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Theonlythingmoreembarrassingthantheenduringpresenceoftheanachro-
nisticimperialethnologicalmuseumintothetwenty-first-centuryisanimperial
ethnologicalmuseumattemptingapoliticalrebrandasthoughtojustifyitsexis-
tencedespitebeinghousedinarecentlyrebuiltPrussianpalace.Uponenteringthe
grandlobbyoftheHumboldtForuminBerlin,you—themuseum-goingaudience—
aremetwithaseriesofchallengingquestionsonbrightpinkandorangebanners:
discursivepromptsaboutappropriation,Eurocentrism,andtastetoanticipateyour
experience.TranslatedintobothEnglishandGerman,thebannersillustratethe
nauseatinginstitutionalvirtuesignalingtowhichpublicshavebeensubjected,par-
ticularlyaftertheglobalprotestsfollowingthemurderofGeorgeFloydandac-
companyingdiscoursesaboutcolonialmonuments.Simultaneously,theyreadas
self-satisfiedrhetoricalquestions,thekindthatanobviouslyguiltypersoninpower
asksaloudinperpetuityasasubstituteforevenbeginningtoconceiveofchanging
theirbehavior.Despitebeinganinternationallyrenownedandworld-classmuseum
(andthus,universallyaccessible),thebanner’sfirstquestionimmediatelynarrows
andtruncatesitsaudience:“Howwouldyoufeelifyourbelongingsweretaken
anddisplayedinamuseum?”It’saprovocativequestionthat,formany,isfarfrom
hypothetical.TheglobalIndigenousdemandfortherestitutionofhumanremains—
andvaluableculturalartifacts—palesinthefaceofthemuseum’sapparentneedto
displaythoseobjectsinpleasingindexicalformationsbehindglassdisplaycases.
Theorderlymuseum,inotherwords,isapurveyorofpsychicviolence.

Inhis1976textInsidetheWhiteCube:TheIdeologyoftheGallerySpace,Brian
O’Dohertydescribesthemethodologyunderpinningthespaceasakindoftyranny
ofmodernism:historiesandaestheticobjectsarediscomposedbytheirarrange-
ments.Hewritesthat“theworkisisolatedfromeverythingthatwoulddetract
fromitsownevaluationofitself,”which“givesthespaceapresencepossessedby
otherspaceswhereconventionsarepreservedthroughtherepetitionofaclosedsys-
temofvalues.”Stolenobjects’histories,too,arerecontextualizedbyandthrough
thecivilizationalandaestheticmasteryoftheregimesresponsiblefortheirplunder.
Thesurfacesoftheobjectsare“untouchedbytimeanditsvicissitudes,”hecontin-
ues,andalthoughclassificatorytemporalitiesareimposedupontheobjects,the
“artexistsinakindofeternityofdisplay”inwhichtherefunctionally“isnotime.”
ThisfabricationoftimescalesunfoldinginthevacuumofimplicitlyeverlastingEu-
roamericancivilization“givesthegalleryalimbolikestatus;onehastohavedied
alreadytobethere.”Someone,infact,diddiefortheseshimmeringdisplays,which
functionalmostaselegiaccommemorationsofeliminated—whetherthroughsettler
colonialviolenceordeliberateabsentingfromcontemporarydiscourse—Indigenous
culturesandpeoples.

Indescribingthemuseumasa“seculartemple,”arthistorianZachWhitworth
notesthatthe“haltingoftimeisamagicthatmanifestsnotfromthemystique
ofthemuseumitselfbutitstemple-derivedaspects,thusthispoweriswieldedby
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other institutions stemming from that same ancestry.” The development of the mu-
seum is coterminous with that of the prison, as British sociologist and cultural his-
torian Tony Bennett famously noted in his critique of the “exhibitionary complex.”
Carceral time-space is a strategic spatial organization of manipulable temporalities
imposed upon imprisoned docile bodies as a means to order (control of the prison
space), punish (the duration of the punitive sentence of imprisonment), and tor-
ture (the psychic cruelty of solitary confinement). We might describe the madden-
ingly artificial imperial temporality in which order and meaning are born out of the
twinned colonization and disappearance of Indigenous peoples and lifeworlds and
the strengthening of the conquering civilizations as social death. The contents of
the museum, arguably, are incarcerated.

