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Known for his intuitive and exploratory work, the German artist Dierk
Schmidt (born Unna, 1965), investigates the representative devices
associated with Europe’s colonial past. These devices have operated
throughout history to shape the collective and individual imagination.
Schmidt adopts a critical standpoint toward them, but also a poetic
and proactive one. Reimagining the genre of historical painting, he
experiments with alternative narratives and images, raising questions
around responsibility, reparation, and restitution.
Schmidt’s approach to historical painting eschews the
representation of concrete moments in favor of dispersion,
fragmentation, and a geological condensing of layers. He rejects the
possibility of an unambiguous view of history, alerting the viewer to the
conditions of emergence and reception of images and the materiality
of the pictorial. The vast array of materials, media, and techniques he
employs further multiplies the implications and meanings of his works.
The cracks and holes in his window panes in Broken Windows 6.3
(2014/2016) and Broken Windows 2.0 (2013) allude to the violence of
colonial appropriation but also to imaginative strategies of resistance,
while the strips of PVC he uses to support some of his paintings, such
as McJob (1997–2002), reference ethical and ecological debates about
the material’s toxicity.
Schmidt’s inclination toward this particular pictorial genre stems in
one sense from a desire to subvert it by awarding new visibility to that
which has been erased or eliminated; in another, from an interest in the
forms of abstraction inherent in imperialist strategies. The project Die
Teilung der Erde (The Division of the Earth, 2005–2011), based around

the Berlin Africa Conference of 1884, which has had various incarnations
and offshoots, counterposes cartographic and legal abstractions, such
as the principle of terra nullius, to real effects on territories and their
populations.
Schmidt’s work has received critical acclaim and exposure in
institutions, galleries, and festivals in Germany, France, Russia, Angola,
and China. He participated in the documenta 12 exhibition in Kassel
(2007). His work also encompasses political activism, in the form of
critiques of the approaches of museum and heritage institutions to
Germany’s colonial history. Since 2009, as part of the group Artefakte,
he has curated actions and provocations, including debates and protest
marches, calling for a more critical perspective in German museum and
heritage studies and policies.
Dierk Schmidt is ever attentive to the contexts in which he operates,
engaging in a constant process of updating and refreshing his positions
as an artist and an individual. In the exhibition Guilt and Debts, presented
in Madrid’s Palacio de Velázquez and Parque del Buen Retiro, he uses
the architecture of the palace as inspiration for an investigation into
Spanish colonial history through the expeditions to the Sahara of Julio
Martínez Santa-Olalla during the early years of the Franco regime. The
exhibition also includes a retrospective of works from different periods of
Schmidt’s career, illuminating the continuities between them, as well as
the intense critical and imaginative activity of their creator.
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In his essay for this catalogue on the German artist Dierk Schmidt,
curator Lars Bang Larsen quotes Walter Benjamin (The Arcades Project):
“I have nothing to say, only to show.” The work of Schmidt takes the
idea of representation as its starting point and interrogates the visual
devices used by European colonial regimes. Schmidt understands
these devices in the Foucauldian sense, as a heterogeneous conjunction
of techniques that form part of a symbolic and material order with a
specific ideological agenda. The devices are used to define the limits
of what the system permits as visible and thinkable. Schmidt explores
types of visuals that are excluded from the colonial order—which are,
in this sense, invisible and unthinkable—in order to offer alternative
devices and images inspired by a decolonial perspective. He begins with
historical painting and brings in notions of restitution, reparation, and
responsibility, as well as investigations around the history and theory of
art, international law, and economic analysis.
Schmidt’s reinvention of the genre stems from a political and social
understanding of aesthetics. For him it offers an alternative means of
packaging the visible and, through this, a particular comprehension
of reality. Schmidt’s practice seeks to destabilize positivist and linear
conceptions of history through genealogical studies of the ecology of
images: their conditions of emergence and reception, their position within
the historiography of art, and their material realities. He makes use of
discontinuity, fragmentation, and dispersion to allude to all the possible
histories that underscore the silences, omissions, and violence of existing
colonial narratives. He also makes use of fictional texts. In his series
I Know Something . . . You Don’t Know . . . “When Opinion Becomes an

Occasion for Calculation” (2001–2006), he creates a sort of televisual
stage on which a German political discussion program is shown in order
to examine the qualities of spectacle and artificiality that characterize the
workings of the world’s dominant economies. By exposing audiovisual
editing processes and optical incongruities in the images, he questions
the spectator’s concept of visual subjectivity, encouraging a critical
analysis of what is being seen.
In their essay Dialectic of Enlightenment, Theodor Adorno and Max
Horkheimer define abstraction as an instrument of illustration that can
“liquidate” the singularities and complexities of material reality in favor
of positivist conceptualizations. Returning materiality to the abstract
forms that propel colonial discourses and practices and asking how
their use influences concrete realities is another of Schmidt’s objectives.
His project Die Teilung der Erde—Tableaux zu rechtlichen Synopsen der
Berliner Afrika-Konferenz (The Division of the Earth: Tableaux on the Legal
Synopsis of the Berlin Africa Conference, 2005–2011), centers on the Berlin
Conference of 1884, in which colonialism was defined and legitimized.
The two phases of Schmidt’s project illustrate the way in which historical
painting, rather than depicting a particular situation, operates within the
same regime of abstraction as the received understanding of Western
history. Legal and economic systems, transnational politics, and the
structural violence directed toward the African continent are represented
through a system of diagrams and chromatic codes, with keys that explain
the real effects of these abstractions on territories and populations.
At the center of these colonial abstractions is terra nullius, a
principle of Roman law employed by the Berlin Africa Conference and

according to which a territory that was considered to belong to nobody,
defined in terms of property, could be appropriated. The premise
presupposed the erasure and nonrecognition of all cultures other than
those of the Western European powers. These powers used terra
nullius to legally protect their occupations and looting and to incorporate
their colonial narrative into the Judeo-Christian dream of the Promised
Land. For the postcolonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha, this abstract and
distortionist projection of the colonial space as a nonspace, barren earth
on which history and progress had yet to begin, also relates to what
Louis Althusser calls “despotic time”: “spaces without places, time without
duration.” The visual and sensory restitution of place offered by Schmidt
restores a concrete location and a specific time to the machinery behind
the colonial abstraction of the nonspace. This idea is also present in
his work with the activist collective Artefakte//anti-humboldt, which
centers on museographical devices as instruments of instruction and
indoctrination of the gaze and, by extension, as modes of production
of subjectivities aligned with particular historical narratives and national
identities. Since 2009, the group has developed an extensive and
transdisciplinary body of work critiquing artistic institutions. It has
explored the ethnographical collections in German museums and the
politics of their curation and exhibition, creating auto-reflexive, situated
models that expose narratives of colonial domination, underpinned by
notions of patrimony, memory, and national identity.
In the work of Schmidt, the classic museographical device of the
display cabinet acquires protagonistic significance. Its transparency
becomes something akin to Benjamin’s phenomenological transparency:

glass is devoid of aura or trace. The display cabinet, like the new
pavilions of the international exhibitions of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, conspires to remove the element of the
phantasmagorical, resulting in an impoverishment of experience and
a fetishizing of merchandise. Transparency, as the absence of relief
or depth, can also be related to the colonial nonspace and the white
cube of the museum. Schmidt sabotages this idea in Broken Windows
6.3 (2014/2016) and Broken Windows 2.0 (2013), which feature
painted cabinets and windows that evade rapid and immediate visual
understanding. Far from being devoid of traces, these elements draw
attention to their condition as frames and settings through scratches,
perforations, and ruptures that offer dislocated, dispersed, and
interrupted views. The violence of Schmidt’s techniques references the
violence of colonial practices, but also perhaps the potential power of
initiatives of resistance and restitution that can reclaim plundered objects.
In a project created specifically for this exhibition, Schmidt invites
us to explore European, including Spanish, colonial history through the
dual focus of the architecture of the Palacio de Velázquez, which housed
the Exposición general de Filipinas, Marianas, Carolinas y Palaos (General
Exhibition of the Philippines, Marianas, Carolinas, and Palau) in 1887 and
the expeditions to the Sahara by Julio Martínez Santa-Olalla during the
early years of the Franco regime. The project encourages us to map
the process by which the colonial ideological framework preserved itself
and ensured the survival of its mechanisms. By identifying how these
mechanisms operate, we can begin to establish responsible and ethical
positions of resistance.
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Method and Countermemory in Dierk
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Lars Bang Larsen

Without manipulating works of art one can hardly realize the fantastic freedom
of choice and the extreme rigidity in the external appearance of the elements.
. . . Then after that fundamental fact comes the brittle rigidity of the other
rules—like our conventions and agreements: the border between the Congo
and the Angola, the numbers in the telephone book, the buttoning of jackets.
The tension lies in the fact that it is possible to oppose the rigidity.
—Öyvind Fahlström, “Hotdogs and Tweezers—A Running Commentary,” 1966

Making Spain Great Again
Dierk Schmidt has had small holes drilled in one of the interior walls
of the Palacio de Velázquez. If you squint and peak through the
front windows of the building, this excavated vista to El Retiro will
not be so different from that seen by visitors to the first exhibitions
hosted here. In Schmidt’s retrospective exhibition Guilt and Debts,
several architectural and symbolic interventions foreshorten the
history between the contemporary art institution and the institutional
frameworks of colonial and industrial modernity. Venues such as the
Velázquez allowed for the whole world to be seen—in a worldview
distorted in favor of the empire, to be sure, but as an exhibitionary
device it offered nothing less.1
Inspired by London’s Crystal Palace and built for the Exposición
nacional de minería (National Exhibition of Mining) in 1883, the
Velázquez also hosted the Exposición general de Filipinas (Philippine
Exposition) in 1887.2 The tradition of universal exhibitions and world’s
fairs in Europe and the United States brought “home” spoils from
overseas, where they were displayed as observations about the
“progress of humanity” and as boasts of competitive merit vis-à-vis
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other imperial powers. Installation photographs of the displays of
the Filipinas exhibition show dense accumulations that call to mind
a mixture of department store and Victorian-era domestic interior:
The exotic, plentiful stuff presented to the citizens of the imperial
capital—whether they be nobility, bourgeois, or commoners—included
agricultural products, traditional manufactures, examples of flora and
fauna, and ethnographica collected from Christian as well as “savage”
villages. Among the latter was an ensemble of traditional dwellings
populated by a group of Filipinos.3 Specifically, the purpose of the
Filipinas exhibition was to consolidate the Spanish colonial presence
in the Philippine archipelago and to encourage economic relations
between the metropolis and the islands, which were understood as a
distant “province” of Spanish territory.
At the end of the nineteenth century, Spain was but “a colonial
power of a very secondary order,” according to Luis Ángel Sánchez
Gómez’s naked euphemism.4 Moreover, in a manner that calls to mind
Spanish baroque literature’s tropes of a dreamt or hallucinated reality,
the late nineteenth-century Spanish presence in the Philippines “was
much more of an image and a desire . . . than a reality.”5 Schmidt’s
new work for Guilt and Debts, titled Focus on a Showcase Concerning
the Archaeologist Julio Martínez Santa-Olalla (2018), addresses a later
chapter in the continuing history of Spain’s long-fading imperial might:
If Spanish-Philippine relations were characterized by an “ideological
singularity” of a particular imaginary order, the opposite is true for
the Spanish Civil War, with its tens of thousands of volunteers from
thirty-five nations who took part in the Brigadas Internacionales
(International Brigades).6 As Peter Weiss’s anonymous German
protagonist in his novel The Aesthetics of Resistance (1975–1981)
says of himself and his voluntary co-combatants, “The involvement
of all these people had long ago shown that there was no civil
war in Spain, but a worldwide ideological confrontation . . . Spain
had become our country.” 7 The Spanish Civil War was also about
imagined communities on a macropolitical scale, as a conflict that put
at risk Spain’s symbolic and real political relationships to the world
and their geopolitical extensions into Europe and the Soviet Union in
the years preceding World War II.8
Francisco Franco’s victory spelled the end of what we, inspired
by Weiss, might call the ideological universality of Republican Spain.
For his postwar nation-building, Franco evoked Spain’s imperial
13

past—but now with even less to show for it in terms of actual
territorial belongings than had been the case in the late nineteenth
century. As explored by Leticia Sastre Sanchez and Malte Jaguttis
elsewhere in this catalogue, Franco’s neo-imperial rhetoric hinged
almost exclusively on recent Spanish acquisitions in Western Sahara.
Since few Spaniards lived there and exploitable natural resources
were scarce, these were possessions that mattered little to the
colonial economy and demography but a great deal to the image and
narrative of Spanish ethnocultural supremacy; what Alfredo Ruibal
calls the Spanish performance of sovereignty.9
Building on the exploits in Spanish Western Sahara of Falangist
archaeologist Julio Martínez Santa-Olalla, Schmidt’s Focus on a
Showcase Concerning the Archaeologist Julio Martínez Santa-Olalla
depicts a vitrine at Madrid’s Museo Arqueológico Nacional (MAN). In
1975, the Spanish state acquired Santa-Olalla’s collection of Stone
Age artifacts, along with its undertow of dubious archaeological
practice in the service of colonial law. As Ruibal explains, colonial
scientists at the time “conducted raids, rather than expeditions.”10
The participants in Santa-Olalla’s “paleo-ethnological expeditions”
in the 1940s prospected large areas of the Spanish Sahara,

J. Laurent. Exhibition view from the Exposición
general de Filipinas (The General Exhibition of
the Philippines) at the Palacio de Velázquez, 1887
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collected artifacts, and discovered examples of cave art, all with
the overarching purpose of providing deep historical legitimacy to
Franco’s neo-imperial narrative. Hereby the discipline of archaeology
was placed in a curious and compromised spot between colonialism,
propaganda, and the ghostly political economy of an imperial desire
with more past than present and little correspondence to real terrains.
Santa-Olalla’s, then, was an archaeology as postulated arché of the
twentieth-century nation-state; an essential and at all times valid
compensation for how the lost colonies functioned as a lack in the
nation’s desired vision of itself. (And it may have been something he
simply forged with the aim of his own professional advancement; so
whether fascism used him, or the other way around, is a moot point.)
Schmidt articulates this in both psychoanalytic and archaeological
registers. Facing the entrance to the Palacio Velázquez, his depiction of
the Sahara vitrine at the nearby MAN has the suggestive symmetry
of a Rorschach butterfly. Painted on four panes of glass that are
placed horizontally on the floor, where they open across the building’s
central axis, the piece reflects the Palacio Velázquez’s architecture
by mirroring its roof structure. In the butterfly composition the
images confront one another, and the vitrine mirrors itself, thereby
keeping the spectator out. In a countermovement to this exclusion,
the vanishing point of the two glass panes—cut to align with the
foreshortening of the motif—pulls the spectator’s gaze into the “fold”
where the panes meet. At the level of representation, Schmidt’s earthcolored rendition of the vitrine’s emulation of the Sahara is a painting
of a landscape that has lost its innocence thanks to its association
with colonial law’s claim to “empty” land, the doctrine of terra nullius.
The glass surfaces have the paint on the upper side, and so, in a third
movement, the spectator sees the floor through the “holes” where the
picture is unpainted. At a symbolic level, this last movement evokes a
digging into the floor that investigates what the vitrine at the MAN is
hiding: why it was on display in the 1970s and today only as a kind of
relic; what to do with it today.
At the time of writing, Schmidt was requesting arrowheads
from MAN’s Olalla collection for inclusion in Guilt and Debts, thereby
prolonging their displaced itinerary. Pending approval of the loan, the
artifacts will be shown alongside contemporary working instruments
used to cut and scratch the glass objects in the main hall of Guilt
and Debts.
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Haunted Apparatuses in Berlin
Guilt and Debts is constructed around two axes of subjective and
objective works. Works derived from personal experience or situated
subjectivity appear in the “subjective” wing (i.e., the galleries on the
left side of the Velázquez), and research-based projects appear in
the “objective” wing (i.e., the galleries on the right-hand side). In the
building’s main hall, various strategies of investigation and contestation,
related to both ends of this conceptual continuum, build a force field
between them in a radicalized dialectic of seeing.
This is the arena where Schmidt shows how economies of
guilt and debt play out in so many institutional, legal, representational,
and affective struggles around unforgiveable crimes: genocide and
colonial histories, as addressed through artistic and civic possibilities
for agency. These events Jean-François Lyotard addressed with his
idea of the différend: about “inconsensuable” disputes and crimes
for which there cannot be adequate forms of justice (or retribution
or compensation), only just and respectful approaches.11 The title
of the exhibition is derived from earlier German translations of the
title of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s classic novel from 1866, Guilt and
Atonement (in German, Schuld und Sühne; for many editions of the
book, “Verbrechen und Strafe”—Crime and Punishment—has been
the preferred translation). As the exhibition shares the novel’s theme
of power and its abuse, and the connection between ethical and
economic predicaments, Schmidt’s project addresses Dostoyevsky’s
question of individual atonement in a collective, secular framework:
the guilt of a state, the debts of the nation, caught in a dialectic that
offers no redeeming third term to the individual.
In works that make for yearlong, extended projects, Schmidt’s
negotiation of authorship is strongly oriented toward research.
Typically, though, his concept of research is journalistic-artistic and
hence posits knowledge production in terms of an a-institutional
orientation in the world.12 This, too, recalls the protagonists in
Weiss’s literary works, for whom self-initiated research and
Selbstschulung—literally, “self-schooling”—in the art and literature
normally reserved for the bourgeoisie is a fundamental part of their
political self-understanding. Thus in Weiss, Forschung (research)
is not understood in an academic sense but in purely universal
terms, whether for the individual or the collective, of “the need to
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systematize your perceptions” through ceaseless asking. In this
process, art and literature are to be understood as “means of
production, like tools and machines were.”13
Accordingly, researching-by-painting is a central methodology
for Schmidt. Painting is the first instrument by which sets of
circumstances and conditions are opened, followed by text and
theorization. Such was the order with Schmidt’s series Broken
Windows, where his painterly research formed the basis of collective
research. Similar to the proletarian study groups in Weiss, Schmidt
occasionally engages in collaborations that have direct or indirect
bearing on this work. The Berlin-based group Artefakte//anti-humboldt,
which in addition to Schmidt consists of Regina Sarreiter and
Brigitta Kuster, is the latest such collaboration.14 Formed in 2008 as
a collective actor, Artefakte organized or participated in workshops,
exhibitions, film lectures, group travels, and critical writing. Throughout
their resistance to the building of Berlin’s Humboldt Forum and central
to Artefakte’s activities has been an investigation of the relation of
German ethnographic collections to the country’s colonial history
and its processes for returning human remains to former colonies.
Artefakte has particularly focused on objects in Berlin museums
with a past troubled by violent or criminal acquisition, racist science,
or colonial provenance, as well as the ways in which such power
relations are counteracted or continue to be enacted in the present.
In Berlin, history is in more than one sense being produced
anew. On Museumsinsel—Museum Island—five prestigious
institutions are being merged, along with the new Humboldt Forum,
into a “Universal Museum of the 21st Century.” The master plan for
reconstruction of Museum Island includes the reconstruction of the
Neues Museum, which was partly ruined during World War II and left
as a bombsite until the 1980s. The renovation of this museum for
ancient Egyptian art, prehistoric objects, and classic antiquities was
finished in 2009 according to British architect David Chipperfield’s
concept of “complementary restoration,” in which “no original material”
was removed.15 Instead, new material was added to what was already
there, in such a way that “the scars of the war were not patched over
but rather incorporated into the restoration” of the building.16
Artefakte surveyed the reconstruction of the Neues Museum for
a 2013 photo-essay. In the essay, which gives the background for the
Broken Windows series, Artefakte observes, “A dramatic effect: One
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saw the destructions of the 20th century, the building techniques of
the 19th century, 2000- to 4000-year-old Egyptian, Byzantine and
Greek reliefs, a historicizing relief from the 19th century, and finally
the ‘sensitive’ aesthetics of ‘complementary restoration’ from the 21st
century.”17 Unimpressed with what the museum chooses to describe
as its “authentic splendour,” Artefakte notes the absence of critical
considerations of how the restoration of the Neues Museum situates
it within its specific histories: those collected in the building and those
the building has lived through. In spite of being separated visually—
holes from World War II shrapnel in the walls behind Nefertiti’s mask,
for instance—features of age, damage, and restoration merge by not
being separated “textually and analytically.”18 As a result, Schmidt and
his collaborators “found matter pasted together, one single scuffed
chunk—a constructed sediment as a continuum of all times. We found
traces of alchemy.”19 They ask pointedly,
Could a memorial to the Second World War simultaneously
function as a museum with a colonial collection? Probably
not, the collection would then have to be subjected to a
critical and sensitive revision in the sense of the demands.
The “memorial” should consistently extend all the way to
the museal policies, to representation, mediation and the
collection stock. This was not the case here. The impression
of a memorial was only occasionally in the air, in an all but
feloniously harmless way, as a harmonising scent.20
On the levels of both form and content, Schmidt’s research on
Santa-Olalla is thus a continuation of the way his earlier research
in Berlin displaced painting’s logic to the institutional “screen.” The
vitrine in particular has received much of Schmidt’s artistic attention
as an unexpected scene for his contemporary history painting. Using
social histories to invade its claim to transparency, he works through
the vitrine’s acculturating enframing and epistemological organization
of objects. In this way, instead of an authoritative instrument for
the scanning and navigation of history, the vitrine is revealed as a
haunted apparatus in which perspectives are reflected, doubled,
folded, and multiplied as painted image fragments hover and flitter on
its glass surfaces like so many butterflies of trapped historical pasts.
Broken Windows 2.0 (2013) and Broken Windows 6.3 (2014/2016)
are Schmidt’s two series of glass paintings and vitrine works. For
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Schmidt, the vitrine format he employed in these series works as
a general model for this type of object display. In its purported
universality, it is comparable to the white cube, another space that
pretends not to be there and therefore tends to be forgotten. Broken
Windows 6.3 comprises freestanding glass cases that perform the
vitrine’s abstract intelligence without the objects that are usually
assigned to it, thereby undoing its discrete orchestration of collective
projection. Untitled (2016) simply shows attacks on glass. The
breaking pattern is lifted exactly from a photograph of a broken bank
window after a May Day event in Berlin, in analogy to the profanation
of corporate architecture as the ritual acting out of dissent in public
space and the concomitant (self-)destruction of a group subject’s
reflection in the window frame.
The colored glass of Untitled (Claim, A-G) (2014/2016), was
made in collaboration with a glassmaker who works with Gothic
churches in France. Testing over weeks to get the appropriate
green tone, Schmidt sought to replicate the color of the vitrines at
the Neues Museum. In the fluid form of “paint” consisting of spittle
and black pigment, the black fingerprints suggest a haptic and
transgressive relation to the glass—a body-related agency, and quite
intimate as such. The “A-G” in the title refers to the reasons, listed on
the glass, for opening the vitrine and allowing the encased object to
travel: to go to court about the object, to restitute it, to make it the
subject of debate, to share it as common heritage, and so on. On
the opposite glass pane, the legitimate reasons and legal basis for a
museum to claim ownership are organized neatly around a hole.
The multidimensional vision of Marcel Duchamp’s La mariée mise
à nu par ses célibataires, même (Le Grand Verre) (The Bride Stripped
Bare by Her Bachelors, Even [The Large Glass]) (1915–1923) is called
up to reflect on the—alchemical, occult—power of the vitrine, including
the cracking of Duchamp’s work that he embraced as its karmic
finish. Untitled (spontaneous fracturing due to internal stress) (2016)
appropriates the official term used to describe what happened to
Richard Hamilton’s copy of Duchamp’s Glass: in 1965–1966, Hamilton
made a copy of Duchamp’s work on unbreakable glass . . . that broke
twenty years later.21 Schmidt transposes the idea of a “spontaneous
fracturing due to internal stress” to contested relations between
museum and viewer and to the object as a quasi-subject with the
potential for its own agency and reflection. What the glass cannot
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resist is a psychoinstitutional “depression” caused by the repressed
colonial memory of collections that rises up from the depots with
missing or lost object provenances and unresolved questions of
ownership, thereby creating an unregulated milieu of contradictions
and tensions.
Another Duchamp work echoes in Schmidt’s vitrine works;
namely, the play of arbitrariness and settling in 3 stoppages étalon
(3 Standard Stoppages) (1913–1914). For Broken Windows 6.3,
Schmidt followed the “score” of brokenness in several photographs
of smashed plates, using it repeatedly between vitrines, where it
spread like an infection. The cracks in the panes were imitated with
adhesive tape, its thin white lines rising a few millimeters above the
glass. Such heuristic strategies, by which extrapainterly possibilities
are translated, “start a sense of painting,” Schmidt says.22 Untitled
(spontaneous fracturing due to internal stress) mirrors—upside down
and with reversed colors—Untitled (2016), another Rorschach-style
composition of empty vitrines that was painted on two pieces of
glass and, resting on a thin shelf on the wall in front of Untitled
(spontaneous fracturing due to internal stress), exposes its environs,
like an optical apparatus that frames another painting.
Conceived by Schmidt’s collaborator Malte Jaguttis, Untitled
(l’absence des objets) (Untitled (the absence of objects), 2016) places
a vitrine inside the vitrine, babushka-style. A courtroom drama in
miniature, the vitrine dramatizes a United Nations agreement from
the point of view of contested objects. The vitrine carries quotations
from the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (ICESCR, 1966), focusing on the part of the agreement that
demands signatories recognize the right of everyone “to take part
in cultural life,” “to respect the freedom indispensable for scientific
research and creative activity,” and so on. This stipulation of rights is
organized around the affirmation of absences, following what Didier
Houénoudé calls “l’absence des objets”: Drawn on the vitrine like a
legend on a medieval glass painting, the (European) museum says, “We
are universal” and argues that claims for restitution are “retentionist/
provincial,” because the universal museum offers cultural heritage to the
world, whereas the claim for restitution to countries of origin expresses
a desire to return the object to the province. The claim for restitution is
spoken from the hole; that is, from the position that has lost the object,
as a reflection of the legal context and situation of today.
20

Similarly, Untitled (common vs. shared heritage) (2016) juxtaposes
two fundamentally different views of cultural heritage that provide
rhetorical figures for the—real and conceptual—movements of the
object. As is written on the glass, “common heritage of all mankind is
a legal concept,” and “shared heritage” (in which the object belongs
to the world and the universal museum is just responsible for it)
“. . . is a political concept.”23 The object’s movement, or lack thereof,
is suggested with the help of two hole systems: one of a caliber
large enough to let the object travel (corresponding to the principle
of common heritage); the other with small, “bureaucratic-size” holes
that are big enough to allow for only a rolled-up administrative
document to pass through, such as a letter rejecting a loan or
restitution request (the principle of shared heritage).
The Neue Museum’s embodiment of what Artefakte identified as
single-substance historicity arguably makes for the perfect ideological
nemesis to Schmidt’s practice. His work is necessarily present in all
levels of its institutional framework, peeling layer after layer of the
latter’s forms of appearance, eliciting relations of cultural and historic
production by refusing to be delimited. The two Broken Windows
series are history paintings from which all historic substance has
seemingly been removed, leaving empty showcases with breaking
patterns, holes and text bits to perform conditions of historicity.
Maybe the glass breaks just by being discussed and beheld by the
steely gazes of committed spectators. In any event, as in Duchamp
there are invisible, difficult-to-represent forces at play. Apropos of
an aesthetic of resistance, as Judith Barry says when writing about
the politics of exhibition design in her essay “Dissenting Spaces”
from 1986, “all resistance does not necessarily happen in space, but
takes place through the agency of discourses that mark, channel,
and position the body through and in other perspectives (read as
representational systems).”24

