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Quests for my own word are in fact quests for a word that is not my own, a word 

that is more than myself; this is a striving to depart from one’s own words, with 

which nothing essential can be said. 

 

______Mikhail Bakhtin 
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ABSTRACT 

Conny Bogaard 

NEVER AN ALIBI: THE DIALOGICAL MUSEUM 

Bakhtin’s concept of the dialogical has recently entered the museum world where 

it is sometimes understood as a communication tool between museums and 

visitors. While Bakhtin highlights the position of author and hero, it must be 

noted that the dialogical is not a dyadic but a triadic phenomenon, which is to say, 

it is through the plurality of autonomous voices, independent from the authorial 

discourse, that dialogue is actualized. This dissertation argues that Bakhtin’s 

dialogism can serve as a model for the contemporary museum as it seeks to give 

itself new relevance in the wake of Poststructuralism. It is specifically concerned 

with the contested issue of authority in the museum space. Instead of viewing 

authority as a form of power and control, the Bakhtinian perspective is predicated 

on an architectonics of co-authorship allowing a myriad of voices to interact 

simultaneously. That isn’t to say that every voice is the same or, no voices will be 

heard. Architectonics, which is the distinguishing feature of Bakhtin’s dialogism, 

is an exchange within the boundaries of ratio and proportion while at the same 

time being open to change. Bakhtin’s concept of authoring changes the way we 

experience museums as it rejects the centrality of voice, be it the institution’s, the 

collection’s or the visitor’s. Significantly, dialogism emphasizes the ethical call of 

signifying other identities and rendering them complete. Thus understood, 

dialogism anchors the museum as a place where intersubjectivity can be explored, 

experienced, and learned. A corollary claim is made for artist interventions in the 
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museum space as a way to break through the institution’s hegemonic structure. 

Drawing from museums and artists as well as critical theory and philosophy 

(Bakhtin, Kristeva, Foucault, Rancière, Agamben, etc.) this dissertation seeks to 

redefine notions of authority, subjectivity, community, participation and 

experience in contemporary art and museum.    
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INTRODUCTION 

“Caught up in historical change, dependent on new sources of support, and 

torn by conflicting pressures from both within and without the profession - toward 

what shapes are museums being pulled and pushed?” Stephen E. Weil wondered 

in his 1971 seminal essay titled “The Multiple Crises in Museums.”1 The past five 

decades, authors from inside and outside the museum profession have elaborated 

on various problems in the museum field ranging from the “disneyfication” of 

exhibits” (J.G. Ballard, 1970), the slow response to democratization processes 

(O’Doherty, 1976), the influence of corporate sponsorship, to the disconnect with 

the academic world.
2
 More recently, the economic recession has hit museums 

hard and has prompted many organizations to lay off staff and even sell their 

collections. Some have predicted the end of museums suggesting that the museum 

has lost its relevance,
3
 while others have pointed at the vitality of museums to 

attract huge numbers of visitors and provide a meaningful experience in an 

increasingly heteroglot world.
4
   

Significantly, there is a stunning amount of museum literature around the 

turn of the century reflecting the anxiety of museum professionals to be 

“contemporary.” The dilemma is perhaps best summed up by Harold Skramstad 

in his 1999 essay: “An Agenda for the American Museum in the Twenty-first 

Century.” Skramstad points at the tension between the need for freedom and the 

need for authority that lies at the heart of the museum crisis:  

We live in a contradictory time. While Americans are increasingly 

impatient with any limitation on their individual rights, and loyalty to 

institutions such as the church, school, and community has been deeply 
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eroded, they continue to seek out groups and institutions that can offer 

order, authority, and criteria that go beyond the imperatives of 

individualism. Those institutions that are able to recognize this 

contradiction and can help us find the required balance between our need 

for freedom and our need for authority are those that will be most 

successful in the next century.
5
 

 

To remedy the discrepancy between freedom and authority, Skramstad 

proposes that museums focus more on delivering life-changing “experiences.” 

Skramstad writes:  

The great age of collection building in museums is over. Now is the time 

for the next great agenda of museum development in America. This 

agenda needs to take as its mission nothing less than to engage actively in 

the design and delivery of experiences that have the power to inspire and 

change the way people see both the world and the possibility of their own 

lives.
6
  

 

To make the transition possible, Skramstad identifies three main areas 

museums should work on: authority – museums should not present themselves as 

the arbiters of meaning but share authority with their users; connectedness –

museums should establish a strong connection with their audiences; and 

trustworthiness – museums must learn how to brand themselves and focus on 

delivering a good “product.”  

Today, many museums have indeed become more community focused. 

The boundaries between nonprofit and profit, education and entertainment, and 

product and service have eroded, and as a result, our view of museums and the 

way we experience them has changed. Yet new problems have emerged. With the 

new goals of inclusivess and visitor participation, museums have invited 

unpredictability that has challenged the field’s preoccupation over the last several 

decades with best practices. How can a museum mandate professional processes 
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and procedures when it doesn’t have control of the process? Laudable efforts 

frequently butt against institutional expectations about interpretation, audience, 

and professional polish. Even the usual evaluation criteria and methods do not 

apply to public curation. If one shifts away from declarative take-away messages 

and invites visitors to contribute new ideas and fresh conversations, how does one 

measure success?
7
 

This dissertation concerns itself with the plight of the modern museum to 

redefine its role in the twenty-first century and asks what it means to be 

contemporary. More specifically, it argues that in the wake of Poststructuralism 

museum authority has become problematic and with that, the ethical call to 

respond to other consciousnesses in this world. The resulting dilemmas – a 

prevailing corporate mentality and a growing uneasiness in handling conflicts – 

have limited the museum’s freedom and the way we experience them. To become 

a truly meaningful social institution, museums should regain their authorative 

voice in such a way that it brings out other consciousnesses through dialogic 

interaction. Bakhtin’s notion of the dialogical provides a useful model for a new 

type of leadership as it does not prevent speech – as in traditional models – but 

allows for a rich, poetic culture. To be truly dialogical in the Bakhtinian sense, 

means to embrace both authority and answerability. Museums can gain from this 

insight, as it re-addresses their role as authorative guide and active participant.  

The dialogical museum sharply distinguishes itself from monological 

institutions that aim at cognition and performed action. At the same time, the 

dialogical is not an end goal but thrives on tensions between centralizing and 
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decentralizing forces. Seen from this perspective, the dialogical museum 

experience is an aesthetic experience due to its receptive, positively accepting 

character; it allows visitors to stand in relation to the work as authors and 

participants. The role of the dialogical museum is to structure the dialogical 

process rather than aiming at a measurable outcome. 

The main claim of this dissertation stems from the fact that the current 

museum crisis is, in fact, part of a larger crisis in moral thought. Traditionally the 

museum served society by clarifying things and offering normative prescriptions 

for moral concepts and practices. The museum was seen as the keeper of western 

civilization, but it has lost that role in the twenty-first century. So, when 

rethinking the public role of the museum, I will not offer yet another institutional 

critique or strategy for stimulating visitor participation. Instead I will propose a 

rethinking of the museum based on the complex issue of human consciousness. In 

response to Skramstad, I maintain that the real challenge museums are facing 

today is how to transition from a monological to a dialogical institution.  

The dialogical fundamentally changes professional museum ethics. 

Seventy years before Skramstad, Sigmund Freud talked about the tensions 

between individuals and society in his work Civilization and its Discontent. In his 

essay, Freud points at the paradox of civilization: “The urge for freedom, 

therefore, is directed against particular forms and demands of civilization or 

against civilization altogether.”
8
 Civilization is a tool that we have created to 

protect ourselves from unhappiness, Freud maintains, and at the same time it is 

our biggest obstacle in finding happiness.  
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Freud asserts that the contemporary technological advances of science 

have been, at best, a mixed blessing for human happiness, and asks what society 

is for if not to satisfy the pleasure principle. At the same time, Freud concedes 

that civilization has to make compromises of happiness in order to fulfill its 

primary goal of bringing people into peaceful relationship with each other, which 

it does by making them subject to a higher, communal authority. So, in order to 

make civilization work, we need to let go of our instinctual inclination to be 

aggressive towards one another and instead, focus on human relations. Ethics, 

identified as “the sorest spot in every civilization,” is to be regarded as a 

therapeutic attempt – an endeavor to achieve, by means of a command of the 

super-ego, something which, so far, has not been achieved by means of any other 

cultural activities.
9
  

In a sense, the research question centers on the possibility of the museum 

as a “therapeutic” answer to the tension between individuality and communality 

that has concerned philosophers since Plato. Whereas most museum critics have 

taken an “archeological” approach as they sought to analyze the radical 

transformation of the museum’s public role in the twenty-first century, my 

strategy is aimed at uncovering the causes of contingent turns of world making, 

and as a philosophy as such.
10

 Significantly, this “genealogical” approach is more 

adept to explore a new museum ethics, which, according to Janet Marstine, “is 

among the most pivotal concerns of museum professionals in the twenty-first 

century and central to good leadership.”
11

  As Alexander Nehamas has stated in 

his commentary on Friedrich Nietzsche, “Genealogy is interpretation in the sense 
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that it treats our moral practices not as given but as “texts,” as signs with a 

meaning, as manifestations of a will to power that this interpretation tries to 

reveal.”12
 Redefining ethics begins with an investigation of the problem of 

representation, which is central to Part II of this dissertation. The problem of 

representation manifests itself in and through the museum, and by extension, the 

world of art, politics – in fact, all human action and interaction, by and large.    

As methodology, the genealogical approach is typically interdisciplinary 

as it draws from continental philosophy, critical theory and museum studies. 

Special attention in this dissertation is given to the writing of Mikhail Bakhtin, 

especially his less popular concepts of authority and answerability. Under the 

influence of recent social and cultural changes, Bakhtin’s thinking has appeared 

attractive, especially for those museums that seek to reinvent themselves in a 

world where authority is regarded with utmost suspicion. In his Problems of 

Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1963), Bakhtin claims that novels such as The Brothers 

Karamazov were not written with the aim to offer one vision only, but they are set 

up to describe situations from multiple angles. Interestingly, as Bakhtin found out, 

the main locus for dialogic interactions is not in the exchange between characters, 

as one might expect, but in the orchestration of voices by the commenting 

narrator, whose discourse Bakhtin finds loaded with diverse voices brought into 

complex interactions. According to Bakhtin, Dostoevsky’s novels are uniquely 

dialogical because the voice of the author merges with the characters in the book, 

creating ever new and changing realities.  
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Seen from this perspective, Dostoevsky’s novels can be interpreted as a 

critique of the authorative voice, because every truth, including the author’s, is 

one truth among many. Bakhtin is not saying that the role of the author is 

negligible, or that the concept of “truth” is no longer possible. Nor is he 

suggesting that language is a closed, stable system. Defying both Structuralism 

and Poststructuralism, for Bakhtin, the polyphonic truth is grounded in multiple 

voices that interact simultaneously. That is not to say that Bakhtin is promoting 

anarchy, as if many voices carry many truths and that in the end the strongest 

voice prevails. Rather, it is through their relationship with and commitment to the 

world that these multiple voices generate a new type of ideology, one that is not 

tied anymore to a fixed and stable content but to the function of each character at 

play in a given moment.  

Bakhtin’s concept of dialogue raises a number of questions. On the one 

hand, Bakhtin claims that every person has a unique voice capable of setting up 

situations that require a response from others. The resulting dialogue is an 

ongoing process, opening up new possibilities and actions. Bakhtin thus claims 

that human beings have agency as they create their own world. At the same time, 

humans are subject to the situations around them. They cannot control their own 

environment, or other people for that matter, but that isn’t to say that they aren’t 

capable of changing the course of action. In other words, there is a tension 

between the potential of human agency on the one hand, and their limitations that 

results from a being in the world with other human beings.  
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Bakhtin’s dialogical has great potential for the contemporary museum as it 

drastically redefines our understanding of the museum’s social, ethical and 

political role. Drawing from Bakhtin and other thinkers - most notably Foucault, 

Rancière and Agamben - I maintain that museums are worth pursuing as a place 

where people are given the freedom to co-create new meaning around stories and 

objects. To better understand what this means we need to pause for a while at the 

concept of dialogue, which is the master key to all of Bakhtin’s thinking. 

The term dialogue has at least three distinct meanings for Bakhtin. First, 

dialogue is a form of “truth” that cannot be grasped by one single consciousness 

but exists as a result of human interaction. Dialogue is distinctly open-ended and 

as such, it should not be confused with dialectic, which is progressive in the sense 

that it seeks a resolution between two oppositions (thesis and antithesis). Second, 

dialogue relates to an approach to language that presupposes “addressivity.” 

According to Bakhtin, language is never made up of neutral sentences but of 

utterances, which is to say, words are always spoken at a specific moment in 

time, in response to a certain event. Utterances cannot be repeated, as they are 

shaped by the listener while they are in the process of being made. Finally, 

utterances also bear with them the memories of other utterances while they 

respond to or anticipate new utterances. This last potential of the utterance is what 

Bakhtin calls the “double-voiced” dialogue, which takes a single utterance in 

anticipation of a response. An example of this form is the “internally dialogized” 

monologue of the Grand Inquisitor in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov.  
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Dialogue presupposes authority and addressivity, as words are always 

spoken by someone, for someone. As Bakhtin puts it, “Thus, form is the 

expression of the active, axiological relationship of the author-creator and of the 

recipient (who co-creates the form) to content.”
13

 Bakhtin refers to the unique 

ability to step outside oneself and be open to another consciousness – the gift of 

the self to the other. In this exchange truth happens although this is never a static, 

absolute truth. Instead, it is between the self and other – as in a third space – that 

meaning-making occurs. 

Dialogism, despite its open-endedness is structured also; it is a form of 

architectonics largely motivated by Christian faith; with the three-part system of 

“I-for-myself”, “I-for-the-other”, and “other-for-me” seamlessly corresponding to 

Søren Kierkegaard’s three circles – the aesthetic, the ethical and the religious.
14

 

Yet to understand Bakhtin’s dialogical is also to take into consideration its 

psychological dimensions. The self has agency as it listens, remembers, and 

anticipates other voices. This makes it possible to carry out the special task of 

increasing other consciousnesses. The primary obligation of the dialogic self, 

Bakhtin states, is not to live from a singular place in existence, but to be a 

responsible participant in life. By performing the answerable deed, it is possible 

for the self to supplement others by seeing and hearing what they cannot see and 

hear for themselves. Significantly, for Bakhtin, this special task of the responsible 

self is not to be laid out in rules as a form of cognition. To be human, according to 

Bakhtin, is to affirm the ethical choice at every moment of our lives to sign our 

acts, and participate in the singular event of the “non-alibi of being.”
15
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Apart from offering a critical investigation into Bakhtin’s thinking, this 

dissertation is situated within the new museum theory discourse. As Janet 

Marstine has noted, new museum theory is about decolonizing, “giving those 

represented control of their cultural heritage.”
16

 Unlike the attacks on the museum 

waged by the modern avant-gardes, there is now interdependence between 

museum theory and curatorial practice, made possible largely by the 

“textualization” of museums themselves. Under the influence of the linguistic turn 

across late twentieth-century humanities, museum theory and practice have been 

placed on a shared plane of linguistic self-reflexivity and meta-textual self-

consciousness, in “a very real rupture with past paradigms of representation, 

categorization and definition according to new and interdisciplinary models.”
17

 

Thus, the hierarchies built into the modern triadic relation between 

museum, visitor, and object have now supposedly been overcome by installing the 

“community” as both addressee and facilitator of the new “museum experience.” 

The latter aims to replace a binary model of showing and seeing by the more 

inclusive notion of performance, and the monologue of the label by a dialogue 

generated through constant feedback loops in which narrative authority is passed 

back and forth between museum professionals and their audience. The museum 

becomes an “instrument of self-knowledge and a place to learn and regularly 

practice the skills and attitudes for community problem-solving,”
18

 to the point of 

becoming – in Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s coinage – a post-museum that, “instead 

of transmitting knowledge to an essentialized mass audience . . . , listens and 

responds sensitively as it encourages diverse groups to become active participants 
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in museum discourse. . .
19

 . Significantly, according to Marstine, the post-museum 

is a site from which to redress social inequalities.”
20

 

Museums, then, are entrusted with a new mission of community 

formation, making individual and collective audiences recognize themselves as 

subjects of rights and, thus, contributing to the democratization of culture and 

society. Against traditional museums’ “desire for autonomy, resistance to change, 

and disengagement from societal concerns,” the new museums actively contribute 

to “enhanced community self-determination and increased participation in 

decision-making processes and democratic structures,” as Richard Sandell has 

asserted.
21

  

While these are all laudable efforts, Marxist critics have insisted that the 

post-museum did not succeed in unfastening established notions of aesthetic value 

and critical authority or in facilitating horizontal and dialogical spaces for the 

controversial exchange of ideas. It merely accommodated its curatorial idiom to 

the discourse of diversity and community as the hegemonic (because 

inconsequential) idiom of cultural criticism in societies simultaneously caught in 

neo-conservative political conjunctures. As Donald Preziosi and Claire Farago 

have argued, “it is supremely disingenuous to proclaim that radical changes in 

scenography – whether under the rubrique of a ‘new’ museology or not – 

constitute elective social critique. A major problem with such evaluations is that 

as long as the aesthetic ideology of ‘originality’ determines the ‘value’ of social 

critique, the critique itself operates at a symbolic level, displaced from the actual 

social conditions that the critique aims to reform.”
22
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Along the same line, James A. Bradburne notes that new museum theory 

is like putting old wine in new bottles. As long as museums are locked in the 

“perverse logic of representation,” Bradburne writes, they will not be able to re-

examine their role in society:   

When confronted with the collapse of the grand narratives, the museum’s 

response to the postmodern dilemma has been to remain firmly ‘top-

down’, and to address the content of the narrative, ever seduced by the 

desire to retain control over the narrative it presents. ‘Bad’ old grand 

narratives are to be replaced by ‘good’ new decentered authorless 

narratives. Instead of museums of heroes, we now make museums of 

victims. Instead of museums that celebrate imperial identity, we make 

museums that trumpet new identities. But even in inviting selected 

representatives – however legitimate or legitimised – it is still the museum 

that calls the shots, and shapes the content.
23

   

 

Bradburne’s critique seems to confirm what Hugh H. Genoways has 

observed, that despite the considerable amount of museum studies literature 

dedicated to “re-inventing” the museum, very few authors – especially museum 

professionals – have engaged with philosophical questions.
24

 According to 

Preziosi, “the disjunction between the ‘external’ critical and philosophical 

literature relating to museums, museology, and collecting and that emanating 

from ‘within’ the profession is very great and growing.”
25

 

This dissertation seeks to expand the discourse of museum theory and 

practice, albeit from an unconvential perspective. Taking Bakhtin as a starting 

point, theory is not a set of fixed rules and regulations but a model contingent to 

historical change. Practice, on the other hand, is understood as a conscious 

response to a certain event. Most importantly, the interdisciplinary approach that 

this dissertation is taking – combining museum studies, critical theory and 



13 

 

philosophy – is mindful of Bakhtin’s concern with theorizing without following 

up on it. Bakhtin writes: “Although the position of philosophy has some 

significance, it is not capable of defining the deed in the world in which the deed 

is actually and responsibly completed”.26 For Bakhtin, language, whether it is 

spoken or written, is not an individual affair but can only come to life between 

two interlocutors.   

Bakhtin’s insistence on the open-ended dialogical aspects of language is 

what sets him apart from other thinkers and writers who have concerned 

themselves with the history of consciousness. Bakhtin is indebted to Kant and 

Hegel, in several ways. From Kant he learned to accept the gap between mind and 

world, the fact that we cannot know the “thing-in-itself.” Yet Bakhtin rejects the 

Kantian solution of a sovereign “I” seeking to connect with a transcendent reality. 

Hegel’s master and slave dialectic, on the other hand, seems to correspond to 

Bakhtin’s distinction between the self and other. But for Bakhtin, self-

consciousness can never be the solution to otherness. Self-consciousness as an 

end goal would reject the need for another person, which is fundamentally 

unethical in Bakhtin’s view.  

Continental philosophers such as Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, and 

Michel Foucault come close to Bakhtin also in identifying the problem of alterity. 

Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927) and Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (1943) 

pose strikingly similar existential questions, yet these authors are less focused on 

the textual nature of the narrative, as they treat human nature or identity as an 

abstract (not voiced) philosophical problem.  
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Heidegger’s 1951 essay “Building, Dwelling, Thinking” plays an 

important part in this dissertation as it lays down the philosophical rationale for 

the organizational structure. Significantly, it seeks to redefine the notion of 

thinking which relates to Enlightenment values that shaped the public museum. 

Part I, II and III open with a short explication on building, dwelling and thinking 

respectively. These essays clarify what these terms mean in the context of 

Heidegger’s philosophy, and for this dissertation specifically. 

So, whereas Heidegger provides the structure, Foucault offers the 

methodology for this work.  Foucault’s The Order of Things (1966) in particular, 

suggests an approach to history based on epistemes rather than progressive 

historic trajectories. This model is followed for the historic overview of museums 

in Part I of this dissertation. Foucault’s definition of the museum as heterotopia 

(Of Other Spaces, 1967) is particularly useful in so far as it overcomes the 

problem of defining the museum exclusively in terms of objects, collecting 

practices, or methods of display. Instead, it suggests thinking of the museum as a 

space upon which meaning is enacted. Moreover, the definition of the museum as 

heterotopia explains how the museum can be progressive without subscribing to 

politically problematic notions of universality or “total” history.  

Interesting parallels can be made also with Jacques Rancière, Jean-Luc 

Nancy and Giorgio Agamben. Rancière’s “aesthetic regime” developed in the 

Future of the Image (2007), seeks to undo the representative relationship between 

text and image. As in Bakhtin, the aesthetic subject is liberated from the tyranny 

of closed form but is now loaded with a strong political motivation. The discourse 
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of community, which is crucial to Bakhtin’s thinking, returns in the writings of 

Nancy (The Inoperative Community, 1986) and Agamben (The Coming 

Community, 1993). Both thinkers attempt to correct the Hegelian notion of 

intersubjectivity, of humans sharing a common subjectivity.  The implied 

sharedness is dangerous, they note, as it reinforces hegemonic group ideologies. 

Like Bakhtin, Nancy and Agamben emphasize the need for differences between 

and within groups and peoples. Their credo of community that subscribes to a 

“being in common” instead of a “common being” has become especially urgent in 

our Post-Cold War Nuclear world.          

An important part in this dissertation is reserved for artist interventions in 

the museum space. Bakhtin understood aesthetics as a sub-category of 

architectonics. As architectonics, aesthetics is not a strict formal cognitive 

structure, but it concerns itself with various relationships, between self and other, 

self and object, self and world. As Michael Holquist has noted, the architectonic 

activity of authoring or building a text parallels the activity within life of building 

a self.
27

 Both are structures in a sense, although the latter is largely an invisible 

process. Bakhtin’s approach to aesthetics is thus unique. It is not only about 

objects under aesthetic perception but it is distinctly relational, as it asks how 

people relate to each other in particular situations in time.     

Given the centrality of relationality in Bakhtin’s thinking, it is no surprise 

that this dissertation zooms in on various forms of installation art in museums, 

especially where they support and augment objects and stories on display. 

Examples range from Fred Wilson’s 1982 watershed exhibition Mining the 
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Museum, to Pipilotti Rist’s 2010 video installation Close my dress, Thank You, 

created for Museum Langmatt in Zurich, Switzerland. In addition, an argument is 

made for the interiors of early collector’s houses (ca.1870-1930), both in Europe 

and the United States. I argue that the aesthetic of early collector’s houses sets 

them apart from other historic interiors; therefore they should be seen as forms of 

installation art rather than historic ensembles of material culture. The Isabella 

Stewart-Gardner Museum in Boston for example, uniquely testifies to the power 

of the collector’s authorative voice to create a personal narrative of art and 

interior.    

Installation art lends itself to study the ongoing tension between 

monologue and dialogue, especially through the contested issue of visitor 

participation. Michael Fried’s essay “Art and Objecthood” (1967) is illuminating 

in that respect as it critiques minimalist art for its “theatricality” by allowing 

spectators to interact with the work.    

As far as Bakhtin scholarship is concerned, it is remarkable that so few 

have recognized the potential of Bakhtin’s thinking for the role of the visual arts 

in museums. Deborah Haynes’s Bakhtin and the Visual Arts (1995) is a worthy 

endeavor to connect Bakhtin’s aesthetic with contemporary art practice. Yet the 

author does not take into account how the perception of art changes in a museum 

space, thereby leaving aside the considerable problem of representation. 

Similarly, museum critics who have invoked Bakhtin to apply the dialogical as a 

communication tool or exhibit strategy, failed to do justice to the complexity of 

Bakhtin’s thinking. As Holquist has noted, the difficulty with Bakhtin is, that his 
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thinking seems so modern that we want to adopt it as a cure for the ills of our 

time. Yet we should never forget that Bakhtin thinking resists theorizing, let alone 

formulas for application.       

 Part I opens with the public role of museums. It argues that the plight of 

the contemporary museum which has been linked to the breakup of Modernism,
28

 

a deeper cultural drift
29

 as well as the museum’s own inertia to transform into a 

civic resource
30

 cannot be understood without an historic overview. This is based 

on the assumption that museums are first and foremost a palimpsest, when one 

layer of its existence is removed we will find traces of earlier institutions, 

aesthetics, and ideologies that have made the museum what it is today.  

Part I maps the museum spatially within the knowledge frames of each 

historical moment rather than treating history as an accidental array of facts and 

objects. From collecting practices in ancient times to the sixteenth-century 

Wunderkammer, collections confirmed man’s place in the universe. The 

Enlightenment changed man’s perception of time and space and created what 

could be called “museum time” which still lies at the heart of the public museum. 

Museum time is often understood as something transcendent. While this may be 

true, it should be noted that this is due to the manipulation of the museum space to 

create this effect.  

The Kantian aesthetics with its emphasis on individual experience and 

claims to transcendental truth largely contributed to this idea, as it separated 

aesthetics from the ethical call to being in this world. The resulting dilemmas can 

be found in museum controversies today, among other things, where old patterns 
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of subjectivity prevent civilizing strategies to handle difficult knowledge and 

conflict. Central in this discussion is the connection between art and moral 

understanding, a connection given new meaning with the Kantian aesthetics. I 

argue that although Kant makes a connection between beauty and morality, his 

insistence on aesthetic autonomy – framing aesthetics as a distinct form of 

cognition – puts limits on the experience of art and museums. Kant’s parergon 

therefore, is crucial for our understanding of the modern museum.  

Since the late nineteenth century, the connection between art and morality 

is gradually replaced by an aesthetic approach. At the same time, the subject-

object relationship that the Kantian aesthetics invokes opens up the problem of 

representation. With the rise of Modernism, attempts to define and defend the 

intrinsic value of art become more prevalent at the cost of ethical concerns. The 

new aestheticism, the purpose of which was to save art from moralizing, presents 

itself too often a form of reductive formalism.  

In the second half of the twentieth century, the social role of museums 

changes dramatically. A tension between museum authority and visitor experience 

can be felt fueled by ongoing democratization processes. At the same time, the 

museum’s claim to knowledge and truth is severely undermined under the 

influence of Poststructuralism. While institutional critique reigns, artists 

increasingly start intervening in the museum space and create exhibitions that are 

often deemed controversial. In the twenty-first century museums have not only 

lost their base for authority but are forced to compete with other cultural venues in 

the market place. The challenge museums are facing today is how to be relevant 
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as a key intellectual and cultural force and agency for social change.  

Perhaps the museum “crisis” is nowhere more felt than in the category of 

house museums, which is the largest group of history museums in the United 

States. According to Gary N. Smith, house museums are an important segment of 

the museum field, but they are increasingly in danger of being marginalized. 

Many are deteriorating physically, declining financially, and fading in importance 

to their communities. Increasingly the energy of the museum field has shifted to 

more dynamic science and natural history museums, and house museums appear 

out of step with trends of visitor interest. One of the major factors in this situation 

is the declining role of government funding, rendering many house museums as 

unsustainable as presently operated.
31

 Supposedly, the biggest dilemma faced by 

the 15,000 places is “a disconnect between the impulse of wanting to save an old 

house and the economic reality of running a house museum.”
32

 Although I 

acknowledge the material dilemmas house museums are facing, I want to make a 

claim for the house museum’s dialogical potential based on the variety of speech 

genres and narrative detail that this genre invokes.  

The title “Building” given to Part I, refers to more than the physical 

structure of the museum in its function as house of the muses. Based off on 

Heidegger’s use of the term, the museum as building implies a verb and an action: 

it is the act of creation, a taking place of the earth, as well as bringing something 

to the light. Building then is understood as an ethical experience; taking care of a 

place implies a responsibility to use the building to its fullest potential, i.e. to act 

in such a way that the building functions as a tool for self-realization, understood 
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in this context as the realization of the self and other. Building is also the edifice 

of Enlightenment principles that the museum as institution is grounded upon. A 

critique of the contemporary museum therefore must begin with a thorough 

assessment and, in part, a breaking down of the architecture of the museum as 

monument. Questions about building are important also for an understanding of 

Bakhtin’s model of dialogue that I propose as an alternative way of thinking the 

museum.
33

  

“Building is dwelling and dwelling is thinking”, according to Heidegger, 

and it is only through dwelling that revealing occurs.
34

 Part II takes the museum 

as a place for dwelling with the potential of revealing of human existence in a 

way that goes beyond mere representation. Dwelling is first to remain in place and 

to be situated in a certain relationship with existence, characterized by nurturing, 

accepting the world as it is. Dwelling also relates to the process of meaning 

making, specifically Bakhtin’s architectonics of answerability, which is concerned 

with finding balance in the relationships between parts and wholes. 

Whereas Part I shows the importance of the Kantian aesthetics for the 

development of the modern museum, Part II argues that Hegel’s position, while 

connecting experience with human history, is predicated on a telos, the final goal 

of self-consciousness. The influence of Hegel can still be felt in the modern 

museum especially in its presumed role as site of representation, and mediator of 

the makeable self on its way to perfection (self-consciousness). Hegel’s end of art 

theory however, which has often been interpreted as the end of the authorial 

voice, poses new challenges for the role of the public museum as it seeks to 
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redefine itself in the twenty-first century.  

Under the influence of Poststructuralism, the meaning of the “authority” 

of history has been severely challenged, which has led to new questions that were 

not always included in traditional archival research, such as: Whose story is being 

told?  Why? What evidence is there to support the facts? What does that tell us 

about the authority of history? At stake was nothing less than a paradigm shift in 

the practice of historic narration, also referred to as the “Archival Turn” in the 

human sciences35 

Critical questions were posed by postmodern thinkers such as Foucault 

(The Archeology of Knowledge, 1969) and Jacques Derrida (Archive Fever, 

1995). As Ben Kafka has pointed out, these humanist thinkers were influenced by 

developments in “hard” science studies where the rationalization of knowledge 

was increasingly being questioned. In response, the human sciences started to ask 

serious questions about the technics of knowledge, its material conditions, 

infrastructures, and mediations.36  

Artists have long begun to examine concepts of the archive and 

incorporate them into their own artistic practices. This led to what Hal Foster has 

dubbed “the contemporary phenomenon of artists-as-archivists” which is defined 

by an urge to present alternative knowledge, or memories, that is not to be found 

in official historic writing.37  

Modern museums have evoked new and often passionate discussions 

about the role of art in society, and with that, the artist’s intervention in a museum 

space. That is not to say that artist interventions are now more important than the 
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museum’s permanent collections. Yet the importance of artist interventions is that 

they have increasingly revealed the framing devices museums have used to 

communicate the meaning of objects on display. The relationship between artists 

and museums has raised new questions about the museum as a site for 

transformative visitor experience, especially when the experience is shocking, 

provocative and perhaps offensive to some. They have revealed tensions that arise 

when museums assume a role of meaning-maker while at the same time being a 

site of representation.  

In contrast to those critics who have relied on Foucault to critique the 

museum for its alleged use of power and control, I argue that his notion of the 

museum as heterotopia, or counter-site, is first and foremost an episteme instead 

of another instance of institutional critique. The heterotopia defined by Foucault 

as “a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real 

sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, 

contested, and inverted,”
38

 is like Bakhtin’s chronotope. It upsets the framing 

devices and hierarchies as part of the ongoing struggle between monologue and 

dialogue. In other words, rather than using heterotopia as a generic label, I 

maintain that the museum as heterotopia is a useful strategy that enables dialogue.  

Part III focuses on the potential of the museum as it moves away from 

being a site of representation and becomes a place of otherness. It makes a claim 

for a theory of authoring based on Bakhtin’s thinking, which is predicated on the 

architectonics of answerability. I argue that Bakhtin’s authoring is especially 

relevant as it is concerned with the relations between parts and wholes, although 
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an absolute wholeness is never sought. Architectonics, as developed by Bakhtin, 

is the complex interaction between author and hero, which is not simply translated 

as a communication problem between the museum and its audience, but as the 

relation of art to lived experience. The task of the contemporary museum then is 

finding the appropriate balance of relationships in such a way that building can 

become an aesthetic act.       

The last chapter zooms in on museum pedagogy. Since the nineteenth 

century, museums have been upholding civilizing ideals about art and education. 

Yet in an increasingly global, pluralistic society this ideal has proven to be 

problematic as there is not one model that fits all. In fact, the boundaries of these 

ideals have been pushed to ever-new horizons, which have prompted museums to 

drastically rethink their public role. For one thing, museums are not the only 

places anymore where people learn about art and culture. We are surrounded by 

information in our daily lives including creative impulses through television, the 

internet, electronic devices, billboards and other signs. It begs the question how 

museums can contribute to this process in a meaningful way that other cultural 

venues cannot.  

Much has been written and spoken about the need for museums to engage 

with and be responsive to their communities, but many museums, in practice, still 

remain indifferent to their key stakeholders. Throughout this dissertation, I point 

at the tensions within western forms of capitalism. Capitalism has made museums 

possible, and at the same time, it thrives on eliminating differences. Museums can 

play substantial leadership roles within communities, but only when the 
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relationship between the museum and its community becomes entrenched with 

shared values.
39

 This dissertation maintains that we need to frame the problems of 

museums differently. If we want to understand the museum’s potential for 

meaning-making, we need to radically change the way we think of human 

relations and our being in this world. 

A critical investigation of relationality from a genealogical perspective 

alters the notion of dialogism. In the rush to modernize museums, dialogism has 

sometimes been understood as a way to increase the one-on-one communication 

between the museum and its visitors.40 Yet by embedding dialogism into 

professional standards of “best practices,” “learning objectives” and “measurable 

outcomes” this form of dialogism is clearly a limited understanding of Bakhtin’s 

thinking.   

My contribution to the field is that I propose a critical investigation of 

notion of dialogism and what it can do for the modern museum. When asked what 

museums can do to (re)connect with their visitors, I suggest that museums recover 

their authorative voice and become active agents as authors and participants. 

Museum authority is not a bad word; it is not a choice either. Authority comes 

with answerability, which is an ethical imperative. Embracing authority will be 

particularly relevant for one of the most urgent problems museums are facing 

today, i.e. the issue of controversy as it plays out in exhibits and programs. 

As this dissertation is particularly concerned with theories, a caution is in 

place. Bakhtin’s notion of dialogue especially, although problematic in its radical 

consequences, necessarily changes the way we think of museums. In Bakhtin’s 
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view, dialogism is never a one-way street and it is never aimed at measurable 

outcomes. Dialogism is predicated on differences, which are not uniquely 

confined to difficult topics but are present in every encounter between human 

subjects. Significantly, there is an ethical component to Bakhtin’s concept that I 

find missing in contemporary museum critique. If we want to know what is at 

stake with the public museum we need to address issues that have ethical, social 

and political implications such as the idea of freedom, consciousness and the 

values that drive us and make us human. These are questions museums should not 

shy away from.  

Finally, this dissertation contributes to the field because it is about 

thinking the museum as philosophy. Instead of asking “how to” fix museum 

attendance, it asks about the nature of human experience. Instead of wondering 

“how to” hang exhibits, it offers an explication on forms of representation in a 

museum space. Instead of asking “how to” engage visitors, it suggests an open-

ended seeking into the role of museums as meaning-makers, in social relations, in 

society at large. Philosophy is thinking the impossible someone once said, and 

that has become my lightning rod in the past couple years. And although this may 

sound like an arbitrary approach, it really isn’t.  

As Heidegger has demonstrated, it all comes down to asking questions. 

Most of all, it requires a different mindset to not think from received knowledge. 

Surprisingly, thinking the impossible is a fruitful exercise in its own right as it 

opens up new possibilities for learning. This dissertation then is the result of 

thinking, the impossible and the not so impossible.  What started off with the 
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difficult task of “unthinking” became an incredible journey into the unknown 

territory of human consciousness, including my own, and the role of museums in 

that process. Not everyone receives the opportunity to spend so much time 

thinking the nature of human relations, and I feel very fortunate for having had 

the chance to ponder in depth about something we all do every day, often times 

without thinking. This being said, after spending so much time with Bakhtin’s 

thinking, I am increasingly aware of the fact that an internal dialogue is 

meaningless unless it is shared with others. I wish to thank the reader in advance 

for her patience and for answering to a text that is easily interpreted as an 

intolerable monologue.  



