He showed how Schiller 

spoke of the “naïve and sentimental” styles, how Goethe saw a tension between the 

“realistic and idealistic” or “antique and modern” styles, and the Romantic notion 

differed between “Christian and Greek” styles. Nietzsche, Hauser found, divided 

stylistically into “Apollonian and the “Dionysian”, while Riegl distinguished between 

the “haptic” and the “optic” or “objectivistic” and the “subjectivistic”. Wölfflin 

theorised the “linear” and the “painterly” form, while Worringer attributed art 

production to either “abstraction” or empathy”. Hauser juxtaposed folk art and popular 

art with high art, while others, as Hauser noted, judge art in terms of its “remoteness or 

nearness to nature” (164). This last notion could be extended to the polarisation of fine 

art and primitive art or European and non-European art as intrinsic speaking positions in 

the field of cultural production. When Germany as a nation was faced with a rapidly 

changing world which was governed by colonial competition to feed the engine of 
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modernity of the late nineteenth century, the ethnographic collection became a source 

for the shaping of identities, and to create an image of Self within a global situation 

(Penny Objects of Culture – see also Part Eight on the collections). Aboriginal art as 

ethnographic art, has assumed its place in juxtaposition to high art within the national 

identity processes of the nineteenth century, as I have explored in Parts Three and Four 

on nation building. I explore these binary structures as a Modernist reading of art 

divided into European and non-European in the following section. 

 

Art History – an Unfinished Project of Modernity? 

In the twenty-first century, with a rapid increase of global events that impact on the 

political and social landscape outside and within Germany’s geographical and 

psychological borders, the academic discipline of art history in Germany faces a 

challenge which questions its self-understanding at the very core (Volkenandt 12; 

Abiodun Einleitung 7).  

 

It may be argued that it is inherent to art history as a historicising discipline to deal with 

events in the past rather than contemporary issues. However, conceptual art and other 

contemporary art practices have become part of the art discourse. With regard to 

Aboriginal art, German art history has become fractured and no longer corresponds 

entirely with global artistic output or the market. Morphy and Perkins for example have 

shown that the distinction between contemporary art and so-called primitive art – as 

much as the blurring of its boundaries – derive from ideological framing of time and 

space (The Anthropology of Art: A Reflection 1-32). One crucial point is the symbiosis 

between exhibition space, academic discourse and its political meaning. I investigate 

here to what extent this discrepancy is inspired by Modernist frameworks such as 

duality and unilinear historical progress for example, and how this establishes the focus 

of art history as academic discipline. 

 

I discern that art historical enquiry generally diverged from the way artists and other art 

brokers, as well as the art market, responded to global changes in the past two decades. 

Public exploration of questions that arise from global encounters in the form of 

exhibitions in multi-culturally oriented institutions such as the Haus der Kulturen der 

Welt (House of World Cultures) in Berlin, for example, or Symposiums and discussion 
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forums like “Traumspuren- Kunst und Kultur der Australischen Aborigines” (2002) 

(Dreaming Tracks – Art and Culture of the Australian Aborigines) at the Protestant 

Academy of Iserlohn of the Institute of Church and Society)116 appears to take place 

quite unnoticed by the art canon. These rare events may be why prestigious art 

institutions such as the Cologne Art Fair reject, or art museums in general stay clear of 

engagement with Aboriginal art.117 Parts One, Two and Three indicate how German art 

history has detached itself in part from other general contextualising processes of art 

elsewhere as a result of national need and context. A revision of these nineteenth 

century modes would open up German art conceptions, similar to Australia where the 

postcolonial voice forces the discipline into a postmodern position of poly-narratives. 

 

Claus Volkenandt asserted in 2003 that despite the positive attitude towards the “iconic 

turn”, and the recognition of the power of the image,118 which partly removed the 

geographical borders, the discipline has failed to turn towards a global-contemporary art 

(Weltgegenwartskunst) (12).119  

 

Therefore, the reluctance to classify any objects in ethnographic collections as artworks 

during the early years of ethnology and art history in Germany in the late nineteenth 

century must be understood from within the notion of fine art at the time. As Janice 

Lally points out, the “standards” of “fine art” comprised reference to classical traditions 

in form and material, and a subject “reflecting Christian values” (Lally 283). However, 

this exclusion of non-Western traditions per se is untenable in today’s context. 

 

If the conventional reading of ethnographic art does assume the place of  folk (= “low”) 

art, despite being incongruent with Hauser’s definition, then this is perhaps in keeping 

with the idea of a universal claim of so-called primitive art. In addition, Adorno’s 

                                                 
116 Evangelische Akademie Iserlohn im Institut für Kirche und Gesellschaft der EKvW (Evangelic 
academy Iserlohn at the Institute for Church and Society) 
117 See discussion on Elisabeth Bähr in Introduction of this thesis 
118 See Iconic Turn- Die neue Macht der Bilder by Christa Maar and Hubert Burda (eds)2004 
119 This is reflected in the reading suggestions for the introduction of art history at leading German 
Universities. The book Kunstgeschichte – Eine Einführung (1996) (Art History – An Introduction) is co-
authored by fifteen art historians and was first published in 1986 on the topics of technical analyses of 
painting, architecture and sculpture in Europe. Perhaps an explanation for this can be found in the polarity 
of styles or categories which Arnold Hauser (1892-1978) identified as part of modern art criticism and 
fundamental for the conceptual arrangement of art history and art philosophy.Three particularly 
influential studies by Hauser are the Sozialgeschichte der Kunst und Literatur (1951) – (The Social 
History of Art) and Philosophie der Kunstgeschichte (1958) (The Philosophy of Art History) and 
Soziologie der Kunst (1974) (Sociology of Art) 
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definition of “low art” refers to art for the masses, rather than for a selected few. This 

reference of the popularity of Aboriginal art in terms of marketability seems to be at the 

core of decisions made about inclusion.120 The term “low art” is problematic not only in 

its denotation but in its connotation as well. Bernstein asserts, referring here to 

Adorno’s emphasis on the “dialectical entwinement of high and low art,” that the 

separation into high and low art expresses primarily the power relation between the 

“particular and the universal in contemporary society” (6). 

 

This dualism in art perception, which desires the ethnographic collections to confirm an 

understanding of Self by juxtaposing the art of others hierarchically with European art, 

upholds the paradigm of the colonial era where segregation of cultures was essential to 

preserve power structures. Also, non-European art production in this light is not seen as 

capable of commenting on the modern condition; instead it was exploited as a source for 

Modernist strategies in art. In ethnology it provided a body of knowledge against which 

Modernist society and its achievements was measured and compared.

                                                 
120 Although the same may be said of prints of French Impressionists, who have become largely 
“household” items 
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4.3 A Paradigm of Framing the Indigenous: Analphabetic Equals Non-

Historical 

As I have shown, the association with low art was that it belonged to the realm of the 

uneducated, and the illiterate. The focus of ethnological field work in the early twentieth 

century was on so-called pre-literate societies. This section explores how some 

ethnologists have continued in the vein of the Enlightenment and modernity, 

interpreting categories such as literacy and orality as hierarchical knowledge systems of 

historical accounting. 

 

First, it must be emphasised that the ideological superstructures of racism that led to the 

eugenics of National Socialism during the 1930s and 1940s no longer dictate the 

outlook of ethnology. A focus on local histories in ethno-historical studies and the study 

of social and economic change began after the Second World War. Generally, according 

to Streck, the two main orientations in ethnology were determined by the search for 

some law for the various cultural developments (nomothetic) on the one side, and the 

recognition of cultural uniqueness (idiographic) on the other (Streck 10). 

 

For example, the 2007 discipline guidelines of the institute of ethnology at the Philips 

University Marburg represent a rather self-reflexive point of departure: 

 

Today…ethnology discusses Europe’s contact with the world with focus on culture 

clash, but also in how far ethnology could function as interpreter for peoples “who don’t 

have a voice in our society”. Should ethnology improve “development aid” or rather 

fight it (for its Eurocentric premise)? The old Enlightenment questions re-occurs 

unanswered: where (in Europe or may be not here) lies the way of “progress”? (Philips 

University of Marburg, Germany official website)121 

 

However, I would like to focus on my personal experience during my undergraduate 

studies in the 1980s at this university122  that lead me to believe that ethnological 

                                                 
121 “Ein Universitätsfach muß sich immer wieder neu definieren. Heute z.B. diskutiert die Ethnologie den 
Kontakt Europas mit der Außenwelt unter dem Aspekt des Kulturkonflikts, aber auch, inwieweit sie 
Völkern, "die keine Stimme bei uns haben", als Dolmetscher dienen kann. Soll die Ethnologie die 
Entwicklungshilfe verbessern oder (wegen eurozentrischer Prämissen) bekämpfen? Die alte Frage, schon 
von der Aufklärung gestellt, ist noch immer zu beantworten: Wo (in Europa oder eben gerade nicht hier) 
liegt der Weg des ‘Fortschritts’?” [my translation] 
122 Philips University of Marburg an der Lahn, Hesse, Germany. 
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subjects retained subliminal colonial elements in parts of ethnological teaching and 

representation until recently.  

 

For example, compulsory reading lists in the late 1980s under Horst Nachtigall 

(b.1924), now professor emeritus of ethnology in Marburg, included general texts for 

ethnological studies which endorsed colonial/imperial subjects of duality and difference, 

superiority and inferiority. His own work Völkerkunde – Eine Einführung (Ethnology – 

An Introduction) (Plate 43) propagated this view. The publication123 was written in the 

1970s with the aim of a wider audience in mind, students of ethnology as much as the 

lay-person, as the publishing house and writing style suggest. 

 

Here, Nachtigall described the mission of the European [sic] ethnologists as comprising 

of several tasks in regards to former colonies who gained independence, and who were 

deemed incapable of reaching sovereignty for various reasons without guidance. One 

reason for lack of unity in the newly found nations among the former colonies, he 

argued, lay within the ethnic diversity and because the nation came as a “gift” and 

symbolised nothing its inhabitants had to fight for together (136).124 He insisted that the 

one single denominator common to all inhabitants of these nations – colonial rule – 

could indirectly contribute to the building of a national identity through the scientific 

collection of ethnology. In fact, he  equated oral culture with the non-historical and 

concluded that due to the lack of a written history prior to colonisation, the intervention 

of the European ethnologist was crucial and the “only way” (einzige Möglichkeit) to a 

“reconstruction” of culture and history: 

 

Insofar it concerns pre-literate epochs, ethnology offers the only opportunity of their 

reconstruction. [Ethnology] is for the young nations something like a “national history” 

and increasingly indispensable for their identity (Selbstverständnis). (136)125 

 

This “national historical science” (nationale Geschichtswissenschaft) also implied an 

unspoken acceptance of a Western conception of historical narratives, an acceptance he 
                                                 
123 First published by Suhrkamp Taschenbuch Verlag in 1974 
124 Horst Nachtigall: “Der Staat vermag den Bewohnern häufig wenig oder nichts zu sagen, weil sie sich 
ihn meist nicht gemeinsam erkämpft haben, sondern weil er ihnen gewissermassen “geschenkt” worden 
ist.“(136) [My translation] 
125“Soweit es sich dabei um schriftlose Zeiten handelt, bietet die Völkerkunde die einzige Möglichkeit zu 
ihrer Rekonstruktion. Sie ist für die jungen Staaten so etwas wie eine “nationale Geschichtswissenschaft” 
und in zunehmendem Mass unentbehrlich für ihr Selbstverständnis.“ (136) [My translation] 
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deducted from the thesis that all political leaders of the future would adhere to their 

American and European education and Western civilisation. Also, he implied that 

ethnology served as a resource for national identity in countries where such concepts 

were new in the twentieth century. The term “Junge Staaten” (young nation-states) used 

in this context emits paternalistic and patronising notions of the superior European 

scientist versus the childlike, inferior non-European illiterate. This tendency became 

obvious in his marking out the responsibilities of the European ethnologists which were 

“to take over historiography up to a certain point” in these countries, in order to be able 

to “collaborate with them later as a partner” (137).126 History writing 

(Geschichtsschreibung), therefore had to be done by the “European ethnologist” 

(europäischen Völkerkundler) until acculturation processes enabled the young states to 

become “partners”. The implications for social-Darwinist ideas as a linear development 

of humanity were sketched through “the necessity to assist” indigenous people 

(Naturvölker) who are “still” alive, and “in their last hour” (in letzter Stunde) to 

acculturate (Hilfestellung bei ihrer Akkulturation). And since acculturation not only 

encompasses a technical process, but a psychological one, Nachtigall suggested close 

collaboration with the disciplines of psychology and sociology to develop “test 

methods” of “intelligence” and “practical ability” in order to determine types of training 

and employment (139).  

 

Nachtigall’s visions of developing the former colonial subject into a partner on Western 

terms reverberated with Eugen Fischer’s ideas of the mental superiority of the white 

man (as described in Part Two). Specifically for the Australian Indigenous people he 

foreshadowed the event of early cultural and biological death, because as hunters and 

gatherers, he decided, adaptability to herding was there, but growing accustomed to 

permanent settlement and structured work (geregelte Arbeit) was too difficult. 

Therefore, Aborigines had to be “pressured” into assimilation for their own good (139). 

While he felt that “forced assimilation” to [the] “civilisation” had been futile in regards 

to the century long “Gypsy problem” in Europe, he was convinced even in the 1980s 

                                                 
126 “Bis zu einem gewissen Punkt müssen die europäischen Völkerkundler ihnen einstweilen ihre 
Geschichtsschreibung abnehmen, um später mit ihnen als Partner gemeinsam weiterzuarbeiten.”  (137) 
[My translation] 
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that in the case of “Africa and Australia” it was “not too late” for such programs 

(139).127 

 

Generally, Nachtigall’s use of the term “Naturvölker” seems more symbolic than in 

other contemporary ethnological texts. Translated it means “peoples of nature”, and 

since “nature” is often juxtaposed with “culture”, Nachtigall’s choice of word suggested 

a further Otherisation and objectification of the non-European. If the non-European or 

indigenous person could be coined as “of nature”, then subsequently, the European or 

Westerner became a person of culture.  

 

This inferred that both terms were exclusive of one another; Naturvölker then cannot, by 

definition, be “people of culture” (Kulturvolk) like the “European middle class”. 

“Culture” is related to the Latin words “ager, agri = acre, field” and “cultura = 

cultivation, care”, the “working of the land” and so ultimately, as Kottak puts it, 

“culture imposes itself on nature” (Kottak 40). Although Nachtigall did not deny 

Naturvölkern as being at a certain stage of cultural development, he insisted that it was 

only the European who could claim to be of “high culture”, thus endorsing essential 

social-Darwinist ideas.  

 

He claimed that the Australian Aborigines “represent an extreme static society, with no 

intention to progress” because the latter would contradict their religion, and they would 

therefore “consciously remain at the stage of (neolithic) Wildbeuter (hunters and 

collectors) (66). Nachtigall pointed out that the idiosyncrasy of Aboriginal religion, as 

argued very much from a Christian point of view, was the main factor in the 

“stagnation” of cultural development in Aboriginal culture. His denial of full 

subjectivity to indigenous people is in accord with the colonial treatment of native 

populations. Zimmerman concludes German anthropology128 of the early twentieth 

century was based on “ethnocentrism that denied non-Europeans full humanity” who, as 

“natural peoples” (Naturvölker) comprise societies “without history of civilisation 

                                                 
127 Australia abandoned its assimilation politics officially in the late 1960s. 
128 Zimmerman refers by German anthropology to both physical and cultural anthropology. 
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(Kultur)” (Zimmerman 161). This notion was still implicit in Nachtigall’s overview of 

ethnology in the late 1980s.129  

 

According to Nachtigall, his study of ethnology of the late 1980s was conditioned by 

the need of developing countries to have cultural experts, particularly European 

ethnologists. His objectives followed quite clearly the tradition of colonial employment 

of ethnography/ethnology as a scientific means to cultural studies of humanity. 

Nachtigall’s idea of acculturation processes can indirectly be read into demographic 

statistics and carry racist connotations. In the German language, Nachtigall argued, the 

word Indianer (North-American native) denotes racial/physical features, while in Latin-

America, the word Indio is not indicating race but an “officially defined cultural term” 

(gesetzlich definierter kultureller Begriff) (141). Nachtigall finds that the higher the 

degree of assimilation in terms of education, language and occupation, the “whiter” 

people are considered to be, regardless of their racial origin: 

 

Therefore, it happens more and more that someone is born as Indio, goes to school as 

Mestizo, and, grown up, works as a white man. The decreasing population of 

indigenous people in the native population statistics therefore don’t refer only to the 

extinction of the indigenous population, but often to a desired and promoted 

development.130 (141) 

 

Nachtigall’s evolutionary vision of assimilation is, as he claimed, desired by the 

“assimilated” (…erwünschten und geförderten kulturellen Entwicklung) – one can be 

born as Indio, attending school as Mestize or Mestizo (mixed) and finally as adult, 

working as a “white”. Therefore, he concluded, the decreasing numbers of “natives” 

(Eingeborenen) in the respective national statistics are misleading. Essentially, for 

Naturvölker survival can be only physical, but not cultural:  

 

                                                 
129 It is important to note here that Nachtigall never conducted any field studies among Australian 
indigenous people himself. 
130 “So kommt es mehr und mehr vor, dass jemand als Indio geboren wird, als Mestize zur Schule geht 
und, erwachsen, als Weisser seinem Beruf nachgeht. Die in den einheimischen Statistiken ständig 
abnehmenden Zahlen von “Eingeborenen” entsprechen also keineswegs nur einem zunehmenden 
Aussterben der Ureinwohner, sondern häufig einer erwünschten und geförderten kulturellen 
Entwicklung.” (141) [my translation] 
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The taking possession of the world by the European naturally forced the natives out or 

exterminated them where settlements were feasible. This is the reason why people of 

nature (Naturvölker) only dwell on the margins of the inhabited world.131 (138) 

 

Clearly, the centres of the inhabited world in his Weltanschauung are the metropoles or 

the urban situation in general, with the phenomena of the Western or European city as a 

manifestation of higher culture in particular. In this line of thinking, the indigenous had 

nothing to offer European society, contrary to European subjects. Zimmerman, 

referencing Foucault, pointed out that “the colonized were routinely denied the ‘soul’ 

that would become … ‘a prison of the body’” (Zimmerman 160). 

 

From 1980-2000 ethnology concerned itself with auto-historiographical issues such as 

migration, immigration, and urban communities, also within Germany. However, the 

arguments of Nachtigall and others clearly demonstrate that in aiding governmental and 

non-governmental agencies in developing countries, ethnology again served political 

agendas and was as instrumental for the commercial interests of countries who “do the 

developing” of the so called third-world-countries, just as it was instrumental for 

colonialism.  

 

To Nachtigall, alphabetic literacy is the key issue for assimilation to modernity which 

must be, in his evolutionist view, the objective of all peoples. The consequence of his 

general separation of people into Kulturvölker (peoples of culture) and Naturvölker 

(peoples of nature) leads him to omit the mere mentioning of the word art in all of his 

introductory publication to ethnology.  

 

Meaning of Art in Ethnology 

The meaning of art has been ambivalent throughout the history of ethnology. In the age 

of exploration, “primitive” or indigenous art production became a category of cultural 

studies in ethnology as opposed to a category within art history, despite original 

attempts for a world art history (see for example Kugler and Schnaase in Part One). 

Sprung from Western thought, ethnologists such as Nachtigall and Förster understand 

that the concept of art, which sees art as autonomous, cannot be applied to cultures other 

                                                 
131 “Bei der Besitzergreifung der Welt durch die Europäer sind naturgemäß zuerst in denjenigen Gebieten 
die Einwohner verdrängt oder ausgerottet worden, die für Dauersiedlungen günstig waren. Deshalb gibt 
es zur Zeit Naturvölker nur noch in den Randgebieten der bewohnten Welt.“ (138) [my translation] 
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than European (Förster 22). However, the reality of autonomy in Western art has been 

questioned by many, as I have described above (Habermas 1980, Förster 1988, Morphy 

2001, Abiodun 2001).  

 

In German ethnology not everyone subscribed to Darwinist evolution theory – on the 

contrary – from the start ethnology objected to the application of universal aesthetic 

principles in indigenous arts, because it is difficult to establish “what is universally 

valued and what is culturally determined” (Hatcher 9) (see also discussion on Bastian in 

Part Two). Till Förster argues however, that in Europe evolutionist and Universalist 

theories were continuously and indiscriminately applied in the analysis of non-European 

art, as in the case of African art for example, which had disastrous consequences for the 

perception of their histories until the twentieth century (22-5). 

 

While art history continues a notion of universalism in art that is in truth a 

Eurocentrism, ethnology is seeking out cultural determinants in art, which also have a 

national or provincial focus. To some extent, the art historical and ethnological 

viewpoints converge; the term “art” is geographically bound through its connotative 

links to Eurocentric aestheticisation and signification. Art style (Kunststil), an art 

historical term characterising commonly shared features of historically connected 

artworks (Stagl 276), has been adopted by anthropologists Kroeber and Benedict132 for 

culture theory with the term culture style (Kulturstil), to indicate commonalities and 

intrinsic links between peoples.  

 

The conventional definition of art is linked to rules of the art world which include 

individualism, innovation and emancipation from cultural and ritual purpose. The 

ethnologist’s defence against such classification appears as a natural consequence, since 

most of the smaller scale societies do not traditionally share the very connotations of 

art.133 E. Adamson Hoebel concludes from the disputes over the use of the term art as 

being a Western concept that the “visual arts have had a rather uneasy place in 

anthropology for most of its existence” (vii). The reason for this, as it has often been 

                                                 
132 Ruth Benedict, Urformen der Kultur. (1955) and Alfred Louis Kroeber  Style and Civilisation. Ithaka, 
New York 1957. 
133 See also R.M. Berndt, Australian Aboriginal Art 10: He writes that a term that translates “art” does not 
exist in Aboriginal languages, although words for artistic processes such as for painting, carving, incision 
etc. exist.  
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expressed by anthropologists, is that the term art has no equivalent in most non-

European or small-scale societies and therefore no comparable concept. Everlyne Payne 

Hatcher represents a core anthropologist’s point of view in the twentieth century by 

asserting that the Western concept of art is problematic for cross-cultural studies. She 

reduces “art for art’s sake” to aesthetic contemplation, as well as the “necessity of the 

uselessness of an object to be called ‘art’” (9). In contrast, as Till Förster describes, in 

the African situation “no artwork speaks for itself,”134 it is always intertwined with 

historical, cultural and social circumstances but also with its creator (Förster 35). Lally 

asserts another reason why the notion of art sits uneasily with many ethnologists, 

pointing out that where signs of contact and transition were obvious, the ethnologists of 

the Berlin Museum rejected indigenous art if it was not traditional and authentic in an 

anthropological sense and they devalued objects that revealed the impact of colonisation 

(132-36).135 

 

I find that these explanations leave out two important factors: the intention of the artist 

and that of the curator. In addition, they follow the mistaken assumption that artistic 

activity is that of a genius rather than a social product (Wolff 1; 17). The meaning of an 

object as art depends on who contextualises it and how – if the artist intends the object 

to be art and or what can be art by “metamorphosis”, by placing an object within the art 

context to declare it to be art, the object is termed art long after its production (Maquet 

in Graburn 413). The current binary representation of art in German art space draws 

from a conventional reading of art that isolates Aboriginal art in the realm of cultural 

determination. The context of art is rather ideological, because art is not self-contained, 

but a product of historical practice, as Janet Wolff discerns (49). Until the last two 

decades of the twentieth century, the display of non-European objects as art in a 

Western sense was uncommon in ethnographic museums, as Howard Morphy argues, 

because of the lack of understanding of “the significance to the producers of the objects 

in their collection” (Morphy Seeing Aboriginal Art 38). Recognising the perpetually 

changing constituents of Western art, anthropologists have challenged the exclusion of 

non-European art from the general art canon, as in the case of Australia, since the mid 

                                                 
134 “kein Kunstwerk spricht für sich selbst” (Förster, 35) [my translation] 
135 Arthur Baessler acquired in the 1890s works by William Barak. The museum rejected his watercolour 
drawings because they were not “authentic” Aboriginal art, but accepted more “traditional” looking 
carved wooden objects (134).  
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twentieth century (38). The advocating role of Australian anthropologists is further 

described in Part Seven. 

 

Aboriginal art and artefacts are numerous in the museum collections of most major and 

many regional ethnographic museums throughout Germany. Despite the vast material of 

mostly nineteenth century material hoarded away in storage, only a few curated 

exhibitions over the last twenty-five years or so reached a wider audience or set out to 

explore Aboriginal culture in terms of art and contemporaneity. These exhibitions 

happened in conjunction with ethnologists such as Andreas Lommel, Ingrid Heermann, 

Margarete Brüll, Christiane Keller, Corinna Erckenbrecht, and Birgit Scheps. These 

ethnologists attempted to bridge the rigidity of aesthetic and cultural systematisation in 

art (as I will discuss further in Part Eight). Despite the efforts of individual 

ethnologists136 in setting up Aboriginal art exhibitions (see Part Seven and Eight), 

generally both disciplines are perpetuating the idea of global art production that needs to 

be regarded as a separate entity. I interpret this as a remnant of the political motivation 

set in motion by the wheel of nation-building in the late nineteenth century. The rigid 

separation of global art through the two disciplines implied a continuation of imperial 

and colonial subjectivity, but even more so implied the division as a scientific necessity 

well into the twentieth and twenty-first century by disregarding the artist’s intention, 

who when producing for the art market, is well aware of the Western context. 

Summarising, I find the dualistic approach to art, European and non-European, relating 

to notions of high and low art or contemporary and primitive art, can be traced back to 

the departure from a holistic late nineteenth century philosophy of humanity towards a 

scientific structure of compartmentalised and hierarchical system of knowledge. I have 

shown earlier how this specialisation brought about the emancipation of ethnography 

from geography, ethnology from history, and art history from history and archaeology 

in the late humanist period. The principle of specialisation and subdivision within each 

field generated and continues to generate an ongoing juxtaposition of hierarchical 

positions and a particular (in an exclusive/narrow field) rather than a general (in an 

inclusive/expansive field) discourse.  

 

                                                 
136 For example Margarete Brüll, Corinna Erckenbrecht, Christiane Keller 
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In Part Four, I have traced some of the complex meanings of art in ethnology and art 

history in German history and their possible role in informing the reception of 

Aboriginal art in German art space. I have indicated some of the artistic turns in the 

important exhibition event documenta I since 1955.  I have also described the art 

institutional emphasis on the segregation of the arts after World War II in Germany and 

linked them to concepts of Europeanness and Otherness as continuing Modernist 

projects. This Part also explored how and why these parameters of national identity are 

being maintained in a post-national, globalised situation in the twenty-first century. To 

understand some of the undercurrents for this general reluctance to seek a dialogue in 

art across cultures, I explored here briefly some narrativising methods that delineate art 

within Western history. Alphabetic literacy is a pivotal part of Western culture, without 

which art history would be impossible. In its importance in our developing an 

understanding of art, art and literacy are often seen as inseparable. At least two 

processes on the foreground of such Modernist narratives can be isolated: the 

application of the scientific method of empiricism within art history on the one side, and 

an ideology of a single, linear, progressive evolution of humanity on the other. 

Cultural representation and the reception of art such as Aboriginal art from Australia’s 

more remote regions are tied to the constructed dualism of literacy and orality as I will 

discuss in the following Part Five. 
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5.1 Cultural Representation, Incommensurability and the Notion of 

Authenticity 

In this chapter I investigate how visual representations are interlinked with cultural 

representation in literature and how assumptions about literacy inform the reception of 

non-European or oral cultures.  

 

I further examine the positioning of Aboriginal art in German art space in relation to 

cultural representations, such as Völkerschauen, and investigate issues of the 

incommensurability of Aboriginal art and Western art conception and authenticity. 

These issues rise from such visual and textual representation and are treated as fixed 

ideas, despite the fact that they are based on fluid constituents. 

 

Romantic Literary Narratives and the Notion of Authenticity 

Western social practices such as visual art, culture and collecting, as James Clifford 

explains, symbolise underlying, omnipresent ideologies intertwined with a “particular 

global arrangement of time and space” (Clifford The Others 160). In Western linear 

progressive history, non-European or so-called “ethnographic presents” are actually 

“pasts” (162). Artistic and cultural authenticity is therefore always preceding the 

present, and peoples who enter modernity do this by losing tradition. However, Clifford 

asserts here that the conjecture of tradition, history and authenticity as interrelating 

entities are part of the “salvage paradigm” (161). Modern global dichotomies divided 

the world into societies with histories and societies without, giving the literate 

dominance over the non-literate, portraying the latter with a mythical rather than 

historical understanding of time and the world. This attitude has permeated the approach 

towards art and culture, as I have previously outlined in Part Three. 

 

I explore here the role of literature in creating an image of other cultures, as has been 

discussed in Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978), and Julia Kristeva’s  Powers of Horror 

(1982),  and how such writing influences certain modes of cultural representations that 

have specific repercussions on how we position Aboriginal art. The influence of 

literature in constructing a visual reality has been further pointed out by Kathryn Trees’ 
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investigation of the implications written history has had in the Australian context, where 

Eurocentric historiography obliterated Aboriginal knowledge.136 

  

Kristeva argues that the powers of subjectivity have their origin in literature as its 

“privileged signifier” which takes the place of the “sacred” (1138). The wealth of 

subjective accounts in ethnographic and art historical literature, and also indirectly in 

travel literature and adventure stories, helped shape modes of representation in the 

respective institutions and created a source of truth and knowledge which refers to the 

myth-making powers of the institution that Barthes and Girling spoke of (Barthes Myths 

Today 694; Girling Myths and Politics). The notion of authenticity, as I discuss here, 

has strong links to these semi-romantic, semi-scientific sources. Said spoke of 

“imaginative knowledge” based on an “imaginative geography and history” through 

which Europe articulates the Other, a notion I will draw from in the following 

discussion of German novelist Karl May (1842-1912, British novelist Bruce Chatwin 

(1940-1989) and American new age writer, Marlo Morgan (1937-).  

 

These authors’ works exemplify what Said described as formative in the understanding 

of the Other. The “descriptive realism” in literature on the Orient moved away from 

being a plain mode of representation to becoming a language, “a means of creation” 

(Orientalism 87). The imaginative knowledge is the “creator” of unfamiliar spaces 

beyond familiar boundaries (57). Following the tradition of other travel writers and 

Romantics, the writings on First Nation Americans, as in the case of Karl May, and 

Aboriginal cultures and people in the case of Chatwin and Morgan, give rise to a 

persistent currency of generalisations and stereotypes. Said’s argument was that to have 

knowledge of something (for instance, the Orient or in this case Aboriginality) is to 

dominate it (32). What constitutes an understanding of “Aboriginal” in German 

understanding is predominantly informed by written knowledge of other peoples. 

 

In the eighteenth and twentieth century, German writers like Friedrich Schlegel and 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe based some of their highly influential writings Über die 

Sprache und Weisheit der Inder (1808) (About the Language and Wisdom of the 

Indian), Westöstlicher Diwan (West-East Divan) (first published 1819 and extended 

                                                 
136 Kathryn Trees. “My place as Counter-Memory.” 
www.mcc.murdoch.edu.au/reading room/Liserv/SPAN/32 1index.html, accessed 24 July 2006 
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1927) on travel literature, and created stories around those sources without ever 

experiencing first hand the culture they wrote about (Said Orientalism19). How much 

adventure literature of the late nineteenth century for example evoked empathy for the 

so-called noble savage in Germany is reflected in the popular interest of American 

natives primarily based on Karl May’s successful creation of the Apache-chief called 

Winnetou whose image lives on as an exemplar of indigeneity. 

 

Karl May (1842-1912) – a writer of numerous adventure stories (set far away from the 

borders of Europe), created romantic depictions of the noble native. His narratives 

evolve around the good-and-evil axis of the white, male hero137 and the inhabitants of 

arid regions of the Middle East or (American) natives, which were a popular source of 

European fantasies at the time. His works Durch die Wüste (1892) (Across the Desert), 

the four volumes of Winnetou (1893-1910) (Plate 44); the three volumes of Old 

Surehand (1894-96) as well as three volumes of  Im Lande des Mahdi (1896) (In the 

Land of the Mahdi) gained May a devoted readership over the following century, as 

well as good fortune and fame (Brockhaus 330). 

 

May’s first-person narrative provided identification with the protagonist, who always 

fought on the side of the righteous (“Oriental” or American natives respectively). His 

heroes were Kara Ben Nemsi in the Middle East stories and Old Shatterhand in 

Winnetou, both white male adventurers. Not adhering to historical or ethnological 

knowledge of the time, May’s narrative of the idealised and romanticised Other told 

through the eyes of a white man constructed a desired world view of universal pacifism. 

May’s Romantic notion of reverting back to nature by siding with the uncorrupted, 

genuine and morally superior noble savage as a counterpart to modernity is still 

prevalent in German consciousness almost a hundred years later.138  

 

Further, the former Karl-May-Museum, now the Indianer Museum (Museum of Indians) 

forms part of the Karl-May-Stiftung in Radebeul, Germany. The idea of the native 

American as the moral guide for a European readership and audience takes precedence 

                                                 
137 Who never acted without agenda, and who always represented the advancing modernity of Europe and 
its colonial expansion. 
138 This Romanticism is reflected in the ongoing popularity of his themes in the Karl-May-Open-Air-
Festivals in Bad Segeberg and in Elspe, but also in Indian societies for example, where the “Indian” way 
of life is being re-enacted on weekends and holiday-getaways, and in the Bayreuth Festspiele of the 
dramatisation of Winnetou (since the film-drama shot in the sixties and seventies). 
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over a truthful and politically correct representation of another culture, and the 

European of the twenty-first century once again articulates the “orient” and acts as 

“creator of unfamiliar space beyond familiar boundaries”, as Said made us aware 

(Orientalism 57). As a result, May’s poetic spaces evidence the point made by Said on 

the creation of “imaginative geographies and histories” through writings that ultimately 

lead to “imaginative” knowledge becoming “historical” knowledge, even further (55).139 

In other words, repetitive narratives and their vast dissemination facilitate the 

authentication process of the image of the Other. 

 

The twentieth and the twenty-first century audiences want to be enchanted by a story, 

by an image, whose components are long accepted as a desired truth about a culture. 

This embodies elements such as freedom, purity, nobility, moral superiority, 

flawlessness in character, strength and courage, all of which make up the authentic 

Indianer. The term Indianer Museum (Museum of Indians) is another indicator of the 

perseverance of a created, imaginary culture. Building on a mistaken identity, North 

American Indians are still being termed Indianer in popular language, despite the 

knowledge that Indianer are not Inder (inhabitants of India) and there is no 

geographical Indianerland existing outside the minds of romantics such as May himself. 

Karl May never went to the Americas or the Middle East, instead he used travel 

literature, a growing phenomenon of his time, as his source of imagination and 

fantasies, which also underpins the use of the generic term, implying a homogenous 

indigeneity in North America. It did not prevent the publisher from adding the subtitle 

“travel novels” to his Gesamtwerk edition. May’s introduction to Winnetou – the Red 

Gentleman (1893-1910) directs its social-Darwinist views of the “dying red man” 

towards a self-proclaimed cultural mission which was to preserve the image for the 

future after the inevitable destruction wrought by modernity, eradicating culture and 

people alike (1-2). 

 

May’s work not only created an image of the American native that became fixed over 

time, but his work authenticated this image. The authentic male Indian therefore has 

flowing jet-black hair, is dressed in shirt and pants made from soft, beaten and 

                                                 
139 A blurred line between reality and fiction is further enhanced by the museum’s exhibits where the 
visitor can find “even Winnetou’s Silberbüchse [rifle]” as advertised in the tourism guide 
http://cms.elbland.de/opencms/opencms/elbland.de/de/ch_home/ch_Karl_May/Karl_May_Museum 
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ornamented deer hide, and is armed with a rifle and horse, always ready to courageously 

risk limb and life against the corruptions presented by colonialism. This is the ideal 

Indian in the German mind. This essential Indianness overrides other narratives, an 

issue which artists such as Jimmie Durham attempt to challenge and disrupt.140  

 

Aboriginal curator Djon Mundine encountered a similar narrow understanding of 

authenticity in regards to Aboriginality on a trip to Germany and Belgium during the 

mid 1990s. In a fast food outlet in Germany, a customer told him, a real Aboriginal 

person would neither speak English nor would he wear Western clothes. And, while in 

Belgium, an art critic during the visit of a commercial exhibition was scandalised by the 

fact that his own cultural assumptions were to be corrected in some ways: 

 

When an art critic began excitedly talking to me about the terrible inauthentic art in the 

show, I thought that he was referring to some kind of forgery. In fact, he was talking 

about the acrylic paintings on canvas, which, to his western-art-history-trained eye, 

could not be authentic Aboriginal art. (Aboriginal Art Abroad 71) 

 

What establishes this confidence to know or recognise what is classified as authentic? 

Identifying a single-origin for this kind of cultural reading is not possible, however, the 

kind of assumptions described above, derived primarily from narratives of the 

ethnographic museum and literary representation during the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century, were directly influential. They emphasised and valued as authentic 

only what was an untouched, pre-contact, and uncontaminated cultural expression.  

 

The travel and tourism sector circulated the epitome of authentic Aboriginality as a 

male dark-skinned, half naked didgeridoo player and this has had a great impact on the 

visual experience of the non-Aboriginal audience. To add to this, indigenous cultures 

have been appropriated by the new age movement and literature, as I discuss below,  

and both the tourism industry and  new age literature use indigeneity to meet a market 

that is defined by escapism, the yearning for nature, purity and spirituality which many 

seek and can no longer find in their own culture. 

 

                                                 
140 See Djon Mundine “But I Always Wanted to be the Cowboy”, 9, and Bernhard Lüthi “The 
Marginalisation of (Contemporary) Non-European/Non-American Art (As reflected in the way we view 
it)”, 14-17 
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In her essay Dichtung oder Wahrheit - Die Darstellung der Australischen Aborigines in 

der Belletristik (Invention or Truth – The Representation of Australian Aborigines in 

fiction), German anthropologist Corinna Erckenbrecht examined two novels, Marlo 

Morgan’s Mutant Message Down Under (1994), and Bruce Chatwin’s The Songlines 

(1987). Morgan’s book describes the author’s alleged experience among an undisclosed 

Aboriginal tribe in the Outback of Australia and Chatwin’s travelogue combines fiction 

and non-fiction by contrasting Western technology with nomadic Aboriginal culture. 

Both novels reached German readership as number one bestsellers with several million 

copies sold in the mid 1990s. Theoretically therefore, one in every fifteenth person in 

Germany owns a copy of Mutant Message Down Under (Schönhuth and Freßmann 1). 

The scale of dissemination is relevant for the discussion of creating images or “truths” 

as it correlates with what Said termed “the textual universe” of the West and the ranking 

of knowledge (52). The sheer force of the presence of textual representation, its 

repetition of images, enhances its authority as knowledge (72). 

 

Erckenbrecht’s essay was published as a symposium paper in the context of an 

Aboriginal art exhibition “Sinnbild und Identität. Zeitgenössische Kunst der ersten 

Australier” (2002) (Iconography and Identity. Contemporary Art of the First 

Australians) in the Evangelical Academy Iserlohn in the Institute of Church and Society 

of Evangelische Kirchen von Westfalen (Evangelical Church of Westfalia). Key-note 

speakers ranged from German Aboriginal art gallerist Elisabeth Bähr,141 as well as 

German ethnologists Birgit Scheps and Corinna Erckenbrecht, professor for Anglistik 

Gerhard Leitner, theologian Ralph Frieling, to political activists, Mechthild Bettner-

Liebermann and Bernhard Mogge. The discussion of Aboriginal art in this framework 

was an attempt to introduce Aboriginal art as art to the German public in the absence of 

art historians. However, the first time art historians participated in a similar symposium 

was in 2005 in Basel,142 Switzerland.  

 

Erckenbrecht’s analysis of the contents of the two books in regards to the credibility of 

their respective representation of Aboriginal cultures is helpful on several levels for the 

argument of literate knowledge transmission and the reading of Aboriginal art. Its 

usefulness lies in looking at literature as a zone of “contact”, through the comparison of 

                                                 
141 Who is the art curator of the show and contributor to and editor of the symposium publication. 
142 As part of the Rarrk exhibition. 
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hierarchical positions, through an analysis of authority of the medium, and finally the 

essay was published in the context of an art and culture symposium143 in Germany.  

 

Contact Zone  

Through Erckenbrecht’s comparison and analysis of two Western genres of literature as 

transmitter of transcultural information, she acknowledged literature as a zone of 

contact and first knowledge in terms of understanding a different culture. This became 

evident in her assessment that Chatwin’s book would be a feasible “introduction to 

Aboriginal culture” (105). Despite her minute evidencing of Morgan’s lack of facts, she 

asserted that it is “exactly that suggested element of an authentic case that exerts a great 

fascination for the reader”144 (121). Although Erckenbrecht alluded to the impact of 

Morgan’s fictionalising of Aboriginal culture in regards to audience reception, she did 

not clearly address the problematic outcome for an Aboriginal positioning within the 

general German mind arising from such misrepresentation, when she remarked: 

 

Its reception and distribution was enormous. The book’s popularity and distribution is 

not only substantiated in sales figures of about 4 million sold books, but in the fact that 

Marlo Morgan’s story continuously was a topic in personal conversations as well as in 

queries and questions addressed within the ethnological field. In the eight years since 

the German publication, Australia-experts, including myself, received time and again 

inquiries in regards to the Morgan’s descriptions and statements. (118)145 

 

Erckenbrecht drew a comparison of hierarchical positions: her attempt to delineate the 

respective knowledge transmission according to the convention of hierarchical reading 

indicated a connection between the attributed authority of a particular medium above 

accurate content and reader reception. 

 

 

                                                 
143 The Symposium was organised by the Evangelische Akademie Iserlohn, Institut für Kirche und 
Gesellschaft der EKvW and held from 19.-21 October 2002. 
144 “Gerade das suggerierte Element eines authentischen Falles übt eine große faszination auf den Leser 
aus.” [My translation and emphasis] (121). 
145 “Seine Rezeption und Verbreitung war enorm. Das belegen nicht nur die Verkaufszahlen, die sich im 
Bereich von 4 Millionen verkaufter Bücher bewegen. Auch die Tatsache, dass Marlo Morgans Geschichte 
immer wieder Thema sowohl bei persönlichen Gesprächen als auch bei Nachfragen und Erkundigungen 
in fachlichen Zusammenhängen ist, belegen die Verbreitung und Popularität dieses Buches. In den acht 
Jahren seit der Veröffentlichung auf dem deutschen Markt haben ich wie andere Australienspezialisten 
immer wieder Anfragen zu Marlo Morgans Schilderungen und Behauptungen erhalten..” (118) [my 
translation] 
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Authority of the Literary Genre 

As such, literature can form the basis of the notion of authenticity and, at the same time, 

the comparison and analysis of the writings within the respective consecrated power of 

authority within hierarchical positions of literature, such as travel/documentary 

literature and novels, are useful in examining their impact on audience, public opinion, 

and (social) politics. The way Morgan’s book implied in its formal aspects to be a 

truthful account of her encounter with a particular Aboriginal society seemed to 

override other attempts to retract the book. People involved with creating the book at 

Harper Collins as well as Burnum Burnum, an Aboriginal activist, actor and author of 

Woiworrung and Yorta Yorta descent wrote various disclaimers.146 This example 

showed that the book’s format and existence per se created another level of narration 

which could contribute to the continuity of invented narratives by selling them as 

knowledge.  

 

Morgan’s self-published edition from 1991 declared it to be a “true account” 

(Schönhuth and Freßmann 5) of her experience among an unnamed Aboriginal group, 

which would put it also in the genre of travel literature with the association to 

documentary, and therefore real information/knowledge.147 Despite the controversy 

around her person and the authenticity claims of her book that were sparked in the mid 

nineties148 there was also the ensuing disclaimer by the commercial publisher Harper 

Collins in 1995 that the story was fictional, and the retraction of Burnum Burnum’s 

foreword. Clever publicity strategies by Morgan allowed the reader to still take the 

stories as truthful recollections and descriptions of real Aboriginal people.149 

 

                                                 
146 Burnum Burnum’s statement (http://www.dumbartung.org.au/burnum.html) 
147 In (German) bookstores, travel literature is normally housed under the shelf-category geography itself 
or next to it. 
148 A broad investigation into the book’s stated events and facts had been instigated after a meeting of 
Aboriginal elders and Aboriginal organisations was held in March 1995 in Dumbartung´s headquarters in 
Perth. The group decision to demand a retraction of the book, her lectures to be stopped and that legal 
action were to be taken after finding that the “real people” as described in the book and the walkabout 
were a hoax. Dumbartung (Dumbartung Aboriginal Corporation -Western Australian Aboriginal Artists 
Advisory) has dedicated several websites regarding these issues. http://dumbartung.org.au/. Further, 
Schönhuth and Freßmann published their findings of their internet-analysis of the Morgan-controversy in 
2002 http://www.uni-trier.de/uni/fb4/ethno/mutant.pdf. 
149 See Erckenbrecht, Schwartz, Stanton et al. 
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Bruce Chatwin, on the other hand, as Erckenbrecht discerns, wove actual events and 

factually correct anthropological knowledge into the fabric of a novel. Authority of 

medium and authority of contents are inverted here. 

 

Without going into the particulars of the controversy of Morgan’s book, which has been 

critically addressed by John Stanton150 and Robert Eggington (Dumbartung Aboriginal 

Cooperation),151 Jonathan Schwartz,152 and Schönhuth and Freßmann,153 I want to 

emphasise here that the controversy as it happened, and as an event in itself, 

acknowledged the strong position the written word assumes within the assigned 

hierarchies of dominant knowledge transmission.  

 

These two literary renditions about Aboriginal people led to “contact” between two 

cultures, between the Aboriginal and the non-Aboriginal reader, regardless of being 

factually correct or not. Both books were written substantially in the first person by non-

Aboriginal people about Aboriginal culture. In Morgan’s instance, the book fabricated 

so-called knowledge which was packaged in such a way that the reader was inclined to 

take her representation as ethnologically correct.  

 

Erckenbrecht and others have pointed out the string of incongruities and seemingly-

imaginary facts, which also have been declared to be racist by others (Jonathan 

Schwartz in Schönhuth and Freßmann 10). The interesting findings in Erckenbrecht’s 

analysis were that a reversal of assigned authority took place: in Chatwin’s novel, she 

saw the facts regarding Aboriginal culture as mostly correct, which made the story 

appear to be historically accurate and autobiographical, albeit a subjective travel 

document. In terms of message and contents, she asserted that the situation was 

“paradoxical” (127). Here, the novel conveyed more factual knowledge than the format, 

a novel, usually gave: “[Chatwin] is neither a journalist nor a scientist and therefore not 

obliged to the truth” (117). 

 
                                                 
150 John Stanton. “Marlo Morgan’s Mutant Message Down Under – An Anthroplogical Perspective”         
http://dumbartung.org.au/stanton2.htm. 
151 R. Eggington. “Freedom of Speech versus Integrity of Aboriginal Culture and Spirituality”  
http://dumbartung.org.au. 
152 J. Schwartz. “Marlo Morgan’s Mutant Message – Comments” 1996          
http://www.anatomy.usyd.edu.au/danny/anthropology/sci.anthropology/archive/december1996/0563.htm 
153 M. Schönhuth and R. Freßmann.  “Mutant Message down under” – Popularizing Anthropology or lie? 
http://www.uni-trier.de/uni/fb4/ethno/mutant.pdf, 1-22. 
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The Songlines, she suggested, despite some qualifications would make a good 

introduction into the studies of Aboriginal religion and cultures154 regardless of the fact 

that it was written as a novel and that Chatwin had spent only four weeks in Australia. 

Also, his approach had caused a controversy of its own in Australia (Moran 1999). 

Morgan’s story, although a fictive invention, was sold as knowledge through the 

authority of the genre, travel literature, rather than fiction. 

 

How does invested authority of the medium (book) and category (fiction/travel account) 

influence the reception of the readership of both books? Erckenbrecht offered no 

suggestions here. She concluded however that the readers’ main interest in reading 

literature on Aboriginal culture, be it novel or new age literature, was the attraction to 

an alternative purpose in life which readings like these seemed to offer (126). The injury 

such narratives cause among Aboriginal people appears to be secondary here. 

Erckenbrecht remarked on another important point which Said has described as the 

discourse determining, “cultural strength of the west”: the literary writing process can 

be expression of power relations, because the writer can represent and interpret 

freely155, without direct censorship (Orientalism 94; Erckenbrecht 117).156 

 

On the other side, what are the implications for the receptions of Morgan’s 

documentation which she sold as truthful recollection (rather than the messianic tale that 

it appears to be) of the existence of cannibalistic ancestry as well as the existence of real 

humans with esoteric knowledge and telepathic abilities? Erckenbrecht summarised that 

what is outside the authentic or truthful representation in an ethnological sense is that 

both narratives served the purpose of self-reflection, constructing identity through travel 

into another world, into a culture alien to one’s own in the search of answers that cannot 

be found in one’s own culture (127). Again, Said’s argument that literature had the 

power to create an imaginary identity of the Other, in this case of Aboriginal peoples, 

for the sake of a better understanding of Self, found new illumination here. Given the 

                                                 
154“Trotz dieser speziellen philosophisch-ideologischen Einbettung ist Chatwin ein ethnologisch 
bemerkenswert korrektes Buch gelungen, das jederzeit zur Einführung in Kultur und Religion der 
Aborigines gelesen werden kann.” (105) 
155 “Diese Kritik macht deutlich, dass der literarische Schreibprozess auch Ausdruck eines 
Machtverhaeltnisses sein kann, da dem Autor die alleinige Verfügungsgewalt ueber Darstellungsweisen 
und Interpretationsmöglichkeiten offen steht.” (117) 
156 Any intervention by Aboriginal writers or activists is impossible due to the time relational aspect of 
the publishing process. 
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popularity of Morgan’s book,157 which was reflected in its widely discussed contents in 

Erckenbrecht’s private and professional circles, the sheer immensity of the response 

muted the voice of protest by Aboriginal people (Erckenbrecht 118). The audience 

response must give rise to concern as to how literary imagining, and the power of 

literacy, affects transcultural perceptions and representation in art.  

 

Janice Lally found examples for this visual narration of authenticity in the ethnographic 

Museum in Berlin in the case of William Barak’s (1820s–1903) drawings on paper 

(Plate 60).158 The interest in his work of the late 1880s was only in its relation to the 

stereotype and viewed as evidence of adaptability of the “most primitive exemplars of 

Aboriginal culture”, and “not those objects providing evidence of transition”. The 

Weltanschauung of the Museum, she wrote, “valued authenticity”, and that which was 

viewed as traditional. By contrast the Museum failed to recognise objects that showed 

clear signs of contact with European culture (Lally 133). The notion of authenticity of 

Aboriginal culture in the museum narrative still evolves around the traditional or so-

called primitive aspect: 

 

Although the Museum might have shown an interest in Barak’s works on paper as 

evidence of an Aborigine’s account and personal view of traditional life, as the images, 

for example, depict corroborees and show details of design of the possum cloaks, only 

Barak’s more “traditional” style carved wooden objects have been selected for 

contemporary display in the Museum…None of his drawings has ever been on display 

in the Museum. (134) 

 

Her findings further confirmed that the material used in making objects determined its 

reading as art in ethnographic terms (and not to be confused with Western art). Only 

what could be classified as traditional Aboriginal objects (for instance, bark paintings) 

she observed “might be accorded the classification “art” (134).  

 

Indeed the only art on permanent display utilises “natural” materials, namely barks and 

wooden carvings. Some ritual objects in the display utilise commercially made brightly 

coloured spun wool yarn, but no reference to their date of origin or particular source 

interrupts the image of the objects as being “primitive” exemplars. (134)  

                                                 
157 The book sales reached four million by 2002 in Germany 
158 The importance of Barak’s work in Australian art history has been discussed by Andrew Sayers  
(1994) and Carol Cooper (1989), for example. 
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The Colonial Gaze: Völkerschauen  

Another form of visual representation depicting the so called “authentic”  were 

Völkerschauen, which grew out of the World Fairs during the late nineteenth century 

and early twentieth century. These ethnographic shows displayed artefacts and people 

side by side, evidencing the achievements of modernity. At that time, when the 

European colonial project peaked, over eighty percent of the world was under colonial 

rule. What had been left untouched by early mercantile exploration of the world by 

various royal houses of Europe, Christian missionaries and colonial exploitation, 

eventually became contaminated by early tourism and global trade.  

 

The received currency within this consumer oriented market created the notion of 

authenticity of ethnographica (Plate 45). Businessmen began exploiting authenticity as a 

goods, for example, at major colonial events such as World Expositions, of which 

Völkerschauen were often part. However, the interest in these displays of peoples found 

its separate niche outside World Fairs in the choreographed and staged exhibition of 

people and aspects of their culture in the United States of America and Europe towards 

the end of the nineteenth century. Völkerschauen offered a glimpse at the “exotic” and 

were especially popular between 1880 and 1914 in Germany (see Part Two); hundreds 

of troups toured Europe during that period and performed in places like the zoo, fun 

Parks, world exhibitions, at fairs, theatres or pubs (Thode-Arora 227). 

 

In the twenty-first century, the notion of ethnic authenticity as a marker of value still has 

currency, even though the constituents have shifted again. While most of the colonial-

type Völkerschauen that were shown either in the context of World exhibitions (Plate 

26) or zoological Gardens, most ended in the 1950s in Hamburg and Basel. A rebirth of 

this litigious concept of peoples on display can be found much more recently in Europe 

and the USA, as the African market in the zoo in Augsburg 2005 (Plate 46) and the 

Folklife Festival in Washington show (Plate 47). I discuss these phenomena further in 

this section.  

 

Despite their very different intentions, which range from humanitarian aid, political 

awareness to multiculturalism, the controversy around some of these shows also 

indicates that display and exhibition space act together in meaning-making processes. 
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Together they enable the audience to read cultural representation as text, independent of 

the new message they are supposed to convey, as the following examples illustrate. 

 

In 2002 in Belgium, a display village of the Pygmies of Cameroon had been the centre 

of public debate, apparently reminiscent of the colonial Völkerschauen that displayed 

peoples as objects (Tüting 2002). Similar reactions provoked a project in Austria. Here, 

celebrity mountaineer Reinhold Messner announced on a television broadcast his plans 

to introduce mountaineer-families or couples from the Andes, Himalaya, and eventually 

from all over the world, in his Messner Mountain Museum in order to demonstrate their 

mountain survival skills (Tüting 2002). His project, which was set up for a period of 

thirty years or so, has been strongly criticised for having racist undertones: the 

descriptive language Messner used employed colonial concepts. Also, his devotion to 

Leni Riefenstahl placed him closer to the National Socialist ideology than he may have 

anticipated. By bringing people to Austria for a certain period to display their abilities 

(which had to be different to the European mountaineer skills) in a certain format 

(performance in the Mountain Museum) and with a message and distinction of 

Otherness, he linked his project with the colonial establishment of human exhibitions 

(Tüting 2002). 

Sometimes, the intent for cultural display is overshadowed by the spatial meaning, as 

the case in Augsburg exemplifies. In 2005, the idea behind the African village (Plate 46) 

in the Zoological Garden of Augsburg did not aim at educational purposes of displaying 

difference, but at sharing a multicultural environment with the endorsement of small 

businesses in a market atmosphere. Conceptually, the African village was different to 

the colonial human exhibition model and the Austrian Messner Mountain Museum, but 

the audience reception was not, judging by the general public response as portrayed in 

the media. In a protest letter, German historian Norbert Finzsch drew a direct 

connection between the displays of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, and the 

African festival in the Zoo of Augsburg: 

The way Africans and African Americans in Germany are perceived and discussed, the way they 

are presented on billboards and in TV ads prove that the colonialist and racist gaze is still very 

much alive in Germany. (Protest: Africans in the Zoo, Protest letter to zoo-director Dr. Barbara 

Jantschke, 2005) 
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A remarkable aspect of the staging of the African market in Augsburg was that African 

expatriates and Germans jointly organised this multicultural event to bring people of 

different backgrounds together through food, art and craft, music and dance (Hawley 

2005).  However, its location in the zoo overshadowed this with another message from 

the past; Völkerschauen often took place side by side with wild animals in zoological 

gardens, as part of the exotic picture denoting the alien Other. African action groups in 

Germany and others demanded the immediate closure of such displays of “racist 

attitude” and remnants of colonial history, despite the proactive involvement of 

Germans of African origin (Reichart 2005).159  

 

The commercial motivation behind this African market – culinary stalls, art and craft 

stalls, was further exemplified by the role of zoo-director Barbara Jantschke as scientific 

advisor for a travel company. She explained the festival as a platform for African artists 

and merchants to display “their culture” [singular use!] as well as a promoter of 

tolerance and transcultural communication (Jantschke quoted in Reichart 2005).  