Guilt and Debts,
Credits and Claims
All the paintings in Schmidt’s other vitrine series, Broken Windows
2.0, are executed on (acrylic) glass, most of them showing empty
museum vitrines or parts of wall and stucco. By painting glass on
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glass, using the material as a layer of exposure, Schmidt activates
the paintings as a kind of double-agent working in two directions
simultaneously: on the one hand, the paintings follow the question
of the vitrine and its relation to objects; on the other hand, they mine
the museum (in this case, the Neues Museum, which is handled
as a complex artifact). The holes—or, in some cases, the pressure
points of cracking that splinter the spectator’s gaze in the form of
two starry focal points—are on the physical level of the object that
has disappeared from the painted vitrine. Another work has a hole in
the middle of concentric circles, like set theory used to illustrate the
absurdity of ownership: history as so many claims to or refusals of
ownership; guilt and debts, credits and claims.
The subjects of Broken Windows 2.0 are the empty vitrine,
the museum wall with the World War II bullet hole, and the Neues
Museum, with Nefertiti as leading lady. A motley group of characters,
but if history’s tragedy repeats itself as farce, as Karl Marx famously
said, they will make a third return as an even more confounding
simulacrum after having undergone restoration. Or it simply returns
as a history film. Untitled (Neues Museum on 09/17/2011) shows how,
in September 2011, the restored version of Ernst Lubitsch’s silent
film epic Das Weib des Pharao (The Loves of Pharaoh, 1922) was
exclusively “premiered” (sic!) at the Neues Museum, accompanied
by a live orchestra. Enacting the trope of restoration, the film
was restored from a Russian nitrate print and digitized, including
hundreds of meters of missing material. For the original making of
the film, a full-size stage set of a temple complex was built in the
then-existing dune landscape of the eastern fringe of Berlin-Steglitz.
For the 2011 screening of the film, the Egyptian wing of the Neues
Museum was used as contextual verification and mood machine
for the Egyptomania of the 1920s, which had been shaped by the
year-long Tutankhamen excavation that started in 1922 and the first
presentation of Nefertiti in 1924.25
The more anachronicity and displacement the spectacle
generates, the more authenticity effects it seems to believe itself
capable of producing. Schmidt’s reproduction of the special screening
at the Neues Museum is a miniaturization, replete with filigree “cracks”
in the glass and orchestra members reduced to rudimentary blotches
of paint. The motif of the concert-screening is doubled, perhaps
suggesting a smartphone-size viewing situation. The miniature is an
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inconspicuous yet radical détournement: clearly, it subverts history
painting’s epic scale and assertion of the event’s intrinsic value and
unmanageable, overwhelming character (a scale Schmidt has availed
himself of on several occasions). Cut down to pocket size, it becomes
clear how historical temporality and event-space can be exposed to
play and manipulation. Nefertiti may have been a queen for the ages,
but the child pontificating on the carousel’s “obliging animals” is also
a true ruler of his own realm, “a faithful monarch, above a world that
belongs to him,” as Walter Benjamin writes in Berlin Childhood around
1900 (1934); that is, in miniaturization there is something of the toy’s
temporal logic.26 According to Giorgio Agamben, “While the value and
meaning of the antique object and the document are functions of
their age—that is, of their making present and rendering tangible a
relatively remote past—the toy, dismembering and distorting the past
or miniaturizing the present—playing as much on diachrony as on
synchrony—makes present and renders tangible human temporality
in itself.”27 Painted the size of a wormhole through which history may
reappear anew in more or less recognizable forms, Schmidt’s version
of the Neues Museum shows a kind of carousel of actualizations in
which historical essences are toyed with. As always when play is
severed from the subject of the child, it opens to perversion; effects
are generated that are contrary to expressed intentions.
On the Revision of a Glass Showcase from the Permanent
Exhibition “Art from Africa” in the Ethnological Museum in Dahlem,
Berlin (05/31/2013) (2013–2014) is the present exhibition’s final vitrine
piece. It is a “revision”—the German term Überarbeitung (literally,
“overworking”) conveys associations of palimpsest—of the glass
showcase of an ethnographic object from the permanent exhibition
at the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin. The date in the title refers to
when Schmidt visited the museum’s permanent exhibition Art from
Africa and took the photographs used in the work. As he notes, the
show was premised on black-and-white contrasts: black-painted
rooms and display cabinets illuminated through the whitish-translucent
glass by spotlights in the ceiling: “The artefacts are exposed as
though they were glowing, mysterious treasures and positioned so
as to highlight the prevalent imposing metaphor of Africa as the ‘dark
continent.’”28
On the Revision of a Glass Showcase is a reproduction of a
display case at the Ethnologisches Museum, featuring a copy of a
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bronze aquamanile in the form of a leopard from House Ekpen, an
emblem of the Oba of the kingdom of Benin, Nigeria.29 Following the
conquest of the kingdom by the British colonial administration in 1897,
so-called punitive expeditions to the region violently collected bronze
and ivory artifacts. “With imprecise indications as to their origins,”
Schmidt writes, these objects “found their way into the ethnological
collections of the various European royal houses.”30 Thus Schmidt’s
On the Revision of a Glass Showcase ponders “a very ambivalent act
of conservation,” the fact that thousands of Beninese artifacts spread
to museums in Europe and the United States in the span of a few
years following the kingdom’s disappearance and are now neutralized
as world cultural heritage.
Again the vitrine is shown to be part of a larger organization
of meaning: official truths and fictions that might extend colonial
mechanisms into the space of the museum, while forgetting to speak
of itself or choosing not to. With On the Revision of a Glass Showcase
this also includes the institution’s “information system” of wall texts.
On both sides of two vertical glass panes, Schmidt has worked with
busy overlayerings and mirror effects between the exhibited object
and gallery space. The Benin leopard appears in white silhouette
on a dark background and reappears in photographs placed on the
table and showing the vitrine as scratched and pockmarked. Are
these marks the result of attacks from the outside or the inside of
the vitrine—from the leopard, maybe? A historic photograph, also
scratched, shows a list from the British Museum detailing “the fate
of the Benin bronzes”; and a pie chart cut into the glass front refers
to the distribution of colonially looted Beninese artifacts to museums
around the world following the dissolution of the kingdom. This
was the so-called Zahlenspiel—numbers game—of artifacts and
receivers listed and organized by Felix von Luschan, then director
of the African and Oceanic department of the Königliches Museum
für Völkerkunde, today’s Berlin’s Ethnologisches Museum. The work
is complemented by Untitled ( Berlin—Charlottenburg, 08/30/2013)
(2013), which shows another “art from Africa”; namely, the front of a
shop that sells African artifacts in the posh Berlin neighborhood of
Charlottenburg, which is mirrored in the painted shop window. The
Ethnologisches Museum in Dahlem is now closed to the public, its
collection destined for the new Humboldt Forum.
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Dividing the World,
Distributing the Sensible
Western modernity’s establishment of universal systems and
standards cannot be equated only with mass production,
mechanization, the built environment, and forms of administration.
Conventions that govern perception also shape understandings
of the body politic.31 As Jacques Rancière tells us, any social and
political order is at heart an aesthetic one, inasmuch as it is based
in a distribution of the sensible: what is sayable, visible, audible,
readable in our interactions with life, matter, space, and time. An
emphatic form of normalization, lawmaking was part and parcel of
Western colonialism’s dimensioning of the world. How to approach
sensemaking within a historic complex of legal and economic
systems that placed “inferior” and “barbaric” cultures outside of them
and that arguably continue to work in favor of the powerful? An
authentic, decolonial world-forming will need to make sensible such
consensual imperceptibilities.32
Schmidt’s Die Teilung der Erde—Tableaux zu rechtlichen Synopsen
der Berliner Afrika-Konferenz (The Division of the Earth—Tableaux
on the Legal Synopsis of the Berlin Africa Conference, 2005–2011),
comprising a research project and two image cycles, takes as its
subject matter the Berlin Africa Conference of 1884–1885. At the
conference, colonialism was defined and legitimated anew: Large
parts of the African continent and its societies were turned into
objects of legal and territorial decision-making, with profound and
lasting geopolitical consequences. Apart from an agreement about
the economic “utilization” of the continent, the central significance
of the conference was the participants’ decision to attempt to head
off conflict among themselves. Thirteen European states plus the
United States agreed to divide Africa among themselves, resulting,
within the next ten years, in the so-called Berlin borders that to a
great extent continue to define the borders of African nation-states.
According to the historian Elikia M’Bokolo, the Berlin Africa
Conference has no equivalent in modern history. However, in spite
of a number of differences in the underlying colonial doctrines (in
particular concerning the concept of sovereignty), a comparison is
possible to earlier treatises. “The earliest precedent was undoubtedly
the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494), by which Spain and Portugal—with
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Pope Alexander VI as arbitrator—divided the Americas up between
them, i.e., actually the Atlantic, with consequences for the early and
massive presence of Portugal in Africa.”33 That is, the conference
combined methodologies of colonial subjugation: on the one hand,
the primitive accumulation of land, natural resources, and entire
populations that we today look back upon as a historic barbarity; on
the other hand, the simultaneously abstract and simple fact of how
Africa was turned into the object of legal action from the outside, a
new approach compared to how the continent had previously been
ruled on the basis of conquests, occupations, and treaties. The
conference produced an imperial rulebook based in an international
consensus that was limited to European public law and did not
include any African societies. In this way the juridical and economic
rationality of the conference extends in an ambiguous way into
contemporary international law and its possibility for mediating
postcolonial justice.
The project’s two cycles, the Kassel Series (2007) and the
Salzburg Series (2005), mainly consist of large, vertical-format
paintings on canvas.34 Their style follows strict formal principles that
make for attempts at a translation, into abstraction, of the relation
between structure and text. On the background of cartographies
outlining sites and territories, text and symbols in silicon have
been applied, offering an overview of the stakes and outcomes of
the conference, as defined by the European imperial powers (“the
family of international law,” at the time). If Schmidt’s disapproval of
an organicist model of history was ever in doubt, the syntheses
and visual conflicts of Die Teilung der Erde make the point: The
backgrounds are rendered in a single-tone orange or a clean white,
both overlaid by the gray or transparent viscosity of the silicone
paint (one gray canvas flips the color scheme and is worked over
with orange silicone). Throughout, the artist’s hand is absent, as
all the silicone has been applied with a template, leaving knobby
surface patterns with a depthless industrial look that repels individual
interpretation.
In Die Teilung der Erde contingency is given a rule-based
expression. The diagrammatic abstractions are the stuff world history
is made of, and so the series depicts neither event, nor charismatic
site, nor human actors. With an abstract symbolic language that is
at the same time objective and casuistic, this is history painting with
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its lid off. On the paintings, the viewer will find legal stipulations,
statistical info, diplomatic protocols—so many historic forces and
struggles transposed into a codification bordering on the cryptic: The
actors are legal systems and strategies of transnational governance
and the structural violence they represent against the excluded
African states, kingdoms, and populations. An earlier parallel to
such an approach is Öyvind Fahlström’s conceptualization of “the
brittle rigidity” of rules and norms that reflect the games people
and cultures play, whether “the border between the Congo and the
Angola, or the numbers in the telephone book.”35
The two image cycles make for a departure from the figurative
fragility of many of Schmidt’s other works. Abstraction’s tenet as that
which cannot be experienced through the senses is here enrolled
in a counterphenomenology that evokes how an administrative
occupation of the perceivable world might be made to appear. The
stark, schematic images and their monolithic formats can perhaps be
characterized by neutrality, in—or adding to—the sense that Roland
Barthes lent to this term; that is, as a way of “baffling the paradigm.”36
In Barthes’s view, the neutral is neither a consensus nor a refusal to
take sides but a desire to stave off the crystallization of paradigm
or category. In Die Teilung der Erde, such deferral and neuter-fluidity
necessarily relates to an abyss of accumulated historic meaning,
and its processes of formalization and legitimization that the works
refuse to accept as stable. Neutrality, that is, as an imperative to
keep looking and tarrying with the ambiguity of the Occidental system
of law: Not as a way of destroying the paradigm as an apparatus of
meaning but to create within its very logic a sense of excess, whether
negative (due to its ties to colonial violence) or positive (thanks to its
ability to constitute new legal subjectivities).37
In five pictures, called “tableaux,” along with three engravings
of the Berlin Africa Conference derived from nineteenth-century
illustrations made for the era’s newspapers, the Salzburg Series traces
the conference forward to the lawsuit filed by the Herero People’s
Reparations Corporation (HPRC) in 2001 for economic compensation
for the genocide, or “war of extermination,” that the German state
waged from 1904 to 1908 against the Nama and Ovaherero peoples
of German South West Africa (present-day Namibia). Following Nama
and Ovaherero resistance against the oppressive German colonial
rule, German armed forces received government authorization
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to wipe out entire populations in the area and proceeded by
conventional military means as well as by strategies of displacement,
starvation, dehydration, and mass internment in camps. At least
75,000 Ovaherero and Nama were killed. In 2004 the German
government recognized that the atrocity “committed at that time
would have been termed genocide” (though it later would avoid
using that term).38 While the German government took “historic and
moral responsibility,” it ruled out paying the financial compensation
the victims’ descendants had asked for in the US$4 billion lawsuit
filed in the United States District Court for the Southern District of
New York against the Federal Republic of Germany (as the legal
successor state to the German Empire) and the four still-existing
German corporations that once benefited from the forced labor
of the Ovaherero and Nama. The case was dismissed after the
defendants cited state immunity and argued that international rules
on the protection of combatants and civilians were not in existence at
the time of the conflict.39
The Salzburg Series integrates references to the Kunstverein
Salzburg, where it was first exhibited. Important among these is the
fact that the panel format of the works—a 2:1 ratio, a height of 2.7
meters—is derived from double-wing doors found in the Kunstverein,
built in 1885 in a Wilhelminian style close to that of Berlin’s Palais
Radziwiłł, where the Berlin Africa Conference took place the same
year. A similar architectural echo relates to the Palacio de Velázquez,
which was finished the year before the conference.
The porousness that characterizes Schmidt’s work in relation
both to its context and to its openness to supplements sustains a
political reciprocity between what is inside and what is outside them.
He is also not someone to shy away from more explicit self-critique.
In the exhibition catalogue for Die Teilung der Erde, he annotates an
introduction to the project with “points of criticism” that question its
degree of stringency by highlighting various tensions: “How can this
tracing of a colonial legal language be assessed?” “What does the
‘retracing’ of a genocide mean in the first place?” “Did the encounter
between these contents and an abstract pictorial language have a
relativizing effect?”40
The Kassel Series—presented at documenta 12 in 2007—is, with
fourteen tableaux, more extended than the Salzburg Series. Comprising
a similar field of inquiry, it addresses the points of self-criticism and
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attempts “a new start in conceptual terms.”41 The series was created
using research conducted during a stay in Namibia. Information
that in the Kunstverein Salzburg was available in catalogues and
brochures was then integrated into the pictures, deliberately making
“the pictorial level more pragmatic and banal.”42 The Kassel Series
is thus easier to decode, in that it is turned only toward geography
(instead of also incorporating statistical elements). Furthermore,
the monochrome grounds of the Salzburg Series are, in the Kassel
Series, disrupted by larger areas of white that define a topography
that is distinguished from maps of a (colonial) state-organized space,
marked orange. This makes two new types of picture emerge, with
the predominantly orange tableaux having to do with state acquisition
and the white tableaux marking sites excluded from or eluding
the state.43 In the “white” tableaux, figuratively rendered footprints,
readable as sequences of steps, describe individual or collective
marks of resistance and the recovery of legal subjectivity by the
descendants of the Ovaherero and Nama.44 Specifically, the footsteps
refer to the otjiserandu, a centuries-old Ovaherero movement related
to migration patterns and conflicts in the area and existing today
as a ceremonial culture of community commemoration. Otjiserandu
ceremonies include the oturupa, a kind of military parade that teeters
between affirmation and satire and takes its name from the German
military unit Truppe (troop).
The representational logic of the two series is upset by two
mass-media images of politicians whom Schmidt has painted
in a figurative style. One painting is a “snapshot” of Heidemarie
Wieczorek-Zeul, former federal minister of economic cooperation
and development, breaking down publicly in tears as she apologizes
for the German state’s responsibility for the atrocities against the
Ovaherero and Nama, as well as other groups of victims, such as the
Damara and San. The other shows Russian President Vladimir Putin
in conversation with Alpha Oumar Konaré, chairman of the African
Union, during the 31st G7+1 summit. Held at the Gleneagles Hotel in
Scotland in 2005, the summit specifically addressed policies related
to Africa. Hypothetically, it links the excluding Group of 7+1 back to
the conference of 1884.
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Hans Looschen
Altperuanische Gräberfunde
[Ancient Peruvian grave findings], 1905

“Never Has This Painter
Painted Life as Vividly as
He Has Here Painted Death”
A case central to the work of Artefakte//anti-humboldt group was
the return of twenty Ovaherero and Nama skulls to Namibia in 2011.
Larissa Förster writes, chillingly,
The majority of skulls were identified as the remainders of
heads who had been purloined from the dead bodies of
Herero- and Nama-speaking inmates of the prisoner-of-war
camp on Shark Island . . . in the colonial war of 1904–1908 in
then German South-West Africa (today Namibia). The heads
had been requested by the then Institute of Anatomy of the
University of Berlin via personal and professional networks in
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order to conduct comparative anatomical research on “human
races.” Since colonial medicine considered the human remains
mere “specimens” for racial variety, they were stripped of
individual identities and inventorised as typological objects.45
These transactions are rendered as a spectral visual economy
in another of Schmidt’s works painted on glass: Untitled (Human
Remains in Berlin) (2014–2015). The work is a crossfading or
overlayering of images of the 2011 handover ceremony of Ovaherero
and Nama skulls with Berlin artist Hans Looschen’s 1905 painting
Altperuanische Gräberfunde (Ancient Peruvian grave findings). As a
critic of the Frankfurter Zeitung ambiguously observed shortly after
Looschen completed the painting, “Never has this painter painted
life as vividly as he has here painted death.”46 Incidentally, at the 2011
handover ceremony, at the request of the Namibian side, two of the
skulls were presented in showcases, inadvertently paralleling the
display in Looschen’s painting. Untitled (Human Remains in Berlin) is a
work that appears through such doublings, including how Looschen’s
vanitas motif documents ethnological exhibition practices in Germany
at the beginning of the twentieth century.47
If painting has lost its documentary value to the contemporary
spectator, this loss is reversed in Untitled (Human Remains in Berlin).
Whereas the “ancient Peruvian mummies” depicted by Looschen are
now stored and hidden from view in the depot of the Ethnologisches
Museum Berlin (and soon to be transferred to the Humboldt Forum),
his Altperuanische Gräberfunde was until 2018 shown as an example
of the still-life genre in the Alte Nationalgalerie and, as such, was
the only publicly accessible view of what the curators, more than
one hundred years ago, admitted was a “free interpretation” of the
presentation of non-Western human remains.

31

1. Tony Bennett uses the term
exhibitionary complex to describe
how exhibitions are used as a tool
for public instruction, understood
as the soft disciplining of crowds
by a (state) power that does not
operate by force or coercion
but instead enlists people to its
side and offers them a role in
its consensual operation. Tony
Bennett, The Birth of the Museum:
History, Theory, Politics (London:
Routledge, 1995).
2. The full titles of the shows are
Exposición nacional de minería,
artes metalúrgicas, cerámica,
cristalería y aguas minerales de
1883 and Exposición general de
Filipinas, Marianas, Carolinas y
Palaos. The Caroline Islands (in the
Pacific) had been the subject of
Hispanic-German conflict in 1885
following the colonial expansionism
triggered by the 1884 Berlin Africa
Conference.
3. Luis Ángel Sánchez Gómez,
“Las exhibiciones etnológicas
y coloniales decimonónicas y
la Exposición de Filipinas de
1887,” Revista de dialectología y
tradiciones populares 57, no. 2
(2002): 82. Unless otherwise noted,
all translations are mine. I thank
Mercedes Pineda Torra for calling
my attention to Gómez’s article.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid.
7. Peter Weiss, Die Ästhetik des
Widerstands (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp,
1975–1981), 397.
8. The term imagined communities
is borrowed from Benedict
Anderson, Imagined Communities:
Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism (London:
Verso, 1991).
9. Alfredo Ruibal, interview. See
pp. 64–67 of this publication.
10. Ibid.
11. Jean-Francois Lyotard, The
Differend: Phrases in Dispute
(1983; Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1989).

32

12. The exception is the case of
the Teilung der Erde project, which
was hosted at the Kunstraum of
Leuphana Universität Lüneburg
as an “artistic-academic research
project” involving about twenty
students who helped Schmidt
reconstruct “the complex
circumstances of the German
colonial past and the effects of
colonial usurpation until today.” See
Lotte Arndt, Clemens Krümmel,
Dierk Schmidt, Hemma Schmutz,
Diethelm Stoller, and Ulf Wuggenig,
eds., Dierk Schmidt: The Division
of the Earth: Tableaux on the Legal
Synopses of the Berlin Africa
Conference (Cologne: Walther
König, 2010), 6.
13. Weiss’s protagonist discusses
his father’s relation to Forschung
in Die Ästhetik des Widerstands,
433–36. See also Elisa Brandt,
“Künstlerische Recherche—
Eine Studie am Beispiel des
Projekts ‘Die Teilung der Erde’
von Dierk Schmidt auf der
documenta 12,” Magisterarbeit,
Leuphana Universität Lüneburg,
Fakultät Bildungs- und
Sozialwissenschaften, Studiengang
Angewandte Kulturwissenschaften,
Lüneburg, 2008.
14. Along with Kuster, Schmidt, and
Sarreiter, Artefakte//anti-humboldt
was cofounded by Elsa de Seynes
and Lotte Arndt. A conversation
between Kuster, Schmidt, and
Sarreiter is on pp. 68–89 of this
catalogue.
15. Artefakte//anti-humboldt,
“Staging with Artefacts—
Production of History on the
Museum Island in Berlin, Part 2,
‘Higgledypiggledy Presentation,’”
dark matter, no. 11 (November 18,
2013), http://www.darkmatter101
.org/site/2013/11/18/staging-with
-artefacts-production-of-history
-on-the-museum-island-in-berlin
-part-2/ (accessed July 17, 2018).
16. Ibid.; and Annik Pietsch, “Neues
Museum Berlin—Restaurierung und
Denkmalpflege im Weltkulturerbe,
Ein Bericht der Tagung vom 4.–5.
Juni 2010,” quoted from Artefakte//
anti-humboldt, “Staging with
Artefacts.”
17. “Sensitive aesthetics” refers
to the following article about
the restoration: “Eine Frage des
Taktgefühls,” Der Tagesspiegel,
October 15, 2009, http://www
.tagesspiegel.de/kultur/neues
-museum-eine-frage-des
-taktgefuehls/1615932.html
(accessed April 28, 2013).

18. Artefakte//anti-humboldt,
“Staging with Artefacts.”
19. Ibid.
20. Ibid.
21. “The lower glass panel of
Hamilton’s Large Glass shattered,
‘like a car windscreen cracking.’
. . . Tate’s Large Glass . . . cracked
into approximately two hundred
thousand pieces while on display.”
Bryony Bery, “Through The
Large Glass: Richard Hamilton’s
Reframing of Marcel Duchamp,”
Tate Papers, no. 26 (Autumn 2016),
https://www.tate.org.uk/research
/publications/tate-papers/26
/through-the-large-glass
(accessed July 17, 2018).
22. Schmidt, email to author,
July 19, 2018.
23. According to Malte
Jaguttis, “While the ‘common
heritage concept’ is, inter alia,
acknowledged in the Preamble
of the Hague Convention for the
Protection of Cultural Property
in the Event of Armed Conflict of
1954, Article 11 of the Agreement
Governing the Activities of States
on the Moon and Other Celestial
Bodies (1979) and Article 136 of
the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea (1982), ‘shared
heritage’ is, to date, no established
concept in Public International
Law.” Malte Jaguttis, email to
author, July 24, 2018.
24. Judith Barry, “Dissenting
Spaces” (1986), in Thinking about
Exhibitions, ed. Reesa Greenberg,
Bruce W. Ferguson, and Sandy
Nairne (London: Routledge, 1996),
218–21.
25. Artefakte//anti-humboldt,
“Staging with Artefacts.”
26. Walter Benjamin, Berlin
Childhood around 1900 (1950;
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2006), 122.
27. Giorgio Agamben, “In Playland:
Reflections on History and Play”
(1978), in Infancy and History: On
the Destruction of Experience
(London: Verso, 2007), 54.

28. Dierk Schmidt, “Two Versions:
On the Revision of a Glass
Showcase from the Permanent
Exhibition Art from Africa in the
Ethnological Museum in Dahlem,
Berlin,” in The Space between
Us, ed. Marie-Hélène Gutberlet
(Bielefeld/Berlin: Kerber Verlag,
2013), 215.

39. The agreement cited by
the German state and the four
corporations was the Convention
on the Prevention and Punishment
of the Crime of Genocide (1948).
For the argumentation around the
issue, see tableau 12, Plainte de la
HPRC, of the Kassel Series, on
pp. 174–175 of this catalogue."

29. “The Kaiser granted the Berlin
museum the exclusive licence
to reproduce duplicates of the
collection pieces and to exploit
them commercially.” Ibid.

40. Dierk Schmidt: The Division of
the Earth, 122.

30. Ibid.
31. Nader Vossoughian,
“Standardization Reconsidered:
Normierung in and after Ernst
Neufert’s Bauentwurfslehre (1936),”
Grey Room 54 (Winter 2014):
34–55.
32. World-forming is Jean-Luc
Nancy and Aurélien Barrau’s term
in What’s These Worlds Coming
To? (New York: Fordham University
Press, 2014).
33. Elikia M’Bokolo, e-mail
interview with Dierk Schmidt,
quoted in “Global Aspects and
Political Implications of the Berlin
Africa Conference in the Present,”
in Dierk Schmidt: The Division of
the Earth, 21–22.
34. The French titles of the
individual tableaux in the two series
refer to the common diplomatic
language, also the language of the
conference.
35. Öyvind Fahlström, “Excerpt
from ‘Hotdogs and Tweezers—A
Running Commentary,’ 1966,”
http://fahlstrom.com/texts
/excerpt-sausages-and-tweezers
-—-running-commentary-1966
(accessed August 2 2018).
36. Roland Barthes, The Neutral:
Lecture Course at the College de
France (1977–1978) (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2005).
37. I am drawing on Rosalind
Krauss’s reading of Barthes in The
Optical Unconscious (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1994), 182.
38. In the words of thenDevelopment Minister Heidemarie
Wieczorek-Zeul, quoted in Andrew
Meldrum, “German Minister Says
Sorry for Genocide in Namibia,”
Guardian, August 16, 2004, https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2004
/aug/16/germany.andrewmeldrum
(accessed August 2, 2018).