This process of absenting in the physical world is made manifest by the mu-
seum’s collection, which in turn reflects the imperial logics that govern the insti-
tution. From the curatorial decisions that arrange the pieces inside of the ethno-
logical space to the architectural history of the building that houses the collections,
the Humboldt Forum’s entire being as a cultural-educational institution is shaped
by imperiality—an episteme that shores up the institution’s resilience even while
calls to dismantle it (or, at the very least, to return many of the objects and artifacts
trapped within its walls) are growing louder and louder.

From the lobby at floor zero, you climb two never-ending escalators to the collec-
tions on the second floor. Entering into the African collection, part of the Ethno-
logical Museum of the State Museums of Berlin, you’re confronted by an aesthetic
and political eyesore. Enmeshed in calls to decolonize museums—political theorist
Ariella Aïsha Azoulay reasonably holds the impossibility of this feat—are questions
about the target audience of this colonialism-critical yet altogether colonial institu-
tion that seem formally answered by the insipid banners in the lobby downstairs.
But as with all ethnological museums, the Humboldt Forum is a monument, ein
Denkmal: an erected representation of an event or phenomenon, a preservation of
significance, a noteworthy place within a broader culture of German remembrance.

American-style social justice profiteering, à la Robin DiAngelo, even makes an
appearance—“I have a white frame of reference and a white worldview”—in the
attempted rebrand, in a country that is notoriously reluctant to robustly acknowl-
edge its colonial complicity. The statement was a swaddle for museumgoers, a pre-
emptive warning anticipating the inevitable discomfort and confrontation, but still
breathtakingly shallow considering the fairly straightforward engagement of geno-
cide that would follow less than a hundred feet away. I had the misfortunate of
entering the museum along with a small group and without my headphones, which
I had accidentally left at coat check. I heard the guide prompt the group for answers
to DiAngelo’s provocation: one white woman clumsily but confidently described

9

this waffling and performed commitment has been deliberately unpunctual.
Not far from the bronzes is the floor’s conclusion—the collections are organized

around a squared courtyard. A mirrored, empty case that reads “no consent—no
object?” punctuates the show along with the colorful banners. It suggests a discom-
fiting absence of ethics to the museological endeavor. The suggestion that a lack of
consent would transform imperial collection practices is navel-gazing institutional
introspection that grossly misdescribes acquisition and the decades Africans have
spent insisting on the return of their artifacts. In fact, Bénédicte Savoy, French art
historian and co-author of the 2018 landmark report on the status of African art in
French collections, resigned from the advisory board of the Humboldt Forum be-
cause of her displeasure with the museum’s handling of artifacts from the former
German colonies.

Despite the museum’s insistence on positioning itself as a different kind of eth-
nological museum, it is, like all the others, simply a repository of what scholar Fazil
Moradi describes as catastrophic art: art that “retains and speaks about and beyond
the precolonial and colonial systems of knowledge and life forms . . . and is held
hostage by, colonial epistemicide as tied to social and political murder.” Considering
the capture of repatriation discourses by the statist (and state power–reinforcing)
processes of establishing provenance and exchange between governments, Moradi
describes how this art presents a radical disturbance to the Westphalian system fur-
ther codified by these ethnological museums. The museum’s curation of colonial-
ism asserts that Africa is represented by no longer existent kingdoms and territories,
and the Prussian Empire—via its continuities in Germany’s nostalgic statecraft and
the political aesthetics of the Humboldt Forum—contains and holds lawful own-
ership over art from außereuropäische Kulturen (non-European cultures). This is
incompatible with a conception of hospitality that demands an address of this epis-
temicide. This irreparable violence cannot be resolved by the state’s reluctant and
now-obligatory politics of recognition, but by an ending of the imperial world and
its regime of property.
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tovisitorsin2003.Butin2003,theBundestag—previouslytheparliamentofWest
Germany—demolishedthePalastderRepublik,tothechagrinoftheGermanpublic,
particularlyformerEastGermanswhounderstoodthedemolitionasthedestruction
ofthecity’scultureandtheformerrepublic’shistory.Withthe€677millionrecon-
structionoftheBerlinPalaceunderwayin2013(thisconvertedtoaroundUS$824
millionatthetimeofitscompletionin2020),acrucialmaterialiterationofimpe-
rialhistoriographywascomplete.Alongwithitsplunderedtreasure,thepalace-
cum-museumconcretizedaseamlesshistoricalrevisionisttrajectoryfromPrussia
toWestGermanytoareunifiedGermanrepublicsuturedthroughtheeffacementof
EastGermanspace.TheinstitutioncelebratesaHeimat(whichtranslatesapproxi-
matelyto“homeland,”thoughitbroadlyencompassesGermansociety,culture,and
statehood)andaquietlyaccessiblepatriotismashistoricalcommemorationother-
wisenegatedbythedeepabidingshameofNazismatthenucleusofthecountry’s
nationalidentity.