 

The reactions in the German media to this consumer driven display of cultures as 

commodity and populist narrative demonstrated the inherent problem of using the space 

of a zoological garden as a seemingly neutral entity rather than as a meaning invested 

environment. In Germany, the displaying of non-European cultures in zoos in the 

twenty-first century evokes the Zeitgeist of a time past, when exotic fauna and flora 

seemed the natural ambience and the only possible backdrop for the bizarre and 

mysterious Other (ISD-Bund). “You can be assured”, wrote organiser and zoo-director 

Barbara Jantschke in a letter to the protesting organisations, that “this has not been the 

result of ill planning…I think that the zoo in Augsburg is the perfect location to catch 

the exotic atmosphere” (ISD-Bund). 

 

While the scientific connotation has been written out and excluded in all but location, 

the coupling of commercial interest and human spectacle in the case in Augsburg, and 

the exploitation of culture as commodity seems to have remained. Also, the exotic 

environment of the zoo has the potential to endorse assumptions of authenticity. 

 

                                                 
159 The organiser and CEO of the company MaxVita in München, Medhat Abdelhati declared that he 
wanted to make his African culture known (Tagesspiegel, 28 June 2005) 
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Another contemporary example of the interplay between intentional messages and the 

communication of space was the Festival of American Folk-life (Plate 47). This 

phenomenon of “cultural brokerage”  that combined elements of nineteenth century 

spectacle with Western consumerist attitudes that were sanctioned by, and fly under the 

banner of, institution, has been taken up for some time in the USA. There, the 

Washington Mall annually celebrates the Festival of American Folk-life as a living 

museum (Kurin 2004). This was a commercialised display of minority-cultures other 

than mainstream, where authentication of ethnicity was perpetuated in the supposedly 

post-colonial context of multiculturalism. The conceptual frame that was provided by 

the Smithsonian Centre for Folk-life and Cultural Heritage distracts at first glance from 

the commodified essence of culture in such events.   

 

In its proclaimed mission to “increase and diffuse knowledge”, as well as through its 

network of more than one hundred affiliated museums, the Smithsonian Centre for 

Folk-life and Cultural Heritage authenticated cultural representation for the broader 

public by way of instigation, institutional contextualisation and scientific approval. 

 

Richard Kurin, cultural anthropologist and director of the National programs at the 

institute, drew a direct comparison between cultural representation and marketing 

strategies in his lecture Brokering the Intangible. In this lecture given at the Art Gallery 

of New South Wales, Sydney in 2004, the Smithsonian declared its devotion to 

scientific research and exploration and as a leader in museum experience Kurin saw 

himself as a “cultural broker” who “successfully translates for the public a culture that is 

not their own.” Similar to a stock broker or mortgage broker in their respective fields, 

the cultural broker develops audiences for culturally diverse and grassroots culture, 

which is brokering or dealing in ethnic identity by asserting the forms and appearance of 

genuine, authentic culture.  

 

This dealing in identity politics from an anthropological and a culturally dominant 

position in mainstream society is problematic on at least two accounts. Firstly, it relies 

on the ethos of an open society by representing minority cultures as spectacle; secondly, 

the commercialisation aspect becomes exploitative and neo-colonial. Terry Eagleton has 

detected in the case of the counter-culture that “the predatory actions of capitalism 

breed, by way of defensive reaction, a multitude of closed cultures”. I concur with his 
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findings in the case of these contemporary Völkerschauen because they re-enforce 

cultural enclaves and stigmata within the broader society. These supposedly closed 

cultures, by ethnic definition, are then celebrated by “the pluralist ideology of 

capitalism” as a “rich diversity of life-forms” (128-9).  In fact such displays do nothing 

other than continue stereotypical readings, in particular if we view human exhibitions as 

the kind of “living museum” as described by the Smithsonian. 

 

Does the current reading of Aboriginal art follow the same assumptions behind the 

format of ethnic peoples on display? The idea of Völkerschauen as narration of 

Otherness as well as commodity, both anchored in the concept of authenticity, still 

holds appeal within such binary narratives of culture in the current negotiation of 

Otherness. Andrew Ross identified international events such as the 1995 Venice 

Biennale as reproducing and maintaining the oriental/occidental divide in art history by 

confining the “location of their interest to Orientalist Europe”. This allowed for “the 

cultural practices that typify non-Western societies – relating to costume, tradition, or 

heritage, and lived daily rather than museumified – become potential objects of 

voyeurism…” (Ross 349). This voyeurism was not dissimilar to the great world 

expositions around the turn of the twentieth century, where the display of peoples was 

part of the representation of the colonies, and where conventional interpretations of 

authenticity guided the display. The “principle of ethnic representation was 

acknowledged,” he found, “but only if the conventions of representing ethnicity as a 

fixed identity in the colonial chain of being, running from civilization to barbarism, 

were respected” (350) (Plates 21 and 45). Arising from this is the dilemma that affects 

many artists today. On the one side there are the restrictive conventions of authenticity 

in representing an ethnic group which meet the expectation of exotic art; on the other 

side, the artists are faced with the “struggle to produce transcultural art” which is 

grounded in the “experience of border-crossing”(351). The tri-partite value of 

otherness-commodity-authenticity imposed on non-European art in the nineteenth 

century lingers as a sense of disparity in current art discourse. 

 

Aspects of transcultural and border-crossing reverberated also in the Venice Biennale in 

Fluent in1997, a landmark show for Australia, which presented three female Aboriginal 

artists. The exhibition Fluent showed acrylic canvases by Emily Kame Kngwarreye 

(Plate 48), Yvonne Koolmatrie’s eel traps woven in the Ngarrendjeri weaving technique 
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(Plate 49), and Judy Watson’s unstretched canvases (Plate 50).160 Curator Hetti Perkins 

described the works in her catalogue essay as “asserting a contemporary vision within 

an indigenous specificity”; at the same time, she emphasised the motif of the stripe in 

Kngwarreye’s work as a universal and therefore recognisable mark “like a word in a 

language we can all understand” (9) (Plate 48). 

 

Incommensurability and Authenticity: Concepts to Deal with the 

Culturally Other 

The following discussion aims to link the reception of Aboriginal art to this intrinsic 

value of Otherness, commodity, and authenticity by examining what authenticity entails 

and how it relates to issues of incommensurability and Otherness.  

 

Important curatorial aspects of the representation of Aboriginal art involve notions of 

authenticity. In an overview of Aboriginal exhibitions since the mid twentieth century, 

Sally Butler explained that authenticity is an absolute value which conflicts with any 

pluralist and fluid art curatorship (25). This absolute value is characterised by 

trustworthiness, genuineness and indicates the real. Elizabeth Burns Coleman, on the 

other hand, described two sets of criteria for authenticity for what she calls a “classical 

Aboriginal painting”: the first follows the rules of correctness, while the second 

criterion is that the painting was produced by an authorised person (102). She further 

percieves that the notion of authenticity in the Western art world does not often concur 

with the Aboriginal notion. While the Western notion understands authorisation and 

attribution as one with the hand that produces the artwork, Aboriginal authentication 

stems from the connection between custodianship of design and responsibility to 

authorise family members to use a certain design or story. The “authenticity 

conditions”, Burns Coleman explains, “that are appropriate to Western painting are 

inappropriate when applied to classical Aboriginal painting” (102). This difference in 

understanding what constitutes authentic Aboriginal art is pivotal for the following 

discussion of intersections between notions of authenticity and incommensurability. 

 

                                                 
160 Fluent was curated by Brenda L. Croft and Hetti Perkins under the management of Victoria Lynn for 
the Art Gallery of New South Wales, in partnership with the Australia Council (Michael Lynch 
Foreword, 6) 
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The notion of incommensurability derives from the viewpoint that “in different cultures 

and different historical epochs different standards of cognitive evaluation are used, 

leading to radically different sets of beliefs”, which through their isolation from one 

another, are incommensurable (O’Grady 90). Incommensurability implies that 

Aboriginal art and Western art have no common measure. Yet, since first contacts with 

colonial officials a great part of Aboriginal art production has taken into account the 

transcultural nature of the artwork as messenger (Howard Morphy Aboriginal Art; 

Sandra Le Brun Holmes Yirawala. Painter of the Dreaming 33-34; Ian McLean Global 

Indigeneity 47). At the same time, I find, incommensurability cannot be viewed in 

isolation from the notion of authenticity as it constitutes distinction, in particular in 

relation to pre-European contact traditions.  

 

Aboriginal art is often bound to ritual, while in Western art, the argument is that art has 

no utilitarian purpose but exists for its own sake (Payne Hatcher Art As Culture). Yet, 

for the non-Aboriginal viewers it is exactly this aura of authenticity that is given by its 

ritual context which, according to Ian McLean, is “an essential component” of their 

interest in Aboriginal art such as Western Desert paintings (Global Indigeneity 44). We 

are in fact looking at two distinct notions of authenticity when dealing with Aboriginal 

art; on the one hand Aboriginal art is only authentic when a link to Aboriginality can be 

established either through form, content, or the artist. On the other hand, Aboriginal art 

is authentic contemporary art only when it fulfils certain criteria established by the art 

canon, such as its marketability and innovation as opposed to tradition. The dilemma 

that is proposed by the argument of incommensurability arises from this question: how 

can an Aboriginal artwork be both authentic Aboriginal art and authentic modern, 

contemporary art at the same time? 

 

Representing Aboriginal art in the gallery or the museum context is to apply Western 

modes of knowledge acquisition. Caroline Holmstrom Hoban asserts that authenticity as 

a set of criteria established by the Western field of art plays a crucial part in the process 

that “legitimates knowledge” (1). In Australia, it is the notion of authenticity in 

Aboriginal art that establishes this art form within the art field by attributing specific 

value to it.  
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Paradoxically, the very same notion of authenticity is what keeps Aboriginal art out of 

the academic field of art history in Germany. The reasons for this lie in the multifarious 

ways of how the meaning of authenticity is moulded: there exists no single definition 

for authenticity, and as Holmstrom Hoban identifies, the construction of authenticity is 

directly linked to the “power relations of those vying for the authority to define an 

object as authentic” (3). Consequently, authenticity from an Aboriginal perspective is 

conflating Aboriginality as empowerment (North Star Aboriginality).  

 

So, in establishing issues of incommensurability, we are also considering positions of 

power. It can be emphasised that art from oral cultures carries a distinction, which gave 

rise to the suspicion of incommensurability of Aboriginal art and the Western canon, as 

argued by Ann-Marie Willis and Anthony Fry and others since the 1990s (Art as 

Ethnocide). For example, when Aboriginal art reached a high public profile as art in the 

late 1980s, in particular with the travelling exhibition Dreamings – The Art of 

Aboriginal Australia curated by Australian anthropologist Peter Sutton in 1988, 

incommensurability was pivotal for its critics such as Willis and Fry. Willis and Fry 

rejected the term Aboriginal art per se as inapplicable to the Aboriginal context for 

being a “product of western culture” and therefore an expression of yet another form of 

colonial domination (125-6). For them, this new context of art as a Western concept 

harboured the cloud of neo-colonialist positions and domination (Willis and Fry 1989; 

2002).  

 

However from my viewpoint, Willis and Fry’s polarisation of Western art concepts and 

Indigenous art production was somewhat sterile and presumed the stereotypes in 

reverse: they viewed Aboriginal culture and art in particular as not authentic because 

Aboriginal art showed all the features of an evolving, non-static form of expression, as 

opposed to the authentic, pre-contact art. Their argument denied the increasing agency 

of Aboriginal culture brokers partaking in the converging and defining of new 

parameters that negotiated difference and points of connection. The intrinsic make-up of 

culture – characterised by fluidity and adaptability – was erased in such a polarised 

argument.  

Conversely, Willis and Fry’s argument of the incommensurability of two inherently 

different motivations for art production, and the use of the art medium as cultural 

signifier respectively raised the question of art as an adequate instrument of knowledge 
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dispersion of the two different knowledge systems without reducing, oversimplifying, 

generalising, and merely aestheticising its contents. Morphy explains that the “clash of 

cultures” transpires through the different emphases on what constitutes the art work; in 

Aboriginal culture, the process of creation is the other pole of the Western emphasis on 

autonomous, collectable art: 

 

For much of Aboriginal art, the act of production was as important as the finished 

object. Art represented the appearance of ancestral forces in ritual contexts: imminent, 

transitory, effective in achieving a particular purpose and then discarded, hidden or 

destroyed. (Morphy Aboriginal Art 23) 

 

Incommensurability is therefore to no small extent a factor in the perception of 

authenticity. In the nineteenth and twentieth century, the value of authenticity as a fixed 

set of criteria (of science mainly) increased proportionally through the selective 

approach by museums, particularly in the face of a decrease of “authentic” cultural 

expressions caused by imperial projects (Lally 133-4). Authenticity here included the 

link between art and the sacred and had a romantic notion towards a pre-contact, 

pristine culture. Ritual objects tell of an authentic relationship between maker and 

culture. Art that had been contaminated by colonial influence, such as William Barak’s 

work, was seen as inauthentic because it was transitional (Plate 60), and therefore 

without value for the nineteenth century museum which was only interested in 

evidencing the veracity of the “primitive” through a link to ritual (Lally 132).  

 

When the art market invested growing interest in culturally Other art, the same notion of 

cultural authenticity prevailed as a principal marker of difference until the 1980s, when 

urban artists struggled for recognition of their art as contemporary Aboriginal art (see 

Part Seven) (Syme Boomalli 545).161 In the twenty-first century, the idea of authentic 

indigeneity is broadly coupled with notions of ethnicity (Morphy Elite Art). This shift 

from pre-contact attitudes in the late nineteenth century, towards an interest in the 

culturally different in the second half of the twentieth century, towards Aboriginal 

lineage as indicator of Aboriginality since the 1980s, illustrates that the values of 

authenticity are rather more fluid than absolute, with changing sets of criteria 

established by the players in the field of art.   

                                                 
161 Significant in gaining recognition of urban Aboriginal art was the landmark exhibition Koori Art 84 in 
Artspace Sydney in 1984 and the induction of Boomalli Aboriginal Artists Co-Operative in 1987. 
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It is helpful to turn to Walter Benjamin’s findings from 1928 that the tenet of l‘art pour 

l‘art is in fact a “theology of art” (17). Benjamin ascertained a direct link between ritual 

and the notion of authenticity. The unique value of a genuine artwork, he theorised, is 

founded in the ritual as its first meaning-giving function. With the secularisation of art 

this worship-value (Kultwert) has been replaced by the notion of authenticity (16-7). 

Benjamin crystallised a dialectic position within the reception of artworks: the worship-

value (Kultwert) on the one side, and the exhibition appeal/function (Ausstellungswert) 

of an artwork on the other. He argued that despite the fact that a transition from 

worship-value to exhibition-function indicated the historical course of art reception, 

every exhibition and its reception continues to oscillate between the two poles (19). 

 

This appears to be especially the case in the visibility of Aboriginal art, where the 

emancipation from ritual enhances its opportunities for exhibition while at the same 

time holding cultural significance for the initiated. For instance, body-designs 

transferred onto bark or canvas increases its chances of being seen by a wider audience 

(see discussion on John Mawurndjul in Part Ten) when compared for example to the 

fixed and remote sites of  the Wandjina rock paintings (Plate 58). With this tendency 

towards increased exhibition appeal/function, contents and significance change as well. 

When in ancient times in Europe the worship-value (Kultwert) was the priority, the 

secularised artwork became attached to a new set of functions, among them the artistic 

aspect (Benjamin 20). With Aboriginal art, the two spheres are bridged by double 

perspectives; for the Aboriginal perspective “the real pretext continues to be 

ceremonial” and connected to country, which is what holds value for its artists and their 

communities, as Ian McLean asserts (Global Indigeneity 47). At the same time, Western 

desert paintings, the aestheticised version of authentic Warlpiri ceremonies, were a 

conscious decision for modernity, reconciliation and globalisation (48) (Plate 51). With 

the shift of medium also came the secularisation of Aboriginal art which placed 

Aboriginal art as a transcultural communication within Western art connoisseurship. 

 

Since the beginning of the European settler history in Australia, the isolation of 

Aboriginal culture from the dominant culture has been related to time and space, as I 

have discussed in the context of visual regimes in Australia in Part Seven, and has been 

affected by what Terry Smith termed as “world practices of aestheticisation” (483-4). 

The understanding of Aboriginal authenticity as part of symbolisation processes flows 
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into the current post-colonial discourse of difference, critique of historicism, and artistic 

dialogue.162 It follows that the issue of incommensurability in a post-colonial context is 

not only an elusive one, but carries the danger of political and social barriers that 

endorse exclusion. Western and Aboriginal art may have been incommensurable in 

form, intent, contents, and medium and expression before contact, even though they 

were communicating within certain cultural boundaries. However, this changed 

dramatically when Aboriginal elders were using art, particularly painting, as a means to 

communicate with the invasive settlers.163 From that moment on, art assumed an 

intermediary role between at least two distinct cultures, and has since undergone, 

together with its representation, constant metamorphosis.  

 

Aboriginal art communities have developed a system of artistic exchange that is adapted 

to the transcultural field, one that uses the mode of the one to fit the other. “When 

Europeans arrived”, says John Mawurndjul in an exhibition essay in 2005, “the old 

ways of painting changed. The old ways remain there in the past but we are doing new 

things now… the dot infill and the x-ray was the old way. I’ve changed all that and I’m 

doing something new” (Mawurndjul quoted in Judith Ryan Reverberation of Image 65). 

Mawurndjul’s work is not less authentic than that of his ancestors because of his 

innovative artistic vocabulary, form and expression, by any set of criteria, Western or 

Indigenous. It rather underpins authenticity as a concept in constant flux; authentic 

Aboriginal art evolves in symbiosis with the perspectives from the art market and the 

artist communities alike (Plates 68 and 109,110,111).  

 

The issue of incommensurability deserves some attention in regards to current art 

history: to merely integrate Aboriginal art into the current art canon and within the 

existing parameters of Western conceptualisation and means of interpretation would be 

a process of assimilation and absorption instead of developing a new position for art 

theory. Instead, an investigation of the distinct connection between visual forms such as 

designs, colour, and material as part of a cultural language and the individual creative 

                                                 
162 For example, so-called urban Aboriginal art.  
163 An early example is Mawalan Marika’s work (c.1908-1967) (see Marika and Williams Marika family 
in the Oxford Companion to Aboriginal art and Culture 637-638). 
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process alert to ever changing stimuli disrupts the Modernist notion of “art for art’s 

sake”.164  

 

Transcultural communication through art is inseparable with its locale. I find that spaces 

of representations are crucial not only in contextualisation but signification of global 

cultural productivity. The more urgent question seems not to be whether Western art 

and non-Western art in the twenty-first century are commensurable entities; but rather 

when and under what circumstances the dichotomy will fall away in favour of a non-

hierarchical art concept within a plurality of global art canons. Debates over the 

incommensurability of Aboriginal art in a Western art canon, such as those Sally Butler 

put forward (2003), and Willis and Fry (1995; 2002) have widely neglected one 

important point: the reading of culture, cultural production and their positioning in 

relation to the Self (or wider Australian audience) which happens through a system of 

signification. The continuously changing shape of contemporary art in a global context 

is perhaps one indicator of the challenge with which the existing art canon is faced. The 

peripheries such as Australia on the whole and Indigenous art in particular, have 

questioned the validity of the centre by locating themselves firmly in a polycentric 

structure of narratives.    

 
I have explored here the fluid idea of authenticity rather than theorising it as absolute 

and fixed. I have shown that authenticity to some degree informs arguments for the 

incommensurability of Aboriginal art in Western art spaces by positioning it within a 

static field of tradition instead of as an ongoing development of cultural and artistic 

practice. Ethnographic and ethnological museums have propagated one such master 

narrative for some time; Lally notes that museum exhibits provide “timeless” and “stone 

age” images of Aboriginal culture, which convey “cultural messages” that are 

“incommensurate with the modern image” (220). Different forms of literature, academic 

and popular, have constructed another grand narrative of the Other, which influences the 

way we perceive Aboriginal culture and art. In this section I have shown that ideas of 

authenticity in cultural representation are intrinsically interlinked with literary 

representations and perpetuated in contemporary concepts of Völkerschauen. The next 

Part will explore institutional narratives and their link with notions of orality and 

literacy. 

                                                 
164 See for example the post-modern works by German artists Michael Raedecker or Michael Sailstorfer. 
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6.1 Reading Aboriginal Art Across the Borders of Literacy 

“The dignity of writing is refused to non-alphabetic signs” (Jacques Derrida, Of 

Grammatology, 110) 

As I have shown in the preceding section, notions of the incommensurability of 

Aboriginal art and Western art conceptions are intertwined with notions of authenticity. 

Different sets of criteria of authenticity are inseparably articulated through the visual 

and textual representation of cultures. I have shown that both literary and visual 

negotiation of Aboriginal art through the set of criteria established by different fields, 

ethnology and art history, have helped to classify and categorise art hierarchically. 

 

Here, I analyse the cultural positioning of Aboriginal art in Western and Aboriginal 

knowledge respectively by looking at the intrinsic values of the two distinct knowledge 

systems, literacy and orality. I find the classifying processes of global art production 

into the realm of two academic disciplines, art history and ethnology in Germany 

through the notion of literacy is juxtaposed with orality as expressions of distinct 

knowledge systems.  

 

Accumulation of knowledge through language can take place through oral transmission 

or through writing. However, since the Renaissance a strong hierarchy has crystallised 

in favour of systematic classification or scientific order as introduced by Carl Linnaeus’ 

taxonomy (1707-1778), Winckelmann’s ancient model and science of art (1717-1768) 

and Jacob Burckhardt’s method of descriptive art essence (1818-1897), (as I have 

discussed in Part Two).  

 

I investigate the following hypothesis that alphabetical literacy through textual analysis 

creates difference between the reception of Western art and art that originated in oral 

cultures such as Aboriginal cultures of Australia. This hypothesis is interlinked with the 

broader context of the following theses: 1) Western concepts of art are symbiotically 

linked to textual/ written analysis, while Aboriginal art is closely connected with an oral 

knowledge system. This is an essential difference from which arguments of 

incommensurability derive and which takes into account Western histories of alphabetic 

literacy. 2) Art galleries and ethnographic museums underline the importance of art 

language and discourse, particularly through text panels in representational spaces, and 
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through critical and analytical texts which are crucial in reading art 3) Literacy and art 

are signifiers of Western culture (also in Judeo and Islamic societies) and as such form 

the mainstream of culture and juxtapose oral tradition and associated art forms as the 

marginalised other. 4) Literary narratives, (as I explored in Part Five), inform notions of 

authenticity and vice versa.  

 

In Europe, the historical development of alphabetic literacy is closely linked with access 

to knowledge and power. During the dark ages, writing was an act of serving God by 

spreading the word – this perhaps constitutes the first significant inroad to elevating the 

written word into a material currency.164 The ability to read and write meant access to 

the knowledge of God’s word which remained for the population at large, including 

kings and nobility, a source of mystical power. And this last but not least, perhaps 

because the word was written in Latin and Greek, which was a further splintering 

between the secular and the spiritual realm. The clerical pre-eminence was challenged 

by two major changes in accumulation and dispersion of knowledge. Firstly, modern 

universities (outside the Arabic world) in Italy, France, and central Europe around the 

eleventh century provided a wider access and spectrum to teaching. (These were 

originally rhizomes of monastery and cathedral schools (The World Book Encyclopedia, 

u-v, vol 20 1974, 164).  

 

Secondly, Gutenberg’s invention of book printing vastly increased the dispersion 

capacity of knowledge. For instance, Martin Luther’s translation and dissemination of 

the bible into German enabled a proper vehicle for rebellion against Catholic Church 

dogma. Since the Renaissance, but in particular the Enlightenment project and 

Protestant scholarship, libraries – the vast storehouses of knowledge – became in 

general more accessible. An interesting fact is also that the three professions of law, 

theology and medicine were the first schools which taught by the means of books. 

Alphabetic literacy experienced a second elevation and spread rapidly within Europe165 

with the nineteenth-century’s emphasis on education (Pei 283). This shows the growing 

symbiotic correlation between means of transmission and knowledge which itself led to 

the internalisation of literacy as a cultural signifier. This consequently played a 

                                                 
164 See illuminations and their role of monastic prestige. 
165 Pei marks the nineteenth century as the momentum of the quickly spreading literacy skills among 
“civilized nations of the west” (283). 
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significant part in the national and cultural identity construction within Western society 

and the notions of high and low culture, or primitive and contemporary art. 

   

In an ever growing institutionalised discourse and professionalised modern management 

of traditional culture, orality as opposed to literacy has come to denote backwardness. In 

relation to literacy, orality is placed as a developmental stage rather than as a different 

knowledge system since the Enlightenment period. In Australia, this is slowly changing 

with the shift towards Indigenous perspectives and voices, particularly within the 

broader postcolonial debate (Plate 54). 

 

Literacy as a Signifier of Culture 

Terminologies such as literacy create an image of the unknown through an 

epistemology of separation. For example, American linguist I. J. Gelb compared this 

argument in the 1950s to the ideas of “many other great men” like Carlyle, Kant, 

Mirabeau, and Renan – who were convinced that “the invention of writing formed the 

real beginning of civilization” (221). Gelb found further evidence in anthropological 

studies, inferring that: “as language distinguishes man from animal, so writing 

distinguishes civilized man from the barbarian” (221). Clearly, in Gelb’s understanding, 

the term barbarian summarised all peoples of oral culture of (mostly non-Western, small 

scale societies) and mirrored not only assumptions in academic discourse of the mid 

twentieth century but a broader, public opinion, permeating various areas of the cultural 

fields. Discourse and literature were regarded as the sophisticated form of alphabetic 

literacy, delineating dominant perceptions of knowledge (Plate 53).  

 

Gelb’s arguments exemplified the colonialist tenets of the 1950s that universal literacy 

is a desirable ideal that can be validated through scientific evidencing. Gelb commented 

that literacy is most apparent in “Europe, where nations without any noticeable 

percentage of illiterates, like the Scandinavians, lead other nations in cultural 

achievements, while those with a large proportion of illiterates, like some Balkan 

nations, lag in many respects behind their more literate neighbours” (222). He 

understood literacy in its Western, Modernist concept, as the principal tool in forming, 

articulating, and communicating elementary aspects of life such as thought processes, 

ideas, needs and desires.  
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An illustration of Gelb’s narrowed convention is Stefan Zweig’s 166 essay Das Buch als 

Eingang zur Welt (The Book as Entrance to the World) written in 1931. In a journal-like 

entry, he recounted his encounter with a young Italian man, who became his friend and 

companion on a cruise on the Mediterranean Sea from Italy to Tunis and Algiers. The 

friendship suddenly changed when the writer discovered that Giovanni was illiterate. 

This circumstance instigated Zweig’s contemplation of the role of the book as the 

primary instrument of higher self-realisation, to being complete. In Zweig’s 

imagination, the young man transformed from a brilliant, funny and adorable 

companion into a representative of a “dying kind”. He became the Other, who is 

deprived of the intellectual benefits and advancements signified by literacy, embodied 

by the book, which in Giovanni’s hands became a “useless thing” (zweckloses Ding). 

Zweig equated the ability to read (books) with breathing “the air of the world” and 

without it sees the danger of asphyxiation of the mental recluse. Giovanni’s illiteracy 

shifted the power position (from equal – “friends”) between the two men: “I looked at 

him… astonished, not as a friend, not as a comrade, but as curiosity “(Ich sah ihn 

…verwundert an, nicht mehr als Freund, nicht mehr als Kamerad, sondern als 

Kuriosum) and “…there, suddenly, over night rose an invisible wall between me and 

him” (da plötzlich baute sich über Nacht  zwischen mir und ihm eine unsichtbare Wand) 

(Zweig 8).  

 

The emphasis on literacy in Zweig’s essay could be associated with knowledge as being 

static and conservative; at the same time knowledge is fixed through the machinations 

of the written word and thereby viewed as authoritative. The same ideas are found in 

dominant societies of today, where the complex web of interactions in and between the 

fields of cultural domains such as science, art, morality and law take place, and where 

communication and visual culture is dependant on the notion of alphabetic literacy. 

 

In daily Western life, alphabetic literacy becomes the key to personal, social and 

economic success and power. Consequently, the written word thus constitutes a pillar of 

Western culture per se. The premise for Zweig is that life without alphabetic literacy 

becomes a life impossible to live with full individual sovereignty. Gelb extended this 

identification process from the individual to groups in the 1950s: “nowadays”, and he 

                                                 
166 Stefan Zweig “Das Buch als Eingang zur Welt”  (5-14). 
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concurs here with Zweig’s association with literacy, “an illiterate person cannot expect 

to participate successfully in human progress, and what is true for individuals is also 

true of any group of individuals, social strata, or ethnic units” (222).   

 

Another linguist, Walter J. Ong stated in 1982 that “‘civilized’ peoples have long 

contrasted themselves with ‘primitive’ or ‘savage’ peoples, not only in drawing-room 

conversation or at cocktail parties but also in sophisticated historical works and 

anthropological studies (174)”,167 and in order to counter judgemental terminology, Ong 

offered the term oral to replace derogative expressions such as primitive, savage, and 

inferior (174). He thought Lévi-Strauss’ later retraction of “primitive” and his 

suggestion of the term people “without writing”168, as “still a negative assessment” 

(179). Simultaneously, Ong followed the supposition of hierarchical order himself by 

asserting that “orality” was not “an ideal”. He insisted on literacy as being the superior 

form of mental communication that eventually all cultures strive for. To him, writing 

was a sophisticated technology which was responsible for the transition of thought from 

sound to sight. Ong overlooked the limitations of his own assumptions in his attempt to 

point out: “…I have never encountered or heard of an oral culture that does not want to 

achieve literacy as soon as possible” (175). 

 

Literacy, in his view, constituted a particular mental development and cultural 

advancement, but he conceded that (cultural) change or advancement was not mono-

causally connected to writing. Ong’s emphasis on literacy as a cultural signifier 

reflected the generally held contention of literate societies in the West and East that 

written communication was the single, major achievement of “man” per se.  

 

On the other hand, orally transmitted knowledge applies to more than one sense at the 

time of reception. The rational and the emotional factors are combined, instead of 

separated. For example, the audience takes into account the whole sum of a speaker at a 

conference: body language, voice inflections, and contact with the audience. The same 

                                                 
167 Ong relates the latter to Lucien Lévy-Bruhl’s Les Fonctions mentales dans les sociétés inférieures 
(1910) and La Mentalité Primitive (1923), Claude Lévi-Strauss’ La Pensée Sauvage (1966) and Franz 
Boas’ Lowell Lectures, The Mind of Primitive Man (1922), 174.  
168 Ong refers here to a series of radio-lectures given by Lévi-Strauss Myth and Meaning, the 1977 
Massey Lectures, CBS Radioseries, ‘Ideas” (New York: Schocken Books, 1979). 
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audience might read the written version of the same speech with a very different 

emphasis.  

 

The written historicity established through the process of evidencing and verifying art 

history distinguishes Western art from other art production (Nicodemus 77). Through 

the discipline of writing, Western art has been recorded, re-interpreted, and re-

contextualised time and time again, while always an integral part of documenting 

history. Nicodemus hinted at the impossibility for non-European artists to actually enter 

the field of art as equals, because of the absence of pre-colonial art history-writing (77). 

 

Literacy, as an engine of modernity, functions as the main indicator for difference and 

distinction here. When literacy is superimposed on non-Western societies, whose art 

forms derive from and relate to the oral, this form of cultural domination reduces 

multiple forms of expression in favour of a universal Modernist view on art, one that 

relies predominantly on retinal reception. In the global configurations of political, social 

and cultural relations between societies of the twenty-first-century and within their own 

demographic constellations, neglect of orality is the result of the assimilation of smaller 

scale societies into larger ones.   

 

The premise that alphabetic literacy has governed all power relations since the 

Enlightenment and modern ideas of education and Bildung as I discussed in Parts One, 

Two and Three, reverberated in Zweig’s assumptions (see above). Furthermore the 

chain of associations equally rejects illiterate and oral societies as lacking the 

knowledge and control provided by texts; qualities which are assumed to be universal. 

Non-Western or strongly orally oriented cultures see this quite differently. For example, 

it is this imbalance of alphabetic literacy which relates back to ways of representation 

and discourse (or the absence of it), positioning American-European culture as the 

normative culture of reference. For that reason, the linguistic boundary of literacy 

versus orality is the beginning of the demarcation of the fields of power that Pierre 

Bourdieu describes in his discussion of symbolic goods, which I discuss further in Part 

Nine (Field of Cultural Production 114-141).  

 

To Bourdieu, accumulating and dispensing knowledge is possible to a greater degree 

through reading and writing, which infinitely empowers the user. He supported Ong, 
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Zweig and Gelb’s line of argument, that literacy outweighed orality in the linear-

evolutionary, reified and materialist culture of Western society. This materialising 

process of knowledge in the form of books, or the written word generally, guarantees 

the scientific order of things and thoughts. Its influence as a concept on science and 

scientification of things informs the way we look at art and culture as well. I find that art 

history has taken its cue from there and principally endorses hierarchical divisions in art 

representation based on the perception of the superiority of the written word. 

 

Art history and ethnology as academic disciplines are both signifiers of modernity and 

Modernist strategies responding to the modern progress of society. Since the mid 

nineteenth century, art perceptions and discourses are dependable on the written word; it 

constructs a framework through the use of indicators such as labels, exhibition 

catalogues, monographs, artist statements and other publications. Such use is growing as 

Malraux, Bourdieu and Derrida for example, have recognised. Western art conception in 

many cases translates philosophical thought into visual culture with which it is 

intrinsically linked by, often embodying the material extension of it. From this position, 

the absence of alphabetic literacy in another culture must have some influence on the 

way art is interpreted. The next section elaborates this argument. 

 

On the Other Side of the Fence: Orality and Illiteracy 

As the literary example by Stephan Zweig shows, the associative qualities of literacy are 

not merely intellectual, but emotive. The lack of literacy brought out impassioned and 

emotive fervour. Zweig’s story raised the important issue that illiteracy and orality (the 

absence of a book) are commonly but incorrectly put on par, disregarding the fact that 

the one indicates a lack of ability to move as freely within a literacy-based culture, 

whereas the other enables a person to negotiate knowledge within an oral culture such 

as those of northern Australia.   

 

Illiteracy, according to Mario Pei (1901-1978), was predominantly found amongst less 

“highly developed” people (15). The term “highly developed” links clearly to the 

Western ideal of material/technical sophistication and advancement. This finding was 

crucial for the positioning of orality as signifier: it means that orality came to be 

associated with the notion of illiteracy (in the Western definition of the term), and that 
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orality therefore must be perceived negatively and as a significant void within the 

(universal) Self (Zweig 10-14). In other words, such associative meanings adhere to the 

notion of literacy as the signifier of following notions: (high) culture, cultural 

superiority, being legally binding, being unchangeable, education, intelligence, 

development, evolving, Western, progress, science. All these position orality within a 

context of oppositional dualism.  

 

Consequently, the associations of orality then are: (low) culture, inferiority, not being 

legally binding, fluctuating/flexible, uneducated, dumb, static/rudimentary, non-

Western, traditional, mythical. As far as Stefan Zweig’s contemplations go; “how can 

one suffer life”, he wrote, “when all of life is experienced accidentally and through the 

eye and ear alone, how can one “breathe without the air of the world that streams from 

books” (10). Illiteracy in its connotation is therefore not neutral; the term culturally 

bears the burden of stigma. 

 

Literate expression in Western society, as I have shown above, and its higher ranking 

than its oral equivalent is culture-specific. Western thought is deeply embedded in the 

act of “writing-it down” as Günter Grass asserts169. In this reification process of the 

word, knowledge becomes tangible through the written word and transforms from being 

a symbol of an object or an idea, to being the object itself through the form of a letter, a 

book and so on. In this way, literacy in its relatively static, fixed and conservative 

nature, as the pillar of scientific classification and as signifier of high culture, 

constitutes the developed and dominant part of language, and is considered superior in 

its systematic ordering of things. At the same time, literacy in the form of literature 

permits a rapid change of ideas and traditions through discourse.  

 

Foucault’s studies into cultural change focused on the human individual as the object of 

knowledge through human sciences like ethnology, and showed direct links between 

certain linguistic systems – the art of language to make a sign – and the ordering of the 

world (The Order of Things 40-44; 376). He identified the classical languages up to the 

seventeenth century with discourse and representation of the order of things (34; 43).170 

And in the eighteenth century, “distinctions were made between Northern Languages 

                                                 
169 Stated in his Nobel-prize lecture (2). 
170 See also the emphasis on the vernacular languages by the Romantics as discussed in Part One. 
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and Mediterranean languages, languages of feeling and languages of need, languages of 

freedom and languages of slavery, barbarous languages and civilised languages …” and 

in that respect, some languages were “more important than others” (282; 285). The 

vernacular languages replaced Greek and Latin as the languages of science in the 

nineteenth century with a new focus and a new relation between words and things:  

 

It is accepted from now on that language exists when noises have been articulated and 

divided into a series of distinct sounds. The whole being of language is now one of 

sound. This explains the new interest shown by…the brothers Grimm, in non-written 

literature, in folk tales and spoken dialects. (286) 

 

In other words, vernacular languages drew attention in the broader endeavour of nation-

building and gained power only through the act of being written down by Romanticists 

such as Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm. German, in all its various dialects, and in its oral 

manifestations, became the corner stone of the national conscience.  

 

Another relational presentation of language is the engendered attribution of language.  

The aspect of gender in the discourse on literacy was brought up by de Vigenère and 

Duret during the Renaissance. Literacy, they argued, represented the male aspect of 

language (formal, public domain) (de Vigenère and Duret quoted in Foucault (The 

Order of Things 38). In contrast, as Foucault, Kristeva and many other post-Freudians 

point out, a written text, authoritative and substantiated in its appearance, conveys 

knowledge in the form of a male monologue, which can also be interpreted as being true 

to ongoing Modernist values (38). The way writing or alphabetic literacy has been 

historicised and instrumentalised by the polarising of gender dates back at least half a 

millennium. 

 

Taking up on de Vigenère and Duret’s “genderised” duality in language as a point of 

argument, orally transmitted knowledge,  as being primarily performed in small-scale, 

non-Western societies, and in its ephemeral, flexible and active quality, signifies low 

culture within Western thought (compare with the discussion on Gelb above). Orality 

comprises the rudimentary, primary171 and therefore subordinated aspect of language 

                                                 
171 European or Western culture, mythology and history were once oral and conserved great epics through 
memorising and performance – see Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey; Virgil’s epic poem the Aeneid; Celtic 
epics; the Arthurian tradition in Wales, Brittany and England, and the Nibelungs in German mythology.   
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and is considered consequently inferior for its use in abstracts or classificatory systems, 

as arguments by Gelb and others have shown. This was disproved by the anthropologist 

Claude Lévi-Strauss: 

 

It has long been the fashion to invoke languages which lack the terms for expressing 

such a concept as ‘tree’ or ‘animal’, even though they contain all the words necessary 

for a detailed inventory of species and varieties. But, to begin with while these cases are 

sighted as evidence of the supposed ineptitude of ‘primitive people’ for abstract 

thought, other cases are at the same time ignored which make it plain that richness of 

abstract words is not a monopoly of civilised languages. (1) 

 

One reason for downplaying the role of oral knowledge might be the patriarchal 

structures that instruct such binaries as reflections of existing hierarchies in social power 

structures. Following on from de Vigenère and Duret’s view of a further genderised 

duality in language, oral culture or knowledge might be attributed to the informal, 

domestic domain and thus represent the female aspect of language. 

 

At all events, [the spoken word] is stripped of all its powers; it is merely the female part 

of language, Vigenère and Duret tell us, just as its intellect is passive; Writing, on the 

other hand, is the active intellect, the “male principle” of language. It alone harbours the 

truth. (Foucault The Order of Things 39) 

 

A contrary notion, the development of the written word out of the spoken, was 

overturned by Derrida, who insisted “there is no linguistic sign before writing” (Of 

Grammatology 14). In reversing those imposed hierarchies and demarcations of 

progressive development, Derrida’s deconstruction of Claude Lévi-Strauss’ The Savage 

Mind (1966) puts the common idea of Western philosophical thought, speech preceding 

text or writing, on its head (Structure, Sign and Play).  

 

The idea that the written word had preceded the spoken word is not new. Before 

Derrida, Vigenère and Duret had already argued from this angle in the sixteenth-

century; their interpretation of the metaphorical chicken/egg question in regards to what 

had precedence leads them to conclude that the written had always come first:172 

 
                                                 
172 Perhaps they were referring here to a founding principle of Western Christian society found in John 
1:1 “In the beginning was the Word” (New Testament). 
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Vigenère and Duret173 both said […] that the written word had always preceded the 

spoken […] For it was very possible that before Babel, before the Flood, there had 

already existed a form of writing composed of marks of nature itself, with the result that 

its characters would have had the power to act upon things directly, to attract them or 

repel them, to represent their properties, their virtues, and their secrets […] (Foucault 

The Order of Things 38) 

 

The idea of an engendered domain of language and its chronological development in 

history gave an inherent disadvantage to communications between the non-European 

and the European and resulted in a lack of agency in the fields of power such as art. 

Illiteracy is a perspective based on the exclusiveness of written language as the only 

legitimate way of authoritative knowledge. This construct of culture ignores the agency 

and potency of oral traditions in certain marginalised societies, such as the Indigenous 

people of Australia.  

 

Literacy, as in putting letters into words into grammatically correct sentences, leads the 

Westerner to think or read the world around him or her – but what constitutes literacy in 

a broader sweep of Derridian textuality?174When we speak of literacy in the Western 

context it means a cultural tool through which we express not only ourselves but also 

define, articulate, delineate our surroundings.The question of what constitutes literacy 

must consequently be investigated from outside the parameters of alphabetic literacy, as 

Stephen Muecke suggested in his influential 1984 publication Reading the Country- 

Introduction to Nomadology. He argued that the term” illiteracy” in regards to 

Indigenous Australians has been misused because “…those people considered 

‘illiterate’ have always been reading or writing in the broad sense, and may only be 

ignorant of one set of techniques –reading and writing script” (Reading the Country 61). 

Literacy, according to Muecke, is a broader tool of reading, and instead of runes, 

hieroglyphs and various writings systems, symbols and inscriptions are manifest in 

interactions with the land and orally transmitted mnemonic devices to decipher, such as 

song, dance, visual art and so forth. 

 

                                                 
173 Blaise de Vigenère, Traité de Chiffres (Paris, 1537,1-2); C. Duret, Trésor de l’histoire des langues, 19-
20, as quoted in Foucault’s The Order Of Things (38) 
174 “I would like to repeat always, to repeat everything: and this is an affirmation…So, I write to 
preserve” (Derrida quoted in Sartiliot 155) 
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Reading or contextualising certain information is not a natural activity, but charged with 

social and cultural currents within the reader. Krim Benterrak, Stephen Muecke and 

Paddy Roe have shown this in their practical application of theories of reading in the 

realm of cultural, literary and political studies in their book Reading the Country – 

Introduction to Nomadology (1984). The findings illustrate parallel, yet intercepting and 

overlapping interpretations, communicating different positions, through different media 

on an equal platform. The literacy in the nomadic writing of Aboriginal culture is 

radically different to the textual focus of Western culture. Here “nomadic writing writes 

itself; its authority comes from the territory covered, not the person temporarily in 

charge of the pen” (22). A postmodern approach then opens up to a polycentric 

narrative, instead of superimposing a monocentric art language, considering the 

multiplicity of histories. Stephen Muecke finds it obvious, after listening to Paddy Roe 

and his story, that “different cultures produce different sorts of truths which hold only 

good within their own systems” (Muecke 173).   

 

By contrast, Western art and its history are both promulgated through textual analysis. 

As illustrated earlier in this chapter through Ong’s example, text in the Western 

understanding is absent in oral cultures. Muecke has shown that once the defining 

brackets of what is text are removed or shifted, art forms such as artefacts and 

performances can function as “texts” (Muecke Reading the Country 63; Wood Conroy 

Fabrics of Change 33).  
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6.2 Oral Systems of Knowledge 

My premise for the first thesis is that the Western concept of art is linked to textual, 

alphabetic, literal analysis, while Aboriginal art is closely connected with an oral 

knowledge system. 

 

I therefore want to draw attention to the ideological concepts prevailing in the two 

socio-cultural systems of Western and Aboriginal society. The colliding of 

Weltanschauungen175 and practices between societies of capitalist, neo-liberal, 

democratic orientation and economically less complex societies, which I argue, find 

their main expression in literacy and orality respectively, indicates a fundamental 

difference which is articulated in Western art dialogue in general. We find that the two 

distinct cultural forms entail distinct understandings of the world: predominantly 

materialistic enacted culture versus predominantly spiritually enacted culture. A third 

form has developed over time, in which those intrinsically distinct cultural systems 

overlap and which is often referred to as “hybrid culture” in post-colonial discourse. For 

the purpose of my argument the point of departure will be on pre-settler systems of 

knowledge in Aboriginal culture in Australia. 

 

I juxtapose the three premises suggested by Ong, the Yolngu people, and Roe, through 

the binary position on knowledge transmission. With the first one, the American-based 

linguist and theologian Walter Ong theorises that oral culture is without text, which in 

consequence means there is no reading taking place. Such an unyielding stance that 

regards reading and text as exclusively to be had within a written system has been since 

refuted in the Aboriginal context by Stephen Muecke (1983; 1992), and Howard 

Morphy (2001).  

 

This in turn, leads to the questions: what is literacy and who defines it? In his second 

assertion Ong infers that orality is a transitional stage in the development of 

communication. However, such a hierarchical order of communication is not necessarily 

universally applicable. Curatorial positions since the Enlightenment project in their 

Universalist outlook have reflected such hierarchies as I have discussed in the 

development of ethnology earlier.  

                                                 
175 Weltanschauung – a system of value principles 
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The second premise, coming from the opposite direction, is a suggestion by Aboriginal 

elder Paddy Roe (in association with Muecke) to change perspectives, which takes into 

account “cultural similarity and difference”, but also indicates that any “truth” 

production is culture-specific (Muecke 173). This poses another question of whether 

alphabetic literacy is directional in Western art criticism and is therefore lacking in 

flexibility in trans-cultural discourse by “fixing” truth and meaning in written text.  

From an Aboriginal perspective, alphabetic literacy, even in the contemporary context, 

plays only one part (in cross-cultural dealings) of the knowledge system. With the term 

orality,176 I refer to complex systems of communication which include performance, 

song, speech, and the visual arts to pass on knowledge, and with it a specific sense of 

reality. Orality also encompasses oral tradition as a way of conveying cultural material 

such as history, law and oral “literature” or orature as opposed to a writing system such 

as alphabetic literacy. 

 

According to Fiona Magowan, when it comes to knowledge transmission, the Yolngu 

people of northeast Arnhemland rely on songs (manikay) which are part of all ritual 

occasions of religious activity, including painting, dancing, story-telling, sand 

sculptures and ritual objects (41). Yolngu designs in ochre are used on media such as 

body, sand, bark and sacred objects which relate to the Djang’kawu stories, which also 

form a strong link to songs, dance and performance (Keen 138-9). Howard Morphy 

explains that Aboriginal art forms part of a “discourse in which the social and spiritual 

meaning of landscape are revealed by moving the viewer beyond the surface form of 

things, in order to understand the outside world from within” (Morphy Inner 

Landscapes 136) 

 

It is through narrative that Yolngu people connect with the land, by giving meaning to 

the landscape and their place in it. The basic features of the narrative, which tells of the 

creative journey of the Djang’kawu and places the clans of the Dhuwa moiety within the 

creation of land and people, are the same for all participating groups. However, the 

details relate to specific events in their own countries which are not readily shared 

outside the group (Keen 136). Knowledge is rather experienced on several sensual 

levels than the ocular-cognitive level alone: through the performative qualities of song, 

                                                 
176Orality is a term coined by Walter Ong, linguist and theologian, which I use here to avoid any 
implication of hierarchical structure as terms such as oral literacy would suggest.  
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music, dancing and painting. In the circle of the community the individual experiences 

learning as unifying the haptic, intellectual and physical faculties, a feature which 

repeats itself across all Aboriginal language groups and cultures in Australia.  

 

In an attempt to refute the argument that writing is essential to hegemonic reading as 

suggested by Gelb, Ong, and Zweig, a closer look at the bifurcation of language into 

two major transmitters of knowledge, literacy and orality, as well as signifiers of 

authority, is reasonable. 

 

Therefore, when looking at orality, two distinct meanings can be identified; orality in 

the presence of alphabetic literacy (as is the case in Western societies) bears 

connotations of being non-authoritative, non-committing or binding. In contrast, 

societies where orality encompasses forms other than alphabetic literacy as the 

dominant communicative method, such as the Yolngu of Arnhem Land, the 

connotations of orality do contrast with the ones in Western society. I argue that it is 

highly problematic to reduce the meaning of the term literacy to alphabetic reading and 

writing alone. 

 

What Constitutes Literacy and texts? 

When we look at literacy as a kind of mapping device through which we organise 

knowledge and communication, the term can apply to other, non-written forms as is 

very evident in the ancient Australian cultural traditions. For example, oral literature 

encompasses the same subject material as literature but is “designed to be spoken rather 

than written, heard rather than seen” as part of an oral tradition (Catherine Berndt 72). 

Brandl points out that rock art for example is a “tangible and enduring expression” of 

this literacy, as all Aboriginal art is the “equivalent to literacy” (107). By looking at the 

literacy of Aboriginal art our perception of what can be understood as text has shifted 

away from the single form of the written word. For example, Muecke has raised the 

issue of textuality in Aboriginal culture as space related communication (Muecke 

Textual Spaces 4). Aboriginal textuality, he argues, is the very force behind post-

colonial conditions in Australia. These conditions do not only comprise social context 

but the role of text as well. He defines text as a term which includes various 

communicative forms such as speech, writing, drawings and images and the 
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“differences between short stories, poems and song cycles”, and that it is their power, 

just like alphabetic literacy, to represent meaning: 

 

Texts are as material as “reality” itself, and it is upon the meanings of texts that we act 

since “reality” is not in the habit of offering up its meanings already clarified, with sets 

of instructions for use attached. (Muecke Textual Spaces 4) 

 

This definition of what constitutes texts offers an insight into the hierarchical 

organisation of Western knowledge; by drawing privilege away from alphabetic 

literacy, Muecke recognises on the one side the power embodied within texts or what is 

commonly understood as text (for instance to name it is to claim it – which also refers to 

competing for land) (Muecke Textual Spaces 1992, 6). On the other side, by investing 

the term with broader aspects, for equity, he opens up the difference between social and 

cultural systems in cultural discourse. It is from this broadened definition that I want to 

explore the notion of orality. 

 

Oral Knowledge Systems, Art and Authority 

Oral knowledge systems or orality, while increasingly reduced in its potency within 

Western thought and knowledge, has had a significantly different role in the 

accumulation of knowledge in Australian Indigenous societies. Here, orality in its 

spoken, performed and visual forms, delivers the same concrete and binding laws and 

rules within its society as written contracts have in Western society. Orality as a system 

of knowledge related to the land is not ephemeral, as conceived in modern Western 

society, but continuous and authoritative in defining the cultural realm (Langton in 

Blakatak; Benterrak, Muecke and Roe 1984).  

 

When looking from a postmodern position at the relationship early anthropologists and 

art historians of the nineteenth century have had with Aboriginal people in Australia, it 

is the clash not only of cultures but of two different cultural systems that seem to be part 

of ensuing conflicts. Even though the colonial project has changed, my research 

suggests that the cultural and physical domination of the literate system, however 

changed, prevails to the present. Marcia Langton (Dreaming Art 51) points out that the 

“different approaches to framing the natural world” which result in “starkly different 

relationships with place” (52) from an undercurrent of tension in the wider art world. 
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Oral knowledge is often interwoven with visual expression. Stories are sung while 

drawn in the sand or onto another medium, and knowledge is dispersed (Yunupingu The 

Black/White Conflict 65; Darby Jampijinpa Ross Jardiwarnpa Jukurrpa 280-88). 

George Milpurrurru explains: 

 

I paint different types of things…but we sing them too, they can be sacred. Sometimes I 

sing the story of the painting while I am painting it. My paintings are my soul, my 

warro, they are not just bits of ochre and bark, even if I paint them for sale. 

Yolngu painters want to tell balanda people [white people] about ourselves, our lives, 

our Dreamings through our paintings (George Milpurrurru quoted in Caruana Windows 

on the Dreaming 20).  

 

As such, visual forms of communication take on a linguistic form similar to text and 

become part of a system of signs which are unrecognised by the uninitiated. For 

instance, the use of traditional patterns in Aboriginal art composes the pictographic 

form of text which can only be read by a person literate in Aboriginal culture, otherwise 

reading processes are reduced to mere aesthetics (Langton Dreaming Art 50-1; Langton 

in Blakatak). 

 

In recent years certain ways of communication across and between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal cultures have developed into new forms that transcend these systems and 

perhaps signal the formation of a new cultural practice. Some of these new ways of 

cultural exchange build on aspects of orality in Aboriginal culture, in particular story-

telling, which is increasingly finding its way into the literary field through new genres 

of life-writing as, for example, Penny van Thoorn (2001) and Adam Shoemaker (1995) 

suggest.  

 

Aboriginal art is another aspect of oral knowledge. People working in the art sector in 

Australia have likened Aboriginal painting in its newer, adapted form to writing and 

reading (Geoffrey Bardon 2005; Munn 1966). This reading allows the viewer to map the 

land in its relation to people and has been proven to be a successful trans-cultural tool in 

asserting legal ownership (Yunupingu The Black/White Conflict 64-6).   
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However, not all Aboriginal painting can be understood in this Western ideological 

framework of relating to land through the process of mapping and decoding. Jennifer L. 

Biddle identifies a different kind of literacy, an “intercultural form of writing” in 

women’s central desert art (Breasts, Bodies, Canvas 30). Their work is more abstract in 

content and form, and the generic reference to land and Dreaming does not lend itself as 

documentation which can be easily decoded in terms of “relationship between icon and 

referent, symbol and landscape, painting and place” (30; 34). The distance from 

Dreaming narratives asserts the necessity of approaching women’s paintings of 

Anmatyerr artists Emily Kame Kngwarreye (Plate 48), Kathleen Petyarre and Warlpiri 

artists Rosie Napurrurla Tasman and Dorothy Napangardi in a different way (Breasts, 

Bodies, Canvas 34).   

 

These paintings cannot be understood as “proto-writing” because a “literal reading” 

which assumes a constant meaning of icons identified in painting, does not exist (37). 

Rather, Biddle argues, they are bound to a number of activators; meaning is made 

through the triangulation of speaker, audience and context (37). “Reading” in the 

conventional Western sense of alphabetic reading where “a one-to-one relationship 

between symbol and meaning is guaranteed” is not applicable, according to Biddle (34-

35). She points out that to interpret those paintings in their representational function of 

country in terms of icons and maps alone, places these forms of expression within a 

linear notion of literacy – writing and reading. The “overall picture is one precisely of 

“proto-writing’”, she writes, “a writing for, of and by people who otherwise remain 

outside, prior to, writing proper” and their close relations to the natural environment 

appear in art as “primary signs, elementary principals” which constitute “primitive 

writing, primitive people” who are outside civilisation and “its crown signifying 

practice, writing proper” (34).177 Biddle and Nicholls argue that the paintings hint on the 

meanings instead of representing them (Biddle Breasts, Bodies, Canvas 38; Nicholls 

Genius of Place 29). According to Nicholls, Kathleen Petyarre’s paintings act as “visual 

shorthand” or as an abbreviation of a complex semiotic system of the “expanded fuller 

oral narrative” (29). Biddle explores this further and suggests the paintings “operate 

through affective modalities”: “Affect”, she writes, “is generated not because of the 

                                                 
177 Biddle also explored this in other essays: “The Warlpiri Alphabet and Other Colonial Fantasies” 
(2002); “Writing without Ink: Literacy, Methodology and Cultural Difference”(2000); “When Not 
Writing is Writing” (1996). 
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representation of emotion but because of its capacity to engender response” (Breasts, 

Bodies, Canvas 15). She invites an “affective reading” which means “being open to a 

way of seeing which engages our bodies and senses in order to make something – else, 

more, different – happen” (22). 

 

Biddle further identifies the abstract, non-narrative paintings produced particularly by 

women artists such as Emily Kame Kngwarreye as an “intercultural form of writing” 

which developed as a means to communicate “between Desert artists and the European 

reader” (Breasts, Bodies, Canvas 37). Reading these Western Desert paintings requires 

more than the ocular-cerebral cognition involved in reading texts:  these paintings 

“evoke in the viewer sensations and sensibilities that must be felt as well as thought”, 

which make the paintings in their process and as finished work, “agents of history” (11 

and 22). She explains: 

 

My contention is that Central Desert artworks literally bring to life country, Ancestors, 

people. Moreover, they do so by literally enlivening us, the spectator. Painting brings 

history into the present as lived experience and response (12). 