33

41. Ibid., 142.
42. Ibid.
43. Ibid.
44. See tableau 11, Oturupa,
Okahandja 2006, of the Kassel
Series, on pp. 170–171 of this
catalogue."
45. Larissa Forster, “‘These Skulls
Are Not Enough’—The Repatriation
of Namibian Human Remains from
Berlin to Windhoek in 2011,” dark
matter, no. 11 (November 18, 2013),
http://www.darkmatter101.org/
site/2013/11/18/these-skulls
-are-not-enough-the-repatriation
-of-namibian-human-remains
-from-berlin-to-windhoek-in-2011/
(accessed July 15, 2018).
46. Frankfurter Zeitung und
Handelsblatt, April 22, 1905.
47. The handover ceremony spun
out of control when the question
of the genocide and the missing
official apology came up. See
“Eklat bei Schädelübergabe,”
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Searching for Stones
in the Desert:
Africa in Spanish Museums
under Franco
Leticia Sastre

“Before the remnants of one empire,
and the promise of another.”
Francisco Franco1

Notions of Empire
in Francoist Cultural Policy
In the early 1940s, with the Spanish Civil War only recently
terminated and negotiations over whether Spain would enter the
Second World War ongoing, the term empire came to dominate
Francoist propaganda. A framework for the cultural policy of
Francisco Franco’s Nuevo Estado (New State) began to take shape,
although it had been under consideration during the Civil War, with
notions of empire driving the debate. Some of those responsible for
the regime’s artistic and propaganda programs during the Civil War
continued to hold prominent cultural positions in the first postwar
period (1939–1951), including Eugenio d’Ors and Pedro Muguruza. But
new figures also emerged and grew in influence, such as the Marquis
of Lozoya, director general of fine arts during the period, and Joaquín
Ruiz-Giménez, head of the Instituto de Cultura Hispánica (Hispanic
Cultural Institute). In this manner, the regime’s cultural ideology
fluctuated between the interests and positions of the Falange
Española Tradicionalista y de las Juntas de Ofensiva Nacional
Sindicalista (Traditionalist Spanish Phalanx and of Councils of the
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National Syndicalist Offensive; the Fascist and National-Syndicalist
political party) and the Acción Católica Nacional de Propaganda
(National Catholic Propaganda Action).
From the start, imperialist cultural policy had two foundations: a
spiritual one based on the Americas; and a political, military,
and economic one based on Africa.2 The Americas were projected
as a reflection of Spain’s glorious past, which the regime sought to
revive, and as a symbol of a sense of fraternity said to be present
throughout Hispanic culture, the better to strengthen ties between
Spain and other governments at a time of political isolation. Africa,
meanwhile, represented the promise of a new empire, a key
instrument in building a Spain that was to be “One, Great and Free,”
while at the same time offering the prospect of economic riches that
would enable a period of self-sufficiency.3
A new law brought the Consejo de la Hispanidad (Hispanic
Council) into being on November 2, 1940; it stated that Spain had to
be “the spiritual axis of the Hispanic world,” a role it would play for
several years, and with increased intensity after 1945, when the council
became the Instituto de Cultura Hispánica, under the management of
Ruiz-Giménez. Not without reason, “the spiritual axis of the Hispanic
world” was physically established on the campus of the Universidad
Complutense de Madrid, the spiritual axis of the Nuevo Estado.4
Something of a companion piece, the Museo de América would also
be built beside the university (with which it shared an architect, Luis
Martínez Feduchi), as a home for the deposits of the ethnography
section of the Museo Arqueológico Nacional.5 The idea of creating
a museum of the Americas was first mooted in 1935, at the 26th
Congreso internacional de Americanistas (26th International Congress
of Americanists), and the republic created a Museo-Biblioteca de
Indias in the midst of the Civil War (October 31, 1937), an initiative the
Nationalists soon replicated by creating the Museo Arqueológico de
Indias in late April 1939. But even though the idea had long been on the
table, it was within the cultural framework of First Francoism that the
Museo de América was finally founded and placed in its current location,
where it would eventually open on October 12, 1965.6 Established “to
cheer Spaniards at any given moment, as a testimony to countless
extraordinary events and to bring satisfaction to the people of the
Americas by studying and valuing their cultures,” the museum quickly
became the grand project of the Directorate General of Fine Arts.7
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Cultural policy relating to Spain’s African empire was also
organized in the same period. The Instituto de Estudios Africanos
(IEA, Institute of African Studies) was created in 1945, affiliated to
the Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas (CSIC, Higher
Council of Scientific Investigation), but managed by a military man,
Colonel José Díaz de Villegas y Bustamante. A year later, in 1946,
the Museo de África (Museum of Africa) was formed; it would
eventually be installed within the premises of the Presidency of the
Government itself.
The Museo de América and the Museo de África both fit the
description of what María Bolaños defines as “museums of nationalist
exacerbation”:
The revival of the imperial concept became a source of
artistic inspiration in the first few years, giving rise to what
might be called museums of nationalist exacerbation.
Nevertheless, Spain wasn’t able to use its museums as a
means of displaying cultural superiority over other countries
to the same degree as other authoritarian states, which were
more powerful or simply more cultured, such as Germany
with its Heimatmuseen (of which over two thousand existed
between the two world wars) or Italy, where the Mussolini
Museum or the Roman Empire Museum sought to encourage
identification with an imperial past, while offering the
unstated prospect of global domination.8

Archaeological Expeditions
in North Africa
In the years between the end of the Spanish Civil War and the end
of the Second World War but before the creation of the IEA, several
archaeological expeditions took place in the African colonies. These
were the golden years of Francoist imperialism, with Franco cherishing
the dream of Spanish expansion into African territories and using the
hoped-for imperialism as a negotiating chip in discussions with Adolf
Hitler.9 In the desert subsoil, the regime sought ideological justification
for Spain’s presence in the region, as well as mineral resources that
would guarantee an economic income from the colonies.
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The key figure for Spanish archaeological research in the
Sahara was Julio Martínez Santa-Olalla. He claimed to find traces
that pointed to the existence of an Iberian-Saharan culture dating to
the Neolithic and Bronze Age periods, and linked these findings
to Canary Island cultures, thus adding substance to Nazi theories
about Atlantis.10 A sworn Falangist, Santa-Olalla was a forthright
advocate of the Nuevo Estado’s imperialist aspirations and tried to
create an Instituto Arqueológico Nacional e Imperial (National and
Imperial Archaeology Institute) to imitate Germany’s Archäologisches
Institut des Deutschen Reiche. While this project, which was aimed
at protecting, in Santa-Olalla’s words, “Spain’s Spiritual Heritage,”
never came to fruition in such ambitious terms, on March 9, 1939,
Santa-Olalla was named general commissioner of archaeological
excavations. In January and February 1941, he conducted his first
expedition in Sidi Ifni and Tarfaya, and from June to September
1943 a more ambitious dig took place, the Primera Expedición
Paletnológica al Sáhara (First Paleontological Expedition of [Spanish]
Sahara).11 The material findings from this expedition were published
by the General Commission of Excavations in 1944 under the title
El Sáhara Español Anteislámico (The Anti-Islamic Spanish Sahara),
featuring photographs and drawings of artifacts found on the

Engravings collected by the Primera
Expedición Paletnológica al Sáhara (First
Paleontological Expedition of [Spanish]
Sahara) and donated to the Museo de
El Aaiún, n.d.
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expedition, but with no scientific text to accompany them. By this
time, following the defeat of the Axis, Santa-Olalla had more enemies
than he had friends. His lack of support at CSIC as well as within
the Directorate General of Fine Arts and at Acción Católica led to
his departure from the General Commission of Excavations and the
gradual abandonment of his African ambitions. In 1946 he traveled to
the Sahara and Spanish Guinea for the last time.
Several other Spanish archaeologists carried out expeditions
in the Sahara in the same period, including Martín Almagro Basch,
future director of the Museo Arqueológico Nacional (National
Archaeology Museum, MAN), who undertook a trip in 1944 sponsored
by the Instituto de Estudios Políticos (Institute of Political Studies)
in Madrid. Publishing in the magazine Ampurias, he committed to
writing a scientific dissertation on his findings and reported on some
of the sites Santa-Olalla had also visited, including Asli Bou Kerch
(on the way to Smara), the Asli ridge, and Saguia el-Hamra. The text
underlines his rivalry with Santa-Olalla, whose scientific rigor Basch
calls into question by alleging that some of the items referenced
by Santa-Olalla in articles about his Saharan findings must have
been seen in the Museo de El Aaiún—which had been set up by
Commander Galo Bullón—and not at the digs themselves.12 Basch
states that the most easily transportable items were taken away,
some being deposited in the Museo de El Aaiún and the rest sent to
the Museo Arqueológico de Barcelona, as a deposit of the Instituto
de Estudios Políticos.
However, Santa-Olalla never relinquished the items he
unearthed on his expeditions, despite the fact that in every one of
his legislative proposals for the protection of archaeological heritage
he emphasized the need for all artifacts found on state-sponsored
excavations to be delivered to the corresponding provincial
archaeological museum. Article 1 of the rules governing his Instituto
Nacional e Imperial begins, “All Archaeological Treasures located
in national territory, Sovereign Cities or Colonies, fall under the
guardianship of the Spanish State. Archaeological remains discovered
due to the enactment of this decree are the property of the state.”13
Similarly, a report documenting items found on Santa-Olalla’s
state-sponsored excavations and informal digs, included in the draft
of a ministerial order in March 1941, was never published. Regulations
under article 40 of the May 13, 1933, law relating to national artistic
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heritage allowed artifacts unearthed on archaeological digs to be
kept by the finder, and, accordingly, all the artifacts Santa-Olalla
brought back from Africa ended up in his private collection. The haul
would have been deemed archaeologically significant, not only by
archaeologists but by the commanding officers in the region, as can
be gleaned from news published in 1956 of a donation to the Museo
de Belas Artes da Coruña of 495 Paleolithic and Neolithic artifacts
from Spanish Sahara by artillery captain Juan Doval Villegas.14
Thus, none of the artifacts Santa-Olalla found ever formed part
of the collection of the Museo de África (or any other museum), and,
as far as can be discerned from documents relating to the institution,
Santa-Olalla was never approached about them. His absence from
a series of African congresses held in 1947 highlights just how
estranged from the IEA he had become.15 By 1950, he had lost all
support and was focusing his energies on archaeology in the Madrid
area and on establishing the Instituto Arqueológico Municipal del
Museo Arqueológico de la Fuente del Berro (Municipal Archaeology
Institute of the Archaeological Museum of Fuente del Berro), which
opened in 1953.

The Museo de África
The regime’s eagerness to use Spain’s presence in Africa for
imperialist propaganda purposes led to the creation of the IEA.
A decree of June 28, 1945, states, “A loyal follower and preserver
of its traditions, Spain cannot be complacent in any facet of its
civilizing and cultural activities in the African Colonies and Moroccan
Protectorate. Therefore, and in order to keep the national conscience
attuned to our African research in all areas . . . the creation of a
dedicated center becomes a necessity.”16
Although the IEA reported to CSIC, its management was assigned
to Colonel Díaz de Villegas, the director general of Morocco and the
colonies. In 1942, his office, formerly a department of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, was reassigned to the Presidency of the Government,
under the watch of Luis Carrero Blanco, a move that highlighted
Franco’s eagerness to keep control of the colonies in military hands.17
A year later, on July 10, 1946, the government published an order
regulating the IEA’s organization and function; it declared, in article 13,
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“The Museo de África will be established, with collections and
exhibitions encompassing African nature and history, to showcase
to the public, and with pedagogic purposes, the work of all the
departments that make up the Instituto de Estudios Africanos.”
Although it would not open until 1961, the museum immediately
began to acquire a significant collection of artifacts, aided by the
promulgation in 1948 of rules governing the acquisition of artifacts
destined for museums. According to the new rules, all materials
resulting from research conducted by or authorized by the CSIC had
to be made available to the new museum.18
Although ambitious, the ruling was enacted a little too late. The
most important archaeological expeditions had been completed
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before 1945. Nevertheless, Díaz de Villegas began to promote new
initiatives for the study and gathering of artifacts to add to the
museum’s collection. One of the first campaigns was conducted
by the ethnographer August Panyella, who went to Spanish Guinea
in 1948 and brought back an array of items belonging to the Fang
culture that are now held by the Museo Nacional de Antropología
(National Anthropology Museum).19 Another significant and rewarding
campaign was carried out by Julio Caro Baroja. As he explains in
Estudios Saharianos (Saharan studies), while based in Oxford he
received a commission to undertake preliminary ethnographic studies
in the Sahara. On November 9, 1952, accompanied by Miguel Molina
Campuzano, he set off for Sidi Ifni and then traveled to Cape Juby
and Laayoune (El Aaiún), where he stayed until February 1953. As
Caro Baroja points out, they were “not conducting ‘origin’ studies, or
reconstructing remote pasts, or making ingenious conjectures relating
to the ancient peoples of Mauritania, or anything else deemed to be
the latest fashion (or indeed the penultimate one) by certain authors
adorned with ethnological trimmings.”20 He thus sought to distance
himself from interpretations of the sort Santa-Olalla had promoted
during the Second World War to suggest an Ibero-Saharan Neolithic
culture. In 1956, Caro Baroja undertook a second trip, this one aimed
at studying Saharan societies—while also collecting artifacts for
the future museum. The spoils from this trip comprised some 150
artifacts, including textiles and ceramics that are today preserved in
the Museo Nacional de Antropología.
Significant quantities of artifacts of all kinds began to be sent
from the colonies—or “provinces,” as they were called from 1956.
But not all of the items extracted from Spain’s African territories
ended up in Spain. In 1953, still preoccupied by the lost hauls of
previous years, Carrero Blanco proposed a directive to regulate the
preservation of the historical-artistic heritage of Spanish West Africa
and the Guinean territories.21 The Directorate General of Fine Arts,
however, argued that the African colonial territories did not require
a special law because they were already governed by regulations
concerning national artistic heritage.
The very structure of the IEA (it was not integrated within the
Directorate General of Fine Arts, the administrative body in charge of
national museums) must have hindered efforts to find a location for
the Museo de África. In a letter dated August 8, 1951, Díaz de Villegas
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“Un nuevo museo para
Madrid: el de Africa" (A
museum for Madrid: That
of Africa), in Teresa, Revista
para todas las mujeres
(Madrid) no. 94 (1961)

asked the Marquis of Lozoya if the museum could be installed in
the Americas rooms of the MAN, which would be vacated when the
collection was moved to the Museo de América.22 The proposal to
join the African collection (such as it was) with the MAN’s existing
collection was rejected on October 17 by the museum’s board of
trustees, who claimed the freed-up rooms would be required for a
rearrangement of the existing collection.
The request to place the new empire in a space being emptied of
the old one must have seemed somewhat paradoxical, suggesting a
way of seeing things that was at some remove from official propaganda
notions about the new and old colonies. The American colonies
symbolized the greatness of the imperial past, and the aim was to
show the common roots that remained on both sides of the Atlantic.
The new colonies, once the initial euphoria had passed and the
Axis had been defeated in the Second World War, no longer offered
sufficient political or economic capital to merit a similar standing.
A few months after his request was turned down, Díaz de
Villegas proposed, in a letter of February 21, 1953, that the Museo
de África be housed in a spare area of what would become the
Museo de América.23 The letter explained that it was impossible to
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install the Museo de África within the CSIC itself because of lack of
space. Again, the request was turned down, although for many years
the Museo de América did share its space with various institutions,
including the Museo de Reproducciones Artísticas (Museum of
Artistic Reproductions).24
Having twice been rebuffed by the Directorate General of Fine
Arts, Díaz de Villegas decided to install the Museo de África on the
ground floor of the second extension building of the Presidency
of the Government, at number 5 Paseo de la Castellana. In March
1956, Diego Méndez González’s project report for the museum’s
interior design was presented at the Directorate General of Fine Arts.
Franco’s architect of choice, Méndez González had already taken
charge of, among other things, turning the Royal Palace of El Pardo
into Franco’s main residence and completing the Valle de los Caídos
(Valley of the Fallen), begun by Pedro Muguruza. From 1942 to 1960,
Méndez González was the national heritage councilor for architecture,
and he worked on upgrades to several royal sites.25 In 1942, he
traveled to Tetouán, Tangiers, and Marrakech to study Moroccan
architecture for a commission to develop an Arab settlement with two
hundred family residences for the Guardia Mora, Franco’s personal
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guard. Méndez González and Díaz de Villegas enjoyed a close
working relationship, and in 1965 the architect was commissioned to
design the pavilions for Spanish Guinea, Sidi Ifni, and Spanish Sahara
at the Feria del Campo.
The real estate contract for developing the Museo de África
was awarded in July 1956. It stipulated that the building was to be
made entirely of ukola wood, a high-quality African wood donated by
the Compañía Vasco Africana de Bilbao. As stated in the project’s
records, “this decor requires, due to its simple delineation, a perfect
finish; so that the superiority of the materials used, which will be
chosen from the very finest available, is enhanced by the execution
of the work, with impeccable high-quality joinery.” High standards
indeed for a museum that would prove to be so short-lived, open to
the public for a mere twelve years.
The space available in the Presidency of the Government
building was limited, but the number of artifacts the Directorate for
Morocco and the Colonies had accumulated since 1948 was high.
When the Museo de África was eventually dismantled, the inventory
listed 1,054 items. The museography proposed by the architect
included built-in display cases placed around the sides of the room,
with free-standing ones down the center, creating a dense exhibition
space. The walls were entirely lined with wood, so all the fittings were
of the same material, with gaps only at the windows, which were
covered with metal Venetian blinds.
Ethnographic artifacts dominated the museum’s collection, but
its permanent exhibition included, at the entrance to the museum’s
single room, a display of contemporary African painting and sculpture
acquired thanks to the Exposición de Pintores de África (Exhibition
of African Painters), an event first held in February 1950 as the
Exposición Anual de Pintura sobre Temas Africanos (Annual Painting
Exhibition on African Subjects; the name was changed in 1952).
The idea for the exhibition arose from a “desire to maintain and
indeed energize the glorious and long-standing Spanish vocation for
African painting,” and its themes revolved around Morocco, Spanish
West Africa, Spanish Guinea, and Arabian and Moorish Spain.26
Held annually until 1975, it awarded prizes for oil painting, sculpture,
watercolors, drawing, and engraving.
On November 27, 1973, the museum was dismantled due to
a lack of space, and its artifacts, along with their display cases,
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were given to the Museo Nacional de Etnología (now the Museo
Nacional de Antropología) and the MAN. A total of 591 artifacts were
deposited in the former, while the latter welcomed a display case
containing 397 flint tools, another with sixty-two Saharan fossils, one
menhir, one culverin, and two cannons.27
At the same time that Basch, director of the Museo Nacional
de Antropología, was authorizing the transfer of these artifacts out
of the Museo de África, negotiations were underway for the state
to buy Santa-Olalla’s collection from the inheritors of his estate. The
collection comprised 1,338 bags, including those that contained the
findings from his expeditions to Africa. In the report of the purchase,
which went through on February 20, 1975, the director of the MAN,
who had a good knowledge of the Saharan archaeological deposits,
stated, “Special mention should be made to the Saharan Neolithic
materials. The ceramics, rock materials and an extraordinary sequence
of engravings are truly exceptional.”28 Along with these archaeological
artifacts, important ethnographic artifacts from the African colonies
were also integrated into the MAN as part of the purchase.
However, following a final revamp of the permanent collection and
reorganization of its exhibition space, they were passed on to the
Museo Nacional de Antropología, where they remain today.
At the time the Museo de África was dismantled, Basch was
already working on an ambitious major reconfiguration of the Museo
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Nacional de Antropología (begun in 1968 and officially inaugurated
July 6, 1981, although rooms were opened from 1972 onward).29 In
a departure from the encyclopedic nature that had characterized
previous displays, the aim now was to offer a more considered
selection of items that responded to the museum board’s desire that
“this ancient institution adapt to modern concepts of what a museum
ought to be and should offer society,” applying didactic criteria to the
exhibiting of its collections.30 Prehistory and protohistory, Egyptian,
Greek, and Eritrean collections were displayed on the ground floor.
Western Sahara was reserved for room 12, under the umbrella label
“Prehistory and Protohistory” and following on from rooms dedicated
to the Balearic Islands and the Canary Islands. As the text that
accompanied these exhibits makes clear, this spatial layout enabled
Mediterranean and Atlantic cultures to be connected on a journey
that went from the Iberian Peninsula to Greece via Egypt. There
was no longer any sign of the imperialist discourse that had once
dominated the study of many of these items:
Deposits of Saharan rock art. In the vast and solitary regions
of the immense desert, there is little to offer the archaeologist
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by way of testimony to isolated man’s distant past other than
the burial mounds that cover tombs to unknown people and a
few monoliths, some of them with engravings of animals, such
as those installed in the center of the room. Placed upright
like a stele, they are an echo of the Egyptian obelisks and the
manifestation of fertility cults, the significance of which we will
never know.
Forty years after Santa-Olalla’s first expedition to the Sahara, with
Spain’s North African possessions for the most part long since
conceded, artifacts that were once used as a tool to legitimize
Spanish colonial expansion were freed from ideology and became
part of a different narrative. But within the rooms of the museum, a
place where time and space become blurred, the artifacts also tell
their own story—in this case the story of a time and space in which
Spain wanted to establish a new empire.
Reflecting on nomadic peoples’ concepts of time, Julio Caro
Baroja, in an article published shortly after the Green March31 and the
loss of Spain’s last possessions in the Sahara, concluded,
Goodbye old nomads, biblical shepherds and fierce warriors!
From a corner of this Peninsula and a man who sympathized
with you, and who is, while here, also a man of his time, and
a man who lives his time at the expense of his health. May
your God, he of the skies, who guides the clouds of which
you claim to be sons, protect you from the demons of the
earth, which nowadays can take the form of phosphates or
petroleum or distinguished economists.32
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Colonialism and Its Objects:
Legal Aspects of Repatriation
and Restitution Raised
by Guilt and Debts
Malte Jaguttis

Introduction
“In the hands of certain people, pens, rulers, and showcases are as
dangerous as armies.”1 Thus concludes Alexander Koch in his review
of the Broken Windows series (2013–2016), in which Dierk Schmidt
uses empty, scratched display cases to reflect on the discourse
surrounding looted cultural property, particularly the demands for the
restitution of artifacts from Benin. The pictorial language of Schmidt’s
earlier Die Teilung der Erde (The Division of the Earth) cycle of
paintings (2005–2011) argues that the sheer violence produced by
colonialism is enabled by modern weaponry consisting of maps,
legal abstraction, and museum archives. His recent work for Guilt
and Debts turns an eye to specific means of colonial appropriation
by referencing the perspectives of the archaeologist Julio Martínez
Santa-Olalla, who conducted “paleoethnological expeditions” in
Spanish Sahara in 1941 and 1943.
Rather than portraying the structural violence unleashed by
colonial thought and practice, Schmidt attempts to expose their
inherent contradictions in order to break open a space for competing
interpretations and alternative narratives. From this perspective of a
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pictorial examination of colonial matters in which legal categories are
“materialized” in masses of silicone or in scratched, gleaming glass
plates,2 law is employed—among other disciplines—as an auxiliary
science of an artistic language.
A study of the legal aspects of repatriation and restitution
of cultural heritage inevitably comes across many of the levels of
abstraction reflected in Schmidt’s works. Current public international
law is ambiguous with respect to looted artifacts. On the one hand,
unlike in the case of other crimes committed during the colonial era,
several guiding pieces of legislation are in place, and legal scholars
have accorded attention to the matter.3 On the other hand,
present-day conventions deliberately do not take a position on the
restitution of artifacts looted in the colonial context, and, although
most African countries are said to have lost 95 percent of their
cultural heritage, legal cases on this issue are still rare.4
In this unfinished process, French President Emmanuel Macron
has moved one step ahead of the European states and cultural
institutions struggling to find a clear position. In his November 2017
“Africa Speech” in Ouagadougou, Macron demanded that within five
years the conditions be in place for the “temporary or permanent
restitution of African heritage,” as well as partnerships “to protect
these works of art.” The implication is that they are part of a shared
African-European history and heritage.5

