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Abstract: The article contributes to considerations on the 
exhibits of colonial origin that exist in Western culture, and 
on the institution of museum with regard to the terms of 
postcolonial theory. Moreover, it addresses practical issues 
concerning museum’s policy towards artefacts of non-
European origin. I referred to the basic concepts used in 
the theory of postcolonialism, such as: otherness, hybridity, 
mimicry, the Third Space, and to the interpretation of 
collectibles – “semiophores” (carriers of meaning) – as named 
by Krzysztof Pomian. I presented issues related to museum 
exhibitions, and the existence of museums in countries 
affected by colonialism, using the examples of: the return 
of Maori heads (mokomokai) from French museums to 
New Zealand, permanent exhibitions of the Cinquantenaire 
Museum in Brussels and the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, 
activities of the AfricaMuseum in Tervuren, and the 

temporary exhibition in Berlin – “Deutscher Kolonialismus: 
Fragmente seiner Geschichte und Gegenwart” from 2017. 
The problems that have been examined reveal the hybrid 
structure of “semiophores” coming from outside Europe, 
which makes both their reception by the viewer and the 
way of their presentation by the museum difficult. The 
article helps to realise that displaying the “otherness” of the 
non-European cultures is quite a challenge for curators, 
similarly as the concept of such institution like museum 
must be for these cultures. This results in creation by the 
museum of the so-called Third Space. The soonest research 
should give an answer to the question asked by Professor 
Maria Poprzęcka: To what extent history of art co-created the 
massive structure of cultural supremacy and intellectual and 
artistic domination, which found its institutional and material 
form in museums that were being erected all over the world. 
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The article presented below considers – within an 
interpretation proposed by the theo engagée ry of post-
colonialism – contemporary museological thought and 
in particular themes pertaining to museum exhibits and 
permanent and temporary exhibitions presented in 

museums. The author applied such fundamental terms 
of the postcolonial theory as: otherness, hybrid, mimicry, 
and Third Space, and for the purpose of interpretations of 
collector items/collectibles – semiophores, a name granted 
by Krzysztof Pomian. She also tried to approach this extremely 
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difficult topic, especially from the viewpoint of ethics, in her 
capacity as a historian of art and not a socially engagée 
person. Nonetheless, in certain cases Magdalena Michalik 
took the liberty of presenting a personal commentary in 
a suitable footnote. The subjectively selected examples 
discuss problems broached in practice. The proposed study 
is a contribution to deliberations on museum exhibits of 
colonial origin existing in Western culture, the institution of 
the MUSEUM according to an interpretation of terms applied 
by the theory of post-colonialism, and the practical activity of 
assorted institutions in reference to objects of non-European 
origin. The purpose of the chosen methodology is to widen 
the interpretation perspective by including the context of the 
post-colonial theory. The article merely outlines the titular 
problem, examines subjectively chosen issues, and is an 
introduction to pertinent research.

***

While defining the concept of post-colonialism it is necessary 
to first and foremost explain that this is a term describing an 
intellectual current in contemporary humanities, conceived 
in the 1980s and combining two prime lines of meaning. 
The first, described as a historical category, encompasses 
the theme of the socio/cultural/economic/historical 
remnants of colonies, decolonialism, and neo-colonialism. 
On the other hand, Postcolonial Studies – based mainly 
on the philosophy of the “Other” – analyse the politics 
of knowledge: production, control, distribution (with the 
premises of the philosophy of Michael Foucault as the main 
point of departure), and the representation system, i.e. in 
what fashion and what sort of an image (social, cultural, 
and political) do the imperial states of the coloniser and 
the colonised produce. The prime aim of discursive-
critical Postcolonial Studies is in-depth critical analysis and 
a continuation of research on this problematic term in the 
contemporary world. In this manner, the colonial turnabout, 
due to its current hue, can influence present-day currents, 
individuals, problems, societies, elements of culture et 
al. and, more importantly, draw attention to colonial 
discrimination, still present in the contemporary world.