27 

 

Part I: BUILDING 

 

We attain by dwelling, so it seems, only by means of building.41 

       ----Martin Heidegger 

In his essay The Origin of a Work of Art (orig.1935) and later in his The 

Question Concerning Technology (1953) Martin Heidegger investigates the 

relationship between art and truth, and with that, draws attention to a larger 

problem of the modern world. Since the Enlightenment, human beings have 

measured their world rationally. They have put a lot of faith in science and 

technology and they have erroneously come to believe, according to Heidegger, 

that science reveals truth. To correct this limited perception Heidegger points at 

art as an alternative way of discovering truth about human existence. In The 

Origin of a Work of Art Heidegger turns at a painting of old peasant shoes by 

Vincent Van Gogh to demonstrate his point:  

A pair of shoes and nothing more. And yet. From the dark opening of the 

worn insides of the shoes the toilsome tread of the worker stares forth. In 

the stiffly rugged heaviness of the shoes there is the accumulated tenacity 

of her slow trudge swept by a raw wind. On the leather lie the dampness 

and richness of the soil. Under the soil stretches the loneliness of the field-

path when evening falls. In the shoes vibrates the silent call of the earth, 

its quiet gift of the ripening grain and its unexplained self-refusal in the 

fallow desolation of the wintery field.42 

 

The painting is more than a mere imitation of real peasant shoes, 

Heidegger maintains. The shoes reveal (“disclose”) the lived context of the 

peasant’s life. In other words, the shoes stand for something larger or wider sense 

of reality. Truth, for Heidegger, thus relates to correctness of representation, in 
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this case, of the imagined life of the peasant worker.43  

 Heidegger’s strategy to get to the origin (essence) of art is illustrative for 

the hermeneutical method that seeks to circumvent presupposed (objective) 

knowledge and instead looks at the deepest meaning of the subject and its 

tradition. While I disagree with Heidegger’s contention that art, or museums for 

that matter, have presence, I do believe there is reason for taking a similar 

hermeneutical approach when trying to define the special qualities of a museum. 

Contemporary museum studies literature has plenty of suggestions for 

“reinventing” and “rethinking” the museum, yet museum experts wildly disagree 

on what a museum is or should be. In order to examine something one needs to 

know what to examine and why it qualifies as such. To say what a museum 

should aspire to be requires an investigation of the museum’s true essence, to 

paraphrase Heidegger.  Or at least, trying to define what traditionally qualified as 

such. And although this may sound like moving in a circle the trick is, Heidegger 

says, to break into that circle by asking questions of interpretation. 

Heidegger’s advice is particularly useful when dealing with the problem of 

museum dialogism. Dialogism is one of those qualifications that shows up 

frequently in current museum scholarship, but often lacks a thorough discussion 

of its implications. This dissertation seeks to think through the problem of 

dialogism as conceptualized by Mikhail Bakhtin. Instead of accepting dialogism 

as the new watchword it asks the question if museum dialogism is at all possible.    

In Part I of this dissertation, instead of looking for a definition of the 

museum based on its functions – collections care, public services, exhibitions, 
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programs etc. – I will look for the conditions that have made it possible for 

museums to function as such and how these conditions have changed over time. 

Yet in contrast to Heidegger, I am less interested in the idea that there is such a 

thing as an origin or ontological explanation for the museum. Instead, I want to 

know what specific conditions make it possible for the museum to function as a 

site for meaning-making.  

 To return to the first question, what it takes to define the “essence” of 

something before you can say something meaningful about it, it is important to 

understand how Heidegger applies his theory. In his interpretative analysis of the 

peasant shoes painting, Heidegger shows that art represents more that the eye can 

see. “All works have this “thingly” character; Heidegger maintains. As 

demonstrated in the example, the painting works both as an allegory (of peasant 

life) and as a symbol (of the plight of the farmer), which makes up its conceptual 

frame.44 Yet, that still doesn’t explain the nature of “thing.” 

Heidegger goes at great length to explain the “thing” while trying to avoid 

slipping in traditional ways of thinking (assuming an original correlation between 

form and content) by looking for the thing’s specific qualities. The three 

traditional interpretations of “thing” (substance, object of thought, matter) are 

misleading in that respect because they suggest that a thing is something (a 

substance) to which something else (a quality) can be attached. Heidegger settles 

with the word “equipment” as the intermediate between thing and work. So, by 

asking what the shoes were used for, the work’s substructure or true essence 

(truth) will be revealed.  
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Heidegger’s method is useful only in so far as it avoids a thinking based 

on preconceived knowledge. Instead it focuses on relational aspects (the historical 

and social context) to determine what the work is “in truth.” Heidegger asserts 

that the work is not a reproduction of an original but a representation through 

which truth is revealed.45 Jacques Derrida, in his critique of Heidegger’s reading, 

points at the problems of an interpretation that takes art as an index of human 

existence (essence) as it is predicated on a fixed origin or metaphysics of 

presence.46 In his 1978 publication The Truth in Painting, Derrida deconstructs 

Heidegger’s attempt to consider the Van Gogh painting a code for unlocking 

truth, about peasant life in this case. Instead, Derrida seeks to demonstrate how a 

text, or painting for that matter, is open to multiple readings and interpretations 

depending on the questions asked by the viewer.47      

To apply Heidegger’s method to “explain” the nature of the museum is 

precarious therefore; yet the reason I want to return to Heidegger is for his 

remarkable power to think aesthetic experience as a relational, intrinsically moral 

exercise. In his words, art’s special qualities are defined by “equipment,” which 

make it possible to “bring forth” something. Based on the acceptance that the 

context of a work determines its true nature, Heidegger uses the example of a 

Greek temple:  

A building, a Greek temple, portrays nothing. It simply stands there in the 

middle of the rock-cleft valley. The building encloses the figure of the 

god, and it this concealment lets it stand out into the holy precinct through 

the open portico. […] The temple and the precinct, however, do not fade 

away into the indefinite. It is the temple-work that first fits together and 

the same time gathers around itself the unity of those paths and relations in 

which birth and death, disaster and blessing, victory and disgrace, 

endurance and decline acquire the shape of destiny for human being. The 
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all governing expanse of this open relational context is the world of this 

historical people. Only form and in this expanse does the nation first 

return to itself for the fulfillment of its vocation.48  

 

The temple functions as a symbol of something larger, and its true essence 

is based on two essential features, the “setting up of a world” and the “setting 

forth of the earth.”49 This symbiotic relationship between world and earth suggests 

that there is a tension, a creative strife of a self-opening world and a concealing 

earth. In other words, the world wants to come to light, whereas the earth 

celebrates protection and nourishment.50 It is exactly this tension, Heidegger says, 

that is needed to understand truth in art, or human existence at large.    

In his 1951 essay Building, Dwelling, Thinking, Heidegger returns to the 

related concepts of world and earth as the necessary elements for protection and 

nourishment, respectively. In his writing, Heidegger maintains that the modern 

world has lost the connection between building and dwelling and with that, the 

true understanding of human existence (being). Building, as understood in this 

context, is not a mere problem of providing shelter or housing. Building as 

dwelling is not just a functional need for a building. Building does not only make 

apparent but also constitutes a part of the tradition that it endows. It is built as a 

part of a community and enables this community to experience a mutual sense of 

the present, forged by a known historical past and a predicted future. Dwelling, as 

a consequence, is to remain in place and to be situated in a certain relationship 

with existence, characterized by nurturing, accepting the world as it is. Building, 

then, is a form of dwelling and dwelling a form of thinking.  

In the same vein, Bakhtin has shown a concern with subjects and their 
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being in the world. Yet in contrast to Heidegger’s being, Bakhtin’s being is not 

grounded in the essence of a nurturing earth, but in the relationship with other 

beings. In his Rabelais and his World, Bakhtin explains how the medieval 

carnival – which serves as a means for displaying “otherness” – reveals how 

social roles are made, not given. Bakhtin presents a different vision of the body –

referred to in this context as the “grotesque” body – when he writes: “The 

grotesque body […] is a body in the act of becoming. It is never finished, never 

completed; it is continually built, created, and builds and creates another body. 

Moreover, the body swallows the world and is itself swallowed by the world…”
51

 

Through his metaphors of opening and closing of the body, Bakhtin’s positions 

himself against the illusion of the closed-off bodies in bourgeois individualism, 

and their assumed truth of identity.    

It is against this backdrop that I will start my investigation of the museum. 

I believe that Heidegger’s concerns about the ills of modern society have not lost 

their relevance today, not so much because we lack presence (origin) but because 

r keep looking for one. The western world is based on capitalist ideologies with 

little tolerance for differences. Enlightenment ideals of a sovereign subject 

dominate, and we still tend to objectify and measure the world through science.52 

We generally accept museums as bastions of knowledge and we want to believe 

they are presenting truth. At the same time, we are products of the Enlightenment 

and rely on its values of critique, freedom and progress in order to reject the 

Enlightenment relations of power that created museums in the first place.  

Surely, an important contribution has been made by poststructuralist 
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thinkers such as Derrida to critique the metaphysics of presence but still, a desire 

for truth has never left us. Victor Burgin, in his critique of the resurgence of 

British painting in the early 1980s, points at a return to conservative values and 

patriarchal discourse in contemporary art and politics: 

What we can see in art today is a return to the symbolic underwriting of the 

patriarchal principle by means of the reaffirmation of the primacy of presence. 

The function of the insistence upon presence is to eradicate the threat to 

narcissistic self-integrity (the threat to the body of ‘art’, the body-politic) 

which comes from taking account of difference. 53 

 

This narrative of origins is dangerous, Burgin asserts, because it denies that 

there is an intrinsic openness or plurality of meanings and possibilities, and works 

instead to portray expression and value in art and capitalist society as unitary and 

fixed.54 I would add that with the reaffirmation of conservative values we have 

lost the ethical understanding of being with others – a shared concern of 

Heidegger and Bakhtin - as an essential feature of our being in the world.  

Part I opens with a synopsis of the history of museums, based on the 

Foucauldian premise that every moment in history has its own underlying 

epistemological assumptions that determine what is acceptable in a certain point 

in time. So it is with museum discourse. While avoiding historic causality, my 

overview emphasizes museums as a historical tradition, a trajectory towards 

dialogical openness, in which prejudices are challenged and horizons broadened. 

As Jacques Rancière asserts: “The historical helps to deconstruct philosophical 

truisms, but, moreover, philosophical categories help to identify what is widely at 

stake in what historians always present as realities and mentalities that cannot be 

dissociated from their context.”
55

 This approach sets the stage for Part II and III in 
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which I seek to demonstrate what it means to think the museum as philosophy and 

with that, how it can contribute to the discourse of being.         

 

I. Museum Chronotopics 

In Riches, Rivals and Radicals Marjorie Schwarzer describes the rise of 

the museum in the United States from the early twentieth to the early twenty-first 

century - a story that parallels the historic changes in American society. Through 

the decades, museums transformed themselves from cabinets of curiosity to 

centers of civic pride and prestige, and emblems of shared heritage, good and bad. 

The history of the public museum thus shows the deep impact museum culture 

has had on society at large, and vice versa. Yet as museum critics have noted, the 

moment museums became repositories of lofty societal ideals, civilizing rituals 

and sacralization of contents became inevitable.   

To write the history of museums is to give account of the experience of 

Time. As Germaine Bazin has pointed out, the history of human experience can 

be organized according to two different notions of time: the time which passes 

and the time which endures.56 According to Bazin, archaic civilizations live with 

the idea of “absolute time” meaning, by performing rituals and keeping alive 

myths and storytelling traditions, so-called primitive societies ignore the passing 

of time. Modern western civilization, by contrast, lives with the burden of time 

which increased “when humanity became conscious of individual destiny – of 

secular destiny – holding itself responsible for its own actions, when the 

individual, disengaged from the group, thought of himself as cause and no longer 
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as effect.”57 It follows then that the history of the modern western museum cannot 

be separated from the history of human consciousness.  

 

1. From Private Collection to Public Museum 

a. The Legacy of Classical Antiquity 

Museums as we know them in the western world are relatively modern 

inventions; their history is closely related to the history of private collecting as 

well as the rise of capitalism with its humanistic mission of ordering the world. 

That isn’t to say that collecting activities didn’t exist in earlier times. The human 

urge to collect magical, beautiful, exotic or merely curious objects goes back to 

the Stone Age, burial sites show. The quest for immortality may have prompted 

early human beings to create and collect site-specific art that would accompany 

the dead on their last journey. An entirely different motivation to collect, one that 

is associated with the desire to create a better world, can be found in the story of 

Noah as described in the Book of Genesis (Genesis 6:19-20). Ordered by God to 

rescue every animal from a menacing flood, Noah’s passion to collect stems from 

the need to save the world. As John Elsner and Roger Cardinal have observed, “In 

the myth of Noah as ur-collector resonate all the themes of collecting itself: desire 

and nostalgia, saving and loss, the urge to erect a permanent and complete system 

against the destructiveness of time.” 
58

 Noah’s collection, brought together in the 

ark, may serve as a model for the modern museum in the sense that it emerged at 

the margin of human adventure, defying the logic of time and space, what can and 

cannot be done.       
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Collecting starts with accumulation, selection and classification, that is to 

say, an activity concerned with representation and difference. The first accounts 

of a systematic form of collecting can be found in classical antiquity, most 

notably at the royal courts of Alexandria and Pergamum.  In fact, the library of 

Alexandria, a private initiative by the Ptolemy dynasty, was identified in 

Diderot’s Encyclopédie as the precursor of the modern museum insofar that it was 

a public institution that offered an outstanding collection of manuscripts for the 

purpose of study. Classical antiquity would become the long-lasting paradigm 

against which efforts in art and museum would be measured. There is good reason 

therefore to connect the history of museums with the history of collecting, 

especially as it relates to classical antiquity.    

The Romans were avid collectors both in the public and private sphere. 

Apart from the Roman imperial collections with their focus on Greek art, it is 

worth looking into the collections amassed by private citizens. Archeological 

findings in Herculaneum and Pompeii testify to an interest in erotic art shortly 

before the cities were destroyed in 79 A.D. Many of these found artifacts were 

considered pornographic by their excavators and locked in a “secret cabinet” 

(Gabinetto Segreto) at the Archeological Museum in Naples.
59

 The example of a 

secret collection of erotic art and artifacts would soon follow suit in cities like 

London, Florence, Madrid and Dresden, turning the secret museum into a kind of 

counter-archival practice avant-la-lettre. 

It must be noted though that sexual morals differed greatly in Roman 

times and these objects may well have served different purposes than mere sexual 
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arousal. As Laurentino García y García has argued regarding erotic art from 

Pompeii, “erotic images and objects were everywhere and not limited to brothels 

and/or sleeping rooms. They enhanced the sense of luck and prosperity and 

belonged to the general atmosphere of Dionysus and Aphrodite surrounding the 

private sphere in everyday life.
60

 Garcia’s observation suggests that ancient 

collecting, unlike modern collecting, was associated with cultic practice and 

religious beliefs.  

Collecting of ancient antiquities starts in Renaissance Italy where a 

renewed interest in the classical past helped developing an aesthetic for European 

art and identity. The focus was largely on Roman sculpture, inscriptions, vases, 

medals and coins as can be seen in the collections of the Italian aristocracy such 

as the Farnese, Medici and Borghese families. Significant for this development is 

the transfer of the private collection of Pope Julius II to the Vatican in 1511, 

which included a recently excavated sculpture from Hellenistic times that would 

soon become known as the “Apollo Belvedere.”  

Due to archeological excavations of the classical past and the writings of 

Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768) on classical (Greek) art, an important 

contribution was made to the study and wider diffusion of classical antiquity, 

which resulted in eighteenth century Neoclassicism. Other factors contributed to 

this development as well such as an increased interest in traveling, - epitomized in 

the Grand Tour – as well as the professionalization of antique dealerships. 

Significantly, collections of antique sculptures, whether amassed during the 

Grand Tour or directly bought from dealers, would find their way into the grand 
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mansions of the British aristocracy and become the standard of eighteenth century 

good taste. The importance of an antique sculpture collection is further 

demonstrated through eighteenth century painting, especially portraiture. The fact 

that many subjects are represented in combination with classical sculpture 

suggests that having a collection of classical art was associated with erudition and 

connoisseurship, which greatly enhanced the status of the owner.  

In the late eighteenth century an important cultural shift takes place with 

far-reaching consequences for the history of collecting and museums. The French 

Revolution of 1789 and the subsequent rise of Napoleon put an end to the trade in 

classical art, - albeit looting practices continues to exist - and the use of antiquities 

gradually lose their power of class indicator. The new system of knowledge that 

emerges at the beginning of the nineteenth century - identified by Michel Foucault 

as the modern episteme – replaces what he terms the “Classical Age” 

(approximately the time from Descartes to Kant) with a new set of relations.
61

 

Whereas the Classical Age thought of the world as simply a resemblance of 

external signs, modern thinkers such as Kant are asking what features of thought 

process make representation possible in the first place. In the case of classical 

antiquity, instead of serving a private aesthetic interest it is now being framed as a 

vehicle for the promotion of a national identity. Significantly, the public museum 

functions as the site where this ritual of identity formation is being performed.       

Prior to the development of the great museums in Europe and North 

America in the nineteenth century, museums were typically private in character. It 

wasn’t until the start of the Industrial Age that the British Museum became the 
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first institution created “for the general use and benefit of the public.” On its 

website the British Museum proudly affirms its public use and adherence to 

Enlightenment principles: 

The Museum was based on the practical principle that the collection 

should be put to public use and be freely accessible. It was also grounded 

in the Enlightenment idea that human cultures can, despite their 

differences, understand one another through mutual engagement. The 

Museum was to be a place where this kind of humane cross-cultural 

investigation could happen. It still is.
62

 

 

The British Museum is known for its vast collections of classical 

antiquities among which the highly disputed Elgin Marbles. The British have long 

argued that Lord Elgin had taken the reliefs legitimately more than two hundred 

years ago, at a time when he served as ambassador to the Ottoman Empire. They 

argue that the reliefs are better off now since the Greeks have no proper way to 

store them. And by the way, wasn’t the study and dissemination of Greek art and 

culture not largely due to the contribution of British scholars and connoisseurs? 

These and other arguments have recently flared up again with the opening of the 

new Acropolis Museum in 2009.  Yet there seems to be more awareness now that 

questions of ownership are in need to be reframed in light of the mythologies 

surrounding the legacies of classical culture and the modern day Greek identity. 

As Greek writer Nikos Dimou explains: 

We used to speak Albanian and call ourselves Romans, but then 

Winckelmann, Goethe, Victor Hugo, Delacroix, they all told us, ‘No, you 

are Hellenes, direct descendants of Plato and Socrates,’ and that did it. If a 

small, poor nation has such a burden put on its shoulders, it will never 

recover.
63

 

 

Idealizing tendencies about ancient Greece also influenced Mikhail 

Bakhtin in his study of the novel. Bakhtin considered the Greek square, embodied 
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in the Acropolis, a “remarkable chronotope” for its ability to bring together all of 

society, “the highest court, the whole of science, the whole of art, the entire 

people participated in it.”
64

 The unique time/space relationship of the public 

square furthers dialogue, according to Bakhtin, as it functions as a site where the 

public and the private examine themselves.  

Ancient art has long been used to make political, nationalistic and 

imperialistic statements and the Greeks still suffer from the “crucible of 

Classicism.”
65

 At the core of Napoleon’s Louvre were classical sculptures from 

confiscated collections in Italy. Nineteenth century British and German 

archeological expeditions removed numerous ancient objects from their original 

sites for the purpose of study and display in European museums. Since then, 

acquisitions of ancient art – which is by no means confined anymore to the art of 

classical antiquity - by private collectors and public museums, have led to many 

heated debates about cultural identity, historical integrity and ownership. Since 

the nineteenth century, museums have played an important role in the formation 

of national identity and this is likely to continue, perhaps not despite but because 

of an increasing globalized world.         

 

b. The Chronotope of Duplicated Resemblances 

While the modern museum is usually understood as an institution of 

permanence and service to society,
66

 it is easy to forget the practice of private 

collecting that constituted many museum collections. Collecting is often the result 

of an individual pursuit, a pleasure as well as a passion, which stands 
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diametrically opposed to the traditional notion of the museum as bastion of 

knowledge, the end phase of a passion. This section takes as its starting point the 

emergence of private collections in early Renaissance Europe following the 

discovery of the New World and the beginning of an international trade that 

stirred a new interest in physical objects and materiality. I am especially 

interested in the emergence of the cabinets of curiosities (Kunst und 

Wunderkammern or Studioli) – referring to the enclosed architectural spaces 

where these early collections were kept – and how they functioned as a new way 

to understanding the world through objects.
67

 

Famous fifteenth and sixteenth century examples of curiosity cabinets 

were the ones by Ferdinand II in Naples, Athanasius Kircher in Rome, Isabella 

d’Este in Mantua, Ole Worm in Copenhagen and Albrecht V in Munich. As 

Krzysztof Pomian has noted, although these collections differed widely due to the 

differences in wealth, education and social rank of their owners, they all showed 

an interest in “rare, exceptional, extraordinary, exotic and monstrous things.”
68

 

Collections of curiosities flourished from ca. 1550 to 1750 and were largely based 

on ideas borrowed from medieval scholasticism that sought to understand the 

relationship between microcosm and macrocosm.
69

  

One of the earliest examples of private collections date back to the 

fourteenth century and belonged to Charles V, king of France, and his brother 

Jean, Duke the Berry.  Their collections are well documented and can be seen as 

status symbols as well as the result of a passion. They typically consisted of 

valuable objects in combination with artifacts that were collected for their unique 
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or rare qualities. This second category, the curiosa and artificialia, generally 

consisted of found objects from nature and man-made artifacts that were admired 

for the skills and creativity of the maker, respectively. The ultimate goal of these 

private collectors was to have an encyclopedic or universal museum that served as 

a mirror of God’s creation. It could be argued that by transforming the macrocosm 

into a microcosm these collections presented a new way of perceiving the world, 

one that would become highly influential for the development of the modern 

museum.   

As Foucault has observed, the category of microcosm is characteristic for 

the sixteenth century episteme.
70

 Rooted in medieval traditions and revived by 

Neo-Platonism, the microcosm denotes a way of thinking about the world, with 

two precise functions: 

As a category of thought, it applies the interplay of duplicated 

resemblances to all the realms of nature; it provides all investigation with 

an assurance that everything will find its mirror and its macrocosmic 

justification on another and larger scale; it affirms, inversely, that the 

visible order of the highest spheres will be found reflected in the darkest 

depths of the earth. But, understood as a general configuration of nature, it 

poses real and, as it were, tangible limits of the indefatigable to-and-fro of 

similitudes relieving one another.
71

 

   

According to Foucault, the interdependence of the different categories of 

thought was in a sense limiting because it was more concerned with making 

formal relations than interpreting knowledge. At the same time, the microcosm-

macrocosm analogy was necessary as a guarantee of the sixteenth century world 

order which was based on an understanding of relations between the known and 

the unknown. Cabinets of curiosities served the purpose of visualizing these 
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relations. The combination of curiosa and artificialia found in these early 

collections was intentional, Foucault writes, as it was based on “this same 

necessity that obliged knowledge to accept magic and erudition on the same 

level.”
72

 

The mixed character of early private collections continues throughout the 

sixteenth and seventeenth century but from the eighteenth century on there is a 

tendency towards specialization. Man-made artifacts and found objects from 

nature can still be found together but are now spatially separated and categorized 

according to new scientific insights. The encyclopedic museum of the eighteenth 

century differs significantly from the previous ones in the way it is organized. The 

collections of natural history in particular pay tribute to the new classification 

systems developed by Linnaeus, demonstrating a belief in a cyclical – rectilinear - 

notion of time with man at the center of knowledge. In that sense, these museums 

are centrally concerned with the problem of seventeenth and eighteenth century 

philosophy as they ask the question how can the things of the world can be 

adequately represented in the conceptual systems of reason.  

Significantly, the Kunst und Wunderkammer paradigm never completely 

disappeared but has been revived in different times in history and enjoys a new 

popularity today. It lives on for example in the nineteenth century personality 

museum.
73

 An 1822 self-portrait by Charles Willson Peale depicts the artist at the 

center of his cabinet of curiosities- a natural history collection that was open to 

the public - and symbolizes Peale’s status of artist/connoisseur. Peale shared his 

passion for the marvelous and fabulous with no other than his good friend 
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Thomas Jefferson who kept a cabinet of curiosities at Monticello. As Joyce Henri 

Robinson has noted, Jefferson referred to his cabinet as “Indian Hall” which 

reflects his desire to understand the wonders of the New World. Although the 

eclectic mix of the earlier curiosity cabinets is well maintained, the purpose of 

Jefferson’s collection is more in line with the scientific interests of the Age of 

Enlightenment with its focus on the known rather than the unknown.
74

  

Another “anachronistic” use of the Wunderkammer can be found in the 

creative practices of contemporary artist Mark Dion.
75

 Dion’s installations are 

modeled after the sixteenth-century Wunderkammer as a way to reflect on 

relationships between nature, history and culture, specifically relations between 

the “objective” scientific world and the “subjective” or irrational influences.  In 

the 2003 award-winning exhibition Full House, Dion focuses on man’s 

relationship with nature - , especially the animal world that the artist seeks to 

explore through practices of taxidermy. Dion acknowledges the complexities of 

man’s relationship with nature when he writes: 

We are not living in a simple age and as artists of the time our work 

reveals complex contradictions between science and art, between 

empiricism and the ideal, between nature and technology, and between 

aesthetic conventions and novel forms of visualization. Our goals vary; 

while some may wish to dissolve the contradictions in our social relations 

to the natural world, others may be invested in analyzing or highlighting 

them.
76

 

Dion believes it is the job of the artist to “holding up a mirror to the 

present.”
 77

 With his installations, Dion goes against the grain of dominant culture, 

and challenges perceptions and conventions, especially as they relate to 

authorative voices in society.  
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 The reemergence of the cabinet of curiosities in different times in history 

supports the idea that collecting practices are not strictly rectilinear or dialectical 

but constitute a discourse or set of traces left by history, as Foucault defines it. 

Discontinuity and rupture are a necessary part of history, Foucault argues, as well 

as simultaneity. The notion of simultaneity plays an important role in Foucault’s 

revised definition of the episteme. Whereas Foucault originally conceived of “one 

episteme at the time” (The Order of Things, 1966), later he would acknowledge 

that several epistemes can coexist and interact at the same time, being parts of 

various power-knowledge systems:  

I would define the episteme retrospectively as the strategic apparatus 

which permits of separating out from among all the statements which are 

possible those that will be acceptable within, I won’t say a scientific 

theory, but a field of scientificity, and which it is possible to say are true 

or false. The episteme is the ‘apparatus’ which makes possible the 

separation, not of the true from the false, but of what may from what may 

not be characterized as scientific.
78

 

 

The idea of an episteme that negotiates the order from within a system of 

thought confirms what Bakhtin had already discovered through his study of the 

novel, specifically the precursor of the modern novel, the Menippean satire.
79

 

Bakthin’s literary history is organized around the chronotope, defined as “the 

intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically 

expressed in literature.”
80

 The chronotope is a form of representation that reflects 

language in society but should not be thought of as a historical development. 

When Bakhtin explains that each era has its dominant literary form - the 

Menippean satire with its roots in carnivalistic folklore is characteristic for the 

Renaissance, the epic is typical for Classical Antiquity while the novel is 
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associated with modernity – he doesn’t mean to say that these forms don’t appear 

in other times. In fact, satire, epic and novel are not conceived of as genres in the 

traditional sense but as representations of conflicting impulses between closed 

form (epic) and openness (novel):  

The generic label ‘menippea,’ like all other generic labels – ‘epic,’ 

‘tragedy, ‘idyll,’ etc. – is, when applied to the literature of modern times, a 

means of designating the essence of a genre, and not any specific genre 

canon (as in antiquity).
81

  

 

Clearly, Bakhtin’s interest lies with the novel – most notably the ones by 

Dostoevsky –whose roots he traces back to the Menippean satire. The works of 

Rabelais, but also Cervantes’ Don Quixote and Erasmus’ The Praise of Folly 

qualify for their elements of local carnival folklore that seek to counter 

hegemonies of power, each in their respective time and space. There seems to be 

more than a casual resemblance then between Foucault’s (second) definition of 

the episteme and Bakthin’s chronotope, although it is perhaps easier to understand 

how the chronotope determines literary form than how it is itself conditioned by 

social structures. The Menippean satire exemplifies the chronotope insofar it is 

based on specific spatio-temporal relationships in narrative without being 

confined to any historical moment, or progress.  

If we understand Bakhtin’s history of the novel as the history of more or 

lesser self-consciousness, it is no surprise perhaps that the Menippean satire 

coincides with the rise of the cabinets of curiosities.
82

 Both phenomena concern 

themselves with the relation between microcosm and macrocosm; but whereas the 

curiosity cabinet reasserts the relationship, the Menippean satire undermines it. As 
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Foucault observed, the tragic figure of Don Quixote as depicted by Cervantes in 

his early seventeenth century magnum opus, serves as an example of a new 

literary figure that functions as “a negative of the Renaissance world.”
83

 “Don 

Quixote’s adventures “mark the end of the old interplay between resemblance and 

signs and contain the beginnings of new relations,” Foucault asserts.
84

 Cervantes’ 

Don Quixote, considered the first modern work of literature, is remarkable 

because it opens up a new field of knowledge that no longer focuses on 

resemblances, but on identities and differences.  

This new relationship between signifier and signified resonates with 

Bakhtin’s formulation of the dialogue in the modern novel that is equally 

concerned with the simultaneity of resemblances and differences. In his 

discussion of Don Quixote, Bakhtin describes the novel as a “double-voiced 

discourse”: 

It serves two speakers at the same time and expresses simultaneously two 

distinct intentions: the direct intention of the speaking personage and the 

refracted intention of the author. In such discourse there are two voices, 

two meanings, and two expressions. In this case the two voices are 

dialogically interrelated, they – as it were - know about each another […] 

Double voiced discourse is always internally dialogized.
85

 

    

Both Foucault and Bakhtin acknowledge that ruptures and discontinuities 

are just as necessary for human development as order and stability. Both point at 

the novel as one of those cultural places where such changes might occur. 

Bakhtin, albeit his preoccupation with the history of the novel, doesn’t exclude 

that there may be “certain other chronotopic values” that might engender 

dialogue.
86

 And in contrast to (the early) Foucault, he is adamant that they can 
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coexist. In “Forms of Time and the Chronotope in the Novel” Bakhtin introduces 

eight basic chronotopes in the novel, or different sets of time-space relations that 

he sees beautifully exemplified in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. The 

function of this heterogeneity in the European novel, as Bakhtin explains, is not 

merely to structure the novel but also to reflect the complexity of real life 

situations. Bakhtin is quick to warn though that there is a difference between real 

world and created world:  

[…] there is a sharp and categorical boundary line between the actual 

world as source of representation and the world represented in the work. 

We must never forget this, we must never confuse – as has been done up 

to now and as is still often done – the represented world with the world 

outside the text (naïve realism); nor must we confuse the author-creator of 

a work with the author as human being (naïve biographism)…
87

   

 

Yet that isn’t to say that the two shall never meet. In his early essay, “Art 

and Answerability”, Bakhtin shows a concern with the relationship between art 

and life that he frames as an ethical problem: “For it is certainly easier to create 

without answering for life, and easier to live without any consideration for art. Art 

and life are not one, but they must become united in myself - in the unity of my 

answerability.”
88

 The exchange between art and life must go on then, as two 

different forms of representation that are necessary to constitute dialogue, the 

dialogue between art and lived experience.   

The cabinet of curiosity is a place with specific chronotopic values that 

differ fundamentally from the novelistic time of the Menippean satire. Whereas 

the cabinet of curiosity is concerned with establishing the fixed relationship 

between micro- and macrocosm, the Menippean satire seeks to undermine this 

order and questions its validity. The Wunderkammer-collections of Peale, 
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Jefferson and Dion demonstrate that old forms can be revived in modern times. 

Their collections don’t refute contemporary museum types but show the 

importance of simultaneity for engendering dialogue. Needless to say, modern 

chronotopes are not the same as earlier examples. It cannot be since the 

chronotope is generally sensitive to historical change. Peale and Jefferson operate 

within the cultural frame of the Enlightenment, whereas Dion represents the 

postmodern age. As Michael Holquist has noted, there seems to be a tension 

between the chronotope as representation of a specific time, and of transhistorical 

time which shows the many different functions that the chronotope can have.
89

  

It is this wider application of the chronotope that I am mostly interested in. 

I will argue that in order to understand Bakhtin’s concept of the dialogue it is 

pertinent that we start with the chronotope as a way to understanding how 

communication functions. Contrary to what other (museum) critics have asserted, 

dialogue is not a tool for communication limited to the museum and its visitors, or 

the museum and the world for that matter. To perform dialogue is to understand 

its indebtedness to the chronotope, a time/space relationship that mediates the 

connection between self and other, art and life.  

 

c.  The Past as Refuge and Ideal 

What Linnaeus did for the study of natural history can be compared to 

what Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768) did for the material culture of 

classical antiquity. In fact, the systematic discipline of art history and its 

representation can be traced back to the influence of this German art connoisseur 
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and archeologist avant la lettre. Winckelmann developed a passion for the study 

of classical antiquity early in his life when he served as librarian for Cardinal 

Albani in Rome, known for his extensive collection of antiquities. Later in his 

life, Winckelmann worked as a prefect of antiquities of the Vatican, which gave 

him the opportunity to study and examine Greek, Roman and Hellenistic art.  

Through his publications – most notably his Geschichte der Kunst des 

Alterthums (“History of Ancient Art”, Dresden 1764) -, and interference with the 

collections under his care Winckelmann made a strong contribution to the study 

and reception of classical antiquity. His writings also furthered interest in the 

excavations of the two Roman cities south of Naples that were discovered in his 

lifetime: Herculaneum (1738) and Pompeii (1748).90 Winckelmann was the first to 

show the developments in art from antiquity on. His objective was to unbury 

classical art from excessive Baroque “mistreatments,” most notably the ones by 

Italian Baroque artist Gian Lorenzo Bernini (1598-1680) who, according to 

Winckelmann, had emphasized the eccentric, the strange and the theatrical in his 

works. For Winckelmann this was clearly hostile to the concept of the ideal in art, 

which he sought to eloquently articulate throughout his life. 91 

Winckelmann was mostly interested in recapturing the “spirit” of classical 

art and wanted to show good examples for contemporary artists to draw from.  By 

pointing at the spirit of Greek and Roman culture, Winckelmann anticipates the 

Hegelian perspective on art as the expression or representation of a higher idea 

that unfolds in a historical process, albeit without the religious connotations that 

Hegel was to attribute to the “Divine Idea.”  In contrast, Winckelmann’s spirit 
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was always projected onto the ideal of democratic self-rule in ancient Greece:  

Art claims liberty: in vain would nature produce her noblest offspring in a 

country where rigid laws would choke her progressive growth, as in 

Egypt, that pretended parent of sciences and arts: but in Greece, where 

from their earliest youth, the happy inhabitants were devoted to mirth and 

pleasure, where narrow-spirited formality never restrained the liberty of 

manners, the artist enjoyed nature without a veil.92 

 

Winckelmann’s strategy was to put the art of ancient Greece and Rome in 

a historical context and articulate the differences between Greek, Greco-Roman 

and Hellenistic art by separating the categories on display. This was a departure 

from the more organic approach to history that could be found in earlier museum 

collections and writings on art, including the one by Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574).   

Vasari, in his Lives of the Artists (orig.1550) focused primarily on artists 

of his own time and sought to understand the technical progress made by each of 

them individually.93 Significantly, for Vasari perfection was to be understood as 

imitation of nature and this had already been achieved during the High 

Renaissance in the city-state of Florence. The ideal therefore was not to be sought 

in the art of classical antiquity but in the art of Vasari’s own time. Winckelmann’s 

history, on the other hand, was more linked to the cultural achievements of a 

whole nation that he admired but never visited; that of ancient Greece. The ideal 

in art thus became linked to the spirit of an entire culture that culminated during 

Greeks classical period with Athens as the emblem of a free democracy (5
th

 

century BCE).     

Winckelmann’s historical approach is crucial for the further development 

of museums, for several reasons. First of all, Winckelmann launched the idea that 
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art and history are linked together and bound up with higher ideals. History for 

Winckelmann is not only the evolution of artistic ideas but it shows the unfolding 

of Spirit – from primitive to perfect. Winckelmann famously valued Greek art for 

its “noble simplicity” and “quite grandeur” which suggests a nostalgic desire for a 

past that was long gone rather than an attempt to interpret the different cultures, or 

value their artistic merits.94 Greek art from the classical period specifically was 

presented as the norm against which all other art was to be measured. 