Limited Framework:
Present Rules for the Return
of Cultural Property
Although a variety of global and regional conventions for the
protection of cultural heritage are in place, only a small number of
legal instruments explicitly deal with the restitution and repatriation
of cultural property. Following decolonization, an international cultural
property regime emerged, consisting of several global agreements.
These, however, place no comprehensive or formal obligations on
former colonial powers to return cultural property that was looted or
illegitimately acquired during the colonial era.
a) International rules for the protection of art, libraries, and
other collections were first codified during the nineteenth century
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in the context of the preparation and drafting of agreements on
humanitarian laws.6 In this framework of the “customs of war,”
artworks were to be protected against “avoidable injury” and
destruction unless military necessity entailed the causing of
irreparable damage. As a general rule, wartime neither justified pillage
nor arbitrary destruction; the distribution of artworks among the
victors and the vanquished was to be determined by peace treaties.
b) The Hague Convention of 1954 was the first international
treaty to deal specifically with cultural property. It governs the
“Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict” by
reinforcing and extending the regime for the “safeguarding of and
respect for such property” (article 2).
Instead of establishing the protection of cultural property rights
from the sole perspective of a “proprietor,” however, the convention
stresses the general interest in cultural goods and introduces the
notion of “cultural internationalism” and a shift toward “cultural
pluralism.” 7 The second paragraph of the preamble to the Hague
Convention establishes the new category of a “common heritage
of all mankind” and abandons the colonial theories of a “scale of
civilization”: “Being convinced that damage to cultural property
belonging to any people whatsoever means damage to the cultural
heritage of all mankind, since each people makes its contribution to
the culture of the world.”
c) An explicit legal provision for the return of illicitly removed
property was established by the 1970 UNESCO Convention on the
Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and
Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property. This convention, which
today has 134 contracting states, is the most influential convention
for the protection of cultural property.
Article 3 declares “illicit” the import, export, or transfer of
ownership of cultural property (as defined in article 1) “effected
contrary to the provisions adopted under this convention by the
States Parties thereto.” The contracting states must themselves
explicitly designate cultural property as consequential for its
archaeology, prehistory, history, literature, art, or science (articles
1 and 4), including privately owned property, and adopt protection
measures in accordance with article 5 of the convention.
Cultural property designated and protected pursuant to these
requirements is subject to the obligations of all other parties to the
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1970 convention under its article 7. This provision requires member
states to enact legislation to prevent museums from acquiring
illegally exported cultural goods and to prohibit the import of cultural
property stolen from museums and other institutions. Article 7 (b)
(ii) obliges member states to facilitate the recovery and return
of illegally exported cultural goods to their country of origin by
undertaking, “at the request of the State Party of origin, to take
appropriate steps to recover and return any such cultural property
imported after the entry into force of this Convention in both States
concerned, provided, however, that the requesting State shall pay
just compensation to an innocent purchaser or to a person who
has valid title to that property. Requests for recovery and return
shall be made through diplomatic offices.” The convention explicitly
affirms that claims for the return of cultural objects are subject to
the so-called principle of nonretroactivity. The newly established
states had sought to avoid any distinction about when an object
was illegally exported in order to also cover cultural property
removed before they gained independence. However, article 7
explicitly states that the clause shall apply only to cultural property
imported “after entry into force of this Convention.” The convention
refuses to provide a general legal basis for repatriation. However,
it does not decide against a return of art that was looted or illicitly
acquired before the convention came into effect. Instead, it leaves
undecided whether a claim for the return of stolen artifacts may be
justified on the grounds of another legal basis. The 1970 convention
neither legitimizes illicit pre-1970 acquisitions, nor does it rule out
repatriation and restitution or declare such claims to be merely a
political issue.8
The 1970 UNESCO Convention also established the
“Intergovernmental Committee for Promoting the Return of
Cultural Property to Its Countries of Origin or Its Restitution in
Case of Illicit Appropriation,” an independent body for resolving
disputes over cultural property. The committee’s task is to facilitate
amicable, negotiated settlements of restitution claims concerning
objects removed prior to the entry into force of the 1970 UNESCO
Convention.
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Colonialism by Agreement:
The Western Sahara Case
Even European cultural experts frequently note with surprise that
colonialism did not take place in a “legal vacuum.” When applying
public international law, disputes are customarily resolved by
applying the law that was in effect at the time the facts of the case
were established. This doctrine of “intertemporal law” leads to the
pattern of self-description of the colonial order. In the Berlin Africa
Conference of 1884–1885, colonial law culminated in the concept
of the “occupation of terra nullius.” This meant that the colonial
competition known as the “scramble for Africa” was based on the
pretense that the actions of the colonial powers could rely on the
Roman legal concept of acquiring “ownerless objects.”9
a) However, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) unfettered
public international law from this unilateral interpretation in 1974.
When, upon request of the UN General Assembly, the court
delivered an advisory opinion on the status of the Western Sahara
in 1884–1885 (i.e., at the time of the Berlin Africa Conference), it
established that sovereignty over populated regions of Africa could
not be established one-sidedly over terra nullius in the nineteenth
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century. “Whatever differences of opinion there may have been
among jurists, the State practice of the relevant period indicated that
territories inhabited by tribes of peoples having a social and political
organization were not regarded as terrae nullius. It shows that in
the case of such territories the acquisition of sovereignty was not
generally considered as effected unilaterally through ‘occupation’
of terra nullius by original title but through agreements with local
rulers.”10 This was revolutionary for the Ius Publicum Europeaum and
self-evident with regard to the actual colonial practice in Africa, but
nevertheless had disappointingly little impact on the decolonization
process in general and for the resolution of the Western Sahara
conflict in particular. Morocco and Mauritania had supported an ICJ
advisory opinion in the expectation that the court would, by rejecting
the claim that Spain had lawfully occupied the area, give room to
their own earlier claims to sovereignty over communities in Río de
Oro and Saguía el-Hamra. The ICJ denied both the terra nullius
doctrine and any “legal ties” with Morocco or the “Mauritanian entity,”
tacitly implying that the Saharawi communities had themselves ruled
their Western Saharan territories until Spanish colonization.
On the one hand, the court was criticized for remaining too
vague about the Saharawi’s right to self-determination. The king of
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Morocco called for the so-called Green March into Western Sahara
shortly after the legal opinion was published in October 1975. On the
other hand, the doctrine of intertemporal law clearly limited the court’s
reasoning. The privilege of European-style state organization was
at the center of European colonial theory. However, dismissing the
legend of that legal theory was compatible with actual state practice
of the fin de siècle.11 In contrast, it would not have been compatible
with state practice to refer to the right to self-determination of
peoples, because that legal principle emerged only later, in the
interwar period.
b) By rejecting “occupation of terra nullius,” even in the case of
one of the most sparsely populated areas on earth, the ICJ freed the
legal assessment of colonialism from one-sided, schematic narratives.
The advisory opinion itself, which is based on an evaluation of
extensive documentation, shows that reconstructing the relevant
legal interaction is a complex exercise. Spain had not claimed
sovereignty over terra nullius but instead had proclaimed, in a royal
order of December 26, 1884, that it was placing Rio de Oro under
Spanish “protection” on the basis of agreements that “independent
tribes” had entered into with the Sociedad Española de Africanistas
y Colonialistas.12 Then, in May 1886, the Sociedad Española de
Geografía Comercial entered into an agreement concerning the
area from the Chibica River to Cape Bojador (Saguía el-Hamra).
Two months later it signed two more agreements with numerous
representatives of the Saharawi communities assembled at Iyil.13
The latter treaties amounted to a transfer of sovereignty over the
territories from the coastal strip between Cape Bojador and Cabo
Blanco up to the territories that were under control of the Emir del
Adrar Tamar (today Mauritania). However, the treaties reportedly were
never ratified by Spain.
c) Following the agreements with the Saharawi, decades passed
before Spain established effective control over the territories in
Western Sahara. Before the exploitation of phosphate deposits and
the urbanization of El Aaiún and Villa Cisneros (Ad-Dakhla) began
in the 1950s, people such as the archaeologist Santa-Olalla paved
the way for a second, later phase of occupation. The archaeologist,
who advocated a theory of the Germanic roots of the “Spanish race”
due to the expansion of the Visigoths to the Iberian Peninsula, was
also an Africanist with the particular mission of revealing that Spanish
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influence in northern Africa predated Roman times.14 In the essayistic
report “On the Traces of the Prehistoric Sahara, before It Was a
Desert,” apparently written after a visit to the Spanish territories
in Southern Morocco and Western Sahara in 1941, Santa-Olalla
describes what comes to light when “the legend of the desert” starts
to wane: “An initial contact with the Spanish Sahara is enough to make
us forcefully aware of one of its greatest treasures. This is the charm
of the old civilizations that were once settled there, with men who
led a very different life from that of today’s nomads, and the pleasure
of tracing human life among the sands of the erg or the rocks and
crags of the hamada.”15 By resurrecting “pre-Islamic Spanish Sahara”
in the “remains of human art and industry” that tell of a “time when
living conditions were very different on what now is a desert soil
suitable only for vagabonds and nomads,” Santa-Olalla simultaneously
also defines the role of the Saharawi communities. As hostages in a
“perpetual autumn of the earth,” these communities live unrelated to
rock art and carvings, pottery, adzes, arrows, or even agriculture and
are at best perceived as disturbing the “very close correlatives to the
ethnic and cultural map of prehistoric Spain.”16
Santa-Olalla borrows from a bundle of methods, relying on
“ethnological, anthropological, linguistic, paleoethnological, and
archaeological” studies, which are collectively framed by his Africanist
ideology in order to legitimize the cultural appropriation of Spanish
Sahara. Whether Santa-Olalla consciously made use of many of
the elements that were meant to justify the “occupation of terra
nullius” is unclear. Certainly, he is an interesting link between fin de
siècle colonialism and fascist thinking, having replaced justification
elements such as the humanitarian rhetoric of a “civilization mission”
with elements based on his perception of Africanist ideology. For
Santa-Olalla, “Desert means personal safety. Desert means peace
and spiritual enjoyment. Desert means tough molding for the
soul and body, and a constant setting for the most epic struggle
for existence.”17 For him, occupation of the desert becomes a
spiritual encounter in which subjects and objects switch roles. By
reconstructing Spanish culture in prehistoric artifacts, the Saharawi
communities are culturally displaced.
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Reconstructing LegalInterference:
The Case of the Beninese Artifacts
Prior to the ICJ’s decision, scholars had already concluded that the
“scramble for African territory was in the first instance” a race to
obtain titles “according to the rules of international law relating to
negotiation and conclusion of treaties.”18 Following this, the example
of the Beninese artifacts that is reflected in Schmidt’s Broken
Windows series shows that claims for the repatriation of cultural
property looted during colonial wars of conquest could be made on
the basis of international laws in effect at the time.
a) A “protection treaty” between the British and the oba of Benin,
allegedly concluded on March 26, 1892, played an important role
in the course of the colonization of the Kingdom of Benin. For the
colonialists, the treaty entitled them to subjugate the people of Benin
to imperialist rule and to legitimize the use of force. For example, the
former commandant of the Niger Coast Protectorate Force justified the
“punitive expedition” of 1897 that also resulted in the looting of Beninese
cultural treasures as follows: “The King of Benin, in the treaty he signed
with Captain Gallwey, had agreed to place himself and his country
under H.M. Protectorate, and it was becoming a perfect disgrace that
in the Protectorate, particularly in a part so close to one of our viceconsular districts, so terrible a state of affairs as that in, what was not
very improperly called, The City of Blood should continue.”19
b) As a matter of law, though, the “protection treaty” can be
taken as proof that the colonial aspirants either disregarded the
terms of the agreement or the rules of war, or possibly both, when
the Kingdom of Benin came under British control by conquest as a
result of the “Benin expedition.”
The “protection treaty” between the “Deputy Commissioner
and Vice-Consul” of the “Oil River Protectorate” and the oba of
Benin, if at all effectively concluded, followed a common example. In
exchange for extending to the kingdom’s leader, “and to the territory
under his authority and jurisdiction, her (Majesty’s) gracious favor
and protection,” the oba, in particular, was supposed to commit to
refraining from exercising sovereign rights in relation to third parties
and to submit disputes to representatives of the colonial power
“to exercise jurisdiction in the Benin territories for arbitration and
decision, or for arrangement.”20
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c) While such legal ties are today often played down as a
mere inflationary practice of “sham treaties” or as a “deliberate
misunderstanding,” they are, at least in certain respects, important
evidence. Despite the political maneuvering and military pressure that
unquestionably steered the practice of treaty-making from both sides,
this practice shows, at least initially, that each party acknowledged
the legal capacities and “sovereignty” of the other. Though “legal
terminology was obviously not a significant weapon in the colonial
officer’s professional armory,” the treaties—whether extensively
negotiated or not—clearly made use of public international law
categories.21 Thus, there was no room for “lawlessness.”
d) More than likely, the “protection treaty” of 1892 was not
based on a shared understanding and was at least not effectively
implemented until the Kingdom of Benin was conquered during the
“punitive expedition” of 1897. The legal categories applied at the
forefront of this confrontation suggest—contrary to the colonial
doctrine still prevailing today—that the rules for the conduct of war,
which were applicable to members of both societies, provided a
common ground and an appropriate legal yardstick.
By the close of the nineteenth century, the rules of war included
a prohibition against looting, and artworks were to be returned at
the end of a war unless a peace treaty provided for an exemption.
The Charter of the International Military Tribunal of Nuremberg
deemed the plunder of public and private property to be a war
crime; the Declaration of Brussels of 1874 set forth protections for
artworks against seizure and destruction; and articles 28 and 47 of
the regulations of the Hague Convention of 1907 contained explicit
provisions prohibiting plunder during armed conflict and belligerent
occupation.22 Rules for the conduct of war and the behavior of
warriors also customarily governed inter-African wars. Scholars
describe a detailed set of rules prohibiting the unnecessary use
of force and providing for the treatment of noncombatants and
their belongings. Looting for personal gain and absconding with
stolen objects from the enemy was forbidden among at least some
groups in some situations (such as fighting between members of
the same ethnic group).23 “Many principles expressed in the Geneva
Conventions are to be found in the law of war in pre-colonial Africa,”
one researcher concludes.24
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As a consequence, present-day claims for restitution and return
may still be based on a violation of this customary law. Such claims
are not subject to strict time limitations and may be precluded only
under certain conditions; for example, in cases of contradictory
conduct.25

Prospects of Thinking
beyond Property?
Employing terms such as joint ownership and shared heritage,
the recent debates about a more cooperative handling of
conflicting claims to cultural property, to which Macron caught up
in Ouagadougou, invite us to rethink the established protection
mechanisms and to think beyond property rights.
Legal arguments in favor of a more collaborative notion
of cultural property can be derived from a tendency toward a
more human rights–charged system for the protection of cultural
practices. For example, the UNESCO Universal Declaration on
Cultural Diversity of 2001 and the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples of 2007 reflect a more identity-based
interpretation of cultural heritage. A right “to take part in cultural
life”—including positive action such as “access to and preservation
of cultural goods” on the basis of equality—is guaranteed by article
15 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, which currently boasts 167 contracting states.
France has already assigned experts to make recommendations
on how to restitute African artworks from major French collections
such as the Musée du Quai Branly—a promising signal. Whether
and how restitution and “sharing” can equally be achieved and
interconnected raises more than just practical questions for curators,
however; it forces us to rethink museums as such.
Facilitating access to cultural property, encouraging AfricanEuropean research cooperation, and allowing objects to “freely
circulate” on a nondiscriminatory basis could, for example,
constitute elements of a more human rights–oriented perspective
on the “use” of cultural property for the benefit of a larger group
of stakeholders. But, would this suffice to make a clear statement
against the decontextualization of looted art and against a “controlled
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representation of societies,” which—at the same time—are kept at a
distance?26 Not surprisingly, African legal scholars have rebuffed as
a “last demeaning injury” the Benin Dialogue Group’s idea that several
European museums host Beninese artifacts for “the establishment of
a permanent display in Benin City”—unless the idea also entails the
waiving of all ownership claims.27
A serious theoretical debate about concepts of “shared
heritage” should in any case avoid being (mis)used as a source
for catchphrases. At first glance, many of the announcements of
European cultural institutions seeking to intensify the dialogue with
African stakeholders will—in linguistic terms—also meet the approval
of African artists who are committed to reconstructing “the universal
language that cuts across boundaries—real and imagined” after the
colonial theft of approximately 4,000 Beninese artifacts.28 However,
both are likely to approach the issue of deconstruction of property
rights from different directions. Some of the Western museum
protagonists who complain about the “national retentionist cultural
policies” of the UNESCO framework apparently do not take into
account communities whose art was already subject to “free trade”
and is now stored in boxes or in depots without having been put on
display for decades.29
Concepts for a “shared heritage” or cultural commons, which is
not much different from a natural commons, can protect themselves
against the misuse of political power only with a normative framework
for interaction that adequately ensures equality.30 As long as this
condition remains unsatisfied, one may well turn around the common
stereotype regarding requests of Africans for the return of stolen
artifacts: Does Europe not have more pressing problems than keeping
African heritage a prisoner of European museums?
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Epilogue

Dierk Schmidt: From 1941 to 1943, Julio Martínez Santa-Olalla led
two expeditions in the Spanish Sahara. He returned to
Spain with various prehistoric objects, mainly firestones,
arrowheads, and pieces of rock, as well as a stele bearing
a prehistoric rock painting. All of these objects remained
in Santa-Olalla’s private collection until his death. The
Museo Arqueológico Nacional (MAN) acquired them
as late as February 2, 1975. From 1981 until 2011 they
were presented there in a separate space. Since 2014,
visitors to the museum will have found only a reference
to the collection. Behind the glass of a wall vitrine titled
“Enlarging the Horizon” lie a few smaller objects under
the title “The Sahara,” including a photograph with the
title “Send-Off Parade Organized by the Rio de Oro
Nomadic Group for the Palaeoethnological Expedition to
the Spanish Sahara 1943.” In your opinion, in which ways
were these artifacts valorized in their three stages of
reception? What or where are they today?
Alfredo Ruibal: I would say there are only two moments in the
collection: the imperial moment in which it was made and
the postimperial moment in which they were displayed.
The narrative has changed: from an openly colonialist
one to another that simply elides any mention to the
empire. Regarding the first story, collecting artifacts
in the Western Sahara or in Equatorial Guinea (where
Santa-Olalla also did some work) was first and foremost
a (belated) way of showing Spain’s will to rule and of
performing sovereignty. It was very much in sync with
Falangist ideals of reaching God through empire (“por el
Imperio hacia Dios”). Surveying and collecting artifacts
was a political act, like drawing maps and putting down
flags. Yet the collection stands for something else:
adventure and romance. This was very present in all
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Mediterranean dictatorships of the 1930s and 1940s: in
Italy, Portugal, and Spain. It was very explicit. All colonial
scientists wanted to be Lawrence of Arabia, but they
were rather pathetic. They did not have even a working
knowledge of the local languages, ignored local cultures,
and did not stay long enough to do proper scientific
work. They conducted raids rather than expeditions. And
then there is the second moment, the postimperial, which
is not properly postcolonial. That Spain has not properly
addressed its imperial past is evident in small details such
as the way in which Santa-Olalla’s collection is presented
at the MAN. The photograph you mention is in the vitrine
just to give a note of color, not to denounce the colonial
background. The word colonialism is not mentioned even
once in the exhibition or on the museum’s webpage.
They say only that at the time the collection was made
the Western Sahara was under Spanish sovereignty.
The prehistory of the Sahara is contextualized as part
of the wider issues of climate change and landscape
transformation. This is the present reception of the
materials: as signs of something else. It is a new way of
colonizing, of depriving former colonized communities of
their history and their land. The former colonial territory is
an epistemic terra nullius that archaeologists can fill at will
with their universal narratives. These narratives naturalize
imperialism by not talking about it.
Dierk Schmidt: The archaeological collection, as well as the
museum and its depositories, can be conceived as sites
in which strata of collection, interpretation, and display
accumulate. The artifact circulates or stays put. It can be
a public fact at the surface level of the display, but mostly
it remains to varying degrees accessible in the depots,
or it goes to another museum. Is there such a thing as
an archaeology that is directed toward and particularly
concerned with the interior of the institution? In your
opinion, which focus is missing in the MAN and in the
discipline of archaeology? I am also asking this because
I am aware of your partly self-organized archaeological
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activity concerning the mass graves of the Franco era,
a work that reflects its own conditions in trying to find
appropriate ethical guidelines within a collective process
involving a community, but which is not represented in the
discipline of archaeology.
Alfredo Ruibal: Archaeology has made an important reflexive turn
during the last two decades. The postcolonial critique
has been deeply internalized in many places, and
many researchers are doing a Foucaldian archaeology
of archaeology. But museums are a different story. In
Spanish, curator is conservador, which is the same word
used for “political conservative.” There are significant
exceptions to the rule, but museums generally tend to
lag behind theoretical innovations in the discipline. The
MAN in particular is very traditional in its approach to the
past and to archaeology’s own history. A celebratory tone
still prevails. At the same time, the idea of archaeology
that is transmitted is one that basically stops at the
dawn of modernity in the sixteenth century. There are
later collections, but these are more art historical in
character than properly archaeological, as is the way
they are exhibited. The collections completely stop in the
early nineteenth century, thus implying that the last two
hundred years of Spanish history are beyond the scope
of the discipline. This is not done with an explicit political
focus; it has more to do with the internal dynamics of
the discipline. But it has political effects nonetheless.
The two most controversial centuries of history and
those that more directly impinge on the present are
left totally outside the museographic discourse. This is
particularly problematic in a moment when archaeology
has abundantly proved its worth in examining the recent
past through the excavation of Civil War remains and
particularly mass graves. At some point museums will
have to face this reality: the public is way ahead of the
institution. Sooner or later museums will have to enact
three shifts: a postcolonial one that addresses both
external and internal colonialism (e.g., the way rural
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society in Spain has been dealt with by metropolitan
archaeologists); a social one that accepts the public
coproduction of memory; and a temporal one that
expands the limits of archaeology to the present day.
Dierk Schmidt: “For him, occupation of the desert becomes a
spiritual encounter in which subjects and objects switch
roles. By reconstructing Spanish culture in prehistoric
artifacts, the Sahrawi communities are culturally
displaced.” In your catalogue essay, this sentence
ends the passage that deals with the account of the
Santa-Olalla expedition. From the colonial production
of photographs and paintings, we are familiar with the
terra nullius as an empty, wide expanse. And from the
Berlin Africa Conference we are familiar with the wider
application of this concept to African territories that are
“without societies in the sense of a European nationstate.” How are the two connected here? Specifically,
how does the archaeological activity function in this
case? What is the found artifact?
Malte Jaguttis: For Santa-Olalla, the artifacts are a point of
crystallization of the special cultural connection between
prehistorical Western Saharan societies and Spain.
Through the “transdisciplinary decryption” of these
artifacts, he succeeds (in his eyes) in bringing these
societies back to (cultural) life and in this way legitimates
the Spanish demand for sovereignty over the region.
Because the deserts, for Santa-Olalla are no longer
populated by anyone capable of linking up with cultural
achievements that can be reconstructed from the
artifacts, this aligns on the one hand with the colonial
doctrine of terra nullius. On the other hand, his narrative
of archaeological appropriation does not consider the
well-known “civilizational argument” of late colonialism.
Santa-Olalla does not even allow the Sahrawi rhetorical
participation in the civilizational effort; they are reified
without having any role to play in the act of appropriation.
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“‘Nonrestitution Is Not a
Neutral Act’ Is Actually, in Our
Formulation, What Has Been
Contracted as the Public Task”
Discussion between
Brigitta Kuster,
Regina Sarreiter,
and Dierk Schmidt

In 2002, the German parliament approved a proposal to demolish
Berlin’s Palast der Republik, a German Democratic Republic
(GDR)–era culture house and seat of the Volkskammer, the
East German parliament. In its place, Germany constructed the
Stadtschloss, or Berlin City Castle, a copy of an eighteenth-century
palace that was built for Brandenburg princes and Prussian kings
and later served as a residence for German emperors. The site—on
Schlossplatz, next to Alexanderplatz and the Museumsinsel (Museum
Island)—has been used for palaces since the fifteenth century.
During World War II, Allied bombs damaged the original
Stadtschloss, and in 1950 it was razed because the Communist Party
of the GDR considered it a symbol of Prussian imperialism. When it
opens at the end of 2019, the rebuilt Stadtschloss will be the seat of
the Humboldt Forum, the declared successor museum to the
sixteenth-century Wunderkammer (cabinet of curiosities). The Humboldt
Forum—“A palace for all,” according to its website—will be the new
home of Berlin’s ethnographical collections, which have been closed
down with a view to their merger into the Stadtschloss. Together with
five other museums on the Museumsinsel, the Humboldt Forum will be
part of the Universal Museum of the 21st Century for “world culture.”
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The rebuilding of the Stadtschloss has invited harsh criticism
for its unmistakable historicist and regressive implications, including
its erasure of public counterimages to the existing order, in this
case the recent history of the GDR. Based in a political decision
to reenact feudal architecture, it will make for a kind of undead
and phantasmagoric entity in the city, in contrast to the dense
sedimentation of historic events in Berlin’s visibly scarred urban space.
In response to the plans for reconstructing the Stadtschloss, the
group Artefakte//anti-humboldt formed in Berlin in 2008. In addition to
Dierk Schmidt, it consisted of the anthropologists Regina Sarreiter and
Brigitta Kuster and was cofounded by the scholars Elsa de Seynes
and Lotte Arndt. In the following pages, Artefakte look back on
their—now discontinued—activities, which were realized in the form of
workshops, exhibitions, film lectures, group travels, and publishing.
Central to Artefakte’s activities was their investigation into
German ethnographic collections and processes of restitution of
human remains. They have particularly focused on objects in Berlin
museums with a past troubled by violent or criminal acquisition, racist
science, or colonial provenance, and the ways in which such power
relations are counteracted or continue to be enacted in the present.

Artefakte//anti-humboldt
The Anti-Humboldt Box, Villa Romana, Firenze, 2015
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Lars Bang Larsen: Why have you been engaged in museum politics
and specifically the Berlin Humboldt Forum since 2009,
both individually and jointly?1
Brigitta Kuster: The immediate reason was the announcement that
the former Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin-Dahlem
would be moving to the center of the city—implying
a spatial-political change in the configuration of the
Berlin museum landscape—as part of the plans for the
Humboldt Forum. By “spatial-political change,” I mean
that a change in the social context of ethnographic
collections—on an urban, national, but also international
level—was imminent.
Regina Sarreiter: That was the moment when we realized the project
would become reality and visible in the cityscape. At the
same time, the decision was made to demolish the Palast
der Republik (Palace of the Republic) and thus the former
GDR Volkskammer (People’s Chamber)—the so-called
selective deconstruction.
Brigitta Kuster: We quickly turned our attention to the question of the
envisaged Universal Museum—the partition, interpretation,
and assignment of different cultural objects, artifacts, and
testimonies to different disciplines—as well as museum
configurations that fall under the umbrella of a great
cultural-historical narrative. With the decision to move the
ethnological collections to the Museumsinsel (Museum
Island) and into the newly emerging Humboldt Forum,
together with the historical reference to the Universal
Museum of the nineteenth century, a completely new
discursive museum context emerged.
Dierk Schmidt: In 2008, the group Alexandertechnik was founded.
The group discussed its activities for months and
concluded with Der Anti-Humboldt: Eine Veranstaltung
Zum Selektiven Rückbau des Humboldt-Forums (The 		
Anti-Humboldt: An Event on the Selective Deconstruction
of the Humboldt Forum).2 This group had various
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motivations for dealing with the Humboldt Forum. There
was an architectural perspective to the question, “How
is such a ‘victorious gesture’ of demolishing a ‘palace’ of
state representation and replacing it with a reconstruction
of a feudal Prussian building, on a spot declared the
‘center of Germany,’ even conceivable in the twentyfirst century?” There was also an ethnological question
concerning the fate of the collections and the fact of their
colonial origin.
Regina Sarreiter: In addition to that, there was the role of the
Museumsinsel; namely, its virtual extension with the
Stadtschloss (Berlin City Palace) or Humboldt Forum and,
with that, the difference that was introduced between
the two parts of the Museumsinsel complex, the one
focused on European cultural history and the other, the
Humboldt Forum, focused on the rest of the world. On the
one hand, there was the renovation of the Museumsinsel,
the reopening of the Alte Nationalgalerie in 2001 and the
Neues Museum in 2009, and the current renovation of
the Pergamonmuseum. On the other hand, there was the
Humboldt Forum as a counterweight, or maybe better,
as a supplement to the museums on the Museumsinsel,
toward the idea of a Universal Museum.
Lars Bang Larsen: What did the institution’s claim to be a Universal
Museum consist in? Was it based on the geopolitical
distinction you mentioned?
Brigitta Kuster: No, it was rather that the return of the ethnological
collections to the center of Berlin would be accompanied
by a kind of retrojection, which became manifest in the
desire to complete ex post a project planned in the
nineteenth century.
Dierk Schmidt: The Wunderkammer of the baroque Hohenzollern
Castle was cited as a bridge that, as an early form
of ethnological collection, opened the door to such
collections and legitimized the reconstruction of the castle.3
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Brigitta Kuster: Wunderkammer and/or ethnography—the question
about framing remains: What will this become—scientific
collections, cultural artifacts, or art? These differentiations
are made not least by the assignment to different
museums. In the Universal Museum as a whole, however,
all these aspects and perspectives would be brought
together in the stronghold of the Western narrative
about the cultures of the world. For me, what was most
important about the Alexandertechnik group at the time
(not least in the light of my previous preoccupation
with German colonial history) was the examination of
the history of colonial collecting and restitution and the
assignment of objects to national institutions or even to a
national cultural heritage—in short, the museum policies in
a postcolonial/colonial context.
Dierk Schmidt: This topic was also new at the time. The situation was
completely different from the one I faced in 2002–2004,
when I painted the series Berliner Schlossgeister (Berlin
Castle Ghosts) on the occasion of the Third Berlin
Biennale. At that time, the debate was about architecture
and representation—which history and whose history
should be represented here? The series was to be
placed opposite the Museumsinsel, where the warruined Hohenzollern Castle had been demolished by the
GDR, and where, in 1990, immediately after reunification,
the 1972 building for the GDR Ministry for Foreign
Affairs was demolished. There was a lot of pressure to
completely remove the already gutted Palast der Republik.
Architecture-wise, the GDR was doomed to become
invisible. Some people wanted “their” Prussia to return
with that castle. For me, these lobbyists were the actual
“Castle Ghosts.” They are still here, financing the façade
through fund-raisers.
Lars Bang Larsen: Founded in the wake of the Alexandertechnik
initiative to discuss the specific objects constituting
the ethnographic collections, your group Artefakte has
addressed the fact that a collective social relationship
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to colonialism has yet to emerge in Germany. In one of
your texts, you observe that the colonial era is not a site
of remembrance; it is not an Erinnerungsort (memorial) in
the manner of sites from the National Socialist era.4 By
contrast, the World War II sites are coessential tropes of
German historicity that dominate the national politics of
memory. Could you to expand on the question of German
colonial history in this context?
Brigitta Kuster: Yes, I think this dispute concerns us all. Where
should I start? If you live in Berlin and are involved in
cultural production, all these historical layers are always
present, superimposed upon and reshaping one another.
Therefore, I would also argue against memorial sites, or
against this ultimately merely additive, even accumulative
form of a national culture of remembrance. I find political,
aesthetic, and social disputes about memory practices
more interesting. In “The Anti-Humboldt” event, the
Alexandertechnik group had been trying exactly that
when it used language and photographs to provide a
360-degree panning shot, starting at the planned site
of construction of the Humboldt Forum.5 From today’s
perspective, it could perhaps be said that our pan across
the site followed an intersectional access point found at
this location in Berlin-Mitte. If you drill a hole in such a
spot, you come across multiple historical layers, which
are not separated from one another but folded into one
another, linked to one another. It seemed promising to
me at the time that we were trying to interlink different
aspects and approaches—and to focus on the question of
futurity. In confronting violent colonial history, the question
is not only how to “come to terms with” or determine
historical guilt/debt but how to also bring about new
imaginaries.
Regina Sarreiter: The question of places of remembrance has
become particularly topical and tangible. After long battles
fought by antiracist initiatives, some of which are also part
of the No Humboldt 21! alliance, three streets in Berlin73