The article will frequently apply such terms as: the West 
– understood for the needs of this study as countries with 
a colonial past, in particular: Portugal, Spain, Italy, Great 
Britain, Belgium or the Netherlands, and the Tricontinent1 
a term that emerged in connection with the organisation 
of the Tricontinental Conference in Havana (1966), whose 
participants included South American (together with the 
Caribbean), African, and Asian countries protesting against 
the domination of the West. Granted by representatives 
of states attending the conference, it is understood as 
a definition of the civilisation of three continents.

Postcolonialism pertains not only to the Tricontinent 
but should be used also as a new perspective of studies 
conducted by the West on hybridity,2 relations (economic, 
social, historical, cultural, etc.) with the Tricontinent, and 
the reception of the Tricontinent in Europe. The very 
term: hybridity originates from the domain of biology and 
describes an ultimately emergent species – the hybridical 
outcome of a merger of two other species. Adapted for the 
sake of the postcolonial theory it signifies new identities 

resulting from a mixture of assorted cultures. The author 
became particularly interested in the reception of the 
Tricontinent in the West within an interpretation of the 
contemporary theory of museology and its practical aspect 
– especially the organisation of exhibitions, their scientific 
arrangement, and concrete museum exhibits. However, in 
order to understand the essence of an object displayed in 
a museum it is necessary to resort to the theory proposed 
by Krzysztof Pomian, who in his writings about collections 
and museums distinguished so-called semiophores: We 
grant the name “semiophores” to objects regarded in 
a given community as carriers of meaning, and thus produced 
or displayed in such a manner as to attract attention while 
excluding all other functions, including that of usefulness.3

Objects function in two spheres: visible – in which 
each fulfils a utilitarian function, and invisible – in which 
the object is a carrier of the meaning granted to it and is 
excluded from the utility function; as a consequence, it is 
treated differently.4 The latter objects are semiophores 
functioning in the invisible world as two-sided objects 
that link the semiotic dimension with the material one.5 
Furthermore, meanings attributed to semiophores are 
dynamic and change depending on the context within which 
these particular objects are found at a given moment.

Objects representing the civilisation of the Tricontinent, 
and currently in Western museum collections, are 
particularly interesting examples of semiophores. This is the 
outcome of the fact that they assume the form of hybrids 
described by researchers dealing with postcolonial studies; 
in other words, they are suspended, on the one hand, within 
the sphere of the culture from which they originate, and, 
on the other hand, they are present in the new context of 
European culture and the institution of the museum. Those 
two granted meanings intermingle, merge, and depending 
on the context try to dominate or eliminate each other 
– a phenomenon highly unfavourable within such a context. 
All disputes and discussions, which to a greater or lesser 
extent pertain to objects representing extra-European 
civilisations, are the outcome of the hybridical nature of 
those objects. Claims to determine this significance can 
assume the shape of a serious dispute frequently resolved 
by resorting to law.

In The Location of Culture, the publication earlier 
mentioned in note 2, Homi K. Bhabha often emphasised the 
two-direction character of relations between the coloniser 
and the colonised. The impact is mutual and reveals 
itself in numerous aspects. This binary feature should be 
also noticed, demonstrated, and stressed in the case of 
hybrid semiophores representing precisely such a fusion 
of meanings originating from diverse cultures. Reflections 
concerning semiophores derived from the Tricontinent 
should be conducted via a term appearing in postcolonial 
studies – hybrid or Third Space, which will comprise suitable 
methodology for studying objects and including them into 
museum exhibitions.