Winckelmann’s history thus became a narrative, to be read as a sequence of art 

historical moments, which is still canonical in most art historical surveys and 

museum displays. As Donald Preziosi has noted, public museums from that time 

on not only embraced Winckelmann’s evolutionary approach, but with that, 

integrated it with civilizing ideals of the modern nation state.95 

Second, Winckelmann’s history had a profound impact on the 

development of art theory, particularly the classical concepts of beauty and 

idealization that were central in the canon of eighteenth century academic 

practice. Art education at that time was a strictly rational affair. It was based on 

the study of examples from Greek and Roman history – most notably sculptures 

of the human body – with the goal to distill perfection from nature. Art students 

were to select the best parts and synthesize them into a unified whole.96 Yet, ideal 

beauty was not just based on the slavish copying of good examples. Winckelmann 

makes it clear what it takes to be a great artist:  

Truth springs from the feelings of the heart. What shadow of it therefore 

can the modern artist hope for, by relying upon a vile model, whose soul is 

either too base to feel or too stupid to express the passions, the sentiment 

his object claims? Unhappy he! if experience and fancy fail him.97  
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In other words, modern artists were to combine artistic skills with a true 

understanding of the “spirit” of classical antiquity.  

The spirit or idea of the ancients, which is central to Winckelmann’s 

thought is also the most elusive and misunderstood part of his theory. David Irwin 

points at an influential seventeenth century treatise on the concept of “idea” by 

Giovanni Pietro Bellori that Winckelmann was indebted to for the development of 

his theories.98 Bellori’s contribution to art theoretical thought was the notion that 

“idea” was not a divine inspiration as previously thought, but something that the 

artist was supposed to find through close observation of nature, meaning the study 

of art works from antiquity. By adopting Bellori’s emphasis on imitation, 

Winckelmann not only established a new standard in art education and taste, but 

with that, contributed to the idea that ideal beauty can be learned.       

Art instruction thus became the new watchword and with that the notion 

that beauty in art could serve the purpose of educating people. “Arts have a 

double aim: to delight and to instruct”99 Winckelmann proclaimed but, as Irwin 

points out, Winckelmann was far more interested in art with serious intent, most 

notably art that was meant to offer moral examples.100 Aristotle’s Poesis was the 

prime source for this concept:  

Let the artist’s pencil, like the pen of Aristotle, be impregnated with 

reason; that, after having satiated the eye, he may nourish the mind: and 

this he may obtain by allegory; investigating, not hiding his ideas. Then, 

whether he choose some poetical object himself, or follow the dictates of 

others, he shall be inspired by his art, shall be fired with the flame brought 

down from heaven by Prometheus, shall entertain the votary of art, and 

instruct the mere lover of it.101 
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Winckelmann’s adherence to the marriage of art and morality is most 

famously expressed in his description of the Laocoön, the much-appraised 

sculpture from antiquity that he admired as a prime example of stoic virtue. The 

agony of the Trojan priest and his sons under attack by sea serpents was well 

described by Virgil, but Laocoön is not shown crying out to the gods as in the 

original rendering of the story. Instead the artist concentrates on Laocoön’s 

restraint, because as Winckelmann argues, he was interested in bringing out the 

“true character of the soul”:  

He pierces not heaven like the Laocoön of Virgil; his mouth is rather 

opened to discharge an anxious overloaded groan, [….] the struggling 

body and the supporting mind exert themselves with equal strength, nay 

balance all the frame.102  

 

This was the type of art Winckelmann wanted modern artists to emulate as 

it combined beauty in nature with inner beauty, the “ennobling qualities of the 

soul.” Needless to say, this required skills that went beyond the ability to copy 

form nature. In Winckelmann’s view, the artist had to be artist and philosopher at 

the same time: 

The expression of so great a soul is beyond the force of mere nature. It 

was in his own mind the artist was to search for the strength of spirit in the 

same persons with which he marked his marble. Greece enjoyed artists 

and philosophers in the same persons…103   

   

Significantly, Winckelmann’s aesthetic theories were heavily criticized in 

his own time. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, writing in 1766, developed an 

interesting new theory in response to Winckelmann’s reading. For Lessing the 

visible restraint in the Laocoön was not so much the symbol of stoicism but the 
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result of the fact that the artist understood the limitations of the medium – stone 

cannot speak: “...admirable as Virgil’s picture is, there are yet traits in it 

unavailable for the artist,” Lessing asserts.
104

 Lessing thus makes a clear 

distinction between the arts, saying that poetry has more narrative possibilities as 

it can describe a story as a succession of events. By contrast, painting and 

sculpture can only depict one moment and it is the task of the artist to sum up 

what happened before and anticipates what comes next. It follows then, according 

to Lessing, that the visual arts are spatial forms of experience, in contrast to the 

temporal experience of poetry.   

Lessing’s account is important for several reasons. By removing aesthetics 

from the temporal realm Lessing anticipates Kant’s theory of aesthetics as a 

separate form of cognition. At the same time, as Bakhtin has observed, Lessing is 

the first to pose the problem of time in literature, albeit the fact that it is identified 

on pure formal and technical grounds. “The problem of assimilating real time, that 

is, the problem of assimilating historical reality into the poetic image, was not 

posed by him, although the question is touched upon in his work”, Bakhtin 

observes.
105

   

Winckelmann’s contribution lies in the fact that he made a serious attempt 

to engage with the modern world as he set out to articulate what it means to be 

contemporary. Yet, his notion of the ideal was also contradictory in that it was 

presented as a source of inspiration while being absolute. For art galleries that 

adopted Winckelmann’s classification system such as the Vatican, this would 

become increasingly problematic as the art of ancient Greece represented not only 
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the best of all times but also in a sense, the end of art.106 Winckelmann’s theories 

which aimed at synthesizing good taste, morals and politics were frequently 

misunderstood after his death as advocating mere imitation without the higher 

aspirations to freedom and democratic self-rule.107 As a result, the material culture 

of classical antiquity came to be seen as exemplary of history or archeology, not 

art.108  

Private collections continue to flourish in the eighteenth century but 

overall there is a tendency to institutionalizing museums and connecting them 

with the academic world. This is most obvious with the museums of natural 

history that served primarily as research institutions, such as the Ashmolean 

Museum in Oxford, a museum specifically designed to house a collection 

according to the stipulations of its founder, Elias Ashmole (1617-92).  

It is important to note the shift in meaning that takes place in the 

eighteenth century concept of the museum. From a private collection of rare and 

precious artifacts in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it now refers to a 

public institution, systematically organized and open to the public for the common 

good. Inspiration for this new museum type was found in classical antiquity as 

can be deduced from Diderot and D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie (part X, 1765).109 

The authors point at the prototype for the public museum, the museion founded by 

Ptolemaeus I Soter in Alexandria in the 3
rd

 century BCE. This institution was 

described as a combination of academy and library, dedicated to the Muses for the 

study and pleasure of Greek scholars and philosophers. For Diderot and 

D’Alembert the Greek museum thus represented ideals that they would like to see 
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developed in their own time and age, especially for its promotion of education and 

public access (in addition to being publicly funded).  From this time on museums 

begin to make a strong claim to truth, knowledge and education, and the service 

of the common good. It is interesting to note the popularity of this museum model 

that would see very few changes until the French Revolution. As Bazin has noted, 

its popularity was largely based on its affirmation of a longed-for identity with 

classical ideals, despite the immense difference in time that separated the 

eighteenth century from antiquity.110  

 

2. Enlightenment Ideals 

a. Detached from Time 

The eighteenth century is known for its Enlightenment ideals that left a big 

impact on the development of museums. The encyclopedic museum gradually 

loses its mixed character and is stripped of its curiosities and rare artifacts. That 

isn’t to say encyclopedic museums were disorganized. As Preziosi has rightly 

asserted, it would be a misperception to think that eighteenth century museums 

were an improvement over earlier ones. Earlier collections were organized 

according to a different philosophical rationale, which makes them no less 

relevant.111 In the eighteenth century however museums focus on what can be 

scientifically explained and they start organizing their collections according to 

new scientific insights. Many museums in the eighteenth century become public 

institutions. They are systematically ordered and made accessible to the public by 

a monarch, parliament or university with the purpose to stimulate the arts and 
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sciences. An important motivation for institutionalizing the museum is to promote 

the well-being of citizens. With this development towards more openness and 

public service, museums gain authority and power as they start presenting 

themselves as the keepers of western civilization. It is worthwhile therefore to 

pause for a moment and see what underlies the dramatic change that takes place in 

this time, and consider not only how it has shaped museums but also the way we 

still think of them today.   

First, we need to define the meaning of the Enlightenment. Simply put, the 

Enlightenment is the major philosophical movement of the eighteenth century 

Europe as well as Colonial America. Its political ideals provide the ideological 

bases for both the American and the French Revolution. Following the title of 

Thomas Paine’s revolutionary pamphlet, the eighteenth century is also referred to 

as the Age of Reason which suggests a strong belief in the power of the rational 

mind to free itself from superstition and prejudice as well as a deep commitment 

to scientific inquiry.
112

 As Kant formulates it in 1784: 

Enlightenment is man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is 

man’s inability to make use of his understanding without direction from 

another. Self-incurred is this tutelage when its cause lies not in lack of 

reason but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction 

from another. Sapere aude! ‘Have courage to use your own reason!’ – 

That is the motto of Enlightenment.113  

 

Significantly, reason is associated with the morally good and these two 

would become the touchstone for evaluating nearly every civilized action, 

including philosophy, art and politics.114 By extension, beauty (in nature) is seen 

as a symbol of goodness. The difficulty, as Kant observed, is how to scientifically 

demonstrate the value of beauty and morality since there are no categories for its 
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validation. This problem would become the main focus of interest in eighteenth 

century German philosophy. Alexander Gottfried Baumgarten, and later Kant, 

developed a branch of philosophy called aesthetics that would take sensory 

knowledge as a separate form of thinking and argued that aesthetic had its own 

“logic” which is by no means inferior to rational thinking.   

Kant’s influence on the development of art and museums cannot be 

underestimated. Kant’s critical philosophy is laid out in the three “Critiques” – 

Critique of Pure Reason (1781), Critique of Practical Reason (1788) and Critique 

of Judgment (1790) – in which he sets out to explore the question of knowledge.  

Kant reverses the Platonic idea that truth (“Idea”) can be known – albeit the 

possibility of attaining truth is limited to philosophers – and instead proposes that 

human beings only experience appearances, not the “thing-in-itself.” Yet while 

we cannot perceive the thing-in-itself we know it exists, Kant says, otherwise we 

could not make sense out of the world of appearances. Kant thus brings the 

controlling subject into view and with that, creates conditions and boundaries for 

knowledge and understanding. Significantly, Kant’s insights lead him to analyze 

aesthetic experience as a separate category. In the Critique of Judgment Kant puts 

the experience of the beautiful on the agenda, sets limits of representation (saying 

that certain things are simply “unrepresentable”), and makes a connection 

between aesthetic experience and morality.  

Kant was not the first to show an interest in the role of the viewer. 

Winckelmann’s project was equally concerned with negotiating a subject-object 

relationship, particularly one between the historian and the object under review. 
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Yet whereas Winckelmann was taking a purely rational approach by measuring 

art against the singular ideal of Greek classical art, Kant opened up the 

possibilities of experience by pointing at the subject’s individual sensible 

perception.  

At the same time Kant opens up the possibilities of multiple aesthetic 

judgments, he also closely ties aesthetics to morality of which, he argued, beauty 

serves as the symbol: 

Now, I say, the beautiful is the symbol of the morally good, and only in 

this light (a point of view natural to everyone, and one which everyone 

demands from others as a duty) does it give us pleasure with an attendant 

claim to the agreement of everyone else, whereupon the mind becomes 

conscious of a certain ennoblement and elevation above mere sensibility to 

pleasure from impressions of the senses, and also appraises the worth of 

others on the score of a like maxim of their judgment.115      

  

Notwithstanding the tension between the autonomy of aesthetic thought 

and the subservience of aesthetics to morality, by linking together ethics and 

aesthetics, Kant makes it possible to imagine decrees of taste with the moral 

quality of the artist or viewer. In this Kant differs significantly from Hegel who 

maintains that art is the symbol of Spirit, or Divine Idea. For Hegel, the subject-

object relationship has nothing to do with perception and experience, art is simply 

the physical representation of the unfolding of Spirit through history. 

With the Kantian aesthetic the contours of the modern discourse of art and 

museum begin to show. When aesthetic perception is a separate form of 

cognition, as Kant argues, with the subject in control of framing it, then the 

possibilities of staging the world of cognition become a very interesting idea. 

Instead of being repositories of artifacts, museums can now serve the purpose of 
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being a model for the modern subject in control. Artifacts in turn, can be staged 

also symbolizing the new freedom of the subject. As Preziosi has noted, “An 

extraordinary set of phenomena is in play in the new museum institution,” with 

numerous possibilities “for staging objects in contrast to each other on an ethical, 

moral, or aesthetic plane, as exemplars of this or that individual mentality, period, 

race, place, gender, ethnicity, and so forth.”116 In other words, with the Kantian 

aesthetics and especially the notion of the modern subject as its free agency, the 

discourse of art and museum becomes inseparable of the ethical language of the 

self. At the same time, however, by making the experience of beauty a moment of 

transcendence, Kant detaches aesthetic experience from time and with that, cuts 

the cord between the subject and the world. Moral goodness, albeit it’s presumed 

connection to beauty, remains a strictly individual experience without the ethical 

call to action.  

Hegel, in his response to Kant would pick on the limits of the Kantian 

aesthetics by saying that beauty is not the appearance of some higher idea whose 

forms we cannot perceive, but the manifestation of a higher idea in time and 

space, in sensuous form.
117

 Beauty, Hegel suggests, is not just ideal form but also 

content, i.e. the revelation of divine spirit in art in a historical moment. Hegel’s 

insight thus changes the experience of beauty as an experience of (spiritual) 

freedom. For Kant, when we experience beauty our imagination is stimulated in 

such a way that we feel pleasure and we now understand the connection between 

beauty and the morally good. In contrast, Hegel sees the experience of beauty as 

the manifestation of spirit, which is only possible when human beings are 
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themselves capable of imagining spirit. Humans must first attain that critical 

moment of self-understanding before they can give expression to it, Hegel asserts.  

Significantly, such moments of truth unfold in an historical process. This explains 

why art takes on different appearances in different historical moments. Hegel’s 

history of art shows an evolutionary process organized around the concepts of the 

Symbolic, Classical and Romantic with Spirit as its driving force.
118

  

Between the Kantian and the Hegelian aesthetic we can see an important 

distinction between beauty as symbol of the morally good predicated on an 

individual experience of the noumenal world, and beauty as the manifestation of 

spirit in sensuous form experienced in time and space. It is important to note that 

Hegel first distinguishes between ordinary aesthetics and fine art, that is, human 

creativity. Nature can be aesthetic, says Hegel, but only humans create fine art, 

and it is what Hegel wishes to explore. By defining art as a specific human action, 

Hegel distances himself from Kant and with that, opens up the possibility for 

theorizing aesthetics as a cultural manifestation with important ethical 

implications. It must be noted though that Kant is not interested in finding truth 

per se. Kant is more interested in the mechanisms of making an aesthetic 

judgment, which is subjective a priori (subjective and at the same time 

universally true), as far as he is concerned.  

When John Keats in his Ode on a Grecian Urn (1819) writes that “beauty 

is truth, truth beauty”
119

 the lyrics mark a crisis in aesthetic experience as Keats 

realizes that beauty and truth exist beyond the subject’s grasp. Marx, Freud and 

Nietzsche further undermine the belief of a subject in control bringing about a 
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loss of truth and a rejection of beauty in twentieth century art and aesthetics. In 

sharp contrast, Bakhtin was never willing to give up on truth, or the subject for 

that matter. However, he was very critical of the Hegelian dialectic as it is 

predicated on singularity, unity and progress. For Bakhtin, human consciousness 

as developed in the history of the novel is about multiplicity, variety and open-

endedness. Bakthin’s dialogue is diametrically opposed to Hegel’s dialectic as it 

does not seek to unite two opposites in a new synthesis. It is also against Kant’s 

philosophical system that seeks to bridge the gap between mind and matter, (the 

categories of phenomena and noumena) with a subject in control.
120

 Instead of 

subjectivity Bakhtin celebrates inter-subjectivity, his history of consciousness is 

never only about the self but always about the self and the other. As Holquist 

writes: “The novel is characteristic text of a particular stage in the history of 

consciousness, not because it marks the self’s discovery of itself, but because it 

manifests the self’s discovery of the other.”
121

 The questions which Bakhtin tries 

to answer were not new; they had been formulated by other philosophers before 

him. Bakthin’s originality lies in the interpretation of already existing positions. It 

would not be until the late twentieth century though that Bakthin’s unique 

approach to the problem of subjectivity would be recognized.  

  

b. The British Museum and the Louvre 

With Kant and Hegel we see the beginning of modern aesthetics, the 

practice of making value judgments about beauty and art as it relates to human 

consciousness. At the same time, by suggesting that our looking, viewing is 
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something stable and can lead to valid judgments, Kant and Hegel also open up a 

new set of problems. Just how problematic their propositions have been can be 

demonstrated by two institutions that were founded in the eighteenth century and 

would become extremely influential in the western world and beyond: the British 

Museum in London, founded in 1753, and the National Museum at the Louvre in 

Paris, founded in 1793. The Louvre is still the prototypical art museum whereas 

the British Museum can be considered the quintessential encyclopedic museum. 

In this section I will briefly discuss how these two institutions were organized 

which tells us something about their core values. In addition, I will show how 

these museums, while embracing Enlightenment ideals of equality and freedom, 

have developed into highly politically charged places.
122

 

The British Museum was founded in 1753 by an act of British Parliament. 

Its collections were not of royal descent but gathered by private collectors, most 

notably Sir Hans Sloane (1660-1753). Upon his death, Sloane left his collections 

to the nation to be made available to “all persons desirous of seeing and viewing 

the same, under such statues, direction, rules, and orders, as shall be made, from 

time to time, by the trustees…that the same may be rendered as useful as possible, 

as well towards satisfying the desire of the curious, and for the improvement, 

knowledge and information of all persons.” Sloane’s bequest thus stands in the 

Enlightenment tradition that seeks to advance knowledge and artistic education of 

the people.123 The nature of the collection is typically encyclopedic with artificial 

and natural specimens of all kinds brought together for study and enjoyment. It is 

important to note that the British Museum was not to present a grand narrative of 
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Britain as a nation. As James Cuno has noted, the British Museum was first and 

foremost a national museum, in the sense that it was given to the nation, but it is 

not a nationalist museum in that it intended to glorify Britain.124 This is an 

important distinction that separates the British Museum from the Louvre that 

since its inception served the ideology of the new French state.  

The Louvre was institutionalized as museum in 1793 by the French 

revolutionary government as a dramatic gesture to return the royal collections to 

the French people. Once the palace of the French kings, the Louvre thus became a 

public institution overnight, and with that a symbol of the Old Regime. As Carol 

Duncan has noted, “the new museum proved to be a producer of potent symbolic 

meaning” as it continued to promote the political ideals of the French 

Revolutions.125 One very effective strategy that helped redefining the institution’s 

mission was to assign new meanings to the objects on display and change the 

presentation. Duncan explains how the museum quickly embraced installation 

models that organized paintings by schools and artists that would demonstrate a 

progress in art based on a singular ideal of beauty. It also favored decoration 

programs that communicated the idea of the state as protector of the arts. In short, 

the Louvre was not a “neutral” space for the enjoyment of the arts but served as a 

vehicle through which the State (instead of the monarch) communicated its new 

role of censor and supervisor of beauty, taste and the morally good.    

In a very real sense, it could be said that the founding of the Louvre and 

the British Museum were inspired by democratic principles. Both museums 

removed art from the elitarian private sphere of the king into the public sphere of 
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the modern citizen. This transformation resonates with Bakhtin’s exposé of the 

literary transition from epic histories describing the feats of kings to novels, 

focusing on the lives of ordinary people. Yet in the more than two hundred years 

that have passed since their institutionalization, these large state museums have 

turned from catalysts for freedom to tourist destinations acting as symbols of state 

and national power. How powerful their concept is can be seen all over the world 

including in non-western cities like Beijing and Abu Dhabi where similar 

monumental museums are being erected modeled after famous western art 

museums such as the British Museum and the Louvre, yet without the promise of 

individual rights and human freedom.      

 

c. The New Encyclopedic Museum Discourse  

Despite the modern discourse of institutional critique aimed at debunking 

the grand narrative of the western museum, Enlightenment ideals still reign and 

nowhere more than in the mind of James Cuno. The former director of Chicago’s 

Art Institute proves himself an astute defender of Enlightenment ideals in his 

Museums Matter, In Praise of the Encyclopedic Museum (2011). In his book, 

Cuno is quick to dismiss museum criticism as “fantasy.”126 Cuno is not impressed 

with the stream of publications critiquing the museum for its exercise of power 

and control; according to Cuno, there is nothing to worry about. In his opinion, 

the huge numbers of (art) museum visitors around the world demonstrate a hunger 

for the museum experience. Cuno makes a strong argument for the encyclopedic 

museum, which he defines as cosmopolitan in the way that it encompasses 
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multiple cultures and identities. The encyclopedic museum has always 

transcended questions of cultural identity and nationality, Cuno asserts. It is a 

place where visitors are invited to travel freely and make up their own mind, 

regardless of discursive museum practices. According to Cuno, it is exactly 

because the encyclopedic museum is grounded in the spirit of Enlightenment that 

it promotes critical thinking, not static truths. Not surprisingly, Chicago’s Art 

Institute exemplifies the encyclopedic museum paradigm beautifully, in Cuno’s 

view.127 Its collections are built around the diversity of the city’s population where 

a common civic identity has never been stable or fixed.  Above all, it is the 

“matter-of-factness” of the Art Institute’s works of art on display that resists a 

narrative inflation.128 

Cuno’s 2011 publication and his praise (defense) of the encyclopedic 

museum is an interesting phenomenon especially in light of current ethical 

debates surrounding the provenance of cultural patrimony. Some of the world’s 

leading art museums have been put under pressure of late to return exemplary 

artifacts to the place of origin. It is no secret that many museum artifacts currently 

under debate were amassed under dubious circumstances – whether through 

forced sale or loot - much to the demise of countries like Greece and Italy as well 

as ancient places in the Near East, although problems of complicity have to be 

taken into account as well.  The aforementioned Elgin Marbles on display at the 

British Museum are probably one of the best known controversies.  

It could be argued that Cuno, following in the footsteps of British 

Museum’s director Neil McGregor, is trying to legitimize his collections by 
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pointing at the universal and cosmopolitan character of his institution. 

Significantly, Cuno’s book follows the Declaration on the Importance and Value 

of Universal Museums that was signed in 2002 by eighteen leading art museums 

around the world, including Chicago’s Art Institute.129 Yet Cuno frames his 

motivations differently, with reference to Enlightenment ideals that resonate in a 

world challenged by global change and diversity:  

This I hold to be the promise of encyclopedic museums: that as liberal, 

cosmopolitan institutions, they encourage identification with others in the 

world, a shared sense of being human, of having in every meaningful way 

a common history, with a common future not only at stake, but 

increasingly, in an age of resurgent nationalism and sectarian violence, at 

risk.130 

 

Cuno thus justifies his actions saying that his institution is responsible for 

an experience that promotes “identification with others in the world” while 

keeping the legitimate owners of the contested art at bay. So what to make of 

Cuno’s ethical position? Cuno accepts that a museum is to assume responsibility 

for providing experiences that are “in the service of society” as the International 

Council of Museum (ICOM) also has it.
131

 Yet, he is not willing to accept the 

framing devices museums employ. In other words, Cuno’s position seems in line 

with the Kantian aesthetics arguing for an objective truth.      

Another problem with Cuno’s praise of the encyclopedic museum is its 

capitalist overtone. Cuno bluntly explains the museum’s success based on the 

number of visitors that come through the door. Cuno is talking about one of the 

most powerful museums in the world where success is driven by aggressive 

marketing and sponsorship. Notwithstanding the Art’s Institute’s fabulous 
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collection, it is also true that money goes to the strong, as it always has. Yet as 

long as institutions keep measuring success by such standards as visitor 

attendance they will never be able to ask themselves in-depth questions.  

Significantly, Cuno’s dismissal of the contemporary museum critique is a 

rather shallow response to postmodern thought that he associates mostly with 

Michel Foucault. According to Cuno, Foucault undermines the very foundation of 

the Enlightenment ideals embodied by Kant. Both interpretations lack a firm 

grounding. Foucault was not critiquing power for power’s sake, nor was Kant 

uniquely focused on the rational mind. Far from advocating either an acceptance 

or a rejection of the Enlightenment, Foucault calls: 

To refuse everything that might present itself in the form of a simplistic 

and authoritarian alternative between accepting and remaining within the 

tradition of rationalism on the one hand, and criticizing and trying to 

escape from Enlightenment principles of rationality on the other.
132

 

 

Foucault is not setting up an opposition between Enlightenment and 

Postmodernism, for all postmodern concepts are subject to critique of their own 

historic thinking. Foucault thus makes a sharp distinction between critique which 

is a matter of reflecting upon our own conditions of possibility and limitations to 

think from a certain framework, and criticism. On his view, we must acknowledge 

that we are beings constituted by Enlightenment ideals and the only way to 

perform critique is to work with the philosophical models that created them. For 

Foucault, it is a matter of transforming critique from the Kantian model that 

sought “universality of principles”
133

 to a method that seeks to treat instances of 

discourse as historical events.  
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Most importantly, Cuno rejects the idea of modern museum visitors being 

influenced by the framing devices that operate in and through the museum and 

inform their thinking. When discussing the Louvre, he writes: “Whatever the 

French state’s political ambitions, in my experience the state is absent from one’s 

experience of the Louvre and its collections.”
134

 Cuno thus fails to make the 

connection with the history of the place. He bypasses the fact that the Louvre is 

located in a former royal palace that is historically and ideologically connected 

with absolute royal power and state control. Just by the choice of its location, the 

Louvre continues the rituals and ideology of an absolute nation state.   

Against the trend to view the museum as a safe haven for discourse Cuno 

is also quick to respond. Cuno doesn’t believe in discursive museum practices, 

saying, they are always contrived by secondary agents. Instead, the museum’s call 

is to objectivity and one way to get there is through the contemplation of works of 

art: “The opportunity to look hard and long at works of art, to have our first 

impressions changed and deepened, our expectations challenged and rearranged, 

reconciled to the work on display, is the promise of art museums,” Cuno 

proclaims.
135

 With Cuno we are back at the sovereign subject in control of his or 

her world.  

Cuno doesn’t take into account the meaning of artifacts in historic 

displays, which constitute large parts of the Art Institute’s permanent exhibits. His 

focus is largely on the power of art to transcend meaning. Yet he is also making 

an important claim for the agency of museum visitors:   

What is so surprising about the writings of museum critics […] is how 

little regard they have for the individual agency of the museum visitor. 
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They imagine her as unwittingly subject to the ideological strategies of the 

museum, and through the museum to those of the state and the political 

and social elite. She has no independence of mind and cannot see through 

the discursive structures employed by the museum in the display of its 

collection or presentation of its exhibition. She has no means of being 

objective herself. Just how these writers escape the control of the museum, 

why they can see through the apparatus of power to write critically about 

it when she can’t is not clear. If they can do it, why can’t she and everyone 

else? 136     

 

Cuno is presupposing an educated “generic” type of museum visitor while 

he knows perfectly well that this is too simplistic. Yet it seems to me that Cuno is 

also making a point here. Perhaps by focusing too much on the discursive frames 

we have sacrificed the true potential of experiencing and learning from art. Julian 

Spalding in his The Poetic Museum: Reviving Historic Collections (2002) 

broaches similar questions on behalf of the historic museum.  Although I disagree 

with Cuno’s rejection of the museum as a site for discourse, as well as with 

Spalding’s solution – as will be explained later –, the question that we keep 

coming back to is, how can we rescue these two disjointed fragments, aesthetics 

and performativity, from our postmodern (post-textual) world?   

 

3. The Museum as Contested Site 

a. Discourse/Discursive  

Notwithstanding Cuno’s rejection of contemporary museum critique, the 

steady erosion of museum authority has been achieved through major textual 

changes, notably the demise of the primacy of the artifact as central to museum 

language. Accompanying changes to the status of the artifact has been a 
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fundamental change in how museums communicate with their audiences. Modern 

museums, to paraphrase Stephen E. Weil, are no longer about something but for 

somebody.
137

 Throughout the nineteenth and most of the twentieth century the 

museum spoke with authority and presumed objectivity. It may have escaped 

Cuno’s attention, but massive social upheavals and democratization processes vis-

à-vis civil rights movement, feminism, decolonization and mass participation in 

higher education have shaken the museum’s foundations and with that, its 

authority to speak from a hegemonic standpoint.  

The new museum type that has emerged in the past few decades is aiming 

more at reflection on the representational and mediated quality of histories and 

aesthetic complexities. By granting a voice to what has left out of the dominant 

discourses of history, diversified and sometimes even incompatible narratives 

have supposedly been granted a place that seems no longer to aspire to a totalizing 

synthesis. This recent shift in thinking about the museum has resulted in new 

modes of display as well as spectacular new museum designs such as Frank 

Gehry’s Guggenheim in Bilbao, or Yoshio Taniguchi’s new design for the 

Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York, completed in 2004, where the 

new galleries aim to stir a debate about what modern art is. This is not an easy 

task given MoMA’s own place within the discourse of Modernism, not to mention 

its contribution to the discourse of the museum as a sacred space, dedicated to the 

timeless and universal values of art. It means that the museum has to step out of 

its own frame and face what one MoMA staff member identified as “continuing 
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institutional neurosis.” According to Robert Storr, former senior curator of 

painting and sculpture and a professor at the Institute of Fine Arts:  

There was general agreement among curators in the museum that the 

installation of the collection that had existed for twenty-odd years was too 

linear and was too much of a marathon. It was thought that it should be 

more open in terms of where you came in, where you got out, so that not 

everything fit into one grand unfolding narrative. And it had to be more 

integrated in terms of different mediums and different modernisms.
138

 

 

Other recent developments include the spread of local, “communitarian” 

and “memorial” museums and “heritage sites” and the display of art over the 

internet. So while the broadening of the museum’s scope appears to be 

progressive and successful, Andreas Huyssen has observed that the centrality of 

museums in cultural debates represents an anxiety peculiar to our time: “The 

popularity of the museum is….a major cultural symptom of the crisis of the 

western faith in modernization as panacea.”
139

  Huyssen’s critique of museum’s 

urge for renewal however is part of a long tradition in the history of institutional 

critique. The museum, as cultural apparatus of modernity, has always been 

entangled with debate. As Didier Maleuvre has argued, from its inception in the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, the museum has alternatively been 

entrusted with fashioning of public culture and been accused of killing it.
140

 For 

Paul Valéry, writing in 1923, the modern museum is a place that has turned art 

into “orphans,” abandoned by the original context that once gave them meaning. 

Now put together in this secondary space, each object, jealous and demanding 

attention, “kills all the others around it.”
141

 Yet what Valéry could not see is that 
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modern museums would replace this lost aura with a new social and political 

meaning that would belie the disinterested aesthetics sought by modern art 

critics.
142

 

There is a strange paradox between the appearance of success 

demonstrated by spectacular new museum design and international blockbuster 

shows, and the ongoing institutional critique of the museum. Although they rank 

among the most successful leisure venues in the world, museums have 

increasingly been questioned about their role as public institutions and their 

operations.143 Some critics have represented museums as mausoleums arguing that 

they function as passive receptacles serving merely elitist groups and outworn 

ideologies.144 Others have asserted that museums have shaken off their dusty 

images and transformed themselves into more open, democratic institutions.145 

While much of the museum critique has pointed at the museum as a power 

institution, as a site of representation, since the 1980s a more interdisciplinary 

approach has prevailed which has contributed greatly to a better understanding of 

the role of art and museums.146 Yet as Griselda Pollock has observed, although 

many publications have dealt with the critique of the cultural institution as a place 

of power and ideology, few authors have addressed the core idea of the museum 

as a place for discursive thinking.147  

Of course, it is easy to agree with those who have critiqued the museum as 

a type of representation with inherent cultural and ideological constructions. Yet 

we cannot operate outside the text, or outside the confinements of representation. 

What we can do though is to reexamine representation as a discourse, analyzing 
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how it produces and enforces knowledge, finding new strategies to work against 

such systems from within, to create new possibilities. Artists have intervened in 

the museum space since the beginning of Modernism, which again points at the 

close association between the modern concept of art and museums.
148

 It seems 

then that a museum critique cannot do without a review of artistic practices, 

particularly those artistic interventions that seek to dismantle the very notions of 

historical continuity and coherence that have been so persistent in the history of 

the public museum.  

In what follows I will focus on the shifts that have occurred in art and 

museum in the decades following the Second World War. Although this period is 

marked by enormous diversity and different mediums, styles and disciplines, one 

thing stands out, and that is an increased interest in interdisciplinarity. Many 

positions can be seen, from the experiments by John Cage and Robert 

Rauschenberg at Black Mountain College, to the investigations of the 

Independent Group and the Situationists, the happenings and performances by 

Joseph Beuys, Yoko Ono and Allan Kaprow, the environmental art works, the 

practices of disparate movements such as Neoconcretism, Minimalism, Process 

Art, and more recently, a return to realism, neo-expressionism and even a new 

concern with the beautiful in art, articulated through new media such as video and 

internet.  Although some of these postwar artists sought to recover the practices of 

prewar movements that aimed at attacking traditional art forms, thereby showing 

a concern with the separation of art and life (Dada, Surrealism, Constructivism), 
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others were more interested in the possibilities of medium specificity as 

championed by art critics such as Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried.   

Although this section is by no means intended as a comprehensive picture 

of the postwar art scene, I want to draw attention to other forces that have been 

equally, or more, important for the developments in modern art and museums, 

such as the institutional critique of political and cultural institutions, fueled by 

social movements in the sixties and seventies; the erosion of hierarchies in 

cultural thinking (high and low art, elite and popular audiences, fine art and media 

art, etc.), the effect of poststructuralist theory in the writings of Roland Barthes, 

Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva and Michel Foucault, and finally, the effect of 

Postcolonialism voiced by Edward Said and Homi Bhabha with its related critique 

of identity and hybridity in cultural debates. These postwar developments have 

also given rise to several “turns” in cultural thinking, such as the semiotic turn 

with the linguistic sign as the privileged mode of thinking, the archival turn that 

seeks to recapitulate marginalized voices in history, and the ethnographic turn 

with its focus on cultural study.  

Together these “relational” turns have prompted a dialogical wave in 

which prominence is given to “the other.” This new interest might explain the 

popularity of Bakhtin and the explosive scholarship that has emerged around him 

in the past few decades, as well as the range of publications on dialogue 

generally.
149

 Although it goes without saying that these new developments have 

greatly expanded the fields in art and theory, it is hard to assess what real impact 

they have had on culture at large. As noted earlier, the critique of museum 



77 

 

architecture is that it appears to revenge advanced capitalism with even more 

spectacle and over the top design, as if it is using the new tools of Postmodernism 

for the same old paradigm, rather than using them to rethink what is at stake with 

the public museum. 

In sharp contrast, academic museum theory – which tends to be written by 

non-museum professionals – has been greatly affected by the postmodern cultural 

critique. As Janet Marstine has phrased it, “New museum theory is about 

decolonizing; giving those represented control of their cultural heritage.”
150

 

Clearly, the type of institutional critique that dominated previous decades has 

given way to a form of self-reflection and self-consciousness made possible by 

linguistic tendencies, to review the museum as text instead as a representation of 

power and control. The new watchwords are inclusiveness, entertainment, 

empowerment, experience, ethics and narrative that imply an increased dialogue 

between the museum and its users. The idea being that by including previously 

marginalized voices in society the museum can become a more open, democratic 

institution. The problem with this view, however, is that it is predicated on a 

linear, progressive approach to history (from monologic to dialogic) while 

overlooking previous counter-cultural attacks – associated with the arts of the 

avant-garde – that are very much part of museum’s history. Moreover, as Daphna 

Erdinast-Vulcan has noted, there is a strong tendency to dovetail these current 

watchwords with Bakhtin’s philosophy, and make him “one of the early prophets 

of our own cultural regime.”
151

 As more and more scholars have noticed, a major 

problem with Bakhtin is that his thinking appears fairly simple at first sight, 
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especially in regard to his master key, dialogue. Many feel tempted to apply this 

term to forms of communication but the truth is, Bakhtin never developed a 

coherent philosophical system.
152

 Implications of a so-called dialogical museum 

are often overlooked. As Vitaly Ananiev has argued, “Bakhtin’s own ideas of 

dialogue and dialogism can hardly be used in relation to ‘dialogic museum’,” as 

they overlook complexities and underlying philosophical issues.
153

 These and 

other dangers lurk in the dark. Critics have noted also that the increasing 

commercialization in the museum field makes it hard for museums to follow 

through on their social-ethical concerns. Some have argued that instead of 

becoming more ethical institutions, museums develop more into theme parks.      