 

In Biddle’s view, the term history refers to art works which, rather than looking towards 

the past, concentrate on the “perception in the present” (12) and constitutes “a history of 

affect”. This history contrasts with the dates and facts of Western historiography (12). 

 

Aboriginal Art as Visual Extension of Orality 

Aboriginal art can be viewed as a visual extension of oral, performative law and social 

order and the process of art making which transmits knowledge is at least equally 

important to the end product (Myers 2002; Morphy 2001; Watson 2003). Morphy 

discerns that art had been used to establish relations with strangers and to explain 

Aboriginal law and value systems for hundreds of years and thus with the Europeans 

ever since their invasion (Morphy Art and Politics 100). 

 

Non-Aboriginal, post-colonial theorists often refer to Aboriginal art in its narrative 

character as text. In their view, Aboriginal paintings such as the Western Desert 

paintings transformed oral knowledge into readable signs, somewhat similar to the 

alphabetic system of western literacy (Munn 1966, 1973; Bardon 2005). In some ways 
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this is also reinforced by Christine Nicholls’ representation of Kathleen Petyarre’s work 

as a document of land ownership and Vivien Johnson’s comparison of Papunya Tula 

paintings (Plate 51) as “deeds of title” (Nicholls Genius of Place 7; Johnson Desert Art 

214).  

 

Overall, I find the framing of Aboriginal art as text within the Western parameters of 

knowledge transmission as momentous in the discussion of art hierarchies, because it is 

this validation as a sophisticated form of writing and evidencing which acknowledges 

authenticity and cultural authority over land. Despite its limitation, I would argue that it 

is this process of categorising art as text by writers within an alphabetic system that 

allows Indigenous knowledge, culture and existence to be viewed as equal in the 

dominant Australian culture.  

 

Orality – A Different Kind of Literacy? 

The Bark Petition of 1963 (Plate 55) and The Barunga Statement of 1988 (Plate 56) by 

the Yolngu people of Yirrkala in north-eastern Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory 

are outstanding examples of transcultural reading processes and understanding. Here a 

non-hierarchical combination of the two knowledge systems bridged cross-cultural 

dialogue for political ends (Plates 55 and 56).  

 

It was not an ordinary petition; it was presented as a bark painting and showed the clan 

designs of all the areas that were threatened by mining…[It was] not just series of 

pictures but represented the title to our country under our law. (Galarrwuy Yunupingu 

quoted in Morphy Art and Politics 100) 

 

The Bark Petition of 1963, a collage of printed text on paper and natural ochres on bark, 

was the response to an accumulation of threats posed by mineral exploration in the late 

1950s (Morphy Art and Politics 100) which was to assert Yolngu title to the land which 

the government offered to the French Company, Pechiney. The Yolngu presented this 

extraordinary petition in the form of a bark painting. 

 

Other regions have similarly expressed affinity and claim to land through art. Vivien 

Johnson describes the role of early Papunya Tula paintings as “compendiums of 

Western Desert culture” marking out responsibilities like “personal deeds of title” 
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(Johnson Desert Art 214). Nicholls speaks of recognition of “legal-judicial foundation 

of Anmatyerr land-based epistemology” (Genius of Place 7). 

 

The printed text of the Bark petition was reproduced in English and Yolngu and 

attached to straightened sheets of bark. Morphy emphasised that the text was framed by 

paintings worked by clan members who, as owners, were directly threatened by the 

excision which were fundamental to the claim for land (Genius of Place 7). Its 

presentation to the Australian House of Representatives in Canberra by the people of 

Yirrkala did not achieve its goal and it was not until 1976 that the Yolngu were finally 

granted land rights with the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 

(Commonwealth). The petition, however “proved to be an important stage in the 

struggle for land rights” (Genius of Place 7).  

 

The Barunga Statement of 1988 (Plate 56) was intended as a “follow-up” to The Bark 

petition of 1963 and according to Galarrwuy Yunupingu to “negotiate a treaty” between 

the Indigenous people and the state, which would recognise prior Indigenous 

“ownership, continued occupation, sovereignty and human rights and freedom” 

(Galarrwuy Yunupingu quoted in Morphy Art and Politics 100). Art developed, as in 

the case of the Yolngu, into an effective communicative means to “opening up to 

outsiders the values of Yolngu society and of seeking recognition for the systems of 

Law and title that underlie the representations (Morphy Art and Politics 101). 

 

For the discussion of hierarchical perceived knowledge systems represented by 

alphabetic literacy and orality respectively, the blurring of boundaries between the oral 

and the act of writing down also signifies an inappropriateness of maintaining such a 

sharply delineated dualism. Diana Wood Conroy speaks of a “continuing vitality of the 

totemic ‘writing’ of significant features of country” in the art work Blanket c.(2001) by 

Tiwi artist Osmond Kantilla, who like other Tiwi artists, extend his artistic skills 

without “undermining longstanding traditions” (Fabrics of Change 29) (Plate 57).  

 

As Muecke, Roe and others have shown, the Australian natural environment presents 

itself not so much as landscape but as land-text: features in the land are part of a 

narrative  that embraces history, natural sciences, and the mythology of Aboriginal 

existence. This reading of the land is culture-specific however, and perhaps only 
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translatable to a certain limit. To identify an object in landscape as sign is not natural 

but cultural; Saussure observed that “a sign is not a link between a thing and a name, but 

between a concept and a sound pattern” (66).  

Lévi-Strauss explained that language cannot do without discourse and syntax, because 

both are means of “supplementing deficiencies of vocabulary” (The Savage Mind 1).  

 

In order to be able to read indigenous art, text or language, it therefore had to be created 

for the purpose of analysis and representation outside its cultural context, which is 

articulated not by the creator of the artwork but (Western) mediators such as the 

anthropologist or curator. Instead of learning another language of art, Aboriginal art has 

been for the great part of its recognition, interpreted through Western means of art 

criticism. However, visuality has taken on a linguistic form and has become a sign 

unrecognised by the uninitiated: For instance, the use of traditional patterns in 

Aboriginal art composes the pictographic form of text which can only be read by a 

person literate in Aboriginal culture (Langton in Blakatak 2005). 

 

Simultaneously it can be argued that oral knowledge, as the instrument of dynamic 

exchange of knowledge in a more relaxed order, is often mythical and capricious, and 

conveys knowledge as a dynamic exchange by assuming the form of dialogue or 

performance. Fiona Megowan’s experience in northeast Arnhem Land tells of 

knowledge as an essential experience in Yolngu society: 

 

Ranging across a vast area of more than 3000 square kilometers in northeast Arnhem 

Land, Yolngu relate their personal histories as ancestral stories and ancestral songs, 

each reflecting the other, creating a series of life events – albeit necessarily fragmented, 

partial and elliptical – that are intimately related to others both locally and further afield. 

(Crying to Remember 43) 

 

Because oral teachings are not only the spoken language, but are often intertwined with 

singing and dancing, they are used as the “mode of transmitting and transposing 

personal and collective knowledge via song knowledge” (42). Megowan argues that 

song is “a means of narrating one’s own life world and those of others, shaping a sense 

of personhood, obligation and affiliation” between performer and audience: 
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Both stories and songs serve to remake the ties of storyteller and singer to their listeners 

at every performance – ties that are necessarily partial, fragmented, negotiated and 

flexible, despite a rhetoric of cohesion and consistency. (42) 

 

When considering the effect of language on conceptualising contemporary Western or 

European culture, the written form of language assumes centre stage in all 

communication. In European civilisation, literacy evolved from being a tool for a 

minority to that of a majority of the population til the nineteenth century (Pei 283).178 In 

short, literacy became the one single most powerful intellectual vehicle to transverse the 

cultural landscape of the twenty-first century. Political rhizome structures of modernity 

such as nationalism increasingly became an issue after the mid nineteenth century in 

Germany, and after the German nation state was proclaimed in 1871 the aim of a 

general literate population aggressively endorsed institutional education through a tiered 

school system (Burns 16-18). 

 

Convention in regards to orthographical use, grammar, punctuation and vocabulary, 

may have spurred the development of scientific thinking and the need for proof, the 

textual evidencing/truth of things, which is central in European thinking (see Vigenère, 

Duret, Pei, Gelb, Ong et al). Perhaps the reification of the written word since the 

Renaissance and the Enlightenment is a consequence of this, while scientific and 

historical thinking and understanding is welded into a hierarchical hardwiring of 

information flow, in its search for objective knowledge.  

 

Walter Ong emphasised that oral cultures are close to what began as oral 

communication, based on Malinowski’s observations: “Malinowski has made the point 

that among ‘primitive’ (oral) peoples generally language is a mode of action and not 

simply a countersign of thought […]” (32). Ong finds it unsurprising that oral peoples 

“commonly, and probably universally” deem words as having greater power for the 

                                                 
178 Pei states that illiterates outnumbered the literate population of America by 60 % in 1840; in Italy the 
ratio was 80/20 % at around the beginning of the nineteenth century (283). 
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acoustic experience of a sound or utterance, and – by coming from a living organism, 

being more “dynamic”(32). The reverse could be said about literate people and their 

dependability on the all-overriding power of the written word on memory (see the 

binding properties of contracts and treaties and the “knowledge” distribution through 

mass publications such as books, newspapers, trivial literature). In a similar sense, the 

institutional edifice museum and art gallery) which acts like a (con)text to the art object, 

accumulates the “magic power” within social, economic and political exchange in 

literate societies. The division of orality and literacy aspects of culture as means of 

difference as in the case of art representation endorses “us” and “them” narratives. 

 

 

Given the importance of material culture in a capitalist socio-economic structure, 

alphabetic writing or literacy becomes the single most important signifier of “high” 

culture. Other forms of recording, evaluating, and interpreting appear to move into the 

background of the hierarchical order of knowledge within Western society. 

Subsequently, Western art and its historical significance are both promulgated through 

this elliptical stance of textual analysis. From this perspective, no other way seems 

sensible. As illustrated earlier in this chapter through Ong’s example, text in the 

Western understanding is considered absent in oral cultures. In order to be able to read 

“primitive” art, text or language therefore had to be created for the purpose of analysis 

and representation outside its cultural context, which is articulated not by the creator of 

the artwork but the (Western) mediator such as anthropologist or curator in general.  

 

Instead of learning another “language” of art, which would include oral and 

performative language forms, a great part of the recognition of Aboriginal art as 

contemporary has been interpreted through Western means of art criticism and 

anthropological studies. At the same time, parameters of difference are established and 

maintained. Ulrich Krempel, director of the Sprengel Museum in Hannover, states that 

the complex iconography of Aboriginal art cannot be simply learnt, but its existence can 

be acknowledged by “an awareness and knowledge of an aesthetically independent 

system of picture-making, with its own laws of composition and colour, its own abstract 

signs and symbols, and figurative representation” (38).  
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I have traced in Part Six the differentiation between oral and written cultures as being 

pivotal in the understanding of Aboriginal art and the resulting assumptions regarding 

the positioning of global art in Germany, which is still maintaining a dichotomy 

between European-American art and Non-European art in the twenty-first century. In 

Part Seven I explore the categories of seeing that relate to the hierarchically perceived 

relationship between oral and written cultures through parts of the exhibition history of 

Aboriginal art in Australia. 
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7.1 Aboriginal Art in Australia 

Art making for Aboriginal people as well as its perception in the art world, underwent 

different stages over the last two hundred years; from the obscurity of rock paintings, to 

objects of curiosity, ethnographica and finally to objects of fine art in Australia. A 

degree of awareness of Aboriginal artefacts came with the colonial world fairs in the 

late nineteenth century and later the tourist market in the mid twentieth century in 

Australia. However, the shift in discernment of Aboriginal art as art was the result of the 

broad advocacy of historians and political activists, and also by Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal collectors, anthropologists, and artists. Non-Indigenous curators such as Sir 

Baldwin Spencer, Tony Tuckson Stuart Scougall, Jennifer Isaacs, Howard Morphy, and 

Indigenous curators such as Djon Mundine and Hetti Perkins, as I explore in this Part, 

played an outstanding role in making Aboriginal art visible and a vital part of the 

Australian art canon. I also look at some of the decisive movements and moments; for 

instance, Modernist movements such as Expressionism and the impact of the Biennale 

of Sydney since 1979 as well as Aboriginal art movements such as the Boomalli 

Aboriginal artists Cooperative. These moments, reflected in individual engagements and 

connections with Aboriginal art, were ahead of their time. 

 

The function and interpretation of an artwork depends on cultural perspectives. The 

Aboriginal perspective considers legal ownership, social responsibility, and historical 

narrative as part of the art-making process within a specific cultural setting. By contrast 

the European/Western perspective may concentrate on aesthetics, narrative, and 

execution. With the perspectival change of context from Aboriginal to Eurocentric, the 

artwork becomes subject to translation, which is determined by the mediator, the 

curator. 

 

Over the past six decades individual curators envisioned new ways of framing 

Aboriginal art that not only reflected a regard of Aboriginal perspectives but which 

steered against the ideological currents at the time of exhibition. The recognition and 

reception of Aboriginal art in Australia has been at all times in a symbiosis with 

political issues. Ulli Beier stresses in his report for the Australian Council of the Arts in 

1969 that the “arts do not operate in a vacuum” rather “many social, educational and 

political problems” obstruct the “development of the arts among Aborigines” (Beier 
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Encouraging the Arts Among Aboriginal Australians 2). The degree of visibility of 

Aboriginal art through Australian art exhibitions can also be linked to the need of a 

nation to distinguish itself. Contrasting the position of Aboriginal art in the nation-

building process in Germany (as I have discussed in Part Two), Aboriginal art and 

culture played a crucial part first as juxtaposition to and later as integration into 

mainstream society. Terry Smith identifies three stages in the visibility of Aboriginal art 

and culture since early European settlement: calibration, obliteration, symbolisation 

(Visual Regimes 483-4).  

 

The first stage, calibration, refers to processes of claiming the land by mapping 

distances. It also meant implementing mechanisms “of exacting control” and “of 

maintaining order” to sustain the colonial aim (483). Within this framework of colonial 

interest in exploitation of the land, Aboriginal art was non-existent to the pioneer’s eye. 

Recognising Aboriginal art would have meant that there was an existing culture, which 

in turn would have jeopardised the essential political construction of “terra nullius”, the 

idea of Australia, a land belonging to no one at the time of European arrival (Terry 

Smith Visual regimes of Colonization 483; Howard Morphy Aboriginal Art 21). 

Consequently, pioneers and scholars largely ignored Aboriginal art for more than a 

hundred years after Cook’s arrival. As Morphy argues, the invisibility of Aboriginal art 

and therefore culture was intrinsic to colonial ideology; the concept of terra nullius at 

the base of colonial discovery and settlement made the concept of Aboriginal art 

unlikely. Also, the evolution theory of the mid nineteenth century delivered social-

Darwinism that described a unilinear development of humankind with Aborigines close 

to early human development. Aborigines, Morphy explains, lived “close to nature”, and 

were therefore perceived as being “without either religion or art” and the very 

implication would have “made them too [much] like the colonists themselves and would 

have made the denial of their rights less tolerable” (22-3). 

 

Terry Smith’s second stage, obliteration, encompasses the visual and physical violation 

and erasure of Aboriginal culture, its signifiers and people (483). In tandem with 

physical violence, the selective visual practices of early representations of the country 

denied Aboriginal existence in an Australia that was settled by Europeans. The narrative 

of a “dying out” of the Indigenous was indicative of this phase and made exploitation of 

sacred sites, assimilation politics, and artistic appropriation seem morally apt. Smith 
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argues that art was an accomplice to the practices of erasure by “abstracting the 

indigene[s]” and representing them “at once comfortably familiar and wildly exotic”, 

while creating simultaneously a body of Other which includes exoticism, aestheticism 

and abstract idealism within the Modernist paradigm (484). 

 

Smith explains that the third stage of symbolisation, is the transforming of the world by 

selective representation processes. So for example, the application of certain ideas of 

beauty and aestheticisation in the visual regime of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, described as the picturesque. More than an artistic style, Smith argues the 

picturesque was an “open form of visual journeying” connecting “otherwise 

incompatible sights and sites together” (484). 

 

Colonial descriptions that do exist of Aboriginal art were often rather “thin and tend[ed] 

to be embellished with adjectives such as ‘crude’ or ‘rough’”, and in the cases where 

“aesthetics and skill” were admired, as Morphy explains, early official accounts 

conceived Aboriginal origin as impossible and sought other explanations (Morphy 19). 

This preconception of a culture which presented itself in a very different way to the 

material cultures in Europe is, according to Sutton and Morphy, reflected in the 

description of a first sighting of the Wandjina paintings of the Kimberley region (Plate 

58) in 1837 by one of Australia’s first ethnographers and explorers, Sir George Grey 

(Plate 59): 

 

Whatever may have been the age of these paintings, it is scarcely probable that they 

could have been executed by a self-taught savage. Their origin, therefore, must still be 

open to conjecture. (Grey quoted in Philip Jones 146; Morphy Aboriginal Art 21) 

 

Grey’s approach had an effect on subsequent Wandjina rock painting research, as 

Morphy explains: 

 

This prejudice led Grey to reinterpret and redraw some of the motifs, and encouraged 

later interpreters to identify the details on the headdress of one of the figures as 

examples of exotic scripts. (21) 
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Grey’s assessment is congruent with Terry Smith’s notion of calibrating the land by 

determining that no Aboriginal art, and hence no culture exists, and thereby trailblazing 

the intellectual and physical obliteration of Indigenous existence through selective 

representations of the real and its aesthetic visual narratives.  

 

These first two stages of establishing order and erasure which framed the colonial gaze 

had an influence on the collecting of artefacts and tools during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century in Australia. It is also an important background to consider when 

looking at the representation of Aboriginal art at the time. What began as curiosity and 

as a humanist endeavour, changed in the nineteenth century towards the archaeological 

model of reconstructing the past of a humanity of mono-origin. 

 

As I have shown in Part Two, eventually the collection of Aboriginal artefacts across 

Europe served as prime material for cultural theories and representation and it thereby 

entered the third stage of Smith’s visual regimes, symbolisation. Here, the environment 

is narrated in visual media through selections that serve either the ideological or the 

ideal as “practices of aestheticization”. Landscape painting was a way of reporting back 

to the mother country the stages of settlement and to “promote free emigration” (Terry 

Smith 484; 490). Examples include the Englishness in Joseph Lycett’s landscapes in the 

1820s; the depiction of Aborigines as props of nature, or as romantic symbols of the 

past, in Conrad Martens and John Glover’s paintings in the 1830-40s; and the 

“pastoralism” in Eugene von Guérard’s paintings in the 1860s (Plates 12, 13 and 14). 

 

Exhibition practices for Aboriginal art echoed the conceptual approach to art and culture 

as a time-space relational construct: the meaning an exhibition conveyed reflected 

certain ideological angles of its time. As such Aboriginal art passed from being non-

existent or a curiosity in the early nineteenth century, to ethnographic and “primitive” in 

the late nineteenth and mid twentieth centuries, before its significance as contemporary 

or high art was authorised by the institutional system that has constituted the art market 

since the late twentieth century.  
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7.2 Collecting Aboriginal Objects – Creating and Maintaining Order 

The collecting of Aboriginal artefacts for a variety of reasons began with the first 

encounters between Indigenous people and colonists, explorers, scientists, pastoralists, 

missionaries, artists, and anthropologists in the first years of settlement (Sutton 1989; 

Morphy 2001; Watson 2003). The collectors had various agendas, but through the 

accumulation of artefacts from remote areas and places, which had been established 

under the assimilation politics, they achieved a major contribution to what comprises 

Australian Aboriginal art collections today. For government officials, administrative 

and economic encounters with Indigenous people often entailed the exchange of 

artefacts and imported commodities. Sir Baldwin Spencer for example, bartered bark 

paintings for tobacco (Morphy Aboriginal Art 36). Metal tools, tea, flour, and sugar 

became increasingly popular (Jones 150). The interest in Aboriginal artefacts through 

anthropological and missionary work in the field also awakened an interest among 

private collectors which contributed to the reception of Aboriginal art as art and as 

commodity, creating a market (Morphy Grove Art Online 2007; Wood Conroy 

Fabricating Change 36). 

 

Missionaries, among them German Lutheran missionaries such as Carl Strehlow (1871-

1922) of Hermannsburg and Johann Reuther of Killalpaninna, obtained religious objects 

for the purpose of researching unfamiliar belief systems and cultures (Christine Watson 

123; Morphy Aboriginal Art 263). Morphy states that by the end of the nineteenth 

century the reasons for collecting artefacts and ceremonial objects were motivated by an 

interest in the “cultural information they obtained” (263). Furthermore, the 

documentation of material culture was not only an important tool for understanding 

Aboriginal cultures but was also a means of keeping records of the before and after, 

indicating the state of the cultural development of Indigenous people before extinction 

or replacement by Christian conversion. Philip Jones emphasised that the “missionary 

collections were consequently the most comprehensive and best documented” records 

until the beginning of anthropological field studies in the early twentieth century (150). 

Prolific collecting activities increased during the second half of the nineteenth century. 

Competition among the colonial powers fuelled collecting strategies among museums 

and individuals, who were motivated by the market value of ethnographica as objects of 

science and prestige (Penny Objects of Culture 5, 14, 32 and 53). Bark paintings drew 
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the attention of ethnographer, biologist, collector and artist Baldwin Spencer who as “a 

special investigator and protector of Aborigines from Melbourne University” saw 

images on bark at first in the flood plains of the East and West Alligator river in 

Arnhem Land as walls of the wet season huts about 1911 (Morphy Aboriginal Art 16). 

Morphy writes that Spencer “was clearly excited” by what he had seen in Western 

Arnhem Land and “responded to it in terms that are reminiscent of the discourse over 

“primitive art” in the Modernist movement in Europe at the time (19). Collecting 

Aboriginal objects provided a source for exhibitions and representations of religious, 

social and political ideologies. 

The work of early collectors such as Strehlow, Spencer, McCarthy and Donald 

Thomson, Reverend Chaseling, Nancy Munn, Ronald and Catherine Berndt, Charles P. 

Mountford, Margaret Preston, Tony Tuckson, Stuart Scougall, Karel Kupka, were of 

great significance to the reception of Aboriginal art within Australia and ultimately 

abroad.180 The collection of material objects of Aboriginal culture was the foundation 

on which curatorial initiatives were built in Australia (Morphy Aboriginal Art 29).181 

Large collections of Aboriginal art are to be found in the USA and Europe since the 

nineteenth century, but the greatest collection of Aboriginal art is currently in the South 

Australian Museum (Morphy Aboriginal Art; Grove Art Online). 

 

To possess a collection of Aboriginal artefacts enhanced the prestige of the nation in the 

international context. The methodology of science, namely the collecting and 

description of material objects, played an important role in establishing a relationship 

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures, but also in creating contexts in regards 

to display and audience reception. Gary Lee asserts that the advent of “Federation” 

meant “no Australian colony wanted to be without a full set of cultural institutions,” 

which included the natural history museum in which Aboriginal culture had been on 

display since the nineteenth century (45). 

 

 

                                                 
180 Anthropologists since the 1970s, Peter Sutton, Howard Morphy, Jennifer Isaacs, Vivien Johnson, 
Marcia Langton to name but a few, developed the cultural relationship between non-Aboriginal 
Australians and Aboriginal Australians through their seminal work involving exhibitions, publications 
and directly working with Aboriginal communities.                    
181 See for example the AGNSW collection of Aboriginal art in 1959. 
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Exacting Control Over Land – Invisible Aboriginal Culture 

Aside from the visual regimes of colonisation, another factor influenced the perception 

of Aboriginal art negatively: the lack of visual and conceptual tools to read and interpret 

Aboriginal art as art. Its often unrecognisable forms did not fit the conventions applied 

to Western art. Ephemeral or non-collectable forms were inherent to sand paintings, 

body-paintings, or rock art and performative aspects were also ignored by the art history 

of colonial Australia. Aboriginal art was non-perceptible due to the lack of artistic 

vocabulary until artists introduced a new language in line with the emergence of 

conceptual art (Morphy Aboriginal Art 353-420). 

 

Philip Jones states that “Europeans found what they expected to find in Aboriginal 

material culture” and understood the engravings and rock paintings of early 

ethnographic records rather as relics of a long by-gone culture, and this despite the fact 

that “Aborigines of the Hawkesbury and Hunter Rivers, for example, were still painting 

and carving images on rocks there during the 1840s, fifty years after European 

settlement” (145). 

 

The first exhibitions which in any way negotiated the existence of Aboriginal people, 

but not their art, reflected this selective viewing. In the late 1880s, there was an 

exhibition in Melbourne called The Dawn of Art in which “figurative painting by 

inmates and staff of Palmerston Prison in Darwin were shown as curiosities rather than 

art” (Gordon Bull 583). Here, artistic expression was not the curatorial focus, nor was it 

the spectators’ expectation, rather the show functioned as scientific spectacle which 

proved developmental skills in Aborigines which had not been presumed by the society 

of the invaders (Plates 60 and 61). However, this show in Adelaide marks the possibly 

the “world’s first exhibition of Aboriginal art (Philip Jones 165). The drawings were 

indeed “executed without the aid of a master” (Morphy Aboriginal Art 23).182  

 

                                                 
182 This exhibition did not originally have such a significant role in the development of Australian history 
of Aboriginal art appreciation, however, it displayed colonial concepts and perceptions of anthropological 
value directed towards the settler community.     
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7.3 Recognising Aboriginal Art as Art: from Primitive to High Art 

Besides the efforts of missionaries to collect artefacts and later to create a craft market 

for tourism, the first group which was pivotal in the recognition of Aboriginal culture 

and art were anthropologists. But this recognition was linked to the search for the past; 

the paradigm of the primitive locked the less technically advanced cultures in a time 

warp – forever outside the contemporary. For example, the idea of classifying art 

expressions from such small-scale societies as “primitive art” was, as Morphy describes, 

a “distancing mechanism” – and such art was viewed as “less sophisticated” and “prior” 

(Aboriginal Art 371). In this context, primitive art within the body of knowledge 

supplied the source for education in nationhood, national identity and artistic renewal. 

Anthropologist Peter Sutton establishes two major factors that brought about the 

appreciation of Aboriginal art in Australia. Firstly, Modernism, which by questioning 

the common art canon and its surrounding value systems, challenged existing categories 

of art. Appropriating the exotic Modernism in fact opened up the way for non-

Aboriginal artists to examine pre-colonial art traditions (35). He claims that the second 

factor, the self-reflective soul searching of a nation, was fundamental to the newly 

formed Federation era after the turn of the century. The search for a “distinctive 

Australian identity” led to analysing and explaining land centred Indigenous culture in 

order to understand the settler landscape (35). Consequently, the emerging discipline of 

anthropology in Australia was from its beginning, during the first quarter of the 

twentieth century, very much concentrated on Aboriginal studies.  

Crucial in the reception of Aboriginal art was the institution of anthropology as an 

academic discipline at the University of Sydney, which under Elkin developed concrete 

steps towards the acknowledgement of Aboriginal culture (Philip Jones 159; Elkin The 

Australian Aborigines: How to Understand Them 1938). Adolphus Peter Elkin (1891-

1979), despite his problematic involvement in the assimilation politics of the time, had a 

significant influence on the shift in general perceptions. This was a result of substantial 

research on Aboriginal art and its meaning in the northern Kimberleys and Arnhemland, 

dating from 1928. He placed emphasis on art as culture that defines a people’s status 

within the broader society (Mclean Aboriginalism 4).  
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Australian anthropology concentrated on Aboriginal studies and in the 1930s, 

“significant numbers of students and graduates in this profession began to study 

Aboriginal art” and published their findings (Jones 159).183 

 

The other group which began looking at Aboriginal art as art, were art collectors and 

artists. Sir Baldwin Spencer, and Margaret Preston in the 1920s and 1930s, Karel Kupka 

and Tony Tuckson in the 1950s for example, actively promoted Aboriginal art by 

transforming the colonial and post-federation gaze from oblivion towards appreciation 

of the primitive art of Aboriginal people. This happened not only through exhibitions 

but through the dissemination of writings on Aboriginal art. As early as 1925 Margaret 

Preston published on Aboriginal design in the art magazine Art in Australia, and with 

the increase in art exhibitions during the 1950s-1970s, more publications followed, 

placing Aboriginal art within the Western knowledge system of literacy and making it 

more accessible.184 On the other hand, textual representations of Aboriginal art opened 

up the Australian art discourse, which influences decisions about spatial context, as I 

will show in Part Nine. 

 

Terms such as primitive, illiterate, pre-literate, non-industrial, pre-industrial, tribal, first-

second-third and fourth world categorisation, and the more modern use of the term 

ethnic, still circulate in popular publications which illuminates how the evolutionary 

model is deeply ingrained within the Western thinking mode, which seems to thrive on 

the notion of the Other.  

 

Exhibiting Aboriginal Art  

The following discussion is not an attempt to give a complete history of Aboriginal art 

exhibitions; rather in focus are exhibitions that indicate a turn in perception and 

                                                 
183 Among them Olive Pink and Ursula McConnel, whose articles about the Wik people of Cape York 
Peninsula were published in scientific and art-history journals, and Donald Thomson, who worked in 
Cape York as well as Arnhem Land and Central Australia. Frederick McCarthy was the first social-
anthropologist to become a museum curator in Australia (Jones 159). 
184 Since the 1970s, feature articles on Aboriginal art appear on a regular base in contemporary art 
magazines and journals such as Artlink, and Art and Australia  
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presentations of Aboriginal art in relation to issues such as nationhood, national identity 

and institutional space as a position of power.185 

 

With the rising popularity of Aboriginal art as scientific object in the later decades of 

the nineteenth century, the evolutionary model and its social-Darwinist derivate became 

the scale by which non-European cultures were to be measured. The first exhibitions 

were framed by this notion of developmental stages of humanity. 

 

By the last decades of the nineteenth century, ethnographers such as Tylor and Friedrich 

Ratzel shared the prevailing opinion that Australian Aboriginal art occupied the lowest 

rung of the evolutionary ladder. (Philip Jones 158) 

 

In 1929, almost half a century after The Dawn of Art exhibition, the assumption of 

primitivism scaffolded the attitude towards Aboriginal art in the first major Australian 

Aboriginal art exhibition in Victoria. Here, Australian Aboriginal Art (Plate 62) at the 

National Museum of Victoria in Melbourne displayed a momentous selection of 

Aboriginal material. The significance of the exhibition was multifaceted, as Jones 

suggested: the director of the Museum of Victoria, Sir Baldwin Spencer (1860-1929),186 

was an important collector and advocate of Aboriginal art; the organiser of the show 

was the Bread and Cheese Club, an influential art-sponsoring body (Plate 62).187 Also, 

two Wangkangurru men from the Birdsville track region came to Melbourne, and gave a 

live demonstration of the creation of the artefacts as well as ceremonial headgear (167). 

The cover of the catalogue, depicting an Aboriginal man painting on bark, was designed 

by Percy Leason and reflected the way non-European art was seen at the time. The 

categorisation of Aboriginal art as primitive art ranks Aboriginal culture as prior to the 

highly developed European civilisation through the evolutionary model of ascending 

order (Morphy Aboriginal Art 371).  

 

                                                 
185 The degrees of visibility of Aboriginal art in landmark exhibitions has been discussed in detail by 
Peter Sutton 1988, Howard Morphy 2001, Gordon Bull 2000, Wally Caruana 2003, and Sally Butler 
2003, to name but a few. 
186 Spencer’s task as official member of a preliminary Scientific Expedition, was “to investigate different 
phases of the Aboriginal Question” in 1910 and was the first to document the cultural life of the Kakadu 
people of the Alligator Rivers Region (Edwards 41-42). 
187 Consisting of members such as Charles Barrett, Robert Croll, Alexander Kenyon and George Aiston. 
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Another significant aspect of this exhibition was the classification of Aboriginal art 

within the Western cultural parameter of art as Bildung. Aboriginal art was now viewed 

within a category of knowledge, and the show became a foundation in a network of 

cognition and recognition of the existence of Aboriginal culture within Australia. This 

stage of visibility was situated within social-Darwinist theories and articulated the 

display as “primitive” forms of art that were doomed to extinction by the forces of 

progress. 

 

Nonetheless, this first attempt of appreciation of Aboriginal art is recognised as the first 

major exhibition of Aboriginal art for its acknowledgement of the existence of 

Aboriginal culture, as well as Australia’s cultural distinction from the rest of the world 

by including Aboriginal culture.  

 

The involvement of Modernist artist Margaret Preston as a great advocate of Aboriginal 

art, and its appropriation within a newly developing sense of “Australianness” in the 

arts, must be seen as highly influential in the way Aboriginal art was regarded (I discuss 

Preston further in Part Ten). Australian society at the time understood art production on 

the margins of Western influence, such as bark paintings from Arnhem Land, not as art 

but as scientific artefacts (Morphy Aboriginal Art 374). Aboriginal art that was more 

embedded in the traditional forms was regarded as “primitive art”, or generally 

“uninfluenced by European colonialism and produced for internal purposes by 

anonymous artists” (Morphy Aboriginal Art 271). 

 

Early collectors such as Spencer and Mountford (1890-1976) were motivated by the 

need to conserve a unique art expression that, in their view, came from a culture fated to 

vanish rather soon. Non-Aboriginal artists such as Margaret Preston steered the public 

gaze towards home-grown art practices before it was too late to salvage any of their 

unique art forms. Before the Second World War, Preston was the only artist of 

reputation who borrowed artistically from Aboriginal art. She travelled to central 

Australia and Western Arnhem Land, met with anthropologists Ursula McConnel and 

Alfred Radcliffe-Browne, and wrote several articles on Aboriginal Art in the periodical 

Art and Australia. However, her efforts, although crucial in hindsight, did not 

immediately change the perception of Aboriginal art, which remained within the 

ethnographic framework of display (Morphy Aboriginal Art 27). Preston failed to look 
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beyond the aesthetic expression and readily promoted the appropriation of styles and 

forms of the so-called primitive art, very much in the way that Picasso and other 

Expressionists viewed non-European art in Europe. Instead of looking at African art, 

however, Preston saw an aperture for the appropriation of Australian art, a new 

direction for Australian art history, but treated the designs, forms and shapes as 

detached from their cultural background.188  

 

In Australia, Margaret Preston’s interest in Aboriginal art was two-fold: on the one hand 

she felt the urgency to preserve what she thought would be lost to modernity in due 

time; on the other hand, the Aboriginal designs held a fascination for her as an artist. 

She developed a sense for expressionist trends in art during her European travels in 

1904-07 to Munich and Paris, and the contact with other artists around the turn of the 

century (Seivl 283-5). For her, Aboriginal art seemed a perfect source from which to 

develop a new Australian art, while at the same time, Aboriginal designs and motifs 

would be preserved.189According to Jones, Preston’s influence was visible in the David 

Jones exhibition of 1941: more than two hundred and fifty items were grouped into 

Aboriginal art works, Western artefacts influenced by Aboriginal design, and Western 

art works depicting Aboriginal themes (see Part Nine for further discussion) (170). 

The appropriation of Aboriginal forms by non-Aboriginal artists, for example designs 

and patterns, stood in stark contrast to the intentions of the Indigenous artists, who 

remained at the time mostly anonymous and who agreed to paint culturally significant 

motifs and stories on bark paintings for Spencer and – ultimately – for a white audience, 

and did so in the effort to make their own culture visible to the Western mind (Le Brun 

Holmes 3). The resulting exhibition practice that followed in the second half of the 

twentieth century, where Aboriginal art was exhibited as art in galleries, was not always 

received well, as MacLucas concluded:   

By classifying certain non-Western culture’s artefacts as art and to place them within 

the Western traditions with all the values, which sustain Western concepts, is to place 

Aboriginal Art outside of its context (MacLucas 18). 

                                                 
188 See Part Ten for further discussion of Margaret Preston 
189 Preston’s attitude reflected the view of many Australian anthropologists, including Elkin, who saw the 
decline of Aboriginal cultures as inevitable.  
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Uninformed, prejudicial reviews of exhibitions of Aboriginal art in the media have done 

more damage than good and only accelerate the “continuing erosion of Aboriginal 

culture”, as argued by many anthropologists (MacLucas 36).  

The different concepts of art among Indigenous cultures were some of the reasons 

behind the slow development of the first perceptions of Aboriginal art as high art. 

Aboriginal art did not reach the status of art in a Western sense until the 1940s (Daniel 

Thomas Aboriginal Art as Art 29). Even then, inclusion was highly selective. The art 

museums of the 1940s and 50s were staffed by art practitioners like Louis McCubbin, 

an oil painter and director in South Australia, as well as watercolourist Robert Campbell 

in Western Australia and Queensland, who both acquired only the watercolours by 

Aboriginal artist Albert Namatjira for their collection (Daniel Thomas The 

Herrmannsburg Watercolourists 210).190 Only after the Second World War did the 

broader Aboriginal art gain access to art galleries around the country through the efforts 

of individual players in the art field such as Tony Tuckson. 

 

A survey exhibition in 1943, titled Primitive Art, presented the first full-scale Australian 

exhibition of Indigenous art from around the world (Plate 63). It was organised by art 

historian Leonhard Adam for the National Museum of Victoria and the National Gallery 

of Victoria in Melbourne. The show opened with works from New Guinea, Africa, 

Melanesia, Polynesia, the Americas, Asia, and western Iran and Australia. Eighteen 

Australian exhibits were put on display, among which were pen-drawings, bark 

paintings, a copy of a rock painting, a painted Queensland shield and a carved Victorian 

shield, beeswax sculptures and ceremonial boards (Philip Jones 170; Gordon Bull 583). 

Daryl Lindsay, director of the National Gallery of Victoria at the time, comments in the 

catalogue on the uniqueness of Aboriginal art expression that “the bark drawings of our 

own Australian natives, […] seem to posses a certain delicacy of line all of their own” 

(Lindsay quoted in David Thompson 281). Jones agrees with Adam that both, 

“aesthetics and religious or social context” contributed to further recognition of 

Aboriginal art: 

 

                                                 
190 Namatjira was trained in watercolour painting by Rex Batterbee and soon had great success exhibiting 
his work which was not conceived as Aboriginal art at the time (1930s), but rather as outstanding work by 
an Aboriginal artist. 
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In his introduction to the 1943 exhibition catalogue,...Leonhard Adam noted the 

burgeoning Western interest in primitive art, ascribing both to the developing 

recognition of its aesthetic qualities and to the increasing interpretative role played by 

the two “scientific” professions of anthropology and psychology. (Philip Jones 170) 

 

Exposure of Aboriginal sculpture to agents of the art world, and “focused critical 

attention on the artistic qualities of the sacred (and usually restricted) religious objects,” 

came together as a first for Aboriginal art (170). It is likely that, despite drawing 

Aboriginal art to the attention of the general public through the choice of venues – 

museum and gallery – the show continued the conventional rift between art and 

ethnographica in name and through its omission of discussion of stylistic attribution.191 

 

In 1949 the David Jones Art Gallery in Sydney displayed a show called Arnhem Land 

Art, an exhibition of art collected by Ronald and Catherine Berndt. According to 

Gordon Bull, the exhibition was a “landmark for its attribution of the creation of works 

by individual artists”, accrediting artistic value in Western terms of individual origin 

and authorship (582). Aboriginal art was until then exhibited under collective, mostly 

regional provenance and the individual artists were not named, an indication for placing 

Aboriginal or so called primitive art within a different art category and consequently 

value system. It also illuminates the power relation between art space and contents, with 

the former overriding the meaning of the object: the context of the building transforms 

the scientific ethnographic objects into objects of art (Bull 582-3). 

 

With the emergence of Aboriginal art in public spaces, an art market was created for 

Aboriginal art, with specific criteria of distinction. The notion of authenticity in an 

anthropological framework became of growing importance to determine what makes 

Aboriginal art what it is. In 1951, the Jubilee Exhibition of Australian Art showed 

fourteen bark paintings, four cave painting reproductions, six carved figures from 

Arnhemland in London, organised by ethnographer Mountford and James Cant (Jones 

                                                 
191 However, the attention drawn to non-European art, in particular Aboriginal art from Australia, was not 
to become a trend very soon; Aboriginal art was shown abroad in 1946 within a wider context of 
“exotica” in the Artists of the South Seas exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. There, 
on the other hand, the interest in the Pacific region resulting from the Second World War involvement, 
according to Sutton, instigated the exhibition, which “confirmed Australia’s reputation of as the most 
backward art-producing culture”; in the exhibition catalogue written by Ralph Linton and Paul Wingert, 
“Australian art was allotted the final, peripheral place” and was not mentioned in the discussion about 
stylistic provenance and expression of the region in their introduction (Jones 170). 
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174). Exhibitions of Aboriginal art concentrated mostly on Northern Australia at the 

time, which set the tone for what authentic Aboriginal art should look like.  

 

When in 1954 Queen Elizabeth made her first official visit to Australia, she met with 

Aboriginal watercolour artist Albert Namatjira (Morphy Aboriginal Art 270). Yet, his 

work was not seen as Aboriginal, but as “assimilation art” (Jones 173). Preconceptions 

of what Aboriginal art should look like are exemplified in the reception of Namatjira’s 

work, whose painting gained merit on its accomplishment within Western art styles and 

not as Aboriginal art. Quoting the linguist and anthropologist Ted Strehlow, Morphy 

explained:  

 

Strehlow wrote in 1951 that the acclaim accorded to Namatjira’s paintings was ‘a 

grudging admission that a member of a race which had been regarded without scientific 

grounds for over one hundred and fifty years as genetically incapable of learning 

European techniques had unexpectedly acquired mastery of one of these techniques to 

such a degree that his work had become virtually indistinguishable from that of a white 

artist. (Aboriginal Art 270) 

 

Namatjira’s work only got recognition as culturally embedded Aboriginal art in 1990s 

through the reinvestigations by scholars such as Jane Hardy, J.V.S. Megaw and M.Ruth 

Megaw. 

 

In 1953, Aboriginal Bark Painting and Objects of Native Culture formed a major 

exhibition in Adelaide, based on the collections of Mountford’s American-Australian 

Scientific Expedition to Arnhemland in 1948. This expedition had been sponsored by 

the National Geographic Society and the Australian government, and included works 

from Groote Eylandt, Yirrkala and Oenpelli (Morphy Aboriginal Art 239). The 

exhibition was similar in size and variety to the Primitive Art exhibition of 1943 in 

Melbourne (Jones 174).  

 

Perhaps the first international platform displaying Aboriginal art within a reference to 

national identity was presented in the 1956 Melbourne Olympic Village Exhibition of 

Aboriginal Art, which was organised by the National Museum of Victoria with art 

works from one of the first recognised Aboriginal women artists to develop a wide 
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reputation, Aranda artist Cordula Ebaturinja (Jones 174). To choose Indigenous art as a 

diplomatic tool is remarkable at a time when Aborigines did not even have citizenship. 

It is interesting to question whether the international display of Indigenous culture as 

representative of Australia meant Aboriginal culture was now valued for its own merits, 

or whether it was used to emphasise the uniqueness of place and the colonial success 

similar to the world fairs of the nineteenth century. Or perhaps the display was a 

response to the expectations of a world audience with its growing interest for the exotic 

and particular, instead of the Universalist approach in Australian Modernist paintings –

the common denominator of the first Olympic exhibition in Melbourne in 1956 and the 

second in Sydney in 2000 is the projection of Australianness that defines itself via 

Aboriginality. This is in part to distance itself from the rest of the world particularly 

Europe, as I will discuss later in this section. Critics such as Ian Mclean describe the 

“iconic return of Aborigines” within national identity narratives as an extension of 

colonialism (McLean Post Colonial: Return to Sender 2). 

 

One year later, in 1957, the Art of Arnhem Land Exhibition, again organised by 

anthropologists Ronald and Catherine Berndt during the Festival of Perth, appeared to 

be the next step in bringing attention to Aboriginal art at a street level and therefore 

making it accessible to a wider audience, by stepping outside the usual ethnographic 

frame. Significant for this exhibition was the display of “contemporary and historic 

trends in Arnhem Land art” as much as the distinction in individual artistic provenance 

(Jones 174). These identifying processes allowed for a historically sensitive reading of 

Aboriginal art within a Western art framework. The show comprised seventy bark 

paintings and ten other objects from the region (Berndt 1).192 In the sixties, 

anthropologists, most notably Roland Berndt and his wife Catherine Berndt, 

investigated Aboriginal art and contributed to the understanding of its complexity.  

 

The shift from the invisibility of Aboriginal art to the primitivist paradigm, but in 

particular the institutional framing of Aboriginal art as art, foreshadowed a change in 

Australian art history. Integrating Aboriginal art eventually in the established art 

                                                 
192 The Art from Arnhem Land received even more attention when touring internationally in 1957-58 in 
cities like London, Edinburgh, Zurich, Göteborg, Paris and Cologne. Mountford wrote the exhibition 
catalogue which was introduced by Read. Sutton points out that both Mountford and Read place the 
artists within social-Darwinian evolution theory, by emphasising the strong social and cultural similarities 
between Aboriginal cultures and “pre-historic men of the Stone Age” (Jones 174).  
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institutions in Australia was an achievement mainly of the two Sydney based advocates 

of Aboriginal art: the orthopaedic surgeon Stuart Scougall, together with Abstract 

Expressionist and deputy director of the Art Gallery of New South Wales, Tony 

Tuckson (Morphy Aboriginal Art 29). Tuckson initiated the exhibition of seventeen 

Melville Island grave posts in the Art Gallery of New South Wales (AGNSW) in 1959. 

He continued the gradual shift from showing Aboriginal art in the ethnographic realm to 

the art gallery, first at the initial Adelaide Festival in 1960 and subsequently with the 

“historic event” of an exhibition called Australian Aboriginal Art in1960-1961, the 

largest touring show visiting State galleries nationwide with one hundred and fifteen art 

works from Yirrkala, Melville and Bathurst Islands (Berndt Australian Aboriginal Art 1; 

Morphy Aboriginal Art 29). The exhibition was later documented in a publication with 

the same title in 1964 and edited by Berndt with contributions from leading 

anthropologists (Plate 64).193 In terms of its public reception, the acquisition of the 

collection stirred a controversy about the relevance of treating Aboriginal art as art (29).  

Tony Tuckson…was a key figure in this changing perception [of Indigenous art]. 

Enthralled by the freedom of composition that set Aboriginal art apart from the 

mannerism of mid-twentieth-century Western visual culture, Tuckson amassed an 

exceptional collection of paintings and sculpture from Aboriginal Australia’s 

northernmost communities (Perkins Tradition Today 13) 

But the exhibition and the acquisition eventually caused the socio-political and cultural 

breakthrough for Aboriginal art as contemporary art, equal to Western art. Tuckson’s 

initiative was in many respects way ahead of its time; it took another three decades 

before major institutions emulated him. The Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern 

Territory, a state with a high percentage of Indigenous inhabitants, was the only state 

gallery to include Aboriginal art from the beginning of its operation in 1971 (Morphy 

Aboriginal Art 29). 

Together with the 1959 exhibition of seventeen Melville Island grave posts in the Art 

Gallery of New South Wales (AGNSW), the Australian Aboriginal Art exhibition in 

1960-1961 marked the breakdown of conventional readings of Indigenous art. By 

bringing seventeen Pukumani grave posts (Plate 65) created by Tiwi artists into the 

sacred halls of Western culture, the curator Tony Tuckson not only created grounds for 

                                                 
193 For example, Elkin, McCarthy, Mountford, Strehlow, and Tuckson. 
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great controversy around its appropriateness, but also broke the visual mould of 

Western art tradition (Perkins Tradition Today 13). Suddenly, bark paintings were not 

represented as scientific objects but as equal to the aesthetics of Western art.194 There is 

no doubt that without this enormous advance by Tuckson to provide a new vantage 

point for Aboriginal art and Australian audiences, Aboriginal art would have stayed 

outside Australian art discourse much longer in Australia. The exposure to Aboriginal 

art traditions such as bark paintings from Arnhem Land and the ceremonial Tutini from 

Bathurst and Melville islands195 conditioned audiences for subsequent shows with a 

similarly challenging conceptual approach. A remarkable aspect of this exhibition is the 

fact that its location, one of the most prominent art institutions, became the most 

defining characteristic of the displayed Aboriginal art. It was this context of a powerful 

art institution that opened up debates around the appropriateness of including non-

Western art in art museums, regardless if they were driven by historical conservatism or 

by the reproach of cultural misappropriation. 

Indigenous art curator Hetti Perkins, curator of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art 

at the AGNSW, emphasises the role of Tony Tuckson as an artist, in the perception of 

Indigenous art making, which stood outside Western art history: 

It took the eye of an artist to fully appreciate the aesthetic virtues of Indigenous cultural 

practice, and to elevate it beyond museology-based hierarchies of value then being 

imposed on it. …Their [the Pukamani grave posts] arrival at the Art Gallery of New 

South Wales in 1959 created a flurry of controversy around the appropriateness of their 

inclusion in a public art gallery collection (Tradition Today 13). 

However, it took nearly half a century to honour Tuckson’s effort to integrate 

Aboriginal art; the AGNSW in 1994 eventually dedicated permanent floor space to the 

ever growing collection of Aboriginal art, started by Scougall and Tuckson with the 

launch of the Yiribana Gallery of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art (Plate 65). 

Overall, it appears that even during the final quarter of the twentieth century the 

inclusion of Aboriginal art in the public art arena was not commonplace. At its opening 

in 1981 the Australian National Gallery had no Aboriginal art included in the display 

(Morphy Aboriginal Art 31, 35). The growing number of acquisitions of Aboriginal art 

                                                 
194 Howard Morphy describes the aesthetic properties of Yolngu art from north-east Arnhem Land 
195 Today on permanent display at the AGNSW 
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through private or research-based collections was primarily within the realm of 

anthropology and the museum rather than the art gallery. 

 

Between 1949 and 1960, five major institutional exhibitions of Aboriginal art took 

place: in 1949 the Arnhem Land Art in Sydney; 1951 the Jubilee Exhibition of 

Australian Art in London; 1957 an exhibition of Arnhem Land Bark Paintings in Perth;  

1957-58 the touring exhibition of Aboriginal Culture, organised by the Australian 

National Committee for UNESCO; as well as the Aboriginal art exhibition of the 

Adelaide Festival of Arts in 1960, all of which provided the groundwork for the touring 

exhibition Australian Aboriginal Art. In the sixties, Ronald Berndt pointed out that the 

phenomenon of the rising popularity of Aboriginal art nationally and internationally 

would have been unimaginable fifteen years earlier (Berndt Australian Aboriginal Art 

1). 
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7.4 Aboriginal Art as International Statement: Biennales of Sydney  

The move from traditional or “primitive” art to high art in Western perceptions 

coincided with the political climate of change. It did not take place without transcultural 

collaboration and medium transformation. Anderson and Dussart see the introduction of 

acrylic paints and canvas as a crucial element of the crosscultural translation. The 

Western Desert acrylic paintings, initiated by art teacher Geoff Bardon in 1971 at 

Papunya Tula, opened up the Western art field to Aboriginal art concepts (89-90). 

However, the first inclusion of Aboriginal art in the prestigious international art event of 

the Biennale of Sydney in the 1970s was bark paintings by three male artists from 

Arnhem Land, George Milpurrurrur (1934-1998), David Malangi (1927-1998), and 

Djalambu Bungawuy (1922-82). 

 

The third Sydney Biennale in 1979, European Dialogue was curated by Nick Waterlow. 

Here, for the first time in a Biennale, he included Aboriginal art with a selection of art 

works from Ramingining, launching Aboriginal art into the international, contemporary 

exhibition space,196 side by side with current works of the European avant-garde:   

 

Their [Aboriginal artists from Arnhemland] inclusion in a significant international 

Biennale represents a historic occasion, and parallels a growing awareness in political 

and economic spheres that the future of Aboriginal Society is tied to the dominant 

Australian consciousness. (Peter Yates Aboriginal Artists from Arnhem Land no page 

number) 

 

For the first time, a wide Australian and international audience saw Aboriginal art not 

only in a new, non-ethnographic framework, but in a high profile event. This event 

marked a change in public perception, as Sally Butler notes:  

 

                                                 
196 In Australia; in fact six international exhibitions of Aboriginal art preceded the 1979 Sydney Biennale 
(Aboriginal arts and Crafts Exhibition 1974-6 toured Australian embassies in Southeast Asia (curated by 
Mary White; Australian Aboriginal Art 1974 at the Qantas Gallery, London (curated by Peter Brokensha); 
Art of Aboriginal Australia, 1974, Canada; Art of the First Australians, 1975, USA (curated by Kate 
Khan, Aboriginal Arts Board); Aboriginal Bark Paintings, 1976, Port Moresby (curated by Jennifer 
Isaacs); Aboriginal Australia, 1977, Poland (curated by Jennifer Isaacs for Aboriginal Arts and Crafts Pty 
Ltd/ Dep. of Foreign Affairs and Trade);  Oenpelli Paintings on Bark, 1977, toured Europe and Australian 
Museums and State Galleries (curated by Jennifer Isaacs, AGDC/ Aboriginal Arts Board); Aboriginal Art 
of North Australia, 1977, Pacific Countries and Europe (curated by Jennifer Isaacs, manager Kate Khan 
and Aboriginal arts Board); Western Desert Paintings, 1978, Port Moresby (curated by Jennifer Isaacs); 
Landscape and Image: A Selection of Australian Art of the 1970s, 1978, Indonesia (curated by Bernice 
Murphy). 
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The context of an international contemporary art exhibition effectively splintered the 

ethnographic gaze through which Aboriginal art was viewed in the past, and a discourse 

about contemporary Aboriginal art arguably found its origins in this exhibition. (Sally 

Butler 18) 

 

However, Nick Waterlow interpreted the real dialogue between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal artists through the work of German artist Nikolaus Lang. Lang had studied 

Aboriginal art designs and the cultural significance of materials such as ochres and he 

re-worked this knowledge in his own work (Metken 118-21). In Butler’s view however, 

Lang’s work does not give evidence for a dialogue as she sees Lang’s attempt at 

dialogue digressed only little from the exploitative notion of Rubin’s exhibition 

Primitivism in Twentieth Century Art, Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern in 1984 at 

the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) in New York (I discuss Lang’s engagement with 

the Indigenous from a contrasting viewpoint in Part Ten of this thesis). The MOMA 

show was highly criticised by scholars such as Thomas McEvilley for its disinclination 

to negotiate primitive art beyond its relation to the Western art canon as a forerunner of 

Modern art – on its own terms, for its own sake.197 According to Butler, no “cultural 

dialogue” occurred between the bark paintings from the three Arnhem Land artists and 

the other exhibits in the third Biennale of Sydney (19).  

 

In his introductory article on European Dialogue in the Biennale catalogue, Waterlow 

criticised the “democratisation of the arts” as “debilitating” when “one central source 

[is] radiating their own terms of achievement around the globe” as from New York for 

example. But he does not address the marginal position of Aboriginal art in Australian 

art history (3). In that sense, the viewer needs to draw his/her own conclusion about the 

meaning of the inclusion of the male Arnhem Land artists Malangi, Bungawuy and 

Milpurrurr. These Arnhem Land artists from different language groups indicated the 

beginning of attempts to value the regional Aboriginal output and its potential role 

within Australian art history. Waterlow hinted at society’s inclination to embrace 

polycentric perspectives: 

 

                                                 
197 McEvilley discussed the show in several papers e.g. in “Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief” (Art and 
Otherness), as well as Isaacs and Lüthi et al.  
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The selection was further motivated by the openness of the Australian visual climate in 

which individuality was seen as a compellingly vital factor, indeed the element most 

significantly providing the life force in current activity (3). 

 

The focus of the dialogue was, as the title suggests, intended to be between Australia 

and Europe, however it left little room for national discourse. Aboriginal art remained 

represented from a Western point of view, as the single page devoted to the “Aboriginal 

Artists from Arnhem Land” emphasised. This essay was written by art and craft advisor 

Peter Yates. In his cultural contextualisation of Aboriginal art in the catalogue, the 

artists Malangi, Bungawuy and Milpurrurr did not speak directly; rather their positions 

were interpreted by Yates, the Ramingining crafts advisor. Yates speaks for them, 

writing that the “painters’ only wish is that the Europeans who view their work will 

look far enough into the dreaming to find a starting point for real dialogue” (Yates 

Aboriginal Artists from Arnhem Land no page number). 