Animatedbyaromanticnationalistimpulsetoexpandbeyondtheterritoryof
itsmetropole,Germanywasarelativelylateentrytothecontinentalrushtoestab-
lishcoloniesinAfrica.HostingtheBerlinCongressof1884–1885,whichmethodi-
callycarvedandapportionedthecontinentamongEurope’sgreatpowers,Germany
wasgivencoloniesinpresent-dayNamibia,Cameroon,Togo,andTanzania—nation-
statesrepresentingsignificantproportionsoftheHumboldtForum’sAfricanhold-
ings.WhilemanyitemsinthecollectionsofethnologicalmuseumsacrossEurope
wereacquiredthroughimperialmissionsinthoserespectivecountries,manyoth-
ers,still,wereaccessedthroughillicitexchangethroughouttheWesternworld.The
BeninBronzes,thethousandsofmetalsculpturesstolenfromtheKingdomofBenin
(inthepresent-dayEdoStateofNigeria)followingapunitiveBritishexpedition
in1897thatbroughtdowntheAfricanempire,areparticularlyprominentsym-
bolsofthisprofitableexpropriationanddiscursivecenterpiecesinlong,ongoing
restitutiondebates.Thecontinuousviolenceofplunderandknowledgeproduction
throughthishistoricalrevisionwithinthemuseumisdescribedbyarchaeologist
DanHicksas“necrology,”andtheepistemicidalunderwritingofAfricanhistoryas
“necrography.”

Unsurprisingly,thesepreciousbronzesformthenucleusoftheHumboldtFo-
rum,asinmanyotherinstitutions.Theyareheldintheirownroom,separated
fromtheotherAfricanartifacts,displayedbothintraditionalglass-boxedplinths
andableacher-likecenterpiecethatallowthemtobecircledandscrutinizedandap-
preciatedfromallangles.Itisasmuchaspectacularpresentationofculturalpride
(where,again,colonialityconstitutesGermanculture)intheirpossessionaspublic
edificationandlearning.Aswiththenonsensicalbannersprefacingthousandsof
squaremetersofdubiouslyacquiredartifacts,thereisaninformationaldisplayin
thisroomthatdescribesthenecessityofongoingrestitutionefforts—theneedto
sendthesculpturalpiecesbacktotheplacesfromwheretheyweretaken,though
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theproblematicsofEurocentrism,clearlyproudofherknowledge.Thereweren’t
rightorwronganswersinthatspaceoflearning,theguidereassured,butherap-
provingtoneindicatedthatonewascertainlycorrect.