Another potential problem with new museum design, and artist’s 

interventions in the museum space for that matter, is that they are often 

commissioned by the museum, and it can appear as if these institutions import this 

kind of critique as a substitute for an analysis that they might have undertaken 

internally.
154

 It has been argued that institutional critique needs to happen within 

the space that it seeks to remap or, whose audiences need to be reconfigured. 

After all, it is the premise of Deconstruction that one works from within the 

frame, as Derrida would say. That isn’t to say that the museum space is closed-off 

by the frame.   

One artistic approach that challenges the boundaries of the frame, and that 

is also one of the most compelling interventions in the museum space in the 

1990s, is Fred Wilson’s Mining the Museum, sponsored by the Museum of 

Contemporary Art in Baltimore. Wilson took an ethnographic approach to the 



79 

 

permanent exhibits at the Maryland Historical Society. He started with exploring 

the artifacts that were held in the museum’s storage space, literally mining what 

had been deemed unworthy or marginal by former curators. The artifacts that 

were reclaimed by Wilson were evocative for the African-American experience, 

which was not part of the official museum narrative. Wilson then contextualized 

the existing exhibit by juxtaposing the recuperated objects with the objects on 

display. In a display case of metalwork for example, Wilson placed silver goblets 

and pitchers next to a pair of iron slave manacles. The unusual combination 

exposed not only the inequality between high and low art, but also between 

official history and marginalized history, people in power and those without.
155

 

Wilson’s much acclaimed intervention has been called “a model of collaborative 

exhibition-making and the rethinking of professional norms.”
156

 It was praised 

because it did more than raising awareness for the issue of race and historic 

narration; it also addressed the museum’s own identity struggle and exposed its 

vulnerability as “trusted convener.”  

Mining the Museum was one of several of Wilson’s museum projects in 

which the artist explored “… a new way of looking at art using all the 

philosophies and …histories about art to create something really new and 

vibrant.”
157

 While this may be true for the issue of African-American history, I 

would argue that the roots for this type of intervention go back to much earlier 

times. In fact, they can be found in the art of the avant-garde, particularly Dada, 

Surrealism and Russian Constructivism. The aesthetic process of ostranenie 

(“defamiliarization”) in particular, theorized by Russian formalist Viktor 
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Shklovsky, was widely popular among the avant-garde as a way to upset 

seemingly familiar concepts and experiences, thereby opening up a new space for 

thinking. As Shklovsky writes:  

The technique of art is to make objects ‘unfamiliar,’ to make forms 

difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception because the 

process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged. 

Art is a way of experiencing the artfulness of an object; the space is not 

important. […] Art removes objects from the automatism of perception in 

several ways.
158

   

 

A few years later, Bakhtin would further elaborate on the concept of 

ostranenie in the Supplement of his essay “The Problem of Content, Material and 

Form in Verbal Art” (1924). According to Bakhtin, the Formalists had not been 

very clear in explaining how defamiliarization functions, especially how it frees 

up space for new content. It is not about the object, Bakhtin argues, but about 

isolating things from their familiar context:  

What is defamiliarized is the word by way of destroying its habitual place 

in a semantic series.”[…] Isolation makes possible for the first time 

positive realization of artistic form, for what becomes possible is not the 

cognitive and not the ethical relationship in the event, but the free shaping 

of content, what is freed is the activeness of our feeling of the object, of 

our feeling of the content, together with all the creative energies of that 

feeling. 
159

  

      

Significantly, the freeing up of new space for thinking is a collaborative 

act, Bakhtin states, between the author-creator and contemplator, constituted in a 

sequence of events.
160

 In case of Wilson’s Mining the Museum, this collaborative 

process is performed through the selecting, constructing, determining, and 

consummating activities in the museum gallery and storage space.  

Wilson stands in a tradition of the artist-as-curator which goes back to the 
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institutional critique of the 1970s (Hans Haacke etc.) that would become much 

more prominent in the 1990s. Around the same time, the role of the curator 

changed as well, and with that more emphasis was placed on large-scale exhibits 

that were approached as a creative act. It has been noted that this development of 

curating as a pervasive “medium” of contemporary art suggests an uncertainty 

about the domains of art making and curating alike, just as the development of 

socially site-specific projects bespeaks an anxiety about the status of the public 

not only for art museums but for contemporary art in general. With art conceived 

in terms of projects, and projects conceived in terms of discursive sites, these 

artists might be led to work horizontally, in a lateral movement form social issue 

to issue, or from political debate to debate, more than vertically, in a diachronic 

engagement with the historical forms of a genre, medium, or art. Granted, a strict 

focus on its own intrinsic problems can lead to an art that is involuted and 

detached, but a strict focus on extrinsic debates can lead art to forget its own 

repertoire of forms, its own memory of meanings – to relinquish the critical 

possibilities of its own semi-autonomous sites.  It seems to me that the task of the 

museum, artists and critics is to understand and characterize the relationship 

between museums, art and ethics in a way that avoids the weaknesses of both 

instrumentalism (to view the museum as merely an instrument for social change) 

and aestheticism (avoiding ethical responsibility). 

 

b. Museums, Artists and the Abyss of Truth 

“I owe you the truth in painting and I will tell it to you,” Cézanne wrote to 
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the French artist Émile Bernard in a letter dated October 23, 1905.  The didactic, 

even paternal tone of this statement, famously referenced by Jacques Derrida in 

The Truth in Painting (1987) is in itself a wonderful demonstration of the 

ambiguity of meaning. Indeed, if Cézanne could claim to possess the truth in 

painting why did he have to rely on written language? Was his painting not 

truthful in itself? Derrida opens up the question of where truth can be found, in 

text or in painting. By borrowing Kant’s concept of the parergon (frame), Derrida 

points out that truth (in this case, aesthetic judgment) is not set within clear 

boundaries, as suggested by Kant, but constitutes a complex network of meaning. 

A painted portrait can be realistic in the sense that it is true to nature, yet it can 

also reveal something that cannot be registered by the eye alone. In response to 

Cézanne’s statement, Derrida writes, “The painting of the truth can be adequate to 

its model, in representing it, but it does not manifest it itself, in presenting it. But 

since the model here is truth, i.e., that value of presentation or representation, of 

unveiling or adequation, Cézanne’s stroke [trait] opens up the abyss.”161 

Interestingly, the abyss of truth seems to have been further obscured in modern 

times as television personality Stephen Colbert’s satirically demonstrated with his 

truthiness, a term he coined in a 2005 television show for a fabricated truth 

without regard for fact, or logic.
162

   

Museums are increasingly confronted with the problem of controversy. In 

2012, the National Coalition against Censorship (NCAC) released as set of 

guidelines to help museums handle controversy in their exhibits and programs. 

This initiative is one of many responses to the recent shift in museum practice to 
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involve the public in dialogue with each other and the past.163 Clearly, museums 

have changed from object-based to community-based institutions, but this 

transition has not always been easy. Throughout the 1990s, the American 

Association of Museums made “Museums and Communities” a central initiative. 

A few mainstream history museums, the Chicago Historical Society, Minnesota 

Historical Society and Historical Society of Pennsylvania, for example, all 

experimented with community-based history exhibitions that struggled with issues 

of insiders and outsiders, multiple voices and contested identities. In 1996, 

Americans for the Arts embarked on a multiyear initiative to demonstrate how 

civic dialogue and art can come together to stimulate public discussion on 

difficult issues and at the same time encourage broader and more diverse 

participation in the arts.164 One of the guiding principles for its Animating 

Democracy methodology is to create safe places for disagreement rather than 

documenting facts or achieving a coherent thesis. Similarly, artists engaged in 

civic dialogue must take on new roles of facilitation, often putting the ultimate 

creation of art work aside to allow the process of dialogue to unfold.  

The different approaches taken by the American Association of Museums 

on the one hand, with its emphasis on education, and Animating Democracy on 

the other, stressing creative expression, suggest that museum education is in need 

of reform. I see the potential of both. Yet instead of separating museum education 

from creative practice, I would like to see them being used together in museum 

programming. Art can help in teaching towards diversity and creating a more 

inclusive place, where various groups can participate in meaning-making. My 
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position stems from the belief that museums are powerful social instruments for 

the creation of meaning and negotiating the fragments of representation in our 

post-textual world. This, of course, can be seen as a controversial position in and 

of itself. 

 Museums were not always seen as contested sites. In the nineteenth 

century museums changed from being temples for the elite to centers for learning. 

Education quickly became the museum’s raison d’être and this still holds largely 

true today albeit the fact that the meaning of education has changed.
165

 In the 

second half of the twentieth century and under the influence of democratization 

processes, museums have learned to respond more adequately to the needs in 

society while at the same time being more self-critical about their authoritative 

voice. But how to define society, or authority for that matter, in a world where 

diversity reigns?  

The relatively recent rise of “visitor studies” in museums is an indicator of 

a new interest in audience participation. It is an attempt to refocus the 

interpretative concerns of museums away from authorative curatorial and art-

historical narratives to more visitor engagement, reflecting similar attitudes 

toward education itself. Visitor studies also offer a tool for marketing as the goal 

is not only to understand museum visitors better but also to find more effective 

ways to draw them in (and make them come back!). As Judith Mastai has argued, 

since the early 1980s museum educators have adopted marketing style strategies 

from commercial businesses in order to compensate for decreased governmental 

funding.  Visitors are treated as customers whose desires need to be fulfilled with 
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easy digestible programs. Yet, with that “zeal to appeal” has come a blurring of 

two concepts, Mastai argues: the museum as a safe and visitor-friendly 

environment and the museum ruled by the marketing paradigm.166 The result of 

this shift is that educational programs tend to level out differences in visitor 

background and knowledge. Museum educators avoid difficult or uncomfortable 

topics afraid to turn off their audiences while they should focus on bridging the 

gap between (visitor) inquiry and (exhibit) authority.167    

The curatorial authority is equally problematic, as it follows its own paths 

of desire. So what does that mean for the contemporary museum wanting to 

connect with the community it serves? More importantly, what museological 

practices can make museum visitors become more active participants in the 

process of meaning-making when difficult or sensitive topics are being broached? 

And what might be the role of art to teach towards dialogue and change? 

In order to answer these questions I will briefly consider the history of 

controversial (art) exhibits in museums in the western world. Significantly, but 

not surprisingly, the history of controversial art exhibits runs parallel with the 

history of modern art. The claim to truth made by Cézanne, a champion of early 

modern art, may be indicative of the discourse of truth inscribed within individual 

modalities of judgment and being, as Julia Kristeva has noted.168 Derrida’s 

engagement with Cézanne more than half a century later marks the demise of 

truth in poststructuralist thought.  Yet the question is how the new paradigm of 

truth really has affected museums. I will first focus on a few exhibits that have 

dealt with controversial topics and why. This is part of my investigation to look 
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into the conditions that make it possible for museums to promote dialogue and 

change through art.  

Since the 1990s the world has witnessed a rise in museum controversies 

that sparked political debates, culminating with the opening in May 2014 of the 

National September 11 Memorial & Museum in New York City. Confrontations 

in art museums particularly have received huge media attention and reignited 

discussions about the meaning of art and the role of the artist in contemporary 

society. These debates are in themselves not unusual. Art museums have a long 

tradition in mediating conflicts between artist and critic, in which the latter – often 

advocating public taste – cries out in horror at the supposed excesses of a new 

artist. The closing of the twentieth century is remarkable for such atrocities as a 

pickled shark (by Damien Hirst), a urine-soaked crucified Christ (by Andres 

Serrano), an unmade bed with bodily secretions (by Tracey Emin) and the 

smashing of a Han dynasty urn (by Ai Weiwei). From the Serrano incidents to the 

ongoing debate about the National September 11 Memorial Museum,
169

 many of 

these struggles have centered on questions about what museums should exhibit, 

the choice of topics they should represent and how they should be interpreted, and 

who has the power to make editorial decisions. Although this section does not 

seek to give a complete historic overview of exhibition controversies, it is 

important to note that a growing body of work has addressed the topic.170 It is 

pertinent therefore to review the history of exhibition controversies as it relates to 

the changing roles of art and museums.  

As mentioned, art exhibition controversies are very much intertwined with 
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the history of modern art itself. In 1863, Édouard Manet shocked the Parisian art 

world with his Luncheon on the Grass.171 The large canvas showing three 

fashionable young men and a nude female companion in a contemporary setting 

could not stand the test of the official Paris Salon juries. Yet that did not prevent 

the artist from showing his work. After being expelled from the Paris Salon, the 

painting was famously put on display at the Salon des Refusés where it attracted 

many visitors. Today the work is considered a milestone in the history of modern 

art for its daring undermining of artistic conventions. Interestingly, the name 

Salon des Refusés now stands for any art show with rejected work from a juried 

art show.  

In 1917, Marcel Duchamp caused quite a stir with a porcelain urinal 

dubbed Fountain that he submitted for an exhibition of the Society of Independent 

Artists in New York. By removing the plumbing device from its original context 

Duchamp had given the piece new meaning. Yet the jury did not consider the 

piece a true work of art. Today, Duchamp’s Fountain is as iconic as the Mona 

Lisa and seen by many as a breakthrough for its conceptual approach.  Four years 

earlier, the Armory Show had already made New Yorkers questioning the fine line 

between the artistic and the obscene with an exhibition featuring three hundred 

works of American and European modern art, including Duchamp’s Nude 

Descending a Staircase as well as French Impressionist, Fauvist and Cubist work. 

The show was arguably America’s first introduction to European avant-garde art 

and caused uproar for its dramatic departure from conventional realism.
172

 

Since then, dozens of exhibitions all over the western world have incited 
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debate or sparked controversy about a vast range of topics.173 In 1969, the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art was the first art museum to bring social concerns to 

the fore with a show on Harlem’s black community. It was criticized for failing to 

give a nuanced view of the relationship between blacks and whites.  In the 1990s, 

the conservative climate in the U.S. also referred to as the period of Culture Wars, 

gave rise to hot debates between academics, artists and religious right groups. 

Exhibition controversies evolved mostly around socio-political issues such as 

Japanese internment camps following the attack on Pearl Harbor, the South 

African Apartheid-regime and the occupied West Bank by Israeli troops. Yet 

these topics paled in comparison to the outrage by religious right groups about 

Andres Serrano’s photograph Piss Christ, first on display at the Southeastern 

Center for Contemporary Art in Winston-Salem, North Carolina (1989). The 

work, showing a Christian cross immersed in a jar of urine was so fiercely 

condemned that American Congress decided to interfere, which led to budget cuts 

for the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA). The museum, in turn became 

ineligible for receiving NEA grants for the next five years.  

Earlier that year, conservatives had started a media war against Robert 

Mapplethorpe’s landmark exhibit The Perfect Moment, raising similar questions 

about public funding for the arts. In this retrospective, Mapplethorpe’s celebrity 

portraits and landscapes were shown together with homoerotic and 

sadomasochistic work. After a successful opening in Philadelphia, the show was 

sent to other locations across the U.S. until it came to a halt at the Corcoran 

Gallery in Washington, D.C. The show was canceled there because of anticipated 
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political repercussions.  The Corcoran’s decision sparked a national debate on 

public arts funding and censorship and engaged Americans in broad-ranging 

questions. Should the federal government use taxpayers’ money to support the 

arts? Who decides what is “offensive” in public exhibitions? If art is considered a 

form of free speech, is it a violation of the First Amendment to revoke federal 

funding on grounds of obscenity?  

The following year, when Cincinnati's Contemporary Arts Center (CAC) 

hosted Mapplethorpe’s show a conflict situation arose. Seven works were deemed 

obscene and removed from the show. Director Dennis Barrie and the museum 

were both arrested on obscenity charges. At the end of the trial, the jury made a 

decision that had important implications for the distinction between art and 

obscenity. It determined the works to be “obscene,” but it could not determine 

that the works had no artistic merit. For this reason, Barrie and the CAC were 

acquitted. America’s Culture War had clearly expanded its scope from the 

blasphemous to homosexuality and censorship issues emerged.  

Today, many of these questions remain unanswered. The U.S. continues to 

have no clear cultural policy. The government no longer awards individual 

fellowships to artists, so as to avoid accusations of supporting any “obscene” art 

the artist might create. Meanwhile, artists continue to be censored for making 

“offensive” art, and arts organizations continue to be censored for exhibiting it. 

While high-profile cases make national headlines—as when New York Mayor 

Rudy Giuliani condemned the Brooklyn Museum’s 1999 show Sensation (which 

included Chris Ofili’s Holy Virgin Mary)—censorship in small-scale venues 
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happens frequently across the nation and goes largely unreported. Clearly 

censorship undermines democratic principles of freedom of thought, but such 

ideals have long been forgotten, says Jean Luc Nancy: “…democracy, more and 

more frequently, serves only to assure a play of economic and technical forces 

that no politics today subjects to any end other than that of its own expansion.”174 

The urgent question we need to ask ourselves is then how to rethink freedom in a 

modern pluralistic society, not only as a political thought but first and foremost as 

a philosophical idea.    

 

c. Meaning Decentered, Not Erased 

Nancy in his The Birth to Presence (1993) addresses the contemporary 

crisis of representation: “Representation is what determines itself by its own limit. 

It is the delimitation for a subject, and by this subject, of what “in itself” would be 

neither represented nor representable.”
175

 Nancy’s project is to expand 

Heidegger’s ontological construct of being in that we are not beings alone, but 

beings with others: “Love is at the heart of being…‘the heart of being’ means 

nothing but the being of being, that by virtue of which it is being.”176 The self, as 

“the determination for being,” is born into a life with other beings for who we 

need to be present.177 In this way Nancy decenters subjectivity by placing 

responsibility in the communal and with that seeks to offer a way out of the 

poststructuralist impasse.  

 Indeed, ever since Nietzsche and Heidegger started questioning the grand 

ontological narrative in western philosophy, i.e. an existence based on an essence, 
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there has been no turning back. With the demise of the metaphysics of presence it 

was only a matter of time before the meaning of subjectivity itself would fall prey 

to the scrutiny of western thinkers.  Since then, modern philosophy from 

Structuralism to Poststructuralism has concerned itself with the discourse of 

subjectivity, the signifying practices that define our existence and how humans act 

upon the world.  By exposing the mythologies of representation, thinkers such as 

Nancy, Foucault and others sought to redefine subjectivity and its relationship to 

representation. Structuralist theorists contributed to the discourse of subjectivity 

by revealing that language does not reflect reality but produces it. According to 

this theory, meaning is a product of a shared system of signification. 

Poststructuralists, by extension, point at the arbitrariness of this system and argue 

that there is no fixed distinction between signifier and signified. Instead, there is 

an endless play of signifiers whose meaning is always deferred. Meaning then, as 

produced by the process of difference, becomes unstable.  

The relationship between subjectivity and language has always been the 

main focus in Bakhtin’s thinking. Instead of accepting subjectivity as a given, 

Bakhtin points at the “situatedness” of the self as a multiple phenomenon, which 

is to say, humans can only be understood as beings in a certain situation with 

reference to other factors. 
178

 The complexity of the self is at the heart of 

Bakhtin’s concept of the dialogue where meaning is understood not only as a 

being (as in Heidegger) but as a becoming, simultaneously connected to the past 

while anticipating the future. Bakhtin thus adds a third space to the problem of 

subjectivity. As Holquist explains: 
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The thirdness of dialogue frees my existence from the very circumscribed 

meaning it has in the limited configuration of self/other relations available 

in the immediate time and particular place of my life. For in later times, 

and in other places, there will always be other configurations of such 

relations, and in conjunction with that other, myself will be differently 

understood. This degree of thirdness outside the present event insures the 

possibility of whatever transgredience I can achieve toward myself. 
179

 

   

The notion of transgredience or “outsidedness” is crucial for an 

understanding of the Bakhtinian dialogue, “transgredience is reached when the 

whole existence of others is seen from outside, not only their own knowledge that 

they are being perceived by somebody else, but from beyond their awareness that 

such an other even exists.”
180

   

In this section I will argue that Bakthin’s formulation of the dialogue as a 

form of transgredience offers a way out of the impasse created by 

Poststructuralism – in this case Poststructuralist feminist critique, –  which is 

unique because it asks such specific questions about location. I will frame this 

discussion with a focus on the concept of the grotesque body that features in 

Bakthin’s description of the medieval carnival and which, according to Bakhtin, is 

a means for stepping outside oneself and displaying otherness.  

Poststructuralist theories have helped contemporary feminists to examine 

cultural constructs related to the representation of women, and demonstrate how 

certain systems of thought have defined culture. The contribution of Judith Butler 

and Donna Haraway for example, is that they have turned subjectivity into a 

discursive practice predicated on a new sense of freedom, one that is emancipated 

from cultural constructs and a codification of existence. Yet Butler and Haraway 

fail to offer a viable alternative, as I hope to demonstrate through the examination 
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of two art installations that bring into focus the problem of controversy in a 

temporary museum display. These examples show that museums not only create 

discourse but they themselves are also part of a larger network of meaning. I will 

look at the theoretical frameworks offered by poststructuralist authors to 

investigate how their thinking may open up a new space for negotiating 

representation.  I am especially interested in the question of how the museum can 

be a powerful social instrument for the creation of meaning in a world where there 

is nothing left to represent, to paraphrase Nancy. 

In 2007, Wim van Krimpen, director at the Gemeentemuseum (Municipal 

Museum) in The Hague, the Netherlands, decided to remove several art works 

from a temporary exhibit.
181

 The works in question consisted of seven photos and 

a film by Iranian born artist Sooreh Hera, featuring gay couples in intimate 

domestic scenes. The title of the series, Adam and Ewald, Seventh-Day Lovers, 

refers to the last day of creation as described in the Book of Genesis, when God 

rested after creating Adam and Eve. In a statement the artist explained how she 

found inspiration for her work in hostile remarks against homosexuality by a 

religious member of the Dutch Parliament.
182

 Although Hera’s works did not 

contain sexually explicit scenes, members in the Dutch Muslim community 

weighed in by questioning the masks worn by one gay couple in particular, 

disguising their identity. They pointed at the semblance of traditional Iranian 

representations of the prophet Mohammed and his cousin and son-in-law Ali, 

claiming that the reference was an unacceptable insult to Muslim believers. The 

museum director, anticipating difficulties, decided to have the works removed, 
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declaring that they could be offensive to certain groups in society.
183

   

In 2010, Smithsonian’s National Portrait Gallery director Martin Sullivan 

was under fire for similar reasons. Sullivan was forced to remove sexually themed 

work from the exhibit Hide/Seek: Difference and Desire in American Portraiture, 

including a video that called attention to the AIDS epidemic in Latin America.
184

 

The video, made by artist David Wojnarowicz featured a crucified body of Christ 

with ants crawling over it. In a statement, Sullivan announced that he had 

removed the work because “people were leaping to a conclusion that we were 

intentionally trying to provoke Christians or spoil the Christmas season.”
185

  

Both incidents received huge media attention in which the museums were 

heavily criticized for caving in under pressure from religious right groups and 

impeding freedom of creative expression. The two examples demonstrate that 

museums are indeed sites for social practices and are constituted by discourse. 

The contested works reveal the framing devices of museums as well as the 

complex networks of meaning that the museum itself is part of. These networks 

force the museum to sanitize an engagement with representation by limiting our 

contemplation to the aesthetic.  Both artists, Hera and Wojnarowicz, exposed 

through their work how museum discourse sets limits that enable particular 

practices of signification and constrain others.  

The concept of discourse as developed in poststructuralist thought is 

helpful to develop a critical understanding of the processes and relations through 

which museums construct and facilitate representation. A museum is built upon 

boundaries (privileged ways of seeing) which embody assumptions about itself, as 
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well as culture, art and difference. An important question therefore is how 

museums can disrupt these boundaries and what these disruptions might look like. 

It is interesting to note, for example, that both Hera and Wojnarowicz employed 

the human body as a battlefront for their discursive practice.  

The idea of the body as a place of discourse resonates with Butler and 

Haraway who both examine the categories through which we experience and 

perform. Both thinkers use binary oppositions to set up their argument. For Butler 

it is sex and gender whereas Haraway works with the opposition of nature and 

science. Both authors argue that the category “woman” is not a natural 

phenomenon as it is traditionally understood, but a cultural construct. Butler relies 

on Simone de Beauvoir who famously claimed that “One is not born a woman, 

but rather becomes one.”
186

 This reformulation of identity formation opens up a 

new field of inquiry about the role of the subject and how it acts upon the world. 

In other words, if truth is made, not found, what does that mean for our ability to 

perform, act, disrupt, change, etc.? Where does subjectivity come in? 

Although binaries are helpful to set up an argument, the problem is that 

they make us want to center, find an anchor that may serve as a new measure for 

truth. Poststructuralist theorists have demonstrated how problematic this is, as it 

leads to certain truths attaining a privileged position in a given time and place. As 

Derrida has argued, foundational truths are often defined by what they are not. By 

pointing at the binary pair of speech and writing, Derrida reveals that western 

culture since Plato has privileged speech over writing (logocentrism) which is 

based on the proposition that thinking comes first and writing is merely a symbol 
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or representation of that mental process. Yet the written and spoken forms need 

each other also in order to exist.187 In the same vein, Butler states that “gender is a 

complexity whose totality is permanently deferred, never fully what it is at any 

given juncture in time.”
188

 Haraway, in her Cyborg Manifesto, takes it one step 

further, arguing “there is nothing about being female that naturally binds women 

together into a unified category. There is not even such a state as ‘being’ female, 

itself a highly complex category constructed in contested sexual scientific 

discourses and other social practices.”
189

 A cyborg, according to Haraway, does 

not require a stable, essentialist identity, and feminists should consider creating 

coalitions based on “affinity” instead of identity.  

Butler and Haraway cover a lot of common ground, yet they differ in the 

signifying practices. Where Butler uses drag, Haraway points at the cyborg as an 

agency for change.  I find their solution to be problematic. No matter how 

necessary the deconstruction of these signifying practices, it seems to me that 

Butler and Haraway are still trapped within an Hegelian dialectical framework, - 

two terms in opposition overcome by their synthesis-, that limits them to really 

break into the problem of representation. By setting up binary systems both Butler 

and Haraway arrive at a new truth, so to speak, the drag and cyborg respectively.   

To counter Haraway and Butler, I will point at the specific qualities that 

have supported systems of power to begin with. I will rely on Bakhtin for his 

insistence on the relationship between the self and other in trying to understand 

Alterity. I will also point at Julia Kristeva’s notion of the “true real” (vréel) which 

in modern times (since Leibniz) has replaced the “true” or what society deemed 
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permissible by placing boundaries around it.
190

 Significantly, both thinkers define 

the modern self not as a rounded “whole” entity but as a lost unity that seeks 

wholeness and access to the other. In other words, the framing devices used by 

Bakhtin and Kristeva allow us to move into a heterogeneous space rather than 

arriving at yet another ontology when dealing with the problem of truth and 

subjectivity.  An important quality that both Bakhtin and Kristeva employ is the 

ability of the self to resist or surpass the fixed, social role of the subject in the 

process of self-realization.     

What is the alternative form of truth that Bakhtin and Kristeva are looking 

for which might help us understanding the problem of a patriarchal discourse? 

And how might this other truth differ from what Haraway and Butler are 

proposing?
191

 Interestingly, both Bakhtin and Kristeva build their argument on 

modern literature (Dostoevsky, Kafka, Céline, etc.) as the site where the 

boundaries between subject and object begin to break down and truth becomes 

less “subjectivized.” Both thinkers work around concepts that visualize the 

rupture between the self and other as it plays out in the modern novel, the 

grotesque body as an aspect of the carnival tradition with its roots in the 

Menippean satire (Bakhtin), and the abject as a human reaction to the splitting of 

the self (Kristeva). For both thinkers – and this is what they have in common with 

Haraway and Butler - the body is a site of resistance to authority and control. Both 

thinkers believe language lies at the core of consciousness. Yet whereas for 

Bakhtin the problem of subjectivity is an ideological issue, something that plays 

out in the world between subjects, Kristeva projects the abject as a pre-lingual 
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response.     

Significantly, for both thinkers there is an emphasis on the situatedness 

and interconnectedness of the subject, which is a departure from what Haraway, 

Butler or other poststructuralists are proposing. To do so both Bakhtin and 

Kristeva offer a new vision of the body that serves as a site of resistance. 

Bakhtin’s notion of the grotesque body is explained in Rabelais and his World 

where it functions as the negation of medieval ruling-class ideology. Bakhtin 

explains the need for performativity as a way of countering the world’s power 

structures when he writes:   

Eating, drinking, defecation and other elimination […] all these acts are 

performed on the confines of the old and new body. In all these events the 

beginning and end of life are closely linked and interwoven. Thus the 

artistic logics of the grotesque images ignores the closed, smooth, and 

impenetrable surface of the body and retains only its excrescences 

(sprouts, buds) and orifices, only that which leads beyond the body’s 

limited space or into the body’s depths.
192

  

 

Similarly, the abject, “is radically excluded and draws me toward the place 

where meaning collapses,”
193

 Kristeva explains. It is neither object nor subject, 

the abject is situated at a place before our bodies become separated from another 

body and we enter the symbolic order.
194  For Bakhtin, the uniqueness of human 

consciousness lies in the fact that one body cannot occupy the space of another 

body.
195

 Although this seems like an insurmountable paradox - being aware of 

one’s own finitude while not being able to “witness” our own beginning and end -

, it implies that our consciousness depends on a spatio-temporal situation that is 

not our own.   

Yet as Kristeva has noted, there is a fundamental difference between the 
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grotesque body operating within medieval carnival, and the abject as a strategy 

for coping with the split subject. In carnival, the role of the grotesque body is 

clearly defined. Carnivalesque laughter, while ridiculing life, “transgresses it, sets 

its repressed against it - the lower things, sexual matters, what is blasphemous and 

to which it holds while mocking the law.”
196

 The reason why it can be tolerated is 

because it sets up a distance between real (historic) time and carnival (crisis) time. 

In sharp contrast, the abject has no moral law to defend, no hope to offer. Instead 

of finding release from repression, the “laughing apocalypse is an apocalypse 

without god.” 
197

 This, according to Kristeva, is the sad meaning of the abject, that 

its nihilism gives us a glimpse of the darkest corners and mysteries of the human 

soul without offering redemption. The abject then should be understood as a 

manifestation of fear, which poses a massive burden on modernity, Kristeva says, 

“Since no common codes exists to justify, and so neutralize it.”
198

  

The main concern of all thinkers under discussion here is that they want to 

find a new definition for the human subject, one that is not grounded anymore in a 

stable presence. Nancy points at community as a being-with-others, yet, he does 

not specify how to get there. Haraway and Butler, despite their efforts to 

challenge dualisms, emphasize the self-production of meaning by each agent. 

They fail to consider however the possibility of multiplicity and simultaneity that 

is implicit when thinking of the other, and as a result, they fall back into a center. 

Bakhtin opens up a third space that lies in between subject and object as a way to 

transgress subjectivity while never giving up on his belief in the subject. For 

Kristeva, the subject is split the moment it is born and all it can do is finding 
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strategies to neutralize it, as the abject does in literature. A crucial point in all 

these discussions is the desire to resist foundational positions and power 

structures.  

Poststructuralism has contributed greatly to our understanding how 

meaning is created, yet by focusing too much on signs and signifiers it lost track 

of human agency. Foucault’s episteme, no matter how useful for rethinking the 

history of human consciousness, leaves very little room for the subject to resist 

authority. Derrida’s notion of différance is equally problematic as it is predicated 

on the belief that we cannot step outside the text (il n’y a pas de hors-texte), and 

transgress the text toward something other than itself.
199

 For Derrida, meaning is 

perpetually erased. Just how problematic this is, is best summed up by Russian 

linguist Sergeij Karcevskij when he writes, “Opposition pure and simple 

necessarily leads to chaos and cannot serve as the basis of a system. True 

differentiation presupposes a simultaneous resemblance and difference. “
200

 It is 

this paradox between a center and a non-center which lies at the heart of 

Bakthin’s dialogue that reminds us of the urgency to move beyond binary systems 

that, since Plato, have plagued and confined western thinking. One way of 

arriving at new ways of knowledge is by means of the body as the site of human 

agency.  
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II. House Museum Discourse 

1. Making One’s Home Again in History 

a. A Special Type of Discourse 

The category of house museum is the most numerous within the group of 

history museums. In the United States alone there are approximately fifteen 

thousand house museums.
201

 That is five for every county in every state. Yet a 

definition for this popular museum type has yet to be found. House museums are 

extremely diverse, from country house, palace, cottage, artist’s residence to 

collector’s home, from all periods. The interpretation of house museums includes 

historic, architectural, cultural, artistic and social information that is the focus of 

interest of ICOM’s International Committee for Historic House Museums, 

DemHist (short for Demeures Historiques). DemHist developed a categorization 

project in 2001 meant to find commonalities between the different types of house 

museums and this project is still going on.
202

  

The history of historic house museums in the U.S. goes back to the 

nineteenth century when the first homes of famous men were translated into 

museums. The earliest projects for preserving historic homes began in the 1850s 

under the direction of individuals concerned with the public good and the 

preservation of American history, especially centered on the first president. Since 

the establishment of America’s first historic site at Washington’s revolutionary 

headquarters at Hasbrouck House in New York State, Americans have found a 

penchant for preserving similar historical structures. The establishment of historic 

house museums increased in popularity through the 1970s and 1980s as the 
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Revolutionary Bicentennial set off a wave of patriotism and alerted Americans to 

the destruction of their cultural heritage. As Charlotte Smith has argued, the 

development of the “Great Man” house museum played an important role in the 

shaping of American civic consciousness during this time and is the most 

prevalent in this part of the world.
203

 

The tradition of restoring homes of the past and designating them as 

museums draws on the English custom of preserving ancient buildings and 

monuments. Initially homes were considered worthy of saving because of their 

associations with important individuals, usually of the elite classes, like former 

presidents, authors, or businessmen. Increasingly, Americans have fought to 

preserve structures characteristic of a more typical American past that represents 

the lives of everyday people including minorities.
204

 

House museums offer a combination of architectural structure, interior 

decoration and collection that is uniquely their own. While some historic house 

museums are fortunate to possess a collection containing many of the original 

furnishings once present in the home, many face the challenge of displaying a 

collection consistent with the historical structure. Some house museums choose to 

collect pieces original to the period while not original to the house. Others fill the 

home with replicas of the original pieces reconstructed with the help of historic 

records. Still other house museums adopt a more aesthetic approach and use the 

homes as a setting for the display of unrelated historic or artistic objects.
205

  

  Because historic homes have often existed through different generations 

and have been passed on from one family to another, museum professionals must 
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decide which historical narrative to tell. Some museums grapple with this issue by 

displaying different historic periods that were important to the home’s history 

within different rooms or sections of the structure. Others choose one particular 

narrative, usually the one deemed most historically significant, and restore the 

home to that particular period. It has been noted however that the discipline of 

historic preservation is a double-edged sword. On the one hand it seeks to 

conserve and protect historic sites and artifacts from deterioration and destruction. 

On the other hand the approach is basically a-historic as it tends to focus more on 

conservation and documentation of the material part of cultural heritage and less 

on how these historic sites and artifacts functioned within the social context. In 

other words, historic preservation frequently overrides interpretation issues 

resulting in beautiful homes and gardens frozen in time. 
206

  

Taking the tension between authenticity and authority in historic displays 

as a starting point, artist Mark Dion created an installation piece for the 2013 

exhibition “More Real? Art in the Age of Truthiness” at the Minneapolis Institute 

of Art.
207

 At first sight his “Curator’s Office” seems to follow Fred Wilson’s 

strategy for the 1992 Mining the Museum- exhibit. Like Wilson, Dion went into 

the museum’s storage rooms and selected a long-forgotten desk that belonged to 

one of the museum’s curators in the 1950s. By claiming the discovery of the desk, 

Dion first of all emphasized its archeological meaning. Then, by putting it up on 

display in a museum setting Dion also drew a parallel with the so-called period 

rooms, installations of architectural elements, objects, furnishings etc. that 

together recreate a specific historical moment in a museum setting. As the 
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Minneapolis museum’s website explains: “Period rooms are popular museum 

attractions that are both authentic (in their contents) and false (in their detachment 

from their original contexts).”
208

 As such, Dion’s “Curator’s Office” 

problematized the period room as a type of museum display by asking questions 

about the curator’s authority to decide which moment in time should be recreated 

and how. It also questioned the authenticity of these museum installations since 

every detail has been taken out of its original context.  “Today’s museums 

demonstrate rather than seduce,” Dion once said.
209

 The Minneapolis Institute of 

Art exhibit suggests that the “Curator’s Office” seeks to do both. 