 

The curator’s landmark efforts to place Aboriginal art within the Western art canon 

cannot be overlooked. Despite this the introduction in the Biennale catalogue still 

follows the patronising pattern of the colonial tradition, for example by not allowing the 

artists to speak for themselves. By amplifying the otherness of the art and its creators, 

saying the artists were “no strangers to warfare as younger men, each has experienced 

the taking and restoring of human life” and pointing out that “none can read or write a 

European language”, Yates also draws on exoticising narratives of the past. This 

objectification impedes dialogue (Yates Aboriginal Artists from Arnhem Land no page 

number). Further, to imply illiteracy of the artists is, at least in conventional terms, to 

connote the art as “primitive” art.198 Instead of clearly defining any artistic role or place 

within the exhibition, the inclusion of the Arnhem Land artists appears more of a 

political act: 

 

Their inclusion in a significant international Biennale represents a historic occasion, and 

parallels a growing awareness in political and economic spheres that the future of 

Aboriginal society is tied to the dominant Australian consciousness. (Yates Aboriginal 

artists from Arnhem Land no page number) 

 

                                                 
198 “The issue of nonliteracy…seems important only to those for whom it is important to preserve the 
concept of “primitive art” (Robert Farris Thompson 245). 
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The recognition of Aboriginal art as a different art form, but art nonetheless, was some 

kind of starting point. In terms of dialogue, a language with which to translate the two 

distinct conceptions of art between Aboriginal and Western, a unifying “translation” of 

the different “glossae” had yet to be found. Elwyn Lynn, vice-chairman of the event 

explains in the same catalogue that: 

 

Australia has been subjected, willingly or not, to influences and pressures that resemble 

monologues, with one artistic style or another being espoused and promoted as though 

the world of art did not speak in many tongues (4). 

 

The growing art movements amongst Aboriginal communities throughout Australia, set 

up by the Aboriginal Arts Board in the 1970s,199 often combined Western media with 

traditional design and narratives (Rowse 516-7). Together with a raised profile through 

anthropological discourse, as well as the portability of acquired collections by 

anthropologists and missionaries, a marketability that generally helped to penetrate the 

borders of the mainstream art world in Australia was secured (Morphy Aboriginal Art 

238-9).  

 

The Sydney Biennale in 1982, Vision in Disbelief, made the artwork by Warlpiri artists 

from the central Australian desert a centre piece of attraction (Butler 19). Elwyn Lynn, 

member of the Biennale committee, positions the exhibition within a “revolutionary 

continuity of Modernism” in his catalogue essay. International recognition of Australian 

artists led to “a more sophisticated attitude to assessments of local activities” (11). 

 

The main thrust of the Biennale of Sydney remains, however, not towards a 

sophisticated tolerance but towards the expectation of abrasive confrontation, of being 

alerted to varied creative activities and attitudes, and of having taste and preconceived 

notions challenged. (Lynn Vision of Disbelief 11)  

 

Displaying a variety of Warlpiri art work for the first time in an art museum – the 

performance art (body painting, chanting verse, dance and music) and a sand sculpture 

at the AGNSW by Warlpiri people from Lajamanu, appears to have fitted in well with 

                                                 
199 A Commonwealth statutory authority established in 1973 as part of the Australia Council 
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the Biennale’s aim of confronting conventional exhibition modes in Australia. Vision in 

Disbelief looked at works created by groups instead of individual artists, as well as 

ephemeral forms of presentation. The significance of the Biennale for Aboriginal art 

emerges, as Sally Butler indicates, also in another area, that of performance art:    

 

The Warlpiri artwork … injected new life into the genre of performance art. The ground 

painting and performance were “exotic” and as such, unconventional. They were also 

un-collectable and quintessentially “post-object.” It is not difficult to appreciate why 

curators coveted these fresh incursions into institutional normality … (19). 

 

However, the overall viewing of Aboriginal art within contemporary art appears in a 

dim light. Butler continues, “little was done to enhance understandings of Warlpiri 

culture in terms of their cultural specificity” (19). The absence of Indigenous curators 

was problematic. 

 

While the overview essay of Australian Aboriginal art in the fourth Biennale of Sydney 

(1982) catalogue evidences a limited and mostly out of print bibliography dealing with 

Aboriginal art, the situation changes drastically with a publication boom which has 

erupted since the late 1980s. Aboriginal curatorship negotiated increasing floor space 

within Australian culture, markedly by the efforts of Indigenous curators Djon 

Mundine, Hetti Perkins, and Brenda L. Croft. 

 

The emphasis of Aboriginal art in such a prestigious event had a great impact on local 

perceptions, but even more for the international staging of Aboriginal art. In 1983, Leon 

Paroissien and Suzanne Pagé curated an exhibition at the Musée d’Art Moderne de la 

Ville de Paris, with Warlpiri artist Maurice Luther Jupurrula. He performed in Paris, 

following on from his performance during Vision in Disbelief. Further, in the 

international arena, the fourth Biennale was a major motivation for Jean Hubert 

Martin’s seminal exhibition Magiciens de la Terre in Paris at the Musée National d’Art 

Moderne, Centre Pompidou in 1989,200 with another Warlpiri performance and sand 

sculpture staged by Maurice Luther Jupurrula and ground installation Yarla (Plate 67). 

This was an effort to show Aboriginal art and “renowned Western artists” from around 

                                                 
200 See Part Eight for discussion of the exhibition of Magiciens de la Terre 1989 
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the world on equal terms. It included bark paintings (Plate 68) (Isaacs 552; Lüthi Terra 

Incognita 92). In principle, the show was conceived as a reply to Rubin’s Primitivism 

exhibition at the Museum of Modern art in New York, which was based on the 

assumption that non-Western art was entrapped in tradition for its lack of “linear 

historical development”. Magiciens de la Terre on the other hand, “advocated a linear 

development of all cultures and presented both non-Western art and its transatlantic 

counterpart within its contemporary continuity” (Lüthi Terra Incognita 92).201  

 

During the late 1980s, as Morphy has underlined, Aboriginal art appeared from a state 

of invisibility – out of the museums and into the galleries. The first appearance was with 

The Art and Land exhibition at the Adelaide festival in 1986, in which distinctive 

sculptures were used for directions. These sculptures, Toas from central Australia, were 

displayed as art instead of as ethnographica, sparking intense ongoing debate around the 

issue of Aboriginal art being termed as art at all (Morphy Aboriginal Art 34-5). It was 

the beginning of a shared exhibition space with the so-called fine art of Western 

tradition. 

 

In 1986, the sixth Sydney Biennale Origins, Originality and Beyond included Papunya 

artist Michael Nelson Tjakamarra (Plate 51) with three acrylic paintings alongside 

Joseph Beuys and Imants Tillers. This event and the Art and Land exhibition of Toas at 

the South Australia Museum, mark a significant step, according to Morphy, in the 

presentation of Aboriginal art as “art” (431). 

 

Of the Aboriginal contributions in the sixth Sydney Biennale, Waterlow wrote: 

 

The most notable work articulating origins may well be the sand sculpture made by the 

Ramingining Performance Group, and two of its number, George Milpurrurru and 

Bobby Bunungurr, will exhibit bark paintings, the latter’s contradicting traditional 

imagery and use of colour. Two other aspects of Aboriginal painting will be exhibited, 

canvases with developments from traditional tribal imagery of the Papunya region by 

Michael Nelson Tjakamarra and stylistically eclectic and politically motivated paintings 

by Sydney-based Jim Simon revealing the effects of urban influence. (11) 

 

                                                 
201 This is discussed further in Part Eight. 
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The sixth Biennale marked a new sensibility of post-modernism reflected in the two 

hundred and seventy three page catalogue, seventy of which were dedicated to thematic 

and specialist essays written by several art historians and philosophers such as Jean-

François Lyotard and Thomas McEvilley. In contrast to the Biennale of 1979, the 

Aboriginal artist was treated with formal equity within the catalogue format, as far as 

details about artist and art work were concerned, although no artist statement is given. 

Several other artists in the sixth Biennale chose not to give an artist statement, so it is 

therefore difficult to determine if Tjakamarra’s omission was voluntary or an oversight. 

 

Waterlow claims the exhibition’s main intentions were aimed at creating an active 

discourse between art, artists and audience: 

 

In large part the sixth Biennale of Sydney is concerned with the artist as transgressor, 

the artist as code cracker, and is presented in the hope that each observer will become 

through the work an active participant in their own evolution (11). 

 

Although hitherto marginalised art productions, for example women’s art and 

Aboriginal art, were allotted their space within the exhibition, they still lay “outside 

Modernist/post-Modernist concerns” (Waterlow 8,11), perhaps because they were 

“linked with eternal forces” that were somewhat inexplicable to the patriarchal 

Zeitgeist.202 Aboriginal art appeared in a whole new light once it was used as a powerful 

political tool, which was experienced during the Bicentennial celebrations of Australia 

in 1988. A voice other than those of the dominant culture occurred, protesting against 

two centuries of European settlement, and becoming politically noteworthy in the 

process:  

 

The overt politicism and counter-hegemonic assertion of this installation violated any 

naïve aesthetic engagement with Aboriginal art. “Affinity” of any form between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal artists was simply not an issue and the artwork clearly 

                                                 
202In the late 1980s, ideals of global peace and openness towards an ever “shrinking” distance between 
countries, cultures and customs, as well as within social strata, deemed a more inclusive world feasible. 
“As post-Modernism increasingly eroded the boundaries, the pluralism of the 70s expanded into the 
regionalism of the 80s” (McEvilley 10) – feminist art and non-European art had to be considered from 
now on. Women’s art increasingly fought its way into the formerly patriarchal system of Western art 
history in the eighties and the call upon interpretational change of the stubbornly traditional outlook and 
emphasis of deeply imbedded art definitions failed in regards to art that was rooted elsewhere than the 
European art tradition, in particular Aboriginal art. 
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asserted protest rather than dialogue. From this point on, interpretation of Aboriginal art 

became far more complex in that the art collectively embodied a dialectic of 

engagement and resistance. (Butler 20) 

 

The theme of the Sydney Biennale in 1988 From The Southern Cross – A View Of 

World Art ca.1940-1988 added another focus to Australia’s Bicentenary with the 

installation of the two hundred carved and painted hollow logs, Aboriginal Memorial.  

The installation was curated by the first Aboriginal curator Djon Mundine and was 

created by artists from Ramingining in Central Arnhem Land.203 The Aboriginal 

Memorial 1987-88 (Plate 66) was conceived by curator Djon Mundine, and 

commissioned by the National Gallery of Australia (NGA). The installation was created 

by forty-three artists from Ramingining and was also shown in an international art event 

and overseas.204 These hollow logs represented a political sign of mourning two 

hundred years of colonisation. They now stand on permanent guard in the National 

Gallery of Australia. Artistic director of the Biennale exhibition, Nick Waterlow, 

acknowledged the contribution of Mundine’s inspiration as “the single most important 

statement in this Biennale” as well as by its presence being the most “civilising and 

creatively challenging element in our world” (Waterlow A View of World Art 11-12). As 

Morphy points out the aspect of “remembrance and the need for recompense were 

prominent themes of bicentennial art” (Morphy Aboriginal Art 415).  

 

Mundine seized the opportunity of this Biennale to create a memorial of the suffering 

endured by the Aboriginal population over the past two hundred years of invasion. With 

these hollow logs representing death, the memorial was a protest against the 

Bicentennial celebrations. Mundine felt that despite great opposition to the Bicentennial 

celebrations by protesting artists and curators, his participation as Aboriginal curator 

was important and “worth it,” and that “a white curator wouldn’t have done it” 

(Mundine in Talking about Aboriginal Art 1992).  

The Aboriginal Memorial itself represents a forest where each tree symbolically 

contains the spirit or soul of a deceased person. In essence the forest forms a large 

                                                 
203 Mundine originally worked with a small group of senior artists including Paddy Dhathangu, George 
Malibirr, Jimmy Wululu and Dr. David Daymirringu, but the project ended as a collaboration of forty-
three male and female artists from Ramingining and its surrounds in Central Arnhem Land (Aboriginal 
Memorial – National Gallery of Australia http://www.nga.gov.au/memorial/ accessed 12 Feb 08). 
204 See exhibition in Sprengel Museum, Hannover, 2000. 
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cemetery of dead Aboriginal people – a war cemetery – a war memorial to all those 

Aboriginal people who have died defending their lands, their country since 1788. Two 

hundred years of white contact and black agony. (Mundine The Aboriginal Memorial: 

We Have Survived 2000) 

Waterlow, as director of this seventh Biennale, emphasised the landmark of the 

memorial in Australian art history in the introduction of the catalogue: 

 

Where does Australian art come from? This is a vexing question since, placed in the 

context of my own feelings, I see the single most important statement in this Biennale 

as being the Aboriginal Memorial of two hundred burial poles, one for each of the two 

hundred years of white culture (Waterlow A View of World Art 11) 

 

Mundine’s curatorship of the Aboriginal Memorial was directional in several ways: as 

an Indigenous person he created a powerful image of the past relationship between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal society, but he also challenged the official Australian 

history and the misconceptions created around Aboriginal sufferance.  

 

The internationally acclaimed Dreamings: The Art of Aboriginal Australia Exhibition 

followed, organised by anthropologist Peter Sutton from the South Australian Museum 

in 1988-89, which toured the United States (Asia Society Galleries in New York; 

University of Chicago) before it returned Australia to the Museum of Victoria in 

Melbourne and the South Australia Museum in Adelaide in 1990. It gained major 

recognition for contemporary central desert acrylic dot painting. This exhibition 

demonstrated the complexity of Aboriginal art by a selection of acrylic paintings from 

Central Australia, sculptures from Cape York Peninsula and the Lake Eyre region, Toas 

and bark paintings from Arnhem Land and Western Australia and south-eastern regions. 

The curatorial intentions were both anthropological and artistic. The art was represented 

as embedded in a religious, aesthetic and stylistic survey of Aboriginal art practice on 

the one side, while a history of studies of Aboriginal art was implemented on the other 

side. Peter Sutton deemed it important to analytically approach the reception by a non-

Aboriginal audience to bridge the gap between different understandings of what art is. 

He acknowledged the problematic use of the term art applied to “things made by 

Aboriginal people”, which was based on a Western conception and has been criticised 

by some as a form of “cultural colonialism” (Sutton and Anderson 3). Despite its 
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significance in disseminating understanding of Aboriginal art and culture 

internationally, Dreamings has been criticised for not including so-called urban art, and 

for being instrumental in creating an international economic niche, but at the same time 

“networks of dependencies and pressure” for Aboriginal people to produce 

“commodified signs” (Willis and Fry Aboriginal Art: Symptom or Success?11). 

 

Sutton and Anderson established the importance of the variety of art forms, despite the 

omission of so-called urban Aboriginal art, as indicative of a rich Aboriginal culture as 

opposed to the common viewpoint that regarded Aboriginal culture as the “world’s most 

primitive culture and the living representatives of the ancestors of Mankind” (Sutton 

and Anderson 5). The authors stressed, after intensive study, that there is great 

congruence of art-defining characteristics that make Aboriginal art comparable with 

Western art: 

 

As long as we restrict our sense of the English term art to that elementary level at which 

it connotes visible and intentional signs made by intelligent beings, we are not 

stretching a point when we say that Aboriginal paintings, carvings, and other works are 

art, not “by metamorphosis” and not merely because they now are in the global market, 

but because they share with similar artefacts the act of representation and a particular 

potential for meaning.205 (Sutton and Anderson 4) 

 

Challenging the conventions of what was understood as authentic Aboriginal art (based 

mainly on Northern Australian art production), urban based Aboriginal artists launched 

Koori Art ’84 at Artspace in Surry Hills,206 Sydney. The movement of Koori207 artists 

drew attention to artists whose social, political and cultural contexts differed from the 

stereotype of the Aboriginal artist (Plate 69) (Neale United in the Struggle 269). The 

show demonstrated the difficulties of urban based artists to formulate an identity in the 

public forum where their works were not regarded as Aboriginal art. In an article in the 

Sydney Morning Herald, Christopher Allen analysed the exhibition with the intellectual 

tools of a Western art critic, ignoring his own advice to “correct stereotypical images” 

and art historical mechanisms, when he wrote: 

                                                 
205 The exhibition sparked a discourse of how the success of Aboriginal art in art institutions transmits to 
Aboriginal political struggles elsewhere (Bull 583). 
206 See also Boomalli Aboriginal Artists Co-Operative in Sydney 
207 Koori is a collective term for Aboriginal people mainly from the south-east, but also stands for 
political unity and a separate defined space of Aboriginality from the definition given by the dominant 
culture  
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Aboriginal artists are simply not involved in the intellectually top-heavy, terminal 

introversion of late twentieth century European culture; nor are they involved in the 

corresponding spiral of “innovation” in the arts…Their inclusion in the orbit of 

Perspecta, therefore, and particularly in the setting of Artspace is inappropriate from 

their own point of view and in their own interests. At best, the context is another form 

of cultural colonialisation or assimilation; at worst, it tends to make the work look slight 

or naïve, and the whole event appear tokenistic. (“Word as Image” Sydney Morning 

Herald 16 June 1989) 

 

However, from an Aboriginal perspective, the exhibition did exactly what Allen had 

criticised it as lacking: it  finally generated an urban Aboriginal art, beginning a new 

chapter in Australian art history. According to Neale, the exhibition “created a new 

cultural space in an art mainstream dense with white, well educated, middle-class, 

predominantly male artists” with twenty-five exhibiting artists among them Fiona 

Foley, Avril Quaill, Michael Riley, Lin Onus and Trevor Nickolls (Neale 267). Avril 

Quaill, a member of the Sydney based Boomalli Aboriginal Cooperative and curator of 

the show, chose works from around Australia addressing issues such as deaths in 

custody, lost generations and racist humour:  

 

Some have been shocked that this work is so political. The irony is, they are used to 

seeing traditional Aboriginal art which, because it is heavily coded, does not appear to 

be political, but is, in fact, all about the land rights (Quaill quoted in Howell, Sydney 

Morning Herald 1989) 

 

Koori Art brought cultural and political concerns of Aboriginal communities into the 

public eye, using art as a powerful tool, asserting an authoritative presence within 

mainstream Australian society. 

 

The expansion of collections of Aboriginal art in major art museums suggested that 

their display was conceptualised into survey shows with either a regional focus or a 

focus on the collector. Canberra’s Australian National Gallery’s response to the ongoing 

question about the categorisation of art was the launch of the first major exhibition of its 

rapidly expanding Aboriginal art collection in 1989. Curator Wally Caruana drew 

almost all six hundred items for the exhibition Aboriginal Art: The Continuing 

Tradition from the gallery’s collection, concentrating on two main issues: firstly, the 



Part Seven 

 236 

individuality of Aboriginal artists across regional differences, the identification of the 

individual artist, 208 and secondly, the perceived static nature of Aboriginal culture, as he 

writes in the accompanying catalogue Windows on the Dreaming:  

 

All too often the very creators of particular work were not identified as individuals. A 

label beside an old bark painting on display might indicate only the clan of the artist. 

Aboriginal art was divested of the richness and dynamism born of individual minds, yet 

the individuality of the artist is manifest in a combination of ways – through the use of 

particular personal and clan design, through the treatment of the subject matter and 

through the uniquness of the painter’s hand.  (Caruana Windows on the Dreaming 10) 

 

Caruana addresses a key issue concerning the prevailing misconception of Aboriginal 

culture as a fixed, stationary culture. He writes in the catalogue that “Aboriginal 

painting of the 1980s reflects the contemporary concerns of the people who make it,” 

which means “artists work within the local traditional parameters” and are pushing 

through “painterly innovation” (11). He emphasises that while Aboriginal art is still 

connected with the expression of “religious beliefs and values”, as well as defining the 

“relationships between people and the universe and with the law and the land”, the roles 

that Aboriginal art can play traverse cultural borders: 

 

Yet Aboriginal art today has a wider political dimension. It reflects the fact that these 

predominantly traditional people are not living in an untroubled pre-contact 

environment, but in the difficult modern capitalist world. (Caruana 11) 

 

In the late 1980s Australia’s image changed towards a multicultural profile; Aboriginal 

art commissions for the Sydney Airport, Museum of Sydney and the first exhibitions of 

Papunya Tula art in major art institutions led the way to the Sydney Olympic Games in 

2000, where the prominence of Aboriginal art in the promotion of Australianness is 

remarkable (Batty Saluting the Dot-spangled 1).209 Preceding the international 

exhibition Dreamings were several seminal shows such as The Face of the Centre: 

Papunya Tula Paintings 1971-1984, shown in 1985-6, the second Aboriginal exhibition 

                                                 
208 See Ronald and Catherine Berndt’s exhibitions in the late 1950 and early 1960s. 
209 Australia’s contribution to the Cultural Olympiad of the Athens 2004 Olympic Games in Our place: 
Indigenous Australia Now was exclusively Aboriginal.  
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that year at the National Gallery of Victoria (NGV).210 From the 1990s onwards, 

Aboriginal curatorship dominated the international representation of Aboriginal art, 

among them Djon Mundine, Avril Quaill, Hetti Perkins, Brenda L. Croft (Isaacs 

International Exposure 558-9).211 

 

Patrick McCaughey, director of the National Gallery of Victoria (NGV) declared in the 

foreword of the catalogue that the achievement of the Central Australian artists was 

“one of the most remarkable and decisive innovations in contemporary art and, rightly, 

stand[s] at the forefront of contemporary Australian painting [my emphasis]” (3). 

 

Visual culture grew more inclusive of diverse art traditions; the self image promoted 

outside Australia became increasingly connected to the Indigenous and the tourist 

industry. Qantas commissioned Wunala Dreaming and Nilanji Dreaming,” designs from 

Balarinji Designs in Adelaide,212 on two of its Boeing 747s in 1994 and 1995 

respectively213 (Squires Aborigine Fury 2000). The official logo of the 2000 Olympics 

featured a stylised design of a man with boomerang, and Aboriginal athlete Cathy 

Freeman and official sponsors such as Nike, IBM and Coca-Cola advertised with the 

use of Aboriginal art (Squires Aborigine Fury 2000). Aboriginal mythology and designs 

also dominated the opening ceremony. The media criticised the emphasis on Aboriginal 

culture as tokenism and a perpetuation of romanticised stereotypes, as well as 

suggesting that Aboriginal culture was exploited for the purpose of marketing Australia 

in a global tourist market regulated by white people (Squires Aborigine Fury 2000; 

Batty 1998; North 2002). It can be argued that the reception of Aboriginal art in 

Australia is in part linked to its international image within broader political and 

economic considerations. On the other side, the importance of such events as a means of 

gaining national and international recognition for Aboriginality provides historical 

agency. 

                                                 
210 Kunwinjku Bim showed contemporary bark paintings from the Western Arnhem Land collection of 
the Aboriginal Arts Board. 
211 See a comprehensive list of international exhibitions by Jennifer Isaacs. 
212 Balarinji is now based in Sydney. 
213 “John and Ros Moriarty, the principals of Balarinji Design studio, say the concept for the ‘Wunala 
Dreaming’ design embodies styles from Central and Northern Australia. John Moriarty belongs to the 
Yanyuwa people from Borroloola in the Gulf of Carpentaria in the Northern Territory. He notes that the 
design represents Dreamtime journeys in which spirit ancestors in the form of kangaroos (wunala) make 
tracks across the Australian landscape in ancient times from camps to waterholes, leading the people to 
water and food.” (http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/collection/database/?irn=142106 accessed 28 
January 2008). 
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The inclusion in major events such as the Sydney Biennale, an international art event, 

not only entailed a breakthrough for Aboriginal art into the contemporary art scene, it 

was also a statement for a directional change in Australian art. The inclusion signalled a 

breaking away from the dominating parameters of a Eurocentric, modern art history, 

towards new centres such as Aboriginal art centres and the emergence of urban based 

Aboriginal artists. Sydney was in the process of carving a new image for itself, one that 

would reflect its geographical and cultural situation rather than mimic the art 

conventions of the old world. 

 

To summarise, in the first century of European invasion (1788-1888), the very notion of 

an existing pre-colonial culture was hidden from most European settlers. To keep 

existing expressions of culture such as art in obscurity was fundamental to the early 

settler’s thinking (Morphy Aboriginal art). Later, when the Commonwealth of Australia 

came into being in 1901 and broke away from British colonial reign, an Australian 

identity needed to be defined through its cultural proponents, such as artists, historians 

and anthropologists. 

 

Exhibitions of Aboriginal Art in Australian art space can be chronologically divided 

into several stages: 

 

Ethnographic curiosity (ca 1880s-1959) Shift from Museum to Gallery (1960-70) 

Aboriginal art is viewed as curiosity, but also 

as evidence for colonial success; after the 

turn of the twentieth century the context 

becomes scientific with the introduction of 

anthropological studies at universities. 

 

Apart from Australian Aboriginal Art in 1960-

1961, a show that visited State galleries 

nationwide and was organised by Tony 

Tuckson, deputy director at the AGNSW, and 

which marked the shift from ethnographic 

museum to art gallery, no survey or solo 

shows are mentioned in text. Despite the 

increase in systematic collecting since the 

50s, the decade shows a significant gap in 

the exhibition history of Aboriginal art.  
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Representation as 

contemporary art (1970s 

mid 1980s) 

Aboriginal Agency ( mid 

1980s-1990s 

Solo (retrospective) shows 

(1900s- 2000s) 

1973-mid 80s - Inclusion of 

Aboriginal artists in events 

such as the Sydney 

Biennales and Perspectas. 

Aborigines gained more 

influence as to what is 

exhibited and where, as well 

as establishment of art 

centres in remote 

communities.  

 

Since 1986 - Solo shows and 

shows with regional focus, as 

well as survey shows. 

Increasing involvement of 

Aboriginal people in crucial 

positions such as curatorial, 

academic etc. in regards to 

the semination of Aboriginal 

art. Growing independence 

and agency through co-

operatives and art sales. 

 

Since the 1990s solo and 

survey shows again with 

international focus. 

 

 

Exhibition Practice as Diplomatic Device 

My research demonstrates that exhibitions of Aboriginal art were highly sensitive to the 

overall political and social development in Australia. The interest in foreign policy is 

reflected in the increasing frequency of exhibitions, especially over the last twenty to 

thirty years. From less than one major exhibition per year in the 1960s, to more than 

twenty exhibitions in public galleries a year by the end of the 1980s, exhibition practice 

has increasingly acted as diplomatic currency in transcultural settings within Australia 

and abroad.214 

 

From the 1970s on, Aboriginal art toured in Europe and the USA with a high frequency 

and great audience numbers in mind. The 1970s had at least seven important 

exhibitions, many of them curated by Jennifer Isaacs, which toured the USA, the United 

Kingdom, Canada, Papua New Guinea, Indonesia, and Poland. These shows presented 

artists such as Eddie Puruntatameri, Bede Tungutalum, Wandjuk Marika, and Chicka 

Dickson. Foreign art events were supported by governmental institutions such as the 

department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Australian Embassies, and institutes of 

                                                 
214 The 1956 Olympic Games in Melbourne are an early example of this, the Aboriginal Memorial of 
1988 in the Biennale of Sydney and as permanent display at the National Art Gallery in Canberra, 
followed by the opening ceremony and promotion of 2000 Sydney Olympic Games, and the 2004 
Olympic exhibition Our Place: Indigenous Australia Now in Athens. 
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cultural studies. The shows of  the 1980s were particularly focused on tours and thus 

had an international impact in terms of positioning Aboriginal art in the art world, 

shows such as: Papunya: Die Neue Malerei von Australischen Ureinwohnern curated 

by Ulli Beier at the Iwalewa Haus/Afrikanologie at the University of Bayreuth in 1982; 

ARC Contemporary Australian Art curated by Leon Paroissien and Suzanne Pagé at the 

Museé d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris in 1983, which displayed a large ground 

painting by Warlpiri artists from Lajamanu, directed by Maurice Luther Jupurrula and 

managed by Anthony Wallis. Ace Bourke curated Art and Aboriginality for Aboriginal 

Arts Australia in Portsmouth, United Kingdom in 1987 (Isaacs 558-9).  

 

However, as I have shown, two major survey exhibitions, Dreamings: Art of Aboriginal 

Australia in New York and Magiciens de la Terre in Paris, brought Aboriginal art out of 

its invisibility and into the realms of an international debate on primitive art or non-

Western art. Dreamings, which was shown in the Asia Society Galleries in New York 

City, demystified stereotypical sentiments toward Aboriginal culture as a pre-historic 

representation of the linear evolution of humankind.  

 

With the Dreamings exhibition Sutton also argued for a change in the art historical 

attitude towards Aboriginal art (Sutton 34). He identified obstacles that precluded 

acceptance of Aboriginal art within the Western art world. On one hand, the Eurocentric 

anchorage of the visual convention in Australia did not understand art from the 

fundamentally different worldview of Aboriginal culture; on the other, there was a 

general reluctance to engage with a culture so radically different from European 

standards. Sutton assigned the main reasons for a change in perception of the Other to 

two main factors, Modernism and anthropology:  

 

Since the critical years 1904-11, Modernism has broken down the dominance of 

decaying academic art conventions. The Western tradition, in particular, has refreshed 

itself by the absorption of what were once regarded as exotic visual forms, most 

importantly those from African, oceanic, and American Indian sources (35). 

 

At least three forms of Modernism – Expressionist, Conceptual and Performance art – 

had attacked the pedestals of Western traditions to open up new paths of enquiry and 

aesthetics, such as global indigenous art. The greater cultural understanding provided by 
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anthropological groundwork undertaken by dedicated researchers in “analysing and 

explaining” Aboriginal culture since the 1920s led to the recognition of Aboriginal art 

(35).  

 

I would add that the Australian history of the visibility of Aboriginal art cannot be 

isolated from the intertwined history of the two specific cultural systems. The 

relationship between mainstream Australia with Aboriginal culture has always been in 

reaction to or reflective of temporal and spatial, relational issues; such as the European 

invasion and settlement in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, nationhood and 

Australian identity after Federation in 1901, and as a democratic, multicultural, 

postcolonial country in the twenty-first century. As such, Aboriginal art and its 

reception and position in society at any given time, reflected the needs and national 

interests of the broader Australian society. Society’s positive attitudes towards 

Aboriginal art and culture were not only a sign of social justice in the making and 

recognition of an Aboriginal history but were also conducive to the nation’s cultural and 

economic wealth. 

 

It was not the recognition of global indigenous art as a polarised entity within the art 

market, but the specific recognition of Australian Aboriginal art by fellow Australians 

that has been at the heart of a long process of growing respect and dignity for 

Aboriginal people and culture. And after forty-one parliaments, the new Prime Minister 

Kevin Rudd formally delivered a national apology to the Stolen Generation on the 13th 

February 2008, indicating a major political and social change. 

 

The highly influential exhibition Magiciens de la Terre in Paris in 1989215 stimulated 

global, institutional debate around the issue of exhibition practices of non-European art 

which I further discuss in Part Eight. In the postcolonial situation, for instance in 

Australia, asserting the Indigenous voice has been undertaken as a second phase of 

decolonisation, and one of asserting a stronghold within society. 

 

                                                 
215 This was intended as a reply to the highly controversial exhibition Primitivism in Twentieth Century 
Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern, curated by William Rubin in the Museum of Modern art in the 
USA. 



Part Seven 

 242 

In the 1990s Aboriginal art found wider recognition in the international market for 

Aboriginal artists with the inclusion of Rover Thomas and Trevor Nickolls at one of the 

biggest European art forums, the Venice Biennale, in 1990. The diplomatic assertion 

and recognition of female Aboriginal artists and the “leading role of Australian 

Indigenous art in the contemporary arena” was manifested for example in Emily 

Kngwarreye, Yvonne Koolmatrie and Judy Watson’s representation of Australia in 

Fluent in 1997 at the Venice Biennale (Plates 48, 49 and 50), and the inclusion of eight 

artists in the architectural design of the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris to represent 

“Australian culture abroad” (Michael Lynch 6; Edmund Capon 7; Penelope Wensley 6). 

Remarkable indeed is the fact that not only Australia’s international art, but Australia’s 

identity as a national profile is predominantly represented by Indigenous artists. 

 

Nationally, multiple solo shows in the state capitals, as well as in rural areas during the 

last decade of the millennium, have demonstrated the growing awareness and 

significance of Aboriginal art within Australian culture, leading up to the event of the 

Olympic Games in Sydney in 2000. This event catapulted Aboriginal art issues into 

more controversies involving copyrights, management and representation of Aboriginal 

artists, but it also highlighted the political and cultural currency of Aboriginality in a 

global setting and its construction as national identity (Batty 1998). The first Aboriginal 

art exhibition in Greece, 2004 in the new Benaki Museum in Athens (Plate 71) was 

Australia’s contribution to the Cultural Olympiad of Athens 2004 Olympic Games. Our 

Place: Indigenous Australia Now showed exclusively Indigenous art (Plate 70).  

 

I have argued here that there is a direct correlation between representations of 

Aboriginal art and Australia’s need to create itself as a nation, and that these 

representations reflect the socio-political demands and expectations of the time. The 

representation of Aboriginal art does not carry any inherent meaning other than the 

relational meaning between artist/art work and viewer/public rendered through 

institutional space, the Aboriginal art agent’s dissemination such as curator, art critic 

and other agents of history. Re-contextualisation of ethnographic objects, from scientific 

evidence to art objects is another outstanding feature in more recent exhibitions, such as 

Crossing Country – The Alchemy of Western Arnhem Land Art in 2004 at the AGNSW 

which exhibited bark paintings by unknown artists that date back as early as 1913, 

together with contemporary works to draw attention to a continuing history of artistic 
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development that is rooted in the land and culture of a particular place. This is 

important, as it articulates a continuing re-visioning of the history by Aboriginal 

curators of artistic concepts before European contact, overturning notions of the 

traditional, and Aboriginal culture as static culture.  

 

The triangulation of institutional space and its power to lend authority, the shift in 

meaning of content from object to subject, as well as the dissemination of this new 

context through media and high profile colour catalogues, all articulate a reconciling 

alternative to the polarised dualism in art institutions and ethnological museums of most 

of the twentieth century. 

 

Part Seven has given a general overview of the perception and curatorship of Aboriginal 

art in Australia between 1929 and the 2000s and how they intertwined with national 

interests. Outstanding individual engagements of curators such as Preston, Tuckson, 

Waterlow, and that of Aboriginal curators such as Mundine, Croft and Perkins, for 

example evidence the role of curators as mediating influences but also as being 

instrumental in the rupturing of the dominant gaze. It demonstrates a growing 

understanding by curators that Aboriginal artists exist in a contemporary interest and are 

part of the broad momentum of Australian art, not separated from it. As such, 

Aboriginal art serves as an important diplomatic device in cross-cultural and 

transcultural dialogue. This particular approach is contrasted in the discussion of 

German art space in the next Part. 
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8.1 Aboriginal Art in Germany 

“Art does not exist unless it is received and recognised as such”  

(Everlyn Nicodemus 1999, 79) 

 

The premise for the representation and reception of Aboriginal art in Germany is, in 

contrast to Australia, not guided by proximity to Aboriginal culture as part of its society, 

nor is it informed by a political, social and cultural urgency to relate Aboriginal culture 

to national identity. Although, as I have argued earlier, Germany has used an imagery of 

the Other to affirm ideas of national identity in the past, I do not endorse the viewpoint 

that the exclusion of Aboriginal art from academic art discourse in Germany in the 

twenty-first century is actively related to defining a German national identity. Rather, I 

discuss in this chapter how the reception of Aboriginal art in Germany is a paradigm of 

the complex meaning construction around non-European art in Western art discourse as 

a result of categorical, discursive mechanisms set in motion by ethnology and art history 

(Plate 72). 

 

In Part Eight, I trace the development of categories of art, in particular “primitive” and 

contemporary art by examining the nature of collections in ethnographic museums since 

the nineteenth century first contact with Aboriginal culture. I have discussed in Parts 

One, Two, Three and Four how motivation for collecting has not only constantly 

changed but informed the way of representation of the material. Part Five investigated 

the links between cultural representation in literature and Völkerschauen and notions of 

authenticity and incommensurability. Part Six analysed the positioning of art in relation 

to literacy and orality, and Part Seven looked at the visual regimes in Australia since 

early settlement and how they contextualised Aboriginal art in relation to the national 

interest.  

 

Here, I look at some major events of re-contextualisation and attempt to introduce new 

perspectives into the Eurocentric art canon. The first major exhibitions of Aboriginal art 

in Germany in relation to their exhibition spaces underpin my argument that Aboriginal 

art can only enter serious art discourse if exhibited in revered and acknowledged public 

art institutions. I further examine how the categorical placing of art and its 

dissemination in texts interrelate with the issues of contemporaneity in art (Plate 72).  
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Elisabeth Bähr noted that exhibitions should not take place without the edifying context 

of the written word, nor can articles about Aboriginal art be placed in reputable art 

publications without the prior support of the art by recognised art institutions (Bähr 

Lecture 13-15, 26). In fact, I argue that the institutions themselves function as primary 

texts whereby interpretations are made and on which art receptions build. I explore how 

the context of an art institution and the resulting publications of such exhibitions 

possibly cement notions of mega-narratives, such as “high art” and “primitive art” as 

signposts in the landscape of the literary knowledge system which then serve as point of 

reference. 

 

In this section, for the context of the reception of Aboriginal art as art, I discuss mainly 

exhibitions of Aboriginal art whose focus is on the contemporary aspect of the works 

and as works of high art. Therefore, numerous exhibitions of Aboriginal art with a main 

emphasis on the ethnographic and ethnological aspects in ethnographic and cultural-

historical museums are not discussed here, with the one exception of Painted Country. 

Aboriginal Art from Arnhem Land, which was shown in two major ethnological 

museums in 1994.216 Instead, I concentrate mainly on institutional spaces such as the 

Sprengel Museum in Hannover, the Iwalewa Haus in Bayreuth, and the Kunstsammlung 

Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf. These locations promoted Aboriginal art as cultural 

dialogue through the ongoing commitments of individual advocates, in particular Ulli 

Beier (Iwalewa Haus), Bernhard Lüthi (Museum Kunst Palast in Düsseldorf) and 

Elisabeth Bähr (Aboriginal Art Galerie Bähr), Jean-Hubert Martin (Museum Kunst 

Palast in Düsseldorf) and Ulrich Krempel (Sprengel Museum). 

 

                                                 
216 See extended list of exhibitions in appendix Part Eight. 
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8.2 Aboriginal Collections as Art 

While most of the nineteenth century collections of Aboriginal objects were treated as 

artefacts and evidence for empirical studies, in the 1950s some ethnologists began to 

view Aboriginal art from new angles. Rock paintings for example, increasingly drew 

attention as an aesthetic expression of a culture. This aesthetic value in a Kantian 

interpretation was derived from a philosophical universal sense of beauty. Some 

ethnologists have used this point of departure (in addition to the ethnological frame of 

cultural and social association) as focal point in their representation of Aboriginal art in 

Germany. 

 

Collection history 

In Parts, One, Two and Three, I have demonstrated that museum collections and their 

public displays were tightly connected with ideas of national education and meaning-

construction in the nineteenth century. Collecting Aboriginal art and objects was an 

undertaking of national prestige, scientific endeavour and competition with other 

colonial nations that helped define the new German identity. In this function, Aboriginal 

objects were not framed as art, as an expression of knowledge or insight into the human 

condition, but as objects of science. 

 

In the following, an example of aesthetic value as a bridging factor in transcultural 

understanding will show the role of individuals in bringing Aboriginal art under the 

spotlight. 

 

Aboriginal Art and the Museum of Ethnology: 90
th

 Birthday of 

Andreas Lommel Jubilee Exhibition 
The connection between art as expression of culture (Boas 1927; Kroeber and 

Kluckhohn 1952) and representations of art as expressions of cultural distinction (Myers 

Representing Culture 497) seems to be at the core of some of the exhibitions of 

Aboriginal art in ethnological museums. Ethnologist Ingrid Heermann explains that the 

“art of other peoples is an essential form of expression of their identity, ethos and 

ideology”217 and the ethnological grounding of an exhibition renders art as a means of 

                                                 
217 “…Kunst andere Völker ganz wesentliche Ausdrucksform für ihre Identität, für ihr Ethos, für ihr 
Weltbild sind und dass es auch eine Möglichkeit ist, über die Kunst Hintergründe unseren Besuchern zu 
vermitteln…” (Heermann quoted in Bähr Die Kunst der australischen 109). [My translation] 
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learning, so that it differentiates the showing of contemporary Aboriginal art from an 

exhibition in an art museum or gallery (110).  

 

Art as part of the material culture of a people had been crucial in early ethnographic and 

ethnological research in its positioning and recognition of a culture, as witnessed by the 

case of Sir George Grey (Plate 59), who attributed the Wandjina rock art (Plate 58) of 

the Kimberley region to “aliens” rather than acknowledge the possibility of 

sophistication among Aborigines.218  

 

The boundaries between high and so-called primitive art are more fractured within the 

institutional space of ethnology, as was demonstrated by the exhibitions of non-Western 

artists from around the globe in the African Iwalewa House in Bayreuth, the Georg-

August University of Göttingen, and the Adelhauser Museum in Freiburg.  

 

Andreas Lommel (1912-2005), who originally studied Japanese and Chinese language 

as well as art and culture in Munich, shifted his focus to Aboriginal rock paintings after 

his first participation in an expedition organised by ethnologist Leo Frobenius who was 

the director of the Frobenius-Institute (Forschungsinstut für Kulturmorphologie) in 

Frankfurt in 1938. Lommel soon recognised the artistic and historic significance of the 

rock paintings he was to record in the northwest of Australia, bridging the perceived 

divide between European and non-European art, in his position as director of the 

Staatliche Museum für Völkerkunde München (National Ethnographic Museum Munich) 

during1957-1977. Lommel pointed out the role of the image in oral culture: 

 

In any society in which writing plays an important part, the art of representation loses 

significance; but in a society without writing the picture, along with the spoken or 

chanted word communicates basic ideas – the picture itself is the idea. (244) 

 

Lommel returned to the Kimberleys in 1954/55 where his wife copied five rock 

paintings: Ngunggunda, Molkott, Aulen, Wonalirri and Sundron.219 An interesting fact 

about the early art collection of the Museum in Munich is that it included the 

reproductions of the rock paintings by the ethnologist’s wife, the artist Katherina 

                                                 
218 See Part Seven for Sir George Grey’s interpretation of Aboriginal art. 
219 Michaela Appel, Michaela. Zum 90. Geburtstag von Dr. Andreas Lommel. Staatliches Museum für 
Völkerkunde München, 2002. 
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Lommel (Plates 77 and 78). There are parallels between the Lommel images and 

reproductions of Greek, Roman and Etruscan art which are exhibited side by side with 

original artefacts in the National Antique Collection Munich (Staatliche 

Antikensammlung München) (See below for exhibitions in Germany and discussion of a 

more recent exhibition of his collection). The collection focus of Andreas Lommel, 

showed an emphasis on the Wandjina rock paintings as art which is amplified through 

the context of contemporary acrylic paintings in a more recent exhibition.  

 

In the jubilee exhibition Zum 90.Geburtstag von Dr. Andreas Lommel in 2002/3 (Plates 

77, 78, 79 and 80), Katherina Lommel’s life size copies of the rock paintings and 

tracings of designs on wood were complemented by seven contemporary, modern 

paintings from central Australia from the 1990s: Seven Sister Dreaming by Gabriella 

Possum Nungurrayi; Kirritjinya Tingari by Kanya Tjapangati; Goanna Dreaming by 

Barbara Charles and her husband; Seven Dreamings by Malcolm Jagamarra Maloney; 

Kangaroo Dreaming by Michael Nelson Tjakamarra; Fire Dreaming by Maureen 

Nampajinpa Hudson (Plate 79); and Eagle Dreaming by Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri.220
  

 

 

                                                 
220 The Museum acquired the paintings in 1994 from Hubert Umlauf, Melbourne [personal 
communication with curator Dr Michaela Appel, 19 June 08]. 
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8.3 Art Museums and Ethnographic Museums Delineate Art Language 

and Discourse 

According to Nicholas Thomas, segregation and assimilation are colonial strategies that 

determined the way Indigenous people were treated by the European settler 

(Colonialism’s Culture 2-4). At first glance, in the realm of German art representation 

the tendencies of segregationist and assimilationist ideologies can be discerned in the 

dichotomy of the ethnographic museum (Völkerkundemuseum) and the art museum 

(Kunstmuseum) (Plate 72). The issue of incommensurability, as discussed above, 

reoccurs in this segregation and is expressed in the way art production is placed within 

those categories. Assimilation, on the other hand, is reflected in the acceptance of art  

that is produced outside Europe’s physical and ideological boundaries when it follows 

certain Western conventions of art language. Otherwise fine art occupies a different 

realm of public space to ethnographic art.  

 

One international exhibition, Magiciens de la Terre in 1989, had a major influence in 

the re-framing of non-European art on an equal footing with European art. 

 

Magiciens de la Terre  

Magiciens took place in 1989 at the Centre George Pompidou, Paris, under the artistic 

direction of Jean-Hubert Martin. This exhibition was conceived by Jean-Hubert Martin 

(then the director of the Musée National d'Art Moderne in Paris – since 2000 he has 

been the director of the Museum Kunst Palast in Düsseldorf, Germany) as a direct 

response to the controversial exhibition “Primitivism” in the 20th Century Art (curators 

were William Rubin and Kirk Varnedoe) at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 

1984. Primitivism was seen as a trajectory of Modernist thought and the colonial 

attitude in its display (art from the African and Asian continents, as well as Oceania and 

works from Pre-Columbian American (Lüthi The Marginalisation 22). Here, work from 

outside Europe and the USA was contrasted with  one hundred and fifty European 

Modernist artworks without reference either to the artist or the cultural context of the 

former. 

 

In this, the art from other continents was merely reduced to the raw material which was 

exploited artistically. The Primitivism show was perceived as being anachronistic and 
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insensitive to the global shift in the political order that had taken place not long before. 

Its emphasis on the artistic appropriation of the non-European illustrated for many 

critics that the show was evidence of the ever imperialist-Westerner attitude towards the 

other (Mc Evilley 1989, 1992; Lüthi 1993, 2000; Bähr 1995; Homi Bhabha 1989). 

 

In contrast, the main concept of Magiciens de la Terre (MdlT) shown in the Centre 

Georges Pompidou, Musée National d’art Moderne, La Grande Halle La Villette, was 

to hear the non-canonical voices. This was accomplished by looking at art from outside 

Europe “[w]ithout seeking to maintain the usual division between industrialised and 

non-industrialised cultures” (Aratjara, Editor’s comments 356). It showed works from 

one hundred and five artists from around the world, nine of whom were Indigenous 

Australians. Among the artists were John Mawurndjul (Plate 68), Jimmy Wululu, Jack 

Wunuwun, and six artists from Yuendumu (including Paddy Jupurrla Nelson, Towser 

Jakamarra Walker, Paddy Stewart Japaljarri) with a sand painting (ground installation) 

(Plate 67).221 

 

The importance of conceiving an exhibition that would stand up to the imperial 

assumptions of Modernist thought was further evidenced by the contributions of post-

colonial thinkers such as Thomas McEvilley and Homi Bhaba to the exhibition 

catalogue. In a sense, MdlT had brought issues earlier discussed by Edward Said’s 

Orientalism (1978), such as the construction of essential difference and the Orient as 

Utopian geography, into the realm of the visual analysis. MdlT was only shown in Paris. 

 

MdlT opened up a field of discourse that continued on German soil with important 

events such as documenta IX and documenta XI. Art critics hailed the documenta XI in 

2002 as a decisively new approach to art representation and global art. The following 

section explores the impact of such post-colonial discourse in curatorial practices of 

major German art events, such as documenta IX in 1992 and documenta XI in 2002, 

after the influential exhibition Magiciens de la Terre in 1989. 

 

documenta IX 

The art event took place in Kassel, 1992, under the artistic direction of Jan Hoet. 

                                                 
221 Among the artists were also Rasheed Araeen, Louise Bourgeois, Hans Haacke, Anselm Kiefer, Per 
Kirkeby, Richard Long, Nam June Paik, Sigmar Polke, Twins Seven Seven, and Ken Unsworth. 
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Jan Hoet, director of the Museum of Contemporary Art in Ghent, Belgium, brought 

works from one hundred and ninety artists from about forty countries to Kassel. The 

exhibition has been widely criticised for its under-representation of women, who 

comprised less than one fifth of all the artists. In contrast to previous documenta shows, 

documenta IX did not pursue a theoretical concept and Hoet described the exhibition as 

“a documenta of locations” and as one based “solely on the artist and his work”. The 

exhibits were spread over nine buildings, among them the Fridericianum, built in the 

eighteenth century, and the new documenta Halle, as well as outdoor sites in Kassel, 

Germany (Documenta History). 

 

Among the international artists were Francis Bacon, Jean-Pierre Bertrand, 

Joseph Beuys, Louise Bourgeois, Jimmie Durham, Paul Gauguin, Alberto Giacometti, 

Tim Johnson, Anish Kapoor, Kazuo Katase, Tadashi Kawamata, Bhupen Khakhar 

(Plate 81), Martin Kippenberger, Per Kirkeby, Joseph Kosuth, Brice Marden, 

Gerhard Richter, Ulrich Rückriem, Thomas Schütte (Die Fremden), and Ousmane Sow 

(Plate 82). 

 

Aside from the low representation of female artists, other points of criticism emerged; 

the “documenta of location” referred rather to the architectural than geographical 

location, as the catalogue’s essay “Place of Art” by Paul Robbrecht and Hilde Daem 

pointed out. Lüthi criticised the show for not having delivered on its promises to widen 

the scope with a “world art exhibition” that would therefore question the canon: “The 

contribution of non-European, non-American artists functioned as a mere alibi; it was 

marginal and unable to fulfil the expectations raised in advance of the show” (Lüthi The 

Marginalisation of 19). For example, he argued that the few non-European artists were, 

like the work of African artist Ousmane Sow (Plate 82), visually and conceptually 

imbedded within Western art. By contrast, Hoet draws on the same African work as a 

prime example to counteract Eurocentric stereotypes. While some of the visual language 

of the Western Desert Painting style, developed in the Papunya Tula community, were 

present in Tim Johnson’s work, no Aboriginal artist was included (Plate 83). 

 

Two Australian contributions to the exhibition were One Day (1991), and Eden Burns, 

(1991) (Plate 83) by Tim Johnson, who incorporated Buddhist and Aboriginal imagery 

in his “dot” paintings. Appropriations of other visual components such as the dots on 
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colour compositions from the Western Desert art painters of Papunya Tula appear to be 

the limit of world art influence. In his documenta IX catalogue essay, Bart De Baere 

examined the limiting factors that society imposes on art; art’s separation from life on 

the one hand, its cultural specificity on the other. He also suggests that art is exclusively 

European in concept and hegemonic in character. Europe, he explains, developed “the 

convention ‘art’ as a platform” for her “intentions” (41). Perhaps the following explains 

why Aboriginal artists were excluded from the exhibition: 

 

It gives me a sad, sinking feeling to hear traditional Australian aboriginal images simply 

proclaimed as art. Are they not visual parts of an existing (and to us hermetic) 

cosmology, rather than a means on their own? Are they not closer to our epics than to 

our visual arts? Alongside what we call myths and cartography? …Proclaiming them as 

art seems to me a cheap bargain, paying a pittance to clear the conscience of those who 

can find no respect for the complexity of that culture. Declared art, they are pulled into 

our context, with us telling them how to behave. (De Baere 41) 

 

De Baere pointed a double-edged sword at the art world; on the one side he 

acknowledges the limitations of Western art criticism to cogently negotiate art from 

other conceptual origins. On the other side, by implying a certain pristine stage of 

Aboriginal art that does not reflect on, and take into account, the relationship between 

settler and Aboriginal culture and the agency of the artist, he continued the dualistic 

approach to art. 

 

documenta XI 

This event was shown in five locations with the main exhibition in Kassel in 2002, 

under the artistic direction of Okwui Enwezor. 

As a highly political exhibition, documenta XI continued in the vein of the foundation 

criteria for the documenta as artistic and political statement (Bauer 103). This 

documenta however differed from previous documentas in Kassel on several levels. 

Firstly, the artistic director, Okwui Enwezor (curator of contemporary African art, critic, 

poet and adjunct curator of contemporary art at the Art Institute of Chicago), was the 

first not to have come from Europe. The Nigerian born artistic director, who lives in the 

USA, together with a team of six co-curators from six different countries, took an 

international approach to the world for documenta XI. Secondly, the invited one 
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hundred and sixteen artists came from countries that had not been represented at the 

documenta before.222 This was done in an attempt to stage the documenta as an 

exhibition of world art. Thirdly, in terms of content and geographical dimensions this 

event was significantly broader in scope than any other documenta. It was held in five 

different locations around the world, and the concept of the event was to give platforms 

for discussion, dialogue, and lectures that actively explored contemporary art-specific, 

political and social issues. The fourth point – in which this exhibition set itself apart 

from predecessors – was the extent of its reach. For instance, six hundred and fifty 

thousand visitors came through the doors of the Fridericianum, the Kulturbahnhof, the 

Orangerie and the Karlsaue, and the new event, the Binding brewery, in order to see 

around four hundred and fifty artworks, set out on a surface area of 13,000 square 

metres at the largest documenta ever (Documenta History).  Among the artists were 

Yinka Shonibare, Touhami Ennadre, Muyiwa Osifuye, Craigie Horsfield, Eija-Liisa 

Ahtila, William Kentridge, Tania Bruguera, Igloolik Isuma Productions, Santu 

Mofokeng, Mona Hatoum, Ecke Bonk, Yang Fudong, Adrian Piper, Amar Kanwar, 

Sanja Ivekovi, Louise Bourgeois, Thomas Hirschhorn, Georges Adeagbo (Plate 84) and 

Australian Indigenous artist Destiny Deacon (Plates 85, 86 and 87). 

The exhibition in Kassel formed the fifth of these platforms. This “postcolonial” 

concept “marked a breach within the artistic field” together with the new biennales in 

the “peripheries” such as the Sao Paulo, Dakar, Havanna, Johannesburg, Istanbul and 

elsewhere , according to Oliver Marchart (95). 

On a visual level, this exhibition, despite its aspirations to challenge conventional 

Eurocentric perspectives, did not challenge Western understandings of art. The concept 

was to analyse the capacity of contemporary art as produced globally in all sorts of 

facets and forms with this show “to develop a dialectic relationship to the entirety of 

global culture” (Documenta History) and it seemed to have focused on geographical 

peripheries rather than on conceptual difference:   

The question Enwezor posed behind the global orientation of the exhibition, "how 

contemporary art in all its different forms can continue to develop in a dialectic 

relationship to the entirety of global culture", was answered cautiously in the end. 

Taking into account the current political, technological and ideological conflicts, 

                                                 
222 For example Palestine, Senegal, Congo, India 
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developments and mixtures, it proved an extremely "difficult and sensitive" 

undertaking. Consequently, in the end Enwezor left the public unclear about 

"contemporary art's prospects and its position in working on interpretational models for 

the different aspects of today's ideational worlds", although delivering a quantity of 

material for reflecting on the theme. Decisive was the taboo-break associated with the 

exhibition. Enwezor cast doubt on the claim to primacy of Western culture by shifting, 

even inverting, the centres of development and the references. (Documenta History).   

 

The “taboo break” related to the deterritorialisation and dislocation of the event, by 

choosing five different geographical venues: Vienna and Berlin, New Delhi, St.Lucia, 

Lagos, and Kassel (Ute Meta Bauer 104 and 106). The visual language however, was 

deeply imbedded within the conventional contemporary art language and discourse of 

text, photography, video and digital motion pictures and installation (Plate 84, 85, 86 

and 87). Virginia Fraser and Destiny Deacon’s super 8 film on video Forced into 

Images 2001, and the colour print series Postcards from Mummy: Postcards from Black 

Mountain 1998 (Plate 84 and Plate 85)) and Postcards from Mummy: Postcards from 

Ayton 1998 (Plate 86), assert an Aboriginal voice through the conventional Western art 

media. It remains speculative why the curator team did not include different visual 

material, such as John Mawurndjul’s bark paintings for example.  

 

The miniature statues in Georges Adéagbo’s223 installation L’explorateur et les 

explorateurs devant l’histoire de l’exploration…! Le theatre du monde, 2002 (Explorers 

and the Explorer Facing the History of Exploration…! The theatre of the World) 

revealed parallels to archaeological methods of organising material evidence of events 

and histories (Plate 84). The artist re-organised these in such a way that perceived fixed 

histories (for instance, books, magazines, newspapers and maps) are challenged by their 

juxtaposition with wooden statues and images. The written material dominated the 

composition visually, despite orbiting four carved posts and a wooden boat at the centre 

of the room. In some ways the installation mirrored the exhibition’s aim, which seems 

to have emphasised concept over form. 