TheWhiteFragilityauthor’swordswereemblazonedonaninteractivescaffold-
ingstructurewhosewordsandimagesprefacethecollectionswithaheterodox
approachforevaluatingstolen-keptobjects.Theyshouldbeunderstoodwithinthe
contextofimperialplunder,“collection”isaeuphemismfortheft,andsoon.This
wasalmostanimpressivepointofintrospection,ifnotforthefactthatthemassive
buildingisstillfilled,byitsownadmission,withstolenthings.Intheend,IreckonI
wasmoreuncomfortablethantheguidewarnedthewhitevisitorstheymaybe,but
“uncomfortable,”here,isaself-protectiveadjectiveforexistentiallyharmed,spiri-
tuallyunsettled,completelydevastatedinthefaceofthetransnationalkleptocratic
enterprisethatisethnologicalmuseology.Amongthesolemnadultworkersand
caretakers,agroupofschoolchildrenwithnotebooksstoodinfrontoftheglass
cabinetsfilledwithAfricanephemera.Thiswashardlymyfirstconfrontationwith
thisviolence,butnevertheless,Iashamedlyfeltmyselfstartingtohyperventilate.
Nexttoanexteriorwindowandfacingawayfromthecenterdisplays,Ifounda
quietandsufficientlydignifiedplacetocrybutIstillcouldnotescapethecurious
gazesofanumberofpassingpatronswhoslowedandglancedbackatmemultiply
asthoughattemptingtotranslatemystifledsobs.

IamnotanIndigenousperson,ratheradiasporanjustonegenerationremoved
fromthedegradationsandhumiliationsofBritishcolonizationinwhatisnow
calledZimbabwe.Butinthatroom,andparticularlyinthatmomentofemotional
arrestandvulnerability,Isharedsomethingterrifyingwiththeartifactsstolenfrom
Cameroon,thepresent-dayDemocraticRepublicandRepublicofCongo,Togo,
Namibia,andelsewhere.Whatoverwhelmedmewasadeepmetaphysicalaffinity
withtheseartifacts(someofwhichweredirectrepresentationsofplace-specific
ancestors):akeenrecognitionthatIwasinsertedintoastagedtableauofsubjec-
tionthattransformedevidenceofplunderintoademonstrationofcivilizational
mightandepistemologicaldomination,astudiedbutstillindescribablehorrorat
thepersistenceoftheperversitiesofimperialmemory.Mymindflashedtothe
historyoftheGreatZimbabwebirds,eightsoapstonecarvingsofthenow-national
birdthatdecoratedtheruinsofGreatZimbabwe,oneofwhichwasstolenin
thelatenineteenthcenturybyGermanexplorerWilliPosseltwhodeliberately
trespassedonsacredgroundandsoldthesculpturetoCecilRhodes.Otherbirds
werestolenduringsubsequentEuropeanarchaeologicalexpeditions,anotherof
whichwascirculatedamongGermanethnologicalinstitutions,andfinallyreturned
toZimbabweonpermanentloanbythePrussianCulturalHeritageFoundation
in2000.Thiskindofpermanentloan,alendingthatrefusestocedesovereign
claim,isapermanentdebt;andthisdebtofemancipation,perSaidiyaHartman,is
situatedat“thecenterofamoraleconomyofsubmissionandservitudeandwas
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instrumental in the production of peonage.”
Cambodian choreographer Sophiline Cheam Shapiro recently penned an arti-

cle about being forcibly removed from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New
York for dancing a ritual prayer in front of statues of deities, including the god
Harihara, that had been looted from Cambodian temples and brought to New York
City through international circuitries of illicit trade. Her performance of the ap-
propriate interactions between the statues and their cultural contexts mirrored the
recurring anguish felt when I return, again and again, to these spaces that contain
cultural materialities fromwhich we as Africans have been forcibly untethered. Un-
like the stolen artifacts, I would board a plane and return to a home mostly of my
choosing. But like the objects, I’m also a conscript of antiblack empire. Following
Fred Moten’s explication of the Black moan as a “complex, dissonant, polyphonic
affectivity of the ghost” that reverberates through and beyond a visual rendering
of antiblack abjection, the objects’ wordless, dirgeful moans were unbearable: the
collective choruses of their intoned out-of-placeness were earsplitting. I grieved
and wept because I became acutely aware of how deadened I felt, too.