The reception of historic house museums has undergone dramatic changes, 

especially since the late 1950s when new insights in conservation practice and 

developments in social history began to influence the museum world. Until then 

these museums and their interiors were generally despised as mere pastiches, 

which happened sometimes to include some genuine works of art. It has been 

noted that the resistance to nineteenth century interior decoration in particular was 

caused by its insistence on historicism and revival styles.
210

 The practice of 

historicism was taught at nineteenth century art academies, most notably the 

École des Beaux-Arts (School of Fine Arts) in Paris, the important training 

ground for European and American architects. The French Academy with its 

focus on studio practice for painters and sculptors championed similar 

conservative principles based on copying from the past. Despite its popularity in 

the nineteenth century, historicism as an art practice lost its appeal under the 
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influence of Modernism and it wasn’t until the late twentieth century that a re-

evaluation began to emerge.   

No doubt, the postmodern critique of historic narration – as an 

evolutionary process, as a progression in time towards the unfolding of “truth” –, 

has contributed significantly to a new interest in the nineteenth century. And with 

that, a re-evaluation of historic houses and their interiors has taken place. These 

museums are now being appreciated and studied as remarkable documents in the 

history of domestic architecture, collecting and lifestyle. Yet interpreting a 

historic house has its own set of challenges, as it requires consideration of both 

tangible and intangible factors.
211

 It is easy to recognize that a house evolves over 

time. As each generation makes their imprint upon a home, interiors are subject to 

change. This might mean simply a new color on the wall or it might involve more 

structural changes. It is safe to say that virtually no house translated to museum 

status comes in its original incarnation. Conservation specialists in their 

endeavors to recreate “authentic” interiors must decide what stage in the house’s 

evolution is “the one.”  The selection of one moment in history automatically 

overrides another and creates a time capsule that is in-authentic insofar as the 

house was never inhabited as such.  The house museum which was once a home 

seems frozen now in its accumulated time. 

Museum preservation and exhibition practice invite us to reflect on the 

concept of history. History in the museum is no longer the space where one 

dwells, the objects we touch and live with; it is a spectacle objectively removed. 

Museums thus lead us to ask: is history to be conceived as historical living, that 
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is, as immanence within a tradition? Or is history an objectified spectacle, a way 

of holding tradition as a thing? Does true historical being lie in embeddedness 

within the social, economic, and material forces of evolution? Or is historical 

being preservation against the tide of these very forces? In short, the debate boils 

down to whether history is concerned with life or the petrifaction of life. 

Bakhtin’s approach to history is clearly laid out in his study of 

Dostoevsky’s poetics and its situatedness within the history of genres. As Bakhtin 

explains, Dostoevsky’s approach to plot development and characters resembles 

earlier forms of literature, especially the ancient Menippean satire and the 

nineteenth century adventure novel.
212

 “That isn’t to say that these forms are a 

repetition of the same. “Always preserved in a genre are undying elements of the 

archaic,” yet these elements are preserved “thanks to their constant renewal, 

which is to say, their contemporization,” Bakhtin states.
213

 According to Bakhtin, 

history is never closed-off and finished but always preserves traces of earlier 

traditions that become the ingredients for a new beginning. This explains why 

history and memory are so important, Bakhtin argues, because it is through 

history that we understand the contemporary. 

House museums bear traces of earlier museum types, as I will argue in this 

chapter. I will demonstrate this by focusing on the musealised collectors’ houses 

that emerged in the late nineteenth century which bear traces of Renaissance 

collecting practices. In museum scholarship there is a tendency to view these 

museums as closed-off and intrinsically monological because of the authorial 

position of the collector.  I will argue against this view and say that collector’s 
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houses can be seen as early manifestations of a counter-culture that seeks to 

undermine the hegemony of modern museum discourse. To support this view I 

will point at the new role of the private collector as it emerges towards the end of 

the nineteenth century. Significantly, this collector seeks to mediate his or her 

place in modern history, based on continuity and renewal. Seen from this 

perspective, collectors’ houses resemble the modern novel as characterized by 

Bakhtin because of the new relationship to reality.    

 

b. Between Authorship and Representation 

House museums are remarkable as well as elusive for their complex issues 

of authorship and representation. By this I mean that the ambiance of the house 

(architecture, interior, objects) while forming a seemingly unified and coherent 

whole, derives from the conscious intentions of various people including the 

original inhabitants (founder, collector, famous personality etc.) and the 

professionals involved when the house was musealised and opened to the public. 

As Mónica Risnicoff de Gorgas has noted, the evocative power of house 

museums sets them apart from other museum types, as visitors are given the 

opportunity to time travel to a world that they perceive as real.
214

 Yet as 

mentioned earlier, no historic house has come down to us untouched. The idea of 

a house frozen in time is an illusion as every house museum has undergone the 

process of musealisation with the objective not to portray history per se but the 

portrayal of history, its representation of it.
215

 This is not only true for old house 
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museums but also for contemporary ones, as can be seen in the home and studio 

of Donald Judd in SoHo, New York.
216

 Judd’s museum underwent a 

comprehensive three-year historic conservation treatment before opening to the 

public in 2013. And it is exactly because the intent to represent something larger 

is based on the assumed symbiosis between a collection and its container that the 

house museum has such a powerful symbolic value. Yet this makes the house 

museum easily adaptable to employ history and serve various ideologies.  

In her comparative study of Jefferson’s home Monticello and New York’s 

Tenement Museum, Charlotte Smith argues that be it the narrative of a famous 

personality as exemplar (Jefferson), or the plight of the immigrant coming to New 

York (Tenement), in both cases these museums “seek to shape national opinions 

and social consciousness by providing narratives that offer instruction by 

example.”
217

 In other words, historical verisimilitude based on the experience of 

history rather than seeing the real thing brings with it a set of ethical questions 

related to the hoped for effect of contextual displays. House museum 

professionals tend to aim for strong sensory impressions, and although it is 

tempting to add narrative details to make a story come to life, curators should 

consider the ideological impact of their scenography. 

Writing about the representation of ideology Bakhtin explains, “The 

artistic representation of an idea is possible only when the idea is posed in terms 

beyond affirmation and repudiation, but at the same time not reduced to simple 

psychical experience deprived of any direct power to signify.”
218

 For Bakhtin, 

ideas have the power to signify only when they are freed from a single, 
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monological consciousness, one that is closed-off from other ideas. This is an 

important lesson for house museums. As Bakhtin explains in his discussion of 

ideas as they play out in Dostoevsky’s novels, human thought is dialogic by 

nature insofar it requires an interaction with other ideas. Human beings are never 

completed as thinking beings. The first condition for representing an idea in 

Dostoevsky, Bakhtin says, is that “only the unfinalized and inexhaustible ‘man in 

man’ can become the man of the idea, whose image is combined with the image 

of a fully valid idea.”
219

  

When thinking of the implications of Bakhtin’s philosophy for the (house) 

museum, it could be argued that the difference between a monological or 

dialogical museum is not whether it features the story of one “great man” or a 

historically marginalized immigrant; what matters is how these stories are being 

represented. As Bakhtin reiterates with regard to the Menippean satire, what is so 

wonderful about this genre is that it is “liberated from those limitations of history 

and memoir [...]; the fact that it features “historical and legendary figures” makes 

no difference for setting up a space for dialogue.
220

 It is the treatment of the 

different voices with respect to their development of ideas that ultimately makes 

the difference between a monological or dialogical museum.  

Of course, a museum is not a novel. A novelist is operating from a 

different chronotope than a museum curator. The novelist can create multiple 

situations spread out over different times with different characters going back and 

forth in time, whereas the museum curator is spatially limited. Storytelling is 

necessarily more static in a museum space as there is a limit to how many 
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situations one can recreate. Fortunately, the modern curator has new techniques 

that can help to interact with different “texts” such as film, photography and 

multimedia technology. Here lies a wonderful challenge for the house museum 

genre, as I will discuss in section 2.c.             

 

c. House Museum Chronotopics 

An important question in the discussion of staged contextualization is how 

visitors will respond to the representation of the past and how it will affect their 

learning. The sociological approach of traditional visitor studies suggests that 

learning depends not only on education and background of the receiver but also 

happens through a process of socialization.
221

 Yet, as Pascal Gielen has argued, 

visitor studies often miss a relational point of view, which is to say, “They only 

relate to what is presented and not how history is told by museums.”
222

 Based on 

several case studies in Belgian museums, Gielen notices the emergence of so-

called polyphonic display strategies, which prompted him to develop a research 

model based on Bakthin’s notion of the chronotope. While his research was still 

in progress at the time of writing, Gielen differentiates three time-space models – 

local, global and glocal – that might help museums frame their curatorial practice.  

This section will focus on the representation of the past in house 

museums, especially as it relates to staged contextualization that mediates the past 

with visitor understanding. Following Gielen, I will frame the discussion around 

Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope but instead of taking the narrow view of the 

chronotope as a display technique that mediates historic narration with visitor 
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understanding, I will argue that the chronotope allows us to study the house 

museum as a form of representation that resists the ideology of linear historic 

narration. The chronotope implies that art resembles life but it is not the same. As 

Bakhtin has stated, “Out of the actual chronotopes of our world (which serve as 

the source of representation) emerge the reflected and created chronotopes of the 

world represented in the work [the text].”
223

 The chronotope then has the potential 

to mediate art and lived experience – through words, values and actions – and 

further dialogue.  

As a device for historic narration, the chronotope provides many 

opportunities to study the house museum. Typically, in this museum category, 

different chronotopes coexist based on the different functions associated with the 

house – as architectural structure, as place of dwelling, as container of objects and 

voices, as place of history, as museum, etc. – each situation with its unique time-

space relationship. Unfortunately, the polyphonic character of the house museum 

is not always understood and appreciated, as historic preservationists feel often 

obliged to select and “freeze” one historic time period for interpretive purposes. 

The question I am mostly interested in here is how the chronotope can 

promote dialogue, in a house museum setting or any museum for that matter. This 

seems to have special relevance in a time when many museums wrestle with the 

blurring of boundaries between fact and fiction, art and science etc., as 

demonstrated by many museum exhibits.
224

 To answer the question how the 

chronotope can mediate art and life we need to look into the complex issue of 

simultaneity and difference that, according to Bakhtin, constitutes the dialogic 



112 

 

element in the chronotope. To translate Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope to the 

(house) museum situation, we want to find out how the story of a house and its 

characters can be made plausible as a form of literary narration with respect to a 

logical sequence of events while at the same time maintaining a literary quality 

that requires a certain deformation of the plot. In other words, how can the 

discrepancy between art and life in a museum setting be overcome? 

Significantly, when applying the chronotope as a new way of thinking the 

museum we first need to address several assumptions. First of all, this method 

suggests that the chronotope as a literary device can be applied to other forms of 

culture, in this case the museum. This seems sufficiently justified by Bakhtin 

himself when he writes that the chronotope has other cultural values, outside the 

literary genre.
225

 Yet we need to be careful also not to generalize. The experience 

of reading a novel is not the same as seeing a work of art or visiting a museum for 

that matter. Although Bakhtin does not address the different ways of engaging 

with art, the difference between the self and other is at the heart of his thinking.  

Second, applying the chronotope to the museum suggests that it is possible 

to close the gap between art/culture and real life, and that this can be done by 

treating real time and literary time on equal grounds. To understand this problem, 

Bakhtin points at Einstein’s relativity theory and how it influenced him to develop 

the idea of the inseparability of time and space in literature. Einstein’s observation 

that time can only be registered in relation to events is at the heart of the 

chronotope, Bakhtin explains.
226

  Although Bakhtin applies the chronotope only 

to literature, he is quick to observe that time – whether in art or life - cannot exist 
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on its own or be separated from human existence; time and space are always 

interrelated.  

Third, when thinking of the application of the chronotope it is important to 

consider the role of the author/curator who occupies a different time than 

novel/museum time. As Bakhtin notes: 

We find the author outside the work as a human being living his own 

biographical life. But we also meet him as the creator of the work itself, 

although he is located outside the chronotopes represented in the work, he 

is as it were tangential to them.
227

 

 

As Bakhtin explains, the author may not be able to occupy literary time 

but there is a mutual interaction between author and work, as well as between 

reader and work that unifies the different perceptions of time: “thus we perceive 

the fullness of the work in all its wholeness and indivisibility, but at the same time 

we understand the diversity of the elements that constitute it.”
228

 Significantly, the 

chronotope as Bakhtin understands it is a form of representation based on 

resemblance and difference.  

Following Bakhtin’s formulation of the chronotope we will start thinking 

about museums differently. Most of all we will start treating time not only as an 

organizing principle for narration but as a device that facilitates the process of 

exchange between the house, its contents and the people associated with it, both 

inside and outside the work. Bakhtin explains the complex interrelationship of 

world and work when he writes: 

The general characteristic of these interactions is that they are dialogical 

(in the broadest use of the word). But this dialogue cannot enter into the 

world represented in the work, nor into any of the chronotopes represented 

in it; it is outside the world represented, although not outside the work as a 

whole. It (this dialogue) enters the world of the author, of the performer, 
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and the world of the listeners and readers. And all these worlds are 

chronotopic as well.
229

 

 

It is clear then that Bakhtin argues against the hegemony of the absolute 

authorial control.  By doing so, he rejects Kant’s solution of a transcendental ego 

that can unify what is outside the text. And he would also distance himself from 

positions that claim nothing exists outside the text (Derrida). In sharp contrast, 

Bakhtin believes in the possibility of unification of inside and outside, not as 

transcendence but as transgredience, that is to say, the ability of human beings to 

step outside their own consciousness and unite with an other being.
230

 

For Bakhtin, every dialogue depends on the situated awareness 

experienced by individual human beings, at a particular time and in a particular 

space. Subjectivity, according to Bakhtin, relates to the uniqueness of the self to 

occupy its own time and space but always from the understanding that it can be a 

self because of an other. One of Bakhtin’s major contributions lies in the fact that 

he moves away from thinking in binary oppositions. Instead of opposing such 

categories as self and other, time and space, etc., Bakhtin is more interested in 

showing their relationship and their interdependence.  As Holquist explains, it is 

in this dialogical paradox between a unique self and the simultaneity of the self 

and others that Bakhtin’s claim to wholeness should be understood.”
231

  

The house museum chronotope is unique for the special relationship 

between authorship and representation. Because of the different voices that once 

occupied a time and space inside the home it is clear that the house museum as 

text will never have a single chronotope to display. This is true for any other 

historic display since the chronotope resists a finalizing or normative conclusion. 
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So what is a house museum to do when representing history? What time/space 

relations will guide the display and how do they relate to the larger time/space 

relation of the visitor who receives and interprets what is represented? In short, 

how can the chronotope as a form of representation effectively promote dialogue? 

To answer these questions we need to turn again to Bakhtin’s discussion of the 

chronotope. 

Taking the chronotope as a starting point, it becomes clear that history 

cannot be told in a linear fashion based on a chronological sequence of events 

with a clear beginning, middle and end. The popularity of this display strategy is 

still evident however from many historical museum presentations, including 

house museums, where historic timelines guide the visitor from one event to the 

next. This manner of display which has its origin in Hegel’s upward-moving 

history of consciousness, gives the visitor a general understanding of what 

happened when, where and how but the problem is that history is treated as a 

closed period for which the story is fixed. Personal testimonies that support the 

story line sustain the idea that voices of the past belong to history and have 

nothing to say about the present. The same is true for the artifacts on display; they 

are selected from the same singular perspective; they are there to illustrate, as 

objects of cognition, not to enter into a dialogue. In a house museum particularly, 

visitors are not supposed to be aware that artifacts were selected, as the house 

museum genre exists by the grace of illusion, the illusion of a (transhistorical) 

time.  
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The linear approach to history often goes hand in hand with a careful 

spatial delineation suggesting the close relationship between chronology and 

geography. This is especially true in the house museum genre where the natural 

alliance between historical characters and the space they once occupied sets up for 

an unconditional staged contextualization. This strategy has been successfully 

adopted in heritage tourism, and can be quite effective actually to promote 

community formation based on the ideal of a shared history.
232

 Although heritage 

tourism is more careful nowadays to connect the past with the future, the 

experience that is provided is usually based on clever marketing techniques where 

fact and fiction are mixed to serve commercial (local tourism) and political 

purposes (building a nation state).  

Historic house museums resist a strictly linear approach to history because 

they are by definition polyphonic. Yet that isn’t to say that house museums are 

necessarily presented as such. Many obstacles need to be overcome still, from the 

tendency to select one moment of history that best represents the house, to the 

elevation of the owners of the house, which usually goes at the expense of other 

factors such as the history of domestic service. Patricia West, in her 

groundbreaking study of four important historic houses in the United States – 

George Washington’s Mount Vernon, Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello, Louisa 

May Alcott’s Orchard House and the Booker T. National Monument – concludes 

that interpretation at these historic sites is often guided by the political agendas of 

the museum’s founders.
233

 Since the publication of West’s book in 1999 many 

house museums have changed their course and have become more mindful of the 
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subordinated voices in society such as women, workers, people of color, and so 

forth while struggling to find a balance between inclusiveness and what the public 

finds socially and morally acceptable.  

Lisa Yun Lee, director of the Jane Addams Hull House Museum at the 

University of Illinois, Chicago, knows from her own experience just how difficult 

it is to include different voices and narratives. Lee has given a personal account of 

the obstacles she ran into when planning for an alternative interpretation at her 

museum that intended to show the lesbian side of the museum’s founder, Jane 

Addams Hull. Lee writes: 

From our experience, we know that this will anger some members of the 

public, and might even be considered inappropriate for a mainstream 

National Historic Landmark. But we also celebrate the historic role in 

providing ‘counter’ and ‘oppositional’ space that challenges the dominant 

narrative that has silenced the relationship between Jane Addams and 

Mary Rozet-Smith.
234

  

 

Lee’s experience makes us aware that being inclusive is an ethical issue 

that resonates with Bakhtin’s treatment of the self and other. Being inclusive is 

also a choice that takes courage because it is a road less traveled. Being inclusive 

does not mean that every museum has to be the same. But being inclusive is a 

“tremendous opportunity for us to break through, resist and oppose oppression” 

Lee says, “even with something as small as a museum label.”
235

 Lee’s account is a 

reminder of the social role of museums, and the agency museums have to promote 

social change. At the same time it shows the urgency of thinking through 

Bakhtin’s model of the chronotope as an alternative way to present history. 

 

 



118 

 

2. Ambivalence Between Life and Death 

a. Private Collectors and the Sepulchral Museum Culture 

Of the many varieties of house-museums, collector’s houses exhibit the 

most personal influence on the domestic setting. More than any other type of 

house museum they offer an ensemble that has been created by one person and are 

therefore of special aesthetic and symbolic interest. This holds especially for those 

houses that were designated as public museum by the collector and sometimes 

even opened to the public during his or her own lifetime. Collector’s houses 

illustrate the role of the visual arts in home and museum, in particular where the 

interiors were designed to set off their collections. Significantly, these museums 

reveal an artistic phenomenon that has appeared internationally around the same 

time, from approximately 1870-1930, although the roots of this museum type can 

be traced to much earlier times.
236

  

Unlike other houses that once belonged to famous artists, writers, etc., 

these museums distinguish themselves because of the collector’s commitment to a 

higher vocation. Most of these collectors bequeathed their house and / or 

collection to the public and stipulated their treasures to be displayed after their 

death. In some instances, the house already served as a museum during the 

collector’s lifetime, as was the case with the Boston residence of Isabella Stewart 

Gardner. Although recent scholarship has situated the collector’s house museum 

within the discourse of the museum as a dead space,
237

 I will offer a different 

reading. Drawing from Bakthin’s notion of the carnivalesque, I will point at the 

eccentricity of these private collectors, especially as they sought to stage 
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themselves within highly suggestive historical settings that defy one particular 

reading.  I will argue that the eccentricity demonstrated by these private collectors 

is a form of counter-culture to the linear approach of historic narration, and an 

antidote to the modern museum with its white-cube aesthetic.  

The connection between carnival and eccentricity is explained by Bakhtin 

when he writes, “Eccentricity is a special category of the carnival sense of the 

world, organically connected with the category of familiar contact; it permits – in 

concretely sensuous form – the latent sides of human nature to reveal and express 

themselves.”
238

 Although Bakhtin situates the roots of carnival life in (medieval) 

folk culture, he points at traces in later times, most notably in Dostoevsky’s 

novels. It is no coincidence that the collector’s houses under consideration here 

emerge around the same time, and display a similar nineteenth-century bourgeois 

culture. 

Bakhtin, in his discussion of the carnival square, spatially delineates the 

term when he writes:  

The main arena for carnival acts was the square and the streets adjoining 

it. To be sure, carnival also invaded the home; in essence it was limited in 

time only and not in space; carnival knows neither stage nor footlights. 

But the central arena could only be the square, for by its very idea carnival 

belongs to the whole people, it is universal, everyone must participate in 

its familiar contact.
239

 

 

Medieval carnival thus allowed everyone to participate, especially in the 

northern Renaissance where hierarchies between members of upper and lower 

class were temporarily suspended, as can be seen in Pieter Breughel the Elder’s 

The Fight between Carnival and Lent (1569).
240
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Yet there is an important distinction to make. As Renate Lachmann has 

noted, “the countercultural aspect of the culture of laughter is not played out on 

the same level as that of the official culture.”
241

 Carnival may aim at neutralizing 

differences by pulling things out of their stable center and exposing them but they 

remain inconsequential insofar as social change is concerned. “The carnival 

chronotope concentrates the process of death and regeneration in an ensemble of 

rituals which, by contrast to official ceremonies, are aimed not at retaining power 

and conserving the system's hierarchy, but rather solely at staging this mythic 

fact.”
242

  

In what follows I hope to show how private collectors have used elements 

of the carnivalesque to further a “process of death and regeneration” that aimed at 

retention of power rather than staging the ritual, as Duncan asserts. The 

collector’s body, through which the carnivalesque is performed, is a doubled (not 

split) persona representing both the living body of the collector-creator and the 

dead body of the founder-benefactor. The collector’s museum, as a result, is the 

manifestation of the unity between body and world.     

As mentioned, most private collectors’ houses were musealised in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century. This time period, roughly between the end 

of the American Civil War and the beginning of the Great War, is also referred to 

as the Gilded Age. It is a time of great opportunity for entrepreneurs and 

businessmen. As Duncan has noted, many American collectors were self-made 

businessmen, sometimes with limited education, yet willing to spend fortunes on 

beautiful homes and furnishings to compete with the palaces and country houses 
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of the European nobility.
243

 Interestingly, popular examples to emulate were not 

the old aristocratic houses in England and France but the typically nineteenth 

century recreations of such mansions by the European nouveau riche. Examples 

of museum houses admired by American collectors include Musée Jacquemart-

André in Paris, the Museo Poldi-Pezzoli in Milan, and most importantly, Hertford 

House in London, home of the famous Wallace Collection. Ironically, in all these 

examples, the unity of house and collection is not the sum of centuries of living 

and collecting but is intentionally installed to resemble it. The house thus serves 

the purpose of giving the appearance of an aristocratic identity that the owner 

lacked by birth.
244

 The much admired Wallace Collection was admired for its 

aristocratic grandeur. Yet the assemblage was in fact the recreation of a 

nineteenth-century interpretation of an eighteenth-century house, designed for 

aristocratic display and state rituals.
245

 The example of the Wallace Collection 

demonstrates the ambiguity of the house museum as chronotope.       

The houses of notable American Gilded Age millionaires such as Henry 

Clay Frick, Isabella Stewart Gardner, and J.P. Morgan, to name a few, can still be 

visited in situ. Whether these collectors were aware of the fact that they emulated 

a trend in collecting more than an aristocratic lifestyle remains unclear. Point is, 

because these houses were designed to resemble aristocratic residences they form 

a unique category within the group of house museums. Not only do they offer a 

staged, ritualized form of representation, the preoccupation with (infinite) time 

situates them within the discourse of the museum as a space of death – and 
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particularly as a space that “kills” the artwork. This notion harks back to Hegel’s 

claim that the life of art has faded away in secular society: 

[...] it certainly is the case that art no longer affords that satisfaction of 

spiritual wants which earlier epochs and peoples have sought therein, and 

have found therein only; a satisfaction which, at all events on the religious 

side, was most intimately and profoundly connected with art.
246

  

 

Hegel’s claim, which seems to have a precursor in the 1796 writings of 

Quatremère de Quincy, will echo long after him.
247

 Interestingly, what Hegel 

could not foresee, is that with the secularization of modern society, art would not 

lose its relevance, instead it would assume a different role, the role of religion, 

especially within the confinement of a museum space. It has been argued 

therefore that collector’s houses reflect in a very real sense the problem of 

Modernism, as places where the totality of time is presented in isolation.  

Along the same line, Duncan argues that these houses are much more than 

examples of social ambition and class pretension. Some of these private collectors 

and their houses typically reflect the search for lasting values. Andrew Mellon, 

when asked why he collected art, replied that every man “wants to connect his life 

with something he thinks eternal.”
248

 This search for something eternal is not only 

visualized in the architecture of the house-as-museum – which often takes the 

appearance of a tomb or mausoleum
249

 – but also in the manner of display. 

Collectors’ houses are characterized by a careful staging of the collection 

– understood as an ensemble of house, interior and collection of art and artefacts – 

that is meant to communicate personal ideals. This message is more than 

showcasing good taste; or a demonstration of benevolence of the owner. The 
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Morgan Library is a good example of a form of staged meaning where the 

contextual display is meant to link the collector with higher values. The library 

room is the most personal of the three so-called period rooms in the house and is 

dedicated to the memory of Morgan in his role as banker. The desk from where 

Morgan conducted his business is on display as well as a collection of paintings 

by Italian masters such as Perugino, Bellini and Tintoretto. The paintings are set 

off against a wall covered in red silk damask from Palazzo Chigi in Rome, once 

the home of powerful Renaissance bankers. Clearly, this is how Morgan prefers to 

see himself, as a “Renaissance prince who not only commands the world’s 

treasure but also monopolizes its spiritual beliefs.
250

 Yet with all that one cannot 

help thinking that Morgan’s attempt to link him with famous precursors in history 

is also based on a desire, the desire to fill a gap between his actual social position 

and the status he would wish to occupy. In the Morgan library this gap is filled 

through representation.   

The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston is an even more dramatic 

attempt to link the personal ambitions of the collector with eternal values. This 

museum is remarkable for Gardner’s insistence on creating an “original” 

historical setting for her art collection. In addition to buying art and antiques from 

classical antiquity onwards, Gardner also collected architectural and sculptural 

elements from historic buildings in Europe and integrated them freely into the 

house. This practice that she shared with people like William Randolph Hearst 

was unique in a time when most American museums “were embarrassingly 

inferior to the priceless originals found in Europe.”
251

 As Robert Campbell has 
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noted, attempts to pack up Europe and bring it to America reflect a typical 

American attitude of the time. It was based on the assumption that America was 

the legitimate inheritor of Europe’s treasures and therefore it was natural to take 

possession of the heirlooms.
252

  

It is important to note however, that the practice of taking historical 

structures out of their original context and putting them on display is not unique to 

the United States but started in Europe shortly after the French Revolution. In 

fact, the oldest example of a museum with an evocative display of architectural 

structures mixed with art objects is the Musée des Monuments Français 

(“Museum of French Monuments”) founded in 1795 by the artist Alexandre 

Lenoir in Paris. The new Directory in Paris – mindful of the destruction of 

national heritage by revolutionaries - had assigned Lenoir with the task of forming 

a public museum that would show the history of France. National monuments 

such as the tomb of king François I were to be shown together with bust portraits 

of famous writers and poets such as Molière, and stained glass windows and 

religious artefacts from churches and monasteries.
253

 The idea was that history 

was best explained when it was shown in a contextual display.  As Anthony 

Burton has noted, although Lenoir’s museum didn’t last very long, its influence 

on European private collectors was huge.
254

 Its philosophical rationale was passed 

on to Alexandre du Sommerard and his collection of medieval art displayed in the 

Hôtel the Cluny (now the Musée National du Moyen Age) in Paris. This museum 

in turn would become a model for many private collectors in France, Germany 

and Italy, especially after 1844 when it was owned and operated by the French 
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State. A pivotal moment for the museum and its followers was the Paris World 

Exposition in 1855 that attracted eighty four million visitors in just six months.
255

 

No doubt, many of these visitors would also tour the famous Hôtel de Cluny 

while enjoying their stay in Paris. 

Gardner’s museum creation thus stands in a long tradition of collecting 

and exhibiting. Her search for immortality is reflected in the way the museum 

enshrines the past as representation. She did not leave a manifesto and never 

spoke out about her intentions but in her will Gardner stipulated that nothing in 

the house could be changed after her death, including furnishings and flower 

arrangements, thereby extending her influence beyond the grave.
256

 In that respect 

Gardner can be said to have functioned as a narrative agent of her own story; that 

is to say, a story that she manipulated freely to make her own.  

Of course, unconscious motivations may have played a role also. As 

Werner Muensterberger has shown, there is an important connection to make 

between private collecting and psychoanalysis.
257

 In accordance with Freud’s 

concept of the death instinct, subjects constantly work their way through the 

difficulty of constituting themselves by re-enacting the primal scene (of 

separation, of loss and recovery), in order to defer death. As Mieke Bal has 

observed, “collecting can be attractive as a gesture of endless deferral of death in 

this way.” 
258

 

Similarly, Henry Clay Frick wanted his collection to become his 

monument.
259

 After freeing himself from the steel business, Frick built a grand 

mansion on New York’s Fifth Avenue that was conceptualized as a memorial and 
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public art museum from the start, even while it would not be opened to the public 

until after his death. As in the Morgan Library, a donor portrait adorns the wall 

surrounded by other great art works from the past. Yet Frick’s library is 

remarkably informal compared to the grandeur in Morgan’s study. In Frick’s 

library as well as in the adjourning living rooms, the concern is with showing the 

owner’s status as a twentieth-century industrialist who is wealthy enough to 

surround himself with costly paintings in his day-to-day environment.
260

    

The collector’s house-as-memorial seems a typical modern phenomenon 

because of its notion of infinity and implied intentionality to address the public. 

“The intent is to give the dead a prolonged existence in the memory of the living,” 

Duncan asserts.
261

 As such, museums of this kind resemble Renaissance tombs or 

eighteenth-century mausoleums, which are more secular than church burials but 

still ritual in character. Interestingly, while eighteenth and nineteenth-century 

places of death undergo a process of secularization, art galleries are experienced 

as more sacred. Given the congruity of these developments, Duncan says, it is no 

surprise that art galleries would take the meaning of memorial or even serve as an 

alternative to more conventional burial sites.
262

  

Collector’s houses are important for our understanding of the history of 

museums, especially during the nineteenth century Museum Age. As Didier 

Maleuvre has observed, “The burgeoning of museums throughout Europe at the 

time of the industrial revolution reveals the new bourgeois order’s need to anoint 

itself with the halo of the “eternal.” Appointing itself the guardian of all past ages, 

bourgeois society hallows itself: It becomes the reason of history, its telos and 
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purpose.”
263

 The question for today’s collector’s houses is how to adjust this 

narrative in a way that allows a more open reading of history while at the same 

time doing justice to the original intent of the collector-founder.      

 

b. The Critique of the Museum as Space of Death 

In this section the problem of historic narration is addressed by focusing 

once again on the homes of private collectors. As mentioned earlier, some of the 

great private art collections such as the ones by Isabella Stewart Gardner, Henry 

Clay Frick and J.P. Morgan can be viewed in situ, whereas others were 

bequeathed to some of the great public art museums. Andrew Mellon’s collection 

for instance became the core of the National Gallery in Washington. Yet with the 

transfer of their collection to the public museum these private collectors often left 

important stipulations as to the manner of display. Such conditions could impose 

a large burden on the museum as it might include a requirement that the entire 

collection stay intact and be displayed in perpetuity in separate rooms that 

resembled the original home of the collector.
264

 Despite the great opportunity for 

public art museums to enrich their collection with important master pieces from 

private collections, bequests like these had an enormous influence on the 

development of public art museums, and also triggered a competition race 

between art museums to win the favour of wealthy donors.
265

 

The phenomenon of art collectors leaving their treasures to public 

museums around 1900 thus continued the personal mission to perpetuate their 
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memory. However, the new idea of a museum serving as a donor memorial also 

lent the institution a sense of a dead space or cemetery of art that did not go 

unnoticed. Matthew S. Prichard, in a letter from around 1910, describes the 

Museum of Fine Arts in Boston as a cemetery lot: 

It was recognized that one room belonged to this family and another to 

that. They had a prescriptive right to arrange and contribute what they 

would and exclude the rest, by right of birth they were experts in their 

corner or corridor and would hesitate to visit another lot in the cemetery 

unaccompanied by the representative of its tribal chief. 
266

 

   

Another critic complained about the Metropolitan Museum of Art saying 

that it was “not so much an institution for the instruction and the pleasure of the 

people as a sort of joint mausoleum to enshrine the fame of American 

collectors.
267

 Similar observations of the museum as a dead space were made by 

several twentieth century philosophers. Most telling is Theodor Adorno’s sour 

claim that “museum and mausoleum are connected by more than phonetic 

association,”
268

 or Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s remarks about the museum as a 

“meditative necropolis” and the “historicity of death.”
269

 Outright hostile are the 

attacks by F.T. Marinetti in the 1909 Futurist Manifesto where he writes: 

Museums: cemeteries! ...Identical, surely, in the sinister promiscuity of so 

many bodies unknown to another. Museums: public dormitories where one 

lies forever beside hated or unknown beings. Museums: absurd abattoirs 

of painters and sculptors ferociously slaughtering each other with colour-

blows and line-blows, the length of the fought-over walls! 
270

 

   

As Dillon Ripley has argued, “although the nineteenth century is 

associated with the rise of the public museum, it is also the period when the word 

museum, instead of seeming to imply a center of learning, came to mean 
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something ponderous, dull, musty, dead, a graveyard of old bones of the past.
271

 It 

could be said that the development of the collector’s houses has contributed to 

that feeling.  

Merleau-Ponty’s comment of the “historicity of death” makes sense in 

more than one way.  The early development of the house museum in this period is 

a measure of the deep-rooted sense of dispossession of the past that started in the 

aftermath of the French Revolution. The nineteenth century inclination to 

withdraw into the past is not just a phenomenon of collectors’ houses and donor 

galleries in art museums, but is also reflected in the popularity of evocative 

contextual displays and historical styles in art and architecture generally, as 

explained earlier.  

Walter Benjamin, in his unfinished Arcades Project (“Passagenwerk”, 

1940) draws a parallel between the stuffed Victorian interiors with their bric-à-

brac and the sensibilities of the nineteenth century citizen desperately trying to 

leave a mark on his own time. According to Benjamin, the Victorian interior has 

the character of a recuperative strategy. “The interior is not just the universe but 

also the etui of the private individual. To dwell means to leave traces. In the 

interior, these are accentuated. Coverlets and antimacassars, cases and containers 

are devised in abundance; in these, the traces of the most ordinary objects of use 

are imprinted.”
272

 

As Stephan Bann has observed, it is not only a question of making one’s 

home again, after the turbulent period following the French Revolution, but “of 

making one’s home in history or of making history one’s home.”
273

 Germain 
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Bazin, writing in 1967, makes a connection between the popularity of period 

rooms, museological ensembles of antique furniture, art and artefacts, and the 

tendency of modern man to escape his own time, a phenomenon that takes place 

both in Europe and the United States. The psychological effect of modernity, 

according to Bazin, makes modern man “seek to regain his humanity even as it 

tries to escape him.”
274

  

In The Order of Things, Michel Foucault explains the nineteenth century 

as a time “emptied of history,” hence its tendency to historicise:  

And the imaginative values then assumed by the past, the whole lyrical 

halo that surrounded the consciousness of history at that period, the 

lively curiosity shown for documents or for traces left behind by time 

emptied of history, but that he was already beginning to recover in the 

depths of his own being, and among all the things that were still 

capable of reflecting his image (the others have fallen silent and folded 

back upon themselves), a historicity linked essentially to man 

himself.
275

  

 

To paraphrase Foucault, it is the task for modernity to claim a place in 

history and realize our own historicity. An escape into the past is not a solution, 

Foucault states. For it is time for modern humanity to write history of man’s very 

being, not as a chronicle of events but as a history of human life with its 

economics and languages.
276

 Bakhtin couldn’t agree more as it situates being in 

the world as a being with others. 