 

documenta XI related to people’s stories and their political layers of history such as war, 

colonialism, racism, displacement within and outside Europe. The exhibition was to be 

a catalyst to “open up a space of in-between”, explains Ute Meta Bauer, a space of 
                                                 
223 The artist was born in 1942 in Benin, West Africa. 
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transition and of passage…[and] diaspora” (105). The art works do not refer to non-

European art traditions other than in juxtaposition within some art works (see Adeagbo, 

for example). The dominant art language of photography, installation and text in this 

exhibition follows the grammar of contemporary Western art rules, and while often 

conceptually hybrids, they rarely tell of other art histories. 
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8.4 Advocacy of Aboriginal Art: Exhibitions since the 1980s 

Iwalewa Haus in Bayreuth and the Aboriginal Art Gallerie Bähr in Speyer have played 

an instrumental role in the increase of visibility of Aboriginal art in Germany. Ulli 

Beier, former director of Iwalewa Haus, an institution that provided a meeting point 

between local people and musicians, poets and artists from around the world, was the 

first to recognise the need for Aboriginal art to be exhibited in an art context. A decade 

or so later, Elisabeth Bähr began to professionally collect, exhibit and publish 

Aboriginal art, with a focus on the dissemination of knowledge and a wider 

understanding of Aboriginal art conceptions in Germany. 

 

Iwalewa Haus 

The majority of the 1980s exhibitions of Aboriginal art were organised by the Iwalewa 

Haus, University of Bayreuth. In 1982, the first Aboriginal art show in the Iwalewa 

Haus224 was titled Moderne Malerei von Australischen Ureinwohnern aus Papunya 

(Modern Paintings by Australian Aborigines from Papunya). The circumstances of how 

this show came about are directly linked with the meaning-creating faculties of an 

institution which influenced the reading of non-European art. Ulli Beier,225 founder and 

head of the Iwalewa Haus in Bayreuth Germany, from 1981-1984 and 1989-1996, , 

                                                 
224 The Iwalewa house was initiated by Ulli Beier, after the president of the University of Bayreuth, Klaus 
Dieter Wolff, had invited him to establish a museum of African art in 1981. Instead, Beier insisted on 
building  an institution which would encourage cultural exchange between the wider public of Bayreuth 
and cultures from all over the world. The institution encompasses a museum, gallery, music archive in 
one building where concerts, conferences, but also popular events such as African fashion shows and 
Indian cooking have taken place (Hiepe and Marschall 5). On the philosophy of the Iwalewa house see 
also R. Abiodun Fifteen Years of Iwalewa Haus – Its Philosophy, Directions and Accomplishments 1996. 
Iwalewa Haus does not exhibit Aboriginal art any longer. 
225 Ulli Beier’s first professional encounter with Aboriginal culture was through Kath Walker’s poetry in 
1965. In 1969 he wrote a report for the Australian Council of the Arts, which led to the formation of the 
Aboriginal Arts Advisory Board, of which he was a member until 1971 (Encounters with Aboriginal 
Australians, vol 1, II). His professional focus is grounded in the literary field and the promoting of art, but 
despite this his work has always been interdisciplinary and followed a holistic approach to culture; he 
taught Phonetics at the University College of Ibadan Nigeria, Extramural Studies in Ede, founded the 
journal Black Orpheus  and the Mbari Club Ibadan and the Mbari Bayo Club in Osogbo (theater/ 
Perfomance space), inaugurated New English Literatures at the University of Papua New Guinea where 
he later became the director of the Institute of Papua New Guinean Studies, was research professor and 
director at the Institute of African Studies at the University of Ife, was guest professor at the University in 
Mainz. He has organised exhibitions of African art, Indian art, Australian Aboriginal art and Papua New 
Guinean art in Nigeria, Papua New Guinea, Germany and Australia (Wole Ogundele 11-13). He strongly 
opposed any museological concept for Iwalewa Haus and favoured what Olu Obafemi described as “a 
syncretic development of the world” (Obafemi quoted in Abodunrin, 10). Instead, the idea was to create a 
forum for living culture, a place where art could be experienced as a lived form of expression together 
with music, food and poetry. His work also encompassed projects of transcultural dialogue, not only 
between the colonised and the colonising country, but between indigenous people across national borders; 
for example, Ulli Beier organised an exhibition with art by Wandjuk Marika, the first Aboriginal art 
exhibition in Papua New Guinea in 1997. 
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after visiting the exhibition of the Holmes à Court Aboriginal art collection in “a little 

room at the top of a museum for stuffed animals” in Bonn, was so appalled by the 

undignified art presentation that he organised the exhibition to be brought to the 

Iwalewa Haus.226 Unfortunately, the artwork did not arrive catalogued and no names of 

the artists nor titles accompanied the artworks. This limited the presentation at the new 

venue. The exhibition catalogue for the Iwalewa Haus exhibition of some twenty 

paintings outlined the artistic expressions of the Papunya Tula art before a general post-

contact history of Aboriginal cultures. It concentrated  on the culture clashes of the early 

European settlement period and the political landscape between the 1930s and 1970s. 

Besides providing a summary of the history of the Papunya movement, the overtones of 

the essay by Ulli Beier were that of a survival against all odds against the encroaching 

modernity. Despite its introduction of a new art, the emphasis on socio-cultural and 

historical elements of the art works and form allowed the exhibition to range within the 

ethnological context of art. The omission of any discussion of individual artists’ art 

works exhibited limited the exhibition to a broader, general introduction of a particular 

kind of Aboriginal art. However, Beier subsequently published several essays on 

Papunya Tula art.227  

 

The next exhibition by Aboriginal artists in the same venue was accompanied by 

comprehensive written material. The exhibition Traumzeit-Maschinen Zeit: Neue Kunst 

der Australischen Ureinwohner (Dreamtime-Machine time: New Art by Australian 

Aborigines) 1987 (Plate 88), showed works by Trevor Nickolls (1949- ), Jimmy Pike 

(1940-2002), and Kath Walker (1920-1993). The twenty six pages of a strong black and 

white exhibition catalogue included contributions from Patricia Lowe and Ulli Beier, 

which supplemented two monographs, Dreamtime-Machine Time – The Art of Trevor 

Nickolls 1985, and Quandamooka – The Art of Kath Walker 1985 by Ulli Beier. 

Dr.Ruprecht from the Goethe Institute curated this exhibition with the works previously 

acquired by Ulli Beier for the Iwalewa collection. The exhibition addressed the 

individual experiences of, and responses to, the conflicts between Aboriginal and 

                                                 
226 Personal communication with Ulli Beier, January 2007 
227 “Papunya Tula Art: The End of Assimilation” in the Aboriginal Art & Literature Magazine Aspect 
August l986. This magazine created so much interest, that the Aboriginal Artists Agency decided to 
create a special Magazine called LONG WATER to be edited by Beier and Colin Johnson. The first issue 
apeared in l988, in which Beier published an article called “Geoff Bardon and the Beginnings of Papunya 
Tula Art” after he had met with Geoff Bardon. He also wrote the foreword in Geoff Bardon’s Papunya 
Tula. Art of the Western Desert l991.  



Part Eight 

 260 

European society. Ulli Beier intended the Iwalewa Haus to create a forum for art 

outside academia and out of the museum context, to let people experience art directly 

without “political rhetoric” (Abiodun Fifteen Years 10). However, the reaction in some 

of the press demonstrated how non-European art was read within the constructions of 

institutional space (referring to the affiliation of the Iwalewa Haus as extra-mural 

institute to the ethnological institution of the University of Bayreuth) and its meaning-

creating powers: 

 

At a first, superficial glance, the one or the other drawing, painting or woodcut, would 

perhaps be dismissed as “primitive” or “naïve”, which of course would only emphasise 

the character of the uncivilised, without the civilised having shed his own struggle with 

that “primitive” part of his self. (Nordbayrischer Kurier (newspaper), Graue 

Maschinenzeit – Bunte Traumzeit, 24 March 1987)228 

 

The author of this local newspaper article drew a clear link between the artists and the 

primitive from the combination of the title information, Australian Aborigines/ 

australische Ureinwohner, and the context of the institutional space, which 

predominantly housed non-European art and performances.  

 

Another seven solo-exhibitions of Jimmy Pike’s works followed in the years between 

1989 and 1996. In 1989  Bilder aus der Grossen Australischen Sandwüste: Graphiken 

und Textildrucke des Uraustraliers Jimmy Pike  (Pictures from the great Australian sand 

desert: Graphics and textile prints by Aborigine Jimmy Pike) was shown first at the 

Iwalewa house before it travelled to Berlin, Haus der Kulturen der Welt (House of 

World Cultures) and Cologne, Gallery Zimmermann (private gallery) in 1990. 

 

In the 1990s, the Iwalewa house staged other solo shows with Aboriginal artists and 

artworks about Aboriginal culture: in 1992 Martin Dougall: Ur-Australier – Siebdrucke 

(Martin Dougall: Aborigine – Prints); 1993 Kath Walker: Zeichnungen der 

Uraustralischen Bürgerrechtlerin und Schriftstellerin (Kath Walker: Drawings by the 

Aboriginal activist and writer), 1995 Felsenmalerei der Australischen Ureinwohner – 

Fotographien von Jutta Malnic (Rock paintings by Aborigines –  Photographed by Jutta 
                                                 
228 “Auf den ersten oberflächlichen Blick wird der eine oder andere die Zeichnungen, Gemälde und 
Holzschnitte vielleicht als “primitiv” oder “naïve” abtun, womit freilich nur der character des 
Nichtzivilisierten betont ware, ohne dass sich der Zivilisierte der Auseinandersetzung schon entledigt 
hätte – ist doch das “Primitive” Teil seiner selbst.” [my translation]. 
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Malnic); 1995 Martin Dougall – Ein Traum von der Wüste (Martin Dougall – A Dream 

of the Dessert); 1995 Jimmy Pike – Grafiken &Textilien (Jimmy Pike –  Graphics and 

textiles); 1995 Sally Morgan – Grafiken (Sally Morgan – Graphics); 1995 Traumbilder 

& Zerbrochene Speere – Fotos von John Cato (Dream images & Broken Spears – 

Photographs by John Cato). Also in 1995,  Malereien der Australischen Ureinwohner 

aus dem 19. Jahrhundert, (Paintings of Aborigines of the 19th century) was curated by 

Norbert Aas, an assistant in Iwalewa Haus. This exhibition included photocopies of 

paintings and prints by white artists depicting Aborigines, and included some 

reproductions of early sand paintings and bark paintings. 

 

Finally, Traditionelle & Moderne Kunst der Uraustralier: Plakate (Traditional & 

Modern Art by Australian Aborigines) concluded the focus in the Iwalewa house on 

Aboriginal art throughout that year and was curated by Ulli Beier. 

 

Iwalewa House organised further exhibitions in other institutions throughout Germany 

and Switzerland in the 1990s.229 Iwalewa House has become an integral part of the rich 

cultural landscape of Bayreuth since.230 

 

Aboriginal Art Gallerie Bähr 

Until the last quarter of the 1990s, Aboriginal art had not been the focus of any 

commercial gallery in Germany. This changed in1997 when Elisabeth Bähr turned her 

personal interest in Aboriginal art into a professional market assessment which she 

channelled through the prolific activities of Aboriginal Art Gallerie Bähr.231 In contrast 

to other commercial galleries, the Aboriginal Art Gallerie Bähr, from the outset, 

systematically approached art spaces of contemporary art with the aim to create 

awareness of Aboriginal art as an art form of equal standing with other contemporary 

                                                 
229 See Appendix Part Eight for exhibitions organised by Iwalewa house between 1980s and 1990s. 
230 See Abiodun 1996, 8-10 
231 Bähr was also co-editor of the German catalogue of Stories in 1994. She wrote her thesis in Cultural 
Management on the Art of Australian Aborigines – On the difficulties to Accept the Unfamiliar (Die 
Kunst der australischen Aborigines – Über die Schwierigkeiten, das Fremde zu akzeptieren) a year after 
in 1995 
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art. This is further reflected in the publication of exhibition catalogues for further 

dissemination of Aboriginal art as art and published to enable discourse.232 

 

Since her first exhibition in 1998, titled Kunst der Kontinente.Werke der Aborigines 

(Art of the Continents. Works by Aborigines) in the art association Alsdorf (in 

Kooperation mit Aboriginal Art Galerie Bähr) she organised and curated seventeen 

exhibitions in less than ten years until 2007, five of them in regional public art 

museums.   

 

In 1999, Aboriginal Art Galerie Bähr organised  Aboriginal Art – Australien Heute , 

Deutsche Welle, Cologne and the IHK Würzburg as well as Zeichen des Seins. Malerei 

der Australischen Aborigines, at the regional gallery (Städtische Galerie ADA) in 

Meiningen. In 2000 followed Kunst der Aborigines, at the Bayer AG, Leverkusen und 

Dormagen and Traumpfade? Zeitgenössische Kunst aus Australien, at the regional 

gallery Traunstein.In 2000-2001: Zeitgenössische Fotokunst aus Australien, Neuer 

Berliner Kunstverein, Museum Schloss Hardenberg, Velbert, Kunstsammlung Chemnitz, 

Kulturzentrum der Stadt Stuttgart which showed among others Destiny Deacon, Fiona 

Foley and Tracey Moffat. 

 

Aboriginal Galerie Bähr organised Das Verborgene im Sichtbaren/The Unseen in Scene 

2001, in the regional gallery in Wolfsburg and published a comprehensive full colour 

catalogue under the same title with written contributions by Vivien Johnson, Bernard 

Lüthi and Elisabeth Bähr.233 Other shows followed in art associations and a state library 

and regional galleries.234  

 

An ongoing commitment to Aboriginal art illustrated the second Aboriginal art 

exhibition in the Sprengel Museum which was the Australian landmark exhibition 

Aboriginal Memorial in 1999-2000. One year later followed The Native Born in 2001, 

both curated by Djon Mundine. The exhibition included more than one hundred works, 

                                                 
232 One important reason to establish Aboriginal Art Galerie Bähr in the first place was to challenge the 
prevailing attitude towards Aboriginal art which placed this art within the context of traditional folk art 
and not as contemporary art (See discussion on Cologne Art Fair 1994 in Introduction).  
233 The first edition was published to accompany the exhibition Aboriginal Art at Bayer AG in 
Leverkusen (9 January until 12 February) and Dormagen (16 February until 8 March) 2000. This 
catalogue is one of the only books still available on Aboriginal art in Germany. 
234 See appendix for list of further exhibitions. 
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both two and three dimensional, and was curated in co-operation with the Museum of 

Contemporary Art, Sydney and Bulabula Arts, of Ramingining in Arnhemland 

(Northern Territory).235  

 

The years 2003 and 2005 saw more Aboriginal art in regional galleries. In 2003 Der 

Widerständige. Gordon Hookeys nachkoloniale Kunst (The Rebel. Gordon Hookey’s 

Postcolonial Art) at Aboriginal Art Galerie Bähr. Art Australia. Zeitgenössische Kunst, 

at the regional gallery in Delmenhorst, Kulturstiftung Schloss Agathenburg (in 

collaboration with Galerie Seippel Köln) in 2004/5, and in the same years: Bilderwelten 

in Utopia236 wood prints and paintings by Aborigines (in collaboration with Aboriginal 

Galerie Bähr), Städtisches Kunstmuseum Spendhaus Reutlingen and the art museum in  

Bayreuth. In 2004 Die inneren und die äußeren Dinge showed at the regional gallery in 

Bamberg, Villa Dessauer. In 2005 the Aboriginal Galerie Bähr was represented at the 

Frankfurt Art Fair for the first time. In 2005/6 Erzählungen aus der Zeit vor der 

Erinnerung. Kunst aus Zentralaustralien, TUI AG Hannover; Burg Vischering, 

Lüdinghausen.  

 

Aboriginal Art in Ethnological Museums 

Since the 1990s more ethnologists and curators at ethnological museums and institutes 

have increasingly shifted their focus on Aboriginal culture towards contemporary 

expressions of art, as the acquisition of acrylics from the western desert and central 

Australia, in particular, indicates.237 However, this development in itself does not 

necessarily entail a questioning of conventional narratives such as primitivism, or the 

isolation from mainstream art, and otherisation of art, as became clear in the different 

frameworks of the same Arnhemland bark paintings in Stuttgart and Hamburg. 

 

Painted Country. Aboriginal art from Arnhem Land in 1994 was the first exhibition in 

an ethnological museum that concentrated on contemporary – that is paintings on 

                                                 
235 Presented were works reflecting Aboriginal life and work, from religious objects to handicrafts, 
mourning posts, fishing implements, musical instruments, encompassing all elements of life as well as 
mythological tradition (Indepth Arts News http://www.absolutearts.com/artsnews/2001/07/08/28814.html 
accessed 17 Febr 2008). 
236 The catalogue comprises essays on the historical background of the art development by Jenny Green, 
Anne Marie Brody, Helen Eager and Christopher Hodges and Elisabeth Bähr among others, and includes 
artists’ biographies as well as colour plates on 158 pages. 
237 See Adelhausermuseum in Freiburg im Breisgau, Grassi Museum in Leipzig for example. 
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canvas – Aboriginal art (Ulrich Menter in Bähr Die Kunst der australischen 109). 

Curator Ingrid Heermann emphasised in her interview with Elisabeth Bähr that audience 

expectations played a key role in the way the museum represented contemporary art. 

The fact that contemporary Aboriginal art was culturally relevant as well as responding 

to the demands of the art market was often not understood. Separate in one room and 

thematically organised, the art works were to show the link between cultural and social 

status and narrative. Another room provided the culturally specific background to 

satisfy the museum goer’s need for education. She explained the reason for this, despite 

the main orientation towards aesthetics and artistic innovation, was that there were 

complaints the museum had received when exhibiting contemporary Maori art earlier 

(110). Despite these reservations, Painted Country drew the audience and Heermann 

ranked this exhibition as the second most successful exhibition at the museum within 

ten years. 

 

The same bark paintings toured to the Ethnological Museum in Hamburg where they 

were put into a different context. Here, Wulf Köpke’s curatorship at the Hamburg 

location was to emphasise context first and foremost, to preserve its identity (Bähr Die 

Kunst der australischen 69). Heermann criticised Köpke’s primitivist framework, where 

the bark paintings were hung before a backdrop of wooden boards, symbolising trees, 

and two tiered pedestals were meant as hills on which the visitor could climb to get the 

impression of the “Eucalyptus tree grove” (70). Bähr criticised this display mode as a 

distraction from the art, which was isolated from mainstream white, European-North-

American art. Here, the visual narrative stands in contrast to the written information 

which states:  

 

The parallelism of diverse cultural systems poses a high demand on the modern person. 

The required but often lacking tolerance is not sufficient. It is about the insight in the 

essential equality of seemingly incommensurable sensual systems. (Wulf Köpke quoted 

in Bähr Die Kunst der australischen 71)238                                                                                 

 

                                                 
238 “Die Parallität verschiedener Kultursysteme stellt an den modernen Menschen hohe Anforderungen. 
Die oft schon mangelnde und immer wieder eingeforderte Toleranz allein ist dabei noch nicht einmal eine 
hinreichende Haltung. Es geht darüber hinaus um die Einsicht in die grundsätzliche Gleichwertigkeit sich 
scheinbar ausschließender Sinnsysteme” [my translation]. 
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Another exhibition was shown in both an art museum and an ethnologigal museum. 

Stories. Eine Reise zu den großen Dingen moved to the Grassi Museum Leipzig in 1995 

after it was displayed in the Sprengel Museum in Hannover. 

 

In a conversation, Margarete Brüll, ethnologist at the Adelhausermuseum Freiburg 

explained that more and more stress is put on contemporaneity in Aboriginal artworks 

and their inclusion as art. Brüll acquired a number of Western desert paintings in the 

late 1980s for the Adelhausermuseum, Freiburg, in an attempt to update the then almost 

one hundred year old Australian collection of the museum. In the exhibition Close View 

in 2000, curated by Christiane Keller with assistance of Margarete Brüll (and in 

collaboration with the Aboriginal Art Galerie Bähr), the mediums ranged from ochre 

paintings and acrylic paintings to printed graphic art and included loans from Elisabeth 

Bähr’s collection (Gerhards Forword).239 

 

                                                 
239 Close View  – Altogether  thirty-four works by eighteen artists were shown according to region: 
Nauiyu Nambiyu (Daly River): Mary Kanngi, Maureen Warramburr, Benigna Ngulfundi, Mary Leigh 
Pumbum, Jimmy Numbertwo, Dorothy Denham; Wirrimanu (Balgo) and Warmun (near Turkey Creek): 
Danny Wallace, Elizabeth Nyumi Nungurrayi, Eubena Nampitjin, Helicopter Tjungurrayi, Lucy 
Yukenbarri Napanangka, Mabel Juli (Wiringgoon), Mona Ramsey, Ningie Nangala, Patrick Mung Mung, 
Peggy Griffith; Yirrganydji (Cairns): Shannon Shaw, Patricia Singleton. Of great importance was the 
attempt to exhibit as art exhibition, with as little ethnographic backdrop as possible. The hallway leading 
to the two main exhibition halls included paintings, but also grass and red earth with text panels in wall 
mounted glass cases, however the two exhibition halls presented the paintings according to art 
institutional principles.  (Elisabeth Bähr, personal communication 15, May 2008). 
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8.5 Public Art Institutions: Exhibitions as Transcultural Exploration 

A small number of exhibitions of Aboriginal art have taken place in art institutions with 

influences on both the urban community and the general art audience in Germany. The 

only art institution to show Aboriginal art with a significant recognition within the art 

world is the Sprengel Museum in Hanover and the Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-

Westfalen in Düsseldorf. While these venues as well as other semi-private venues such 

as banks, commercial galleries and art societies have housed a comparatively large 

number of exhibitions of Aboriginal artists from all artistic directions, their success in 

introducing Aboriginal art as a contemporary contestant in the arena of Western art 

hegemony is limited. The three exhibitions Aratjara (1993), Stories (2003), Rarrk 

(2005/6),240 were pivotal in different ways in the induction of Aboriginal art into the 

general art discourse in Germany or failed to pick up on the opportunity to continue the 

steps towards a shift in art discourse. 

 

Aratjara  

The most important survey show of Aboriginal art ever staged in Germany in terms of 

viewer numbers is the first Aboriginal art exhibition of the Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-

Westfalen Düsseldorf, Aratjara  –  Art of the First Australians in 1993 (Plate 89). 

 

This exhibition was the first survey show of Aboriginal art in Germany of this 

magnitude.241 It toured internationally only – in Düsseldorf, London, and Copenhagen. 

The art director, Swiss artist and curator Bernhard Lüthi and Gary Foley, then the 

director of the Aboriginal Arts Board, originally discussed an alternative event to the 

Bicentennial celebrations of European settlement in the early 1980s. Therefore from its 

outset, Aratjara was also a political statement by asserting agency to the Aboriginal 

artists and by incorporating Aboriginal historiography such as The Yirrkala Bark 

Petition (1968) (Plate 55 and The Barunga Statement (1988) (Plate 56). In 1984, Lüthi 

approached the Aboriginal Arts Board (AAB) and suggested that Aboriginal art should 

be exhibited in modern art institutions of Europe instead of ethnographic museums. His 

experience as curator of Aboriginal art in the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre in 

                                                 
240 I focus on the exhibitions Aratjara and Rarrk for their uniqueness in the German reception in regards to 
scope and viewer numbers. 
241 The exhibition showed a broad scope of more than one hundred and forty works of Aboriginal art: 
from a mask made from turtle shell and human hair by an unknown artist made in ca. 1890, to posters of 
the Australia day/ invasion day 1988 by Wendy Dunn in 1988. 
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1989242 was probably one motive to get another show with broader exposure of 

Aboriginal art off the ground. Ulrich Krempel, exhibition director at the German 

location at the time, states Lüthi’s exhibition contributed significantly to the shift in 

German views on Aboriginal art from ethnographic towards contemporary art, by 

implementing art as a political voice (Krempel quoted in Bähr Die Kunst der 

australischen 191): 

 

Art is an opportunity to be a voice, a message, to give away information in the 

campaign to civil rights, the campaign to land rights in Australia…people in Germany 

understood that it is not about a marginal, exotic problem, but it is about a living culture 

and political culture that exists there with distinct – and unknown to us – artistic 

expressions, unknown because it is typical of Europe to disrespect things with lesser 

material emphasis. (192) 243 

 

Lüthi utilised in the exhibition Aratjara the power of the art institutions to enable trans-

cultural communication, one that informs and re-evaluates at the same time.244  

 

Lüthi wrote in his exhibition catalogue essay, “institutionalised cultural activity is less 

innocent of the prevailing climate than it may appear.” Prejudice towards marginalised 

groups also derived from “academic and theoretical ideology”, he stated, likewise in 

visual representation in art institutions which marginalises contemporary art from 

outside “our immediate cultural sphere” was contrasting the “sense of obligation we feel 

towards what we describe as ‘other’” (15). 

 

The exhibition simultaneously performed two acts: on the one hand it provided a 

platform for Indigenous artists to present artistic concepts that in this framework were 

                                                 
242 See discussion of Magiciens de la Terre earlier in this Part 
243 “…Kunst eine Möglichkeit ist, Stimme zu sein, Botschaft, Information nach Außen zu geben in der 
ganzen Kampagne um Bürgerrecht, in der Kampagne um Landrecht in Australien…Und in dem Sinne 
haben nach und nach einige Leute in Deutschland begriffen, dass es sich eben nicht um irgendein 
exotisches Randproblem handelt, sondern um eine erstens lebendige Kultur, auch politische Kultur, die 
da existiert, um eine Kultur mit künstlerischen Ausdrucksformen, die uns überhaupt nicht bekannt sind, 
weil diese Form der Mißachtung von materiell armen Dingen ja sehr typisch für Europa eigentlich ist.” 
[My translation] 
244 The direct approach of the exhibition to instigate dialogue, from Indigenous artist to European 
audience, was also reflected in the seventeen catalogue essays, nine of which were written by Indigenous 
authors. 
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new to the European audience.245 On the other hand, to place the marginalised culture, 

contrary to convention, at the centre meant also to engage the German, Danish and 

British audiences with the marginalised people within their own societies and 

highlighted underlying assumptions and prejudices of xenophobia (15). 

 

The Aboriginal Arts Board granted funding for the development of Aratjara, but it took 

over eight years to realise this vision into a workable idea.246 In 1993, Aratjara toured 

contemporary art museums in Düsseldorf (Germany), London (GB) and Copenhagen 

(Denmark) and was, at approximately half a million visitors, Australia’s most successful 

art show abroad (Gary Foley 186), showing so-called traditional and urban art side by 

side, with a total of approximately one hundred and fifty works by Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander artists. The exhibition covered works such as bark paintings from 

the late nineteenth century as well as contemporary ones. Among the artists were: Rover 

Thomas, Pansy Napangati, Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri, Wendy Dunn and others.  

Contributors to the catalogue were Jean-Hubert Martin, Ulrich Krempel, Gary Lee, 

Judith Ryan, Galarrwuy Yunupingu, Banduk Marika, Djon Mundine, Howard Morphy, 

Diane Moon and Lin Onus. Pivotal to this exhibition was the concept of direct 

communication between artist and audience, “free of any arbitrary or imposed curatorial 

filters” (Lin Onus 12).  

 

Krempel’s Aratjara catalogue essay “How Does One Read ‘Different’ Pictures?” hinted 

at one of the difficulties Europeans encounter when viewing different art: there was the 

general Eurocentric attitude that felt threatened by the unfamiliar, but a major 

obstruction was also the notion of a hierarchical geography: 

 

We so often approach something that is “different” in such a way as to remain a safe 

distance from it, through …electronic media, for example. This can never take the place 

of a real attempt at encountering “other” without conjuring up the “alien”. There are 

some prerequisites here; first and foremost the overcoming of hierarchical distance such 

                                                 
245 Galarrwuy Yunupingu writes in his catalogue essay “The Black/White Conflict”: “…I do ask that you 
recognize that the paintings are not just beautiful pictures. They are about Aboriginal Law, Aboriginal 
life. They are also about our resistance over the last 200 years, and our refusal to forget the land of our 
Ancestors. They are about cultural, social and political survival. You can’t get any clearer statements than 
that.” (66). 
246 Personal communication with Jo and Tiriki Onus in 2004, Upwey, Vic.; see also “Foreword” of the 
catalogue by Lin Onus (12). 
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as is still reflected – even when we get past racism – in the concepts “First” and “Third” 

World. (37) 

 

The essay stressed the importance of dispensing with Western categories and 

“adopt[ing] categories which belong entirely to the other culture” or at least to 

acknowledge their existence to negotiate the complex image system of Aboriginal art. 

 

German Minister Hans Schwier of the Ministry of Education arranged the 

accompanying symposium titled Terms of Art. This first major survey show of 

Aboriginal art in an important German art institution such as the Kunstsammlung 

Nordrhein-Westfalen in Düsseldorf remained the only one of such calibre, size and 

scope in regards to Aboriginal art. One year later, in 1994, Jo-Anne Birnie-Danzker 

curated Dreamtime-Jukurrpa. Aboriginal Art of the Western Desert, an exhibition with 

works from the Donald Kahn collection in the public art museum, Villa Stuck, in 

Munich.  

The fact that the representation of Aboriginal art was inseparably linked to certain 

advocates was illustrated in four major exhibitions in the Sprengel Museum from the 

mid 1990s. Ulrich Krempel had been the exhibition director of the Kunstsammlung 

Nordrhein-Westfalen at the time when Aratjara toured in 1993. Twelve years on, he 

headed the second of the two major art institutions that exhibited Aboriginal art: the 

Sprengel Museum in Hannover. Here, since 1995, four major Aboriginal art exhibitions 

have taken place: in 1995: Stories. Eine Reise zu den großen Dingen; in 1999-2000: 

Aboriginal Memorial; in 2001: The Native Born, artworks; and in 2005-6 the first 

retrospective show of an Australian artist, Rarrk – John Mawurndjul – Journey through 

Time in Northern Australia.  

The Sprengel Museum in Hannover is a major art museum which since its 

opening in 1979 has expanded its original collection247 of German 

Expressionism and French Modern art owned by Dr. Bernhard Sprengel to 

include important genres of contemporary art. The museum stages twenty-five 

exhibitions a year, and together with symposiums and lecture series actively 

                                                 
247 The early collection includes, among others: Pablo Picasso, Ferdinand Léger, Max Ernst, Emil Nolde, 
Paul Klee and Max Beckmann, as well as Francis Bacon, Gerhard Richter, Sigmar Polke, Georg Baselitz, 
and A.R. Penck. 
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participates in the art discourse in Europe. It has also provided research 

opportunities through its Kurt Schwitters Archive since 1993.  

 

Stories 

The first Aboriginal art show in this art museum, Stories. Eine Reise zu den großen 

Dingen (Stories – A Journey to Greater Things) in 1995 showed works of the Holmes-à-

Court collection, Perth, by eleven Aboriginal artists, among them Balgo artist Eubena 

Nampitjin, and Haasts Bluff artist Maxie Tjampitjinpa, Utopia artist Emily Kame 

Kngwarreye, Warmun artist Rover Thomas.248 Krempel’s intention for Stories, as he 

explained in an interview with Elisabeth Bähr, was to further investigate the 

“problematic of Eurocentrism in art” and to offer a German audience a way to get 

acquainted with Aboriginal art, to recognise it as art, by including these other voices 

(Bähr Die Kunst der australischen 74; 191).249  

 

The fact that this is an exhibition based on a collection may justify the group exhibition 

of eleven Artists. But I think that it will be time…to have these artists in solo shows, to 

gain an insight into their oeuvre…Sometime there will have to be the Emily Kame 

Kngwarreye exhibition or the Maxie Tjampitjinpa exhibition and show the Bush-fire 

series as an artistic conceptualisation that develops and in which the artistic argument 

crystallises. (Krempel quoted in Bähr Die Kunst der australischen 75)250 

  

Despite the counter-hegemonic function of group exhibitions to inform the audience 

about Aboriginal art concepts and open up Eurocentric perspectives, Krempel favours 

solo shows for their focus on artistic development of one artist in contrast to survey 

shows, which in his opinion, fulfil “paternalistic and protectionist” attitudes and do not 

only show art but deliver a political statement (196).  

 

The positioning of Aboriginal art in the late 1990s was often reactionary to a climate of 

Eurocentric narratives. In 1997, Innenseite Projektgruppe Stoffwechsel had been 

                                                 
248 Stories toured the Ethnological Museum in Leipzig, the Haus der Kulturen der Welt, in Berlin, and the 
Ludwig Forum für internationale Kunst in Aachen. 
249 The catalogue with texts on the Holmes-à-Court-collection by Anne Brody weas first published in 
German in collaboration with Elisabeth Bähr, and later in English in Australia. 
250 “Die Tatsache, daß wir hier eine Ausstellung haben, die aus einer Sammlung kommt, mag noch 
rechtfertigen, daß man elf Künstler miteinander ausstellt. Aber ich denke, daß es irgendwann…Zeit wird, 
Einzelausstellungen solcher Künstler zu machen, in denen man einen Überblick über das Oeuvre 
versucht…” (Krempel quoted in Bähr Die Kunst der Australischen 75).  [My translation] 
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organised by Professor Hamdi el Attar of the art academy of Kassel in juxtaposition to 

documenta X as an exhibition in the high-powered field of culture between sources and 

contemporary claims of culture in the cities Kassel und Göttingen.251 The aim was to 

show other perspectives of art from different traditions other than European (such as 

Aboriginal art). 

 

Rarrk  

Krempel’s vision of having a solo show in the Sprengel Museum eventually took place 

in 2006 with Rarrk – John Mawurndjul –   Journey Through Time in Northern Australia 

which toured from Basel to Hannover in 2005/6. Its artistic directors were Bernhard 

Lüthi and Christian Kauffmann, curator of the Oceania department at the Museum der 

Kulturen Basel (Plate 90). 

 

Rarrk was the first retrospective show of John Mawurndjul’s work in a European art 

museum and presented about seventy works, mostly consisting of bark paintings from 

the various stages of his career, with a few sculptures and prints. This was also the first 

solo show of an Indigenous Australian artist in German speaking countries at two major 

contemporary art institutions; the Tingueley Museum in Basel and the Sprengel 

Museum in Hannover: “The aim of this project initiated by the artist and guest curator 

Bernhard Lüthi, and jointly conceived with Christian Kaufmann, a specialist on 

Oceania, is to present John Mawurndjul and explain his oeuvre as part of world 

contemporary art.” (Mawurndjul –  Press Release). 

 

The exhibition challenged deeply anchored assumptions in Europe that Aboriginal 

artists were incapable of artistic innovation within customary responsibilities. This was 

mainly the case because the central media were culture specific and customary to 

Aboriginal people – wood, fibre and bark – depicting creator spirits, sites, ancestors, 

and narratives of ceremony. As I will discuss further below, Mawurndjul’s choice of 

medium caused an international debate which has not been resolved, at least not within 

German art history.  

 

                                                 
251 Official press release: Innenseite  –   http://www.uni-protokolle.de/nachrichten/id/40719/ accessed 18 
Feb. 08. 
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Lüthi conceived the idea for this exhibition in 2001, when he saw John Mawurndjul’s 

painting side by side with works by Jean Tingueley in the Museum of Contemporary 

Art in Sydney (Fronz 33).252 Mawurndjul’s work was supplemented by thirty five works 

by different artists that were acquired by Karel Kupka between 1956 and 1963 in 

Arnhem Land that are part of the collection of the Museum der Kulturen, Basel. Kupka 

was one of the early artists and collectors who were interested in the documentation of 

Aboriginal art as a form of traditional imagery and recording of knowledge.253 

 

The interdisciplinary collaboration of Rarrk functioned on several levels, between the 

art museum (Jean Tinguely Museum) and the ethnographic museum (Haus der 

Kulturen) in Basel, as well as the symposium which provided a new forum where 

dialogue between art historians, art theorists and ethnologists from Australia and Europe 

highlighted the theme of “World Contemporary Art”. 

 

Another unique issue surrounding this event was the induction of Aboriginal art into art 

historical discourse: in accompanying side events such as a colloquium/symposium 

which was co-organised by the art historical and ethnographical institutes of the 

University of Basel. For the first time, anthropologists and art historians from Australia, 

Switzerland and Germany analysed the overall topic of contemporary art.254  

The symposium was held in September 2005 in conjunction with the exhibition Rarrk – 

John Mawurndjul – Journey Through Time in Northern Australia at the Museum 

Tinguely, Basel and the Sprengel Museum, Hannover. Key issues involved the research 

of world arts and the global art market, as well as Kuninjku artists and their art practice 

                                                 
252 Lüthi had worked with Mawurndjul for the Aratjara exhibition in 1993 
253 See his interpretation of Aboriginal art in Dawn of Art: Painting and Sculpture of Australian 
Aborigines from 1965. 
254 Among the participants and /or contributors to the catalogue were Jon Altman (professor at and 
director of the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research at ANU), Judith Ryan (Senior Curator, 
Indigenous Art, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne), and Luke Taylor (deputy director of research at 
AIATSIS and adjunct professor at the Centre of Cross-cultural Research, ANU), Gary Foley (lecturer at 
University of Melbourne), Apolline Kohen (Arts director at the Maningrida Arts and Culture, MAC), Jean 
Kohen (artist working with Mawurndjul), Richard McMillan (art historian), Paul S.C. Taçon (Professor at 
School of Arts, Griffith University, Queensland), as well as Bernhard Lüthi (artist and curator, writer), 
Christian Kaufmann (free-lance anthropologist and former curator of the Oceania Department of the 
Museum der Kulturen, and former lecturer in museology and art at the University of Basel), Claus 
Volkenandt (Art historian at the University of Basel), Hans-Joachim Müller (free-lance writer in 
philosophy and art history Freiburg im Breisgau), Philippe Peltier (curator of the Oceanic and South Asia 
collection at the Musée du quai Branly) and Howard Morphy (Professor and director of the Centre for 
Cross-Cultural Research, ANU. 
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such as the manipulations of form and meaning to accommodate both the local and the 

global audience from an anthropological perspective.255 

The recent exhibition Opening Doors 2007 was showing ten Yuendumu doors, the 

graphic series of the Yuendumu doors, and some fifty acrylic paintings in the first 

European Aboriginal Art Museum in Utrecht, Netherlands. It later traveled to the 

Sprengel Museum in Hannover, Germany. 

In this section, I have argued that the exhibition history of Aboriginal art in German art 

space suggests an ongoing investment in the scientific model, with only a few 

exceptions. When dealing with non-European art and the continuous re-articulation of 

the search of self, in a provincial and universal sense, these curatorial concepts maintain 

a dichotomous approach to global art. Much of the rejection of Aboriginal art as 

experienced by Elizabeth Bähr, for example, seems to be grounded in the understanding 

of Aboriginal art as being static and imbedded within the realm of orality. The absence 

of alphabetic literacy as a means of the documentation of a history of art in Aboriginal 

society appears to be at the heart of the assumption of insurmountable and essential 

difference. In oral cultures like Aboriginal cultures, art as an activity is part of the 

documentation process of events that are imbedded within the Dreaming and human 

interactions such as ritual ceremonies. Historicising processes in Western art history are 

integral to humanistic endeavours of learning and superfluous in the Aboriginal context. 

The art historical investigation of selected Aboriginal art works is not relevant to the 

communities from which those artworks are created. They are important however, for 

recognising Aboriginal art from within Western perspectives.  

 

The development of visibility of Aboriginal art in Germany can be divided into three 

phases. Phase one of the visibility of Aboriginal art did not allow it to be read as art 

within its institutional parameters of ethnography and ethnology until 1980s. The 

second phase in German art space comprised group shows that functioned as 

introductory surveys of artistic existence in Aboriginal Australia on the one hand 

(Iwalewa Haus exhibitions), and the diverse artistic innovations within distinct art 

traditions on the other (shows curated by Aboriginal Art Gallery Bähr, and Aratjara). 

                                                 
255 The exhibition is complemented by two video/film essays produced by Insertfilm, Solothurn: 
Landscape and rock art will be presented in one, the painter John Mawurndjul and Maningrida Arts & 
Culture in the other.  
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The survey shows are rather mediated and with strong political undertones.256 The third 

phase indicated emancipation from what Krempel called “still paternalistic and 

protectionist” patterns of representation by reverting to individual artistic development, 

which can also be understood as a surrender of Aboriginal art representation to Western 

rules of engagement (Rarrk).257  

 

This turning away from representation of Aboriginal art as a static culture and 

Aboriginal art as a scientific object stands in contrast to the refusal to include specific 

Aboriginal artworks such as bark paintings or Western Desert art in art museums as 

high or contemporary art. Very recent exceptions have been the purchase of seventy-

two woodcuts, the Utopia Suite by the public art gallery of Reutlingen in 2005, an event 

which Elisabeth Bähr anticipated in 2005 to be a “breakthrough” in the 

acknowledgement of Aboriginal art as contemporary art in Germany (Bähr Exhibition 

Practise 4). It turned out to remain the exception in 2008.258 

 

To summarise, this selection of exhibitions since the late 1980s illustrated that Germany 

has been within the radius of exhibitions whose influence has reached far beyond 

Europe’s borders in terms of remodelling curatorship and art discourse within a 

globalised situation moving towards a polycentric vision. However, this is not reflected 

in the overall curatorial position of important art institutions – art venues with a high 

national and international profile such as the documenta in Kassel have not sought to 

communicate new art languages from Indigenous voices. In 1989 Magiciens de la Terre 

added new perspectives on what contemporary art can be and in an attempt to underline 

artistic equity in diversity, a new line of questions emerged. However, documenta IX in 

1992 did not act in response, at least not in its curatorial practice. Those question of who 

holds artistic agency, and whether the Modernist project has reached its peak or not, and 

whether a general re-defining of existing parameters of the art canon is in order or not  –  

were pointed at the centre from the countries on the peripheries. The peripheral 

countries challenged the canon further by developing multiple centres in the formerly 

                                                 
256 See also Judy Peebus’ review of Aratjara in “Songlines Across Europe”1994, quoting former 
Aboriginal Arts Board Director, Gary Foley at the opening of Aratjara in Denmark: “We have survived. 
We are here.” 
257 Rarrk as a solo show of artist John Mawurndjul may indicate such a shift in focus. 
258 Bähr observes that a slight trend towards art exhibitions as opposed to ethnological exhibitions has 
taken place since, however without involving acquisition of artworks (Email to the author 15, May 2008). 
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marginalised, often ex-colonial regions such as Africa and Australia. It is these regions 

that gave directions of postcolonial discourse in the twenty-first century.  

 

After introducing Aboriginal art from Australia in the major show Aratjara in 1993, 

German national art institutions did not open up to Aboriginal art, despite the public 

interest. In the area of contesting the canon by introducing new art languages, 

documenta XI did not achieve innovation in regards to approaching different art 

traditions, as perhaps originally anticipated. Apart from the exhibitions at the Sprengel 

Museum,259 it took over a decade to run another major show in a high profile German 

art museum, such as Rarrk in 2005/2006, to remind the German audiences of the 

existence of Aboriginal art. Efforts to paint Aboriginal art on the map of the general art 

landscape have been repeatedly made by more or less the same artists and curators, 

Elisabeth Bähr, Ulrich Krempel, Bernhard Lüthi and Jean-Hubert Martin in particular, 

who initiated the discourse from within major art institutions.260  

 

I have discussed here five opportunities to re-direct the Eurocentric focus of art 

institutions towards polycentric perspectives which were embodied in five exhibitions: 

Magiciens de la Terre (1989) with its counter position to primitivism in art, and 

consequently its opening up to global art in documenta IX (1992); the aim of documenta 

XI (2002) “to enlarge the space of the critical debates of contemporary artistic discourse 

today” and “de-territorialization” and to make “the space of contemporary art one of 

multiple ruptures” (Enwezor Preface 40), as discussed above; Aratjara (1993); and 

Rarrk (2005/6).  

 

However, the opportunity was not seized with success across Germany and 

demonstrates a slow pace of change. Nonetheless, shows like Aratjara (1993) and Rarrk 

(2005/6) could be indicators of the quality of postcolonial and post-modern art discourse 

in Germany in the twenty-first-century. 

 

Given the changes in organisation and ordering, collections of art in both institutional 

spaces, the art museum and the ethnographic museum, over the past two centuries or so, 

                                                 
259 For example Stories and Aboriginal Memorial (see Appendix Part Seven) 
260 Aboriginal art exhibitions outside art institutions have been quite many – alternative exhibitions spaces 
such as Haus der Kulturen in Berlin or the Iwalewa Haus have been relatively frequent but are not the 
focus of this thesis. 
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have been simultaneously the object (ethnographic) and means (art) of ideological 

propagation. In the least, I detect that both categories have been used, over time, as 

source or raw material for mythologising ideological aims to appeal to a wide audience. 

This could be for political, social or economic reasons, as in the colonial and nation-

building process of nineteenth century Germany, the Nazi doctrine of the Third Reich in 

the twentieth century, or aspects of global imperialism of the twenty-first century.  

 

I argue that specific ideas of culture within the nation-building processes of Imperial 

Germany as outlined in Part Two, still govern central conceptual modes of 

representation and reception of Germany in the twenty-first century.  This is to say that 

the inherent meaning of the space can impact on perception to a great degree, while 

exhibitions narrate stories or viewpoints in their own right. By analysing the 

institutional hegemony of directing interpretation we can understand the articulation of 

meaning through curatorship in exhibitions. Alfred Gell argues similarly in the case of 

the anthropologist who should abandon “the aesthetic notion of artworks” to open up 

the contemporary art debate in favour of the “institutional theory”. This theory works on 

the premise that no inherent qualities define an object as artwork except whether it is 

accepted into the art world. Other than the “interpretive theory”, which neglects 

aesthetics to define an artwork in favour of art historical systems of interpretation, 

institutional theory takes as fact “the historical coherence of interpretations” (219-20).  

 

The traditional wall of the Western art world is under attack by the polycentric post-

colonial locale; it is the diversity of Aboriginal art, as Howard Morphy insists, that 

penetrates it: “The global significance of ‘Aboriginal art’, he writes, “… is that it 

includes in an ethnically defined category works that would equally fit into that 

dominant unmarked category – contemporary fine art” (Morphy Aboriginal Art 420). 

He observes at the same time that the selective processes of inclusion of certain 

contemporary art into the category Aboriginal art can be another point of debate: if 

Aboriginal art is determined by ethnic definition, then art produced by non-Aboriginal 

artists that influenced Aboriginal artists, stands outside it, despite their role in the 

development of Aboriginal art history. By making the transitions between categories 

and art histories fluid, Aboriginal art could disrupt the hierarchical structures of Western 

art history and the “boundaries between Aboriginal art and non-Aboriginal art history 
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would be dissolved, but in such a way that world art history would be rewritten in 

relation to present Aboriginal art practice” (420).  

 

The negotiation of Aboriginal art within a wider Australian re-definition of identity over 

the past twenty years cannot be the premise for a German exploration of Aboriginal art. 

Geographical and cultural distance does not warrant the same approach either. Rather 

than relating to national identity, the continuation of divided art fields appears to be 

more driven by intentions of conserving the status quo as a nation, but perhaps even 

more so as a European member261 on the one side, and the conservation of hegemonic 

market structures on the other. Ulrich Krempel ties the reluctance in the art scene to 

recognise Aboriginal art as high or contemporary art to several causes: to allow an 

outsider into the art scene would mean to increase the competition in an already tight 

market (Krempel quoted in Bähr Die Kunst der australischen 195). Further, art that 

does not fit the parameters of “institutionalised modernity” clashes with a Eurocentric 

worldview of many. Finally, he argues, Aboriginal art has been the object of all sorts of 

misinterpretations (195).  

 

It must be stressed here that changes have taken place since the art discourse in 

Germany and in Europe followed the same ideological concept of race of the early 

twentieth century. By contrast it is important to note that much of the dichotomy in art 

representation this thesis is concerned with is built on the continuous narration of 

Otherness in institutional space. 

 

The perception of Aboriginal art from a Western art perspective is also about language 

or multilingual interpretation. Marcia Langton (Dreaming Art 50) explains that the 

outstanding features of Aboriginal art to the market are the curatorial and critical 

constructs around the “predominantly visual world of hunters and gatherers on the 

margins of the global economy” (50). She also stressed the responsibilities of the 

audience of Aboriginal art to educate itself in “…the conventions of Aboriginal art, just 

as much as any reader of European art must learn the conventions of historical periods 

and genres” and that this “requires some hard intellectual work based on ethnographic 

                                                 
261 See Anders Hellström post-national analysis of contemporary articulations of a certain European 
identity that in the face of mass immigrations and other global issues “like any other collective identity 
formation” needs to “revolve[…] around enacted differences that differentiate between “us” and “them” 
(31).  
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literature” on behalf of the viewer (54). Successful analytical approach reaches beyond 

the linguistic and conceptual limitations of the art canon, and Aboriginal art has 

articulated such a new language from 1970s at the National Gallery of Australia in the 

Australian context by introducing culture specific narratives which require cross-

cultural learning and understanding. 

 

This is not to say that an inclusion of Aboriginal art in institutional art space in 

Germany will either do away with difference, nor that it would be an expression of neo-

imperial domination – both current criticisms – rather, inclusion would constitute a 

common base to argue from, by providing a non-hierarchical platform for dialogue.  

If truly alternative exhibition spaces are to be created to accommodate the polyphone 

and polychrome nature of art from the so-called peripheries, then the deconstruction of 

the old must precede construction of the new.  

 

German reception of Aboriginal art is ambivalent; the examples of exhibitions and their 

locations have shown that the conservative, as much as the ones with a deeper 

understanding of Aboriginal art, reflect the complexity of the history of ethnology since 

the Enlightenment. I have traced the perspectives from a liberal cosmopolitanism to a 

hierarchical colonialist perspective, as in the binary readings of art in Part One, and the 

consequential separation of Self and Other in Germany’s visual culture as Modernist 

projects in Parts Two, Three and Four. I have shown how a deep study of the intricacies 

of German scholarship inform the present and that outstanding practice models such as 

Rarrk, which emphasises the importance of Aboriginal curatorship, can open up the 

dialogue. The interconnection between alphabetic literacy and representation influence 

the reception of Aboriginal art in Germany and construct a relationship determined by 

symbolic power, as I will explore in the Part Nine.  
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9.1 Art Representation and Symbolic Power  

Building on the findings in Parts Five and Six, where I have shown aspects of how 

authenticity operates in constructing value through master narratives, and how 

authenticity to some degree informs arguments for the incommensurability of 

Aboriginal art in Western art spaces by fixing it within the static field of tradition 

through written representation, I have outlined the signs of literacy and orality in the 

representation of Aboriginal art and how this contributed to its reception in German art 

space. Parts Seven and Eight provided examples of this.  

 

In Part Nine, I examine the polarised position in Aboriginal art between ethnographic 

and contemporary art within German culture264 as agents of symbolic power, and how 

this occurrence possibly generates or prevents trans-cultural dialogue. Pierre Bourdieu’s 

study in the Field of Cultural Production and its distribution of agency within a blurrily 

defined field of power positions will be a key text for this discussion (1993). 

 

This section is further concerned with how alphabetic literacy, as a transmitter of 

knowledge in a literal and metaphorical sense, contributes to the polarised field of the 

art canon. As I have shown in earlier sections, literary articulations of cultures produce 

powerful hierarchical images. These images influence the way Western theorists 

position oral cultures, and shapes the reception of art from specific traditions such as 

Aboriginal art. In this light I explore the situation of ethnological museums and art 

museums as part of the literate representations of art and their positioning in the wider 

visual culture. I explore the relationship between museums and texts through Bourdieu’s 

notion of symbolic power in The Field of Cultural Production (1993) their combined 

articulation of symbolic power in Museums and texts, and how representing art in 

specific spaces can become acts of symbolic violence. 

 

Literate Constructions as Transmitters of Knowledge  

The Western notion of art is closely linked to its historical situation in society. I have 

shown how written texts on art and artists, from Vasari and Winckelmann to 

contemporary Australian art historians and critics such as Robert Hughes265 and Bernard 

                                                 
264 Through institutions such as the ethnological and the art museum. 
265 Hughes does not mention Aboriginal art in The Art of Australia (1966).  
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Smith266, and also Australian curators and artists, for instance Jennifer Isaacs, Djon 

Mundine, Brenda L. Croft and Hetti Perkins, provide the categories and definitions of 

art in which we frame what we understand as Aboriginal art. Therefore, written 

constructions are important transmitters of knowledge of art, significantly constituting 

the canon. Texts on Aboriginal art only emerged in the first half of the twentieth century 

in conjunction with anthropology, as I have discussed in Part Seven. When these texts 

are absent, as is the case for most of the artistic periods of Aboriginal art in Australia, 

the canon does not understand these forms as art.  

 

I argue that the text-based dissemination of art or what constitutes art in academic and 

popular literature, as well as popular culture such as television and the internet, are all 

part of an “art testament.” With the “Death of the Author” (1977) Barthes and Foucault 

in Archaeology of Knowledge (1972) made us receptive to another notion of 

“subjectivity” – in the sense that culture itself writes its text.  

 

Exhibition Space Can Be Read as Text (Cultural Production and 

Symbolic Violence) 
 

Edward Said’s seminal book Orientalism (1978) exposed the cultural force of literary 

representations as instrumental in the binary perception of culture into East and West, 

thereby constructing an Other by creating imaginary geographies such as the Orient. 

This creates an essential difference that also translates into the visual culture through 

exhibition space, for example, which can be read as text.   

 

Written texts have enabled the precise communication of scientific processes rooted in 

disciplines such as archaeology, history, and biology to instruct Western societies in the 

practices of finding “truth”. We also apply this reading practice when we look at art, 

which as representations of life, can be read as quasi texts and this legibility of art is a 

significant part of art history (Preziosi 86). This textual approach is like a grid or pattern 

that follows certain cultural codes and conventions, as well as semiotics which enables 

us to understand or make sense of the world around us, as I have discussed in Part Six.  

                                                 
266 Smith finds it a necessity to separate the history of the two art developments into art in a general sense 
and art in a special sense up until the 1970s, because Aboriginal art only enters Australian art discourse as 
modern Australian art in the 1970s and developed then into art in a special sense (On Writing Art history 
in Australia, 10-1). 
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Text, in its conventional meaning, refers to a “main body of writing, words, wording, 

and content”267 but it also refers to pattern268, composition and structure, all of which 

give meaning to objects in an exhibition. The specific textual perception of exhibition 

(space) and its impact on audience reception is acted out on several levels which will be 

the focus of this chapter. Before examining these, though, I want to explore the 

feasibility of such an approach.  

 

Several levels of textual approach to the understanding of art can be discerned in 

readings of the buildings that displays artwork: What does it signify? What architectural 

devices are implemented to construct meaning? What is the curatorial aim of the 

exhibition? Who speaks? Who or what is narrated? How are the objects organised and 

ordered? What type of display design is employed? One important point in this textual 

reading of art in the wider context of the social and political landscape is that 

contextualisation chiefly occurs unconsciously. 

 

However, some theorists object to this structural approach; Henri Lefebvre’s (62) 

concern in his essay The Production of Space (first published in 1974) is that space 

cannot or should not be read as text because to do so is to “underestimate, ignore and 

diminish space” which leads to “the overestimation of texts, written matter, and writing 

systems, along with the readable and visible to the point of assigning these a monopoly 

on intelligibility”. Lefebvre refers here mainly to social space or living space. He argues 

that space is a social construct of meaning which affects spatial practices and 

perceptions. He asserts that it is only its representation (mapping, measurements) that is 

formatted as text, and therefore becomes “descriptive” which means that both history 

and social practices are ignored in the process of deciphering “social space”. This 

reduces space to a mere “message” and its occupation to “reading” (7, 236).  

 

Ian Buchanan agrees with Lefebvre that theorising space as text takes the “life” or 

perhaps the “essence” out of it (Lefebvre 62; Buchanan 183). “Instead of producing 

readings”, he writes, it would be more relevant to analyse “intensities and flows of 

everyday life” (183): 

 

                                                 
267 Wordfinder-Reader’s Digest (Sydney: 1979,1999). 
268 Text, in order to make sense, is bound to grammatical order and repetition of basic sentence structure. 
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An analysis of space as text is always destined to fall short of the mark for the very 

reason that it ignores the connection between space and practice. A reading of space 

which assumes that space is a text cannot be prevented from making this mistake. Space 

can only be read, in so far as it can be read at all, via the vehicle of its signs. Reading 

space means reading signs, but it also means imposing signs. Whether it is the beach, a 

shopping mall, or a pub, the space of these institutions is not available as a text.” 

(Buchanan 186) 

 

Buchanan insists that superimposing semiotics and the comprehension of space as signs, 

does not acknowledge that signs “are the products of semiotics” (184). But it may be 

time to move beyond Saussure and Barthes,269 as he suggests, when looking at 

culturally and politically powerful institutionalised spaces with more or less clearly 

defined educational aims such as the museum. Both Buchanan and Lefebvre make valid 

points: to grasp space and the meaning it gives to practice cannot be learned through its 

reading. Nonetheless, while both refer to a lived space or social space of sorts, I argue 

that these attributives do not apply to the museum space. Museums as public institutions 

are intentionally laid-out as texts. 