DiAngelo’s inclusion as a conceptual frame for the violent materialities of impe-
rial epistemicide is a fittingly regressive decision for Germany—a country that not
only struggles to acknowledge its imperial past, but also generally struggles to talk
about race, as theword for it (Rasse) is associatedwith and attributed to Nazism. The
national guilt complex inherent to Holocaust exceptionalism also determines narra-
tions of Germany’s historiographic trajectory, as Germany’s race crafting extended
into its African colonies and the genocides and massacres it perpetrated decades
before the Second World War: the brutal suppression of the Maji Maji uprising in
German East Africa (mainland Tanzania, though the colonial territory also included
Burundi and Rwanda) and the attempted elimination of the Ovaherero and Nama
(and Damara and San) peoples in German SouthWest Africa (present-day Namibia)
are just two such examples that occurred almost simultaneously on opposite sides
of the continent. The very scientific and anthropological apparatuses that drove the
hierarchical codification of global peoples also animated the methodical theft, col-
lection, and profitable museal trade of said people’s cultural artifacts. Interestingly,
the Humboldt Forum’s curation follows the same organization and management
of pre-Nazi racial classifications. Historically, “culture,” along with “civilization,”
carried an anthropological connotation of and made reference to the dichotomiza-
tion of Kulturevölker (civilized peoples) and Naturevölker (primitive peoples), in
which the former—Europeans—were cast as peoples capable of development and the
latter—here, Black Africans—were peoples without a history (or a future). Culture
is synonymous with civilization and race; so cultural designations, too, function as
global assignations of practice-as-sociocultural (i.e., racial) determinants.

Responding patiently to a question asked by a student among a group of
schoolchildren, the guide explained that the cabinets holding African art and
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artifacts were dimly lit because they “could not receive sunlight and had to be
protected.” Despite recognizing that conservation practices demand carefully
maintained atmospheric conditions, this comment, which excised storage from
the conditions of theft the guide had previously mentioned, was darkly amusing,
though inadvertently so. It was ironic that objects from heliophilic equatorial
African countries were now so vulnerable to light that they were kept in darkened
display and storage spaces. But it was even more telling to see how this logic
was spatialized throughout the museum. Organized by landmass geographies,
the darkened African hall is near to an Asian hall: a brightly illuminated room
adorned with continental Asian (read: East Asian) instruments and a celebration
of “sounds of the world.” But the adjacent hall of Oceanic peoples is, once again, a
dimly lit room housing classic ethnological wares: clothing and adornments worn
by mostly denuded peoples, canoes and hunting equipment, and, of course, masks.
Even within a racist museal enterprise, a chromophobic lighting system reinforces
the presentation of dark African and Pasifika peoples as Naturevölker and the
recognized musicality of “Asian” civilizations as Kulturevölker. Sensitive nonusage
of Nazi-linked Rasse notwithstanding, Germany fittingly opted for classic imperial
racism.

Although Germany’s formal conquest in Africa was far shorter than the invasions
by Europe’s other imperial powers (from the 1884 Berlin Conference until Ger-
many’s defeat in World War I), a quiet celebration of its imperiality rests in the
country’s investment in Prussian history and architecture, including the 2013 re-
construction of the Berlin Palace, which now holds the ethnological museum. The
Humboldt Forum’s creation—it opened to the public in July 2021 during the ongoing
pandemic—is an egregious materialization of German imperium sine fine. Though
the notion of “empire without an end” was Virgil’s poetization of the boundlessness
of the Roman empire, the recreation of the Berlin Palace was a tasteless twenty-first-
century celebration of Prussian imperialism. From 1451 to 1918, the palace was the
residency of the House of Hohenzollern, the dynasty whose members comprised
the kingdoms of Prussia and Romania, the Margraviate of Brandenburg, and the
German Empire. An astounding exemplar of Baroque architecture, the palace was
badly damaged during Allied bombings of Berlin in February 1945. Located in what
would become the German Democratic Republic following the postwar bifurcation
of Berlin, the palace was demolished in September 1950. Part of its site became in-
corporated into the East German state council building in 1964, and then, from 1976,
the site was entirely subsumed by the modernist Palast der Republik, the East Ger-
man parliamentary building and multiuse cultural structure, which was inhabited
by the legislature until reunification and dissolution of the parliament in 1990.

Closed to the public due to asbestos contamination, the building was reopened