An interesting representative example of such 
a semiophore-hybrid are mokomokai – thirty heads of 
ancestors featuring cult tattoos and preserved by the Maori 
people. In recent years New Zealand demanded that France 
return these objects since French collectors acquired many 
such exhibits as a result of colonisation undertakings carried 
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out in New Zealand. For a short time, mokomokai were an 
exchange commodity, in particular in return for weapons used 
by the Maoris chiefly for inter-tribal hostilities, or else became 
objects exported from the country without any sort of a prior 
agreement concerning their purchase, exchange, donation, 
etc. The Maoris, however, regarded even exchange as an act 
of sacrilege and if it did take place then only as a result of 
considerable pressure on the part of the purchaser or owing 
to the exceptionally difficult situation of a Maori community 
– the need to buy arms. The most popular mokomokai offered 
for sale were those of slaves whose heads were decorated 
with patterns devoid of religious meaning; these unfortunate 
men were killed whenever there appeared an opportunity 
for a transaction.6

Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle de Rouen (Natural History 
Museum in Rouen) wanted to return the exhibits in question, 
but in 2006 the officiating Minister of Culture Christie Albanel 
blocked the entire process. Ultimately, with the support of the 
town of Rouen, museum curators, and lawyers a new French 
law was passed thanks to which in 2012 objects sacred for 
Maori culture could return to New Zealand.7

The problem, however, resurfaced in New Zealand 
– those mokomokai, which could not be connected with living 
relatives were presented to the Museum of New Zealand Te 
Papa Tongarewa in Wellington, stressing that they are not, 
and shall not become fragments of an exhibition. Some 
objects returned to Maori families, thus restoring the original 
cult significance – once again they became a link in a family 
ancestor cult. Others were granted a new meaning by being 
placed in a contemporary museum institution in which they 
turned into semiophores. This step was explained by the 
absence of other suitable places for keeping them. In other 
words, just as in the West a museum replaced the site of 
a cult sacred for a given community and took over its functions 
– the accumulation and protection of semiophores-hybrids. 
Their cult significance became dominated by a museum 
institution from which, paradoxically, the Maoris wished to 
extract them. Naturally, the fact that the objects were handed 
over to a New Zealand museum and not a West European 
one is meaningful. In post-colonial states too, museums, 
despite their obvious Western lineage, started to function 
as sanctioned national institutions replacing temples.8 In 
a certain sense the culture of the West colonised Maori 
culture. This conclusion leads to a successive problem.

The creation of museum institutions in non-European 
countries constitutes so-called mimicry.9 Both Franz Fanon 
and, later, Homi K. Bhabha drew attention to the third 
option at the disposal of assorted peoples in the course of 
colonisation, namely, camouflage or, as they put it, black 
skin, white masks,10 close to the opinion expressed by Jan 
Kieniewicz: Colonialism is a complex of factors, which are 
the reason why a subjected society not only loses the ability 
to grow autonomously but assumes a vision of the world 
created by the dominating foreign system.11 Colonised 
peoples adopt aspects of the culture of the West and 
under its prevailing impact introduce them into their own 
community, thus generating so-called Third Space – a place 
of a fusion of the culture of the coloniser and the colonised. 
Apparently, it is precisely from this perspective – neither 
Western nor Oriental – that we can correctly consider the 
problems of museums in countries of the Tricontinent.

The process of grafting the museum institution from 
Western to non-Western culture is a sui generis translation. 
In accordance with the theory of translation proposed by 
Robert J. C. Jung: No act of translation takes place in an 
entirely neutral space of absolute equality.12

Is it thus possible for, e.g. the Maoris to understand the 
institution of the museum in the Western meaning of the 
term? Is it possible for such institutions to function outside the 
culture of the West? What are the discernible changes in their 
activity? Such issues should be dealt with in further studies.