 

In the space of the ethnographic museum, for example, messages are being conveyed on 

several levels, similar to Barthes’ analysis of linguistic messages in images. There is the 

linguistic message (often in the signage above the entrance of the building, publications, 

museum texts and tables, posters) (Plate 30, 32, 34, 35 and 36); the iconic message (the 

objects within a specific display mode); the signified or coded message (objects on 

display assume the role of signifiers of the signified cultures/representation); and the 

symbolic message (the display is not high art/scientific context) (Rhetoric of the Image 

136-37).  

 

Institutionalising art through the ethnographic and the art museum is in itself a system 

of signification with both being to some degree mutually defining entities. The presence 

and absence of Aboriginal art in institutional exhibition spaces construct complex 

systems of meaning. This means the strict dichotomy of ethnographica and 

contemporary art has created a binary discourse which perpetuates the notion of 

                                                 
269 Ferdinand de Saussure first analysed in linguistics language as a complex system of interrelated 
components (semiology), which laid the ground for structuralism in the works of anthropologist Claude 
Lévi-Strauss, but also for Michel Foucault’s approach to social and historical areas, in the second half of 
the twentieth century, and the semiotic works by Roland Barthes. 
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essential difference through the Eurocentric notion of contemporary art. What 

contemporary art signifies is related directly to innovation and reference to Western 

culture, art history and art historiography on the one side, and the documentation of its 

production and art discourse on the other. Everlyn Nicodemus points out the difficulties 

for “outsiders” whose works are imbedded in “other art histories” in achieving 

recognition. “The idea of progress”, she states, “has permeated the concept of modernity 

and temporalised otherness” which transforms notions like “behind the times” or “not-

yet-properly developed” into “disparaging arguments of a commonly held superiority 

complex handed down from colonial time” (Nicodemus 78). 

 

The meaning-making processes of exhibitions are therefore inseparable from the space 

in which they take place. Buildings (and their connotations) become part of the 

conceptual arrangement that produces certain responses from the audience. Museums, 

or other exhibitions spaces, are neither mute nor neutral; they influence the exhibition 

and what it seeks to represent. Lally theorises that “material culture in the Museum was 

intended to function just as texts in a library” for readings by scientists (84). Just as the 

objects in an exhibition framework are always contexualised by words because they do 

not speak for themselves (Hooper-Greenhill 1994, 115; Ravelli 2006, 95), exhibitions 

and their spaces are part of the overall framework: 

 

The meanings at stake need to be interpreted in context, and the immediate context is 

that of museums themselves as a kind of ‘text’: a space which makes meanings, and 

which can be ‘read’. As texts, museums are a powerful, communicative resource; all 

their constitutive practise – the written and verbal texts that take place there, the choice 

of exhibits and method of their display,…make meaning in multiple ways (cf. Coxall 

1991; MacDonald 1998 quoted in Ravelli 119) 

 

As Louise J. Ravelli has identified, the collaboration of meaning-making levels, such as 

architecture (grand foyers to welcome and “awe” the visitor, the physical layout of the 

exhibition), curatorship (text panels, theme, other written material), and organisation of 

space create meaning for what is represented.  

 

The architecture of the nineteenth century ethnographic museum for example, has 

actively taken part in the dialogue between exhibit and audience. The artist’s depiction 

of members of the middle class in the foyer of the new Ethnographic Museum in Berlin 
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(Museum für Völkerkunde) by C. Stöving indicates both aspects of this dialogue of who 

the building addresses and how the audience perceives it (Plates 75 and 76). The visitors 

are shown “strolling through the museum, engaged in a kind of self-edification or 

Bildung that requires them to gaze at length on the collections rather than simply take 

them in at a glance” (Penny Objects of Culture 189). The magnificence of the building 

provides the collection with an aura; looking becomes a constructive process of 

combining symbols, meaning and self-awareness by taking position as viewer.   

 

The second level of meaning making according to Ravelli, is embedded in curatorship; 

the curator may re-contextualise any given object according to her or his strategy of 

display. This could even entail a complete inversion of the original intent of an object, 

as is often the case in postcolonial curatorship.270  

 

The third level is the organisation of the space itself. This aspect covers the halls where 

the art is exhibited; how prominent the allocation of a specific exhibition is within the 

overall architecture; and what visual narratives are employed through lighting, 

backdrops and so forth.  

 

Ravelli (139) suggests that in understanding exhibitions and museums as text, 

institutions are the “ultimate source of meaning making”, constructing content and 

relevance which guides the visitor by “suggesting what is worthwhile knowledge to 

learn”. The complex systems of meaning-making levels are interrelated in a hierarchical 

order; however they act in a symbiotic relationship:  

 

The smaller units (such as exhibitions) build up meaning in relation to the larger unit 

(such as the institution). At the same time, the larger units are made up of meanings at 

the lower level. (Ravelli 122)  

 

These levels of meaning-making clearly determine the relationship between exhibition 

and audience and “are organised as a ‘text’, made to cohere as a whole, and function as 

one unit” (122). As such, Ravelli stresses, a combination of all levels creates the image 

                                                 
270 In the exhibition Lines in the Sand, 2008, at Hazelhurst Gallery in Gymea, Australia, curator Ace 
Bourke juxtaposed the nationalist painting Landing of Captain Cook at Botany Bay 1770, by E. Phillips 
Fox painted in 1902, with Daniel Boyd’s re-visiting of history and historical the imagery We Call Them  
Pirates Out Here, 2006. 
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of a museum, its intentions and its function within society (122).  The heightened 

entrance of a building, for example, serves to 

 

evoke the authority of the institution, thus engaging with inter-actional meanings, and 

the height also invests its ‘contents’ with symbolic, as well as literal, value, thus 

engaging with representational meanings. This then is another instance of the same 

resource making meaning across frameworks. (140) 

 

The way we make sense of our surroundings depends on the way we build frameworks 

to collect, organise, categorise, represent, and recognise information. The ordering of 

things therefore, is essential in identifying and in creating meaning (for example, 

Aboriginal art in the ethnographic museum sends a different message than the same 

object placed in an art gallery). Aligning with the findings of Coxall, MacDonald and 

Ravelli, I want to extend my argument that art museums and ethnographic museums 

both play an integral role in the construction of meaning. Meaning is generated through 

the “sense of authority” and the “validation of an approach to knowledge” that they 

construct (Ravelli 121). Both institutions act as part of the ordering system or grammar 

in the reading of cultural representation of the Self and the Other.  

 

André Malraux271 recognised the overriding powers of representational space; 

photography, he argued, democraticised the engagement with art. The viewer can 

extract the meaning of the art object by drawing visual comparisons between objects of 

his or her choice. In his view, the art book is the “museum without walls” and as 

“compendium of total information” not only gives information about the art but also 

transforms the “entire nature of art” by taking it from its original environment and 

creating new contexts and meanings for the viewer (Malraux quoted in Hal Foster et al. 

Art since 1900  273-4).  

 

The dual function of the art museum and the ethnographic museum as constituting 

elements in and of the culture they are situated in, and as demarcating anything that is 

outside that culture, indicates the importance of these institutions as cultural signifiers 

within their socio-political environment (Plate 91). Through the institutional power 

inherent in both, their ability to negotiate public opinion makes them powerful 

                                                 
271 Writer, politician and editor of the 1960s series Arts of Mankind, 30 volumes, and France's first 
Minister of Cultural Affairs (1959 -1969) and Museum without Walls (1967). 
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communicative texts. It follows that representation in art museums and ethnographic 

museums or any contemporary cultural institution, as Ravelli has argued, provides a 

kind of communication that goes beyond the visual language of the exhibits and rather 

encompasses an array of other devices (148). Architecture, design, display, and spatial 

order as well as museum policy together all generate significance for the viewer and are 

part of the viewing processes.  

 

Identifying and negotiating the power such institutions exert is pivotal if one is to avoid 

a Eurocentric master-narrative and at the same time encourage dialogue across cultures 

and enhance cultural experiences. Ravelli asserts that in Australia the: 

 

Inclusion of Indigenous communities in the conceptualisation, design and development 

of exhibitions has helped make these more relevant to these specific communities, and 

more representative and respectful of their own knowledge-based practices. (145) 

 

The materiality of these textual truths, the recordable nature of these historicising 

instruments, juxtaposes the connotation of fine art with the notion of so called world art 

or non-European art. Non-European art has been assumed to be ephemeral and 

interpretative rather than an alternative form of truth and knowledge as Lally has shown 

in the example of the Berlin Museum (see Introduction).  

 

Inherent to technological and economic advancement was the fundamental role of 

alphabetic literacy or writing in Western culture, which had developed since the 

Renaissance and the Enlightenment project.  

 

In 2008, the placement of Aboriginal art in the German ethnological museum suggested 

that the narrative of assumed knowledge still served in articulating positions in trans-

cultural exchanges. While some attempts were made to give Aboriginal people a voice 

in contemporary discourse, as in the case in Freiburg (see Part Eight), the story was 

mediated by anthropologists and not told directly by the artists themselves.  

 

The premise of this chapter is that exhibition space can be read as text, and finds 

illumination in the comparative readings provided by the ethnographic and the art 

museum (Plates 72 and 91). 
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Irish artist and art critic Brian O’Doherty convincingly suggested in 1976 that we can 

read an art object such as a painting, as reified meaning, one that continues a physical 

existence long after the artist created it. He also argued that the employment of a 

specific cultural language is linked to the edificial, spatial-associative framework of the 

presentation of art. Art museums and ethnographic museums employ a mode of 

formalist language in the descriptive or non-descriptive manner of their display. He 

inquired into the relationship between the Modernist gallery and the art object, where 

the “controlling context” not only superimposes the art object in its role as subject, but 

becomes the subject itself and “context becomes content” (O’Doherty White Cube 1986, 

14). Art, once put on the altar of the art gallery, as O’Doherty asserted, is not only 

intentionally isolated from all that would “detract from its own evaluation of itself”, but 

sustains its mere existence as sacred object within this particular given space to which is 

attributed a “closed system” of values (14). O’Doherty established the link between art 

and its given context through the specificity of space and art’s resulting deification, as 

an object of worship. This was shown in the discussion of Walter Benjamin in Part Five 

of this thesis on the issue of incommensurability (17). 

 

The continuation of Modernist strategies in German exhibition spaces in the twenty-first 

century, as I have argued in Part Three – as opposed to the postcolonial, post-Modernist 

discourse in Australia – suggests that Aboriginal art is mostly absent from the Western 

artistic field which is controlled and defined by art-denominators like the art museum, 

patronage, art theory and art criticism. This mechanism of exclusion is two-fold: firstly, 

the art museum in Germany does not recognise  certain Aboriginal art as high art but 

assumes it to be in the realm of the folkloristic, “primitive”, traditional, and therefore 

assigns it to another categorical system altogether. Secondly, despite its increasingly 

contemporary status in Australia and a considerable amount of publications, Aboriginal 

art is still outside the self-subsistent and strictly regulated field of European autonomous 

cultural production. Later in this chapter I expand on Bourdieu’s model of the Field of 

Cultural Production, which is controlled by the players of the day, including the 

established artists; he emphasises the notion that art history serves the interest of the 

“ruling elite” (Morphy Elite Art 134).  The “field of cultural production” is carefully 

guarded against all newcomers, as the rejection of John Mawurndjul at the Cologne Art 
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Fair demonstrated,272 but it seems particularly difficult for non-European artists to enter 

(Plate 93). Once broken through the barriers however, the artist can transform the field, 

as Nicodemus argues, following on Bourdieu’s exploration of the field and the “logic of 

its history”:  

 

When an individual artist or a group of artists enter the field and manage to 

position themselves as producers of what is recognised as “different” and new, 

this positioning changes the whole field. What was until then recognised as the 

most advanced avant-garde is pushed back to become passé or classic, and all 

other positions in the field, which their holders defend with all possible means 

and arguments, are displaced and changed accordingly. (77) 

 

However, transformations in the field of art history in the twenty-first century take place 

by drawing upon the history of the field, as “a chain of positionings” which presupposes 

a juxtaposition between the avant-garde and the art establishment. Consequently, if a 

history273 of Aboriginal art is established through the local field of art, as it is the case in 

the Australian context, then Aboriginal art can breach the fortress of the European art 

canon.  

 

Nicodemus interprets Bourdieu’s model for the non-European periphery; through new 

position-taking and agency, she asserts, the autonomous artistic field of the West 

changes by shelving the once avant-garde. Nicodemus identifies this particular 

challenge to the field as a European one, where the players are chosen from within. 

Artists from the peripheries such as Africa or Aboriginal Australia only rarely occupy 

such positions; it is it almost impossible for “outsiders from the ‘other art histories’ to 

enter such a closed game” (77). The problem here is that these “other art histories” of 

the peripheries are not discernible as such,274 and therefore not recognised by the 

Western canon, because of their oral foundation.  

 

Despite numerous exhibitions of Aboriginal art in other public and semi-public spaces 

since the 1980s, ethnological museums and art museums remain the catalysts of 

                                                 
272 See discussion in Introduction of this thesis. 
273 A history in the European understanding of the written record of past events related to time and space. 
274 Because they reflect mostly ephemeral art in oral culture. 
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knowledge and communication.275 The key issue for Aboriginal art here then is to gain 

meaning in the established field of Western art and with it the position to speak. Despite 

growing interest by the commercial market in Aboriginal art in Europe, meaning-

making still takes place predominantly in the ethnographic and ethnological context. 

Both the contextualisation of Aboriginal art in the German ethnological museum and, 

simultaneously, its exclusion from the art museum, as I will argue in the following 

section, enforce acts of symbolic power by allocating positions within or outside the 

field of European art. Following Bourdieu’s logic, “symbolic power is a power of 

constructing reality” and these institutions are symbolic configurations that “exercise a 

structuring power” and establish what Bourdieu calls a gnoseological order or “the 

immediate meaning of the world” (On Symbolic Power 166). In the case of Aboriginal 

art within the ethnological museum, which deals principally with the past, meaning 

orbits around the parameters of a static culture and a cultural past. This stands in 

contrast to notions of contemporaneity of Aboriginal art and culture as articulated in the 

major art museums in Australia from about 1990. 

 

This power to create meaning becomes clear when looking at the process of 

unprecedented institutional activity to record and preserve that has transformed the 

artistic field. Since the twentieth century, Bourdieu theorises that monographs, art 

criticism in art journals, documentaries, exhibition catalogues not only assist but define 

the degree of promotion of an artist, art movements or art objects (The Field of Cultural 

Production 110). They constitute in fact a “stage in the production of the work, of its 

meaning and value” (110). This view is supported by other theorists such as Habermas 

(2003), Kristeva (1992; 2003) and Nicodemus (1999).  

 

Consequently, artists who follow art traditions which are not recorded in those Western 

mnemonic and creative literary devices are unable to enter the art discourse, because 

there is no juxtaposition between old and new to be had. It is the absence of art 

historiography (until more recent years) in places such as Africa, which make 

comparison and analysis difficult, for “this kind of dense factual foundation [literature] 

is missing,” which will “remain indefinitely insufficient in the Third World”, as 

                                                 
275 Public spaces such as the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin, the Schmidt Bank Selb, Bayern, and 
Aboriginal Art Gallerie Bähr, for example, have housed several exhibitions of Aboriginal art which were 
published in comprehensive catalogues. 
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Nicodemus asserts (Bourdieu out of Europe 77). Nicodemus hints at a crucial point 

here: art and the understanding of art as a progressive development in the West relies 

strongly on discourse and by not having access to that discourse because of little or non-

existent textual frameworks, non-European artists remain in obscurity in the West 

without access to this publicity. These artists are forced to linger in the domain of sub-

cultures or peripheries. Their artistic identity is largely obliterated from Western 

narratives, as the exclusion of John Mawurndjul’s bark painting from the Cologne Art 

Fair in 1994 illustrated,276 as I have explored earlier.  

 

It is paradoxical that while it was the aim of Modernist art, in particular Abstract 

Expressionism of the 1940s and 1950s, that art should speak for itself, the contrary has 

taken place since the apex of Modernism. Art somehow became rather enslaved by the 

power of the (written) word to construct meaning. This is what Western modern art 

shares with non-European or ethnographic art where text panels provide a textual 

introduction into the social and cultural background of the object. Yet, the explanatory 

panels mark the distinction between ethnographic and so-called fine art, because the 

latter supposedly can speak for itself (O’Doherty 38). 

 

Who then, can define and interpret artistic expressions of the unknown and 

undocumented art such Aboriginal art, apart from the person who is immersed in or at 

least familiar with the basic cultural language and concepts of such art? Translation of 

art language is one thing, but foreign concepts also require certain adaptations in 

language and cultural knowledge and perspective.  

 

Ulrich Krempel makes this clear: the iconography of Aboriginal art, he points out, 

cannot be “learnt” because its “complex image-system” does not reveal itself in a 

conventional way to the Westerner (How Does One Read 37).   

 

Transcultural representations, such as the museum display or art exhibition, are faced 

with several problems: for example, whether art deriving from an oral knowledge 

system can be read through the means of textual analysis, and whether semiotics and 

                                                 
276 Thirteen years on, John Mawurndjul’s work has been publicised widely (in English and German) and 
“authenticated” by art institutions in Australia and Europe which would most definitely prevent a re-
occuring of the events of 1994 in Cologne. 
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symbolism, although culture-specific, can be transferred from one consecrated context 

(ritual or social performance) into another (art institution) without negotiating issues of 

translation or language.277  

 

Anthropologists have played an important role in this area in Australia, but to position 

Aboriginal art as equal in a European context requires the art canon itself to revise its 

paradigms of art, and open up to polycentric enquiry in order to overcome hierarchical 

distance. 

 

                                                 
277 The cultural pluralism negotiating the fields of power of public representation over the last twenty to 
twenty-five years or so globally stands in stark contrast to the nineteenth century museum and its 
implementation of cultural administration. Then, the aim was to educate a growing urban middle-class of 
a young nation; cultural representation in the museum followed a mono-linear objective to educate 
through dispersion of scientific knowledge (Penny 2002; 2003). 
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9.2 Symbolic Power in Conservativism and Cultural Assumptions  

There are several obstacles for the art canon to overcome before Aboriginal art gains 

equal status as contemporary art in Germany. One obstacle is the gap of knowledge 

about the meaning of Aboriginal art as a contemporary, socio-political force, and 

Weltanschauung that is at the same time a cultural inclination to individual and 

innovative art. The unfamiliarity of form and appearance of Aboriginal art, as well as its 

conceptual and geographical distances, often lead to misconceptions and stereotyping. 

Another obstacle is posed by the Eurocentric conservativism of the field of art, which 

preserves the status quo of the dominant position of Western art concepts in the field. 

This may be the biggest and most difficult obstacle, because it is built on a foundation 

of interlinking elements: economic hegemony, hierarchical geographies, and cultural 

assumptions that act as forms of symbolic power.  

 

I explore here these cultural assumptions as part of the dominant discourse, and as 

underlying currents of the dualism in art representation and criticism, by following 

Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic power and how dualism governs the political field as 

well as the field of cultural production, particularly art. The assumptions we make about 

another culture and art can be linked to regimes of visual culture that provide a grid of 

interlinking categories and meaning in a given context. As such, these assumptions are 

part of the production of cultural and symbolic capital in the cultural field. Cultural 

capital relates to “cultural knowledge, competences or dispositions” and Bourdieu 

defines: 

 

cultural capital as a form of knowledge, an internalized code or a cognitive acquisition 

which equips the social agent with empathy towards, appreciation for or competence in 

deciphering cultural relations and cultural artefacts. (Randal Johnson, 7) 

 

Bourdieu identified that an artwork poses meaning only for someone “who possesses 

the cultural competence, that is, the code, into which it is encoded” (Distinction 2). The 

code is cultural capital and is the result of a lifelong accumulation of meaning making 

processes delivered through education in the family and social institutions. Constantly 

seeing Aboriginal art in the ethnographic, ethnological context and not in art museums 

gives the individual a sense of understanding of Aboriginal art that conflicts with its 

placement as contemporary or fine art. In European society, Aboriginal artists are 
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prevented from accumulating symbolic capital in the art field, which is linked to 

“accumulated prestige, celebrity, consecration or honour and is founded on a dialectic 

knowledge (connaissance) and recognition (reconnaissance)” (Randal Johnson 7). 

Here, symbolic capital serves the interest of Eurocentric conservativism, enforcing the 

dominant players to maintain “their position in the structure of simultaneously 

economic and symbolic power relations which defines the field of production” (83). 

 

All artists need mediation by a dealer, publisher and so forth to signify a value that 

produces symbolic capital and guarantees that the producer is introduced into the “cycle 

of consecration” (Bourdieu The Field of Cultural Production 77). Despite the rapid 

increase in Aboriginal art sales in Europe, Aboriginal art has not entered the canon in 

Europe, unlike in Australia, where agents of authority in the art field have produced a 

discourse that signifies Aboriginal art as contemporary art. 

 

The Literary Spaces of Visual Culture 

To understand the importance of what or who signifies Aboriginal art as contemporary, 

we have to return to an earlier argument of this thesis. As I have established earlier, in 

Germany museums generally are part of Bildung, and as such are part of German 

cultural production. The presence of Aboriginal art in the ethnological context and its 

absence in the art museum are spatial allocations made in the construction of meaning, 

which impart symbolic productions that relate to the dominant, German visual culture. 

Generally, visual culture in the nineteenth century was experienced to a high degree 

through the institutional settings of the museum.278 As I have discussed in Parts One, 

Two and Three, art in Imperial Germany was particularly valued for its didactic and 

symbolic functions, which were communicated through its essential purpose as the 

cultural profile of a new nation, but also through acting as a channel for the proliferation 

of myths and political, historical facts (Lenman et al. 32). The context of the objects in 

the museums changed according to the ideologies of the time, calling upon curious, 

cosmopolitan and universal ambitions to explain the world. 

 

This positioning as universal formulation, which is grounded in what is expressed as 

common sense and articulated by discourse, places European art in the art museum and 

                                                 
278 Museum here includes both ethnographic and art museum – as German art galleries carry often that 
name and definition. 
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non-European art in the ethnographic museum. This dualist frame becomes propagated 

as a consequence of a perceived natural division. However, what is seen as common 

sense and natural is culture specific. Mirzoeff addresses this important point: that the 

museum as institution magnified the Western idea that history was on the side of the 

victorious, dominant imperial powers. At the same time, art collections provided the 

appropriate tool to reinforce the perception of Western cultural dominance (The 

Multiple Viewpoint 205). Both institutions, the ethnological museum and the art 

museum, together with their respective collections, signal a general unconscious 

assumption of cultural superiority embedded in a sub-conscious level of language, as 

part of the meaning-making processes I mentioned earlier. In contrast to art objects, 

objects in ethnological collections are valued for their representative meaning which 

makes contextual knowledge of the objects a necessity, without which artefacts 

“became unreadable texts” (Richard Thurnwald quoted in Glenn H. Penny Objects of 

Culture 85).279 

 

Museums as part of visual culture, and visual culture as part of language, provide good 

grounds for the exploration of such unconscious assumption. I have argued here that 

museums become text themselves and are read from a certain social background and 

operate in tandem with the exhibition text.  

 

Ravelli establishes that museums produce meaning because they are “spaces which 

speak” (Ravelli 19; 39; 123). But while she emphasises the role of the physical layout 

and organisation of the museum space, I would like to turn the attention to the symbolic 

meaning of the museum as institution and therefore its signification within society 

which can be read as text as well (Plate 91). 

 

As I have discussed in the first three Parts of this thesis, public museums have served 

national education within nation-building processes since their inception in the early 

nineteenth century. One of the main purposes of museums was to educate society and to 

strengthen a national “consciousness” by creating binary projections of art and culture 

through the ethnographic and the art historical lens. This reflects Derrida’s claim that 

modern societies “are built upon a series of binary positions such as “death/life”, 

                                                 
279 These contexts were accumulated and regulated by specific instructions for collectors to acquire details 
for cataloguing purposes as Penny explains (Objects of Culture 85). 
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“oriental/occidental” (Derrida quoted in Hellström 52). The underlying “logocentrism” 

is played out in the binary function of the representation of art in art museums and 

museums, as locations of Self and Other; the traditional art museum is “self-consciously 

mythic”, asserts Edward Rothstein, tracing Western society to ancient Greek and 

Roman cultures (108). I therefore see the place (public art museum) as being part of 

identity politics, which establish “Europeanness”, just as Hellström theorised, and create 

“differences, of constituting borders between what ‘we’ are in relation to those who are 

not part of us” (47).280  

 

Conversely, the Orient, argued Edward Said, is a “textual universe” that creates 

“imaginary” geographies and knowledge of the Other – the ethnographic and the 

ethnological museum re-affirm these by continuing the discourse as systemic. The 

ethnographic museum became the place of the exoticised, and hence marginalised Other 

that still rings true with ethnological museums as part of hierarchical structures that rule 

visual culture in the twenty-first century. The spatial connotation of the ethnographic 

museum renders art representation as object as opposed to the art museum where art is 

narrated as subject of culture. 

 

The processes through which an individual gains a certain power position within his or 

her society depend, according to Bourdieu, to a great part on the social environment. 

Therefore, the possibility of accumulating cultural capital is predestined by and 

dependant on social factors. Bourdieu concentrated his observation on the individual 

within Western (French) society, but I find this model of negotiation of the field of 

powers can be transferred to a global context. 

 

The power relation between people who have different accesses to social institutions is 

mirrored by the power relations between different kinds of art genres and institutions. In 

the Field of Cultural Production (first published 1968), Bourdieu spoke of a 

chronological hierarchy and a social hierarchy (106-7). In this light the theatre can be 

seen as superior to the cinema, the book to the magazine, the art museum to the 

ethnographic museum. More importantly, the written discourse, which the various 

                                                 
280 Hellström argues, at the same time “practices of identity politics establish a sense of coherence on the 
inside; hence, the making of similarities that knit “us” together as a group”280 will say, public art galleries, 
as creator of identity remain a closed club for a certain group (the “same” or “assimilated”) impenetrable 
by the Other (47).  
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forms of publications establish, is a crucial part of art production (The Field of Cultural 

Production 41, 50-1,106-110). 

 

A similar hierarchical order can be discerned in a globalised capitalist system: 

industrialised nations execute power over developing countries, where alphabetic 

literacy, a mental model imposed on oral cultures, has higher authority than orality. 

Consequently, a visit to the ethnographic museum informs, while a visit to the art 

museum provides self-enhancing, cultural education or Bildung.  

 

In a postmodern setting, these sharp edged boundaries have become rather blunt: the 

new Musée du Quai Branly in Paris can be seen as a conceptual hybrid. While all of its 

permanent exhibition collection is based on the ethnographic collections from former 

ethnographic museums, the Musée de l’Homme and the Musée National des Arts 

d’Afrique et d’Oceanie, it is housed in a purpose-build edifice which was conceived by 

President Jacques Chirac in 1996 as a project to stand as “a rejection of any proclaimed 

hierarchy in the arts or in the peoples of the world” (Chirac quoted in Fitzgerald 

“Garden of Cultural Delights” Time Magazine May 22, 2006). Chirac recognised the 

meaning of space in political, social and artistic reception, when he declared that the art 

from Africa, Asia, Americas and Oceania would also simultaneously occupy galleries in 

the Louvre.  

 

Yet, the reception of the Musée du Quai Branly contested its aims. The new museum 

sparked a controversy in Australia and France regarding its architecture, its role as a 

museum and the art itself. Some reviews describe the architectural concept in ways that 

suggest reverberations of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (Naumann 2006; Gaulis 

2006). Eight Aboriginal artists were involved in the architectural design of the Museum 

du Quai Branly.281 How does the audience read the messages of this museum, which 

uses multi-lingual grammar such as art history and ethnology, and Indigenous 

curatorship on the one side, and dark, narrow rooms and jungle-like landscaping on and 

                                                 
281 Gulumbu Yunupingu (Gumatj woman from Yirrkala, north east Arnhem Land); John Mawurndjul 
(Kuninjku man from Maningrida, Western Arnhem Land); Lena Nyadbi (Gija woman from Warmun, 
WA); Tommy Watson (Pitjantjatjara man, Wingellina, WA); Ningura Naparrula (Pintupi woman from 
Alice Springs); Michael Riley (Wiradjuri man from Talbragar NSW); Judy Watson (Waanyi heritage 
from Brisbane); Paddy Nyunkuny Bedford (Gija man from East Kimberley, Kununurra, WA). Curators 
were Hetti Perkins and Brenda L. Croft, and deputy director of the Museum du Quai Branly Philippe 
Peltier (Fitzgerald “Garden of Cultural Delights” Time Magazin, May 22, 2006). 
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around the complex on the other? Conceptually and formally, the museum crosses 

traditional boundaries (e.g. contemporary art display of photographic images by 

Michael Riley and artefacts from Africa, America and Oceania), while shifting back and 

forth between the narrative of colonial and postcolonial?282 It raises the question 

whether the display of non-European art in a created atmosphere of closeness to nature 

can disassociate itself from the shadow of imagined geographies and essences as 

described by Rousseau and Conrad, and still be read as contemporary. 

 

As I have demonstrated, our visual experience of art is mostly regulated through 

mediated frameworks of alphabetic literacy. Therefore, when looking becomes reading 

of art and cultures we first have to look at how this relates to power and at the 

hierarchical order of the institutions where representation takes place. If the art museum 

can be seen as a tool in understanding the human endeavour, then what does the 

invisibility of Aboriginal art in the German art context mean? The implication is that its 

part in the human project is of no consequence for a German audience.  

 

Nevertheless, a change from the ethnographic context to the contemporary art space 

seems to come in small steps. Bourdieu found that at all times “the rules defining the 

readability of contemporary art are but a special application of the general law of 

readability” which has its point of reference in the preceding period (The Field of 

Cultural Production 225). In the moment of renewal, which Bourdieu calls “periods of 

rupture”, new art inventions generate new forms of grammar, as I discuss further in the 

example of Emil Nolde and German Expressionism and John Mawurndjul in Part Ten, 

among others (225). The new (visual) tools of art production, conceptual or practical, 

“precede the transformation of the instruments of art perception and the modes of 

perception cannot but operate slowly, because it is a matter of uprooting a type of art 

competence (the product of internalization of a social code),” which is so ingrained in 

“habits and memories that it functions at a subconscious level” (226).  

 

                                                 
282 Peter Naumann finds elements of Jean-Jacques Rousseau echoed in the museum’s “allusion to the 
natural” (Naturally in Paris, 90) that are counterproductive to the museum’s intention, a notion that is 
shared by French-Swiss poet and writer, Marie Gaulis: “So despite the huge amount of money, energy 
and ideology put into the [Musée du Quai Branly], I can't help but feel that this is a wasted opportunity, a 
failure of the political will, a pretentious and egotistic architecture which, in the end, despises the 
artefacts, the cultures, the artists and the public… Not only is the Musée du Quai Branly very far from 
any anthropological discourse, it's also a tomb for the last remaining indigenous cultures they will have to 
seek elsewhere for revival and recognition.” (An Indigene in Paris). 
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The Medium of Artworks as Sign 

The spaces where exhibitions take place convey encoded meanings to the audience. At 

the same time, the media of artworks, such as bark, wood, textile and so on, affects their 

interpretation, and to a certain extent provides authority and signification. Two different 

ways of reading are the result: in Western modes the medium plays an important role of 

contextualisation, whereas in Aboriginal modes it is the knowledge transmitted, not the 

means of transmission, that is primarily relevant.  

 

In Aboriginal art, the medium is often ephemeral – art objects such as bark paintings, 

small sculptures, mourning posts, or body ornaments serve ritual or other 

communicative purposes to connect mythological knowledge and reality with the 

present. After the ritual, the objects are often left to disintegrate (Morphy Aboriginal 

Art). 

 

Aboriginal art for the first century of white settlement was not recognised as art and 

Aboriginal culture as a whole had been obliterated from white consciousness (Morphy, 

Aboriginal Art 22; Terry Smith 483-486). Rock paintings, performance, body and 

ground painting were either ephemeral or not collectable. These forms of artistic 

expression only found a breakthrough as art forms with the arrival of the notion of 

conceptual art in the mid twentieth century, which emphasised not the “physical 

presence of the art work but on its ‘conceptual’ meaning” (Morphy Seeing Aboriginal 

Art). 

 

Many of the items collected by Spencer and Gillen in the early nineteenth century (as 

noted in Part Seven) were commissioned works and were seen as cultural 

communication by the artists. In Western Arnhem Land bark paintings were found as 

shelter walls and left to wither after people moved on (Morphy Aboriginal Art; Jones 

1989). 

 

As I noted earlier, Aboriginal reading is focused on the knowledge, the story 

transmitted, not the means of transmission. In contrast, in Western culture the medium 
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(material) plays an important role of contextualisation and assumes meaning itself.283 

Even after the advent of conceptual art, the material of the medium is still a principal 

factor in determining the category and field of enquiry in Western art. The importance 

of medium as cultural signifier becomes clear when we look at the following example of 

Mawurndjul’s bark painting284 from Arnhem Land and its reception in two different 

cultural contexts (Plate 92). 

 

Bark paintings within the Western knowledge system are perceived as folkloristic and 

traditional, as the controversy about Mawurndjul’s exclusion in the Cologne Art Fair in 

1994/5 demonstrated. This misconception of the meaning of bark paintings as medium 

is also expressed in the experience of Yolngu artist Banduk Marika: 

 

When I started off I was just translating my father’s work – which was traditional work 

– onto contemporary media. When I was a child and people were buying his work 

they’d see my work and say, “Oh, you can’t do that, you have to stick with bark 

painting.” But bark painting wasn’t traditional anyhow; Aboriginal people didn’t paint 

on bark, it was the missions’ idea of transferring the art to sell them. I’m doing the same 

thing now, but prints are much cheaper than bark. (Banduk Marika 90)  

 

Another issue that underpinned the debate is particularly interesting in the context of 

this analysis; Mawurndjul was already an established contemporary artist in Australia 

by the 1990s, yet the reason for the rejection by the board members in Cologne implies 

that they disregarded this fact and judged the work on its face value within the 

conventional Eurocentric divide of art.  

 

The European dismissal of much Aboriginal art, not readily accessible through the 

conventional tools of art history, can be interpreted as a typical response for the 

hegemonic structures that govern the art canon. The art canon articulates the current art 

language, discourse and art market and everyone who wants to have a say is expected to 

learn it. The art canon is grounded in a written art discourse mainly carried out in 

English, French and German and to a degree in other European languages.  

 
                                                 
283 For example, the image of a tomato painted on canvas contextualises it as art; the same image of a 
tomato as photographic image in a magazine contextualizes it as advertisement. 
284 The painting depicted was not the actual painting in question, but it would have been one similar in 
appearance which is the main point I want to draw attention to here. 
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The German response stands in stark contrast to postcolonial development in former 

settler colonies such as Canada and Australia, for example, where art history has 

become more flexible and expansive in its visual and discursive discovery. Institutions 

such as the Art Gallery of New South Wales (AGNSW) began innovative approaches 

by incorporating Aboriginal art into their collections in the late 1950s (Morphy 

Aboriginal Art 29).   

 

I have found that the construction of Otherness of Aboriginal art through a specific 

accumulation of scientific knowledge has been promoted through the presence of non-

Western art in the ethnographic museum, and the absence of the same from public 

contemporary art galleries in Germany. Both are linked to the notion of literacy as a 

foundation of Western knowledge which delineates non-European art and non-European 

art. But this delineation is not as rigid and seemingly fixed everywhere as in Germany: 

anthropologists, particularly in the new world, have encouraged a more embracing 

notion of art. Howard Morphy insists there is “no historical basis” to assert that 

anthropology per se created Otherness in European societies. On the contrary, he 

emphasises the key role anthropologists played in the inclusion of Aboriginal art 

“within the same generic category as other people’s art”, especially in Australia, but 

also in other parts of the world (Seeing Aboriginal 38). 

 

By contrast in Germany there is often a reluctance to work in an interdisciplinary way: 

ethnologists argue that the Western notion of art diminishes non-European objects, 

while art historians see characteristics of non-European art traditions as incompatible 

with innovation and individualism (Gell 219; Morphy and Perkins 127; Bähr Kunst der 

australischen 68-9, 71, 99-102). Janice Lally and Emily Purser observe that by looking 

at Aboriginal culture as “neo-lithic” and representative of the “early stage” of humanity 

through the “lack” of material culture and by being situated within an oral culture, the 

German reception of Indigenous arts as well as the cultures they spring from, is 

embedded in the Western notion of “illiterate”, “pre-literate” or other hierarchical terms. 

The medium that conveys the art plays a crucial role in placing the art within certain 

categories of reading. The rejection of the bark paintings by John Mawurndjul as 

contemporary art by the German art panel of the Cologne Art Fair in the mid 1990s can 
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be understood in this light; bark paintings from Arnhemland were, until the exhibition 

Rarrk285, exclusively on display in ethnographic and ethnological museums.  

 

However, had a European art movement developed which incorporated the use of bark 

as canvas the rejection may not have taken place, because the artistic medium would be 

identifiable as art and not encoded within the notion of the primitive. This demonstrates 

that the readability of art is inseparable from the changing processes of authentication, 

the invested meaning in the material, and the authority of space. Marcel Duchamp’s 

subversion of what constituted the field when he signed his famous urinal with R. Mutt 

and called it art in 1917, epitomises Bourdieu’s point about shifting art competence. The 

way art representation is realised in Western locations plays a significant role in the 

articulation of the broader culture.286 Significant here is the role of space which 

communicates to the viewer that the urinal is art, and hence authenticates the object as 

art. 

 

Art contextualised by representational space becomes a code, a social concept, a way of 

reading culture, a distinction, and a cultural currency. The recognition or validation of 

art, whether mainstream or marginal, occidental or oriental, is mostly rendered through 

these contexts of representation. When we encounter art in specific spaces, say in the 

ethnographic museum or art museum, its representation assumes an ambiguous point of 

reference.287 

 

The notion of Bildung assumes a position of open power when implemented as political 

or ideological vehicle. In this, it changes geographically socially diverse landscapes of 

human environments into dichotomies of dominant and suppressed cultures. It is 

inherent in a culture that is defined by alphabetic literacy such as German culture, to 

regard oral knowledge and culture as inferior. 

                                                 
285 See Part Seven and Eight for the discussion of the exhibition Rarrk–John Mawurndjul 2005/6 
286 For example, had Duchamp not submitted his fountain in a subversive attempt in 1917, the expressive 
and conceptual potentialities of everyday things would have escaped our awareness that is essential in 
post-modern art. 
287 One crucial factor in the reception of Aboriginal art in Germany in the interplay between message and 
recipient/audience is the space chosen for representation. Representation of art outside its cultural context 
can be a double-edged sword; while bringing different cultures closer by providing information in a 
certain context, this context can at the same time enhance difference. 
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9.3 Representing Aboriginal Art as Act of Symbolic Violence  

Bourdieu’s sociological study of institutions and their audiences helps to explore the 

possibility that an act of symbolic violence occurs in the positioning of Aboriginal art. 

Bourdieu argues that social or economic exclusion is determined by the different 

degrees of cultural capital we accumulate during our upbringing (a working class child 

for example, has not the same access to higher education as a middle-class child due to 

limited cultural literacy/cultural capital); at the same time, cultural capital is tied in with 

the accumulation of social power. 

 

Symbolic Violence and its Bearing on Representation of the Other 

The emphasis on literacy-bound education in Western society equips the audience with 

certain interpretative tools to engage with the unknown, as in the case of the 

representation of Aboriginal art. To what degree interpretation of (non-Western) art 

work is possible, depends, to employ Bourdieu, on the context provided by the social 

environment of every individual, learned and acquired during the early years to 

adulthood in life. Based on the theory of cultural diffusionism, he theorised that the 

reception of an art work depends on the individual cultural background of the viewer: 

 

The laws governing the reception of works of art are a special case of the laws of 

cultural diffusion: whatever may be the nature of the message – religious prophecy, 

political speech, publicity image, technical object – reception depends on the categories 

of perception, thought and action of those who receive it. In a differentiated society, a 

close relationship is therefore established between the nature and quality of the 

information transmitted and the structure of the public, its “readability”… (Bourdieu, 

The Field of Cultural Production 296)  

 

Bourdieu argued that the reception of art builds on pre-knowledge and that art’s 

effectiveness is proportional to social background and educational level. Both levels of 

the viewer maintain, sustain and reinforce “constant recourse to the norm”. Institutional 

representations of art iterate and reiterate such conventions (296): 

 

It is on the basis of this connection between the level of transmission of the message 

and the structure of the public, treated as a reception level indicator, that it has been 

possible to construct the mathematical model of museum-going.” (The Field of Cultural 

Production 296) 
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Representation of Aboriginal art from within the ethnological museum, as a 

consequence, becomes part of the conventions or codification of culture set up by, and 

within the broader society.  

 

The need for the individual to accumulate essential components for a meaningful life, 

what Bourdieu described as “Being”, and which enables us to interact with the world 

and therefore to “exist” in it, is met by the unequal distribution of Being in society and 

through society in the West. Being is the result of Illusio (accumulation of meaning), 

Habitus (accumulation of efficacy) and Capital (accumulation of recognition), all of 

which warrant unequal distributions of Being in society/through society (Outline of a 

Theory of Practice 2005).  

 

We can allocate the representation of all art to Illusio, the process where meaning is 

absorbed to create an overall meaning of a person’s life in relation to his/her 

surroundings. This becomes clear when looking at Aboriginal art representation in 

Germany. Here, regardless of social background, the uninitiated Western viewer, 

instead of interpreting the art objects themselves, reads and interprets Aboriginal art 

through its main signifier: the exhibition space (ethnographic museum or the art 

museum), because of a lack of appropriate cultural language skills. Aboriginal art in the 

ethnological museum is therefore not regarded as part of Bildung, that is the formation 

of Self and self-discovery, but as providing knowledge of the cultural identity of the 

Other. 

 

Bourdieu concluded that the degree of absorption processes of art is generally different, 

depending on the social background of the viewer which he calls “class-centrism” 

(Outline of a Theory of Practice 217). I would argue, in terms of Aboriginal art the 

Western viewer (who generally is uneducated in Aboriginal culture and language), the 

educational or interpretational level is homologous, however with a Eurocentric 

undercurrent. The way hegemonic reading engages with the Other or foreigner relates to 

alphabetic literacy as one point of reference. Exhibition space (grammar) provides 

grammatical order to establish categories and hierarchies of the exhibitions (text) 

themselves. “Ethnocentrism”, as Bourdieu established, is that which: 
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Consists in considering as natural (in other words, both as a matter of course and based 

on nature) a way of perceiving which is but one among other possible ways and which 

is acquired through education that may be diffuse or specific, conscious or unconscious, 

institutionalized or non-institutionalized. (217)   

 

The construed truths of the exhibition space enter the perpetuity of repetitions of 

symbols in the realm of visual culture. They become self-generative messages that reach 

all of society, without the need for the physical visit to exhibitions. In other words, it is 

not necessary for the individual to visit either institution to understand the essential 

attributed meaning of the objects on display (ethnographic museum or art gallery), since 

their contexts and contents are perpetually being produced and reproduced (38).288 

 

In this context, a closer look at habitus is necessary for the understanding of the impact 

of the symbolic power of the institutions. Habitus transforms information into feasible 

units: it serves the individual to switch from passive recipient to a creative, active 

producer. Anthropologist Ghassan Hage identifies Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus as 

the basis of a creative capacity in us, which enables us to classify and internalise the 

world; at the same time habitus ensures a sense of belonging (Hage Pierre Bourdieu 

2005). As a set of dispositions, the habitus prescribes how we act and react, and 

generates “practices, perceptions and attitudes” without visible rule or order (John B. 

Thompson 13).289 In this sense, Bourdieu’s theory can be applied to the reading 

processes of the art institutions of the nineteenth century and the twenty-first century to 

Aboriginal art, which demarcate national, cultural, conceptual, or so-called ethnic 

borders. The reading processes inherent in the art museum create a sense of identity 

through exclusion of the cultural Other, based on “numb imperatives” or cultural 

assumptions as a result of internalised knowledge acquired through the authority of 

encoded spaces.290 For example, knowledge of Aboriginal art, which, when constantly 

contextualised as ethnographic, primitive, other, exotic, and its representation in the 

ethnological museum appears to be natural and the only way to frame this work. 

                                                 
288 This attribution of meaning through space has been also argued by O’Doherty, see also Part Six. 
289 These, I argue, are at the base of cultural assumptions that are the subconscious engagement with other 
art traditions. 
290 Ghassan Hage provided in his lecture on Bourdieu the example of a mother who repeats orders to use 
knife and fork to cut meat – internalised capacity to abstract hence eating fish with knife and fork (not 
same but similar – creative application).  
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This efficacy of such accumulated knowledge becomes symbolic capital, an 

accumulation of capital that is recognition which is passed on through the social 

environment in which one grows up, and which forms crucial skills in negotiating what 

Bourdieu refers to as “fields of power and domination”. The duality of the fields is 

characterised by orthodox and symbolic domination: the first operates openly – the 

dominant power is visible and therefore can be attacked. For example, if a museum or 

other cultural institution were (conditional) to exhibit under a theme that would offend a 

minority, the institution would be under public attack.291 This could be rectified or 

better still avoided by cultural sensitivity and a sensible approach taking into account 

public opinion. On the other hand, symbolic domination operates on a less visible and 

more connotative level; exclusion of Aboriginal art from art museums implies that this 

art is not contemporary and enforces further the idea of a natural division between 

European and non-European art traditions.  

 

This symbolic domination is of great relevance to the institutional mechanisms that 

guide the reception of Aboriginal art; though not so much the issues of political 

correctness,292  but the rather undetected structures that lead to such censorship of 

representations in the globalised context in the twenty-first century. It is what Bourdieu 

referred to as “symbolic domination” that is less tangible and more obscured – it 

happens on an invisible level and forms the basis of our unconscious assumptions and is 

therefore potentially more harmful, especially in transcultural representation. This is 

because symbolic domination eventually becomes part of common sense or the habitual 

and conventional norm and can therefore not be attacked because it is ingrained in the 

body – normal. In general, decisions not to represent Aboriginal art in art museums are 

not grounded deeply in reason or the logic of the art field, but are steeped in convention. 

A director of a reputable art museum dismissed a proposal by Elisabeth Bähr for an 

Aboriginal art exhibition in a major German art museum as “ridiculous” without giving 

any further reason, stating what he believed to be the obvious: Aboriginal is not 

contemporary but ethnographic art and does not belong in the art museum.293  

 

                                                 
291 As happened in the case of the African market in the zoo of Augsburg, Germany, in 2005 –  See Part 
Five. 
292 The issue of political correctness in its complex political and social function in a globalised field, 
although important, cannot be discussed at length within the frame of this thesis. 
293 See Elisabeth Bähr, “Exhibition Practise of Aboriginal Art in Germany”, Lecture 2005. 
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In terms of the representation and perception of Aboriginal art within German art space, 

this commonsensical reaction can amount to such unconscious trespass that it 

accumulates in what Bourdieu defines as “symbolic violence”. However, what is known 

as commonsense is based on cultural conventions and relies on the collective 

recognition of a certain order by the cultural group as a whole. This recognition refers to 

classificatory systems and objective divisions which correspond between “objective 

structures and mental structure” (128-9).  

 

In most cases, the art museum and the ethnological museum in Germany uphold and 

reinforce this division between European and non-European art by public expression of 

(dis)interest in an interdisciplinary crossing-over. The perpetual renovating of borders is 

expressed publicly by exhibition selections for example, which in turn is collectively 

recognised by the public as valid and by doing so, is triggering the continuation of 

fluidity in the institutions. 

 

Just as knowledge, privilege and disadvantage are passed down from one generation to 

the next, as Bourdieu has shown, cultural assumptions are passed down through the 

socialisation apparatus of family, education, and public institutions, by stereotyping the 

Other without including the status quo or empirical studies of the Other, or the voice of 

the Other itself. This symbolic domination of the Other is reflected in formulaic and 

encoded manifestations of certain representational modes in German museums and the 

almost total absence of Aboriginal art in public art institutions (Kunstmuseen).294   

 

Here, in constructing a presence (ethnographic museum) as well as an absence, there is 

the danger that by negotiating two distinct cultural spheres, symbolic domination 

(through internalised truths or myths) can turn into symbolic violence, once the 

internalised classification of knowledge becomes common sense and therefore 

undisputed. Randal Johnson summarises Bourdieu’s thesis in a way that can be 

transferred from the literary to the art context: “The establishment of a canon in the 

guise of a universally valued cultural inheritance or patrimony,” he asserts, “constitutes 

an act of ‘symbolic violence’”. This gains “legitimacy by misrecognizing the underlying 

power relations which serve, in part, to guarantee the continued reproduction of the 

                                                 
294 Personal communication with Aboriginal art gallerist Elisabeth Bähr, Speyer 2005. 
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legitimacy of those who produce or defend the canon” (20). Upholding the idea of 

“primitive art” then becomes imperative to maintaining the economic as well as the 

symbolic capital to the existing agents in the field of art. 

 

Exclusions of non-European art from important art events, as well as from art museums 

on the whole, show that the importance of text or the written aspect of discourse in art 

overrides other forms of exchange. Borrowing Bourdieu’s judgment on the development 

of objectified institutions as “symbolic mechanisms to sustain domination”, I argue that 

exclusions of Aboriginal art are the result of institutionalised symbolic mechanisms that 

fix the value accorded to different objects, for example bark paintings = ethnographic = 

primitive = not art but artefact. These mechanisms rely on the written word (John B. 

Thompson 24).  

 

The hierarchical distinction between art with history, from art without history, is further 

evidenced in the composite term with geographical reference: African art, Inuit art, 

Aboriginal art, or generally Ethnic art is not compared with European art, but contrasted 

with art, of which the feature European is seemingly inherent. The presupposition for 

Aboriginal art to enter the game, however, is its recognition as art in a non-prefixed 

sense, and more specifically as contemporary art. Paradoxically, it is the notion of 

authenticity that is intrinsically bound to Aboriginality which is essentially of interest to 

the international market (Ian McLean Global Indigeneity 49; Holmstrom Hoban, 3, 5-6). 

As I have discussed in Part Six, it is unsurprising that only in the late 1980s and 1990s a 

few major exhibitions have addressed this in particular and at the same time challenged 

the predominantly white-male-art-Modernist-history.  

 

The implication of a universal canon based on Western principles, with a particular 

emphasis on writing and text, results in the exclusion and demarcation and an attitude of 

acceptance of marginalisations, as illuminated by the societal need for gender, religious 

and racial equality, in modern Western societies like Germany. In the case of the 

reception of Aboriginal art in Germany, this symbolic violence finds intuitive, 

subconsciously guided application in the general denial among art institutions to treat 

Aboriginal art as contemporary and equal, by a reluctance to put Aboriginal art into the 

cultural space guarded like a temple by Western art institutions.  
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The very few exceptions include Magiciens de la Terre (1989), Aratjara – Art of the 

first Australians (1993) and Rarrk (2005/6) 295 all of which I have discussed in Part 

Eight. In Part Nine, I have shown that the representation of Aboriginal art as absence in 

the art museum and presence in the ethnographic museum is acted out as symbolic 

power, one that positions or excludes players in the general field of art. Dialogue 

between proponents of different art traditions happens more on an artistic rather than 

institutional level as the final Part of this thesis will explore. 

 

 
 

                                                 
295 The exhibition was conceived by Swiss artist and curator Bernhard Lüthi and Aboriginal Arts Board 
director Gary Foley in 1984 as an alternative to the 1988 bicentenary celebrations in Australia. The 
exhibition in the Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen in Düsseldorf was realised in 1993 and travelled to 
the Hayward Gallery in London, the Louisiana Museum in Humlebaek and the National Gallery of 
Victoria in Melbourne. 
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10.1 Art as Knowledge 

Claude Lévi-Strauss pointed out that “art lies half-way between scientific knowledge 

and mythical or magical thought” and the artist “constructs a material object” that is at 

the same time an “object of knowledge” (Lévi-Strauss The Savage Mind 22). 

 

Art in the twenty-first century is about knowledge or learning as much as it is about 

individual and collective assertions within the wider society (Mundine Aboriginal Art 

within the Museum 1996). This is as true for Aboriginal art as it is for Western art. In 

this section I explore examples, where artistic inquiry as a method opened up new ways 

of transcultural exchange outside the rigorous lines drawn by the Western art canon. 

 

Art has played a continuously important role in the cultural exchange between 

Aboriginal people and Europeans in Australia. As a signifier of culture, Aboriginal 

people saw art as a tool of diplomacy, for example the Yirrkala bark petition from 1963, 

or the 1988 forecourt mosaic of Parliament House by Michael Nelson Tjakamarra, 

Canberra298 (Sutton 36-7; Morphy Aboriginal Art 35). As I have shown in Part Five, the 

problem until recently was that Aboriginal art was not recognised as “art” by the art 

canon, which is why, at least in part, the pacifistic attempts by northern and central 

desert communities to prove existing laws and ownership of land failed during the 

European invasion.  

 

I argue in this section that hierarchical categories of artefact and art delineated by the 

ethnographic and the art museum are circumvented by innovative and non-traditional 

artistic exploration by contemporary Aboriginal societies and Western artists. In fact, 

the notion of similarity, rather than difference, seemed to be a point of engagement early 

on. The first to recognise the potential of art as a cultural bridge through familiar signs 

such as two dimensional mediums were amateur painter Sir Baldwin Spencer, who 

                                                 
298 Michael Nelson Tjakamarra designed this in 1988 (1949-1997?) with the intention of creating a 
relationship with the outside. “Aboriginal art can now be seen in our capital city in a form in which it is 
both useful and permanent. The 20 m granite mosaic pavement in the open forecourt of the new 
Parliament House in Canberra “represents our ancient continent and our oldest civilisation” (Michael 
Nelson Tjakamarra 1988/9). But he felt only a decade later that “this is no longer a meeting place for 
Aboriginal people. The government of Australia are still not recognising our people and our culture. It is 
abusing my painting and insulting my people. It makes my people sad that government does not respect 
my painting or my people. I want to take my painting back to my people” (Michael Nelson Tjakamarra 
1997).                                               
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collected bark paintings in 1912, and Aboriginal artists such as Mawalan Marika (1908-

1967), Yirawala (1903- 1976), and John Mawurndjul (1952-). 

Two of the earliest Aboriginal artists to employ Western artistic means, in their attempt 

at a cross-cultural exchange, such as watercolour on paper, were Wurundjeri artist 

William Barak (ca.1824-1903 Brushy Creek near today’s Croydon,Victoria) and 

Kwatkwat artist Tommy McRae (ca.1835-1901 Upper Murray River, New South 

Wales) (Ellender 53; Sayers Tommy McRae; Morphy Aboriginal Art 357). Barak used 

his art to educate younger generations but also settlers, and McRae’s history paintings 

depicting Aboriginal and early settler history, were used by writers to illustrate books 

such as Brough Smyth’s Aborigines of Victoria of 1878 and Katherine Langloh Parker’s 

Australian Legendary Tales of 1896 (Morphy Aboriginal Art 360,363).299 

Simultaneously, their art found display in the very first exhibition Dawn of Art of 

Aboriginal artists in the late 1880s. However, here William Barak and Tommy McRae’s 

works (Plates 60 and 61) were seen as mere curiosities rather than Aboriginal art 

(Morphy Aboriginal Art 363). 

About half a century later, the joint efforts of anthropologists300 such as Elkin and 

McCarthy, the Berndts and later Morphy, and also Modernist artists such as Margaret 

Preston, enabled Aboriginal art to enter the public sphere as an art form to be taken 

seriously. By introducing Aboriginal art as “primitive” art these advocates created a 

new platform from which to view Aboriginal art. They achieved a new context by 

placing emphasis on the unique designs of Aboriginal art, and by displaying Aboriginal 

art with a contemporary art perspective. I argue here that this change in perception and 

reception is also due in great part to the artistic exploration of Aboriginal culture, design 

and symbolism by artists such as Margaret Preston, Tony Tuckson, and later Tim 

Johnson and others. 

As part of the Modernist project I investigate Emil Nolde’s particular relationship to the 

“primitive” in Germany. Undoubtedly, artists in Germany and Australia have explored 

the art of Others through different paths and were motivated by various intentions; the 

                                                 
299 McRae’s drawings appeared here anonymously and likely without his knowledge and consent in the 
collection of Aboriginal tales (Morphy 363). 
300 Peter Sutton, “Responding to Aboriginal Art”Peter Sutton (ed.) Dreamings – The Art of Aboriginal 
Australia, Viking Ringwood, Vic., New York 1989. pp.35-6 
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Expressionists in the first decades of the twentieth century searched for a new artistic 

language and a definition of national identity in Germany and Australia.  