Historic house museums can contribute to that process because of their 

highly symbolic value, which enables them to show multiple speech-genres, from 

the ideologies of the former owners of the house to the language of the servants 

and even the intentionality of the museum. These museums can represent the 
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debates of a time-period and bring different perspectives into fuller understanding 

of each other. As we have seen earlier in this chapter, house museums have been 

carriers of different ideologies and portraying different cultural identities. The 

bourgeois character of nineteenth century collector’s houses provides a special 

chronotope as it illustrates the crisis of modern consciousness. The collectors who 

founded these museums wanted to recover supposedly legitimate rights; their aim 

was not only to perpetuate their memory but to recuperate life itself. Their 

obsession with death is reminiscent of the important theme of death as renewal as 

it plays out in medieval carnival. The elitarian notions of individualism and order 

however reproduced the closure of feudalism found in medieval times. Yet as 

Bakhtin suggests, references of the carnivalesque retain some of their former 

energy, just waiting for an opportunity to re-emerge.  

Although different power relations play out in the contemporary museum 

the distribution of power is not a bad thing in itself.  In fact, the structuring of 

knowledge and emotions through stories and objects is what museums do best. 

The challenge for the house museum today is to structure discourse in a way that 

does not impose a new truth but opens up a space for visitors to dream their own 

space. House museums have great potential when they are used to examine and 

call into question invented traditions, distorted myths and accepted truths.   
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c. Reanimating the House  

 

In the past decades, historic house museums have tried many different 

strategies in an attempt to break through the discourse of the museum as dead 

space. Although it is not my intent to give an overview of the history of 

interpretative planning, the 1957 classic by Freeman Tilden, Interpreting our 

Heritage should be mentioned. Tilden’s groundbreaking work, which has been 

used in National Park Service training for over fifty years, is still considered one 

of the most important manuals for interpretive planners at museums, parks and 

other cultural heritage sites in the United Sates. Tilden considers interpretation to 

be an art because it is more than merely presenting information.
277

 Interpreters 

must “reveal” something that will otherwise be hidden from people’s view, Tilden 

asserts. As Tilden explains, “Thousands of naturalists, historians, archaeologists 

and other specialists are engaged in the work of revealing, to such visitors as 

desire the service, something of the beauty and wonder, the inspiration and 

spiritual meaning that lie behind what the visitor can with his senses perceive.”
278

 

Interestingly, as Kerry Mitchell has noted, Tilden’s concept of spirituality, which 

draws largely from German Idealism viewed through the lens of American 

Transcendentalism (most notably the religious philosophy of Ralph Waldo 

Emerson), has received very little attention thus far.
279

  

Notwithstanding Tilden’s popularity, new developments in interpretation 

techniques have triggered a contest between different technologies of memory 

such as literature, film, and photography. Instead of accepting the spiritual 

elevation and personal subjective realities promoted by Tilden, I will propose a 
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different approach to interpretation focusing on two multimedia installations in 

historic settings, one by filmmaker Peter Greenaway (for Castle Amerongen near 

Utrecht, the Netherlands), and one by video artist Pipilotti Rist (for Museum 

Langmatt in Zurich, Switzerland).  Greenaway and Rist are both known for their 

interventions in historic house museums and for their theatrical approaches which 

adds extra relevance to the discussion in view of the theatrical design techniques 

that have seen a steady rise in museum exhibits in the past few decades.
280

 By 

drawing from the multimedia projections created by Greenaway and Rist, I will 

argue that these visual artists – because of their concern with dialogue – offer a 

viable alternative to Tilden’s transcendental philosophy. 

In an attempt to counter the status of museum as dead space, British 

filmmaker Peter Greenaway has tried to revolutionize the look of museums and 

historic houses all over the world.
281

 With his video installations he seeks to 

“repopulate” these houses with cutting edge projections. According to 

Greenaway, cinema is as dead as it can be: “Cinema died when the remote control 

was introduced to our houses,”
282

 which has given him the opportunity to 

reconsider his position anew as a filmmaker and as conveyer of sensations. 

Greenaway explains the philosophical rationale behind his 2007 project Peopling 

the Palaces, which was conceived for the Palace of Venaria in Turin, Italy,
 283

 

when he writes:   

What I do is use a vocabulary which consists of the use of languages to 

support the sense of celebration and inhalation and combine it with 

education in the best possible ways. Like Descartes’ vision on “making 

people curious.” We have taken this vocabulary to several historic houses 
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amongst which La Venaria Reale in Turin. The commission here was to 

entertain in the huge number of corridors and rooms and the massive 

garden, six areas of interest. We made a combination of the pyramid of 

life and hierarchy in an extraordinary event. We attempted to give an 

impression of the life of the place. We did not ignore the “upstairs-

downstairs” phenomena. Like in many historic houses you have the fabric, 

you have the architecture, you might have furniture and some paintings 

but you don’t have the people. It’s the people that make the place. 
284

 

 

In an interview for the Peopling the Palaces project, Greenaway claims 

that 20
th
 century film has taken over the role of 19

th
 century literature to tell 

history.
285

 History is very important, he says, as it is based on memories. We need 

memory, it connects the past, the present and the future and therefore memory 

gives us context and meaning. Yet you can’t go back to history. Paraphrasing 

Ernst Gombrich’s well-known dictum “there is no such a thing as art, only artists” 

Greenaway claims “there is no such a thing as history, only historians”, meaning, 

we have to manipulate the facts a little bit and use our imagination in order to 

understand the past.
286

 Cinema can fill that gap and Greenaway is not afraid to use 

technology and entertainment to stimulate curiosity, hoping that people will 

become accepting of an alternative narrative.  

Less extravagant (but not less controversial) than his Peopling the Palaces 

is Greenaway’s 2011 video installation A Day in the Life of Castle Amerongen – 

1680 made for Castle Amerongen near Utrecht, the Netherlands. In the trailer for 

this production Greenaway explains why he chose to focus on one particular day 

in the history of the house – Midsummer’s Day, 1680 - to anchor the film.
287

 The 

year 1680 marks a pivotal year and serves to connect the house with larger socio-

political events that would shape the face of Europe and, ultimately the Modern 

Age, Greenaway states. The historical day June 21, 1680 marks the return of 
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Godard Adriaan, Baron van Reede after an absence of several months while 

conducting diplomatic businesses. The preparations for Van Reede’s visit are the 

highlight of the film as Greenaway tells the story through traditionally 

marginalized historical figures, the servants and the mistress of the house, 

Margareta Turnor. The role of Margareta Turnor in particular is remarkable for 

her determination to take charge of an extensive renovation project of the house in 

absence of her husband while also serving as the head of a large household. 

Greenaway’s film which employs actors in elaborate historic costumes and 

settings, baroque music, and lively dialogue between upper and lower class 

characters,  is partly based on historical facts (such as the intense correspondence 

between Margareta Turnor and Adriaan van Reede ) as well as invented 

dialogue.
288

 It is worth noting though that Greenaway’s dialogues (spoken in 

Dutch) make no attempt to aestheticize language, and contrast sharply with the 

polite conversation that would have been used in a real seventeenth century 

aristocratic milieu. In Greenaway’s version the spoken language is intentionally 

crude and makes no distinction between upper and lower class.  

Greenaway has a long reputation for being a controversial filmmaker who 

rejects orthodoxy and is not shying away from using his films to critique 

society.
289

 Long being banned from the British film industry, Greenaway received 

an outstanding contribution award at the 2014 BAFTA’s (British Academy of 

Film and Television Arts) for his commitment to reinventing cinema.
290

 As Ruth 

D. Johnston has argued, part of Greenaway’s bad reputation stems from his 

“vulgar” treatment of the body. Explicit scenes of nudity, sex and other corporeal 
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references which are particularly dominant in his film The Cook, The Thief, His 

Wife and Her Lover (1990) are often seen as representations of nature, she says. 

Johnston makes a claim for a theoretical framework that describes more 

accurately “the relation of body, aesthetic forms, psychic forms, geographical 

place, and social formation” in Greenaway’s work.
291

 Johnston suggests that 

Greenaway’s cinematography is best understood against the backdrop of 

Bakhtin’s grotesque body reframed by Kristeva in her notion of the abject. 

Corporeal references are explicit in the Amerongen video-installation also, 

although to a lesser extent than in The Cook…. Scenes of eating, drinking, bathing 

etc. are alternated with peeks in various bedrooms where people are sleeping, 

being sick, giving birth or just passed away. As Johnston observed, verbal 

references to urinating and bodily discomforts increase the tension between 

agencies of order (setting, costumes, tempo, music), all of which contribute to the 

visual appeal, and the disruption of order (the chaos in the house when preparing 

for the visit, the corporeal references) all of which give a sense of displeasure.
292

 

According to Johnston, Kristeva’s abject – as a reformulation of Bakhtin’s 

grotesque body – “which never ceases to haunt the bourgeois subject” is integral 

to Greenaway’s presentation.
293

  

In her book Powers of Horror, Kristeva explains how a person relates to 

his or her world through language, and therefore when something is excluded by 

one's language, it is impossible for that person to fully relate to it. In the case of 

the abject, this kind of linguistic acknowledgment cannot take place but, 

nonetheless, there is an awareness that “something” exists and this awareness can 
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be frightful. Kristeva compares it to the experience of looking at a corpse and 

seeing a person who “should” be alive and yet realizing that it is not.
294

 

The abject is created from repressing certain basic lusts. In a true Freudian 

manner, Kristeva makes use of the Oedipus complex to explain this genesis. A 

significant part of maturation for a boy is a distancing from his mother's body. 

The first separation is at birth, but the boy continues to long for his mother's body 

and, as he matures, this becomes lust. Out of fear of the father, though, the boy 

eventually resigns himself to the fact that he can never have his mother's body. So 

far, this is all very basic Freudianism, but Kristeva introduces her own language 

of the abject into it. In addition to sexual maturation, a boy undergoes linguistic 

development; in other words, he learns how to speak, listen, read, and write. Since 

the boy is forced to repress his desire for the maternal body at a young age, he has 

not yet understood the situation linguistically. This repressed desire lingers, 

however, and, so to speak, haunts the boy - this is the abject.295  

Kristeva continues to explain how historically, man's primary response to 

the perversion caused by the abject has been religion and morality. Through the 

creation of laws, man creates boundaries which separates him from the abject and 

furthers the repression. It is only through art – through a process known as 

catharsis – that man is able to express the abject. The abject cannot be expressed 

linguistically because it is in a certain sense outside of language, Kristeva says.
296

 

Therefore, the artist expresses the abject symbolically (and often unconsciously). 

Art, then, enjoyed a parallel existence alongside philosophy and religion. While 

philosophy and religion tried to rid man of his impurities, the artist recognized 
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that this was impossible and, instead, chose to embrace them in the expression of 

his art. The purpose of the abject then is to give expression to a sense of 

ambiguity that is inherent of humanity. 

Following Kristeva, we begin to understand that Greenaway’s film is not 

an attempt to represent history as “truthful” as possible but rather to mediate 

history through the abject body.  In other words, the time/space relations that are 

being used serve the purpose of setting up a dialogue with the viewer, to make the 

viewer aware of ambiguities between the self and other. The temporal placement 

is well demarcated. By focusing on one specific day in the life of the castle and by 

using explicit pictorial and literary references, Greenaway is clearly setting the 

formal boundaries of the narrative. Yet Greenaway’s concern with making an 

attractive visual spectacle does not eliminate his underlying social critique. The 

characters that fill the screen as painterly figures in space are also typologically 

defined as figures of abjection. This mixing of genres creates a sense of confusion 

in the viewer who is not used to seeing the upper class behaving like this. As 

Kristeva reminds us though, “Socio-historical considerations […] will allow us to 

understand why that demarcating imperative, which is subjectively experienced as 

abjection, varies according to time and space, even though it is universal.
297

 

Through the “abject chronotope” of A Day in the Life of Castle Amerongen – 

1680 Greenaway sets up a stage that empowers the viewer to experience 

otherness, yet by maintaining a distance between viewer and being viewed, there 

is no hope to overcome the gap between self and other. 
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My other example is of an entirely different nature. Swiss film and video 

artist Pipilotti Rist is also known for her interventions in historic house museums 

and for bringing them back to life. Like Greenaway, Rist is interested in the 

counter worlds of domestic servants that are usually hidden from traditional 

historic narration. Rist’s approach can be seen in the 2010 video installation Close 

my Dress: Thank You that she created for the twentieth anniversary of Villa 

Langmatt in Zurich, Switzerland.
298

 Unlike Greenaway Rist is not repopulating 

the house with abject bodies, instead she creates a poetic atmosphere that aims at 

calming the viewer. At the same time, her videos allow for contemplating 

previously hidden historical meaning. Rist’s vocabulary is light, color and 

movement that she combines with soothing music to underscore the silent 

existence of the (maid) servants in the house, the bodies that are seen, not 

heard.
299

  

Significantly, Rist does not interact with a medieval home of an 

aristocratic family but with a modern collector’s house, the former residence of 

Swiss industrialist Sidney William Brown, his wife Jenny Brown-Sulzer, and their 

three sons.
300

 The Browns amassed a great fortune as the owners of the largest 

mechanical engineering company in Switzerland since 1910 – Asea Brown 

Bovery (ABB). As private collectors, Sidney William and Jenny Brown shared a 

passion for modern German and French painting, antique silver and porcelain as 

well as oriental art that they freely displayed in their home. Today, Museum 

Langmatt is renowned for its collection of Impressionist masterpieces which 

includes works by Monet, Degas, Renoir, Pisarro and Cézanne.   
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Operating within the boundaries of a different chronotope than 

Greenaway’s, Rist is interested in the daily life of an upper middle class family, 

which rarely features in the perception of modern history, and yet plays such a 

crucial role in the development of modern society, as Bakhtin has demonstrated. 

Like Bakhtin, Rist is fascinated with the intersection between art and life and the 

potential for dialogue that the house provides, through its history, interiors and 

collection. Art, as it is used by Bakhtin, is more than a form of perception (of 

beauty or otherwise). As Holquist explains, the difference between general 

perception and aesthetics in Bakhtin’s philosophy is that the latter “is the ability 

of the artist in his or her text to treat other human subjects from the vantage point 

of transgredience, a privilege denied the rest of us who author only in lived 

experience…
301

  

To understand Rist’s work in light of Bakhtin’s aesthetics we need to 

begin by looking at the exhibition title of her work. Close my Dress: Thank You 

points at the closeness between master and servants, and the constant physical 

contact between the two through the act of serving. This physicality is 

emphasized by the close-ups of hands and feet that Rist projects in slow motion 

onto the interior spaces, suggesting that it is these helping hands that made this 

lifestyle possible. At the same time, one becomes aware that the closeness 

between master and servant was only tolerable because of the distance that was 

maintained in social hierarchy. The hands and feet move across the rooms, over 

the Impressionist paintings also, the silent witnesses of a bourgeois “closed” 

individuality. Video projections of maid servants in the act of picking flowers and 
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arranging elaborate bouquets add sensuality, and suggest there is a life outside the 

house that is just as much part of this closed environment.   

In a very real sense, Rist takes an aesthetic approach to the house by 

highlighting the beauty of its interiors without overpowering the viewer with 

sensations. At the same time Rist’s creative project prompts us to rethink the 

artist’s authorship and the ability to give shape to others as well as to herself as 

the author of the work. The viewer is invited to join the artist in her journey 

through the house while making new associations, between objects, social 

hierarchies of the past, our perception of each other, and the meaning of being 

cared for. The result is what Bakhtin calls dialogue.    

In comparison, it could be argued that Rist’s multimedia projection is 

more successful in setting up dialogue as she is taking the viewer on a journey 

and ask him or her to become part of the work. Greenaway, on the other hand, 

relies on what Bakhtin has called “the negative utilization of transgredient 

constituents […] which occurs in satire and in the comical…”
302

 Greenaway’s 

abject bodies may serve the purpose of displaying otherness but the presentation 

of characters through the use of multiple stereotypes and visual references rather 

than psychological delineation functions to maintain distance from them rather 

than soliciting identification with them. Ironically, the subject-object relationship 

that Greenaway tries to scrutinize is sustained by the voyeuristic gaze associated 

with bourgeois culture. As Peter Stallybrass and Allon White have observed, 

“That moment, in which the subject is made the outsider to the crowd, an 

onlooker, compensating for exclusion through the deployment of the 
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discriminating gaze, is at the very root of bourgeois sensibility,” for carnival 

could be endured by the bourgeois subject only when transformed from 

participation in ritual to a “sentimental spectacle limited to voyeuristic 

glimpses.”
303

 It begs the question how (the interpretation of) history and memory 

are better served, through provocation, isolation or poetry? As Lachmann reminds 

us, memory and carnival are closely intertwined. “Carnival, for Lachmann, is not 

an isolatable phenomenon but has definite and indelible links with everyday life. 

Thus it is not a mere game, as the latter is always cut off by semiotic framing 

devices: a mechanism of memory, carnival is an active process of renewal.”
304

  

Art and life are not the same but they can become one in aesthetic activity, 

that is to say, in the subject’s ability to answer the other’s call for co-authoring.  

“Inspiration that ignores life and is itself ignored by life is not inspiration but a 

state of possession,” Bakhtin wrote in the introduction to his early essay Art and 

Answerability.
305

 Bakhtin’s abhorrence of an art that is “self-confident, 

audaciously self-confident, and too high-flown” shows from his citation of a 

dialogue-poem by A. S. Pushkin:   

Not for the fretful cares of everyday life, 

Not for the pursuit of profit, not for warfare 

Are we born – but for inspiration,  

For sweet sounds and for prayers.
306

  

 

The video installations by Greenaway and Rist – albeit their different 

approaches - are viable new strategies to interpreting a historic house museum. 

They support what Tilden wrote in 1957 that interpretation is more than 

presenting information but they radically depart from Tilden’s transcendental 
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view. Similarly, for Bakhtin, language cannot relate to an external world, outside 

time and space. Instead, Bakhtin points at the social role of language as language 

always mediates the relationship between speakers and the world. Language is a 

social way of seeing which implies that there is no preferred way of interpretation 

(of history). Rather, the social ways of seeing are necessarily contested, in 

dialogue, and changing. 

The use of multimedia installations is still fairly new in the house museum 

genre which requires a rethinking of the use of these museums. At Castle 

Amerongen as well as in Villa Langmatt, visitors were not always pleased with 

the video installations that were on a permanent loop during opening hours. The 

interiors had to be darkened to make the projections possible which inhibited a 

close viewing of the house.
307

 Clearly, overruling the house can never be the aim 

of any artistic intervention. Within that, exciting new opportunities await. 

      

3. Dialogical Paradoxes 

a. Time and Space of the Threshold Dialogue  

So far I have examined different narratives as they play out in the history 

of the museum through a comparison of various chronotopes. I have drawn a 

parallel between Bakhtin’s formulation of the chronotope as a flexible spatio-

temporal relationship and Foucault’s episteme, most notably his wider use of the 

term that allows multiple time-space relationships to coexist. I have pointed at the 

changes in time-space relationships in the museum and the subsequent changes in 

narrative, understood by Bakhtin as an artistic depiction of reality. I have stressed 
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the centrality of the carnival in Bakhtin’s thinking, that is to say, the ability to 

counter hegemonic systems of power with the potential to neutralize differences. I 

have focused on late nineteenth century collectors’ houses as an example of a 

counter-culture with traces of the medieval carnival insofar the idea of death and 

regeneration is concerned. In a Bakhtinian fashion, I have tried to present a 

history of the museum without paying too much attention to causality, mindful of 

how Bakhtin lays out the history of the novel as a genre that bears traces of earlier 

literary forms. As Bakhtin explains, the modern novel is unthinkable without the 

function of memory and history. We can follow Bakhtin’s historicity of the novel, 

from the Socratic dialogue to the Renaissance Menippean (Rabelais, Erasmus), 

the birth of consciousness in Cervantes’s Don Quixote, the nineteenth century 

adventure stories, up to Dostoevsky’s novels in modern times.
308

 Bakhtin makes it 

clear that the dialogic concept of language is not unique for the nineteenth 

century, but predates the modern novel. Likewise, the museum has its own 

historicity of dialogism, in one form or the other.  

Bakhtin’s treatment of time changes dramatically, however, when he starts 

discussing Dostoevsky’s characters. Dostoevsky’s heroes do not seem to have any 

past, present or future; instead they are always in some sort of crisis situation, or 

“on the threshold.”
309

 The threshold is defined as a space “where crisis, radical 

change, and unexpected turn of fate takes place, where decisions are made, where 

the forbidden line is overstepped, where one is renewed or perishes.”
310

 

According to Bakhtin, the threshold can be compared to the public square as the 

site of regeneration during carnival time. At the same time, Dostoevsky’s 
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characters are “unfinalizable,” “unpredeterminable,” in other words, without time. 

Bakhtin writes: 

In his works Dostoevsky makes almost no use of relatively uninterrupted 

historical or biographical time, that is, of strictly epic-time; he “leaps 

over” it, he concentrates action as points of crisis, at turning points and 

catastrophes, when the inner significance of a moment is equal to a 

‘billion years,’ that is, when the moment loses its temporal restrictiveness. 

In essence he leaps over essence as well, and concentrates action in two 

‘points’ only: on the threshold (in doorways entrance ways, on staircases, 

in corridors, and so forth), where the crisis and the turning point occur, or 

on the public square, whose substitute is usually the drawing room (the 

hall, the dining room), where the catastrophe, the scandal takes place. 

Precisely this is his artistic conception of space and time.
311

  

 

Bakhtin thus uses two different notions of time, one that is historically 

determined (the history of the novel) and one that is artistically created (by 

Dostoevsky). These two distinct treatments of time are an important starting point 

for my discussion of the museum. On the one hand the museum is a phenomenon 

that cannot be understood without paying attention to its own historicity, most 

notably as an institution that is still grounded in Enlightenment ideals with an 

emphasis on subjectivity, self-realization and freedom.  On the other hand, the 

museum may be thought of as a novel: it is not the same as real life but it should 

connect with real life in its answerability. As Holquist explains: “’Novel’ is the 

name Bakhtin gives to whatever force is at work within a given literary system to 

reveal the limits, the artificial constraints of that system. […] It will insist on the 

dialogue between what a given system will admit as literature and those texts that 

are otherwise excluded from such a definition of literature.”
312

 Threshold 

situations are part of real life; museums should not shun away from broaching 

difficult questions but embrace threshold dialogues as important moments for 
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self-reflection and renewal. The treatment of threshold dialogues however 

requires a special creative act, something that is better left to artists.  

It is important to keep in mind that when Bakhtin talks about art he is 

talking from the perspective of an author. In his essay “Author and Hero in 

Aesthetic Activity” Bakhtin lays out what he understands as art. His central claim 

is that aesthetic activity is intimately connected with co-experience in dialogue:  

Aesthetic self-activity always operates on the boundaries (form is a 

boundary) of a life-experienced-from within – operates at those points 

where this life is turned outward, where it comes to an end (in space, time, 

and meaning) and another life begins, that is, where it comes up against a 

sphere of self-activity beyond its reach – the sphere of another’s self-

activity.
313

  

 

The ability to step outside oneself and connect with another subjectivity – 

defined by Bakhtin as transgredience – is what makes a real artist. In other words, 

artists have the talent to manipulate the time-space relationship so that they can 

identify with others as if they were a self. This gives a certain power and authority 

to the artist that is denied to other people, understood as persons who merely act 

from their lived experience. Artists use a different toolbox, so to speak; they can 

use humor, irony, metaphor etc., and create situations that make us think 

differently about our humanity. Interestingly, as Bakhtin explains, these moments 

that make us human usually don’t happen when we are at our best, but when we 

are at our weakest, in crisis situations. As in Dostoevsky, such moments typically 

don’t take place in a closed “bourgeois” environment but in the open, with the 

participation of the whole community.            
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b. Artist, Hero and the Reader  

The historical overview presented in Part I serves as an archeology, that is to 

say, its focus is on specific moments in the history of human thought – understood 

by Bakhtin as crisis moments or threshold chronotopes – rather than on a unified 

linear progression in the history of human consciousness. The cabinets of 

curiosity, the Kantian aesthetics and the shift from art to cultural critique are some 

of the noticeable epistemes that have left their mark on the modern museum. 

Within these epistemes there have been attempts to counter the prevailing thought 

systems, such as Lessing’s response to Winckelmann; Fred Wilson’s Mining the 

Museum exhibit, Mark Dion’s reformulation of the curiosity cabinets, not to 

mention the interventions in the museum space by artists from the avant-garde to 

the 1990s culture wars and beyond. Many of these artistic interventions have the 

character of the carnivalesque as they seek to “decrown the pretender-king,” that 

is the museum’s authority. Yet, within that the question remains: what effect these 

interventions have had on the museum’s hegemonic culture? One of the 

dilemmas’s of the carnivalesque as aesthetic act is that it tends to exaggerate the 

social effect and art’s ability to neutralize differences.  

To continue the discussion of the Bakhtinian dialogue in the context of the 

museum we need to define the participants in the dialogue. Bakhtin pays a lot of 

attention to the author-hero relationship as it pertains to the dialogue in the novel; 

but what is the position of the reader who receives the text, his or her ability to 

bring a closed text into dialogue, or renders an open text closed? The problem of 

audience reception, which plays a critical role in Aristotle’s Poetics, is addressed 
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in Bakhtin’s early essay, “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity.” In his essay 

Bakhtin asks the question “whether the author/beholder’s aesthetic activity is a 

co-experiencing with the hero that tends ultimately toward both of them 

coinciding.”
314

 Yet by focusing on the author-hero relationship it remains unclear 

how author and hero relate to the outsider’s view of the reader/receiver.  

It could be argued of course that Bakhtin’s dialogism does not favor any 

particular point of departure. Instead time/space relationship are always 

contingent on the social and historical context, therefore a text is always in 

production.
315

  The problem of dialogue in audience reception was touched upon 

in the section on historic house museums – and exemplified through the 

multimedia installations by Peter Greenaway and Pipilotti Rist. I suggested that 

Rist was probably more likely to draw people into her “text” than Greenaway, 

based on the “unfinalized” poetry of her persons as opposed to the “closed” 

characters in Greenaway’s film. For museums experimenting with new 

interpretative strategies such as film these are fundamental questions that need to 

be addressed.   

In Dostoevsky’s novels, many voices represent many different 

standpoints. In contrast to Aristotle’s treatment of tragedy, where the plot is 

structured in such a way that it always aims at harmony and unity through a 

transcendence of differences (catharsis), Dostoevsky champions a world that is 

fundamentally irreducible to unity. This is also the major difference between 

Bakhtin’s dialogism and Hegel’s dialectics – that dialogism rejects an Aufhebung. 

To make dialogue in the museum happen, we need to ask the question at what 
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point the museum visitor is entering the dialogue, what is its relationship with the 

author and hero, and how his or her voice is given equal value. Most importantly, 

how can the visitor be transformed when ideals of harmony and unity are given up 

for unfinalizabilty and unpredeterminability?  

 

c. The Museum as Novel? 

In his study of Dostoevsky, Bakhtin introduces the concept of polyphony, 

understood as the unification of many individual voices. Bakhtin sees in 

Dostoevsky’s novels a perfect example of how different voices interact without 

being subordinated by the voice of the author. It follows that polyphony is not an 

attribute of all novels. Bakhtin makes it clear that Dostoevsky was the first 

polyphonic writer, and although there may be other novel writers who have 

attempted to do the same, Dostoevsky’s works take a unique position in the 

history of the novel.
316

  The role of the author in the novel, according to Bakhtin, 

is to let each individual voice (“hero”) have its own perspective and narrative 

weight. The aim of the novel is to arrive at a system of shared meaning based on 

multiple consciousnesses of various subjects. This interconnectedness between 

subjects is what Bakhtin calls dialogical.  

The opposite of dialogical is monological, represented through traditional 

power systems where one consciousness rules. In a monological world there is 

only one subject (the author), who dominates other voices that are not treated as 

subjects but as objects. These “objectified subjects” have no voice, they are 
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denied the right to make meaning; they simply follow the truth as it is presented 

to them.  

The novel, according to Bakhtin, is a dialogical work that constantly 

engages with and is informed by other works and voices, and seeks to alter or 

inform it. It draws on the history of past use and meanings associated with each 

word, phrase or genre. Everything is said in response to other statements and in 

anticipation of future statements. This style of language-use reflects real-life 

situations, and therefore is the closest art and life can come together in symbiotic 

unification.  

Bakhtin’s interpretation of the novel may serve as an attractive model for 

museums wanting to become more dialogical. Yet difficulties arise when thinking 

through the implications. For one thing, art and life are not the same, as Bakhtin 

was quick to warn his readers. Museums and novels are not the same either; they 

have different spatio-temporal relationships to begin with. They differ widely in 

their commitment to co-authoring and distribution of power and authority. Most 

of all, it begs the question if dialogue which is understood as a communication 

between different voices, can be mediated through an institution such as the 

museum.   

I maintain there is good reason to take the modern novel as an example 

when thinking through the problems of the modern museum. Apart from the 

opportunity to reflect on the problem of representation of different voices, there is 

an interesting parallel between Bakhtin’s time and our time that gives it certain 

urgency. Bakhtin points out that the modern novel emerged in a specific time in 
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European history, when the old patriarchal world order made place for a multi-

cultural society dominated by many different languages. As Bakhtin witnessed in 

his own lifetime, “A multitude of different languages, cultures and times became 

available to Europe, and this became a decisive factor in its life and thought.”
317

 

Our time is a more dramatic version of that picture where relationships are no 

longer confined to Europe but play out on a much larger, global scale. 

Relationships between different cultures and belief systems have become more 

complex and difficult to resolve. Museums that have tried to adjust have noticed 

just how hard it is to cater to a plurality of audiences. Some museums have sought 

recourse to Bakhtin’s notion of the dialogical, such as the Tenement Museum in 

New York City or the Te Papa Museum in Wellington, New Zealand. Yet these 

museums ran short as they tried to fully implement Bakhtin’s concept of the 

dialogue as method and theory.
318

   

In the search to meet the demands of increasingly diverse audiences, 

museums have turned to storytelling as a new mode of representation. In 

Museums in Transition: A Philosophical Perspective (2000) Hilde Hein frames 

the transition from object-based museums to museums that are more about people 

and stories. Modern museums must provide experiences, or so it is argued, and 

Hein is worried that by focusing too much on storytelling the boundaries between 

museums and the real world fade, and with that, the museums role as educator and 

facilitator of (ethical) values and (aesthetic) meaning. The latter is what 

distinguishes museums from theme parks and other forms of entertainment, Hein 

states.
319

 Julian Spalding in his Poetic Museum (2002) shows a similar concern 



152 

 

and argues for a return of the centrality of collections. “A museum without things 

is not a museum but a theme park,” Spalding argues. The museum must invest 

anew in objects in their care with the wonder and the poetry they once had when 

they were first made. Heavily illustrated with what Spalding considers a “poetic” 

approach to storytelling in a museum setting, it is clear also that objects only 

matter for him if they can transcend the viewer to some higher level of 

understanding.  

  A recent example of a storytelling museum is Orhan Pamuk’s Museum of 

Innocence in Istanbul, Turkey. Pamuk’s museum, which served as the basis for a 

novel with the same title, is a personal place that links mundane objects with 

individual stories. Pamuk explains the importance of small private museums when 

he writes: 

The economic growth that we have witnessed in non-Western countries 

over the past 20 years has brought with it the formation of a middle class. 

In order to experience the personal stories that come from within these 

emerging, modern middle classes, what we need are not huge state 

museums, but small and innovative museums, focusing on individuals. 

The ingenious developments we’ve seen in museums in regard to curating 

and architecture over the past 20 years can turn small museums into 

wonderful tools through which to investigate and express our shared 

humanity.
320

    

 

Small museums are more open to individual stories and conversations, 

Pamuk asserts. Pamuk supports his argument with examples – the Gustave 

Moreau Museum in Paris, the Bagatti Valsecchi Museum in Milan, the Mario 

Praz Museum in Rome, etc. – museums that are typically associated with artists 

and private collections. Their homes reflect their lives, not their biographies but 

their individuality, by creating a new relationship between art and life.  
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Pamuk’s observation that “we” need small museums to preserve our 

humanity resonates with what Bakhtin was concerned about in his time. Although 

it is unclear what social group Pamuk has in mind when he recommends the small 

museum (citizens of Turkey, Europe, the world at large?), fact is that the modern 

novel as a representation of multiple voices could only have emerged in a 

bourgeois capitalist society with its ideals of individualism and freedom. As 

Bakhtin has demonstrated, the bourgeois culture described by Dostoevsky was 

characteristic for the late nineteenth century in Russia. Pamuk’s museum 

obviously operates within a different chronotope. 

In his study of literary history Bakhtin was very specific in laying out the 

historic trajectory of the novel as a representation of change and difference, as 

demonstrated by Rabelais and in such texts as Don Quixote or The Brothers 

Karamazov.  The attractiveness of the novel as model lies exactly in the fact that 

it is timeless and available to everyone. Yet we have to be mindful of the distinct 

bourgeois cultures that have emerged in modern times. 

As Tony Kearon has argued, one of the implications of the ontological 

insecurities in contemporary life is a dramatic reconceptualization of the 

bourgeois self. Whereas the nineteenth century bourgeois self-identity depended 

on “the existence of complex, highly evolved and extensive patterns and 

frameworks of collective interaction,” including the creation of a social 

underclass, the late twentieth-century is identified by a new dynamic in the 

relationship between the individual and the social.
321

 A rather lengthy but 

important passage from an essay by Jason Read supports this claim: 



154 

 

The isolation of people watching television, confronting the frustrations of 

the morning commute, or surfing the internet, is not that of individuals, 

singular points of difference within a collective, but a serialized repetition 

of the same. In each case, perception or consciousness is structured by the 

same object, the television program, roadway design, or search engine, but 

in such a way that can never form the basis of a ‘we’ of collectivity. There 

is no commonality, no collectivity, constituted by the different individuals 

watching the same program, the different cars on the same roadway, or the 

different ‘hits’ to the same website: the other people encountered in such 

contexts are at best measured quantitatively, having effects only in terms 

of their number, at worst they are engaged with competitively, as obstacles 

to my goals and intentions.
322

 

 

It would appear then that the new bourgeois self is no longer confident in 

its ability to intervene and reshape the social world according to its “superior” 

bourgeois sensibilities. Yet that isn’t to say, as Kearon maintains, that the new 

bourgeois self doesn’t need a “subaltern other” anymore for comparison. The new 

middle-class – characterized by its “omnivorous” cultural practices – is contrasted 

by social groups that display a much narrower range of tastes and interests. This 

so-called univorous identity is often perceived by the omnivore as racist, sexist or 

homophobic, and therefore excluded from social interaction.
323

 The implications 

of this shift are considerable, Kearon states. Whereas the nineteenth century 

bourgeois self was driven by the urge to intervene and reform the social world, 

the contemporary omnivorous self has no desire anymore to do so. As a result, the 

contemporary “criminalised other” is viewed as irredeemable.      

If we accept Bakhtin’s proposition that literary texts record the history of 

changes and how humans have perceived themselves and the world, the novel 

may serve as a valuable example for teaching the world’s difference and diversity 

and attain dialogical consciousness.
324

 It follows that a museum must learn how to 
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author a text, i.e. how to treat other human beings from the vantage point of 

transgredience instead of excluding others into dialogue with the museum and 

each other. There remains a strange paradox though, in that we need the centrality 

of the subject to think our limitations. Perhaps that is why we need novels, 

especially the polyphonic ones, to show us how to restore our sense of wholeness, 

a metaphysical sense of time revealed through our relationship with the other.              
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PART II: DWELLING 

Dwelling and building are related as end and means.
325

 

       --- Martin Heidegger 

 

The idea of the public museum as a place of revealing comes from 

Heidegger, especially his 1951 published lecture “Building, Dwelling, Thinking.” 

In this essay Heidegger lays out his argument that modern times have lost the 

understanding of the relations between building, dwelling and human existence.  

Building, Heidegger explains, in not a mere functional problem of providing 

shelter or housing. By pointing at the historicity of the use of the word building, 

Heidegger makes apparent that building also constitutes a part of the tradition that 

it endows.
326

 A house is built as part of a community and enables this community 

to experience a mutual sense of the present, forged by a known historical past and 

a predicted future, Heidegger maintains. Not every architectural structure lends 

itself for dwelling, however. A building can serve many different purposes, it can 

house people and provide lodging but that does not necessarily imply dwelling. 