Wedding named after colonial figures will be renamed
after anticolonial fighters.6
Brigitta Kuster: There has been a lot of discussion as to whether it
is a matter of amnesia, of forgetting. There is undoubtedly
a strong presence of the colonial past in street names,
in buildings, in traces of colonial “commodity racism.”
Often, all references to the meaning and conflicts entailed
have been lost. The renaming of the streets promotes
awareness of such conflicts, and I think that is very
important.
Dierk Schmidt: Françoise Vergès criticized this when we met her
in Paris in 2009—this renaming of streets in Paris. She
thinks it renders invisible a conflict that still persists in
everyday life.
Brigitta Kuster: Making a conflict visible probably always means
making other possible conflicts invisible. This seems
interesting to me especially in relation to museums, which
provide a kind of fixity. An exhibition is always a framing
that suggests a certain understanding of things, while
other possible understandings go into hiding. Museums
produce a framework; indeed, they dictate how objects
appear. They regulate, for example, whether and how they
may be touched. In a situation such as we had in the early
2000s, new openings could happen and new visibilities
could emerge. I think this characterized the politically and
aesthetically interesting momentum in the first years of
our work.
Dierk Schmidt: I think so too. I perceived that momentum in relation
to the Humboldt Forum as fundamentally more visible
in content, more international, than was the case in the
debate on street renaming. Not only on the symbolic
level of naming but in the severity of the fundamental
question of possession and property raised therein,
manifested in the artifact generally and in the context of
museums and science. Regarding the museum, it was
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downright foundational: first, as Alexandertechnik, then
our work as Artefakte//anti-humboldt and the cofounding
of the No Humboldt 21! alliance, and, at the same time,
in the environment of the No Amnesty for Genocide
alliance.7 Where are we now?
Brigitta Kuster: I would consider the current situation almost a
reversal of the situation around 2009, which, in my view
was—at least at an imaginary level—relatively open, not
least regarding the arguments and ways of thinking we
developed. Today, I see the problem of the Humboldt
Forum as closely related to the fact that this is a
“national” project, structurally unsuitable to address the
conflicts that the search for a contemporary approach
to collections from the time of colonial occupation in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries should be
all about. I see two possible tendencies for museums in
this regard: Either they become provincial in the sense
of locality (i.e., they focus on street names, neighborhood
histories, things like that), or they radically transnationalize
themselves. In the Humboldt Forum, however, the
continuation of the nineteenth-century national museum
is so strong that it seems to me one cannot save such
a project from the inevitable continuities it entails—and
certainly not with a critical display as a symptomatic
treatment at the surface.
Regina Sarreiter: In the face of the challenges you have just
described, the appointment of the director of the
Humboldt Forum and the director of the collection is
tantamount to solidification.8 Two people have been
appointed who clearly stand for a national, conservative,
backward-looking project and who perceive themselves
more as administrators than as creators. Now there is no
room left to make anything negotiable.
Brigitta Kuster: I mean this even more fundamentally, in the sense
of museum history. If you consider what museums
are and which museums are trying interesting things
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today, then, to me, these seem to be museums of local
history (Heimatmuseen) that place great emphasis on
their responsibility to reflect what happens in their
communities. I am thinking of the District Six Museum in
Cape Town, for example, or the Maison des Civilisation
et de l’Unité Réunionnaise designed by Françoise Vergès,
or the Maison de la Négritude et des Droits de l’Homme
in Champagney. Or the museums that do not exist yet,
which we do not know yet: The coming museums.
Dierk Schmidt: These are good examples, and yet I am left with
the suspicion that many of the experiments would not be
sufficient, not structural enough. Besides, they don’t carry
the collections of artifacts we focus on. Do “we” really
want to rebuild museums? One of the conceptual decisions
in our examination of museums was to work with rather
antagonistic gestures that reflect existing structures and
allow for a utopian view. In our research of feature films in,
with, and around museums, these were gestures like theft.
Or the autonomous actions of the artificial film character

Artefakte//anti-humboldt
“Rise For You Will Not Perish” (on mummymania),
2012–2013, 40 min. Installation view from
Animism, Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin, 2012
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of the mummy (or the museumized artifact) in relation to
the new place, the museum, that has been imposed on
it: the “furnishing,” the “destroying,” and the “leaving” of the
museum, which we have called “self-restitution.”
Regina Sarreiter: We said right from the start: we don’t want this
project to happen; we don’t care for this. We are working
to prevent it from happening in the first place. That
was the starting point, that was the idea of the internal
discussions in the group that eventually lead to the 		
Anti-Humboldt event: to fan it all out for the first time and
say this, this, and that are all problematic about it, on all
levels. Then, with the No Humboldt 21! alliance, founded
in 2012, we called for a moratorium on the construction.9
The construction of the castle had already begun, and
our first public appearance with the campaign was at the
laying of the foundation stone, the materialization of the
Humboldt Forum project.
Brigitta Kuster: That’s true, but Dierk’s question was precisely about
whether our refusal to think or work on a better museum,
a museum of the future, did nevertheless merge into an
apparatus of appropriation.
Dierk Schmidt: To put it in a nutshell, in alliance with the No
Humboldt 21! we had laid down a fundamental critique
that generally excluded any cooperation with the
Humboldt Forum. You now ask whether this fundamentally
critical counterpart is already subject to appropriation?
Why do you think that is the case?
Brigitta Kuster: I don’t think you can escape the apparatuses
of appropriation at all, but I don’t mind that. It is only
exhausting because you always have to think in terms
of relocation and movement and cannot commit yourself
to a “good position” that has already been worked out.
Everything we might say now, including in terms of
the moratorium, has actually already become a critical
collaboration, a contribution to the project itself. The
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positions are known: one calculates with the other.
Whether we wanted it or not. I guess, in a David versus
Goliath fight, one must work with the surprise effect in a
way. In this way, it seems better to me to keep quiet or
change the subject today—that is, to opt for exit.
Dierk Schmidt: Then there was the widely noticed criticism offered
by art historian Bénédicte Savoy, who was a member of
the advisory board to the Humboldt Forum. In an
interview, she said, “The Humboldt Forum is like Chernobyl”
(July 27, 2017).10 The image is unmistakable, since a large
part of the collection is “contaminated” by its colonial
provenance. However, she actually demanded little more
than what is a matter of course in her scientific discipline.
Her demand—also made in view of the many boxes in the
depot that have never been opened—was that the museum
finally confront this “contamination,” sift it, take stock, carry
out the absolutely necessary provenance research, digitize
the inventory, and make the collection publicly accessible.
She made this demand with the intention of making visible
what it would trigger internationally and publicly, what
kinds of processes it would set in motion. Basically, it was
a demand for a moratorium on the business-as-usual of
museums, as is still common today.
Regina Sarreiter: Savoy’s criticism begins with the open questions of
provenance research and restitution. These are tasks that
the institution, and I mean more specifically the Stiftung
Preussischer Kulturbesitz (SPK, Prussian Cultural Heritage
Foundation), has to deal with. But Savoy’s criticism is not
so fundamental, because she doesn’t say, “We simply
won’t open the Humboldt Forum!” It’s kind of too late for
that now anyway. This precisely marks the difference from
what we did in 2009 with the Alexandertechnik event
“Der Anti-Humboldt” and in 2012 with the call for a
moratorium. It’s exactly as Brigitta said: You are addressed
and are allowed to say something about it, but then it’s
ultimately a criticism you add, which is read not as an
objection but as a task that the institution is to deal with.
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Dierk Schmidt: True, an ambivalence remains. Savoy resigned
from the advisory board of the Humboldt Forum, criticized
the lack of scientific transparency, and at the same
time implemented her own demands in research
programs—that, although external to the Humboldt Forum,
are also extremely close to it. What I am trying to do now
is think of different modes of criticism, of resistance, and
their respective consequences. What position could not
be (mis)appropriated? If the request for a moratorium on
construction concerned any form of cooperation with the
Humboldt Forum, would this rejection today concern the
general possibility of a critical statement? The question of
“cooperation” arose early on. I remember the No Humboldt
21! alliance’s meeting with the SPK in 2014. Its president,
Hermann Parzinger, told the alliance that the Humboldt
Forum would be complete only when “we” all worked
together and everyone became part of the Humboldt
Forum. The negative response to the simple question
asked by members of AFROTAK TV cyberNomads
about remuneration made the lack of seriousness of this
cooperation offer obvious.11 For me, our uneasiness with
continued criticism of the Humboldt Forum stems from
the unpleasant feeling of passivity. Continuing to criticize
as before now feels too harmless. Not because the
needle of criticism is no longer sharp, but because the
Humboldt Forum responds so softly and flexibly to 		
the needle. My feeling of doing my own work gives way
to a feeling of passive processing. It’s not the Humboldt
Forum that is reflected; instead, one reflects oneself.
I do not want to give that power to the Humboldt Forum.
A possible way out is to grasp some of the questions
affecting the Humboldt Forum in a more abstract way,
which would also be an internationalization of the
critique . . .
Brigitta Kuster: . . . in order to get away from this depressing result
of years of work. Perhaps, however, the new “Macron
wave” means the debate is beginning to develop in
interesting ways outside Germany.12 We will still have to
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see whether the French start a more radical solo effort
and, if implemented, whether it is able to interfere with
the European Museum assemblage. Will this indeed lead
to a more fundamental change of museum paradigms
valid since the nineteenth century and shift them in their
institutional histories so that they will start to falter in
postcolonially productive ways—toward a useful past, so
to say. Well, given that the Humboldt Forum is based on
a parliamentary decision, perhaps this is an important
reason why its destabilization during the planning phase
was hardly ever possible—and maybe we have always
known this in some way. One could feel relatively
confident in one’s criticism, insofar as it became apparent
that nothing would be set in motion anyway. It seems to
me today, however, that the problem arises exactly the
other way around: things have indeed changed. Only, we
have not proven to be the actors who could work with
this movement. If we were to make an NGO-like policy
now, then of course we could very well work with it, but
I believe that the matter of art—which is important to
us as a scene of confrontation with the world—makes
such a policy impossible. Art is hardly an actor in what
now follows, because it can no longer invent anything
but should instead implement things. For me, the ideal
moment of intersection between art and politics has
always been when the momentum of invention coincides
with social relations and conditions that are not yet there.
By this I mean the poetry that breaks new ground by
destabilizing the traditional social divisions of labor and
truths. In my view, in temporal and conceptual terms,
this moment in the debate about the Humboldt Forum is
completely over.
Regina Sarreiter: To return to Emmanuel Macron: He gave his
speech shortly after the SPK announced the creation of
one-and-a-half positions for provenance research. And
then Macron comes along and takes a step that increases
this tenfold by declaring that the question of how to deal
with ethnological collections is a government matter.
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In the context of the SPK, however, the question of
provenance research and restitution is dealt with rather as
an institutional matter.
Brigitta Kuster: “Nonrestitution is not a neutral act” is actually, in
our formulation, what has been contracted as the public
task given to Bénédicte Savoy and Felwine Sarr to design
a project.13 Would we be able to see a perspective in
collaborating or affirming such a project if they were
working with artists and we were asked by them? Or
has art, by definition, no place in such questions in our
opinion? If we were not able to participate or support at
this point, institutionally, or somehow within, against, or
otherwise—in other words, in a transformative way—then
we would have totally lost, not taken ourselves seriously,
and not understood anything. In Berlin, however, the
situation is quite different: the field is closed and has lost
any dynamic. This is why I would say our goal for 2018
is to fantasize about going somewhere else, in the sense
of opening up another constellation, another force field.
It is interesting to see how similar actors, such as us in
France or in Benin, interact with Macron’s initiative or the
Savoy/Sarr project. Because the provenance approach,
which is ultimately strongly committed to Enlightenment
thinking and also seeks to find connections to a liberal,
European bourgeoisie, does not seem so unproblematic to
me—not even geopolitically. If we want to know where the
goat we eat comes from, and what it ate, so that we are
sure that it is good for us, while . . .—I am polemicizing
here, of course. But this discourse is not really compatible
with what I would describe as Heimatmuseen, new local
history museums that would understand their historical
positionality as transnationally and globally interwoven.
Regina Sarreiter: I also think that in local museums there can be
another (his)story, perhaps a confrontation with their
respective contexts and (his)stories in miniature. People
are beginning to look at the translocal history of these
localities. The cooperation with groups or initiatives that
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have been dealing with these stories for a long time is
implicit. And I don’t want to say that these cooperations
always go smoothly and integratively. It can certainly
be helpful to not be an institution that is supposed to
develop and represent a national narrative, but rather
to work at a more regional level. Of course, this does
not mean that they are not perceived nationwide. For
example, I think the Museum Treptow, with its exhibition
on the 1886 Colonial Exhibition, is a successful example
of how the cooperation with Berlin actors and initiatives
can work.14
Brigitta Kuster: May I ask something heretical? Isn’t what we are
interested in as art often tied to imperial contexts? Isn’t
art often a majoritarian phenomenon?
Dierk Schmidt: Majoritarian in relationship to what?
Brigitta Kuster: Insofar as it is very close to power, hegemony, 		
and capital.
Dierk Schmidt: I haven’t seen the exhibition at the Museum
Treptow, but I suspect that the “art” question does
not arise there. I am also not so sure I can share the
enthusiasm toward the museum of local history or
that I can recognize a real potential for movement therein.
I usually find local museums interesting when they are
completely self-organized by a movement (or as an art
project) and are not simply committed to mirroring the
local diversity of opinion by means of modifying the
existing structure of this type of museum. The question
you ask about art is complex, often double-edged, and
therefore not so easy to answer. I believe the art we
have produced so far has been relatively far from
majoritarian and institutional power; in fact, we have asked
for clear and transparent contracts in the places we
worked. We said “No,” a “No” on our part that was simply
ignored by the majority. Like you, I lead a second art
life alongside our group work. In terms of content, there
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are many overlaps that are reflected in the exhibition
and the exhibition catalogue here in Madrid, such as Die
Teilung der Erde (The Division of the Earth) or the Broken
Windows series. But the fields are different. In the art field,
I appreciate the radically reflective moment in confronting
a work, being thrown back existentially onto oneself at
that moment.
Regina Sarreiter: This immediately became our role within the
alliance: It didn’t come out of nowhere that we, along with
others such as AFROTAK TV cyberNomads, were seen
as bringing an artistic aspect, as always looking for other
forms and new languages of confrontation and attack.15
Our attempt was to bring this whole discussion into a
field that is close to us. I think this is also what made it
possible for Die Anti-Humboldt Box to be invited to
places such as the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin,
the Villa Romana in Florence, and the Herbstsalon of the
Gorki-Theater in Berlin.16
Dierk Schmidt: In our group, the question of the role of art has rarely
arisen for me. Instead there are questions of content,
questions of knowledge acquisition, cooperation, and
distribution, of “movement.” For me, Die Anti-Humboldt Box
was a moment of practice that shared the question of art,
insofar as we invited other colleagues who were active
in the art field to participate. This may not be about art
but about a field we deal with in which art happens and
in which we as artists situate our life practice. And the
Humboldt Forum will massively change this field.
Brigitta Kuster: I think our practices have tried—sociologically
speaking—to intervene in the field of art.
Lars Bang Larsen: Where is the Anti-Humboldt practice moving now?
Brigitta Kuster: I think we went underground. We are hiding.
Regina Sarreiter: We are in hibernation.
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Brigitta Kuster: We don’t know. I just have no answer to that. So, we
observe the processes from below.
Lars Bang Larsen: Let’s go on to the mummies. Let’s see where that
takes us. In the course of your various activities, you have
encountered the character of the mummy—fictionally in
film and in the concrete case of actual human remains. In
dealing with the first case, you developed the concept of
“self-restitution.” How did you come up with this concept,
and what is its relationship to the complex question of the
restitution of the object of the ethnological collection, the
subject of the human remains?
Brigitta Kuster: We noticed that there is a cinematic motif, a
cinematic way of articulation: the mummy oscillates
between body, embodied subjectivity, and object,
thing, chosification, and thus also race. The mummy
stories always had to do with a kind of upside-down
transcendence, starting with the equipment and staging
of the burial chambers with the aim of helping someone
make the journey to the afterlife, where he or she
then lives on. But in the context of the history of the
museum, a closure is taking place: the museum is, on
the one hand, a burial chamber, but it requires, on the
other hand, the opening of a literal burial chamber, which
represents a sacrilege that literally becomes a condition
of museum history and is accompanied in the cinematic
representations by an activation of those objects
associated with sleep, death, and isolation.17
Dierk Schmidt: The “curse” of the mummy hits those who open the
burial chamber. The mummy, removed from its context
by violence, revolts. It becomes an active figure with
knowledge of both worlds; namely the Ancient and the
Now, Egypt and Europe. It acts within, with, or against
the museum. From this, we have derived the concept of
“self-restitution,” an archaeological object transferred to a
subject, in some plots remotely controlled, in others acting
independently.
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Handover ceremony of Nama and Ovaherero
skulls at the Charité, Berlin, September 30,
2011 (see also pp. 138–142)

Brigitta Kuster: In addition, “he”—the mummy—has a medium. His
medium is always a woman . . . and not a white woman
but a racialized woman. This seems to me to be quite
decisive, also, for the time in which the films take place
and for what interested us in terms of the ability for selfreferentiality in the mummy’s self-restitution. The agent
is never self and other but rather this strange mediation
figure, who is, not coincidentally, also a media figure and
a figure of difference in relation to race and gender. It is
she who acts in relation to the museum and enables “him”
to do what “he” does as a mummy.
Lars Bang Larsen: Yeah, human remains like the mummy undergo a
process of scientific objectification, of becoming an object.
In the Berlin context, the release or appearance of the
Charité skull collection introduced a sense of insecurity
that affected the object and its appropriation, and perhaps
also the institution of the Humboldt Forum. What happened
there? How did you use the term activation there?
Dierk Schmidt: This touches on a debate that has occupied me for
years: the genocide of the Herero and Nama societies
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committed by the German Reich at the beginning of the
twentieth century in what was then German Southwest
Africa (now Namibia). In addition to the Holocaust and the
genocide of the Armenians, this event was considered
a blueprint by the authors of the 1948 Genocide
Convention. In the 2000s, a tough, conflictual debate
began both in Namibia and in Germany as to whether
this event should be assessed as genocide. The conflict
continues to this day, and the German government is
working on its assessment with indifference. In this
conflict, the human remains you mentioned became
present. In 2011, the Charité in Berlin returned twenty
skulls to Namibia that had been stored in various Berlin
institutions since their violent appropriation in 1907.
Through historical and anthropological research, including
into the preserved files, the Charité Human Remains
Project, established in 2010, was able to identify the
population groups of the Herero and Nama, whose
members had become objects of racially motivated
research in Germany. At the moment of handover, Berlin
failed to make an official bilateral act of state, and, to date,
the Federal Republic of Germany has not made an official
apology for the genocide and its context, an apology
that was demanded by a large part of the audience. One
particular circumstance—given the spatial situation with
the “heads of contention” in the center—led to a scandal
and the hasty departure of then-State Secretary Cornelia
Pieper, who was invited as a guest to the Charité. Shortly
before, a large part of the audience and the NGOs present
had demanded an “Apology Now”—verbally and with
printed flyers. Two of the twenty skulls were presented in
specially produced cases during the handover. The two
skulls, “looking” at the audience, seemed to witness and
communicate the crimes that had been committed against
them. The violence of this objectification was visible for
all to see. Marked as a “skull preparation,” with inventory
number and collection name, the two skulls appeared
as evidence, as “witnesses” of the genocide. The scene
reminded me of the “activation”: sequences we know from
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the plots of the mummy films. Here I tried to identify an
operative form/method for our work that would consist
of thinking through ways of triggering concerns—or
at least offer ways of testing our work in experimental
arrangements. The Charité’s other collections of human
remains went to the SPK, where they now lie, literally and
figuratively, in the foundations of the Humboldt Forum.
This fact also had an impact on the genocide debate
mentioned above. The return of the skulls—in contrast to
other objects in the museum’s collection—was met with
social consensus in Germany. This was evident in the
press’s reaction at the time. For the SPK, as the current
owner of these collections and from an Unrechtskontext
(a “context of injustice”), this created a danger that the
public’s assessment of the restitution might transfer to
other artifacts of, in legal terms, precarious provenance,
including ones that were not human remains.
Brigitta Kuster: Our concept of “activation,” and what we sought
in artistic, research, and discursive practices about this
concept, was aimed precisely at the moment of potentiality,
opening up, confusion, perhaps also disappearance, theft,
and self-restitution—at subversive acts, acts that are
resistant to the im/possibility of ethical and political object
restabilization/refixation.18 I mean, they actually got rid of
the skulls here. Activation, on the other hand, is nothing
more than a kind of strategy of extending the uncanny—
viewed from different angles. And in this context uncanny
always also means irreconcilable or unreconciled. It is
interesting to me to consider the extent to which such
a relationship to a past that does not pass by (un passé
qui ne passe pas), that has probably always shaped Black
cultures, is currently entering the global pop mainstream—
for example, when Janelle Monáe suggests in her latest
“emotion picture” an identification with “dirty computers,”
that, despite all reboots and data deletions, show traces of
memory. And it is no coincidence that the attempted data
erasure processes take place in a setting that shows clear
aesthetic allusions to ancient Egyptian mummifications.
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FOCUS ON A SHOWCASE
CONCERNING THE
ARCHAEOLOGIST JULIO
MARTÍNEZ SANTA-OLALLA
(WORKING TITLE), 2018

The vitrine Enlarging the Horizon at the
Museo Arqueológico Nacional in Madrid,
presenting Saharan Stone Age artifacts
collected by Julio Martínez Santa-Olalla

On behalf of Dierk Schmidt, the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía sent this email to the Museo Arqueológico Nacional (MAN) in April
2018 to explain the exhibition concept of Guilt and Debts and request
the loan of artifacts related to Santa-Olalla's Sahara expeditions. In
September 2018, the board of the MAN approved the loan of all the
request items: 15 arrowheads, a vitrine, and a file cabinet.

Over the last years my artistic
work has treated glass showcases
as objects useful for reflecting on
issues of objecthood and their
context in general and in specific
cases. The glass of showcases was
treated in a painterly manner—their
surfaces serving as an in-between
or as an overlayering of the mirrored
object inside, behind the glass,
and the outside, the surrounding
museal space, the context. These
“reflections” were painted on the
surface of the material glass—in the
double sense of the word.
The work I am planning to realize for
the show at the Museo Reina Sofía
takes up these working methods
and focuses on two showcases of
the Museo Arqueológico Nacional
(MAN) in Madrid, called “Augmenting
the Collection” and “Enlarging the
Horizon” (31.11 and 31.12 respectively).
At these junctures it is specifically
the Sahara region, exemplified in the
showcase by archaeologist Julio
Martínez Santa-Olalla (1905–1972),
that interests me. More precisely,
my work focuses on Santa-Olalla’s
expeditions of the 1940s, the
methods used, and the historical
perspective on that area. On the
other hand, my work departs from
the movement of collected objects
from the Sahara expeditions, in
various conditions between private
and museal property. Of course,
these focuses aim beside SantaOlalla’s complicated biography

and his connection to the German
Nationalists as well as his working
under Francisco Franco.
As far as the work is planned at
the moment, the constituent part
will be a glass (in reality, the front
glass of the showcase), shaped
in a vanishing-point projection,
comparable to the optical
perspective. One has to see the
showcase in total. On the back
of these glass elements (glass or
acrylic glass) the arrangement of
the showcase itself will be painted
and overworked. Beside these glass
elements there will be a second
glass with the mirrored shape of
the first, so that both together will
have the form of a butterfly or a
Rorschach-type image. These
double-glass paintings will be
shown on the floor of the Palacio de
Velázquez.
Another constitutive part will be
the empty glass showcase that the
Museo Arqueológico showed me
in December in its. I would like to
present it in connection with a bigger
group of arrowheads, similar to those
presented in the Sahara arrangement
of the showcase mentioned above.
It would be great if it would be
possible to have these elements
on loan. Furthermore, it would be
great to stay in a close exchange/
debate on the objects of the Olalla
collections, their movements, and
their various museal representations.