 

The enquiry into non-European art by artists in Australia and Germany in the early 

twentieth century was different compared to the scholarly works of ethnologists and art 

historians. Their creative investigating of art forms was guided by visual language 

rather than systematic, scientific theory, and often challenged presumptive assertions 

such as social-Darwinist informed hierarchies that worked on the premise of a linear 

progressive art development (Nolde 97). While in some cases the engagement did not 

often go deeper than the interest in formal aspects of artistic expressions, for instance as 

in the case of Nolde’s of West-African Yoruba or Ife art – or Preston’s appropriative 

faculties  of Arnhem Land rock art and ritualistic designs, however, sometimes serious 

enquiry opened up their discourse.  

 

The significance in the artistic approach to understand art from other traditions lies 

within its relative emancipation from theories, in contrast to the scholarly approach, 

which stands in the shadow of theory. This relative freedom from theoretical constraints 

arguably allows an openness to absorb instead of to impose. What I argue here is that 

artists and their exploration of cross-cultural artistic forms and concepts have played a 

significant role as the first catalyst for many art historians and critics to engage with 

other art traditions than Western traditions.301  

 

Ronald Berndt and Eric S. Phillips pointed out that Aboriginal fertilisation of Australian 

European visual art was often elemental in translating the essence of the Australian 

environment into meaningful images by abstracting “things Aboriginal” (Berndt and 

Phillips 294).302 In this section, works by Emil Nolde and Margaret Preston at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, and Nikolaus Lang and John Mawurndjul from 

about the 1980s until 2006, will be explored as transcultural explorations that spur 

processes of persuasion to include Aboriginal art in the canon. These artistic 

                                                 
301 Armin Zweite, director of the Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen since the late 1990s, first got 
interested in Aboriginal art through Nikolaus Lang’s work (Bähr Die Kunst der australische ,75-6) 
302 The authors traced Aboriginal influence or direct appropriation by artists such as Sir Russel Drysdale, 
John Olsen, Ian Fairweather, Albert Tucker, Sidney Nolan, Lawrence Daws, Donald Friend, Frank 
Hodgkinson, Stanislaw Rapotec , Robert Juniper, Peter Purvis Smith, Fred Williams, John Coburn, 
Byram Mansell, Elizabeth Durack, Gert Sellheim, George Benson and Margaret Preston (Berndt and 
Phillips 294-9) 
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explorations can also be understood as having moved from monologic- appropriative 

Modernism to a dialogic-discursive Postcolonialism and Postmodernism.  

 

I will illustrate this by exploring the influence of non-European art on two important 

early twentieth century artists in regards to nationhood and their perspective of primitive 

art as universal resource for Modernist renewal: Emil Nolde and Margaret Preston. The 

section will be followed by a discussion of contemporary artists Nikolaus Lang and 

John Mawurndjul. 
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10.2 Art as Monologic – Appropriation 

Western artistic exploration of the art of Others in the twentieth century showed that 

Modernist conceptions encouraged the use of non-Western styles. The ideas of a 

progressive humanity, nationhood, and innovation were in the foreground in the use of 

non-western “primitive” motifs in the work of both Nolde and Preston (Plates 94, 96 

and 97). Their exploration is not so much about understanding the other culture and its 

art, but about realising the formal possibilities of non naturalistic symbolic artforms. 

This self-reflective exploration and the resulting artworks are characteristics of the 

monologue of these two artists whose endeavours were a one-way road with no 

communication or collaboration with the (unnamed) artists from Africa or Australia 

whose work they admired.  

 

Preston and Nolde’s Modernist approach to “primitive” art viewed “primitive” art as 

static and timeless, outside a modern conception of progress, yet Preston played a 

crucial role in the recognition of Aboriginal art as art (Morphy Becoming Art 176). The 

notion of “primitive” art has been part of the conceptual approach in many artistic 

explorations throughout Modernism, famously in Picasso, Matisse and Braque (Flem 

and Deutch Primitivism and Twentieth-Century Art). Despite its importance to the wider 

field of art as Price (2001), McEvilley (1989; 1992), Morphy (2001; 2006) and others 

have shown, the aim of this section is not to discuss the connotations of the “primitive” 

at length. I outline here the idea of the “primitive” in non-European art as an ideal or 

essence that is untouched by modernity, and how this notion changed the direction of 

the artistic gaze in order to create a new Self through the filter of a German and 

Australian example.  

 

Emil Nolde and the “Primitive” 

“What is art?” Almost a hundred years ago, German Expressionist painter Emil 

Nolde303 (1867-1959), contemplated this key question. Many of the answers to this 

question, before and since, have been located within a socio-historical frame. What 

distinguishes Nolde from most of his fellow artists at the time was the fact that he 

stepped outside the given art historical constraints of Imperial Germany, which had 

principally concerned itself with art as an educational means to nationalisation and 

                                                 
303 Born Hans Hansen – he took the name Nolde of his birthplace in 1901 
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historicism (Lenman et al. 32).304 He rejected this position, asking: “Why is Indian, 

Chinese and Javanese art still classified under ethnology or anthropology? And 

why is the art of Primitive Peoples not considered art at all?” (Nolde On Primitive 

Art 97)”.305 

 

His statement is radical for its time, considering that Aboriginal artists, including John 

Mawurndjul, had been rejected as recently as the mid 1990s on grounds of being 

folkloristic, as I have discussed in the Introduction of this thesis.306 The fact that most of 

the Aboriginal art on display in Germany is not shown on the “hallowed walls” of the 

art institutional arena but in other public, commercial or ethnographic spaces,307 reflects 

the conceptual constraints within the Western art world which allow little negotiation 

for this little understood art. Nolde’s question has retained therefore its relevance to this 

day.308  

 

European art history is Eurocentric and predominantly excludes art from beyond the 

Bosporus, maintaining an occidental/oriental dichotomy, as a result of a textual universe 

described by Edward Said (Orientalism 25, 39 and 52). Occasionally it engages 

analytically with art from different continents, but only in relation to works that the 

Western mind can easily interpret: where form and expression are seen as congruent, in 

familiar media that either originated in, or had been appropriated by, Western culture.309 

In relation to Aboriginal art, I find a rift has been created by Eurocentric exhibition 

                                                 
304 As Lenman et al. state, the “art in Imperial Germany was not simply an ornamental luxury, but had 
major symbolic and didactic functions: both as part of the cultural ‘identity kit’ indispensable to a new 
nation and as a medium to communicate historical facts, myths and political values” (Lenman,et al.32) 
305 Emil Nolde was a member of the Expressionist group Die Brücke in Dresden. 
306 As Djon Mundine explains, authenticity and identity of Aboriginal art were points of dispute in the 
controversial refusal of the submissions by Melbourne’s Gabrielle Pizzi’s Gallery in the Cologne Art Fair 
in 1993/4 (Djon Mundine Aboriginal Art Abroad 68-73). According to Janice Lally, the pendulum 
positions of the organisers of this art fair, swinging from refusal to acceptance and back over the years on 
one side, and issuing an invitation to exhibit Aboriginal art at the Düsseldorf Art Fair in 1999 on the 
other, indicate “immense discrepancies and misunderstandings between perceptions of Australian 
Aborigines and an appreciation of their culture that is projected from the Australian point of view, and 
that which is perceived in Germany.” (Janice Lally16) 
307 Personal communication with Elisabeth Bähr and Bernhard Lüthi in 2004. 
308 Sebastian Smee quotes Wally Caruana stating that “the acceptance of contemporary visual indigenous 
art practice is far from common in Europe art institutions…Aboriginal art is often regarded either as 
ethnographic curiosity or as an expression of mystic qualities associated with ‘new-age’ thinking” (Wally 
Caruana quoted in Sebastian Smee “The Fortunes of Aboriginal Art outside Australia: Ethnographica or 
Art?”) 
309 Harry Wedge’s use of canvas and acrylic paints for example suggests are more readily acceptance of 
his work as ‘contemporary’ than the bark-paintings by his contemporary John Marwurndjul in the 
Cologne Art Fair in the mid 1990s. 
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criteria, which compartmentalise Aboriginal works into the contemporary and 

traditional and still uphold an art/science divide in culture. 

 

In Nolde’s enquiry, two notions underline the overall sub-conscious attitude of the fin 

de siècle, Eurocentric environment of his day: the first is a readily accepted idea of an 

ascending order of societies within a progressive, global civilisation, based on social-

Darwinism. This theory places a homogenous, abstracted European culture at the apex 

of a global order.  

 

The second notion embraces the concept of the Other, which refers to the way peoples 

outside European civilisation are construed as the flip-side of European identity, not 

only different (that is, what a European is not), but also a necessary construct in the 

definition of what a European is. His efforts to raise awareness of art outside the 

Western art canon, and to view all art (regardless of provenance), as equal, seems 

radical in view of conventional interpretations of art at the time. In reappraising their 

art, however, he speaks of “primitive peoples” and seems to accept unquestioningly 

their social subordination in modern society.  

 

A hierarchical system of categorisation characterises art definitions that allocates the 

urban, the regional, the sacred, the popular, the high and the low arts within the ranks of 

Western art history. Art history is focused on the Christian art of Europe (Dilly 7-16): 

the placing of “primitive art”, the Other, therefore must occur beyond these hierarchies. 

“Primitive” denotes a rudimentary and inferior form of artistic expression, and despite 

numerous attempts to define it, the connotations of the term vary greatly.310 Cultures 

seem to be ranked in descending order, determined by their geographical remoteness, 

with Aboriginal artists long believed to be practitioners of neolithic art (Lally 96). 

 

Emil Nolde’s investigation of the “primitive” came from the perspective of German 

Expressionism during the years of his membership of Die Brücke from 1906-08. This 

avant-garde group originally harboured artists such as Kirchner, Schmidt-Rottluff, 

Heckel and Bleyl, and together with another Expressionist group, Der Blauer Reiter, 

“represented the Expressionist movement in German art” (Kirchner 65). Both groups 

                                                 
310 See Sally Price Primitive Art in Civilised Places 1989 where the notion of primitive is 
comprehensively discussed. 
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sought new means of expression, artistic style and voice by examining indigenous art. 

Their interest in “alternative traditions and cultures”, according to Rhodes, “often went 

hand in hand with the artists’ messianic desire to deliver a new beginning to a Europe 

they perceived as old and spent” (Rhodes 21).  

 

Nolde’s use of the term “primitive” carries yet another nuance: while German 

Expressionists saw themselves as the “primitives of a new art,” (Rhodes 21) his 

question as to why art of “primitive” peoples is not regarded as art is, in fact, self-

serving, and implies a Romantic identification with the Other. During that period, 

Nolde’s paintings were highly influenced by sculptures from the West-African Yoruba 

as can be seen in Missionary (1911) (Plates 94 and 95). The “new” formal approach in 

art became a crucial element in setting apart from academic art. The Neue Sezession 

(New Secession) an Expressionist group he later joined in Berlin, saw itself as a “link 

with, and catalyst for, the art of the future” (Duro and Greenhalgh 67).  

 

However, like all art from indigenous people around the world, African art was not 

commonly regarded as art at all at the time of Nolde’s interest. It was not until German-

born anthropologist Franz Boas’ seminal publication in 1927 titled Primitive Art that 

the Eurocentric focus on the so-called high art of the so called civilised world began to 

shift towards an emphasis on the emotional and associative motivation as a 

commonality underlying all creative engagement. Introducing the concept of cultural 

relativism, Boas equated artistic expression of the “primitive people” with that of his 

own Western society, pointing out that “the mental processes of man are the same 

everywhere” 311 (see discussion of Boas in Part Two). 

 

Emil Nolde’s engagement with cultures outside Europe was distant and romanticised, 

very much in the tradition of early nineteenth century German scholarship arm-chair 

orientalism.312 His study of “primitive art” began with the displays in the Berliner 

Völkerkunde Museum before World War I, where he found his inspiration for a new art. 

With the intention of writing a book “on the artistic expressions of primitive peoples”, 

                                                 
311 Boas continued use of the term primitive for the indigenous is however inconsistent with his counter-
Eurocentric position and implies his partially acceptance of the projection of the Other in the Darwinian 
sense. (1) 
312 Edward Said demonstrates that two of the most significant works on the Orient, Goethe’s 
Westöstlicher Diwan and Friedrich Schlegel’s Über die Sprache und Weisheit der Inder were conceived 
far away from the actual locale, but on a Rhine journey and the libraries in Paris. (Orientalism 19) 
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he proclaimed in his autobiography313 the immediacy of expression in form and emotion 

which is to be found in “native art, and its appeal to the contemporary artist”. At the 

same time he declared that “our predecessors’ ideals are not ours” (97). 

At the time of Nolde’s enquiry, Germany was also a relatively recently united nation, 

and continued the colonial subjects of Self and Other even after it had been suspended 

from all colonial powers in 1919 (Wildenthal 144). It was a context where there was a 

widespread dissemination of stereotypes inside many of the ethnological museums 

(Lally 219). Lally discovered in relation to Australian Aboriginal culture,314 that “a 

power relationship exists which has been established by the exercise of the traditional 

scientific knowledge of the Museum scientists in their ordering and classifying of 

Aboriginal culture,” and this, she continues, “is translated into the image of the culture 

that is portrayed in the display” (219). Aboriginal culture as previously noted, construed 

as the primitive Other “through the means of the Western scientific system”, still plays 

an important role in the construction of the image of civilisation and German national 

culture (219). 

This theoretical engagement by German museums and artists with arts from around the 

world was followed by a more direct involvement during a medical expedition, 

sponsored by colonial authorities, to the South Pacific in 1913-14. According to Colin 

Rhodes, the experience left Nolde with a fear of loss of the “precious primary spiritual 

values” of the natives (Urmenschen) “who live in their nature, are one with it and a part 

of the entire universe” (Rhodes 140). He concluded that “we live in an evil era in which 

the white man brings the whole earth into servitude”, an idealisation confirmed by 

Rhodes, who interprets Nolde’s images “of these peoples and their land as a way of 

holding on to “a bit of primordial being” (Nolde quoted in Rhodes 140). 

 

Nolde joined the Nazi party in the 1930s, but his critique of Greek art after the archaic 

period and his insistence on the appropriation of tribal arts in his work led to his 

condemnation by the Kampfbund für deutsche Kultur (Fighting League for German 

Culture) (Rigby 306). As I have discussed in Part Two of this thesis, it did not end 

there; by appropriating west African art in search for a new artistic identity for German 

                                                 
313 Emil Nolde, Jahre der Kämpfe1912-1914 

314  Here, the use of Aboriginal culture as collective noun does not denote a homogenous culture deriving 
from a single origin. 
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art, Nolde’s art work offended National-socialist doctrine, and he inadvertently 

alienated himself from the nation during the third Reich, despite his own nationalistic 

and conservative inclination.315 The Nazis declared his art as “Entartete Kunst” – 

“degenerate art” and confiscated one thousand and fifty-two of his works from art 

museums (306). Alfred Rosenberg, “Nazi party philosopher” and founder of the 

Fighting League for German Culture316 (Kampfbund für deutsche Kultur), condemned 

Expressionism for polluting the spirituality of the German people and the feud it causes 

among artists. He wrote in the Völkische Beobachter (Folk Observer) in 1933 (Rigby 

301): 

 

A lively discussion has broken out around men such as Nolde and Barlach. One group 

of National Socialist artists wants to know that these two will be excluded from our 

mental image of a future art; another, which calls itself revolutionary, chooses them as 

leader. (1) 

 

Nolde’s effort to retain his freedom as a painter under the new Nazi art policies is 

expressed in a letter to the president of the Prussian Academy of Arts in 1937 in which 

he appeals to those sympathisers that view Expressionist art as revolutionary. Their 

argument was that Expressionist art continued the German tradition of Gothic art, the 

former “primitive” art in history (Rigby 306).317 

 

During the era of promoted Aryan superiority in Germany, the slightest notion of 

acknowledgment of the lower or Other races, came under attack.318 Nolde’s paintings 

were confiscated and removed from the public eye. Nonetheless, after the war his 

contribution to German Expressionism gained him decorations of the highest order, and 

as I have shown in Part Three his art among other Expressionists formed an artistic 

“ground zero” for post-war German art.319 

 

                                                 
315 Nolde’s Nazi membership early on was in accordance with his belief in nationalism, anti-Semitism, 
and his search for spirituality. His admiration of tribal arts came from his rejection of the decadent 
European art (Rigby 306). 
316 See discussion of Expressionism in the Third Reich in Part Three. 
317 See Appendix Part Ten, letter by Emil Nolde to the president of the Prussian Academy of Arts, 1937. 
318 As many artists and scientists experienced the sword of censorship under the Nazi-regime, ethnologist 
Julius Lips ultimately had to go into exile to escape persecution and to get his ethnographic material, a 
collection of “art works of white people by non-white artists”, published in New York in 1937. Julius E. 
Lips, The Savage Hits Back, (first published in 1937) University Books, New Hyde Park, New York, 
1966. 
319 See discussion on documenta I in Part Four. 
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Further investigation into how much Nolde’s appropriation of the Other contributed 

formally and conceptually to German Expressionism, as well as to the degree 

Expressionist exploration also helped post-war German society to find a new identity 

distanced from Nazism comprises an important, but separate study area.   

 

Nolde’s exploration of “primitive” art in his art and writing was a significant 

contribution to a change in visual culture in Germany. In this painting Missionary 

(1911) (Plate 94) he combines his critical attitude towards colonialism as intrusion on 

and destruction of traditional native life with his goal to find authentic and original 

expression of fundamental human emotions by adopting Yoruba style figures and mask 

in the background. He wrote in his unfinished book Kunstäusserungen der Naturvölker 

(Artistic Expressions of Indigenous people) that the “absolute originality, the intense, 

often grotesque expression of force and life in the very simplest from,” is what “gives us 

pleasure in these aboriginal works” (Nolde quoted in Dube 84). 

 

Generally, the budding interest in “primitive” art as art by artists and ethnologists such 

as Emil Nolde, Franz Boas and Julius E. Lips, never quite recovered its momentum 

post-war, after the set back during the Third Reich (see also discussion of Expressionists 

and primitive art in Part Three of this thesis). 

 

Margaret Preston and the “Primitive” 

In Australia, Expressionist artist Margaret Preston,320(1875-1963) while 

accompanying anthropologist friends on field trips in the first quarter of the 

twentieth century, saw the decorative potential of Aboriginal art as the foundation 

for a national art. In an article in Art in Australia 1925 on Aboriginal designs, she 

suggested concrete ways to design for daily objects through the appropriation of 

central desert designs of a shield for a cushion or tablemat. Preston’s suggestions 

raised general public awareness of Aboriginal art, though she showed no interest in 

reciprocity.321 Her interest in “primitive” art was a starting point for a renewal,322 

and a resource from which to select and cultivate a new style, in a way similar to 

                                                 
320 Born Margaret Rose MacPherson, Preston married William George Preston (1881-1978) in 1919   
321 Which reflected the disrespectful treatment of Indigenous people as consequence of inequality in 
social and cultural status 
322 As she had experienced in the art galleries and museums during her European journey in the first 
decade of the twentieth century 
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Nolde. As she stated, she therefore felt “no loss of dignity in studying and applying 

[herself] to the art of the aboriginals of Australia” (Preston The Indigenous Art of 

Australia no pagination). In her painting Aboriginal Design of Fish and Lizard 

(1941) (Plate 96) Preston created a lithograph print from rock painting rubbings, 

presumably after her field trip as a member Anthropological Society of New South 

Wales. Her wood cut print Aboriginal Design (1943) (Plate 97) shows the influence 

of Aboriginal art in a reduced palette which included earth colours and simplified 

forms with black lines. This is evident in her using also black lines of cross 

hatching, typical in the x-ray style of Arnhem Land. 

 

Reflecting the colonial mind, Preston viewed Aboriginal art as there to be exploited to 

the advantage of artists and the Australian nation, to stand up to their European 

colleagues: 

 

Would France be now at the head of all nations in art if her artists and craftsmen had not 

given her fresh stimulus from time to time by benefiting from the art of her native 

colonies, and not only her own colonies, but by borrowing freely from the colonies of 

other countries? …if you go to the museum and study the art of the aboriginal you are 

not demeaning yourself or being kind to them…apply them in a manner that will make 

us an individual land in art, as Spanish art is always Spanish, as Italian art is always 

Italian… it is only from the art of such people [Australian Aboriginals] in any land that 

a national art can spring. Later come the individual or individuals who with conscious 

knowledge (education) use these symbols that are their heritage, and thus a great 

national art is founded. (Preston The Indigenous Art of Australia no pagination) 

 

A sense of “Australianness” was what she hoped to spark among fellow Australian 

artists. However, her interest in this different tradition was not necessarily reciprocal 

and she was typical of her time in being unaware of ethical issues:  

 

In returning to primitive art it should be remembered that it is to be used as a starting 

point only for a renewal of growth, and a gradual selection must take place to arrive at 

the culmination. Therefore I feel no loss of dignity in studying and applying myself to 

the art of the aboriginals of Australia. (Preston The Indigenous Art of Australia no 

pagination) 
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Preston, again similar to Nolde, shared the conviction that “primitive man” was doomed 

by progress, and in the hope of preserving the artistic expression of a dying race, a 

group of Australian anthropologists and artists organised in the 1940s, the first (David 

Jones) exhibition to hang non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal art side by side (Mclean 3) 

(see also Part Seven on Aboriginal art in Australia).  

Charles Mountford, Frederick McCarthy and Davidson, and A. P. Elkin and Donald 

Thompson in the 1920 and 1930s, Munn in the 1950s, and Roland and Catherine Berndt 

in the 1960s argued from a Western art historical philosophy that “fine art is a symbol 

of high culture”. Therefore these anthropologists represented the art of Aboriginal 

peoples as an access point to acknowledge “the equal status of Aboriginal and European 

society” (Morphy Aboriginal Art 29).323  

Before the Second World War, Preston was the only artist of reputation who borrowed 

artistically from Aboriginal art. She travelled to central Australia and Western 

Arnhemland, met with anthropologists Ursula McConnel and Radcliffe-Brown, and 

wrote several articles on Aboriginal Art in the periodical Art and Australia, but her 

efforts, although crucial in hindsight, did not change the perception of Aboriginal art, 

which remained within the ethnographic framework of display (Morphy Aboriginal Art 

27). Preston failed to look beyond aesthetic expression and readily promoted 

appropriation of styles and forms of the so-called “primitive” art, very much in the way 

Picasso and the German Expressionists practised in Europe.  

Seeking a unique Australian emphasis that would contrast with the predominant 

influence of African art in Europe, Preston found a new opening for Australian art and 

art history by sourcing Aboriginal design for contemporary works. Her idea of 

appropriation of Aboriginal designs was informed by utalitarian but also formalist 

principles as outlined by Wölfflin, Bell and Fry.324 She proposed to treat the designs, 

forms and shapes as detached from their cultural background: 

                                                 
323  Howard Morphy gives two reasons as to why anthropologists and other proponents wanted Aboriginal 
art recognised as such: for one it was to counter evolutionary thought: “fine art as a symbol of high 
culture, and the production of art was thus a sign of the equal status of Aboriginal and European society,” 
and secondly, the hope the viewing and appreciation of the works as art would lead to respect “for the 
culture that produced it.” (29) 
324 Heinrich Wölfflin Principles of Art History (1915); Clive Bell Art (1914); Roger Fry Cézanne (1927). 
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Having made my plea for a place in the future art of the world for my own country, I 

will try and show how a beginning could be made…The Taphoglyphs are particularly 

good and there are many of these in the Museum…There are many designs suitable for 

coverings, etc. The Pikan shield…has a butterfly motif, it could be applied to decorate 

furniture. The last named would make an amusing dado for a child’s room, as it 

represents an unrealistic animal…No peering shadow patterns of flowers, or intricate 

forms: merely simple decorations. These should be the keynote for our national 

designs…I have studied the aboriginal’s art and have applied their designs to the simple 

things of life, hoping that the craftsman will succeed where, until now, the artist has 

certainly failed.  (Preston The Indigenous Art of Australia 1925 no pagination) 

These ideas stood in stark contrast to the intentions of the Aboriginal artists, who 

remained mostly unnamed at the time, and who agreed to paint culturally significant 

motifs and stories on bark paintings for collectors such as Spencer and Gillen as well as 

a broader white audience, with the aim of making their own culture visible to the 

Western mind. The resulting exhibition practice that followed in the second half of the 

twentieth century, where Aboriginal art was exhibited as art in galleries, was not always 

received well, as MacLucas summed it up in the 1980s:   

By classifying certain non-Western culture’s artefacts as art and to place them within 

the Western traditions with all the values, which sustain Western concepts, is to place 

Aboriginal Art outside of its context (18). 

The interest in “primitive” art was a starting point for a renewal, and a resource from 

which to select and cultivate a new Australian style (Preston 1925). But it was also the 

time when Aboriginal art was categorised as art (Morphy Becoming Art 176). 

Preston’s work reached outside the world of art theory, which was evidenced by the 

David Jones exhibition of 1941 where more than 250 items were shown and categorised 

in Aboriginal art works, Western artefacts influenced by Aboriginal design, and 

Western art works depicting Aboriginal themes (Jones 170). (See also Part Seven on 

Aboriginal art in Australia). 

The art of the Other – Yoruba art in the case of Nolde and Australian Aboriginal art in 

Preston’s case – was appropriated in the quest to define and project the Self and the 

“national”. Neither artist, within the parameters of these colonial subjects, ever really 
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examined the art of the Other on its own terms, for its own merits and intrinsic 

properties. 

Preston’s efforts to draw attention to Aboriginal art need to be understood in relation to 

a common belief at the time that Aboriginal culture would soon become “absorbed” into 

the dominant Western social order. A race against time325 to collect was occurring, both 

in Australia and in Germany, but the German interest 326 also involved, according to 

Lally, “obtaining evidence for constructing the science of ethnography” (98-99). Great 

Britain and the United States had their great collections, but Europe’s ethnographic 

museums and institutes also procured a major share in colonial trade and pillage. 

Through various exploratory and missionary endeavours, the connection between 

Aboriginal Australia and Germany is profound; missionaries of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century provided institutes with a firm base for cultural displays in most 

major German cities.  

The nation-building aspect of representing Aboriginal art still appears to play a 

significant part in both Australia and Germany. As Australia struggled for an identity327 

independent of Britain, both as former colony and as a new nation, it could not avoid 

analysing the significant cultural output of parts of the country’s population (Margaret 

Preston 1925).  

With regard to Australian identity, Aboriginal art continues to be “absorbed” in 

multifarious ways; social and political events propelling the Aboriginal movement over 

the past three decades have created a greater potential in Australia for respecting 

Indigenous people within and dissolving the notion of the Other,328 than ever before. In 

contemporary Australia, “the worlds of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous inevitably 

overlap,” as Ian North states, “even in the remotest parts of Australia” (North 

StarAboriginality 1-21). The situation in Germany seems to be one of juxtaposition and 

projection. 

                                                 
325 A notion that was endorsed by Australia’s assimilation policy as well as ideologically inclined 
ethnography of the early twentieth century. 
326 As Lally demonstrated from the perspective of the Berlin Völkerkunde Museum. 
327 Ian McLean gives a critical account in “Post colonial: return to sender’”Australian Humanities Review, 
December Issue 1998, saying that “Australia’s desire to know itself through Aboriginal culture” is the  
“fulfillment of colonialism.” (Aboriginalism) 
328 See also June MacLucas 53. 
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10.3 Art as Dialogic – Enquiry 

Art as enquiry of the Other is a powerful language tool that allows communication that 

provides a sensory cognition. In contrast to Nolde and Preston contemporary artists 

have shown that this is possible without appropriating non-Western art forms. Artists 

have done this successfully in Australia and in Germany since the 1980s. In this section, 

the focus is firstly on German artist Nikolaus Lang. Lang has travelled to the Australian 

outback since the 1970s to gather knowledge on traditional art media of Indigenous 

people. Secondly, Kunwinjku artist John Mawurndjul, whose innovative approach to 

history and tradition in his wooden sculptures and bark paintings was influenced by his 

visits to Australian and European art museums. Both artists acknowledge their 

respective traditions, while using their art as a vehicle of transcultural exchange. Their 

art challenges conventional categories of seeing by exploring beyond their cultural 

parameters. 

  

Nikolaus Lang “Forensic” Exploration of the Material 

German artist Nikolaus Lang (1941- ) has explored transcultural trajectories through the 

material of ochre. This medium is used in Aboriginal painting on the body, on the 

ground, and in bark painting. His enquiries mimic an archaeological approach – he takes 

samples, looks at the cultural contexts of the materials, traces their use and meaning in 

order, and pieces these elements together into a narration. Lang’s art works in relation to 

Aboriginal art and culture is particularly interesting as it illustrates both the attempt at 

transcultural dialogue and yet the immense struggle to rid this artistic exploration from 

cultural assumptions. Lang has exhibited twice at the documenta (1977 and 1987), and 

at the Biennale of Sydney (1979).329 

 

The influence of Lang’s first “contact” with Aboriginal culture came through a literary 

exploration: a booklet written by an anthropologist, a traveller, who experienced three 

months with an Aboriginal group (when and by whom the account was written, as well 

as the name of group or individuals are not mentioned). The description of this trip 

fascinated him to the extent that he decided to do his own research about Australia, in 

                                                 
329 The installation consisting of earth pigment, grey paper, synthetic polymer paint, muslin, and 
brushwood in three parts of earth colours and paintings 1978-79 were bought by the National Gallery of 
Australia in 1979. 
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particular concentrating on Aboriginal people and their culture (Furlong; Radok 9; 

Metken Introduction 1988).  

 

Lang first encountered Aboriginal art in the Museum of Mankind, England, when he 

lived there in the 1960s. Since the 1970s he has spent over seven years in Australia in 

South Australia, Flinders Ranges and the Kimberley, among others. He conducted 

several field trips to do research and create art from 1979 until 2001,330 but he also lived 

in South Australia from 1986 until 1989 (Radok 9). His predominant use of  ochre and 

sand in his works of that period was strongly influenced by ancient Aboriginal 

traditions, in which ochre was collected by tribal groups at certain locations along a trail 

of the emu ancestor until white settlement put a stop to it in 1920 (Furlong 97). Lang 

was invited to the third Biennale Sydney in 1979,331 where he showed his work for the 

first time in Australia.  

 

However, his fascination with art materials such as pigments had begun before his 

travels to Australia. A few years earlier, while working in Tuscany, he began to collect 

earth colours. He posed the respective earth colours before photographic images of 

Lascaux prehistoric cave paintings, Etruscan wall paintings or murals from the 

Renaissance. This idea of transferring “material and visualisations from different places 

and different people and different cultures” appeared to be natural to him; the collecting 

of earth colours in Australia meant for him to “connect with Aboriginal painting” 

(Furlong 98). This is not insignificant as the symbolic value of signs and materials such 

as ochres is most important, as Morphy discerned in Yolngu art of eastern Arnhem 

Land, and Taçon and Taylor in Western Arnhem Land art of the Kuninjku people 

(Morphy Becoming Art 48; Aboriginal Art 110-14; Taçon 162; Altman 33). By 

exploring ochre Lang also looks at the material as signifier and medium to make marks 

and signs and the philosophical mindset behind them. 

 

Lang’s work often combines his artistic enquiry with social commentary on the situation 

of Aboriginal people and culture. The title of his work in the permanent collection of the 

Art Gallery of South Australia, Dedicated to the Vanished Adelaide Tribe, 1987 (Plate 

98), as well as the subtitle of the exhibition catalogue Nikolaus Lang – Australian 

                                                 
330 In 1979, 1993,1995,1996,1998, 1999, 2000, and 2001. 
331 Where Aboriginal art was shown for the first time – see also Part Seven. 
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Imaginary Figurations 1986-1988 show his knowledge of settlement history.(This 

exhibition is dedicated to the Kaurna Tribe (Adelaide area) and the Yadliaura, 

Adnyamathanha, Kuyani, Wudliwara, Wailpi and Pangkala Tribes of the Flinders 

Ranges).  

 

Stephanie Radok describes his as a Romanticist attitude in her review of the exhibition 

in 2001 Roadkill and Material Pictures, solo and in collaboration with Dorrie Gibson 

and John Turpie, at the Light Square Gallery, Adelaide (9). In an interview with Radok, 

Lang explained that he “wants to go back to an earlier time” and that he realises this 

through the selection of “art material and via imagination” (12). Lang’s enquiry is that 

of an archaeology of art – all of his Australian work is deeply concerned with 

materiality and because of its association with Aboriginal culture, it highlights 

intercultural relationships, as Radok explains (Plate 100): 

 

The work emphasises the elemental substance of art materials, and the imprinted or 

scratched mark at a very basic level, and thus the genesis of art in the human psyche, 

making a mark, asserting presence, identity and belonging. (12) 

 

When Lang set out to collect the material that Aborigines highly value for ritual, 

medical and barter purposes, he followed the footsteps on paths often travelled by 

Aborigines, and Furlong associates his endeavour with a religious journey. In Lang’s 

work Brain Ship (1987-90), twenty-two paper casts of a prehistoric skull were made at a 

supposed cult-site at Red Gorge, Flinders Range, which can be read as reverence to a 

people and culture that has widely vanished; at the same time it could be seen as a very 

intrusive appropriation of sacred bones. Lang’s narrative of re-visiting Aboriginal 

culture is not solely traditional; his empathies lie just as much with the struggle of 

contemporary Aboriginal culture and people. On a hand-forged iron wrench used for 

drilling for water, which is part of the Cultural Heap Series, he incised quotes from a 

conversation with a “militant” Aborigine in 1987: Fucking Mother Earth – Fucking 

Anthropologists – Fucking Missionaries – Fucking Artists (Plate 99). 

 

His advocacy for Aboriginal culture, as a specific understanding of land and its relation 

to people, as well as the plight of the people are one:  
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Otherness exists, there is no doubt. But the strange thing is that you can also see it from 

another angle and say, oh, its always the same [… ] I was always on the move. And I 

was always interested. I found out that the way in which we take our Western 

dominance for granted is very, very questionable. (98) 

 

This comment can be read as a challenge to subconscious, internalised assumptions that 

views difference in a hierarchical way, with the European identity as superior to non-

European cultures, as Edward Said suggested (7). 

 

British sculptor and scholar William Furlong asserted that Lang’s work is an 

engagement with cultural change, cultural domination, transition, and subjugation, as 

well as concern for relationships between culture and nature: Lang explained that “it’s 

not merely a question of finding things and reconstructing the past”, but that one 

engages with this history (98). Lang seems to directly respond to the intention of many 

Aboriginal artists who stress that looking at Aboriginal art without looking at its wider 

context is futile. For example the bark painter Yirawala from Maningrida saw his art as 

both religious expression and history (Le Brun Homes 155) and Yolngu artist 

Djambawa Marawili viewed his bark paintings as much more than “pretty pictures” 

(Marawili quoted in Morphy Becoming Art 193). This connection to the land is what 

inspires Lang’s work.  

 

Nature, as Lang pointed out has been misunderstood in many different ways and there is 

“no single definition of nature” (98), but technology caused industrialised people to 

disconnect from nature, transforming it into the Other. Nature, at the same time, evokes 

a romantic projection, even sentimentality. His considerations of the relationship 

between humans and nature swiftly drew him to the views of non-industrialised people 

by the industrialised ones, which he carefully pointed out as ethnocentric or 

Eurocentric: 

 

It is very subjective to call a culture primitive, and that kind of comment usually has a 

negative feeling about it. For instance, saying that a culture is “back in the Stone Age” 

is very ill-considered, absolutely crazy in fact, because the day will maybe come when 

someone looking at our situation will say, “look at this, it was the Oil Age.” It is very 

subjective. (99)  
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His respect for Aboriginal culture and its superiority in regards to reading the land 

follows on the romantic trajectory that Nolde had pursued – the juxtaposition of an 

Indigenous ability with the degenerate, industrialised state: Lang explains that there 

“were huge cultural differences between groups”, but their existence was guaranteed 

“with the most economical effort and the most reduced toolkit” which must be seen as 

an outstanding “cultural achievement” and not as something primitive (117):  

 

It would be wrong to talk negatively of this as “Stone Age”. It’s very, very clever. They 

were so much part of nature, they were able to get the most out of their tools and the 

opportunities that presented themselves – weather-wise, water-wise – and all this life 

training they went through meant that they lived so closely to nature that they were able 

to survive. Whether they were aware of this is another matter. Anyway until the white 

man came, they had no-one else to compare themselves with. If we took on their way of 

surviving, tried to live as they did, we would fade away after three, four weeks, and just 

disappear. (Lang quoted  in Furlong 117 and 119) 

 

There are several points that seem problematic however: the statement is fraught with 

the assumption of an isolated Aboriginal culture, and the romantic attitude towards a 

culture gone in its uncorrupted ways reminds of the notion of an essentialism of 

Aboriginal culture. Also, the remark in the quote resounds with a common 

understanding that reflexivity is the sole achievement of “modern man”; by saying 

“whether they were aware of this is another matter”. Is he inferring that this adaptability 

to a harsh environment is the result not of a cultural but a natural selection? But he 

recognises the complexity and intelligence of adaptation: 

 

We see their lifestyle in the same way that we see poor people today, that is to say, as 

restricted and primitive. And I don’t think this is wise. (119) 

 

In Lang’s 1980s “socio-anthropological” work For the Götte Brothers and Sisters, he 

connected cultural and natural aspects affecting human lives. He articulates issues such 

as complex knowledge systems non-verbally, which in a way relates it to the orality of 

Aboriginal culture. His continuing of Nolde’s question as to the positioning of non-

European art is investigated from the viewpoint of being immersed in a foreign culture, 

away from one’s own culture to break with ethnocentric ties: 
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By being somewhere else I learnt to find my position as an artist within that context. 

Then it becomes possible to discover art outside what is normally considered art. When 

African art or Pacific art suddenly began to be seen as more than just something exotic 

in a collection, it was artists who first declared it art and opened up the attitudes of the 

general public in the Western world. The criteria applied to art today are no longer 

restricted to a canvas with an illusion applied to it. (99) 

 

Lang identifies Aboriginal culture as being part of the Other, in this case nature, and he 

assumes an ambiguous position in his advocacy for non-European art and more 

specifically Aboriginal art. The attempt to show a cultural parallelism and cultural 

equality in relation to European or Western culture is juxtaposed with the universalism 

that came out of the Enlightenment and with it the social conditioning of Western 

education with emphasis on linearity of human progress:  

 

In 1996, I spent some time in the north west of Australia, and I was confronted with 

visualisations, so-called rock art – paintings on rocks, on natural surfaces – and they 

were absolutely fascinating […] because they are all about life, all about other views, 

other completely different views […] They opened up a window for us to a time that we 

all came from but which today is generally considered as primitive and uncivilised. 

(101) 

 

Lang unintentionally contradicts his own openness towards “other views” by 

acknowledging the notion of a linear evolution of a mono-originating humanity and 

culture. Again (as pointed out in Part Seven), ingrained Western conventions of how 

important a role the medium plays in contextualisation are difficult to overcome. Radok 

sees a kind of insensibility towards “post-colonial subtleties” confirmed in Lang’s 

artistic approach; for example in Material Picture, Variation of a Water Colour by 

Albert Namatjira, MacDonnell Ranges, Northern Territory, 1999. In this work he 

collaborated with Aboriginal artists Dorrie Gibson, Andrew Gibson, as well as John 

Turpie. Lang did not attribute a specific painting, instead, he gives a “generic” reference 

as if, according to Radok, all of Namatjira’s work were the same (9). Juxtaposed in this 

work are material processes which are seen as imbedded within specific cultural 

traditions. In this case the piece included Namatjira’s application of a European style 

and medium on the one side and Turpie’s use of Indigenous art material such as ochres 

and Lang’s use of pigments (copper, iron manganese and mercury oxides) on the other 
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(9). Aboriginal materials, Radok states, “are seen to be the materials of the earth rather 

than culturally exclusive ones” (9).  

 

But this work can be read in yet another way: the collaborative element as well as the 

use of different media highlights the equity between artists and their art expression and 

their common interest to convey meaning. Lang finds that “…domination is not a 

national problem, but a human problem, and something to reckon with, regardless of 

place or background” (Furlong 105). For Lang, understanding processes of art-making 

in relation to land and nature is about engaging with different perspectives: 

 

What is currently interesting me is the whole Aboriginal contemporary art scene. Again, 

European interference is very strongly observable […] I try to tune into this completely 

different, Aboriginal point of view and then attempt to follow it up. 

[…]I like to be open towards the Aboriginal people, but without wishing to be an art 

adviser, an art dealer, a missionary. You know, I don’t wish to be a dominant 

individual. But the very moment you appear on the Aboriginal scene as a white person, 

you are already interfering, you can’t really avoid it. (114)332 

 

Lang’s interpretation of art is that art reflects the “infinite potential of the world” and 

that it is always collaboration (Radok 12). “However anything is made, I believe that its 

quintessence has to manifest itself for it to be what we call art” (Lang quoted in Furlong 

114). In the globalised environment the idea of what art can be is increasingly less a 

question of Eurocentric doctrines of dominance, but an opening up to the multiple cores 

of art traditions arising from specific social and cultural contexts: 

 

Wherever there are people, there is culture, whether they happen to live rural or urban 

lives.[…] And I don’t think it’s the first time that a culture has glided into a situation 

where it jeopardises its own existence […] There are a lot of people who question our 

dominance and question how we act. When the ideology of Eastern Europe broke down, 

we took a deep breath and said we always knew that our system was the right one, but 

it’s also absolutely clear to me that a system is not static, that we have to work on it all 

                                                 
332 “I believe that more or less the opposite of a Stone Age structure is a Neolithic one. We are Neolithic 
people, we are inventive, we question everything we do and this drives us further. And when the two 
cultures meet, of necessity, they clash and it goes without saying that the static one loses. We were very 
critical of the way that Aborigines lived. We believed that such people could jump from their philosophy 
to our philosophy or from their reality into our reality. This is impossible: it would be the same thing if 
some alien came to us and told us that we had to change completely to its way of life” (Lang quoted in 
Furlong 110). 
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the time, and if we are unable to adjust, then we get into difficulties. (Lang quoted in 

Furlong 119) 

 

Lang’s exploration of Aboriginal ways of seeing is framed by a method of working that 

places him within the art movement of Spurensicherung (safeguarding traces, securing 

or preservation of evidence/traces), a conceptual movement which has loosely been 

likened to archaeological and historical methods by Günter Metken, who curated an 

exhibition of the same title in the art association at Hamburg in 1974.  

 

Forensic art translates into Spurensicherung, employing the methods of archaeology and 

at the same time questioning the objectivity of science. Fictitious archaeological 

evidence, and collections of materials (in Lang’s case ochres) appear to follow scientific 

criteria such as categorisations, listings, grids and patterns, which all suggest 

objectivity, scientific analysis and historical sequence. By using traditional tools of the 

Enlightenment, Lang adapts the simulation of the scientific method to question its 

hegemonic position in understanding the world. Reinhard Lohmiller describes Lang’s 

work in Australia as “acting out” research, where art becomes research by the process of 

archiving and collecting (Lohmiller 2004; Ammann, 22-3).333 Lang’s work could 

therefore be placed at first glance within the humanist trajectory of the nineteenth 

century, when classificatory systems served knowledge, but on second glance, by 

employing these methods, Lang in fact challenges their readings as signifiers of truth.  

 

Part of Lang’s forensic or trace-securing work also explores individual mythologies 

through anthroplogical and philospohical questions raised by scholars such as Claude 

Levi-Strauss. Yet, in his Australia-based work, Lang is concerned with material, 

including tools and weapons, through which he traces early contact and change between 

settler and Aboriginal Australia and collects them to create a “visual memory” (Metken, 

Spurensicherung 119-21).  

 

Unlike Preston and Nolde, Lang’s work lays open the visual material used in Aboriginal 

culture without appropriating formal aspects of Aboriginal artistic language; instead he 

                                                 
333 “Eine weitere wichtige Forschungsarbeit, ich sehe Kunst als forschendes Handeln und berufe mich 
unter anderem auf Jean Christoph Ammann, dem langjährigen Leiter des Museums für Moderne Kunst in 
Frankfurt, (vgl. Ammann, Jean-Christophe, Bewegung im Kopf, Vom Umgang mit der Kunst, Regensburg 
1993, S. 20ff)) ist die Archivierung und Sammlung von Gegenständen.”        
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enquires through the materials the connection to land and how a Westerner can connect 

with and respond to these intricacies of Aboriginal culture. His works demonstrate at the 

same time a subjectivity that twists under the difficulty of looking without the 

constraints of cultural assumption. He surveys the question of art through an Aboriginal 

lens – similarly to John Mawurndjul who looks at the possibilities of framing Kuninjku 

art in a Western way by exploring certain Western art criteria such as composition, size 

and abstraction. 

 

John Mawurndjul – Innovating Intercultural Processes  

In Australia, some Aboriginal artists are progressively in the position to define their art 

and its boundaries themselves. Their art is not “assimilated” or “colonised”, but an 

expression of evolving intercultural processes. This context allows for new ways of 

looking and for a two way approach to cultural practices concerning art; the wider 

public gets educated in the importance of histories narrated in Aboriginal imagery, 

while Aboriginal artists engage with the frame work of presenting art to a non-

Aboriginal audience. The fluidity of art categories in contemporary Australia 

demonstrates the integration of Aboriginal art into the realm of “fine contemporary art” 

evidenced by Morphy’s conclusion that recognition as fine art is the result of a 

“process” rather than a category with fixed criteria (Becoming of Art 20). 

 

In this climate, John Mawurndjul (1952- ), Kuninjku artist from Maningrida in Western 

Arnhem Land,334 has become one of the most successful and acknowledged 

contemporary Aboriginal artists in Australia. Some of the major exhibitions he 

participated in are the first postcolonial exhibition Magiciens de la Terre 1989 in Paris 

(Plate 67), the first major Aboriginal art exhibition Aratjara 1993 in Germany, UK and 

Denmark, in the Sydney Biennale 2000, and as senior artist in the major exhibition 

Crossing Country: The Alchemy of Western Arnhem Land Art in the Art Gallery of 

NSW in 2004. Most recently he became the first Australian Indigenous artist to be 

shown in a retrospective exhibition called Rarrk; John Mawurndjul – Journey through 

Time in Northern Australia 2005/6. As well, his work became part of the architectural 

structure of the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris in 2007. Rarrk took place in German 

speaking places namely at the Swiss Tinguely Museum, an art museum of contemporary 

                                                 
334 Lived there since 1963 and returned to his traditional land at Mumeka outstation in 1973 (Taylor John 
Mawurndjul 18) 
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art, in Basel (see also discussion in Part Six) and the Sprengel Museum, Hannover, an 

influential public art museum in Germany, where it was shown until June 2006.  

This is remarkable on two accounts: apart from the Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-

Westfalen in Düsseldorf, the Sprengel Museum is the only other major public art 

museum where Aboriginal art has been shown in Germany. Also, the last major 

exhibition held in Germany was Aratjara – Art of the First Australians in 1993 which 

was conceived and realised by the same curators and art directors who were involved 

with Rarrk, namely Bernhard Lüthi (curator), Jean-Hubert Martin (former director of 

the Musée d’Afrique et Océanie which is the precursor to the Museum du Quai Branly) 

and Ulrich Krempel (director of the Sprengel Museum). 

 

Despite his presence in collections of most major Australian art institutions, his many 

awards, and his participating in major international art exhibitions,335 to contextualise 

John Mawurndjul’s work within Western art has been a complex process in Europe. The 

reasons for this may be found in his medium – bark. Bark is the primary medium 

Mawurndjul uses to convey his ideas, coupled with the painting medium ochre. Another 

reason may be the conceptual and formal “otherness” that his “rarrk” 336  paintings 

suggest. This combination of bark, ochre and design has conventionally been read as 

ethnographic and “primitive” in the European context and therefore is seen in 

opposition to “fine” contemporary art. Morphy has shown that these mutual excluding 

categories are problematic (Becoming Art xiv). 

 

I have discussed in the Introduction of this thesis that Mawurndjul’s work was rejected 

in 1995 by the panel of the Cologne Art Fair on the basis of being “folkloristic”. In the 

following section I shall discuss elements of innovation in Mawurndjul’s work that 

place him at the core of contemporary art despite and because of his distinct voice. This 

contemporary context derives from a tripartite of essential art criteria – artist, intention, 

meaning – leading to aesthetic innovation and change. 

                                                 
335 Mawurndjul was awarded the Bark Painting Prize at the Telstra National Aboriginal & Torres Strait 
Islander Art Award in 1999 and 2002, and the prestigious Clemenger Contemporary Art Prize in 2003, 
and has participated in the Sydney Biennale 2000, and major overseas exhibitions: Crossroads in Japan 
(1992), Aratjara: Art of the first Australians 1993 in Germany, Denmark and UK (1993-94), My country 
in Denmark (1999) and In the heart of Arnhem Land in France (2001), and had the first Retrospective 
show in the Tingueley Museum in Basel, Switzerland, and the Sprengel Museum in Germany. He was 
one of the eight Australian Artists selected for the work at the Museum du Quai Branly (John 
Mawurndjul, Maningrida Arts and Culture, http://maningrida.com/bio.php [accessed 7 July 08]. 
336 Cross-hatch infill technique of Western Arnhem Land.  
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Artist Intention 

 Mawurndjul’s intention to produce art works that can be understood by both Aboriginal 

and Non-Aboriginal audiences can be traced back to the late 1970s. Before he painted 

on bark for sale, he gained a prominent and senior role in ceremonial rituals and his 

meticulous work in body decorating and ground sculptures. He began painting on bark 

under the guidance of his older brother (Altman From Mumeka to Basel 33). The 

Kuninjku are the largest language group in northern Australia and their characteristic art 

includes: x-ray art (rock paintings) (Plates 52 and 101), Mimih (mimi) stick figures and 

sorcery figures (Plate 102) and geometric Mardayin (Marrayin; Maraian)337 designs 

(initiation rituals, body painting) (Plates 103 and 104) (Morphy Aboriginal Art 161).  

 

Stepping out of his cultural and social comfort zone, Mawurndjul began to seek ways to 

communicate and exchange ideas and Weltanschauungen across cultures. In his efforts 

to bridge two artistic visual traditions by hybridising or merging elements of the two, he 

validates both by introducing Western art notions (aesthetics/ exhibition in Galleries/ 

transportability and commercialisation) in Kuninjku society, while narrating Kuninjku 

lore of the land to a non-Indigenous audience. His role as a socio-cultural and spiritual 

leader in Kuninjku society cannot be separated from his role as an important Australian 

artist; he is a teacher of Kuninjku law for the next Kuninjku generation and for Western 

art audiences: “We, the new generation, are taking our culture to far away places where 

balanda [white people] live” (I never stop thinking 27-8).  

 

Meaning  

Mawurndjul’s inspiration to paint culturally significant ceremonies came through his 

father, Anchor Kulumba. Although he was no painter, he instructed Mawurndjul in 

traditional ceremonial law, and what would become a major theme in Mawurndjul’s 

work, the ceremony of Mardayin in 1968 (Taylor John Mawurndjul 18; Taylor John 

Mawurndjul – I’ve Got a Different Idea 48). When he moved with his family back to his 

                                                 
337 Mardayin (also marrayin; Maraian) - is the name of a sacred, powerful and spiritual ceremony in 
central and Western Arnhemland (The Oxford Companion of Aboriginal art and Culture – Glossary). The 
ceremony ensures the well-being of humans and maintain links between living and dead, past and present, 
the seen and unseen” (Le Brun Holmes 135). The design consists of “geometric patterns, often with 
dotted outlines” (Howard Morphy Aboriginal Art 173-4). 
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traditional lands at Mumeka on the Mann River,338 Mawurndjul’s art experienced a 

transition from culturally significant, ceremonial expressions of a live culture into an 

object transformed into a commodity because Mumeka art advisors339 encouraged him 

to transfer his ceremonial imagery used in rock paintings onto “bark for the market” 

(Taylor John Mawurndjul 18). However, he uses abstractions, or obscures the 

ceremonial designs painted on the body according for external use in order not to 

diminish its power by being viewed by a non-initiated audience. There is a clear 

distinction between painting barks for the art market and ceremonial painting on the 

body:  

 

If I did them exactly like in the ceremonial chest designs, I would get into trouble or be 

the target of sorcery. I paint my barks in an ‘outside’ way for non-Aboriginal people to 

look at. People can look at the designs, but they won’t know what they mean (69). 

 

Mawurndjul’s art production and its meaning is clearly separated into “inside” and 

“outside” use – into ritual and sacred (intracultural), and aesthetic and public 

(transcultural). He bridges traditional responsibility and contemporary art by combining 

the two elements of customary knowledge and new formal approach. Instead of using 

the Mardayin body paintings exactly the same way, he modifies them into an “outside” 

– public – version: 

 

I will make them [Mardayin body paintings] different. I will use the “outside” version 

of them, or change them so they are not like the “inside”, more restricted or secret 

designs. People can look at the designs, but they won’t know what they mean…but 

buried inside are secret meanings which others don’t need to know. Other senior 

Aboriginal men will look at the painting and know what those deeper levels of meaning 

are and understand them. (Mawurndjul quoted in Taylor John Mawurndjul- I’ve Got a 

Different Idea 46) 

 

Mawurndjul insists that because of this separation of themes “there is no restriction on 

looking at my paintings – they travel everywhere – people can see them, they can think 

and learn about my crosshatching” (I Never Stop Thinking 27-8). 

 
                                                 
338 Mumeka is located on the banks of the Mann River, Arnhem Land, 36 km inland from Maningrida on 
the Indian Ocean, ca 5 km north east of Kakodbabuldi, and about 360km east of Darwin, Northern 
Territory. 
339 Dan Gillespie was Maningrida Arts and Culture art advisor from 1972-1978 
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Aesthetic Innovation and Change  

Mawurndjul’s uncle Peter Marralwanga (ca1917-1987)340 was one of the first artists 

whose bark work became part of international ethnographic collections. His brother 

Jimmy Njiminjuma tutored Mawurndjul, but it was Marralwanga (Plate 105) who 

taught him to paint rarrk (Plates 110 and 111),341 crosshatching, a key signature element 

of Mawurndjul’s work today (Mawurndjul I Never Stop Thinking 25; Taylor 

Mawurndjul 641-2). Another source of inspiration was the work of Billy Yirawala (ca. 

1894-1976),342 one of the first painters to transfer rock painting imagery to canvas in an 

attempt to educate non-Aboriginal people about Kuninjku law, religion and 

landownership (Plate 106) (Le Brun Holmes 156; Elkin quoted in Le Brun Holmes 55). 

Yirawala, like other important elders and custodians, preserved and perpetuated 

historical events and religion through the traditional signs used in body painting, rock 

painting and sand painting as part of a re-enactment involving dance and song (Le Brun 

Holmes 131). Mawurndjul saw their rock paintings as a youth and the bark paintings 

later during his visit of the great art museums in the 1980s. Yirawala and Marralwanga 

first transferred Mardayin (Maraian) ceremony343 from rock paintings onto bark.  

 

I’m familiar with their [Yirawala’s and other deceased artists] work and learned from 

them. I have put their knowledge and images into my mind…they [Peter Marralwanga, 

Midjamidjaw, Yirawala and Paddy Compass] only used solid patterns of colours and 

lines of black, yellow and red. We young people have changed using rarrk. White, 

yellow red, black, that’s what we use in the crosshatching. (Mawurndjul, John. I never 

Stop Thinking 25). 

 

                                                 
340 Peter Marralwanga was also his father in law; father of Mawurndjul’s wife Kay Lindjuwanga (Altman 
From Mumeka to Basel 33). 
341 Rarrk is the “crosshatching in bark painting which signifies the spiritual power of ancestral beings. 
The term is in use widely in western and central Arnhem land” (The Oxford Companion of Aboriginal art 
and Culture - Glossary). 
342 Picasso said of Yirawala’s work, as legend has it, “that is what I’ve been trying to achieve all my life” 
(Picasso quoted in Le Brun Holmes, p.1). Yirawala’s work was part of international ethnographic 
museums collections. He was a respected elder and custodian of “sacred symbols, myths, rituals and rock 
paintings, the title deeds of his people’s [the Kunwinjku people of Arnhem Land]” (Elkin quoted in Le 
Brun, p.125). He also was a member of the Order of the British Empire for his service to Aboriginal art 
and received the International Art Co-operation Award as best Australian Artist in 1971. As clan leader 
and land rights activist, Yirawala represented the Kunwinjku people over landownership against mining 
companies at hearings of the Aboriginal Land Rights Commission held at Maningrida in 1973. 
343 Madayin = Yolngu (east Arnhem Land people and language group) term for sacred (The Oxford 
Companion of Aboriginal art and Culture). 
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However, his work soon distinguished itself from their designs: “father and uncle did 

not use the crosshatching: That was the old Aboriginal way” (Mawurndjul quoted in 

Ryan Reverberations of Image 69). Instead of using the “old ways”, which included the 

dot infill technique between sections as internal lines of division of the painting (Plate 

105 and Plate 106), he was instructed in the crosshatching technique used in the so-

called x-ray art of the Yolngu artists from eastern Arnhem Land, in particular the body 

painting of initiates during the Mardayin ceremonies; the use of the design of rarrk 

among the Kuninjku a result of cultural exchange from increased mobility, ceremonial 

interactions, intermarriages and cultural diversity in the Maningrida area in the first 

decades of the twentieth century: 

 

When white people appeared and became established in the area, that’s when the 

crosshatching from the Mardayin ceremony was first used. The people from the east 

used it, and when the Mardayin ceremony came here, the rarrk came too. We used to 

just paint the old Aboriginal way (i.e. no rarrk)…and we put internal lines of 

division…We only did dot infill. (Mawurndjul quoted in Ryan Reverberations of Image 

68) 

 

The development of rarrk (Plates 110 and 111) as a significant painterly style in 

contemporary Kuninjku art indicates not only an artistic but a cultural change. 