Heidegger makes a strong claim for building that has dwelling as its goal.
327

 

Dwelling, for Heidegger, refers to “being in the world”’ into which human 

beings are “thrown.”
328

 This is not so much a choice but a “givenness” to which 

each person must respond. Being in the world signifies the capacity to cultivate 

and safeguard the world, as Heidegger first explains in Being and Time (1927), 

and later in “Building, Dwelling, Thinking” (1951).  It is in these texts that 

Heidegger lays out his ethics of revealing, the ethical consequences of the nature 

of being (Dasein). Being never happens in a vacuum, but always with and within 
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the world, Heidegger maintains. The subjective view that has dominated western 

civilization since Kant was predicated on a sovereign eye, a person in control of 

himself and the world.
329

 This is no longer tenable, Heidegger argues, as it 

overlooks the natural and socio-historical context that has a claim on us also and 

influences our behavior and decisions. Not to mention the way we evaluate the 

world and impose value judgments on it. Significantly, if we embrace our being in 

the world we become aware of being-with-one-another, we start caring for other 

beings. This awareness, which is the result of the self-projection of Dasein, will 

ultimately set us free as human beings: 

[…] there is a possibility of a concern which does not so much leap in for 

the other as leap ahead of him in his existentiell potentiality-of-being not 

in order to take ‘care’ away from him, but rather to authentically give it 

back as such. This concern which essentially pertains to authentic care – 

that is, it pertains to the existence of the other, and not to a what which it 

takes care of – helps the other to become transparent to himself in his care 

and free for it.
330

      

 

The freedom Heidegger refers to is the freedom of conscience. “Dasein 

knows where it stands, since it has projected itself upon possibilities of itself, or, 

absorbed in the they, has let itself be given such possibilities as are prescribed by 

its public interpretedness.”
331

  

In Heidegger’s “Building Dwelling Thinking” the relation between man 

and space thus takes on the form of dwelling. A building as space is what allows 

for a sense of place in which dwelling occurs. The relationship between space and 

place is further explained through the example of a bridge stretched across a 

river.
332

 For Heidegger, the bridge in not just a functional object, nor is it a dual 

signifier of referential object and symbolic meaning. For Heidegger, a bridge is a 
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manifestation of the “fourfold” which is at the base of all dwelling. A bridge 

collects and unites all aspects of the fourfold (earth, sky, mortals and divinities) 

into a “thing.” “The bridge is a thing; it gathers the fourfold, but in such a way 

that it allows a site for the fourfold. By this site are determined the places and 

paths by which a space is provided for.”
333

 A bridge, in other words, allows for 

dwelling on account of its predetermined unification of the fourfold. 

Although Heidegger distinguishes the bridge as physical space from the 

place where it is located, there is interconnectivity between space and place. The 

fourfold of existence can only appear in the space created by a certain place, and 

the place, in the case of the bridge, was created only upon its construction. The 

bridge, as a place, constitutes its own part (and whole) of the world. Space, in this 

sense, is a priori according to Heidegger; it is created before it is experienced: 

Space is in essence that for which room has been made, that which is let 

into its bounds. That is, gathered, by virtue of a locale, that is, by such a 

thing as the bridge. Accordingly, spaces receive their essential being from 

locales and not from ‘space.’
334

 

 

Leaving aside for now Heidegger’s problematic belief in the “essence” of 

place, I believe that the relationship between building and dwelling has great 

potential for thinking anew the public museum. In his essay, Heidegger responded 

to the post-war housing shortage;
335

 our time has different needs and demands, 

but they are similarly related to questions of human existence. For instance, one 

of the greatest challenges urban designers grapple with is how to create a sense of 

place for the diverse communities that inhabit modern cities and urban sprawls. 

The global aesthetic of modern corporate spaces – office buildings, shopping 

malls, airports etc. – is not helpful in that respect. All they do is show a desire for 

http://culturalstudiesnow.blogspot.com/2011/05/heideggers-concept-of-fourfold-in.html
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spectacle, which has been eagerly adopted by museum architects in the U.S. and 

beyond. As the director of the Cincinnati Art Museum, Aaron Betsky, has 

observed:  

[…] the new museum buildings do not do much to enhance the ways in 

which these august and vital institutions position themselves in the urban 

fabric…..they do not shape space inside or out, nor do they say what an art 

museum is today. This last task is, of course, a dangerous one. Expressing 

what a museum is without seeming elitist, closed or overbearing, while at 

the same time being exclusive enough to attract donor dollars, is almost 

impossible.
336

  

 

Part of the problem, as Betsky sees it, is the need to please stakeholder 

groups with their “donor-dollars” that greet these new museum building with 

great enthusiasm and marvel at their polish and grandeur. “It is the sheer act of 

making space, and making it appear reserved enough, large enough and expensive 

enough, that excites the public”, Betsky asserts.
337

 Needless to say, this notion of 

“making space” is far cry from what Heidegger has in mind when he talks about 

space that creates a sense of place, a “making yourself at home.” The latter does 

not come easy, however. As the house of the Muses, museums must continually 

renew their commitment to provide shelter and secure the virtues, wisdom, or arts 

that such sites are mean to represent. As Heidegger maintains, it is the plight of 

dwelling, that we mortals are called into dwelling while we must ever learn to 

dwell.
338

 Part II looks beyond the ideologies of the museum and considers what it 

means to make the museum a place for dwelling, a place-space that people can 

call their home.  
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III. Forms of Representation 

1. Between Art and Life 

a. The Problem of Mimesis 

In his 1965 compelling performance, How to Explain Pictures to a Dead 

Hare, artist Joseph Beuys covered his head in honey and gold leaf, attached an 

iron slab to his boot, and for three hours whispered explanations of his artwork – 

hanging on the adjacent gallery walls – to a dead hare cradled in his arms. The 

materials and actions had special meaning for Beuys. For example, honey is the 

product of bees, and following esoteric philosopher Rudolf Steiner whom Beuys 

admired, bees stand for an ideal society of warmth and brotherhood.  Gold, which 

is associated with alchemy, represents masculine strength and connection with the 

earth. Beuys explained his performance thus:  

For me the hare is a symbol of incarnation, which the hare really enacts- 

something a human can only do in imagination. It burrows, building itself 

a home in the earth. Thus it incarnates itself in the earth: that alone is 

important. So it seems to me. Honey on my head of course has to do with 

thought. While humans do not have the ability to produce honey, they do 

have the ability to think, to produce ideas. Therefore the stale and morbid 

nature of thought is once again made living. Honey is an undoubtedly 

living substance – human thoughts can also become alive. On the other 

hand intellectualizing can be deadly to thought: one can talk one's mind to 

death in politics or in academia.
339

 

The example of Beuys’ work – which was re-performed in 2005 by 

Marina Abramovic as part of her Seven Easy Pieces performance at the 

Guggenheim Museum, New York – may serve as a starting point for the problem 

of representation as it pertains to the museum space, for two reasons. First, the 

piece critiques the received conventions of staging relations between viewers and 
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objects, specifically in a gallery or museum space. By using a dead hare, Beuys is 

challenging the over-rationalized art world with its practices of interpretation and 

appropriation, and the resultant expectations manifested by the viewer.  However, 

even as Beuys calls for a more “pure,” visual experience, the dead hare appears 

quite literally as a marker for the viewer in the museum – a passive and numb 

figure to be carried and directed by curatorial interpretation. How to Explain 

Pictures to a Dead Hare depicts a network of representations based on an 

invisible “contract” between the museum and its users, allowing the museum to 

dictate what the viewer reads and understands about art and culture. 

Beuys’s work is situated within a larger field of performance art that 

critiques the economies and politics of the production and distribution of art. Like 

the activities of the Dadaists, Fluxus, the Situationists, Happenings, and the work 

of Robert Rauschenberg, Carole Schneemann, Chris Burden, and Robert 

Smithson (among others), Beuys’s art seeks to expose and invert the system of art 

making to elicit cultural change. While performance art spans multiple mediums 

and forms, the common component throughout the work is activity, the live 

element, where the artist’s physicality confronts onlookers. The subjective quality 

of the audience and their antagonistic relationship with Beuys is a continuously 

active part of the art-making process –audience and performer become the 

artwork. 

Beuys's work and performance art in general, offer insight into the role of 

performance in museums, and its power to disrupt the museum experience. This 

insight reveals two primary points: first, rather than ensuring the unmediated and 

http://www.valcasey.com/thesis/thesis_staging.html#_edn1
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contemplative encounters between viewers and objects that have been at the root 

of their cultural authority, museums have always been elaborate stagings; and 

second, taking conscious account of its performative dimensions can open up a 

new museum experience, rather than simply disrupt the closed contemplative 

circuit and so diminish viewer relations with objects. 

Yet as Donald Preziosi and Claire Farago have argued, the relationship 

between museum and visitor is not a simple two-way street. They write: “in the 

modern museum setting, responsibility for the perpetuation of untenable beliefs 

and assumptions is distributed across a spectrum of individuals ranging from 

trustees to curators and educators – with the frequent result that the perpetuation 

appears to be nobody’s fault.”
340

 As a result, the question of representation has 

become increasingly complex and obscured. Preziosi and Farago make another 

important observation regarding contemporary museum critique. Most museum 

critics assume the museum a site of representation, as if the contents on display 

somehow stand in for what is going on in the real world. Such assumptions, 

Preziosi and Farago assert, “Masquerade the constructedness of the museum 

frame as ‘natural’ historical truth or consensus.”
341

 Preziosi’s and Farago’s 

anthology, Grasping the World. The Idea of the Museum (2004), contributes to 

the museum discourse by pointing at the complexity of today’s museum practices, 

and how they play a key role in the fabrication and maintenance of modern 

identity.   

By way of response, Chapter III opens with a critical analysis of the 

discourse of representation in art and museum. An important starting point for this 
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investigation is the suggestion that representation can bridge the gap between 

external reality and the museum as a mimetic text. This notion stems from 

Bakhtin’s interpretation of the novel as a site where dialogue seeks to restore the 

unity between subject and object. Although Bakhtin makes it clear that the speech 

levels in art and life are not the same, he maintains that they nevertheless require 

an internal organization. This chapter seeks to analyze the specific forms of 

representation that make it possible for the museum to bridge the gap between art 

and life.   

The performances by Beuys and Abramovic suggest that art and 

representation are closely intertwined. This association goes back to ancient 

thought, where it served the purpose both of dismissing art as a false appearance 

of truth (Plato), and of extolling it as the artist’s way of representing human 

nature (Aristotle).  Significantly, in ancient Greece, representation was understood 

as imitation (mimesis), suggesting a close resemblance to the original.
342

 The term 

aroused Plato’s suspicion while striking Aristotle as being natural to human 

beings. In his example of the Allegory of the Cave, Plato shows his distrust for 

representations, which stems from his belief that representations create worlds of 

illusion leading one away from the “real.” In his example, Plato maintains what 

the prisoners locked up inside the cave “would take for true reality is nothing 

other than the shadows of those artifacts hidden from their view.”
343

 Aristotle, on 

the other hand, viewed representations in an entirely different manner, arguing 

that representation is necessary since mimesis is natural to man.   
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Malcolm Heath, in his introduction to Aristotle’s Poesis, gives two 

reasons why Aristotle’s use of mimesis should be read as “imitation” instead of 

“representation.”
344

 The first reason, Heath says, is that the word representation 

does not capture an essential element in Aristotle’s concept of mimesis – that of 

similarity which does not rest wholly on convention. The second reason is that 

representation is too limited to express the full range of Aristotle’s concept. 

Representation is so much associated with modern aesthetics that it fails to show 

the continuity of Aristotle concept. As Aristotle explains in his discussion of 

Greek tragedy, “Tragedy is not an imitation of persons, but of actions and of 

life.”
345

 So, whereas Plato’s mimesis is about resemblance of an external Ideal 

(truth), Aristotle’s imitation is bound up with the imagination of human beings 

and their being in the world. For Aristotle representation serves as a medium or 

channel through which man gets to “the real.”  

Aristotle’s discussion of poetry and drama is crucial for the future 

discourse of representation in more than one way. Apart from the claim that 

poetry reveals our desire for knowledge and therefore is a pleasurable experience, 

Aristotle points at the connection between poetry and painting: 

[…] we take delight in viewing the most accurate possible images of 

objects which in themselves cause distress when we see them (e.g. the 

shapes of the lowest species of animal, and corpses). The reason for this is 

that understanding is extremely pleasant, not just for philosophers but for 

others too in the same way, despite their limited capacity of it. This is the 

reason why people take delight in seeing images; what happens is that as 

they view them they come to understand and work out what each is.
346

   

Aristotle’s reference to painting and the visual arts in order to make a 

point about poetry brings to mind a famous quote from Horace’s Ars Poetica, “Ut 
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Pictura Poesis” (“as is painting, so is poetry”) that also seeks to show the kinship 

between the two arts. Since the Renaissance, Horace’s dictum has prompted a lot 

of commentary, both positive and negative.
347

 In general, ancient suggestions of 

ut pictura poesis tend to stress the depictive capacity and visual reception of 

painting as an appeal for clarity in poetic work. Modern invocations usually aim 

at dignifying painting, and, most recently, at freeing it from the dominance of 

literature, a practice identified by W.J.T. Mitchell as the “pictorial turn.” 

Renaissance and Baroque scholars have used ut pictura poesis to suggest classical 

forebears of their attempts to legitimate painting as a liberal art. Others such as 

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing and Clement Greenberg have explicitly or implicitly 

attacked the dictum, claiming that its study and adherence leads to a “confusion of 

the arts.”
348

 Since the 1960s, ut pictura poesis has acquired new currency with the 

work of Marshall McLuhan who has examined the relationship of word to image 

in media expressions.  

Bakhtin, in his discussion of the chronotope, agrees with Lessing that the 

literary image is a specific form of representation that requires a special treatment. 

“Those things that are static in space cannot be statically described, but must 

rather be incorporated in the temporal sequence of represented events and into the 

story’s own representational field,” Bakhtin states.
349

 Lessing understood the 

problem of representation as it relates to bringing an ancient story to life, Bakhtin 

maintains. Yet he failed to understand the problem of representation as it relates 

to real time, historical reality that is.
350
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A new way of thinking representation has been proposed by Frank 

Ankersmit. By pointing at the etymology of the word representation as “the 

making present again of what is absent,” Ankersmit argues that “it is the task of a 

‘representation’ to function as a substitute or replacement for a represented of an 

absent for whatever reason.”
351

 This so-called substitution theory was first openly 

defended by Edmund Burke, according to Ankersmit.  In his treatise on the 

sublime and the beautiful (1757), Burke sought to expand the Aristotelian theory 

when he wrote:  

Hence we may observe that poetry, taken in its most general sense, cannot 

with strict propriety be called an art of imitation so far as it describes the 

manners and passions of men which their words can express; where animi 

motus effert interprete lingua. There it is strictly imitation; and all merely 

dramatic poetry is of this sort. But descriptive poetry operates chiefly by 

substitution; by the means of sounds, which by custom have the effect of 

realities. Nothing is an imitation further than as it resembles some other 

thing; and words undoubtedly have no sort of resemblance to the ideas for 

which they stand.
352

 

 

Earlier on in his text Burke showed his allegiance to Aristotle when he 

wrote: “It is by imitation far more than by precept that we learn every thing; and 

what we learn thus we acquire not only more effectually, but more pleasantly. 

This forms our manners, our opinions, our lives.”
353

 Later when Burke was 

refining his imitation theory and made a distinction between dramatic poetry and 

descriptive poetry, he clearly dissociated representation and resemblance, and 

with that, abandoned the system that Aristotle had developed for final truth in art 

and life.  

The discourse of mimesis as representation reveals a problematic 

relationship between imitation as resemblance and representation as a “making 
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present again of what is absent,” as Ankersmit asserts.
354

  Or, as Luiz Costa Lima 

has argued, “… it is the very nature of the traditional connection between 

representation and mimesis to turn the latter into an illustrative example of a 

system of thought that assigns a proper place to it, while mimesis ‘testifies’ to the 

system's ‘truth.’”
355

  

Bakhtin’s lifelong project sought to demonstrate the connection between 

art and life. The polyphonic novel came closest, according to Bakhtin, in showing 

resemblances and differences between real people and their worlds. Like 

Aristotle, Bakhtin believed the poet was to produce events that would transcend 

the work to a higher level of understanding. Yet unlike Aristotle, Bakhtin did not 

rely on mimesis to get to the real. For Bakhtin, the novel is a co-production 

between author and hero who are in a symbiotic relationship working together to 

bridge the gap between mind and world without ever getting there. The novel can 

be said to represent this ongoing struggle, a production without a beginning or 

end, yet always fueled by the desire to unify what can never be whole again.     

 

b. Architectonics of Poiesis 

The problem of representation is at the center of Bakhtin’s study of 

literary history, especially as it pertains to the modern novel. Bakhtin is 

specifically concerned with how dialogue is structured through the novel and 

assigns an important place to the author as the creator who not only shapes 

characters but also enables them to engage with each other in dialogue. Bakhtin 

refers to the ordering of meaning as architectonics. Dialogism is a form of 
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architectonics according to Bakhtin, “A thought, a problem, and a theme are in 

themselves incapable of providing the foundation of architectonics, for they are 

themselves in need of a concrete architectonic whole in order to become 

consummated in any degree at all.
356

 Consummation is called a gift that one 

participant in dialogue bestows on the other, allowing the other to be finished off.  

Dialogue, according to Bakhtin is not simply conversation between people; to 

engage in a dialogic conversation certain forms apply. 

There is a tension though between Bakhtin’s insistence on mutability and 

change in dialogue, and the use of a literary genre that relies on form. How does 

Bakhtin reconcile these two different demands? How does the novel reconcile art 

and life? To answer these questions we need to turn to Bakhtin’s critique of 

Aristotle, especially Aristotle’s Poetics. Both Aristotle and Bakhtin argue that art 

is reflected through literary form. While Aristotle takes poiesis more broadly – it 

includes forms of drama (comedy, tragedy) as well as lyric and epic poetry - 

Bakhtin narrows it down to only one literary form, the novel. Yet there are some 

interesting comparisons to make especially as both Aristotle and Bakhtin are 

saying that art and life are forms of representation. More specifically, poetry 

represents human experience, the sum of value systems (ideologies) uttered by 

humans and represented through dialogue.  

Bakhtin’s critique of Aristotle comes to the fore in his discussion of the 

chronotope as it relates to character development in ancient forms of the novel. 

Bakhtin explains how Aristotle shapes his characters in such a way that they are 

always already finalized even in the face of life’s tragedies. Bakhtin writes:  
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The Aristotelian identification of ultimate purpose with origin inevitably 

had a crucial effect on the distinctive nature of biographical time. From 

here it follows that a character at its most mature is the authentic origin of 

development. It is here that we get that unique ‘inversion in a character’s 

development’ that excludes any authentic ‘becoming’ in character.
357

 

 

Bakhtin points at two important features that define Aristotle’s aesthetics, 

first, the author’s ability to imitate real life situations; second, the regulative 

nature of Aristotle’s Poetics. In contrast, Bakhtin is more interested in an 

aesthetics that focuses on the creative process itself, showing the process of 

becoming, rather than suggesting a being.  

Aristotle’s interest is not so much with character development as with 

actions that are treated as normative categories for real life. “Tragedy is not an 

imitation of persons, but of actions and of life,” Aristotle states.
358

 In the Poetics 

Aristotle lays out the rules how man gets to the real. Emphasis is placed on unity 

of plot and action which requires a firm authorial control. Aristotle’s unity is an 

ideological unity embedded in moral values, Wayne Booth argues, whereas 

Bakhtin’s “unity is sought; it is a unity of effects pursued by the artist, an artist 

whose artistry is defined as a skill with architectonics.” 
359

 Bakhtin’s unique 

treatment of the subject is that he allows the character to always be mutable and in 

flux. The only way these characters can become full subjects is through dialogue 

with the author and with other subjects. In that respect Bakhtin saw himself an 

anti-Aristotelian” Holquist explains, “For it is precisely what is realized as 

opposed to possibility that Bakhtin most honors.”
360

 The main difference between 

Aristotle and Bakhtin then can be summed up by saying that Bakhtin’s poetics is 

fundamentally dialogic, as it is based on relations between unfinalized persons 
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whereas Aristotle’s poetics is monologic, based on finished, generalized 

characters.  

Aristotle’s aesthetics is illustrated in Julian Spalding’s The Poetic 

Museum. In his book Spalding takes on the problem of the modern museum that is 

trapped between superficial commercialism and its own insularity. Museums need 

to show again what they stand for Spalding argues, and that is by stirring us to 

“wonder” and “awe” through objects on display. It is through their collections that 

museums can distinguish themselves from theme parks, Spalding explains. 

Museums identify themselves with the educational world and not with the 

entertainment world because of the relation to truth and reality. Objects “evoke 

profound feelings”, offer “electric” and “revelatory” experiences, in general 

mirror “the invigorating, experimental spirit” of the art and discoveries on 

display. Clearly Spalding’s objects have the power to transcend and connect our 

experience of them with a universal truth. Aristotle held that philosophy, the 

noblest pursuit, begins with wonder. For Spalding museums are both the source 

and the product of our desire to wonder thereby bridging the gap between mind 

and world.  

Drawing from many museums around the world, Spalding seeks to 

demonstrate how historic collections ought to be revived. Instead of presenting 

history in a linear fashion, museums should take an associative approach and 

make creative relations between different types of objects. This new presentation 

should be accompanied by different strategies of providing information. Artifact 

labels are often written in a dry and academic language, Spalding says, leaving 
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visitors bewildered about the relevance of the display. That is why storytelling is 

particularly important for Spalding. Museum stories should be like poems, and the 

best ones vibrate with the curator’s passion, Spalding asserts. The museum of the 

future, Spalding continues, “can look from pots to sculptures, coins to texts, with 

a rising crescendo of understanding.”
361

 Some museums already meet the 

standards of Spalding’s ideal museum and it is through these examples that his 

adherence to Aristotle’s principles (unity of form through narrative) is best 

explained.  

Towards the end of the book, it becomes clear which museums Spalding 

really admires. His top three consists of the Groninger Museum in the 

Netherlands, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington DC, 

and the Vasa Museum in Stockholm, Sweden. Each of these museums is 

constructed around a clear sense of narrative, which is then communicated to 

visitors through provocative displays. The complex process of looking, seeing and 

experiencing objects and works of art in museums is short-circuited by a uniform 

method of exposition that extracts the narrative from the objects and then is 

explained to visitors in a way that is superimposed. 

Where it falls down is in the final section when Spalding fantasizes about 

what he would like to do with the British Museum if he were appointed its 

director. Here it becomes clear that his enthusiasm for narrative displays is such 

that he would like to reshape all the great museums of the world along narrative 

lines. The British Museum, instead of being organized by cultural and historical 

categories, would be reordered according to whichever narratives Spalding as 
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director thought would be titillating. Out would go a room dedicated to 

Babylonian and Assyrian sculpture, in would come an exhibition describing 

Saddam Hussein's fascination with Nebuchadnezzar - or a display devoted to the 

relationship between the sexes.  

At this point it becomes clear that Spalding's tendencies are potentially 

pernicious. It is not remotely self-evident that the public is going to be more 

interested in temporary narrative displays – inevitably likely to have a short 

lifespan – than in a broad and reasonably comprehensive display of the treasures 

of an ancient civilization. Nor is it inevitable that the public will prefer theatrical 

and propagandist displays devoted to politically correct issues of public concern, 

instead of open-ended and complex displays of objects whose meaning is not 

necessarily self-evident but that are, nonetheless, beautiful. It seems slightly 

perverse to describe the “poetic museum” as being one that sacrifices mystery for 

narrative and replaces exploration with didacticism. An object can surely be 

interesting for what it looks like and how it is made, and not just for the story that 

it tells. Indeed, to accommodate all objects from the past into present-oriented, 

didactic displays rather than allowing them to reveal their secrets silently and with 

their integrity as works of art intact is profoundly anti-democratic. 

In the Conclusion of the Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics Bakhtin warns 

that the polyphonic novel cannot supplant the monologic novel, and that this 

would not be desirable. “Each new genre merely supplements the old ones, 

merely widens the circle of already existing genres. For every genre has its own 

predominant sphere of existence, in which it is irreplaceable,” Bakhtin asserts.
362
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So it is with museums. “It is not necessary that all museums gratify the same 

interests,” Hilde Hein asserts. “Even second-rate museums have their place in the 

world, as does bad art. They give us instances for comparison and sharpen our 

sensibility.” 
363

 Although I find Hein’s value judgments (“bad museums,” “bad 

art”) problematic, I agree that we need the different types of museums with their 

variety of collections and different forms of presentation. Just as the epic cannot 

be supplanted by the novel, so it is in real life. Dialogue and monologue coexist 

and are entangled in a constant contest with each other. In fact, they need to 

coexist because it is through differences that we learn. That doesn’t devaluate the 

fact that human consciousness is best developed in an environment that respects 

dialogue, as Bakhtin keeps reminding his readers.     

 

c. Aesthesis as Simultaneity of Semblance and Difference 

Back to the problem of architectonics, we still haven’t answered the 

question what specific forms best serve the representation of art and life. We can 

agree with Aristotle and Spalding that museums begin with a sense of wonder and 

that artifacts can evoke our curiosity and desire to learn. Yet not everything is 

wondrous in the same way. The relevance of collections is also contingent on time 

and place. To use a Bakhtinian example, the space of parlors and salons as 

described in nineteenth century French novels (by Balzac and others) functions on 

a specific social level that is different than a century earlier. It seems then that we 

need to return to Bakhtin’s discussion of the chronotope and see how the 
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chronotope serves as a form of representation that mediates our experience of art 

and life.    

Generally speaking, human activity is impossible without signs and 

symbols for social interaction. It follows that representation is a problem of 

language, culture, and communication. As Bakhtin explains, we become 

conscious as we as infants begin to acquire language, when we learn how to read 

the symbols in life.
364

 At the same time it is too simple to think that interpretation 

merely depends on decoding signs. Bakhtin points out that we exist in language, 

which is shaped by societal norms and through our relations with others. Yet these 

relations are far from stable. As we grow older we become more aware of the 

differences between ourselves and others. Consciousness then is first and 

foremost a consciousness of otherness.  

To fully understand what this means we need to consider how Bakhtin’s 

theory of consciousness relates to the one developed by Hegel as illustrated in the 

master-slave dialectic. Hegel used the master-slave (or “lordship and bondage”) 

metaphor to demonstrate how human beings find consciousness.
 365

  In this 

symbolic narrative, Hegel introduces two “beings” who enter a struggle to the 

death in order to establish their mutual relationship. It is essential however that 

neither one of them dies. The idea is that superseding the fear of death would 

enable the slave to attempt to be free. The meaning of this story, consistent with 

Hegel’s dialectical method, is that change can only occur when there are two 

opposites interacting with each other and that this ultimately can lead to a 

compromising synthesis.     
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It is tempting to compare Bakhtin and Hegel as they both concern 

themselves with the history of consciousness. They both agree on how history 

reflects changes in the way humans have perceived themselves and the world. Yet 

Hegel’s Master/Slave relationship cannot simply serve as a metaphor for 

Bakhtin’s subject/object (author/hero) relationship, as has been suggested by 

some scholars.
366

 First of all, Hegel’s master/slave dialectic is essentially an 

upward moving trajectory from consciousness to self-consciousness. Hegel 

believes that consciousness necessarily implies some awareness of self, as a 

subject, which is separate from the perceived object. Hegel takes this idea of self-

consciousness a step further and asserts that subjects are also objects to other 

subjects. Self-consciousness is thus the awareness of another’s awareness of 

oneself. Bakhtin would agree with that but only to a certain extent.  

For Bakhtin the history of consciousness is not conceived as a progressive 

history. Instead consciousness and self-consciousness are entangled in a constant 

struggle, as between monologue and dialogue (or epic and novel). Bakhtin was 

aware of the difference between Hegel’s dialectic and his dialogism when he 

wrote: “Take a dialogue, remove the voices (the portioning of voices), remove the 

intonations (emotional and individualizing ones), carve out abstract concepts and 

judgments from living words and responses, cram everything into one abstract 

consciousness – and that’s how you get dialectics.
367

 For Bakhtin, the novel as 

representation of the dialogue exemplifies one phase in the history of 

consciousness and not a final destination. Most importantly, as Holquist has 
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noted, the novel does not mark the self’s discovery of itself but the self’s 

discovery of the other.
368

     

Hegel speaks of the “struggle for recognition” implied in self-

consciousness. This struggle is between two opposing tendencies arising in self-

consciousness; between on the one hand, the moment when the self and the other 

come together, which makes self-consciousness possible, and, on the other hand, 

the moment of difference arising when one is conscious of the “otherness” of 

other selves vis-à-vis oneself, and vice versa. Otherness and pure self-

consciousness are mutually opposed moments in a “life and death struggle” for 

recognition. This tension between selves and others, between mutual 

identification and estrangement, plays out in the fields of social relations, 

according to Hegel.  

The tension between semblance and difference has long been recognized 

as a philosophical problem. For Plato, art represents a false copy of the truth and 

therefore artists ought to be expelled from the Republic. Aristotle accepts 

imitation as a natural tendency in humans. We need art Aristotle writes, not only 

because we delight in seeing images but also because we understand it as not 

being real. Tragedy as performed on stage can only be tolerated because we know 

it is not real but exists as representation. At the same time, Aristotle sees art as a 

vehicle to get to the real. When Kant and Hegel speak of the gap between mind 

and world they hang onto a universal truth that determines our being. It is not 

until Nietzsche that the cracks of a belief in final truth begin to show. Nietzsche 

realizes that if the universal truth is unknowable then there is no way that it can 
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ground our thinking. Heidegger expands on Nietzsche’s observation when he 

famously asserts, “The being of being ‘is’ itself not a being.”
369

 Yet as Derrida 

has pointed out, for Heidegger the question of being is essentially a philosophical 

problem that needs to be theorized rather than applied to human beings. The 

radical break with the metaphysics of presence is demonstrated by Derrida who 

claims that the only reality is the gap between mind and world; therefore humans 

exist in difference, or rather, in différance.   

In Bakhtin scholarship there is a tendency to emphasize the shift from 

semblance to difference and adopt Bakhtin as a postmodern thinker avant-la-

lettre. As Hwa Yol Jung has argued, “Heidegger’s Differenz as Unterschied 

strengthens Bakhtin’s dialogics of difference(s) as a postmodern alternative to the 

dialectics of identity. Unterschied combines “difference” (Differenz) with the 

“between” (Unter), Jung explains. “It connects, preserves and promotes difference 

and the relational.”
370

 Although Jung is correct in noting the importance of 

difference in Bakhtin’s dialogism, he is overlooking the aspect of semblance, 

which is crucial for our understanding of dialogism and for thinking all relations 

to begin with.  

In order to understand how semblance and difference both operate in 

Bakhtin’s dialogism we need to be reminded once again of the chronotope, 

described by Bakhtin as “the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial 

relationships that are artistically expressed in literature.”
371

 Bakhtin explains how 

he arrived at the chronotope thanks to Einstein’s relativity theory.
372

 Before 

Einstein time was thought of as absolute. As Holquist explains, “In Newtonian 
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physics, time and space articulate God’s point of view, and you were correct if 

you perceived what that was and incorrect if you did not.”
373

 Einstein however 

demonstrates that our perception of time is relative to physical location (as in a 

modern GPS).  

To really appreciate the impact of Einstein’s relativity theory on Bakhtin’s 

thinking we need to consider the revolutionary aspect of Einstein’s invention. 

Einstein was able to correct Newton by reenvisioning the process of taking 

measurements. In a pre-Einsteinian scenario, the observer is external to the 

system under observation. For Newtonian mechanics, all external observers are 

equivalent; all will take the same measurements of the system. Einstein did not 

challenge the axiomatic laws inherent to the system but rather introduced a third 

element. He accounted for the shortcomings of Newtonian physics by surmising 

that a second observer, also external to the system, would not take measurements 

identical to those of the first observer. In insisting on the uniqueness of each point 

of observation, Einstein rendered the concept of an objective position 

meaningless. With no authoritative perspective on the system, all measurements, 

including those of time, become subjectively relative to the observer. 

Einsteinian physics was built on the de-centralizing, yet universally 

applicable, notion of relativity. Every observation, every measurement had to take 

into consideration the viewer's subjectivity, and thus the observer's individual 

nature became integral to measurements of velocity and distance. 

Bakhtin’s chronotope is based on a similar principle. The chronotope 

argues that time and space depend on each other, and therefore co-exist. The 
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chronotope as a representation of simultaneity of time and space alters our 

understanding of ourselves, and the world. The chronotope claims that we humans 

live in time and space together and that we have control over it. We recognize 

each other as subjects but at the same time we acknowledge each other’s different 

position relative to time and space. The chronotope denies a progressive trajectory 

of history, from consciousness to self-consciousness. The chronotope is sensitive 

to historical change but not in a predetermined way.  Bakhtin’s lengthy essay on 

the chronotope speaks to the possibilities the chronotope provides as the 

“organizing centers for the fundamental narrative events of the novel.”
374

 It could 

be said that Bakhtin’s dialogism is essentially a version of relativity.
375

 However, 

accepting the relativity of time and space is not without consequences. For one 

thing, if we no longer accept God as the standard of all values, it means that we 

need to create our own belief system. In other words, the chronotope comes with 

the ethical demand of taking responsibility for our own actions.     

Bakhtin’s emphasis on the simultaneity of semblance and difference sets 

him apart from Derrida and other poststructuralist thinkers. Derrida’s différance is 

predicated on asymmetry of the sign, an opposition of mind and world, or the self 

and other; in contrast, Bakhtin’s difference presupposes a simultaneous 

resemblance and difference, or a center and a non-center.
376

 As Holquist explains, 

the relativity of time and space makes every individual responsible for the activity 

of meaning.
377

 It means one has to make choices about criteria that serve to locate 

an event and assign values to it. Values derive from simultaneity of time and 

space instead of a hierarchical value system (Aristotle, Hegel) that is absolute and 
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fixed.
378

 The responsibility entailed by subjectivity makes us answerable for 

speaking in our own language.
379

  

We now begin to understand what it means when Bakhtin says, “Art is not 

life but must be one in my answerability.”
380

 Art and life are not the same indeed, 

as one is lived experience and the other is a recreation of it. According to 

Bakhtin, life can become art if we dare to take up the responsibility to answer for 

it. The uniqueness of Bakhtin’s aesthetics lies in the fact that he is able to move 

away from art as mimesis or poiesis; instead he combines cognition and ethical 

action without presupposing the primacy of understanding, as in the Kantian 

aesthetics. Bakhtin writes: 

The basic feature of the aesthetic that sharply distinguishes it from 

cognition and performed action is its receptive, positively accepting 

character, which enters into the work (or, to be exact, into the aesthetic 

object) and there becomes an indispensable constitutive moment. In this 

sense, we can say that in actuality life is its value-bearing weightiness – 

social, political, cognitive, and so on. Art is rich – it is not arid, not 

specialized. The artist is a specialist only as a master-craftsman, that is, 

only in relation to the given material.
381

      

 

Bakhtin’s aesthetics is based on the premise that in artistic creation reality 

and life interpenetrate with art. In other words, we see the world by authoring it, 

by making sense of it through the activity of turning it into a text, by giving it a 

certain form through language. Art thus understood is the activity of ordering the 

world, taking responsibility for it. Certain forms apply (chronotope) and they need 

to be ordered (architectonics) but they are never absolute. The chronotope 

undermines thinking in absolutes, whether in art or life.  
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2. After the End of Art 

a. Untying the Knot  

“Art, considered in its highest vocation, is and remains for us a thing of 

the past. Thereby it has lost for us genuine truth and life, and has rather been 

transferred into our ideas instead of maintaining its earlier necessity in reality and 

occupying its higher place.”
382

 This forceful statement from Hegel’s Lectures on 

Aesthetics may serve as a starting point to investigate the problem of 

representation as it relates to art and museum. Hegel delivered his lectures 

between 1823 and 1929,
383

 and fortunately, the world has seen the creation of 

many art works since then. Hegel did not mean that the world would have no need 

for art anymore, “[…] it is of course the case that art can be used as a fleeting 

play, affording recreation and entertainment, decorating our surroundings, giving 

pleasantness to the externals of our life, and making other objects stand out by 

artistic adornment.”
384

  Hegel is not interested in this type of “ancillary” art 

however. Instead he foresees that the nature and purpose of art will be different 

from now on. Hegel wants to make a claim for art that is bound up with ideas 

(culture), “[…] when it [art] is simply one way of bringing to our minds and 

expressing the Divine, the deepest interests of mankind, and the most 

comprehensive truths of the spirit.” 
385

 Art’s true aim, according to Hegel, is 

finding truth. Thus understood, the notion of the end of art is not so much about 

the present or future state of the arts as it is about our relation to art as a means to 

finding consciousness.  
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In this section I will examine the problem of representation especially in 

light of Hegel’s end-of-art theory. Drawing from Alexandre Kojève’s rereading of 

Hegel, I will argue that the end of art – art understood as the unique creation of an 

isolated individual – has indeed happened, in the form of the end of the authorial 

voice that is, but the story does not end there. Art reveals the finitude of human 

subjectivity and instills in us a desire for becoming and self-realization. As 

Bakhtin so powerfully articulated, the theme of death is closely related to rebirth 

of the subject as a social being. That is why we still need art, and by extension 

museums as an autonomous place for viewing and thinking.  