Studies for Focus on a Showcase Concerning the
Archaeologist Julio Martínez Santa-Olalla (working
title), including Santa-Olalla's essays "On the
Traces of the Prehistoric Sahara, before It Was
a Desert" (1941) and “Western Sahara, Advisory
Opinion” (1975), considering the relation of desert
and terra nullius. Photographs of the old display
(1981–2013) of the Western Sahara Collection in
the MAN are included in the texts by Sastre
(pp. 45–46) and Jaguttis (pp. 55–56).
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KOW, Berlin, 2016
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absence of objects)], 2016

106

107

108

Untitled (common vs.
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DIE TEILUNG DER
ERDE—TABLEAUX
ZU RECHTLICHEN
SYNOPSEN DER BERLIN
AFRIKA KONFERENZ
(SALZBURGER SERIE)
The Division of the Earth—Tableaux
on the Legal Synopsis of the Berlin
Africa Conference (Salzburg Series)
2005

Ring Gallery at Kunstverein
Salzburg, 2005
Conférence de Berlin
[Berlin Africa Conference], 2005
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Tableau 1
Conférence de Berlin 1884/85
(Participants de la Conférence de Berlin
1884/85, de ce temps-là “famille de la
communauté internationale” / Participants of
the Berlin Africa Conference 1884/85, at the
time the “family of international law”)
A-H
Al
Be
Da
Es
E-U-A
Fr
GB
It
P-B
Po
Ru
Su / No
Tu
(As In Co

Austro-Hongrois
Allemagne
Belgique
Danemark
Espagne
États-Unis d’Amérique
France
Grande Bretagne
Italie
Pays-Bas
Portugal
Russie
Suède / Norvège
Empire Ottoman
I’Association Internationale du Congo)

Mo
Motabele
G/H
Territoire Griqua (Khoekhoe)
Bec
Bechuana
(Ce n’est qu’un choix)
(États, royaumes ou populations, non
participants à la conférence / States, kingdoms
or populations that did not take part in the
conference)
Ha
Haïti
Su
Suisse
Gr
Grèce
Ja
Japon
Pe
Perse
(Ce n’est qu’un choix)
Acte Général—the last act presumes to define
rules under “international law” using the example
of the Congo Basin:

Ne pas de ce temps-là “famille de la
communauté internationale”:

I
II

Or
Tr
Su-Za
Ma
Li
Et

III

République d'Orange
Transvaal
Sultanat de Zanzibar
Royaume de Madagascar
Libéria
Éthiopie

(États Africains, royaumes ou populations, non
participants à la conférence / African states,
kingdoms or political populations that did not
take part in the conference)
So
Mo
So
Bo
Wo
Da
Za
Te
Ut
Bun
Bug
Ko
Ya
Ku
Lun
Lub
Ng
MU
Ye
Ov
Ba
Lo
Sh
Ovo
He
Na
Kh
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Samori Empire
Mossi State
Califat de Sokoto
Bornu
Wadan
Darfur
Zande
Teke
Utetera
Bunyoro
Buganda
Kongo
Yaka
Kuba
Lunda
Luba
Nguni
Mirambu Unyanyembe Ukimbu
Yeke
Royaume Ovimbundu
Barotse
Lozi
Shona
Ovambo
Herero
Nama (Khoekhoe)
Khoisan (Khoekhoe, San)

Definition as “ownerless thing”
Securing of navigational and duty
freedom for European enterprises
Colony / state sovereignty of one of
the signatory states
“African state,” kingdom or population
(filled form) / economic or political
sphere of interest (contoured form)
“European state” (filled form) /
economic or political sphere of
interest (contoured form)

Differentiation of the symbols through fillings—
using the example of a “European state”:
state claim/institution/military/court
(filled form)
economic or political sphere of
interest (contoured form)
non-recognition or disfranchisement
under international law (transparent)
state claim or colony (maximally
expanded claim with minimum
military-administrative effort)
“res nullius,” “ownerless thing” or
“empty country” (transparent form),
here: a playing field
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Tableau 2
Traité de Protection
(The staging of a legal ambivalence of the
“Protection and Friendship Treaty”)
The theme of the colonial protection treaty was
disregarded at the Berlin Africa Conference,
thus giving the conference participants the
practical option of arbitrarily interpreting
it either as a treaty between two states or
populations (under international law) or as
an act of subjugation (domestically). The
ambiguity that was staged by the two logically
exclusive possibilities of interpretation laid the
foundation for the rigorous occupation and
disfranchisement of the affected areas and
populations within just a few years.
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Tableau 3
Conditions des occupations effectives
(Acte Général, Chap. VI, Article 34,
Article 35)
left part
Article 35
(effective occupation

right part
Article 34
obligation to notify)

France
European state (filled form) / sphere
of interest
Association Internationale du Congo
States, kingdoms and populations in
the Congo Basin

Differentiation of the symbols through fillings—
using the example of a European state:
state claim/institution/military/court
(filled form)
economic or political sphere of
interest (contoured form)
non-recognition or disfranchisement
under international law (transparent
form)
state claim or colony (maximally
expanded claim with minimum
military-administrative effort)
“res nullius,” “ownerless thing” or
“empty country” (transparent form),
here: a playing field.
The “conditions des occupations effectives” are
shown using the example of the Congo Basin and
the emerging colony “Free State of Congo” that
passed into the private ownership of the Belgian
King Leopold II.
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Tableau 4
Ordre d’extermination de von Trotha
(The genocidal extermination war against
the Herero from 1904–1908)
Pursuit of the Herero to the waterless
Omaheke Desert:

Differentiation of the symbols through fillings—
using the example of a European state:

TR PR Von Trotha’s extermination order
on 10/02/1904

state claim/institution/military/
court (filled form)

Establishment of “concentration
camps” starting 12/11/1904:

economic or political sphere of
interest (contoured form)

Relation of the surviving but disenfranchised
population to the killed population in the
“concentration camps,”
here:

non-recognition or
disfranchisement under
international law (transparent form)

equals 1,000 persons
Natives decree from 08/18/1907. Pass tokens
were subsequently introduced and the local
population was expropriated, abducted and
forced to work in the private
and public sector:
Relation of the surviving but disenfranchised
population to the killed population between
1904 and 1910,
here:

state claim or colony (maximally
expanded claim with
minimum military-administrative
effort)
“res nullius,” “ownerless thing” or
“empty country” (transparent form),
here: a playing field.
Prison camp

Forced Iabour

equals 1,000 persons
Killed population
German Reich
Herero
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Tableau 5
Plainte de la HPRC et de la AWRRTC
(The possibilities of the claim for reparations
based on international law in whose shaping the
prosecuting party could not participate.)

Open-mindedness regarding
international law, or legal scope of
action in the case of genocide

Killed African population during 400
years of slave trade and colonisation
(according to the African World
Reparation and Repatriation Truth
Commission, Ghana 1999)
here:

Rejection (hardly discernible form:
transparent / in the colour of the
orange picture ground)
National or international court in which
the HPRC action was filed (contoured
form). From right to left: (International
Court of Justice in The Hague) / District
Court Columbia/USA, District Court
Washington).

equals 500,000 persons

here:

B

Declaration of Non-Responsibility by
the court (transparent form)

Sum of the demanded
reparations: equals 1
trillion US $

First line: - - - - - - - Colonial development after the
Relation of the surviving but disenfranchised
population to the killed population of the
Herero between 1904 and 1910
here:

General Act of the Berlin Africa Conference in the
area of today’s Namibia
Second line: - - - -Colonial development after the
General Act of the Berlin Africa Conference on the
African continent

equals 1 000 persons

African state, kingdom or population
(filled form) / economic or political
sphere of interest (contoured form)

Four corners of the claim for reparations:

European state (filled figure) /
economic or political sphere of
interest (contoured form)

HPRC

Herero People’s Reparations 		
Corporation
AI
Federal Republic of Germany (or legal
successor of the Deutsches Reich)
DB
Deutsche Bank AG (formerly Deutsche
Bank)
Te
Terex Corporation (formerly Orenstein
& Koppel)
Wo
Deutsche Afrika-Linien (formerly 		
Woermann-Linien)
		
here:

M

Sum of the demanded
reparations: equals 1 billion US $

Deutsche Reich or Federal Republic
of Germany respectively
Herero
under the administration of South
Africa
Namibia

Third line: - - - - - - legal insight under international
law, legal possibility in case of genocide after 1884
/ development of international law depending on
the states recognised as states at the respective
point in time:
AK
HK
VV
GK

Berliner Afrika-Konferenz 1884/85
Hague Convention of 1907
Treaty of Versailles of 6/28/1919
Convention on the Prevention
and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide of 12/09/1948

Differentiation of the symbols through fillings—
using the example of a European state
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Gleneagles, G7+1
(Russian Premier Vladimir
Putin in conversation with
Commission Chairperson
of the African Union,
Alpha Oumar Konaré,
2005), 2005
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Installation view 		
documenta 12, Kassel, 2007

DIE TEILUNG
DER ERDE—
TABLEAUX ZU
RECHTLICHEN
SYNOPSEN DER
BERLIN AFRICA
KONFERENZ
(KASSELER SERIE)
The Division of the Earth—Tableaux on
the Legal Synopsis of the Berlin Africa
Conference (Kassel Series, selection)
2007

Installation view
documenta 12, Kassel, 2007
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Tableau 2
Conférence
de Berlin
[Berlin Africa
Conference], 2007
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Acte Général
- Freedom of trade in the
Congo Basin
- Freedom of shipping on
the Congo, Niger and their
tributaries

- Neutrality of the Congo
Basin
- Conditions of effective
occupation
- “Development of
civilization”

- European
agreement on forcing
economization and
occupation, using the
example of the Congo
Basin
Signed
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Tableau 3 [Participants
of the Berlin Africa
Conference], 2007
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Participants of the Berlin Africa
Conference of 1884/85
AUSTRIA-HUNGARY
GERMANY
BELGIUM
DENMARK
SPAIN
UNITED STATES
FRANCE
GREAT BRITAIN
ITALY
NETHERLANDS
OTTOMAN EMPIRE
PORTUGAL
RUSSIA
SWEDEN / NORWAY
Acte Général:
. . . was a list and the decision to
impose European legal categories
and economic regulations by the
conference participants, with the
claim to universal validity for the
participants. The principle of the act
was implemented as a model in the
Congo basin, which the participants
conceded to the Belgian King Leopold
II as a private person.
The following model language
was invented by the conference
participants:
- LEO MUSTERMANN, colonizer
- Other colonizer
- Local population
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Status under international law of
populated territories:
- official, institution, military, court of
justice
- deprivation of subjectivity under
international law
- political and economic “spheres of
interest”
The control of the interpretation of the
“protection and friendship treaties” by
the conference participants as:
- formally equal legal subjectivity
- prospective recognition, factual
incapacitation through patronage
- submission treaty
The conference participants thus aim
for:
- “RES NULLIUS”
(defined as unpossessed territory)
- COLONY (maximum territory through
the use of the minimum amount of
personnel resources)

Tableau 4
Exclus de la participation
à la conférence de
Berlin [Excluded from
participating in the Berlin
Africa Conference], 2007
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Excluded from participating in the
Berlin Conference:
ALUR
ASANTE KINGDOM
AZANDE
BAMUM KINGDOM
BECHUANA
KINGDOM OF BORNU
KINGDOM OF BUGANDA
BUNYORO
CHAGGA CHIEFDOMS
KINGDOM OF DAHOMEY
SULTANATE OF DARFOUR
KINGDOM OF GAZA
HERERO
KENEDUGU KINGDOM
KONGO KINGDOM
KUBA
LOZI
LOVEDU
LUBA KINGDOM
LUNDA EMPIRE
DU MAASAI
MOOSE KINGDOMS
NAMA
NDEBELE KINGDOM
NGUNI
NYAMWEZI
NYORO KINGDOM
OVAMBO KINGDOM
OVIMBUNDU KINGDOM
SAMORI EMPIRE
SHONA
SOKOTO CALIPHATE
TEMNE
TIO KINGDOM
TUKULOR CALIPHATE
WANGA KINGDOMS
WOLOF
YAKA
YORUBA KINGDOMS
ZULU EMPIRE
A selection
African states, kingdoms and political
communities that were not recognized
by the members of the so-called
“international community” / “Community
of civilised states”
KINGDOM OF ETHIOPIA
LIBERIA
KINGDOM OF MADAGASCAR
ORANJE REPUBLIC
TRANSVAAL
SULTANATE OF ZANZIBAR
Recognized as members of the
“international community” at the time.
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Tableau 5
Article 34 + 35, 2007
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ARTICLE 35
Chapter VI
Declaration relative
to the essential
conditions to be
observed in order
that new occupations
on the coasts of the
African continent may
be held to be effective.
Article 34
Any Power which
henceforth takes
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ARTICLE 34
possession of a
tract of land on the
coasts of the African
continent outside of its
present possessions,
or which, being
hitherto without
such possessions,
shall acquire them,
as well as the Power
which assumes a
Protectorate there,
shall accompany the

respective act with a
notification thereof,
addressed to the other
Signatory Powers of
the present Act, in
order to enable them,
if need be, to make
good any claims of
their own.
Article 35
The Signatory
Powers of the present

Act recognize the
obligation to insure
the establishment of
authority in the regions
occupied by them on
the coasts of the African
continent sufficient to
protect existing rights,
and, as the case may
be, freedom of trade
and of transit under
the conditions agreed
upon.
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Tableau 11
Oturupa, Okahandja 2006,
2007

171

Wieczorek-Zeul le 14
Août 2004 à Okakarara
[Wieczorek-Zeul, August 14,
2004, in Okakarara], 2007
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"[. . .] A hundred years ago, the suppressors—blinded
by colonial delusion—became emissaries of violence,
discrimination, racism, and destruction in the name of
Germany. The atrocities committed at the time amount to
what today would be called genocide—for which a General
von Trotha would now be brought before court and
sentenced. We Germans avow our historical-political and
moral-ethical responsibility and the guilt Germans incurred
at the time. I ask you, in the sense of a joint ‘Our Father,’
for forgiveness. Without conscious remembrance, without
deep sorrow, there can be no reconciliation. Reconciliation
demands remembrance.” (sic: “moral-ethical responsibility”
instead of responsibility before the law; in face of the “joint
‘Our Father,’” all are equal, all are sinners)
Furthermore: “Germany has learnt the bitter lessons
of history: We are a cosmopolitan country that is now
multicultural in many respects. We have achieved German
reunification in a peaceful way and are pleased to belong
to an expanded European Union. We are committed
members of the United Nations and advocate peace,
the respect for human rights, development, and the
fight against poverty all over the world. We provide the
population of Africa with continuous aid and intensively
support the NEPAD initiative.”
Speech of the German Minister for Economic Cooperation
and Development, Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul, on the
occasion of the ceremonies commemorating the Herero
revolts in Namibia.
“On behalf of the German Federal Government and in
the sense of the biblical ‘Our Father,’ I have asked for
forgiveness for the crimes that the German colonialists
committed against the Herero people. It was high time to
do so. Joint remembrance is the decisive precondition for
healing and reconciliation.”
Speech of the Federal Minister Heidemarie WieczorekZeul on the occasion of the opening of the international
symposium “Der Herero-Krieg—hundert Jahre danach.
1904–2004: Realitäten, Traumata, Perspektiven” on
November 19, 2004, at Bremen Town Hall.
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Tableau 12
Plainte de la HPRC
[Lawsuit of the
HPRC], 2007
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RESTITUTION

“COURT DE JUSTICE”

2001

06/13/2007

Deutsche Bank

Deutsche Bank

Orenstein & Koppel

Terex

Woermann Ligne

GERMANY

DAL

GERMANY

IM

ALIEN TORT CLAIMS ACT

M
UN
IT

“no law

at the time”

Y

GENOCIDE CONVENTION ON

12/9/1948

08/18/1907

OVAHERERO
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“… according to the law at that time”

10/02/1904

“PROTECTION AND FRIENDSHIP TREATIES,” 10/21/1895

Building Cases (Part 2):
Painting’s Social Arena

Method and Countermemory
in Dierk Schmidt’s Guilt and Debts
Lars Bang Larsen

And just as our political conviction was made up of fragments, dissonances,
hypotheses, resolutions and slogans, supported by a conviction that came
from our own life experiences, so too was art not to be conceptualized
without its fluctuations, fractions and contradictions.
—Peter Weiss, Die Ästhetik des Widerstands

An investigation has been opened. It is active and ongoing, set to
play out in unexpected ways—hardly toward a “solution” or
affirmation of normality. Sometimes it begins with what has not yet
even been declared a crime or a case but just has the ghostly
outlines of forgetting, silence, invisibility.
Dierk Schmidt takes a step back from the event with a view to
disassemble the mechanisms that order historical narratives, working
with both the images and the nonimages that these mechanisms
have produced. He operates with existing fragments of the real but,
facing absences and lacunae, also produces pieces of the visible to
be remounted in a special kind of montage. “I have nothing to say
only to show,” Walter Benjamin said of the literary montage of his
Passagenwerk; but what to do when you have little to show for
structures of affect and power? What to do when they first need to
be channeled, made manifest? In such investigations, bits are
collected, and supplements are painted, combined, and built to make
up a constructed corpus that will eventually give evidence.
For a contemporary artist to work with the unavailability of
imagery sounds paradoxical to our hypervisual culture. Images,
however, escape in so many ways. Their quantification ad absurdum
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is one way; the policing and deliberate diversion of image streams,
another; and the ways they are prevented from coming into being, a
third. With Schmidt, the retrieval of visibility follows a fugitive logic.
His images have typically traveled a long way—in the simple
geographical sense that speaks of itineraries of individuals and
collectives, as well as the global reach of the powers that govern
them, and, moreover, in terms of the processes of mediation the
images undergo as they work through the visual realm’s contingency,
its conditionality, chance, and violence. Perhaps this is why Schmidt’s
works sometimes have the look of a Herculean repair job. All the
stitching and piecing together that they perform necessitates a
désoeuvrement on their own part; an undoing of the work’s autonomy,
its un-working.
IMAGE LEAKS—On the Image Politics of Resources (2011–2014)
is a case in point. This series, discussed at length by Caroline Jones
elsewhere in this catalogue, deals with the months-long leakage of
crude from the oil rig Deepwater Horizon in 2010 and the spin the
corporation employed to control the public image of the ensuing
contamination of the Gulf of Mexico. Holger Kube Ventura
describes how
BP purchased multiple keywords, such as “oil spill,” from
different search engines, in order to increasingly route Internet
users to their version of the situation. . . . Photojournalists
were prevented by BP and [US] government officials from
visiting the places where effects of the oil contamination were
most visible. A CBS cameraman was even threatened with
arrest, and flights over the polluted coasts were in part
prohibited. . . . Although BP was unable to stop the flow of oil
for almost three months, it was able to carefully control the
flow of images, that is, to flood the public with its own
pictures.1
For IMAGE LEAKS, Schmidt painted on glass panes and fitted them
in the skylight of the Frankfurter Kunstverein, creating a kind of
corporate lobby from Hell, where the BP logos above the 		
gallery-goers’ heads were transmuted toxically in mock tribute to
capitalist avarice.
In the case of the Deepwater Horizon spill, the question of guilt is
not as complex as it is in other of Schmidt’s investigations.
177

The Restorative Tendency
of a Berlin Republic
In Berliner Schlossgeister (Berlin Castle Ghosts, 2002–2004) and
FlickSchusterei (Kludge, 2004) Schmidt takes on historical specters in
Berlin’s urban space.2 In 2002 the German parliament approved a
proposal to demolish the Palast der Republik (Palace of the
Republic)—a German Democratic Republic (GDR)–era culture house
and seat of the GDR’s Volkskammer, the legislative branch of the East
German state—and in its place reconstruct the Stadtschloss, or
Berlin City Castle. The Stadtschloss is a simulacrum of an
eighteenth-century architecture that originally served as a royal and
imperial palace. Damaged by Allied bombs during World War II, it was
razed in the 1950s at the direction of the Socialist Unity Party of
Germany (the GDR’s communist party). When rebuilding is finished at
the end of 2019, the Stadtschloss will be the seat of the Humboldt
Forum, the “universal museum” for “world culture” declared to be a
successor museum to the Wunderkammer cabinet of curiosities,
established in the sixteenth century by the prince of Brandenburg.
Schmidt notes that this historical loop amounts to a removal of
public counterimages to the existing order, under the signs of
economic optimization and national historical continuity:
I registered this as abstract: democratically elected
representatives of the people of the Berlin Republic are
building their castle in the 21st century, a building of feudal
representation that places them in the genealogy of
domination. As a figurative picture, the figure of the privately
and publicly funded replica of the castle of the Hohenzollern
approaches that architecture of commercial, one-sided urban
planning that operates the “sell-out” of the historic centre. . . .
With bottom-line rhetorics, funds are made more effective and
set against the cost of other public “images.”3
In 1993, a life-size mock-up of the castle was erected in the form of
scaffolds covered with a tarpaulin whose painted front simulated the
projected building’s façade. When the tarpaulin was sold to raise
funds for the rebuilding of the castle, Schmidt acquired five pieces
and partially painted them over with an anachronic gallery of the
stakeholders in the process, including the German minister of building
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Adolph Menzel
Atelierwand
[Studio wall], 1872

development at the time, the twentieth-century Prince Louis
Ferdinand of Prussia, and former chancellor Gerhard Schröder. The
presence in this lineup of Charles Montgomery Burns, the villain from
The Simpsons, testifies to Schmidt’s catholic tastes.
Schlossgeister quotes Adolph Menzel’s 1872 painting Atelierwand
(Studio wall), a chiaroscuro frog-eye’s perspective of the painter’s
collection of plaster casts and death masks. Schmidt makes the
analogy explicit: “Coronation painter on the one hand, versed in a
profanating and reflexive realism on the other . . . Menzel raises the
question which strategies are possible for the artist in the context of
the restorative tendency of a Berlin republic, beyond that of a ‘court
artist.’”4
With Schmidt’s appropriated and reworked canvas hung from a
piece of scaffolding in the gallery space, the ensemble comes across
as an elaborate defacing of the palace-to-be. In the middle of the
canvas, Schmidt has—with carefully a-spontaneous brushstrokes of
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mediated indignation—rendered an explosion of red paint, as if a
paint bomb has been thrown. Maybe it is a radicalized extrapolation
of “Menzel’s juicy and brisk treatment of color,” to use Peter Weiss’s
skeptical characterization.5

The Incident
with the Slimy
According to Verônica Tello, Schmidt’s work engages “heterogeneous
visual cultures and multiple temporalities.”6 If this is true on the level
of subject matter, it is fundamental for his historic conceptualization of
painting too.
If one takes the long view on display practices, the contemporary
era has contributed to an isolation of painting in museums and
galleries. This affirmation of medial autonomy has its counterparts in
premodern and early modern enactments of painting, where the
medium was altogether differently embroiled in collective experience.
When it comes to the work’s social relations, its parergon is not the
painting’s frame but the institutional framework beyond it.
A case in point is how Théodore Géricault’s Le radeau de la
Méduse (The Raft of the Medusa, 1818–1819) articulates, and was
articulated by, a larger social arena. After its premiere at the Louvre,
it was presented at London’s sensationalist quasi-museum Egyptian
Hall and later in a large tent at a fairground in Dublin. At the two
latter venues Géricault’s giant work was presented alongside a
theater play on the shipwreck of the Méduse, as well as other
attractions that dealt with the disaster. Jonathan Crary observes how
the work, once it was extracted from the universe of the Louvre, “was
made continuous with another network of ‘actualities,’ a field of reified
current events, which supported its value as an attraction.”7
Such deep histories of painting’s medial interaction with the
modernization of spectatorship echo in the series. I Know Something
. . . You Don’t Know . . . “When Opinion Becomes an Occasion for
Calculation” (2001–2006), also called the Christiansen series. A
fictionalization of an actual debate program on German television, the
series unfolds as a kind of painted tapestry “documenting” a live
conversation between anchorwoman Sabine Christiansen and several
of her (also real) guests: Edwin Black, author of the book IBM and the
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Holocaust: The Strategic Alliance between Nazi Germany and America’s
Most Powerful Corporation, 2001; Otto Graf Lambsdorff, government
representative for the compensation of forced laborers during WWII;
Lothar Evers, spokesman for the federal association Information and
Support for the Survivors of National Socialist Prosecution; Wolfgang
Gibowski, spokesman for the German Industry Foundations Initiative;
and Volker Beck, Green Party legal expert.
The point of departure is Black’s claim that IBM, through its
wartime German subsidiary Dehomag, was involved in a “data-aided
genocide.” The foil painting IBM Sticks on Hollerith (2007)
achromatically details the protocybernetic, so-called Hollerith
technologies used by the Nazis for the statistical and logistical
coordination of the Holocaust. This history extends into toxic
contemporary discussions about compensation payments by state
and industry to the victims of forced labor, pending at the time of the
series’ making. As Schmidt says of the work, “considering the media
debate at the time, a meeting between these people was more likely
to happen than not”—a counterintuitive situation that allowed him to
stay close to the facts even as he dramatized them.8 It is explained in
the accompanying “transcript” of statements made by the assembled
guests that the “TV debate” continues until “Somebody in the
audience throws a green slimy [the children’s toy] into the group and
hits Wolfgang Gibowski.”
At the Velázquez, the Christiansen series is wall-huggingly
installed in a space evocative of a TV studio. This is the “factory” of
television, through which the raw materials of image and sound pass
and are versioned before being broadcast. Schmidt’s work process
has something, too, of the editor’s procedure, as it involves sampling—
in this case the participants’ lines from newspapers—and the splicing
together of the painted “moving” images. Moreover, the TV studio
becomes an axis for self-reflection, whereby Schmidt on the one hand
makes counterreference to investigative journalism in the tradition of
history painting, while on the other hand he intervenes in dominant
economies of attention by telling his story through representations of
the electronic news media that supposedly make redundant and
anachronistic any analog, presence-based media’s investigation of
current events: a prejudice that of course includes history painting of
any kind.
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Édouard Manet
Un bar aux Folies
Bergère [A Bar at the
Folies-Bergère], 1882

It is a double bind of painting and spectacle, artifice and more
artifice, as if a TV studio has taken the place of Édouard Manet’s Un
bar aux Folies-Bergère (A Bar at the Folies-Bergère, 1882), with its
spatial and visual uncertainties. Hereby painting offers to return to the
notoriously un-self-critical electronic mass medium its relations of
production, by way of homeopathic doses of phantasmagoria: mirrors,
tilted images, text supplements on and off the paintings, real gazes
that are met or deflected by painted ones. Spectators—susceptible
to manipulation because they are rendered self-regulating and
individualized—lose any innocence they may have believed the visual
constitution of their subjectivity to have. Thus the slimy-throwing hand
that intervenes in the fictional debate can be seen as a gesture by
which the spectators break their “psychic, perceptual, and social
insularity,” to paraphrase Crary.9 As in other works by Schmidt, the
incident with the slimy points to a dialectic between color as color
and color as material; it is by way of the latter that “painting paints
the termination of the debate,” as Roger Buergel understands it.10

Event versus Everyday
The three works in the McJob series (1997-2002) and Warum habe ich
Schulden gemacht? (Why did I get into debt?, 1997) address individual
agency from the—located and local—perspective of labor, specifically
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the artist’s bread-and-butter job. Economy turns contingency into
lawfulness through the slow and unremarkable grind of culturally
sanctioned pressures.
Painted on transparent plastic foil, the motifs of all four works—
including the blanks that open them up to the wall behind them—are
literally based in groundlessness: a fragmentation of social space and
of individual bodies and time. The cheap and fickle foil suggests
precariousness and the transience of what is earned, in this case by
painting train carriages with toxic paint. In Warum habe ich Schulden
gemacht? you look alongside the ghostly outlines of Dutch banknotes,
as if you are broke and the money issue is right in your face, but you
can’t see anything for the lack of cash. In the painting’s top right
corner three photocopying machines are outlined as a fantasy for the
free multiplication of banknotes; at its bottom, the words “kann ich
kopieren?”—“can I copy?” can be made out. “If I work ten hours each
day, I would need a week and earn DM 300 a day, that’s OK. Should I
work a week like that, I earn enough for three weeks. But no dust
mask or milk will help against the paint dust or the noxious PUR
fumes, one coughs and probably develops cancer within no time.”11
These Schuldenbilder—debt images—show capitalism as a colonizer
not only of space and of social relations but of time and futurity; a
credit-ism.
The perverse creativity of the neo- or postliberal labor market
does not dominate the workers’ bodies but fractures them by asking
the workers themselves to recombine their affective and social
potentials. Precarity, then, is the fact that only some parts of the
worker’s body and capacity are exploited.12 This partiality, introduced
through the coefficient of individuality, obfuscates the structural
conditions of labor by producing a misrecognition of class: Nobody
seems to be exploited equally and all the time, perhaps not
necessarily in comparable ways, and so self-realization appears to be
within reach of the individual subject, merely a matter of minor
adjustments.
This recoding of labor relations—a shift that also benefited from
the inscription of the signs of art into the creative industries and
beyond—is symptomatic of the larger, political paradigm shifts that
befell Schmidt’s generation. In 1995, together with fellow artists Alice
Creischer and Andreas Siekmann, Schmidt co-organized Messe 2ok:
talking economics, an extra-institutional discursive event that took
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place at the same time as the Art Cologne fair. Messe 2ok was aimed
at “everybody who uses the art field for project based, theoretical
and/or collective ways of working,” with a focus on institutional
“handling of money.”13 In the reader from the event, the author Uta
Grundmann looks back at life in the GDR and cites the same amount
of money that Schmidt aims to bring home in a week’s worth of train
painting: “I am not really master of my own time. . . . I could live on
300DM before. Money was not a problem. It is only now that you
become aware that there was an incredible moment of freedom in
this.”14
As has often been noted, there is continuity between Schmidt’s
work and the genre of history painting. But much also differentiates
the two—even when considering late twentieth-century artistic
reassessments of the genre (such as Öyvind Fahlström or Richard
Hamilton). Schmidt’s take revolves around a self-reflexivity of the
painted image through the art-historical discourses and images that
inform it, the material realities that it takes as its subject matter, and
the institutional and symbolic conditions that are its conditions of
possibility. This is Schmidt’s methodological debt, so to speak. As
Roger Buergel suggests, rather than history painting it might be better
to talk of genealogical painting, “the reconstruction of something that
has become.”15 Such a view would also reflect the multiplicity inherent
to any historicity; that is, it would acknowledge all possible histories in
order to unsettle the notions of hierarchy, positivity, and unity that are
more or less explicit in the concept of history.
Where Weiss makes “fluctuations, fractions and contradictions”
artistically and politically productive in The Aesthetic of Resistance,
Schmidt, too, makes painting less of an object than a distributed set
of relations. Similar to the way Diego Velázquez structured Las
Meninas (1656) around a scatter effect that decenters the viewer’s
attention to points outside the painting, Schmidt multiplies gazes as
well as speaking positions in and around the work. The work, too, is
often materially scattered and open, so the historic relations of
production around it speak through it: as much as image, the painting
is given as materiality, as Stoff—opacity, granularity—that counteracts
stabilizing representations. The paints (oils, bitumen, or silicone) cling
to various surfaces (canvas, glass, plastic foil) as if they were
fragments of exploded events. These are images that exist under
pressure and in spite of it.16
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Past events seep into the present in a longue durée, as cases
are permitted to remain open. Such deferral is reflected in the
frequent versioning and updating of projects, a staving off of closure
that becomes the work’s, and the artist’s, public attitude. It also
entails that history painting’s conventional reliance on the epiphanic
character of the event—a trait it shares with a Left political reliance
on the sublimity of the revolution, as exemplified by Eugène
Delacroix’s La liberté guidant le peuple (Liberty Leading the People,
1830)—is defused in a commitment to processes and to the
everyday. Dimitris Papadopoulos, Niamh Stephenson, and Vassilis
Tsianos urge a move away from thinking about change as primarily
effected through events: “To pin our hopes on events is a nominalist
move which draws on the masculinist luxury of having the power both
to name things and to wait about for salvation.”17 Because events are
never in the present, their argument goes, we highlight them at the
risk of occluding people’s everyday practices—“the practices
employed to navigate daily life and to sustain relations, the practices
which are at the heart of social transformation long before we are
able to name it as such.”18 Such imperceptible practices lie at the
heart of contemporary struggles for representation.