The museum in post-colonial society becomes a translated 
hybrid, with society wishing to display its culture and wanting 
such an institution to have a place of its own. At the same 
time, the value, purpose, and function of Western museums 
are negated, depriving them – owing to the political-socio-
cultural conflict – of the right to show another culture. 
A violent rejection of all that is Western and, simultaneously, 
a desire to possess it constitute the ambivalent stand 
mentioned by the already cited Robert J. C. Jung, referring 
to Jean Rhys’ The Day They Burned the Books, in which 
a Dominican woman, the wife of a white steamship agent, 
burns some of his books while her son regrets this deed 
because, despite the hatred he feels for his father, he enjoyed 
reading them.13 The clearly noticeable and strong dualism 
of views or emotions associated with the coloniser and his 
culture is irreconcilable.

From the viewpoint of the Maoris the boundary between 
them and the West appears to be extremely conspicuous – 
only they have the right to speak about their history, culture, 
and other spheres of existence because the West is simply 
incapable of doing this. A sui generis symbol of such an 
attitude is Musée du Quai Branly in Paris,14 in whose case 
already the name granted to this institution, not to mention 
other controversies, proved to be a problem. Unfortunately, 
some museums conduct their narration according to an 
imposed Western discourse, a tendency noticed by Franz 
Fanon and Homi K. Bhabha, who declared that the intention 
of the coloniser is the creation of an image of conquered 
countries as regions on the lowest level of civilisational 
progress in order to justify conquest and establish systems 
of administration and instruction.15 Present-day narration 
assumes a slightly different shape – we are dealing neither 
with discrimination nor with racism but with a process of 
depriving colonised society of the possibility of speaking for 
itself. This stand is the result of a conviction that such a society 
is unable to do so owing to a lack of education, exhibition 
experiences, and difficulties in urging the potential recipient 
to tour an exhibition. Quite possibly this approach does not 
have to be an act of ill will, but it certainly remains a deeply 
enrooted way of reasoning on the part of the Westerner 
incapable of ridding himself of such a train of thought. This 
fact is emphasised by Edward Said writing about Orientalism 
– the attempt to get to know the Orient, to describe it, and 
to tell about it is, for all practical purposes, a Western style 
for dominating, restricting and having authority over the 
Orient,16 even if that process possesses the features of an 
ostensibly objective scientific discourse.

The criticism of Western museums on the part of peoples 
that experienced colonialism is justified. Discussions on this 
subject were inaugurated by “Primitivism and modern art”, 
an exhibition held in New York in 1984, which embarked 
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upon non-European art, criticism of the universal canon of 
European art, and problems of migration and globalisation. 
A concept of postcolonial aesthetics was conceived. The 
theme of non-European art was considered within the 
context of the art of the “Old Continent”, and European 
art was compared in a binary manner with non-European 
art. By way of example, African art was not given the 
opportunity to speak autonomously about itself by being 
shown within the context of the art of Pablo Picasso, the 
Cubists, and the twentieth-century avant-garde. Equally 
negative reviews of Musée du Quai Branly or the exhibition 
of Aborigine art arranged by Bernice Murphy at the National 
Gallery of Australia in Parkes demonstrate that despite 
the passage of time the West is still incapable of creating 
exhibitions or entire museums, which would not emphasise 
the “otherness” of colonised nations. Mention is due to 
the fact that not so long ago, in 1988, Australia celebrated 
the arrival of the British, i.e. the de facto conquest of the 
Land of the Aborigines. This occasion encountered great 
protests on the part of the Aborigine community, drawing 
attention to the fact that its members did not regard it as 
a holiday but as a day of national mourning. The official 
policy did not see any problem with commemorating the 
anniversary, and the Queen and Prince Consort took part 
in official state ceremonies. Anna Wieczorkiewicz correctly 
described this as: harnessing savages and the exotic within 
the machine of a great spectacle of modernity sanctioned 
by science.17 Such objects as the Easter Island statues on 
show at Cinquantenaire Museum in Brussels, arranged in 
a single row amongst an immense number of other objects, 
are featured in a spectacle told within the museum walls 
while totally ignoring the fact that quite often these are the 
objects of a cult still important for a given people, or that 
they had been obtained in a morally dubious manner. More, 
they had been granted the special status of semiophores, 
but the end result is a hybrid – a semiophore given two 
meanings. On the one hand, it is a museum exhibit 
presenting the fundamental objectives of the museum and, 
on the other hand, it is a cult object of a given community, 
connected with the religious cult of ancestors, rituals, etc. 
Even if owing to secularisation it loses its cult significance it 
still remains meaningful for the identity of a culture, which 
the museum institution also appropriated. In the case of 
such exhibits it appears to be impossible to eliminate one of 
the meanings – these semiophores will remain hybrids. At 
this stage it is worth posing another fundamental question, 
namely, do Western museums have a moral right to display 
such objects, and how should those hybrids be shown so 
as to preserve both contexts without simultaneously losing 
historical value but expressing respect for their original cult 
significance? And how is one to speak about the national 
identity represented by those objects?