Mawurndjul explains: “We don't paint the actual body, but its power. We represent its 

power with Rarrk (cross hatching). We only paint the spirit, that's all” (The Power of 

Rarrk ABC). It is the “[t]he Rarrk itself” of which he says it is “the cross hatching that 

breaks up the different formal aspects of the painting” that deal with “specific sites” 

which often are a conceptual map of actual locations and events (The Power of Rarrk 

ABC; Peltier 158).  

 

The Rarrk actually comes…originally, from body painting. So the ceremonial origins of 

Rarrk is what gives the paintings their power. It's almost a literal, you know, a literal 

depiction of what it feels like to be in that place. (Mawurndjul The Power of Rarrk 

ABC)  

 

The other important element of Mawurndjul’s work is ochre which forms the fine 

crosshatched lines of rarrk on the bark. Yellow and red ochres occur in the stone 
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country at nearby Mimadawen, while he collects delek (white clay) from a culturally 

important site (Plate 107) (Altman From Mumeka to Basel 33): 

 

Kudjarnngal [white clay mine in Kurulk estate, Mawurndjul’s country]…It’s an 

important site. Ngalyod was there too! That delek is from Ngalyod [this pigment is said 

to be the transformed faeces of Ngalyod], it has power. I collect delek here and use it for 

my painting. We also use that delek in ceremonies. In this painting [Yawkywak spirits: 

waterholes at Kudjarngal, 1988] my rarrk shows that inside power of place, the 

Mardayin power. (I Never StopThinking 27) 

 

The symbolic significance lies in the cultural use of different kinds of ochres which is 

evident in the archaeological finds of ancient burial sites, in rock paintings, as well as in 

burial rites and ceremonial body painting (Plate 107). Ochres, as a symbolically crucial 

life-force, continue to play an important part in ceremonial life across Australia. 

Imbuing power to objects, the “significance of ochre” was such that people travelled far 

and wide on established routes to mine and exchange the precious minerals (Taçon 

162).344 Vital also is the role of ochre in a continuous transmission of history; in rock 

paintings all aspects of human experience such as religious, cultural, and social history 

is documented and expressed in ochre (162-3). 

 

These culturally motivated elements are all crucial to Mawurndjul’s art. According to 

Mawurndjul, his art passed through three stages from the late 1970s to the 1980s. At the 

beginning, his painting subjects were namarrkon (lightening), mimih (ancestral spirits), 

bambil (echidna), yawkyawk (young girl), ngaldadmurrng (saratoga fish) and Ngalyod 

(rainbow serpent) on small scale barks. This changed with his first visit to the National 

Gallery of Australia, Canberra and other galleries of major cities in 1983 when he 

became aware of the impact and demand of large scale painting (Taylor Mawurndjul 

18-9). Mawurndjul reflected on these impressions which led to the beginning of the 

second phase (mid 1980s until late 1990s), in which large scale bark paintings mostly of 

Ngalyod, the rainbow serpent, began to take shape as a direct reaction to the exhibition 

space of major museums (Plates 109 and 112)(Taylor John Mawurndjul – I’ve got a 

different idea 43). The third and current period began with the experimenting with 

Mardayin images in the late 1990s (44). 

                                                 
344 According to Taçon, Greater Arnhem Land “is one of the most abundant rock art regions of the world” 
with the one of the “longest time spans” and a rich ethnography (162). 
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In the first phase, Mawurndjul used “to paint her [Ngalyod] small at the start” and “dot 

infill (subdivisions) like the old people but now I have changed” (Mawurndjul quoted in 

Ryan Reverberations of Image 67).345 The previous generation, Yirawala, Marralwanga 

and others, Mawurndjul observes, used only “solid patterns of colours and lines of 

black, yellow and red. We young people [new generation] have changed to using rarrk. 

White, yellow, red, black, that’s what we use in the crosshatching” (I never stop 

thinking 25). The bark painting Ngalyod 1980 (Plate 109) is overall relatively small 

(72.0cm X 56.0 cm). It still relates more to the old style by adhering in its formal 

aspects closer to the rock paintings. This is evident in the fact that Mawurndjul did not 

use red ochre for the background but instead used the dot infill technique in the 

subdivision lines as the old masters, Yirawala and Marralwanga for example (Plates 105 

and 106), had done. 

 

The middle phase marked a decisive step towards a personal artistic exploration of 

traditional themes while at the same time Mawurndjul’s artistic scope orientated itself 

towards a non-Aboriginal audience. The shift from smaller sized bark paintings (mostly 

under one metre) to one and a half to two metres on average as well as a focus on 

multiple interpretations of Ngalyod, the rainbow serpent, as subject matter demonstrates 

a clear, individual conceptual focus. Ngalyod is the most compelling religious figure, 

the “mother of all life and ceremonies, sacred objects and clan lands” and a popular 

subject matter in Kuninjku art (Taylor John Mawurndjul – I’ve Got a Different Idea 

45).346 Mawurndjul’s various interpretations of different aspects of Ngalyod, and the 

concentration on one subject matter in his artistic exploration is what distinguishes him: 

                                                 
345 During this first phase, Mawurndjul also began to create wooden carved and painted sculptures called 
Lorrkkon, which are important work in the dry season when bark is difficult to cut from the trees (Taylor 
John Mawurndjul- I’ve got a different idea 44).   
346 “Kuninjku language speakers say that Ngalyod was the first being that made the world and that every 
other ancestral being came out of its body. People imagine this being as the ‘mother’ of all other species, 
of all the humans, of all the ceremonies, of all the sacred objects and clan lands. Ngalyod is particularly 
associated with water and dwells in deep billabongs in the dry season. People say that waterlilies on the 
surface of the water at these places are attached to Ngalyod’s back. If people damage such places, called 
djang, Ngalyod will come up out of the earth and devour them. It is both creator and protector of djang 
sites. Many creation myths told by Kuninjku involve Ngalyod. Typically other ancestral beings, also 
called collectively djang, are said to walk the earth in the creation period moulding the unformed land 
into features of landscape. These stories end when the ancestral being encounters Ngalyod who rises up 
out of the water, encircles the other being, swallows it, and takes it down into the water again. The powers 
of these ancestral beings remain at these places. Depictions of these moments of site creation are very 
common subjects in paintings. Kuninjku believe that the spirits of unborn humans also reside at these 
sacred places” (Taylor John Mawurndjul- I’ve got a different idea 45). Ngalyod ensures also the cycle of 
seasons and generally revered as the bringer of life (45). 
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“I’m doing things differently” (Mawurndjul quoted in Taylor John Mawurndjul – I’ve 

Got a Different Idea 43). 

 

In Mawurndjul’s art work innovation and change are particularly evident in the third 

period of his art work. Mawurndjul shares the orientation towards traditional lore with 

artists before him such as Yirawala and Peter Marralwanga, but he emancipates his 

artistic style by constantly introducing new formal elements: “we young people have 

changed using rarrk. White, yellow, red, black, that’s what we use in the crosshatching 

(I Never Stop Thinking 25), and “I’m the person who instigated this style” (Mawurndjul 

quoted in Ryan Reverberations of Image 65) (Plate 110 and 111). More recently, 

Mawurndjul has begun experimenting with other forms – he worked on varnished 

copper etchings – engraving in serigraphy and lithography – of Mardayin designs and 

others in workshops with printmaker Jean Kohen (Jean Kohen 71-3). Working with new 

media and a limited colour palette – mainly using monochromatic ink – certainly 

influenced the way he is thinking about his bark paintings: “My work is changing – I 

have my own style… I never stop thinking about my rarrk (I Never Stop Thinking 27 

and 28). He recently introduced black lines, using them as a new formal approach: “[I ] 

want to use more black lines for the internal lines of division – it’s a new idea” 

(Mawurndjul quoted in Ryan Reverberations of Image 69), as becomes evident in 

Mardayin at Milmilngkan (2006) (Plate 115). 

 

The use of increasingly larger surfaces makes it necessary to have more subdivisions 

and as Ryan observes “the range of ochre tones within the structure stretches, the 

crosshatching itself optically gyrates and the association with sacred body paintings 

becomes less literal” (Ryan Reverberations of Image 69). His more abstract paintings 

utilise the picture plane differently to the more figurative work: the bark has little if no 

framing lines and the crosshatching continues unhindered beyond the edges of the bark. 

This overall increasing conceptual abstraction of geometric forms has gained him 

recognition as a contemporary artist of international standing as expressed in his 

winning of the prestigious Clemenger Contemporary Art Award347 at the National 

Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne in 2003 (Ryan Reverberations of Image 69). He was 

                                                 
347 “The Clemenger Contemporary Art Award is a triennial exhibition and award held at the National 
Gallery of Victoria’s Ian Potter Centre. It is an invitational award and in 2003 fifteen of Australia’s finest 
artists were invited to exhibit. Mawurndjul was one of four Indigenous artists invited to exhibit” (Taylor 
John Mawurndjul – I’ve Got a Different Idea 47) 
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the first Indigenous artist to be awarded this prize with his work Mardayin at Kudjarngal 

(2003) (Plate 114) (Taylor John Mawurndjul – I’ve Got a Different Idea 47-8). 

 

Mawurndjul’s work moved away from the old style of the previous generation of 

painters whose work showed strong resemblances to rock art, and whose small scale 

barks had no red ochre as background. Their works were marked by subdivision lines 

made of dot infill which Mawurndjul gave up in his later work. Instead he introduced 

large scale barks which require conceptually more complex paintings. His rarrk style 

has emancipated itself as well from the figurative representation of mythical beings and 

the crosshatching found in rock painting; the fine lines have become more “subtle and 

microscopically detailed” (Ryan Reverberation of Image 65). Ryan identifies 1988 as 

the pivotal turn in his career, when Mawurndjul made a radical break with figurative 

representation towards conceptual abstraction of specific sites in his country through 

geometric designs of the “non-specific Mardayin” ceremonies (Plates 114 and 115)(67). 

 

In conclusion, the investigation of the artists Nolde and Preston, and Lang and 

Mawurndjul have shown that artistic exploration of other artistic traditions as a method 

can evoke transcultural exchanges which bridge the gap created by written language as 

a main means of knowledge transmission. Artistic activity such as Lang’s exploration of 

Aboriginal ways of seeing and connecting with country ruptures the shield of 

exclusivity of the art canon and concepts, and also art history as part of it. 

Understanding Lang’s work requires knowledge of Aboriginal art and culture; at the 

same time, Mawurndjul’s work while still embedded within Kunwinjku culture, 

traverses the realm of cultural responsibility into the realm of innovation and Western 

aesthetics. He changes the field by presuming his own cultural discourse; and what 

Myers asserts for Warlpiri artists from the western desert that “they expect that those 

who see the paintings will recognize in them the assertion/demonstration of the 

ontological link between the painter, his/her Dreaming, the design, and the place 

represented,” also rings true in Mawurndjul’s work, too (Representing Culture 498-9). 

Similar to Lang, Mawurndjul applies a different literacy inherent to his art to 

communicate meaning and identity, by combining value creation of the individualistic 

Western art world with that of the collaborative Kuninjku tradition. Mawurndjul 

balances cross-cultural dialogue and meaning in his art; by “using deep cultural 
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knowledge to produce modern art; and adhering to core Kuninjku values, while being a 

radical innovator” (Altman From Mumeka to Basel 31). 

 

Nolde and Preston’s Modernist method of appropriation of form and expression of 

“primitive art” served the search for a national artistic renewal in Germany and 

Australia. Both artists rejected their traditions and saw “primitive” art as a resource of 

primal, naïve original art as if the appropriating of indigenous forms and expressions 

meant going back to the beginning of human art-making. Despite this Eurocentric and 

romantic attitude, their appropriations of so called primitive art helped to create a new 

awareness of non-European art and were therefore pivotal in the processes of value 

creation of these, until then, excised art traditions. “Primitive art” gained visibility as art 

as opposed to the obscurity of scientific objectification, and particular Yoruba and 

Aboriginal art respectively were put into new contexts. 

 

Lang and Mawurndjul’s postcolonial awareness allows them to engage creatively with 

other concepts of art than their own that exist parallelly rather than a hierarchically to 

one another. Both artists demonstrate that different cultural concepts of art do not 

necessarily exclude one another; instead through artistic dialogue they have established 

new categories of art that include elements of the European and non-European.  
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CONCLUSION 

Discussion of Aboriginal art has, of course, very different motives and social purposes 

in Australian and German contexts, which are also subject to immediacies of 

geographies and politics. In this light the reception of Aboriginal art as art in Australia 

has always been closely linked with the social and political situation of Australian 

society at any given time. When Australian scholars and artists began to view 

Aboriginal art as art, a shift took place not only in representations of art. It also 

contributed enormously to the acknowledgement of Aboriginal people and culture. This 

study has analysed the reception of Aboriginal art in German art spaces through a 

Modernist lens that viewed Aboriginal art as “primitive”, a perspective that sits uneasily 

within a globalised environment.   

The introduction set out the first aim of this research: to analyse the reasons for attitudes 

towards Aboriginal art in Germany. The first four Parts of this thesis therefore examined 

German attitudes through art history and ethnology, two new categories in the 

nineteenth century to order knowledge about art. I showed how the placement of 

Aboriginal art as contemporary in the timeline of art history and as a process of 

metamorphosis is tied to what Morphy calls the process of persuasion (for example 

through written discourse) by the players in the field of art (Elite Art 141). Players in the 

art arena are, among art historians, critics and architectural and literal art spaces, the 

artists. I have given examples of artistic representation of Aboriginal people and culture 

that reflected romantic ideas. These were also delivered for a market driven by demands 

for scientific collections. At the same time I explored the link between the concept of 

Bildung and its relationship to the art of Others as cultural enforcement of the 

Enlightenment in the late nineteenth century, as a cosmopolitan endeavour and national 

strategy around the turn of the twentieth century. I highlighted in this study how the art 

of indigenous peoples within Bildung under the Nazi doctrine became invested with 

racial theories; the years after the demise of the Nazis were marked by an effort to 

return to modernity through the very art that the Nazi had condemned.  

My second aim in this research was to show that while alphabetic literacy is a crucial 

part of the Western approach to knowledge as a key means of interpreting and 

conceptualising art, other notions of literacy exist that are equally complex when 
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applied to the visual arts. I have shown in Parts Five and Six that while alphabetic 

literacy is a crucial part of the Western approach to knowledge as a key means of 

interpreting and conceptualising art, other notions of literacy exist that are equally 

complex in contextualising the visual arts of indigenous people. 

I pointed out that in Australia, since the arrival of James Cook in 1770, the visibility of 

Aboriginal art in Australian society reflected various attitudes towards the Aboriginal 

from the colonial to the scientific to the postcolonial. Here, intrinsic aspects of the 

orality of Indigenous art have found their way into general considerations of art 

theoretical and art historical critique. I also have linked the reception of Aboriginal art 

in twenty-first century Germany to the paradigm of the Enlightenment model of culture 

and its embeddedness in the written word as transmitter of knowledge and signifier of 

high culture. This hierarchical view ranked orality as culturally inferior, if not as the 

mirrored Other of literacy. This was expressed in the representation of Aboriginal art in 

ethnographic museums and the general refusal to exhibit Aboriginal art in contemporary 

art institutions. 

The study’s third aim was to contrast some aspects of the different approaches to 

Aboriginal art, in Parts Seven and Eight. My research showed that there has been a 

drastic change in art criticism since the 1980s in Australia, developing an innovative 

approach towards cross-cultural dialogue. In Australia, the policy change in the 1980s in 

curatorial positions by museums concerning Aboriginal art recognised the political and 

cultural importance of integrating the Aboriginal voice. Also, I identified how 

individual curatorial efforts by anthropologists and artists, such as Tony Tuckson, 

Jennifer Isaacs, Howard Morphy, Djon Mundine, Brenda L. Croft and Hetti Perkins for 

example, had tremendous influence on the gradual empowerment of the Aboriginal 

position in Australian art history as well as in the articulation of a postcolonial 

Australian identity.  

By contrast in Germany, the efforts by Ulli Beier, Jean-Hubert Martin, Bernhard Lüthi 

and Elisabeth Bähr exemplified the limits to mediate visual representation as an act of 

transcultural dialogue, due to the lack of a postcolonial context. Instead, Germany’s art 

history has been encumbered by a Modernist Zeitgeist that in Griselda Pollock’s terms 

“appeal[s] to a universal human nature” as an “alibi for domination and exclusion” (39). 

Given that Germany’s situation demands a different focus in terms of nation-building 



Conclusion  

 349

which is more hinged on Germany’s relations to its own past and to Eastern Europe 

since the unification, my research found the exclusion of Aboriginal art from art 

institutional space and its inclusion in the ethnographic context was a remnant of the 

nineteenth century attempts at articulating national identity. In Part Eight I showed that 

exclusion of Aboriginal art performs a vital function for cultural and social cohesion. 

While a great number of Aboriginal artists of all genres and styles have been exhibited 

with contemporary emphasis in ethnographic museums and commercial art galleries in 

Germany, it is the lack of academic art institutional bodies such as the art museum and 

art historical discourse to engage with Aboriginal art that has denied Aboriginal art, in 

its distinction equal status. 

My investigation has highlighted the German situation, which generally has not engaged 

broadly with postcolonial discourse to allow for a critical engagement with Aboriginal 

art until very recently. This is in part because of conceptual and geographic, but more 

importantly social distance from Aboriginal culture. This means that social and political 

imperatives towards indigenous cultures are generally different to that of Australia, 

which was itself a colony. 

In Germany, engagement with Aboriginal art is neither a social nor political necessity 

for the wellbeing of society. In turn, the reception of Aboriginal art in Germany has no 

direct impact on Aboriginal society in Australia. Therefore, the interest in Aboriginal art 

outside Australia has been less invested with questions about social equality, national 

identity and Indigenous agency, but has been primarily concerned with aesthetics, 

financial investment and advocacy for the “subaltern” through the collection and 

commercialisation of Aboriginal art. In Part Eight I also considered how outside the 

ethnographic sphere, Aboriginal art enters the German art market predominantly 

through collectors (Beier 2000 and 2001, Bähr 2005) and the interest in aesthetic value 

has often been coupled with the increasing monetary value which, as Morphy points 

out, has been part of value creation processes of Aboriginal art (Becoming Art 12-3).   

I have compared some of the key moments and events that placed Aboriginal art in the 

visual realm of a nation. While Australia’s nation-building was connected with 

Aboriginal culture, Germany has had different impetus to re-write dominant histories, 

among them are firstly what Rogoff termed the very index of Western horror – Nazism 

– and secondly the tension of the re-unification of the German Democratic Republic 
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with West Germany after the collapse and the ensuing contestation of competing 

historiographies (118). 

 

My investigation of Germany’s reception of Australian Aboriginal art in German art 

space from the perspectives of the two disciplines of ethnology and art history has 

become in part a history of the politics of looking. I continue to argue Pollock’s point 

that art historical discourse in its spatial, textual and visual relation to the viewer as 

spectacle perpetuated nineteenth century Modernism (43). Contrasting the Australian 

situation, studies evaluating Aboriginal art in a contemporary context have been slow to 

emerge in Germany because of the powerful dichotomous narrative of these disciplines 

and their respective institutions and the fact that comparative knowledge – as in the case 

of Aboriginal art – is undervalued. I have shown that it is important to be aware of the 

limitations of such a binary approach to art and to ensure a continuation of reflexive 

study of other fields such as ethnology and artistic practice, indigenous or otherwise, as 

an opportunity for cross-cultural knowledge creation. This thesis proposed that the field 

of German art discourse which is delineated by art history, needs to open up to a 

broader methodology of knowledge processing, one that takes into account oral 

configurations of art discourse. 

 

The main arguments in Part Nine showed that Western visual culture represents art as a 

process of signification. Signs regulate audience understanding and reception just as 

grammar rules reading. The overall momentum of my research gives compelling 

evidence that visual representation is a vital part of Western cultural hierarchies, 

bringing the unfamiliar into the familiar. In this analysis of the reception of Aboriginal 

art in Germany I have demonstrated that images of non-Western people sit uneasily 

with the accumulation of symbolic power as an ongoing, political issue of 

representation.  

My last aim was to offer alternative perspectives which allow for a polycentric focus, 

which would therefore broaden the scope of understanding in art history. In Part Ten, I 

have explored artistic practice, the making as method, as an alternative approach to 

knowledge. Through the examples of Nolde and Preston, it became clear that Modernist 

artistic enquiry has laid some groundwork in engaging with the art of indigenous 

peoples, albeit motivated by notions of Romanticism such as nation-building. The 
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examples of Lang and Mawurndjul in more recent years have demonstrated that artistic 

practice can lead to cross-cultural understanding of concepts of the relationships to land 

and belonging, historicism and creating for the context of representation. Their artworks 

reflect on identity within a broader, global context as fluid interaction rather than a fixed 

notion across cultural borders.  

This thesis has demonstrated how the reception of Aboriginal art in German art space is 

intertwined with a specific cultural lens based on ethnological and art historical 

traditions. I have contrasted this with approaches to Aboriginal art in Australia where 

the ideological framing of Aboriginal art has changed from a colonially driven to a 

postcolonial, postmodern attitude over the past thirty years. I have shown that the 

placing of certain Aboriginal art, particularly bark painting as ethnographica rather than 

contemporary art, is tied to a hierarchically perceived structure of oral and literate 

knowledge. Artists have investigated visual and conceptual alternatives to the 

predominantly written discourse on Aboriginal art and culture and provided different 

perspectives for cross-cultural dialogue. In this thesis, I have outlined some of the 

intricacies of the reception of Aboriginal art in Germany by comparing ways of looking 

with pivotal art historical moments and events in Australia. These moments and events 

are clearly linked to an ideological framing of education and nation-building evolving 

over the last two hundred years.  

This study lays open the historical and cultural complexity of representation and 

reception of Aboriginal art in German art space which invites further study into the 

relationship of non-alphabetic literacy, or more broadly orality, as a form of knowledge, 

and its role in the reception of art. Also, this thesis emphasises the role of art as 

language between and across cultures, and as transcultural research. This may open up 

further investigations of ways of rethinking, as Shohat and Stam put it, the “global 

relationalities of artistic production and reception” (56). I have argued that the 

conception of the German art and ethnographic museum was guided by two paramount 

nineteenth century impulses: the role of science in modern society and the processes of 

nation-building.  

 

The current climate of shifting national, social and cultural borders calls for a re-

evaluation of existing categories in art through an interdisciplinary approach. This may 
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lead to a change from a generally Eurocentric orientation of German art institutions 

towards a postmodern model of interpretation and reception of Aboriginal art that 

acknowledges difference as an opportunity to gain knowledge and an expansion of its 

visual language. The reception of Aboriginal art as art in a Western and Aboriginal 

sense needs ongoing collaborations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists and 

curators in their art practices, as research and contribution to the knowledge of art and 

through art. The vast ethnological, art theoretical and artistic knowledge of Aboriginal 

art in Australia has enabled me to re-evaluate Western art history as a science of art 

(Kunstwissenschaft) or “artology”, as a wider approach to the knowledge of art. My 

study’s broader relevance to contemporary multicultural societies in Europe in 

particular is that it challenges the assumption that cultural hierarchies are intrinsic and 

articulated through different art practices. Building on my findings, further studies and 

awareness of different ontologies of art will prevent German art history from executing 

symbolic violence through exclusion of Aboriginal art and insistence on the meaning of 

art from a Western perspective.  
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für Völkerkunde München , 2002. 

Plate 79.    Fire Dreaming. Acrylics on canvas (date unknown). By Maureen Hudson Njampajinpa. 

Zum 90. Geburtstag von Dr. Andreas Lommel. By Michaela Appel. München: Staatliches 

Museum für Völkerkunde München , 2002. 
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Unambal, north-west Australia, (unknown artist). Collection Andreas Lommel. Photo: 

M.Weidner-El Salamouny.  Zum 90. Geburtstag von Dr. Andreas Lommel. By Michaela 

Appel. München: Staatliches Museum für Völkerkunde München , 2002. 
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vol 2, Stuttgart, New York: Edition Cantz in assoc. with Harry N. Abrams, Inc., documenta 

and Museum Fridericianum Veranstaltungs GmbH, 1992  
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vol 2. Stuttgart, New York: Edition Cantz in assoc. with Harry N. Abrams, Inc., documenta 

and Museum Fridericianum Veranstaltungs GmbH, 1992. 

Plate 84.      Adeagbo, Georges. L’explorateur et les explorateurs devant l’histoire de 
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Plate 86.      Postcards from Mummy: Postcards from Black Mountain. 1998. By Destiny Deacon. 

Dimensions unknown.  Documenta 11_Platform 5: Ausstellung/Exhibition Venues. 
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2002. 

Plate 88.      Dreamtime-Machine time. New Art of the Australian Aborigines. 1987. Iwalewa Haus 

exhibition catalogue cover. By  Trevor Nickolls.. Dream Time-Machine Time. The Art of 
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Agency) Beier, Ulli (ed.) Bathurst NSW, 1985. 

Plate 89.      Aratjara. Art by the First Australians. 1987. Exhibition catalogue cover. Lüthi, 

Bernhard (ed). Aratjara-Art of the First Australians. Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen 

Düsseldorf and Cologne: DuMont Buchverlag, 1993. 

Plate 90.    Rarrk. John Mawurndjul-Journey Through Time. Exhibition catalogue cover. “Rarrk” 

John Mawurndjul- Journey Through Time In Northern Australia. By Christian Kaufmann 

and Museum Tinguely (eds.). Basel and Mattenz: Schwabe, 2005. 

Plate 91.     Diagram 3 - Binary Reading of Art in German Art Space      

Plate 92.     Diagram 4 – Delineation of the Reception of Aboriginal art in Germany and Australia 

created with “cmapTools” 10 January 2009. IHMC A University Affiliated Research 

Institute http://cmap.ihmc.us/conceptmap.html 

Plate 93.      Yawkyawk spirits: waterholes at Kudjarnngal.1988. by John Mawurndjul. Ochre on 

bark. 104.5 x 51 cm. “Rarrk” John Mawurndjul- Journey Through Time In Northern 

Australia. By Christian Kaufmann and Museum Tinguely (eds.). Basel and Mattenz: 

Schwabe, 2005. 

Plate 94.    Missionary. 1911. By Emil Nolde. Primitivism and Modern Art. By Colin Rhodes. 

London: Thames and Hudson 1994. 

Plate 95.    Olumeye. 20th century Wooden bowl. Yoruba  (unknown artist)  Height: 37cm. Two 
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Plate 98.     Dedicated to the Vanished Adelaide Tribe (from Imaginary Figuarations no.8), Maslin 

Beach. 1987.  By Lang, Nikolaus. Nikolaus Lang – Australian Imaginary Figurations 1986-

1988, Exhibition catalogue. Adelaide: Art Gallery of South Australia, 1988. 
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Artists.1987. By Lang, Nikolaus. Interview with Nikolaus Lang. By William Furlong. In 

Song of Earth. By Mel Gording (ed). London: Thames and Hudson: 2002: 94-124 

Plate 100.      Work in progress at sand quarry, Maslin Beach, Adelaide. 1987. Photo: Nikolaus 

Lang. Nikolaus Lang – Australian Imaginary Figurations 1986-1988, Exhibition catalogue. 
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Plate 101.     X-ray style of kangaroo at Deaf Adder Creek. (unknown artist and date)  The 

Australian Aboriginal Heritage – An Introduction to the Arts. By Ronald M Berndt and Eric 

S. Phillips (eds.) Sydney: Australian Society for Education through the Arts in Association 

with Ure Smith, 1973. 

Plate 102.     Mimi spirit, post dynamic figure, Ubirr rock, Kakadu National Park, Arnhem Land, 

3000-1000 BP. (unknown artist) Aboriginal Art . By Howard Morphy. London: Phaidon 

Press, (1998) 2001.     

Plate 103.    Marrayin Ceremony Body Paintings “Bundubundu and LamiLami returning to the 

public camp wearing rarrk body paintings after participation in a marrayin ceremony at the 

mouth of the Liverpool River, Central Arnhem Land, 1952” Aboriginal Art . By Howard 

Morphy. London: Phaidon Press, (1998) 2001.     

Plate 104.       Preparation for initiation ceremony, Arnhem Land. Aboriginal Art . By Howard 

Morphy. London: Phaidon Press, (1998) 2001.   

Plate 105.     (left) Yirngarna ca.1975. By Peter Marralwanga. The original creator being, natural 

pigments on bark 89, 2 x 38cm. Art Gallery of New South Wales. Crossing Country – The 

Alchemy of western Arnhem Land Art . By Art Gallery of New South Wales. Sydney: Art 

Gallery of New South Wales, 2004. 

Plate 106.     From the Maraian [Marrayin] Series. By Billy Yirawala. (date unknown) Dimensions 

unknown.    – Le Brun Yirawala. Painter of the Dreaming. By Sandra Holmes. Sydney: 

Hale and Iremonger, (1992) 1994. 

Plate 107.     White clay delek. Photo: Apoline Kohen. “Rarrk” John Mawurndjul- Journey Through 

Time In Northern Australia. By Christian Kaufmann and Museum Tinguely (eds.) Basel 

and Mattenz: Schwabe, 2005.  

Plate 108      John Mawurndjul in front of early rock painting of Ngalyod, the rainbow serpent at 

Dilebang, 2004. Photo: Paul S.C.Taçon. “Rarrk” John Mawurndjul- Journey Through Time 

In Northern Australia. By Christian Kaufmann and Museum Tinguely (eds.) Basel and 

Mattenz: Schwabe, 2005. 

Plate109.      Ngalyod Rainbow serpent. 1980. By John Mawurndjul. 72 x 56 cm. “Rarrk” John 

Mawurndjul- Journey Through Time In Northern Australia. By Christian Kaufmann and 

Museum Tinguely (eds.) Basel and Mattenz: Schwabe, 2005. 

Plate110.      The artist drawing fine rarrk lines, Milmingkan 2004. Photo: Luke Taylor “Rarrk” 

John Mawurndjul- Journey Through Time In Northern Australia. By Christian Kaufmann 

and Museum Tinguely (eds.) Basel and Mattenz: Schwabe, 2005. 
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Plate 111.     John Mawurndjul painting the Mardayin design. 2004. “Rarrk” John Mawurndjul- 

Journey Through Time In Northern Australia. By Christian Kaufmann and Museum 

Tinguely (eds.) Basel and Mattenz: Schwabe, 2005:177 

Plate 112.     Ngalyod 1988. By John Mawurndjul. Painting was part of the exhibition Magiciens de 

la Terre, Paris 1989. “Rarrk” John Mawurndjul- Journey Through Time In Northern 

Australia. By Christian Kaufmann and Museum Tinguely (eds.) Basel and Mattenz: 

Schwabe, 2005: 76 

Plate113.      Mardayin Ceremony 1999. By John Mawurndjul. Natural pigments on eucalyptus 

tetradonta. 153 x 88 cm. Collection: The Laverty Collection, Sydney. “Rarrk” John 

Mawurndjul- Journey Through Time In Northern Australia. By Christian Kaufmann and 

Museum Tinguely (eds.) Basel and Mattenz: Schwabe, 2005: 135 

Plate 114.     Mardayin at Kudjarnngal 2003. By John Mawurndjul. 152.5 x 76 cm. “Rarrk” John 

Mawurndjul- Journey Through Time In Northern Australia. By Christian Kaufmann and 

Museum Tinguely (eds.) Basel and Mattenz: Schwabe, 2005: 145 

Plate 115.     Mardayin at Milmilngkan 2006. By John Mawurndjul. Culture Warriors. National 

Indigenous Art Triennal 07 .Canberra ACT : National Gallery of Australia, 2007: 23 
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APPENDIX 
 
Part Three 
Excerpts from Fritz Kaiser’s “Guide to the Degenerate Art exhibition 1937” : 

 
What Does the “Degenerate Art” Exhibiton Want? 
It wants, at the beginning of a new era for the German people, to  give a general insight, by means 
of original documents, into the dreadful final chapter of the cultural degeneration of the last decades 
before the great turning point. 
 
It wants, in appealing to the people’s healthy judgement, to bring an end to the idle talk and 
sloganeering of those literary and fraternal cliques that, sometimes, even today, still would like to 
deny that we had a degeneration of art. 
 
It wants, to make clear that this degeneration of art was something more than just the passing 
delirium of a new foolishness, follies, and all-too bold experiments that would have played 
themselves out even without the National Socialist Revolution. 
 
It wants to show that we are concerned here not with a “necessary process of fermentation,” either, 
but with a systematic assault on the essence and continuing existence of art generally. 
 
…also, however, to thereby show precisely how dangerous a development directed by a few Jewish 
and politically unequivocal Bolshevik spokesmen was, when it also could enlist such people in the 
cultural-political Bolshevik plans for anarchy, people who perhaps would have stayed far away 
from party-political belief in Bolshevism […] (308-9) 
 
On the organisation of the exhibition: 
…Group 6: Here…it becomes apparent that degenerate art also variously placed itself in the service 
of that part of Marxist and Bolshevik ideology whose aim reads: the systematic killing of the last 
vestiges of any racial consciousness…we now meet here the Negro and the South Sea Islander as 
the apparent racial ideal of “modern art…” (310) 

 
(In: Ida Katherine Rigby. “Expressionism and the Third Reich”, German Expressionism –Documents from the 

End of the Wilhelmine Empire to the Rise of National Socialism Rose-Carol Washton Long (ed): Berkeley, Los 
Angeles and London: University of California Press (1993), 1995, 308-10) 
 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

The exhibition Masks of Mankind in 1931 curated  by Julius E. Lips in the Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum in 

Cologne was strongly criticised in a group letter by concerned visitors: 

 

“During a visit we paid to the Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum, we noticed that in a special 

exhibition of exotic masks and prepared skulls from primitive tribes, the death masks of 

Beethoven, Frederick the Great, and others are being exhibited in the same room to the 

eye of a curious public. Many of these barbaric and fantastic hobgoblins have been placed 

immediately above, possibly with some educative intention, to contrast the physical 

horror and disgust produced by these grotesque objects with the most sacred feelings of 

piety, thus rendering the latter more effective. We must strongly protest. The death masks 

of Beethoven and Frederick the Great belong to the halls of devotional character, not in 

the company of negro trophies and facial distortions, the examination of which is only 

possible when we have mastered an original and very healthy sense of disgust. The 

promiscuous blending of the crude and the sacred we simply cannot understand. The 
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death masks of our heroes are no fit matter for object lessons. He who does not approach 

them with devotion should not approach them at all.” (36) [My emphasis] 

(In: Lips, Julius. The Savage Hits Back. Trans.Vincent Benson. New Hyde Park, New York: University Books, 

(1937), 1966, 36) 

 

 

Part Seven 

Some of the major exhibitions since the nineteenth-century: 

1880’s The Dawn of Art ‘figurative painting by inmates and staff of Palmerston Prison in Darwin were shown as 
curiosities’ (Gordon Bull, p.583) 
1929, (Percy Leason) the first major Australian Aboriginal Art exhibition in Victoria (Melbourne?) collection by 
Baldwin Spencer 
1930s and 40s Elkin coordinated research into Aboriginal art David Jones exhibition of Aboriginal Art 
1943 first full-scale Australian exhibition Primitive art opened in Melbourne (National Gallery of Victoria), a 
survey exhibition from Indigenous art from around the world (Peter Sutton p.170 and Gordon Bull, p.583 
1946 Artists of the South Seas exhibition At the Museum of Modern Art in New York 
1949 David Jones Art Gallery: Arnhem Land Art exhibition of Arnhem Land art collected by the Berndts, Sydney 
(‘landmark for its attribution of the creation of works individual artists’ Gordon Bull p.582) 
1951 Jubilee Exhibition of Australian Art in London 
1953 Aboriginal Bark Painting and Objects of Native Culture.  Major exhibition in Adelaide (Mountford) 
1956 Melbourne Olympic Village exhibition of Aboriginal art 
1957 Art of Arnhem Land exhibition (Ronald and Catherine Berndt) during the Festival of Perth 
1959 exhibition of seventeen Melville Island grave posts in AGNSW (Tony Tuckson) 
1960-1961 Australian Aboriginal ArtThe show visited State galleries nationwide (Tony Tuckson, Dep.Dir. at 
AGNSW shift from ethnogr. To art galleries 
1973 Aboriginal and Melanesian Art AGNSW 
1973 Sydney Biennale commenced with look at the Venice Biennales.  
1979 Sydney Biennale foreshadowed Jean-Hubert Martin’s exhibition in 1989 (Sally Butler) and introduced 
Aboriginal art into the international, contemporary exhibition space. Titled: European Dialogue 
1981 Perspecta exhibition 
1981 Aboriginal Australia travelled to the state art galleries of Victoria, Western Australia and Queensland (inclusion 
of acrylic of Western Desert Morphy, 376) (AGDC and NGV 1981-82) conjoint effort by anthropologists and host 
institutions to present Aboriginal art as art. 
1981 Australian Perspecta exhibition included Western desert acrylics on canvas 
1981 Peter Marralwanga’s work at the Aboriginal Traditional artists Gallery in Perth as well as Johnny Bulunbulun’s 
paintings at the Hogarth gallery in Sydney, were the first solo exhibitions held at a commercial gallery (Morphy, 431). 
1982 Sydney Biennale aboriginal art more central focus of exhibition influenced J.-H. Martin? Warlpiri art work not 
be seen before in museum - performance and sand sculpture by Warlpiri people from Lajamanu 
1983 Australian Perspecta 83 
1984 Museum and the art Gallery of Northern Territory, Darwin, establishes National Aboriginal Art Award 
1986 Sydney Biennale included Papunya artist Michael Nelson Jagamara acrylic medium 
1986 Art and Land (SAM) exhibition of Toas at the South Australia Museum, a sigificant step in the exhibition of 
Aboriginal art as ‘art’ according to (Morphy, 431) 
1988 Sydney Biennale Aboriginal Memorialyear of Australia Bicentenary: Installation of two hundred carved and 
painted hollow logs by artists from Ramingining in Arnhemland, political sign of mourning the 200 years of 
colonisation. 
1988 Bicentenary/Invasion Day Aborigines performances and placing the Aboriginal Memorial in the national 
Gallery of two hundred hollow-log coffins made by people from Ramingining in Central Arnhem Land to 
commemorate the deaths of Aboriginal people over the course of two hundred years of  European colonisation. As 
Morphy points out, the aspect of ‘remembrance and the need for recompense were prominent themes of bicentennial 
art.’ (Morphy, 415) 
1988-89 Dreamings Exhibition (Peter Sutton) toured USA before back to Adelaide 

1989 Magicièn de la Terre –exhibition in Paris includes a Yuendumu ground sculpture (sandpainting) 
1990 Rover Thomas and Trevor Nickolls are the first Aboriginal artists to represent Australia at the Venice 

Biennale 
1992 Sydney Biennale 
1993 Perspecta AGNSW ongoing series to introduce new artists to the public (International year of the World’s 
Indigenous Peoples) Victoria Lynn (curator) and Hetti Perkins (Aboriginal art consultant) 
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1993 Aratjara – Art of the First Australians exhibition tours Germany, Denmark, USA and UK. 
1996 Sydney Biennale: Jurrassic Technologies revenant (past and present forms of reproductive technologies in 

contemporary art) 
1997 Fluent Emily Kngwarreye, Yvonne Koolmatrie and Judy Watson represent Australia at the Venice 

Biennale. 
1998 Emily Kame Kngwarreye – Alhalkere: Paintings from Utopia (QAG). 
 
 
 
Part Eight  
Ethnological institutes/ museums:  
Ethnologisches Museum Berlin; Studiensammlung am Institut für Altamerikanistik und Ethnologie (IAE) Bonn; 
Übersee-Museum Bremen; Museum für Völkerkunde Dresden; Museum der Weltkulturen Frankfurt am Main; 
Adelhausermuseum Natur- und Völkerkunde Freiburg im Breisgau; Völkerkundliche Sammlung der Universität 
Göttingen; Museum für Völkerkunde Hamburg; Abteilung Völkerkunde des Niedersächsischen Landesmuseums 
Hannover; Völkerkundemuseum der Josefine und Eduard von Portheim-Stiftung Heidelberg; Völkerkundemuseum 
Herrnhut; Roemer- und Pelizaeusmuseum in Hildesheim; Museum für Völkerkunde Kiel; Rautenstrauch-Joest-Museum 
für Völkerkunde der Stadt Köln; Grassi-Museum für Völkerkunde zu Leipzig; Völkerkundesammlung der Stadt 
Lübeck; Reiss-Engelhorn-Museen Mannheim; Völkerkundliche Sammlung der Philipps-Universität Marburg; 
Staatliches Museum für Völkerkunde München;Naturhistorisches Museum Nürnberg, Völkerkunde-Abteilung; 
Deutsches Ledermuseum Offenbach; Museum im Ritterhaus Offenburg; Haus Völker und Kulturen in St. Augustin; 
Lindenmuseum - Staatliches Museum für Völkerkunde Stuttgart; Völkerkunde-Abteilung im Museum Schloss 
Hohentübingen; Völkerkundliche Sammlung im Hellweg-Museum der Stadt Unna; Museum Forum der Völker - 
Völkerkundemuseum der Franziskaner Werl; Museum für Naturkunde und Völkerkunde "Julius Riemer" Wittenberg; 
Völkerkundliches Museum Witzenhausen; Völkerkundemuseum (Archiv- und Museumsstiftung ) Wuppertal 
 
Ethnological collections in Germany: 
Ethnologisches Museum Berlin  
www.smb.spk-berlin.de/smb/sammlungen/details.php?lang=de&objectId=56&n=1&r=4 
 Studiensammlung am Institut für Altamerikanistik und Ethnologie (IAE) Bonn  
www.iae-bonn.de/iae/index.php?id=ethnosammlung 
 Übersee-Museum Bremen  
www.uebersee-museum.de 
  
Museum für Völkerkunde Dresden  
www.voelkerkunde-dresden.de 
 Museum der Weltkulturen Frankfurt am Main  
www.mdw.frankfurt.de 
Adelhausermuseum Natur- und Völkerkunde Freiburg im Breisgau  
www.ruf.uni-freiburg.de/bildkunst/STADT/ADELHAUSER_V/welcome.html 
Völkerkundliche Sammlung der Universität Göttingen  
http://wwwuser.gwdg.de/~ethno/sammlg.htm 
Museum für Völkerkunde Hamburg  
www.voelkerkundemuseum.com 
Abteilung Völkerkunde des Niedersächsischen Landesmuseums Hannover  
www.nlmh.de/d/data/abt1.html 
Völkerkundemuseum der Josefine und Eduard von Portheim-Stiftung Heidelberg  
http://www.voelkerkundemuseum-vpst.de 
Völkerkundemuseum Herrnhut  
www.voelkerkunde-herrnhut.de 
Roemer- und Pelizaeusmuseum in Hildesheim  
www.rpmuseum.de 
Museum für Völkerkunde Kiel  
www.uni-kiel.de/voelkerkunde 
Rautenstrauch-Joest-Museum für Völkerkunde der Stadt Köln  
www.museenkoeln.de/rautenstrauch-joest-museum 
Grassi-Museum für Völkerkunde zu Leipzig  
www.mvl-grassimuseum.de 
Völkerkundesammlung der Stadt Lübeck  
www.luebeck.de/kultur_bildung/museen/voelkerkunde  
Reiss-Engelhorn-Museen Mannheim  
www.rem.mannheim.de 
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 Völkerkundliche Sammlung der Philipps-Universität Marburg  
www.uni-marburg.de/fb03/ivk/sammlungen/voelkerkunde 
Staatliches Museum für Völkerkunde München  
www.voelkerkundemuseum-muenchen.de 
 Naturhistorisches Museum Nürnberg, Völkerkunde-Abteilung  
www.naturhistorischesmuseumnuernberg.de/voelkerkunde.html 
Deutsches Ledermuseum Offenbach  
www.ledermuseum.de 
Museum im Ritterhaus Offenburg  
www.museum-offenburg.de/index.php?id=23 
 Haus Völker und Kulturen in St. Augustin  
www.haus-voelker-und-kulturen.de 
Lindenmuseum - Staatliches Museum für Völkerkunde Stuttgart  
www.lindenmuseum.de 
Völkerkunde-Abteilung im Museum Schloss Hohentübingen  
www.uni-tuebingen.de/museum-schloss/ethno.htm 
Völkerkundliche Sammlung im Hellweg-Museum der Stadt Unna  
www.unna.de/stadt/41hellmus.htm 
Museum Forum der Völker - Völkerkundemuseum der Franziskaner Werl  
http://www.forum-der-voelker.de 
Museum für Naturkunde und Völkerkunde "Julius Riemer" Wittenberg  
www.wittenberg.de/staticsite/staticsite.php?menuid=167&topmenu=3&submenu=55 
Völkerkundliches Museum Witzenhausen  
www.ditsl.de/de/sammlung.html 
Völkerkundemuseum (Archiv- und Museumsstiftung ) Wuppertal  
www.bergisches-staedtedreieck.de/voelkerkundemuseum 
 
Exhibitions of Aboriginal art since early 1990s  
(I assembled the following lists of exhibitions with the generous assistance and contributions of Elisabeth Bähr 
and Ulli Beier).    
1990: Jimmy Pike solo-exhibition, Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin 
1993: Aratjara. Kunst der ersten Australier, Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf  (art museum) 
1994: Stories, exhibition of Holmes-à- Court collection, Sprengel Museum Hannover (art museum) 
1994: Painted Country. Aboriginal art from Arnhemland, ethnographic Linden Museum Stuttgart and etthnographic 
Museum in Hamburg 
1994: Dreamtime-Jukurrpa. Aboriginal Art of the Western Desert, exhibition with works from the Donal Kahn 
collection, public Art Gallery Villa Stuck, Munich  
1996: Dreamtime-Jukurrpa. Aboriginal Art of the Western Desert, exhibition with works from the Donal Kahn 
collection, in the Art Association Frankfurt. 
1996: Donald Kahn-Sammlung, Kunstverein Frankfurt am Main 
1997: Innenseite Projektgruppe Stoffwechsel. Alternative Aboriginal art exhibition organised by art professor and his 
students during documenta X in Kassel  
1997: Zeichen des Seins. Malerei der australischen Aboriginies , regional gallery ADA, Meiningen 
1999-2000: Aboriginal Memorial Sprengel Museum Hannover (art museum) 
2001 The Native Born, artworks from the collection of the Museum for Contemporary Art in Sydney, Sprengel 
Museum Hannover (art museum) 
(shows curated/ organised by Elisabeth Bähr): 
1994: Traumzeit – Tjukurrpa. Kunst der Aborigines der Western Desert. Die Donald Kahn-Sammlung, public art 
gallery Villa Stuck, München 
1995: Stories. Eine Reise zu den großen Dingen, Sprengel Museum Hannover (Teile der Holmes à Court-Sammlung) 
(art museum) 
1997: Innenseite, Projektgruppe Stoffwechsel, Kassel und Göttingen (organiser was Professor der Kunsthochschule 
Kassel: exhibition was staged as alternative perspective to Documenta 10 art ) 
1998: Kunst der Kontinente. Werke der Aborigines, Kunstverein Alsdorf (in Kooperation mit Aboriginal Art Galerie 
Baehr) 
1999: Aboriginal Art – Australien heute , Deutsche Welle, Köln (in Kooperation mit Aboriginal Art Galerie Baehr) 
1999: Aboriginal Art – Australien heute , IHK Würzburg (in Kooperation mit Aboriginal Art Galerie Baehr) 
1999: Zeichen des Seins. Malerei der australischen Aborigines, Städtische Galerie ADA, Meiningen (in Kooperation 
mit Aboriginal Art Galerie Baehr) 
2000: Kunst der Aborigines, Bayer AG, Leverkusen und Dormagen (in Kooperation mit Aboriginal Art Galerie Baehr) 
2000: Traumpfade? Zeitgenössische Kunst aus Australien, Städtische Galerie, Traunstein (in Kooperation mit 
Aboriginal Art Galerie Baehr) (art museum) 
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2000: BlickDicht – An-und Einblicke. Zeitgenössische Kunst australischer Aborigines, Adelhausermuseum, Freiburg 
Museum für Völkerkunde (in Kooperation mit Aboriginal Art Galerie Baehr) (ethnographic museum) 
2000-2001: Zeitgenössische Fotokunst aus Australien, Neuer Berliner Kunstverein, Museum Schloos Hardenberg, 
Velbert, Kunstsammlung Chemnitz, Kulturzentrum der Stadt Stuttgart (U.a. Destiny Deacon, Fiona Foley, Tracey 
Moffat) 
2001: Das Verborgene im Sichtbaren, Staedtische Galerie Wolfsburg (in Kooperation mit Aboriginal Galerie Baehr) 
(regional art gallery) 
2001-2002: Erzählungen über die Dinge des Lebens. Kunst aus Australien. Kunstforum HDZ, Bad Oeynhausen (in 
Kooperation mit Aboriginal Galerie Baehr) 
2002: Die Kraft und das Licht. Kunst aus Australien, Neuer Kunstverein Aschaffenburg (in Kooperation mit Aboriginal 
Galerie Baehr) (Art Association) 
2002: Im Land ist das Sein. Kunst aus Australien, Jagdschloss Granitz, Binz, Rügen (in Kooperation mit Aboriginal 
Galerie Baehr) 
2002: Land of Dreamings, Australia Centre, Berlin 
2002: Sinnbild und Identität, Evangelische Akademie Iserlohn (in Kooperation mit Aboriginal Galerie Baehr) 
(Workshop Book) 
2003: Die andere Sicht auf das Land. Kunst aus Australien, Zentral- und Landesbibliothek, Berlin (in Kooperation mit 
Aboriginal Galerie Baehr)  
2004: Die inneren und die äußeren Dinge. Zeitgenössische Malerei aus Australien Stadtgalerie Bamberg, Villa 
Dessauer, Bamberg 
2004/5: Art Australia. Zeitgenössische Kunst, Städtische Galerie Delmenhorst, Kulturstiftung Schloss Agathenburg (in 
Kooperation mit Galerie Seippel Köln)  
2004/5: Bilderwelten in Utopia. Holzschnitte und Gemälde von Aborigines (in Kooperation mit Aboriginal Galerie 
Baehr), Städtisches Kunstmuseum Spendhaus Reutlingen, Kunstmuseum Bayreuth. 
2005: Messe Art Frankfurt (Frankfurt Art Fair) 
2005/6 Erzählungen aus der Zeit vor der Erinnerung.Kunst aus Zentralaustralien, TUI AG Hannover; Lüdinghausen; 
Speyer 
2006: Erzählungen aus der Zeit vor der Erinnerung ,Burg Vischering, Lüdinghausen 
2007 Opening Doors Sprengel Museum 
2008 Aboriginal art - Australia Malerei, Fotografie, Film, Musik 2008 at the Art Centre Berlin 
 
Exhibitions of Aboriginal art at the Iwalewa Haus in Bayreuth 
1983: Moderner Malerei von Australischen Ureinwohnern aus Papunya (25.05.-31.06) 
 1984: Jutta Malnic: FORO-Felsmalerein der Australischen Ureinwohner  
(30.05.-31.07.1984) 
1984: John Cato: Fotos: Australische Landschaft 
1987: Traumzeit-Maschinen Zeit: Neue Kunst der Australischen Ureinwohner (12.03.-21.04. 1987) 
1989:Bilder aus der Grossen Australischen Sandwüste: Grafiken und Textildrucke des Uraustraliers Jimmy Pike 
(07.08-31.08 1989) 
1992: Martin Dougall: Ur-Australier – Siebdrucke (25.03.-30.04.1992) 
1992:  Kath Walker: Zeichnungen der Uraustralischen Bürgerrechtlerin und Schriftstellerin (04.10.- 30.11.1993) 
1995: Felsenmalerei der Australischen Ureinwohner – Fotographien von Jutta Malnic (30.07.-31.08 1995) 
1995: Martin Dougall – Ein Traum von der Wüste  
1995: Jimmy Pike – Grafiken &Textilien 
1995: Sally Morgan – Grafiken 
1995: Malereien der Australischen Ureinwohner aus dem 19. Jahrhundert 
1995:  Traditionelle & Moderne Kunst der Uraustralier: Plakate 
1995:  Traumbilder & Zerbrochene Speere – Fotos von John Cato (10.11.-31.12.1995) 
 
Exhibitions By Aboriginal Australians organised by Iwalewa Haus in Other institutions 
1985: Felsmalereien Australischer Ureinwohner Jutta Malnic (Fotos??) Bern/Zürich March – Mai 1985/ Nürnberg 
:07.07 -30.07 1985 Pinkheimer Haus 
1987: Traumzeit –Maschinenzeit (Juni 1987) (Trevor Nocholls, Sally Morgan und andere) 
Frankfurt: Galerie Exler (Private Gallery) 
1990: Jimmy Pike –Bilder aus der Australischen Sandwüste Berlin: Haus der Kulturen 1990 (House of Cultures of the 
World) und Köln: Galerie Zimmermann (Private Gallery) 
1991: Jimmy Pike Witzenhausen Museum für Völkerkunde (Ethnographic Museum) 
1992: Jimmy Pike & Martin DougallLudwigsburg: Volkshochschule (similar to TAFE) 
Mönchengladbach: Gallerie Zimmermann (Private Gallery) 
1993: Jimmy Pike- Textildrucke Pommersfelden: Europäische Märchengesellschaft (Eruopean Fairytale society) 
1996: Jimmy PikeGrossheinersdorf: Umweltbibliothek (Environment library) 
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Aboriginal art exhibitions after 2000 with and without involvement of Aboriginal Art Galerie Bähr:  
2001-2002: Erzählungen über die Dinge des Lebens. Kunst aus Australien. Kunstforum HDZ, Bad 
Oeynhausen (in collaboration with Aboriginal Art Galerie Bähr) 
2002: Die Kraft und das Licht. Kunst aus Australien, Neuer Kunstverein Aschaffenburg (in collaboration 
with Aboriginal Galerie Bähr) (Art Association) 
2002: Im Land ist das Sein. Kunst aus Australien, Jagdschloss Granitz, Binz, Rügen (in collaboration with 
Aboriginal Galerie Bähr) 
2002: Land of Dreamings, Australia Centre, Berlin  
2002: Sinnbild und Identität, Evangelische Akademie Iserlohn (in collaboration with Aboriginal Galerie 
Bähr) (Workshop Book) 
2003: Die andere Sicht auf das Land. Kunst aus Australien, Zentral- und 
Landesbibliothek, Berlin (in collaboration with Aboriginal Galerie Bähr). 
 
 

Part Ten 

Letter by Emil Nolde to the president of the Prussian Academy of Arts, 1937: 
 

Dear Mr. President: 
Your notification of the imminent change within the academy is completely understandable to me. 
Even though I have become a member, I have stood far from all [its] enterprises and have 
participated in no exhibition of artistic work. This lay rooted in my seclusion, to which I was 
condemned since the lost struggles against the unclean art dealing at the time, against foreignization 
of German art, and against the power of men like Liebermann and Cassirer. With much courage and 
idealism I had, about 1910 – as almost the only German visual artist to do so – taken up this 
struggle against a thousand fold superior force and was overcome, barred from the Berlin 
Secession, outlawed, and for decades thereafter pursued to the edge of destruction by the press and 
all its means of power. It is perhaps not my place to mention these things – an artist’s life is struggle 
and work – I do it only because my high-placed ideals were and are essentially like those being 
fought for through National Socialism. My wish is to request you to consider these events, and 
whether then it is nevertheless remains your desire to dismiss me from membership in the 
Academy.  
 
By the terms of the Versailles treaty I am an alien German transferred to Denmark, and I lived apart 
from the decisive struggles for German awaking. When the German National Socialist Party in 
North-Schleswig was founded I became a member. My way of thinking and entire love is for 
Germany, the German people and its ideals.  
 
                                                                Heil Hitler! 

Emil Nolde 
 
(in: Ida Katherine Rigby. “Expressionism and the Third Reich”, German Expressionism –Documents from the End of 
the Wilhelmine Empire to the Rise of National Socialism Rose-Carol Washton Long (ed): Berkeley, Los Angeles and 
London: University of California Press (1993), 1995, 305-6) 
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