Running . . .
Thinking, Painting
The three rooms of the “subjective” left wing of the Palacio de
Velázquez cover the early part of Schmidt’s production, with the
triptych Denk Alles—o.T.—Lauf weg (Think it all—Untitled—Run away,
1995) as an early mission statement of sorts. Here opposites are
made to coexist in parallel: Abstract and concrete, monochrome and
figurative, full and empty, image and text, machinic and accidental,
dissolution and formation etc., are brought together in a kind of
slapstick frottage of conditions for representation and agency. It is
like seeing an embodied dialogue of contrasting forms and forces
play out inside the artist’s head, defining his project’s aestheticpolitical motor. In the stylistically faithless and minimally detailed
works, a crude raster pattern of thick brown magnum-dots in umber
brown is unevenly distributed across the flat lemon yellow and white
backgrounds of the three paintings.
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As always, what is threatening is what we can hardly see. In
each of the three canvases, the partial and negative forms of vaguely
identifiable physiognomies of late 1980s car models rise out of the
raster, in part outlined by the letters in the phrases “Denk alles” and
“Lauf weg.” An Audi 80 and a Toyota Supra are ready to run over the
beholder, interpellating her as if challenging her to a duel: “Hey, you!
Think through everything!” In Lauf weg, a colorful dinosaur foot—a
felt pen drawing courtesy of guest artist Siekmann—illustrates the
title’s provocation.
In Fredric Jameson’s analysis, cognitive mapping is “the
production of the concept of something we cannot imagine”; namely,
the totality of capital and its disconnected and abstract social reality.
In consequence of such an always already unfinished task, Jameson
concludes that “successful spatial representation today need not be
some uplifting socialist-realist drama of revolutionary triumph but may
equally be inscribed in a narrative of defeat.”19 Defeat, not because
the struggle cannot be won but because of the material limits of our
time and imagination and the unavoidable insufficiency of our
representational and institutional tools. What we cannot run away
from is the necessity to impossibly think totalities, with their structural
violence, with the vacuums that exist in social and cultural positivity,
or even our lack of self-presence with our own consciousness (in
Denk Alles a partial shadow of the title shows the syllable -es, with an
inverted s; Es is German for the Freudian “Id”). That is, totality as
something inherent to the ambiguous mechanicity of systems,
whether they enable speech and perception or threaten to run us
over, like the cars in Schmidt’s paintings.
The injunction to act consciously and the affective charge of the
two alarmingly yellow paintings—and of the fat raster dots that
swarm in our eyes like so many drops of experience—suggest that
representation is always a struggle with and for representation. With
this question of why to do art, and how, work can begin anew.

186

1. Holger Kube Ventura,
“Introduction,” in Dierk Schmidt:
IMAGE LEAKS—Zur Bildpolitik der
Ressource, exh. folder (Frankfurt:
Frankfurter Kunstverein, 2011). The
show was held at the Frankfurter
Kunstverein from March 11 to May
8, 2011.

7. Jonathan Crary, “Géricault, the
Panorama, and Sites of Reality
in the Early Nineteenth Century,”
Grey Room 9 (Fall 2002): 5–25.
Schmidt took up this model of
painting in his series SIEV-X—On a
Case of Intensified Refugee Politics
(2001–2003).

2. The title FlickSchusterei is a
double allusion to the names of
two prominent cultural players
in Berlin: Friedrich Christian
Flick, grandson of the industrial
magnate Friedrich Flick, who
is well documented as having
been one of the biggest arms
suppliers to the Nazi regime in
WWII. His grandson, a collector
of contemporary art, was at the
center of a controversy in 2004
when he loaned his collection to
the Neue Nationalgalerie in Berlin
for seven years. While publicly
claiming his intention to use art
to “help heal the wounds” of the
past, Friedrich Christian Flick took
years before eventually paying
into the Stiftung Erinnerung,
Verantwortung und Zukunft
(Foundation Remembrance,
Responsibility and Future), a
federal foundation established
to compensate former forced
laborers and others harmed during
the National Socialist period. The
second part of the title alludes to
Peter-Klaus Schuster, who from
1999 to 2008 served as director
general of the Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin (Berlin State Museums)
and was also director of the
Nationalgalerie Berlin. He is a
supporter of the Humboldt Forum.

8. Dierk Schmidt, conversation
with author, July 8, 2018.

3. Dierk Schmidt quoted in Ute
Meta Bauer, ed., Berlin Biennale 3,
exh. cat. (Berlin, 2004), 111.

16. Because of their material
challenges, Schmidt’s works
are the stuff conservators write
dissertations about. See Lena
Bühl, “Die Bewahrung bemalter
PE- und PVC-Folien: Fragile
Gemälde im Bildzyklus SIEV-X.
Zu einem Fall verschärfter
Flüchtlingspolitik von Dierk
Schmidt” (master’s thesis,
Staatliche Akademie der
Bildenden Künste, Stuttgart,
2013). For conservational reasons,
SIEV-X was impossible to loan for
Guilt and Debts.

4. Schmidt quoted in Berlin
Biennale 3. Peter Weiss calls
Menzel a “Prussian court artist”
and contrasts his political
ambiguity with the works of
Edvard Munch (Workers Returning
Home, 1913) and Robert Koehler
(Der Streik [The Strike], 1886).
5. Peter Weiss, Die Ästhetik des
Widerstands (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp,
1975–1981), 442.
6. Veronica Tello, CounterMemorial Aesthetics: Refugee
Histories and the Politics of
Contemporary Art (London:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), 8.

187

9. Crary, “Géricault,” 9.
10. Roger Buergel, “Painting
History Now,” in Objectif [Projects]
1999–2001, ed. Philippe Pirotte
(Antwerp: Objectif, 2002), 23.
11. Dierk Schmidt, text for McJob
1 and 2.
12. This definition of precarity
is from Dimitris Papadopoulos,
Niamh Stephenson, and Vassilis
Tsianos, Escape Routes: Control
and Subversion in the 21st Century
(London: Pluto Press, 2008), xviii.
13. Alice Creischer, Dierk Schmidt,
and Andreas Siekmann, eds.,
Messe 2ok: ÖkonoMiese
machen / Talking Economics
(Amsterdam: Rijksakademie 1995),
1; my translation.
14. “Gruppenzusammenhänge
und Dissidenz” [interview with
Uta Grundmann], in Creischer,
Schmidt, and Siekmann, Messe
2ok, 44.
15. Buergel, “Painting History
Now,” 21.

17. Papadopoulos, Stephenson,
and Tsianos, Escape Routes, xii.
18. Ibid.
19. Fredric Jameson, “Cognitive
Mapping,” in Marxism and the
Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary
Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg
(Champaign: University of Illinois
Press), 347–60.

Dierk Schmidt and the
Anthropogenic Image Bind
Caroline Jones

Following the French Revolution, only a few theaters authorized
by the revolutionary state were allowed speech, a clear attempt
to control the roiling politics of the day through a proscription on
incendiary pronouncements in popular theaters. Yet the “mute”
theaters were not thereby silenced. Into this proscribed informational
realm flooded music (melos) and narrative gesture (drama). The
melodramatic tableau was born, challenging a merely vocal/verbal
form of “speech.” The alternation between music and drama allowed
the latter to offer nonspeaking, static arrangements of figures that
embodied, situated, and provided narrative visual hooks for the
free-floating emotions of the event. The mute tableau (or picture
in English) was not experienced as a deficit in these popular but
unauthorized theaters. On the contrary, the many minutes in which
the tableau was inhabited by actors straining to maintain their frozen
actions encouraged a dilation of time. This could evoke and mimic the
strange temporality of violent crises, emulating a kind of “emotional
time” completely at odds with the regulated mechanical time that
Revolutionary thinkers were obsessively retooling as they crafted
new orders of human society. As opposed to happiness, which slides
by (“time flies”), the moment of crisis bizarrely expands in human
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consciousness to occupy all of one’s heart-pounding viscera. In crisis,
the body refuses mechanical clock time. This temporal dilation is
evoked in the melodramatic tableau. Silence and stillness mimic the
durational and dilational time of affect—performing a type of “apogee”
in an emotional arc that allows a mental picture to burn into memory
and personal history as an event, should the viewer survive.
This notion of a tableau as frozen action picture and “memory
event” provides an alternative genealogy for the secular Western
artwork. Very different from the timeless, quasi-religious icon, this kind
of picture brings time with it, coming from the compensatory realm of
emotional hypervisibility—not for private subjects, but explicitly for
political ones. The place of these static theatrical images emerged
as tableaux vivant during the period following the French Revolution,
at the same moment the Académie des Beaux-Arts became newly
interested in history painting (paradoxically, the term could refer to
paintings that dealt with contemporary events—history rather than
mythology).1 In his critical pictorial practice, Dierk Schmidt has made a
study of such paintings’ emergence and has long reflected on his own
contemporary struggle to visualize the “history image,” contrasted
to the persisting regimes of invisibility that we struggle against in
contemporary political life. His practice asks, “Is an image possible
where no previous media images are existing?”2 The challenge he
poses for himself is to excavate invisibilities, producing tableaux for
our emotional comprehension of nearly incomprehensible loss.
What is “the visible” and “the invisible” when they are not
adjectives but nouns? The odd locution “the visibility” has one
vector into English from the French la visibilité.3 Usually meant to
characterize a diffuse condition, it was turned by philosophers Michel
Foucault and Gilles Deleuze into a structuring dispositif (a symbolic
apparatus, but also a material infrastructure of hardware, channeling,
and enabling technologies), hence requiring a definite article.
Deleuze’s book on Michel Foucault and Foucault’s own Discipline and
Punish both worked to clarify the active operations making meaning
and selves possible for human beings in modernity—through speech
acts, written statements, and hearing, in parallel to images and sight.
(Schmidt, in full knowledge of such philosophies, describes his
operation as “using the historically charged dispositive of painting.”)4
The privileged example of the interlocking system of the seeable and
sayable is offered in Foucault’s analysis of incarceration, Surveiller et
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punir (Discipline and Punish, 1975). Parallel to explicit enunciations
and texts (such as laws “on the books” that turn persons into
prisoners), the carceral visibility forms a system that makes the
prisoner surveillable (literally, sur + veiller, capable of being “watched
over”); these positionalities and architectures are then internalized
by the prisoner, who self-surveys. The visibility is not just thatwhich-is-displayed but the system of distribution of illumination
itself. It is not just the seen but the constructed subject position of
the one who sees and the one who is surveilled. Importantly, the
system of making-visible and allowing-to-see can simultaneously
produce sectors of occlusion, shadows, blockages, and invisibilities.
Interrogating the shadows of a given visibility allows us to pursue
Foucault’s and Deleuze’s larger project, to think the unthought.
Because for every visibility there is a corresponding invisibility,
just as for every speech act there is a system of silences, breaks,
punctuating pauses, and caesuras that allow meaning to be made.5
Schmidt’s SIEV-X—On a Case of Intensified Refugee Politics
(2001–2003) offers a concrete and contemporary example of
the visibility/invisibility dyad across several tableaux. A suite of
painted works installed in Frankfurt’s Städel Museum in 2009 (but
documented in Schmidt’s studio during the four years in which he
worked on them from 2001 to 2005), the nineteen works in the SIEV-X
series examine the death of hundreds of refugees in international
waters—deaths that various adjacent states endeavored to obscure.
The SIEV-X series invited critics and the public to return to the
genealogy of history painting, for in producing these works Schmidt
took on the condensed research and realism of romantic painter
Théodore Géricault’s history painting Le radeau de la Méduse (The
Raft of the Medusa, 1818–1819). In order to inquire about the cryptic
and occluded fate of a state-enabled shipwreck from 2001, Schmidt
emulated a painting that unearths the images and politics of a
state-enabled shipwreck from 1816. The artist’s ambitions in alluding to
Géricault were clear: going back to a time before photography would
allow the mechanism of the “history image” to be invented anew.6
SIEV is an acronym that works only in English; it refers to
Suspected Illegal Entry Vessel, a phrase used by the Australian
military to describe boats entering Australian waters without
authorization.7 Just as Géricault mined contemporary newspaper
accounts, popular engravings, interviews with survivors (and,
190

doubtless, contemporaneous melodramas!), so Schmidt plumbed
whatever traces he could find from the catastrophic wreck of a small
ship of Afghani and Iraqi refugees in the waters between Indonesia
and Australia. Reading interviews with the forty-four survivors (of
an estimated 397–400 who had set out on the boat), and combing
through the event’s existing traces (which were suspiciously
nonvisual), Schmidt drafted his own sketches of what the boat might
have looked like. This research built on a fact he had come across
in a newspaper article: the contemporary refugees’ illegal boat was
eerily close in dimension to the raft of the nineteenth-century Méduse.
Schmidt was conscious of the artifact of distance as he tracked
accounts over the Internet from his place in Berlin.8 One of the most
poignant of the cryptic results is the work Xenophobe, whose full title
(Xenophobe—Shipwreck Scene, Dedicated to the 353 Drowned Asylum
Seekers That Died in the Indian Ocean on the Morning of October 19,
2001, 2001–2002) provides the first clue to what we might be seeing
in Schmidt’s murky oil, painted on PVC. The condensation of research
offered here includes a visible assault weapon, what seems to be
an identity card, various struts and glazings on some boat, figures
shadowed against the light of an uncertain temporality (is this an
interior during the day or a nighttime scene illuminated artificially?).
None of it adds up to the kind of heroic rescue implied in Géricault’s
critical paean to the power of a reformed juridical state.9 In Schmidt’s
universe, “history” is not positivist; it must be assembled by each
of us in the midst of searching, ongoing critical reflection. What he
gives in his frozen tableaux are thus not the “moments of crisis”
favored by melodrama but mere temporary stabilizations in the flow
of an ongoing reality. These dilated moments of contemporary chaos
give us the affective space in which to deconstruct the ideological
apparatus that brings us images and narratives, in order to construct
a politics of history for ourselves.
Painting is crucial to Schmidt’s ethical exchange with the viewer.
Provisional, sketchy, made on unorthodox materials, installed in often
haphazard assemblies, for the artist painting is both a kind of research
and a mode of knowledge production. The viewer encounters these
works as if they are still in process, never to be deemed complete.
Painting, despite being proclaimed dead many times over, still
functions for Schmidt as a way of figuring the constructedness of
history and politics: “whatever I’m doing in painting, it’s constructed.”10
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SIEV-X—Xenophobe—
Shipwreck Scene,
Dedicated to the
353 Drowned Asylum
Seekers That Died
in the Indian Ocean
on the Morning of
October 19, 2001,
2001–2002

Unlike the photograph that persistently makes truth claims via its
supposedly indexical qualities, “I like in a painting that it’s clear from
[the] beginning on [that] I make decisions, every decision is an
invention, is constructed.” Given this self-consciousness about process
and materials, the black PVC supporting Xenophobe seems significant.
Should we not track this material back to its petrochemical origins,
as a material signifier for the energy regimes that propelled the Iraq
and Afghan conflicts that produced the shipwrecked refugees in the
first place? Schmidt sees the blackness of the PVC as referencing
the void of information surrounding the disappearance of the refugee
ship. Additionally, PVC’s material origin as a byproduct of petroleum
alludes to the unstable chemical colors (now considerably darkened)
that Géricault used as a new pictorial technology nearly two centuries
before. As images proliferate ever more feverishly in the developed
world (think of the interweaving algorithms and pixels we know as
“viral” videos, Instagram, cellphone photos, Snapchat, emoticons), the
artist has both an opportunity and a challenge. Rather than compete
for attention via spectacle (bidding to be inserted into the flow via the
ten-second selfie, for example), Schmidt uses unorthodox supports to
induce materiality’s slower pace of contemplation. This slowing down
allows him to invoke the accretional power of cultural institutions, their
links to capitalist elites, and their associated apparatus of publicness
to frame difficult issues of invisibility in our times.
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SIEV-X—Untitled (Louvre),
2001–2002