In his book: The Colonizer and the Colonized18 Albert 
Memmi drew attention to two attitudes of the coloniser: 
the first expresses the wish to be a coloniser and wield 
power over conquered terrains, while the second rejects 
the premises of colonialism but cannot escape the privileged 
position of the coloniser and is incapable of doing so. The 
question asking which of those attitudes accompanies 
persons creating the conception of museums and 
exhibitions featured in colonised terrains remains unsolved, 

and the author did not evaluate Homi K. Bhabha’s rather 
bitter description of the West as a place where culture is 
presented and discussed (...) where culture is assessed (...) 
and culture is sold.19

A significant problem worth considering is the omission 
of provenance studies dealing with objects discussed in 
the article: is this purposeful or accidental? European art 
exhibitions apply the good practice of placing beneath 
each object information telling the visitor whether it is 
the property of a given museum or loaned from another 
museum or a private collection. In view of eventual claims 
museums very rarely purchase auctioned exhibits of dubious 
attribution; hence such objects are made available just as 
infrequently. On the other hand, ethnological items, whose 
majority were obtained as part of dishonest trade or theft, 
are not described on the captions accompanying them or 
else such information is extremely trivial. Museums have 
no hesitation in accessing such exhibits. By way of example, 
an Easter Island statue on show at Cinquantenaire Museum 
in Brussels is supplemented by a short film showing the 
moment of loading statues onto a ship – we know that 
as the greatest sacral objects on the island they could not 
have been donated by the natives. The statues were simply 
pilfered although theft was justified by archaeological 
studies. Ironically, at the same Museum, in which most of 
the collection exhibits originate from outside European 
culture, one can come across a statue glorifying King Leopold 
II of Belgium (1865–1909), whose ruthless colonial policy 
resulted in the death of more than 10 million people.20

“Luckily” for the Congo another Belgian museum – 
AfricaMuseum in Tervuren – contains collections of the 
art of that country. Currently, the Museum is undergoing 
renovation and is to reopen in the 2018 summer season. 
Despite its closure the Museum publishes a website for 
visitors and creates a Facebook profile, frequently stressing 
that it wishes to be a site for embarking upon the topic 
of the colonial past of Belgium. Nonetheless, up to now 
the presented information remains extremely enigmatic 
and mentions only private collectors acquiring objects 
for their collections by means of military operations21 
or describes renovations of twentieth-century realistic 
Western sculptures depicting Africans as controversial,22 
without revealing, e.g. the causes of this debatable feature. 
Despite the assurances made by the Museum that it is 
a (...) place of memory where Belgium’s colonial past will 
be addressed capably and openly23 up to now it has not 
broached directly any difficult topics but concentrated solely 
on activity typical for the majority of social media – the 
publication of photographs from the life of the Museum, 
petty announcements, etc. The question of the contents of 
the exhibition simply must wait until the reopening.

The author of the article also saw an enigmatic description 
of museum exhibits at the Rijksmuseum – in a showroom 
dedicated to the geographic expansion of the Kingdom of 
the Netherlands the military seizure of the island of Lambok 
by the Dutch was mentioned only once in connection with 
the relics of a treasure from the island and the restitution of 
a major part of this treasure to the government of Indonesia 
in 1977 (nota bene, not all the jewels were returned).

In the discussed museums narration is still written solely 
from the point of view of the coloniser while the perspective 
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of the “Other”, whose role is otherwise underlined and 
distinguished, remains omitted.24 The West appropriates the 
semiophore by granting it a new meaning – that of exotic 
otherness – which, however, is never tantamount to its 
African/Asian, etc. counterpart. On the one hand, the latter 
could be of a cult dimension; on the other hand, if the object 
had already traversed the path of secularisation it had been 
granted the meaning of the “identity legacy of the nation” 
and it too will belong to the culture from which it originates. 
Appropriation took place by means of military and cultural 
domination during the era of colonialism; now it still occurs 
owing to economic domination over poorer countries.25 This 
fact exerts a prominent impact on the moral assessment of 
such conduct and poses questions addressed to contemporary 
museology: is the return of the appropriated objects by the 
museums obvious? what is it like? what should be the right 
of the producers of such objects to possess them? should 
a museum be a transcultural – as if supranational – institution, 
or on the contrary? Further on: is Europe entitled, by creating 
exhibitions or museums dedicated to non-European art, to 
alter the meaning of semiophores on such a great scale 
by adapting the “we are better in thinking than they are” 
attitude diagnosed by Edward Said?26 Emphasis should be 
placed on the words: on such a great scale, since individual 
objects testifying to contacts with other countries emerge 
often and are devoid of a negative resonance as long as they 
are semiophores designating cultural, trade, et al. contacts. 
The actual problem appears when their significance is linked 
with colonial domination.

The topic of an objective settling of accounts with 
historical truth was finally broached by “Deutscher 
Kolonial ismus: Fragmente seiner Geschichte und 
Gegenwart” at Deutsches Historisches Museum (Berlin, 
2017). This was the first exposition examining colonisation 
without shying from a critical approach and sending an 
extremely clear-cut message, which due to its moralising 
character could have even appeared tiresome and much too 
obvious to certain visitors.27 Narration was conducted from 

the viewpoint of a colonist state albeit  without ignoring 
its infamous activities. It is recognised that  in 1904–1908 
the Germans committed genocide against the  Herero and 
Nama people. Over a hundred years later – in  the course 
of a lawsuit against Germany brought in a court of  law 
by Namibia and concerning crimes perpetrated in South-
West Africa at the beginning of the twentieth century – the  
humanities, as it were, settled accounts with earlier crimes 
carried out by the state.

Only now does European museology, for many years 
embroiled in postcolonial identity, appear to notice essential 
issues of unjustified cultural domination. The institution of 
the museum, its activity and collections should be additionally 
perceived while using terms moulded within the current 
of post-colonialism. Such a wider perspective will make it 
possible to interpret certain phenomena and examples in 
a complex manner and to prepare guidelines for museum 
praxis; it will also assist tackling difficult colonial history 
and the post-colonial present. Furthermore, it will become 
possible to better comprehend the presence and activity of 
museum institutions in colonial countries and their social 
role played there. Such an interpretation, however, should 
be prepared upon the basis of more extensive research 
involving re-mapping,28 i.e. preparing maps of scientific 
studies anew and shifting the Eurocentric axis towards 
cultural-social questions. Constant motion in science causes 
the emergence of an apparatus of new concepts, whose 
objective is an interpretation of phenomena and, hence, 
better comprehension and an in-depth approach to the 
experiences of post-colonial subjects.

Finally, the author of the article cites a question posed by 
Professor Maria Poprzęcka, which contributed to writing this 
article and which in the course of the nearest years should 
become subjected to a thorough and serious discussion: 
To what extent did the history of art co-create29 the mighty 
structure of cultural and intellectual-artistic domination, 
which found its institutional and material form in museums 
erected all over the world.30
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