SIEV-X—Freedom,
2001–2002

These times of ours have a contentious new name: the
Anthropocene. This “condition” (which is also a crisis) leads me to
theorize the “Anthropogenic image-bind,”11 stimulated by another
series of Schmidt’s paintings, titled IMAGE LEAKS—On the Image
Politics of Resources (2011–2014). IMAGE LEAKS responds to the
2010 Deepwater Horizon oil “spill” (more accurately, a methane
explosion that blew out a control valve, opened a well, and ignited
in a giant fireball followed by a months-long gusher of crude). The
Deepwater disaster killed eleven workers on the eponymous offshore
oil rig owned by the Transocean Ltd. corporation and leased to
British Petroleum (BP). The massive spar rig was situated above
(and drilling into) the Macondo Prospect, a section of block 252 of
the Mississippi Canyon far below on the ocean floor in the Gulf of
Mexico. Over the three-and-one-half months of the leak’s duration,
the out-of-control BP oil well emitted close to five million barrels
of crude before it was capped in August 2010. The images of the
ongoing event were deeply anthropogenic: made by robots and
satellites for human beings and their machines, they operated at
several scales (ocean floor, ocean surface, and shoreline). At no
point in the crisis were there images that might be imagined to be
creaturely—planktonic or bacterial, for example. The Deepwater crisis
dramatized the inadequacy of the image qua image to capture the
extent of our anthropogenic effects.
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What is the image bind? On the one hand, the image is a
desperately sought-after goad to action, anthropogenic because
uniquely human. Images rely on our curious culture of externalization
in order to motivate internal change. On the other hand, since it is
made for human beings and by human beings, the anthropogenic
image drifts toward cliché: the oil-soaked shorebird, the satellite
picture of iridescent slicks far below the orbital view, shimmering on
the ocean’s surface. The anthropogenic image includes the polar bear
isolated on a broken ice floe, the steaming smokestack, and even
the drone footage of endless pig shit lagoons surrounding animal
agriculture’s industrial “confinement” facilities.12 (By definition, we are
not talking about the nonhuman, spatialized, extensive yet interior
“image” the spider forms of its prey, sensed from the extended
cognition in its web; nor are we considering the quorum-sensed
“image” formed of an environment by the bacterial colony within it.
The anthropogenic is an image specially made by and for human
binocularity and two-dimensional platforms of circulation.)
The anthropogenic (like the photogenic or the telegenic)
constitutes a now smoothed aesthetic. It prompts horror or sadness
or the rush of the sublime—then fades back into oblivion.13 Desire
then prompts us to try again. Schmidt is urgently engaged with
this anthropogenic image bind. He has invested in working within
it, endlessly exploring “the difference between an operative and
an idealistic aesthetic,” as he puts it.14 In the case of the BP spill,
traditional “idealistic” images (the volunteer helping the oil-covered
shore bird) were actively produced by the corporation, which
tripled its advertising budget during the disaster.15 But the efforts
to conventionalize the narrative were quickly displaced by literally
“operative” ones: the relentless, ongoing, robot-produced footage
streaming from BP’s own well-head camera. Under the company’s
proprietary control but wrested from the corporation for posting
on US congressional websites, this image stream proved crucial in
scientists’ calculations of the flow.
As Schmidt knows well, the image is only one component in a
tangle of political discourses, legal regulations, and state-capitalist
regimes of image suppression. The individual image-maker is wildly
outnumbered by the legions of advertisers and smoothers in the
employ of the petrochemical industry and its state apologists. Yet
Schmidt’s career is a veritable monument to the struggle over
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the Anthropogenic image, amid the urgent need for what might
euphemistically be called “lifestyle change” in the developed world.
Seeing how corporate petrochemical giant BP cynically channeled
the Green Party’s unruly variations on a green sunflower logo when
it rebranded itself (via the design created in 2000 by San Francisco
firm Landor) with a yellow and green sunflower, one realizes that the
contest over images is a battle one joins for the long haul, particularly
in an informational system in which bandwidth and airtime go to the
highest bidder. Social media allow the possibility for “viral” change,
yet they, too, can be co-opted by bots and disinformation.16
Schmidt directly engages with viral images in IMAGE LEAKS,
which was commissioned as a new installation for his 2011
retrospective at the Frankfurter Kunstverein. As if recognizing the
principled incoherence of the Greens’ multi-image logos (which vary
from region to region and nation to nation), Schmidt tapped into
the eco-activist group Greenpeace’s proliferating antilogos for BP,
generated in a campaign started a few weeks into the crisis and
called “Behind the Logo.” Crowd-sourced critical versions of the BP
logo were solicited and circulated in deliriously proliferating numbers
on Flickr (totaling 1,926 postings with 1,049,718 views as of August
2018).17 Selecting a few of these thousands of antilogos, Schmidt
painted them (in oil, of course) on the underside of the gridded
luminescent ceiling panels so characteristic of the Kunstverein.
Glowing from behind, these hacked logos revealed yet another image
applied to the top side of these panels. Per curator Holger Kube
Ventura, while visitors reclined on the deck chairs (arranged as if on
the deck of a ship, perhaps the Titanic), they could observe how “the
grid of the ceiling appears as a verre églomisé picture of economics.
On the back part of the ceiling is the development of the BP stock
price over the course of the oil leak; this chart acts like a prognosis
in response to the circulating images and consistently proves itself
sensitive to the company’s visual capital and the endangerment or
annihilation thereof.”18 As installation photographs reveal, Schmidt
also sometimes removed squares of the glass ceiling tile, leaving
the supporting grid struts empty, as if to materialize the intermittent
visibility of our oil dependency (or to subtly note how our own
outraged critique, in the form of a feel-good “Behind the Logo”
campaign, can disguise the gap in our unaltered consumption habits
based on fossil fuels). Finally, the modernist grid of the ceiling is
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recapitulated on the grid of an impasto-laden oil painting of the ocean
surface, a deceptively romantic image installed on the back wall of the
long narrow gallery in which IMAGE LEAKS was featured.
As Schmidt recalls, “In the tradition of the genres of painting, I was
interested to add a so-called ‘sea piece’ into the situation. But in that
case it was a very dirty one. To paint again with bitumen . . . the tar
which is catching every light. Of course it’s dirty, dripping and smelling,
but wonderfully shiny, like a rainbow.” The paradox of painting a
picture of oil on water by making that watery surface out of oil is one
of the chiasmatic pleasures offered to thought by Schmidt’s painterly
and conceptual process. The anthropogenic image bind is performed
in a loop of petrochemical materials depicting petrochemical materials.
The artist is acutely aware of the connection to Rembrandt’s
bituminous pigment, the humanist tradition of “catching every light” by
making paintings with dark tar, and the various regimes of Northern/
Western pictorial abstraction. He ties these regimes of modernism to
the chemical industry itself in expanding circles, “this point again of
visibility starting from the sea and enlarging and enlarging.” He sees
the grid of his painting Seascape as behaving like “a kind of Mondrian
next to the IMAGE LEAKS, indicating Color Change. It is busy on a
very abstract level—I was taking a look to the other element, the
history of pigment. That is not a neutral history. Indigo is part of
colonial history; the German chemical companies that combined to
form IG Farben, still you have the name of IG colors. ‘Everything’ could
be produced out of oil; that was a belief from that time.”19 Out of oil,
coal tar, or mined earths (e.g., ochre, umber, and sienna)—even using
animal or insect bodies (murex, cochineal), color comes at a cost.
Linking his own use of pigment to this longer history of extractive and
chemical violence is part of the “enlarging and enlarging” operations
in which Schmidt implicates the viewer as well. This takes explicit
and somber form as the artist tackles one of the largest dispositifs
in which we are still entangled: colonial modes of making visible and
invisible—whether these are economies, products, or entire peoples.
The colonial is embroiled in the Anthropocene. So much does
the colonial logic of mapping, expanding, claiming, displacing,
enslaving, murdering, extracting, and monoculturing coincide with
environmental damage that many other candidates for naming our
geological epoch have been nominated: viz, the Plantationocene, the
Capitalocene, the Necrocene. How perfect that Schmidt’s exhibition
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will be taking place in the Palacio de Velázquez, originally built as the
Pabellón Central for a mining exposition (1883) and later redeployed
for the 1887 Exposición general de Filipinas, Marianas, Carolinas y
Palaos after those territories in the Pacific were certified as Spanish,
not German! Schmidt’s commitment to navigating the Anthropogenic
image bind is here shaped by his deep thinking about Europe’s
fraught colonial past. These are intertwined tasks. Without a “race
for Africa,” the spread of agrilogistics (once celebrated as the “green
revolution” of a chemico-industrial agriculture) would surely have
been slower, its role in desertification less pronounced.20 Schmidt
has tasked himself with exploring the ties linking the Palacio/Pabellón
(where the exhibition will take place) with the European aspirations
for expansion on other continents, worked out at the Berlin
conferences of 1884–1885.
The artist’s project for Madrid, which links the mapping of a
distant Saharan site to the bucolic taxonomies of the monarchic
Parque del Buen Retiro and the adjacent Real Jardín Botánico (Royal
Botanical Gardens) will make this logic explicit. Spain’s efforts to
connect its Golden Age empire (1500–1700) to the Catholic/Christian
Enlightenment (1700–1800), and from there to modernity, are connected
in Schmidt’s research via the anthropogenic images made by Spaniards
of the expropriated grazing lands of nomadic Saharan tribes.
Let us pause for a moment to consider the epistemic
cartography linking the colonial imaginaries of Spain and Germany.
The one peaking too early and the other too late, these two countries
sometimes stumbled over each other in a race for extra-European
territory in the modern period (as in their decade-long tussle over
the Caroline Islands in the Pacific, only resolved once Germany paid
Spain for the islands as part of the German–Spanish Treaty of 1899).
Just outside the exhibition, where Schmidt wants to take out the
bricks in the museum edifice to offer a “prospect” onto the Parque
del Buen Retiro, there is a mappa mundi of the Hispanic cosmos
that has everything to do with the colonial imagination. Current
place names, given as recently as the 1980s, build on those of the
late nineteenth century to consolidate a longer and more desultory
history of this site, described by garden historians as “the main
theater for the Spanish Court” since being given to King Phillip IV
by a loyal courtier in 1632.21 Designed lavishly in 1656 by Italian
Cosimo Lotti (famed for the Giardino di Boboli in Rome), the garden
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was lost as a private royal retreat following the forced abdication of
Isabel II in 1868—this was the motivation for its eventual dedication
as a public park. Today, each walkway seems a directional vector
into the past universe of imperial Spain: Paseo de Venezuela, Paseo
de Argentina, Paseo de Paraguay, Paseo de Uruguay, Avenida del
Peru, de la Florida. These graceful walks and roads lead toward
the many gates opening onto the world they reference: Puerta de
América Española, Puerta de Granada, Puerta de España. Originally
planted with delights sent in tribute from other European aristocrats
(such as 10,000 ducats’ worth of bulbs sent from a Savoy cardinal
in 1633), once the Retiro became a national project for the public, it
expanded its imaginaries into the new world—surely a kind of Eden
for extraction and delight.22 This same logic is evident in the nearby
Real Jardín Botánico, founded in 1755 and relocated to the Prado area
in 1781. Here, domestic exotica from Reconquista Moorish Spain would
be enriched by specimens brought from the Hispanic Pacific and the
Americas, carefully ordered in Linnaean fashion. When Alexander
von Humboldt showed up a few years later, he could participate in
this epistemic conquering of Latin America, giving it to European
Naturphilosophie in several languages by the early nineteenth century.
The Linnaean botany of the Real Jardín Botánico de Madrid is thus
fully linked to the plantings of the Buen Retiro, with exotica extracted
from Spanish colonies during the eighteenth century extending the
monarchic “tribute” gardens of the seventeenth (flowering equivalents
of the colonies later figured in the Retiro’s paths). No wonder the Buen
Retiro seemed such an appropriate site for the state’s 1883 homage to
extraction, the Exposición nacional de minería (still evident in the park’s
“mining building”), and no wonder it would feature again, in 1887, when
Spain mounted its world exposition celebrating the Spanish colonies
overseas. Aimed at its ancient rivals to the north, the 1887 World’s
Fair would, via Spain’s own Palacio de Cristal, show off specimens
from the Philippines and the Carolines, only recently consecrated by
no less than the pope as “Spanish” by right (but not for long). If by
1887 the Spanish could be described as interested in “missionization
but not mercantile expansion” in their colonies, the Germans would
pursue a much more aggressive “utilization of the earth” once they
took over the “Karolinen” from Spain in 1899.23 But the two countries’
imperial imaginaries had much more in common than not in reinforcing
European (infra)structures of cartography, botany, and competitive
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extraction. This Hispano-German overlap, itself part of a larger,
ongoing “epistemology of extraction,” had been cemented a century
earlier when Alexander von Humboldt, preeminent emissary of science
arrived from Germany in Spain to further his geographical studies.
Humboldt has remained a titanic late-Enlightenment figure, often
preserved from our now-routine decolonizing critique. His “Personal
Narrative” of the Spanish territories in South America was funded on
his own dime, took most of his life and considerable intelligence to
decode, and contributed to a radical expansion of empirical science
in numerous fields (among them meteorology, geography, and
botany). Yet his fascination with extraction, doubtless sparked by his
years serving as Prussia’s assessor of mines (1792–1797), was part
of his appeal to Carlos IV, who, when he met Humboldt in Madrid
after the young scientist arrived there in the winter of 1798, agreed
immediately to provide him with papers of passage throughout
the viceroyalty of New Spain. Gone were the days of simply
melting down all the heathen gold figures taken from the Aztecs
(a source of gold Humboldt estimated to be worth over a billion
British pounds sterling).24 Now, the Spanish government reasoned
with Humboldt, it would be good to get a scientific geographer/
miner on the scene to check the existing mines and see what else
might emerge as raw materials—literally staking out a new frontier
in European mineralogy.25 Humboldt’s imaginary was global. The
flow of precious metals from New Spain was only one of the sources
of extractive wealth he mapped, providing today’s readers with an
uncanny prefiguration of the “Third World” in the making. Identifying
“pastures uninhabited” in a map of the area south of the Orinoco
River in Venezuela, he offered early pictures of that region’s interior
accompanied by copious notes on weather, soil type, mineral riches,
volcanism, and likely crops, all guaranteed by his own personal,
strenuous measurements. With his “Astronomical Observations &
Materials Collected on the Spot,” Humboldt offered Europe portable,
replicable, colonizing visions of a vast new world.
For Humboldt, instruments of science were “new organs”—
extensions of the (European) body that offered “new means to set
humans (contemplating and knowing) in a more intimate contact with
the external world: telescope, thermometer, barometer, pendulum
clock, and a tool of more general purpose, the infinitesimal calculus.”26
Measuring and mapping the world with his new organs, “Humboldt
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aimed to integrate local variation with global structure, in the pictorial
mode of a landscape architect or painter.”27 Predicting on the basis
of his geological observations that Russia would find diamonds in the
Ural Mountains (it did), Humboldt’s sensory extensions were trained
on extraction and adventure. He was not unique in these colonial/
scientific visions. Such shimmering possibilities would be expressed
decades later in Spain’s Palacio de Cristal and mineral building, just
as they had been in Britain’s Crystal Palace. Those same crystalline
shimmers and that same sensory reach would fuel the turn-of-the
century German Colonial Office’s attempts to install instruments
across East Africa that could standardize meteorological data for
Humboldtian analyses of farming possibilities.28 Humboldt, celebrated
as “the last universal man,” exemplified this polymathic approach
to understanding the earth’s possibilities for its natural rulers. His
family name was applied to the new educational forum in Berlin that
will open in 2019 within a nostalgic, rebuilt imperial palace where
visitors can “explore, experience and understand the world as a
whole.”29 Precisely this imperial episteme led Schmidt to collaborate
on the Anti-Humboldt Box, revealing the colonial invisibilities that the
noncritical “Humboldt-Box” and Berlin palace would prefer to ignore.30
Once dubbed an “RAF radical” (linking him to the Rote Armee
Fraktion, or Red Army Faction, and West Germany’s struggles
with militarized radicals in the 1960s), Schmidt has maintained a
deep, sustained commitment to the decolonization of thought and
practice.31 His project on the German colonial imagination, apodictically
expressed in the “Berlin Africa Conference” of 1884–1885 that
partitioned Africa for European colonization (making possible the
Herero genocide by the Germans in 1904 and Spanish moves on
the Carolinas and Sahara), is exemplary. Schmidt’s painting series,
Die Teilung der Erde—Tableaux zu rechtlichen Synopsen der Berliner
Afrika-Konferenz (The Division of the Earth—Tableaux on the Legal
Synopsis of the Berlin Africa Conference, 2005–2011) visually poses
the question of a “cartographic imaginary,” shared by eighteenthcentury Humboldtian Naturphilosophie as well as the nineteenth- and
twentieth-century pathways in the Retiro. Can a simple map, so long
disguised as an “empirical record,” be forced to reveal its participation
in the colonial project? Can a new map reverse the colonial gaze?
As Susanne Leeb asks in an essay on Schmidt’s series, “How
can history be told when administrative acts have taken the place
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of subjects?”32 Schmidt’s paintings on the Berlin conference and
European mappings of Africa contrast with the historical engraving
that dominates our visual record of the nineteenth-century meeting.
In place of figures of “great men,” Schmidt’s extended series shows,
per Leeb, “the political and juridical spaces of negotiation, without
the ornamentation of representation. With his floor plans, diagrams,
and maps, he remains within the minimalistic mode of the operation
of governmental technologies.”33 As she notes, we “reflect about
the conditions of visibility” in these paintings—operations that I, too,
find central to Schmidt’s work. But unlike SIEV-X or IMAGE LEAKS,
the Division paintings are noticeably abstract and diagrammatic,
departing completely from the mimetic and metonymic referents
we have come to expect in the artist’s work (whether mimetically
recognizable or metonymically referencing “oil” in their plastic or
oleaginous constituents). In so doing, Leeb argues, this cycle of
paintings makes us reflect on “which practices and techniques of
government are made possible by modern processes of abstraction
and representational forms, from the homogenization of spaces as
purely functional or the marking of territories in the imaginary space
of map projection.”34 Suspended epistemically between “abstraction
and concretion,” the Division paintings thus require that we abandon
the tools used to read history images as if they were melodramatic
tableaux. Although Schmidt’s other cycles have rewarded that affective
repertoire, the Division paintings insist that we enter fully into the
chilling abstractions of the “culture of diagram.”35 Only by so entering
can we acknowledge the colonial repertoires that continue to make
our existence here in the “developed world” possible and excusable.
Only by acknowledging that ongoing extractive and exterminative logic
will the need for truth and reconciliation be fully felt.
Schmidt’s project for Madrid tackles this epistemic and actual
violence by exploring the “Spanish Sahara”: its archaeological artifacts,
the Spanish scientists who extracted those objects, and the Spanish
narrative of the terra nullius used to justify the claims on this West
African terrain. (Known as “Africa’s last colony,” the territory was
occupied by Spain immediately after the Berlin meetings in 1884 and
ceded under United Nations (UN) pressure only in 1975. At that point
Spain’s former possession was immediately claimed by Morocco
as its colony. The struggle goes on.)36 Much as contemporary
global regulations imagine the Arctic to have “population: zero”
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(and thus offer no impedance to the anthropogenic image and its
governmentalities), the terra nullius was a European ideology of
emptiness.37 Reflected in Humboldt’s little note on the “pastures
uninhabited” south of the Orinoco, the concept of “habitation” was
conveniently defined by Euro-Americans as permanent occupation.
Nomadic and seasonal uses of terrain did not count, feeding equally
convenient notions of an always-already-emptied land. So helpful to
the first European colonists of America as they eradicated indigenous
peoples, the emptied (I refuse to say “empty”) is linked to the JudeoChristian “promise” of territory for the use of blessed monotheistic
pastoralists—not to mention would-be miners, wood harvesters,
slavers, and plantation builders. The terra nullius allowed Spanish
archaeologists to construct the ancient peoples of Africa (witnessed
by the rock art and stone tools the Europeans were excavating)
as both vanished and “having already progressed” geographically
(northward) and evolutionarily (into the contemporary occupants of
the Iberian Peninsula). In addition to imaginatively eradicating the
nomadic Sahrawi peoples who vigorously contested Spanish claims on
their oases, wadis, and limited grazing lands, the terra nullius ideology
produced the Spanish colonial takeover of the Saharan African

Alexander von Humboldt, “Map of the Eastern Part of the Province of
Verina, between the Oronooko the Abura & the Rio Meta Compiled
from Astronomical Observations & Materials Collected on the Spot by
Alexander Humboldt,” in Personal Narrative of Travels to the Equinoctial
Regions of the New Continent, during the Years 1799–1804, vol. 3
(London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, and Brown, 1818)
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coast as predetermined by filiation with ancient historical occupants,
as is shown by Schmidt’s research into the wartime archeological
publications of Julio Martínez Santa-Olalla.38 This surprising linkage
with African peoples was rendered palatable only by comparison
to an even more loathsome historical alternative: the contemporary
Muslim. The excavations into terra nullius that expanded under Spanish
colonial rule were explicit in their search for the pre-Islamic past (in
Spanish, Anteislámico).39 For Schmidt, this logic dovetails perfectly
with what is now an old story, since the Berlin Africa Conference was
where the Saguía el-Hamra territories (along with others between
Cape Bojador and Cape Blanco) were claimed for Spain.
“Digging into the vitrine,” Schmidt plans what we might call a
counterexcavation, a Foucauldian archaeology rather than a colonial
one. This will exhume the “transparent” displays of artifacts as
themselves muddied by claims on territory inaugurated in the late
nineteenth century and enduring well into the Franco regime. By
drilling into a wall, Schmidt hopes to make a conceptual opening that
directly points to the colonial palacio (and the imperial cartography
reflected in the gardens), whose ornaments and plan fully echo,
in mappa mundi format, the territorial and imperial claims he
interrogates. The artist is not making it easy on himself, pursuing
the challenging work of exploring this legacy by painting on glass, a
technique known as Hinterglasmalerei in the Bavarian and Bohemian
communities in which it was perfected. This painting-in-reverse
reflects the idea of counterexcavation with a kind of counterpainting.
In the traditional folk practice that thrived among German-speaking
peoples during the epoch of colonization, the flat pane of glass
received the “last” outlining and shading “first,” as pigment is laid on
glass in reverse order of the usual building up of a pictorial surface.
Schmidt’s counterpainting engages the anthropogenic image
bind from a position performatively trapped within it. Refusing
both the “building up” of the pictorial surface and the “digging out”
of an archaeological past, the eerily flat, gleaming surface of his
Hintermalerei offers a frictionless but functional alienation from the
everyday anthropogenic image. Neither photographic nor painterly, the
glassy surface can be understood as a pigmented obscuring of the
“vitrine” and its pretense of neutral, enlightening display. Unlike SIEV-X
or IMAGE LEAKS, the various projects presented in the exhibition are
no longer related to contemporary events (whether environmental or
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Alexander von Humboldt, “Map of the Different Channels by
Which the Precious Metals Flow from the One Continent to
the Other,” in Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain, vol.
4 (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, and Brown, 1811)

political). Rather, they contest the business-as-usual of our ongoing
visibility by locating its obscuring ideologies deep in the colonial
past—but one that, as William Faulkner observed, “is not even past.”40
Colonial logic proves more stubbornly built into us, as subjects of
developed countries, than the personal habits of racism, xenophobia,
or greed. Colonial logic is infectious: the Moroccans and Mauritians
claiming the territory finally relinquished by Spain are not free of the
“imperial” mindset. Colonial logic tends to blot out any alternatives
that could be imagined, braiding itself into the very mesh of nations
and laws we desperately need to regulate turbo-capitalism in the
Anthropocene—but revealing the braided mesh as analogous to what
was enforced in the Berlin conference over a century ago. As Schmidt
describes colonial logic at the Berlin Africa Conference, “everyone
gets guided to a nation state.” The kind of pressure that forced
Saharan Bedouins into urban settlements is directly connected to the
refugee camps of today, in which the Sahrawi peoples live in perpetual
suspension, existing as “bare life” in Algerian camps while competing
claims are made on the Western Sahara (emulating the European
imperial powers, the Ottoman Islamic empire before them, and US
hegemony after).41 Schmidt’s narratives in Madrid will not make an
exception of Spain or Germany. They will merely add another twist on
the “expanding and expanding,” ever-elastic, anthropogenic image bind.
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IMAGE LEAKS—ON THE
IMAGE POLITICS OF
RESOURCES
2011–2014

- Explosion Deepwater Horizon 22:00
- Deepwater sinks, a leak at 1500 m
depth
- Greenpeace UK Adbuster action:
Competition: “What’s behind BP’s
logo?” “This is what you sink [sic] BP
should look like”
- Demand for a public, permanently
accessible livestream of the leak
- Start of TOP KILL—attempt at the leak
- Attempt fails
- US Senate demands US$ 20 billion BP
for a trust fund
- IMAGE—forgeries by BP / image
editing
- Provisional closure of the leak
- End of Greenpeace competition

BP stock chart during
the open pipe / actions
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View in Editing Room, 2001–2006
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Thirteen minutes from the talk

I KNOW SOMETHING . . .
YOU DON’T KNOW . . .
The program was entitled
“When Opinion Becomes
an Occasion for Calculation.”
The dialogue took place on
Sunday, 3/21/01, at 9:45 p.m.

The guests were:

Sabine Christiansen
presenter

Edwin Black

journalist, author of the book IBM
and the Holocaust

Wolfgang Gibowski

spokesman for the German
Industry Foundations Initiative

Otto Graf Lambsdorff

government representative for the
compensation of forced laborers, FDP

Lothar Evers

spokesman for the federal association
“Information and Support for the
Survivors of NS-Prosecution”

Volker Beck

legal expert of the Green Party,
legal spokesman for, e.g.,
compensation issues

[. . .]

Christiansen: After having introduced
my guests, I would like to ask
you the first question, Mr. Black,
because you must leave us
early and are only connected
from the USA at the beginning
of the program. Mr. Black, your
book IBM and the Holocaust:
The Strategic Alliance between
Nazi Germany and America’s
Most Powerful Corporation was
published in Germany at the
beginning of this year; not only in
Germany but simultaneously in
twenty other countries as well.
With meticulous precision, you
elaborate on how obsessed the
National Socialists were with using
the Hollerith technology supplied
by the American corporation. A
technology that served statistics,
registration, and organization.
Specially developed tabulating and
sorting machines could handle vast
amounts of dollar-bill-size punched
cards. Each of these cards indexed
an identity. But do you seriously
mean that the National Socialists
were especially susceptible to
statistical evaluation and surveys?
Black: They recognized at a very early
stage what advantages, what
speed, and what thoroughness lie
in data-aided war—no matter if in
respect to the railway, recruitment
to work, to the military, or to forced
labor.
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Lambsdorff: But the Hollerith
technology was utilized by all
nations waging war at that time.
Black: . . . but . . .
Evers: . . . I’ve also read your book. What
was important and alarming was
that this technology increased
the pressure to categorize and
invent new categories . . . this
comes along with a new form of
politics of identity and control.
What was the statistician Jacobus
Lambertus Lentz’s formulation
after completing a survey in the
occupied Netherlands? “Registering
means serving.” Whereby in the
Netherlands the surveys were
really disturbed by the fact that
many non-Jewish residents had
themselves registered as Jews out
of solidarity . . .
Black: . . . that’s what I mean. . . . The
Germans led the at the time most
extensive data-aided war. And
data-aided genocide. You must
be aware, Mr. Lambsdorff, that in
this respect the Nazis executed
pioneering work. In 1933 they
performed a census at a speed
hitherto unmanageable: it wasn’t
organized by IBM, but they closely
observed it . . . because they
recognized that they could learn
something from their subsidiary
Dehomag.
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Christiansen: . . . you mean the
“Deutsche Hollerith Maschinen
Gesellschaft” . . .
Black: . . . yes, exactly. The priority with
this first Hollerith-aided census
was already separating the Jews.
. . . Immediately afterward, a
corresponding architecture was
fantasized: . . . A building in which
each of the twenty-five stories were
to contain twelve round rooms,
one for each year of birth. One
room was to contain thirty-one
filing cabinets, one for each day
of the month. Each filing cabinet
was to contain seven thousand
names. The census offices were
to provide new data and updates
on a regular basis. This system
would have enabled the registration
and administration of all sixty
million Germans at a central place,
independent of the local offices for
registering residents.
Christiansen: How did the American
government react to the
cooperation between IBM and the
Nazis during the course of the war?
Black: Here’s some information on
the company’s history: Already
Watson’s coining of the name “IBM”
. . . imagine having “international” in
the name as early as the twenties,
something that exposed the more
common national orientation of
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business administrations. He
believed Hitler would win the war
and tried to have IBM directly profit
from this Blitzkrieg expansion
in Europe with Dehomag as
headquarters. America’s entry into
the war forced IBM to detach itself
from Dehomag. . . . Complicated
negotiations were held, with the
result that Dehomag was secretly
kept in IBM’s hands. After the end
of the war, Watson succeeded in
freeing his machines—and renting
them out anew for the purpose of
reorganizing the US administration
in Germany.
Christiansen: Now, you write, “Because
IBM controlled the production of
punched cards and the supply
of spare parts and possessed all
machines, all Hollerith facilities
across the world were dependent
on IBM. With this, IBM had a
decisive influence on Germany’s
capability of planning and waging a
war.” A US enterprise that supports
the National Socialists with quasiarms technology, one could
pointedly say. Did IBM, in your
opinion, prolong the war . . . make
the Holocaust possible in the first
place?
Black: Hollerith coding, summarizing,
and sorting made possible for
the National Socialists the unique
leap from individual liquidation to
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genocide. To give priority to the
seemingly impossible logistics of
genocide across large distances
in more than twenty countries and
regions, to plan and administer
murder while simultaneously
waging war on several fronts. But
it was Harold J. Carter, a lawyer,
who investigated IBM in the early
forties in regard to accusations of
creating a cartel and collaborating
with the enemy, and who suspected
that by suspending the production
of punched cards at least the
organization of the German railway
would have been brought to a total
standstill.
Christiansen: Your book is criticized
by many sides. The Frankfurter
Rundschau speaks of a “discourse
of exoneration,” which “collectivizes
the historical responsibility for the
holocaust.” . . . You must consider
that in 1941 there was a “blacklist”
in the USA, in which five thousand
companies from Europe, the USA,
and Latin America that stood
in contact with the Nazis were
registered . . .
Black: What should I do? . . . Not mention
one of the largest enterprises
at the time and act as if foreign
companies beyond the line of
demarcation hadn’t cooperated
with the German industry?
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Christiansen: . . . the claim that the
investigation is not original . . .
as early as 1984 Götz Aly and
Karl Heinz Roth described
this cooperation in “Complete
Registration.” . . . It is no accident
that reference is repeatedly made in
reviews to your Jewish background.
Do you want to profit from a thesis
that is not your own . . . in the
current situation in which you face
open doors especially with Jewish
organization?
Black: I don’t regard myself as someone
helping the plaintiffs. Grief cannot
be compensated with a few
dollars. I don’t see the threat of
the book relativizing the Germans’
responsibility for the Holocaust.
This has nothing to do with revenge:
my parents survived the Nazi death
camps . . .
Christiansen: Mr. Gibowski, now classaction lawsuits directly linked to this
publication have been filed against
IBM at the court in New York.
Gibowski: . . . for us, this lawsuit is a
serious fact of the matter, . . . which,
as far as we can assess it until
now, has been filed in clear abuse.
The parent company IBM is also
protected by the federal foundation
“Remembrance, Responsibility
and the Future” via its German
subsidiary. Mr. Hausfeld, who filed
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this suit, must have clearly
seen this, as he cooperated in
drafting the “Joint Statement” that
provides for the dismissal of all
class-action lawsuits and signed it . . .
Evers: . . . if all parent firms were
protected by just one of their
subsidiaries, not a single firm could
be sued . . .
Gibowski: Mr. Black is collaborating
quite actively . . . the things one
hears, two hundred colleagues
hardly sleeping . . . in order to
publish the book exactly during the
final ongoing class-action lawsuits
. . . even though everyone is
yearning for them to be dismissed.
. . . Are you aware, Mr. Black, that
it is precisely the lawsuit against
IBM that is currently preventing
peace under the law and the
payment of the money. . . . You
shouldn’t be surprised if you’re
linked to Finkelstein’s words on
the Holocaust industry. . . . “Jewish
elites exploit for power and profit
and with the consent of the
American government the horrible
suffering of millions of Jews who
were murdered in the Second
World War, as well as the suffering
of the few that managed to survive.”
Evers: Do you mean to say that
Jewish class-action lawsuits stir
up anti-Semitism? You should
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know how it works with calling
something a campaign. . . . When
the Jewish plaintiffs and the
backing institutions, such as the
Claims Conference—which is
certainly not profit oriented—are
accused of waging a campaign, this
argument itself bears the quality of a
campaign. . . .
Lambsdorff: But we’ve experienced
that often enough in the previous
years. Think about the large
advertisements in US journals
accusing German firms of forced
labor.
Christiansen: And the thesis seems
to be catching on. . . . There are
remarkable figures in this context:
According to a survey from 1998,
up to 50 percent are of the opinion
that Jews attempt to derive material
benefits from the Third Reich
past and have Germans pay for it.
Sixty-three percent of Germans,
according to empirical opinion polls,
are additionally in favor of making a
clean break under the discussions
on the persecution of Jews.
Evers: I often noticed this in negotiations
on compensation: industry
reverses the roles, fantasizing
the perpetrator society in the
role of the victims, while on the
other hand having the victims
appear as perpetrators. This clean
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break really is something—for
the companies this means peace
under the law, in which the US
government dismisses all future
lawsuits: The issue of the funds is
complicated—but at least cheap:
what are ten billion, five billion from
the industry, of which, as has been
said, 2.5 billion are tax deductible?
. . . But your side claims that
industry participates in the
compensation payment sum of the
government because it pays lots of
taxes. . . .
Lambsdorff: Any other claim than the
five billion would demand too much
of German companies. . . .
Evers: . . . It’s not that simple. . . . Industry
shouldn’t say it can’t come up with
such a sum. In truth, its assertion
should be: we don’t want to pay.
Anything else is hypocrisy. The
economic historian Thomas
Kuczynski’s issue in this context
is paying back withheld wages.
German industry would have to
retrospectively pay at least 180
billion marks. Kuczynski does admit
that the amount he has calculated
“is indeed not small,” . . . but: what is
that compared to the takeover offer
in the battle over the Mannesmann
concern, for example, which in the
end was 250 billion marks.
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Beck: What has this belated
“remuneration” or this
“humanitarian gesture” actually
got to do with the claim for legal
certainty? Or in other words:
If it had been the amount of a
remuneration—and that is a sum
of 145 billion marks or more—the
demand of a prospective waiver
of an action would have been
juridically and morally acceptable?
But if it only is a so-called
humanitarian gesture, which only
constitutes a fraction of the belated
remuneration—a gesture thus and
in no way a compensation!—then
why shall the right for another
action be taken? The bargaining
over the sum has unfortunately
always acted upon the principle
“better less than nothing.”
Gibowski: But it has to be made clear:
German companies had to pay their
forced laborers during the time of
National Socialism. I have no idea
where they made a profit . . . so it’s
not as if nothing had happened . . .
Somebody in the audience throws a
green slimy into the group and hits
Wolfgang Gibowski.

IBM Sticks on
Hollerith, 2007
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Installation view
Stichting de Bank,
Enschede, 1997

MC JOB
1997–2002

McJob #1 (big),
1997
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It takes two hundred hours to sand down
a railway carriage by hand, to prime it
and to finally paint it. If you assume that
three persons do this health-damaging
and killing labor for DM 30 per hour—
at least that is what it should be. They
each will work some seventy hours, for
an amount of DM 2,100 per person. To
sandblast and spraypaint it professionally
in a bodywork factory costs DM 60,000,
but the smoothness of the top layer will be
unmatched.
The same work will be done in Poland
for DM 7,000, but other material than the
original PUR paint is being used. The paint,
rolled instead of sprayed, gets a leather-like
texture. These carriages are rebuilt as bars
and restaurants of the thirties; the uneven
surface matches well.
If I work ten hours each day, I would need
a week and earn DM 300 a day; that’s
OK. Should I work a week like that, I earn
enough for three weeks. But no dust mask
or milk will help against the paint dust or
the noxious PUR fumes. One coughs and
probably develops cancer within no time.
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McJob #2,
1997–2002
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Total: 200 hours
7000 German Marks
-1000 Materials
6000 German Marks
that is fun

6000
200

= 30/h

McJob #1 (small), 1997
Warum hab ich Schulden gemacht?
[Why did I get into debt?], 1997
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Installation view
Vereinigte Kesselwerke,
Düsseldorf, 1995

DENK ALLES—O.T.—LAUF WEG
Think it all—Untitled—Run away,
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Denk Alles
[Think it all], 1995
o.T. [Untitled], 1995
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Lauf Weg [Run away], 1995
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