My argument seeks to counter similar end-of-art theories associated with 

the museum, as voiced by modern critics, such as Adorno: “museum and 

mausoleum are connected by more than phonetic association;”
386

 Merleau-Ponty: 

“the museum is a “meditative necropolis” and “the historicity of death”;
387

 

Preziosi: “the museum at the end of the mind,”
388

 to name a few. These and 

similar doubts about the museum as meaning-maker resonate with Heidegger’s 

response to Hegel’s end-of-art thesis, “Is art still an essential and necessary way 

in which that truth happens which is decisive for our historical existence, or is art 

no longer of this character?”
389

 Heidegger’s question remains relevant today, and 

by extension, the question about the role of museums as “managers of 

consciousness.”
390

  

Hegel’s end-of-art thesis is systematically connected with the whole of 

Hegel’s philosophy that depends largely on the concept of Spirit as the driving 

force in history. Spirit moves through history and manifests itself in three 
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different ways: subjective, objective and absolute. Subjective spirit corresponds to 

the individual’s ability to think (subjective mind), the objective spirit relates to 

thought that is objectified, for example in a work of art, whereas absolute spirit 

equals truth. Two conclusions can be deduced from Hegel’s philosophical system. 

First, for Hegel, the ultimate goal of philosophical thinking is finding truth, and 

second, art is one stage removed from truth. Significantly, Hegel believed that art 

had already gone through all three stages of unfolding Spirit before coming to an 

end. “Art no longer affords that satisfaction of spiritual needs which earlier ages 

and nations sought in it, and found in it alone, a satisfaction that, at least on the 

part of religion, was most intimately linked to art.”
391

 Hegel then goes on to argue 

that philosophy is better capable of thinking truth, “Thought and reflection have 

spread their wings above fine arts.”
392

 Yet as Arthur Danto has argued, Hegel 

contradicts himself in the final section of his Lectures. In “The End of the 

Romantic Form of Art,” Hegel interprets romantic art as it was understood in 

early nineteenth century German Romanticism, as towering over philosophy: 

“unlike mere philosophy, art presents its ideas in sensuous form.”
393

  

Art in German Romanticism, unlike the art of earlier historical moments 

of creativity (Symbolic and Classical), is no longer bound up with other concerns, 

“the given conditions of a range of content and form already inherently 

determined in advance.”
394

 Romantic art has freed the artist from such constraints: 

“Bondage to a particular subject matter and a mode of portrayal…are for artists 

today something past, and art has therefore become a free instrument which the 

artist can wield…in relationship to any material of whatever kind.”
395

 The 
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moment form and content unite, Hegel maintains, art has reached its final goal, 

the goal of presenting truth. It is within this context that the Hegelian end of 

history should be understood, as the fulfillment of a promise realized by Spirit. 

Whereas Kant’s aesthetics was based on perception and feeling, Hegel’s 

philosophy is grounded in knowing and discernment. Art has truth, Hegel would 

say, because it is made by humans and for humans; therefore it is a product of the 

mind, because only mind is capable of truth.  

It could be argued that Hegel is announcing a new age of reason in which 

thought is the substance of spirit. “The sole thought which philosophy brings to 

the treatment of history is the simple concept of Reason: that Reason is the law of 

the world and that therefore, in world history, things have come about 

rationally.”
396

  

Historically, however, the belief in the power of art to transcend the 

viewer to a higher reality has proven irresistible which made Hegel’s philosophy 

almost disappear into oblivion.  The romantic vision of art as “truth in sensuous 

form” with the artist as mediator flourished in Wagner and Nietzsche, in the 

German Expressionists, Futurists, and Abstract Expressionists. It can also be 

found in Wassily Kandinsky’s Concerning the Spiritual in Art (1911) in which the 

author considers anew how art can respond adequately to the ills of modern life. 

For Kandinsky, what was lacking in art was Spirit, that special quality that unites 

form and content and transcends the viewer to a higher form of consciousness. 

Kandinsky makes a claim for the artist as “priest of beauty” who has the moral 

obligation to lift the burden of materialism that threatens human existence: “The 



185 

 

artist must have something to say, for mastery over form is not his goal but rather 

the adapting of form to its inner meaning.”
397

 The persistence on transcendence 

changes when Kojève introduces French audiences to the philosophy of Hegel, 

and with that, offers an entirely new reading of Spirit. With Kojève the discourse 

of truth and consciousness returns to the center stage of aesthetic discussion, with 

far-reaching consequences. 

  

b. Dialectic of Desire 

In his influential rereading of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, Kojève 

asserts that there is no way of denying that Hegel is implying the end of art 

historically. The Hegelian proposition, accepted by Kojève, is that the end has 

indeed happened. According to Kojève, history ends with capitalism, specifically 

the enunciation of the universal, rational principles of the rights of man as 

proclaimed by the Enlightenment and realized by the French Revolution.
398

 In the 

modern world there seems to be a general recognition of individual freedom 

promoted through the political system of democracy. That doesn’t mean we live 

in an ideal world now. Social change is still needed, but whatever oppositions and 

conflicts still occur, they are the working out of a historical reality already 

achieved, Kojève maintains.  

Kojève arrives at his conclusion through a close reading of Hegel’s 

master-slave dialectic that he reinterprets through the notion of care in 

Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927).  Kojève’s reading differs fundamentally 

from most traditional interpretations.
399

 Instead of accepting the synthesis 
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between subject and object as a natural outcome of an evolutionary historical 

process, Kojève removes the metaphysical foundation in Hegel’s dialectic and 

turns it into dialectic of desire. Significantly, his reformulation of Hegel’s 

dialectic would have a strong influence on Jacques Lacan, as it did on a number of 

other French intellectuals in the 1960s. According to Kojève, human 

consciousness emerges over time in response to primordial desire to overcome a 

lack, a felt sense of incompleteness of the part of the biological proto-subject. 

What defines human as opposed to animal desire is that its realization must entail 

an interaction with the desire of the other, an interaction which is the basis of 

history, Kojève maintains. Kojève’s proposition fundamentally alters the 

understanding of consciousness. As James H. Nichols has observed in his 

introduction to Kojève’s Lectures, “If concrete historical reality is all that the 

human mind can know, if there is no transcendent intelligible world, then, for 

there to be philosophy, or science, reality must have become rational.”
400

  

Since Kojève the “death of epistemology” has concerned many 

contemporary thinkers. The dilemma being that if representations relate to 

transient shapes and patterns in the world what does that mean for making value 

judgments? Richard Rorty has criticized philosophical systems that are still 

predicated on reification of language. Rorty describes the devotion to realism as 

“a desperate attempt to keep philosophy an armchair discipline.”
401

 Even 

Heidegger’s attempt to distance himself from the metaphysics of presence is 

simply one more in a long series of self-conceptions, according to Rorty. 
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Heidegger’s philosophy “is only Heidegger’s gift to us, not Being’s gift to 

Heidegger,” Rorty sourly observes.
402

  

Danto has described the history of art in his own contemporary version 

of Hegel’s dialectical history of art. Danto is not claiming that no one is making 

art anymore; nor is he claiming that no good art is being made anymore. But he 

thinks that a certain history of western art has come to an end, in about the way 

that Hegel suggested it would.
403

 According to Danto, the “end of art” refers to 

the beginning of our modern era in which art no longer adheres to the constraints 

of imitation theory but serves a new purpose. Art began with an “era of imitation, 

followed by an era of ideology, followed by our post-historical era in which, with 

qualification, anything goes...” “In our narrative,” Danto writes, “at first only 

mimesis [imitation] was art, then several things were art but each tried to 

extinguish its competitors, and then, finally, it became apparent that there were no 

stylistic or philosophical constraints. There is no special way works of art have to 

be. And that is the present and, I should say, the final moment in the master 

narrative. It is the end of the story.”
404

 

Yet the rejection of the Absolute as truth is not without consequence. As 

Andrew Bowie has argued, contemporary philosophical discourse shows that 

attempts to undermine subjectivity as the grounding principle are often rooted in 

too narrow a view of the meaning of being.
405

 According to Bowie, contemporary 

philosophers tend to objectify being as something to be explained by scientific 

theories, advancements in technology or theology. By pointing at the history of 

subjectivity in German Idealism and Romanticism, Bowie demonstrates that the 
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notion of being is rooted in a more complex relationship between subject and 

object. In this German tradition, the subject-object relationship is not 

straightforwardly treated as something that needs to be resolved by the rational 

mind, but issues of multiplicity and diversity are also taken into account.
406

 This 

position resonates with Bakhtin’s philosophy although it must be noted that 

Bakhtin was critical of an overinvestment of the subject. As Katerina Clark and 

Michael Holquist have observed, central to Bakhtin’s philosophy of the subject is 

the notion that development of thinking does not go from the individual to the 

socialized but from the social to the individual, from the other to the self.
407

 

Psychoanalytical theorists have contributed to the discourse of 

representation by saying that our interest in making judgments is wider than 

cognitive interests alone. Influenced by Freud as well as by Kojève, Lacan has 

argued that the concept of the mirror stage characterizes western ocular centrism. 

Lacan's move from the mirror stage to the split between the eye and the gaze 

(objet à) represents the scopic drive or the split between conscious and 

unconscious that Hegel sought to unite. Like much of Freud’s thinking about the 

visual, Lacan’s notion of the gaze is rooted in castration anxiety. As a result, 

human beings always feel a sense of lack, and desire then becomes a desire to 

recover what is missing. The gaze is a visual symptom of this feeling.
408

  

Reminiscences of the Freudian unconscious can also be found in the 

writings of Luce Irigaray, who has critiqued the Hegelian master-slave dialectic as 

the basis for a hierarchical relation between the sexes as an adequate or 

appropriate way of considering sexual difference. Irigaray points at the classical 
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figure of Antigone to demonstrate how women can upset the order of the dialectic 

as proposed by Hegel. According to Irigaray, from antiquity to Freud and beyond, 

women were not allowed a separate subject position, which underlies the 

problematic notions of sexual difference in western culture.
409

 In her view, the 

Hegelian dialectic is indeed a negative dialectic that prevents sublation, in this 

case of gender issues.  

Accepting the split in subject-object relationships changes our thinking 

about ideology. Marxist theorist Louis Althusser, while appropriating Lacan’s 

model of the mirror stage, finds a new ideology for Marxism that conceives of 

knowledge as production.
410

 According to his theory, ideology is necessary 

because it is how the subject resolves the misrecognition of the ego. The subject 

recognizes itself in ideology, Althusser asserts. Yet living in the Symbolic is only 

given to the happy few; the majority of humans will be trapped in the Imaginary, 

unable to resolve the problem of the mirror stage (to bridge the gap between 

conscious and unconscious).  

The distinction between the Symbolic (the ability to resolve the mirror 

stage) and Imaginary (the gap between conscious and unconscious) seems to 

support the Bakhtinian position as it points at the possibility of a resolution 

between subject and object as a form of sublation. Yet in dialogism consciousness 

is never “resolved” in the Hegelian sense, instead it is always in conflict with 

other social forces. Most importantly, dialogism is otherness as opposed to 

consciousness on its way to sublation (self-consciousness).
411

 Hegel believed in 

the power of art to resolve the conflict between conscious and unconscious. 
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Althusser takes it one step further by saying that ideology is not only necessary 

but unavoidable. It is how the subject resolves the misrecognition of the ego. The 

subject recognizes itself in ideology: “The structure of all ideology, interpellating 

individuals as subjects in the name of a Unique and Absolute Subject is speculary, 

i.e., a mirror-structure, and doubly speculary: this mirror duplication is 

constitutive of ideology and ensures functioning.”412 

The poststructuralist position is well represented in the work of Jean-

François Lyotard, most notably in Lyotard’s critique of Lacan. Lyotard turns to 

psychoanalysis and critiques Lacan’s distinction of the Imaginary and the 

Symbolic. Although he accepts Lacan’s proposition that the unconscious is 

structured like a language, Lyotard rejects Lacan’s notion of the Symbolic.
413

 In 

his Discours, Figure (1971), Lyotard proposes the notion of figurality as the 

ground for human desire in which the eye is understood as a source of disruptive 

energy.
414

 Lyotard’s figurality is closely tied to the notion of event, an activity 

that intends to disrupt and cause changes in society as addressed also by Alain 

Badiou.
415

 According to Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, figurality thus paves 

the path for schizoanalysis, which interprets the unconscious as a desiring 

machine, producing unpresentable, uncodable, unterritorializable flows of libidal 

energy.
416

 

Lyotard’s problem with the history of subjectivity is closely related with 

his concern with western ideologies. For Lyotard, the history of humanism shows 

that we have been too much focused on the subject as the leading principle. 

Lyotard questions a subject that can transcend and is immutable as it excludes 
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difference. Subjectivity for Lyotard is closely associated with what he terms the 

“inhuman”: it either leads to a bureaucratic form of capitalism which threatens the 

subject’s freedom or, by privileging certain values over others (such as individual 

freedom and human rights), it tends to overlook aspects of humanity beyond the 

individual self.417 Lyotard wants to make a claim for a broader interpretation of 

the subject, as something that is produced by wider social and political forces that 

includes aspects of difference and heterogeneity. 

Lyotard’s critique of subjectivity is also aimed at Kant and Hegel and their 

attempt to come to terms with an objective truth. At the same time however, 

Lyotard adopts Kant’s notion of the sublime, saying that total understanding is 

impossible, but it is in the sublime that we can present what seems unsayable or 

unknowable in the present moment. In that sense, Lyotard sees a possibility for art 

also, to make visual the “slippage” between sensuous and rational thinking.    

Many of the themes that are being addressed in continental philosophy 

resonate with what Bakhtin is writing in his response to Hegel. The fear of death, 

the development of consciousness, the split subject, the role of ideology, the 

disruption of ideology as event, etc. are topics that Bakhtin dealt with when he 

sought to redefine subjectivity after the end of art. Bakhtin’s proposition is to see 

representation not as a self-standing, reality-related packet in either mind or 

language, but instead as a marker or signifier in use by society, and therefore 

contingent to historical change. Representations show human actions and 

interests, the course of history. Ideologies, according to Bakhtin, are part of life as 
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they express the social situation of human beings who are the authors of their own 

history.  

 

c. Knowledge is for Cutting  

Hegel’s end of history did not put an end to philosophy, nor did it lead to 

the end of art and museum. Yet it did shatter the museum’s claim to knowledge 

and truth. Interestingly, although the museum world has long acknowledged the 

need for change, it still holds on to its image as “trusted convener.”
418

 Granted, 

museums have become more “self-conscious” (self-aware of their position as it 

relates to other “beings” in the world), yet they are still struggling to redefine 

themselves in light of the split between the eye and the gaze, a split that has 

become permanent. An urgent question therefore is what kind of response 

contemporary museums should give to a negative dialectic, a dialectic that resists 

sublation, to paraphrase Kojève.  

One problem that continental philosophy has struggled with is how to get 

away from thinking in binary oppositions that has long been understood as a 

legacy of Enlightenment principles. Long before Postmodernism became 

fashionable; Theodor Adorno together with Max Horkheimer wrote one of the 

most compelling critiques of modernity in which they sought to analyze the 

decline of western civilization in light of World War II.  In their 1947 Dialectic of 

Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer argue that Enlightenment ideals don’t 

hold up anymore. The meaning of progress, in science, the arts, philosophy etc. 

has become increasingly scrutinized in light of the unspeakable horrors of war. 
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Kant and Hegel are in part to blame for promoting a transcendental idealism 

centered on a controlling subject. What is really needed, they say, is a 

transformation of the world through a critical engagement with the philosophies 

that have made the Enlightenment possible.  

In his 1966 Negative Dialectics, Adorno expands this project and explains 

his mission to free dialectics from the traditional (Platonic, Kantian, Hegelian) 

idealist approach:  

Negative Dialectics is a phrase that flouts tradition. As early as Plato, 

dialectics meant to achieve something positive by means of negation; the 

thought figure of a “negation of negation” later became the succinct term. 

This book seeks to free dialectics from such affirmative traits without 

reducing its determinacy. The unfoldment of the paradoxical title is one of 

its aims.419 

 

The only way for philosophy to give priority to the object is dialectically:  

 

It attempts by means of logical consistency to substitute for the unity 

principle, and for the paramountcy of the supraordinated concept, the idea 

of what would be outside the sway of such unity. To use the strength of 

the subject to break through the fallacy of constitutive subjectivity – this is 

what the author felt to be his task.420 

 

Adorno defines dialectics as “the consistent sense of nonidentity.”421 The 

Negative Dialectics is about the “anti-hero,” Adorno maintains, a subject who is 

faced with the “final stage of the dialectic of culture and barbarism.”422 Adorno’s 

disillusion with western civilization is famously summed up when he concludes 

that writing poetry after Auschwitz is a barbaric act.423 Although Adorno revises 

this statement somewhat in his 1966 Negative Dialectics, he is adamant that to 

persist, after Auschwitz, is to continue to live in the production of monuments of 

the very culture that produced Auschwitz.  
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Adorno, like Heidegger, believed that modern science and technology 

were posing serious threats to human existence in a world that had lost reason and 

embraced technology’s dominance over the subject. In his late work Negative 

Dialectics, Adorno goes so far as to draw a parallel between the Nazi death camps 

and the atomic bomb.424  

What unifies all of these notions, however, and what most clearly 

distinguishes Adorno's materialist epistemology from “idealism,” whether 

Kantian or Hegelian, is his insisting on the “priority of the object.”425 Adorno sees 

as “idealist” any philosophy that affirms an identity between subject and object 

and thereby assigns priority to the sovereign subject. Adorno reverses the idealist 

primacy of the subject and instead insists on the priority of the object. In doing so, 

Adorno makes three claims: first, that the subject is itself objectively constituted 

by the society to which it belongs and without which the subject could not exist; 

second, that no object can be fully known according to the rules and procedures of 

identity thinking; third, that the goal of thought itself, is not to impose identity on 

objects but to bring out their nonidentity, an identity that acknowledges the 

difference from what traditional thinking declares them to be. In his focus on 

differences between subject and object, Adorno, like Derrida, argues that no 

object is simply what it seems to be, because objects are objects only in relation to 

subjects, and because objects are historical and have the potential to change. 

Derrida, however, would argue against Adorno’s insistence on the object saying 

that there is no other language than objectification, so there cannot be a distinction 

between subjectification and objectification. Meaning for Derrida is not found 
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within a subject-object relation, as signifier and signified are neither present nor 

absent but located in the trace.426 Meaning therefore is always deferred. 

A different critique of the Enlightenment is voiced by Foucault. In The 

Order of Things (1966), Foucault performs an archeological method to analyze 

history. Instead of treating historical events as “monuments” in terms of assumed 

coherence and continuity, Foucault focuses on “documentary” moments of 

rupture and discontinuity and their underlying causes. The late eighteenth-early 

nineteenth century is such a moment of rupture according to Foucault, when man 

starts questioning his natural placement in the universe and unique relationship 

with God. The “mutation of Order into History” marks the end of the Classical 

Age, roughly from Descartes to Kant, and the beginning of the modern era.
427

 It 

could be said then that the museum as an Enlightenment institution par excellence 

typifies the old drive to categorize, classify and order the world into a totality, 

universal in scope and universally intelligible. 

As Beth Lord has argued, Foucault has wrongly been accused of 

condemning the Enlightenment and Enlightenment type of institutions as if they 

were primarily concerned with permanence and control.
428

 This assumption does 

not do justice to Foucault’s overall project, Lord asserts, which is to identify 

epistemes instead of writing a traditional history of chronological events. Foucault 

is not so much interested in making value judgments about certain historical eras 

but in identifying those values that show the discontinuity in historical processes. 

Seen from this perspective the museum is not a marker of assumed values in a 

fixed historical time (the Enlightenment) but a force that can dismantle historical 
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continuity and coherence that Foucault is critical of.   

The confusion about Foucault’s critique of the Enlightenment may have to 

do with an essay that elaborates on the experience of space in modern times. In 

his 1967 essay “Of Other Spaces” Foucault argues that modernity is uniquely 

concerned with space, understood as “a network that connects points and 

intersects with its own skein.”
429

 Although a concern with space is in itself not 

new – Foucault points at the hierarchy of space in medieval times - what is 

specific to our time, he argues, is the fact that certain spaces have a unique set of 

relations that render them “not entirely desanctified.”
430

 Such spaces, of which the 

museum is an example, appear normal but they are not.  They are part of our 

culture and they can be located but they are also mental constructs, as they point 

at a utopian dream. Foucault uses the metaphor of a mirror to explain the tension 

between reality and non-reality that exists in these spaces. The mirror is a real 

object that we use to look at ourselves; at the same time the image in the mirror 

points at an absence, a place where we are not, Foucault asserts. It is the 

simultaneity between semblance and difference that gives these places their 

unique status, Foucault states.  Foucault uses the term heterotopia to distinguish 

this place from utopian places that only exist as an illusion. Heterotopias, on the 

other hand, denote modern places that exist “outside of all places,” they are real 

and not real, spaces where meaning is “represented, contested and reversed.”
431

   

Of the six “principles” that make up heterotopias, museums fit in the 

category that demonstrates a unique spatio-temporal relationship, referred to by 

Foucault as “heterochronies.” Museums bring together disparate objects from 
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different times in one single space in an attempt to enclose the totality of time. 

Foucault points at the paradoxical situation of museums when he writes: 

Museums and libraries have become heterotopias in which time never 

stops building up and topping its own summit, whereas in the seventeenth 

century, even at the end of the century, museums and libraries were the 

expression of an individual choice. By contrast, the idea of accumulating 

everything, of establishing a sort of general archive, the will to enclose in 

one place all times, all epochs, all forms, all tastes, the idea of constituting 

a place of all times that is itself outside of time and inaccessible to its 

ravages, the project of organizing in this way a sort of perpetual and 

indefinite accumulation of time in an immobile place, this whole idea 

belongs to our modernity. The museum and the library are heterotopias 

that are proper to western culture of the nineteenth century.
432

  

 

The last sentence is crucial for understanding what Foucault is after. 

Rather than critiquing the contemporary museum as another instance of a power 

institution, Foucault points at a nineteenth century characteristic, namely the 

obsession with “total history.” While this may be true or the nineteenth century, 

Foucault is not abandoning his archeological project. Foucault specifically 

emphasizes the historical contingency of this type of heterotopia when he asserts, 

“The heterotopia [of museum and library] begins to function at full capacity when 

men arrive at a sort of absolute break with their traditional time.”
433

 The confusion 

about Foucault’s heterotopia – and the reason why so many scholars have applied 

the heterotopia as a metaphor for the contemporary museum – is that Foucault is 

not clear about the simultaneity of time and space relationships.  

This is what distinguishes Foucault from Bakhtin. Although both thinkers 

are concerned with spatio-temporal contingencies, Bakhtin is more consistent in 

emphasizing the simultaneity of time and space and consequently, the 

simultaneity of semblance and difference. Foucault tends to separate time and 
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space as it relates to heterotopias when he asserts, “In any case I believe that the 

anxiety of our era has to do fundamentally with space, no doubt a great deal more 

than with time. Time probably appears to us as one of the various distributive 

operations that are possible for the elements that are spread out in space.”
434

 In 

contrast, Bakhtin understands the relativity of time and space, and how every 

chronotope provides a unique opportunity for human interaction and change. 

Foucault’s characterization of the museum as heterotopia remains useful, 

however, if we keep in mind the essay’s central claim that heterotopias represent, 

contest and reverse the cultural order to which they are linked. The notion of the 

museum as a site of representation points at the museum’s origin and 

Enlightenment ideals, which isn’t to say that all museums adhere to those ideals. 

While the Enlightenment sought to show the connection between mind and world, 

the modern era is characterized by historical rupture. The nineteenth century 

reveals a gap between mind and world that can only be bridged, not closed. The 

order of things, first understood as natural and God-given, is replaced in modern 

times with a different set of relations. Man is no longer the center of the universe 

and as a consequence, man’s relationship to history has changed. This 

reconfiguration shows in museums, Foucault maintains, through a different 

relationship between objects and knowledge.  

The epistemic rupture that happens in the nineteenth century is not a bad 

thing in itself, but opens up new possibilities for self-critique and reflection. 

Foucault emphasizes the necessity of a critical engagement with historical values 

in his 1971 essay “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” when he writes:    
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History becomes ‘effective’ to the degree that it introduces discontinuity 

into our very being as it divides our emotions, dramatizes our instincts, 

multiplies our body and sets it against itself. ‘Effective’ history deprives 

the self of the reassuring stability of life and nature, and it will not permit 

itself to be transported by a voiceless obstinacy toward a millennial 

ending. It will uproot its traditional foundations and relentlessly disrupt its 

pretended continuity. This is because knowledge is not made for 

understanding; it is made for cutting.
435

 

            

Museums are necessary as places where “effective history”’ can be shown. 

This is so because museums undermine the order of things by putting on display 

the very problem of representation. The nineteenth century broke with the 

tradition of linking objects to a fixed, pre-established order. Bakhtin exemplifies 

this paradigm shift when he presents the novel as a genre that textualizes the 

implications of textualization: “Language in the novel not only represents, but 

itself serves as the object of representation. Novelistic discourse is always 

criticizing itself.”
436

 

  Seen from this perspective, the heterotopia is indeed a “non-place” as it 

represents the staging practices of different meanings and interpretations. Yet it 

can only do so because it is grounded in Enlightenment principles such as 

autonomy, subjectivity and self-reflexitivity that shaped it. Foucault’s genealogy 

of history is helpful to think through and overcome the power relations that have 

historically defined the museum. A genealogical museum can be progressive in 

that respect because it is no longer subscribing to a total history but can transgress 

such problematic notions, precisely because of its Enlightenment lineage.       
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3. From Knowledge to Narrative 

a. Contextual Displays 

In From Knowledge to Narrative: Educators and the Changing Museum 

(1997) Lisa C. Roberts makes a strong argument for the multiple meanings of 

museum objects and that “depending on the context, all of those stories and 

meanings are potentially valid.”
437

 Roberts acknowledges the risk that this view 

may open the arena for knowledge to become “a kind of rampant relativism,” but 

argues that this view is preferable to the once-dominant belief that knowledge is 

objective and verifiable, a view that had encouraged “language about facts and 

certainties” and ignored the visitor’s preconceptions.
438

  According to Roberts, 

museums are places where the “traditional” view of education is gradually being 

replaced by broader concepts of learning, “emphasizing the open-endedness of the 

outcome,” and meaning-making, the individual acts of interpretation engaged in 

by visitors.  

 Although I agree with Roberts’ main argument, I wonder how many 

museum educators can fulfill this educational mission, especially in art museums, 

the least hands-on and interactive of modern museums. Not to mention the 

tensions an open-ended interpretation can cause with the content orientation of art 

curators. Perhaps Roberts’ book is best seen as an argument about how museum 

professionals should construe the visitor experience: it is, as the author says, “both 

a document and a call to arms” for museums to become “people-centered.”
439

 

Roberts argues that “it is the educator's ethical responsibility to ensure that 

history, anthropology, and even science are presented in a manner that reflects 
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people's ideas about what constitutes history, anthropology, and science,” an 

approach that counters “the worst kind of teaching: spoon-feeding without the 

learner’s involvement.”
440

  

To further advance the claim that museums should question rather than 

subscribe to notions of total history, this section focuses on three examples in 

contemporary museum practice that result from the epistemic shift Foucault 

associates with the age of history. Emerging from the poststructuralist critique of 

knowledge, these developments show a distinct concern with narrative (as 

opposed to “total” knowledge), as well as with co-authorship. I will argue that 

museums should take more seriously the potential of artist interventions in the 

museum space. Artists have a unique way of questioning and bringing into light 

claims to knowledge. While there is a long tradition of artist interventions in the 

museum space, I believe that the current collaboration between artists and 

museums is different in that they both seek to redefine themselves in the wake of 

Poststructuralism.    

In “Mining the Museum: Artists Look at Museums, Museums Look at 

Themselves” (1994) Lisa Corrin offers a valuable history of self-reflexive 

exhibitions and contextualizes them as evidence of the museum’s “crisis of 

identity” and the museum community’s response to “enormous pressure… to 

consider the relation between what it does and the historical, political, and social 

context in which it operates.”
441

 Drawing from many examples of artist 

interventions in the museum space, Corrin suggests that artists can assist the 

museum in critiquing its own contextual frame. As discussed earlier, the museum 
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has since long been an attractive format for artists as they seek to explore 

aesthetic boundaries, thereby acting as curators of their own exhibitions. Since the 

1990s, the artist exhibition, according to Corrin, has functioned as an installation 

with the characteristic of a “real” exhibition, often taking museology as its 

theme.
442

  

The encyclopedic approach to art and history – targeted by postmodernist 

critique for its claims to knowledge and truth - was at the heart of much museum 

related art at MoMA’s The Museum as Muse exhibit in 1999.
443

 Christian 

Boltanski’s Archives (1987), Joseph Cornell’s assemblages, Herbert Distel’s 

Museum of Drawers (1970-77), Susan Hiller’s From the Freud Museum (1991-

96), and Mark Dion’s The Great Chain of Being (1999), are just a few examples 

of art projects that investigated the human drive for knowledge through collecting 

practices and the power of imagination. Yet these interventions often fail to make 

a real impact, Corrin asserts, as they have been politically neutralized, “now 

coexisting comfortably within the archetypal white cube it intended to 

critique.”
444

 Corrin blames museums for avoiding a real confrontation with the 

issues at hand, demonstrating an unwillingness to relinquish their authorial 

voice.
445

 Kynaston McShine, writing about The Museum as Muse exhibit, points 

at the mutual dependence of museums and artists in today’s art market as an 

explanation for why the status quo of museums prevails. As a result “museums 

are allowed to maintain their lofty functions, and artists are allowed to behave in 

the expected way, their transgressions against the museum being usually 

consistent with the romantic idea of the artist.”
446
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Since the 1990s, many museums have sought a self-reflexive approach to 

their own archival practices. As Beth Lord has argued, there is a new exhibit trend 

that seeks to revive Enlightenment styles of display, with objects presented in 

high-density display units that resemble visible storage, in non-chronological 

orders, and with minimal interpretation.
447

  

Significantly, Enlightenment ideals were at the heart of the 2013 Venice 

Art Biennale featuring an exhibit called The Encyclopedic Palace, curated by 

Massimiliano Gioni.
448

 The show which was named after Marino Auriti’s mid-

twentieth-century model for a museum was designed to house all worldly 

knowledge. In the words of its curator, The Encyclopedic Palace was conceived 

to investigate the persistence of this dream of universal all-embracing knowledge 

shared by 

many other artists, writers, scientists, and self-proclaimed prophets who 

have tried—often in vain—to fashion an image of the world that will 

capture its infinite variety and richness. Today, as we grapple with a 

constant flood of information, such attempts to structure knowledge into 

all-inclusive systems seem even more necessary and even more desperate 

… In the vast halls of the Arsenale, the exhibition is organized as a 

progression from natural to artificial forms, following the typical layout of 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century cabinets of curiosities. Just like 

Auriti’s Palace, these baroque proto-museums brought together man-made 

and natural wonders to construct visual compendia of the world through a 

science of elective affinities and magical sympathies. This associative 

process of knowledge, through its heterogeneous ordering of objects and 

images, draws interesting parallels between the Wunderkammer and 

today’s culture of hyper-connectivity.
449

 

 

Instead of seeing this interest in encyclopedic systems of knowledge as a 

new development in art and museum, I situate it within a longer tradition 

associated with a resistance to hegemonic structures of power and control. Seen as 
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a dialogical intervention, contextual displays have always opposed the more 

“epic” forms of museum display as seen in the modernist art gallery, famously 

championed by Michael Fried in his 1967 essay “Art and Objecthood” and 

countered by Brian O’Doherty in his Inside the White Cube (1976).
450

 

The Swedish anthropologist Artur Hazelius (1833-1901) is one of the 

founders of contextual museum displays, which he used to promote the Swedish 

“essence” in a time when Sweden’s cultural heritage was threatened by the 

influence of the Industrial Revolution.
451

 Hazelius’ naturalistic approach would 

become popular at nineteenth century World Exhibitions as well as ethnographic 

museums, history museums and art museums.  

There is another important connection to make with historic house 

museums where the context-oriented display was always part of the museum’s 

raison d’être. Significantly, some of the world’s great art museums such as the 

Metropolitan Museum have “period rooms” on display – consisting of historic 

architectural settings complete with furniture, objects and interior decoration 

taken from their original context – that are exemplary of a certain historic period 

and lifestyle. More recently, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam that reopened in 

2012 after a decade of renovations chose for contextual displays to show its 

treasures of the Dutch Golden Age.
452

  

Notwithstanding the historical trajectory of Enlightenment styles of 

display isn’t to say they all are the same. The most recent trend seems to 

distinguish itself from its predecessors in that it no longer endorses claims of total 

history but opens it up for interpretation. The possibility of contextual displays is 
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that it provides a context through which the visitor can negotiate its own world. 

By cutting down on authorative interpretive text and putting objects in unexpected 

orders, this exhibition method encourages multiple ways of relating things and 

concepts, les mots et les choses, to paraphrase Foucault.  This is the difference 

between Enlightenment-style exhibits and the current exhibit trend, that 

contemporary museums increasingly allow multiple voices to be heard and 

encourage plural interpretations.   

 

b. Beyond the Object 

The encyclopedic museum discourse includes many examples including 

André Malraux’s 1947 Imaginary Museum (“Le Musée Imaginaire”), also 

referred to as the Museum without Walls. Malraux’s project is based on the 

observation that artworks in museums are isolated as they are stripped of their 

original function and context. Malraux regrets the apparent neutrality of the 

museum space and wants to resocialize art by making new relations. In a real 

sense, The Imaginary Museum as conceptualized by Malraux is an art book 

consisting of photographic reproductions of famous art works, yet freed from the 

constraints of museum time. This, Malraux believed, would restore the sense of 

unity and homogeneity that museums are missing.  Yet as Douglas Crimp has 

argued, Malraux made the fatal error to not take into account that photography 

itself would one day enter the museum as an object among others, thereby 

destroying the museum’s pretensions to knowledge.
453
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In the same vein, Heidegger had spoken of museum objects as “worldless” 

because insofar as the museum is about the past, it cannot be the objects, still 

obviously present, that are gone, but their worlds.
454

 Heidegger is using the 

museum as an example of how in the context of man as a historical being, it is 

possible to retrieve past worlds.  “The resoluteness in which Dasein comes back 

to itself discloses the actual factical possibilities of authentic existing in terms of 

the heritage which that resoluteness takes over as thrown.”
455

 According to 

Heidegger, retrieve is explicit handing down which is going back to the 

possibilities of the Dasein that has been there. For Heidegger, going back to the 

past is an essential part of being in the world.  

Heidegger’s and Malraux’s observations have been used as an example of 

the critique of the museum as a dead space, or a space that alienates art from life. 

The problem with such an interpretation is that it overlooks the potential for 

thinking the possibilities of memory in art and museum. In the Problems of 

Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin shares some valuable insights in the function of 

memory. Bakhtin develops the notion of “genre memoir” as it relates to 

carnivalistic forms in western literature. Dostoevsky may or may not have been 

aware of the tradition of the Menippean satire, Bakhtin says, yet he was able to 

reach back to an earlier stage in literary history and bring it back to life: 

To say that carnival and its later derivatives […] exercised a direct and 

vital influence on Dostoevsky is difficult […]. Carnivalization acted on 

him, as on the majority of other eighteenth and nineteenth century writers, 

primarily as a literary and generic tradition whose extraliterary source, that 

is, carnival proper was perhaps not even perceived by him in any clearly 

precise way.
456
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By bringing back the “carnival spirit,” Dostoevsky created a contact zone 

for thinking the contemporary. Or, as Morson and Emerson explain, “having 

understood the spirit of Menippean satire, Dostoevsky recognized how his own 

polyphonic method could combine with it so that both would be enriched.”
457

 

The new interest in the topic of memory - which can be seen as an 

extension of the archival turn in art and museum -, has caused an interesting 

transformation of traditional (history) museums into spaces of memory. Many so-

called new museums redefine their functions as spaces of memory, exemplifying 

the postmodern shift from authoritative master discourses to the horizontal, 

practice-related notions of memory, place and community. As Geoffrey Cubitt has 

argued, “The long-established habit of imagining memory as a storehouse has 

been transmuted into the reverse suggestion that storage systems [such as the 

museum] might be understood as forms of memory.”
458

 In these spaces individual 

life-stories are attributed significance beyond the purely private: autobiographical 

storytelling is part of the museum’s newly perceived function of giving voice to 

the individual fate, and transforming bystanders and later generations into 

“secondary witnesses.” In order to do so, the museum cannot simply rely on the 

aura of the authentic object as a window onto the past, but deploys multimedia 

technologies and performance as strategies of narrativization associated with art 

forms such as literature or film. The stated aim is to facilitate experiential 

learning, to invite emotional responses from visitors and to make them empathize 

and identify with people from the past or with their living contemporaries.   
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By adopting this new role the memory museum aims to reinvent itself in 

redeeming its own past: the idea is to democratize authoritative master narratives 

and prescriptive vantage points of historiography by including the episodic 

narratives of formerly marginalized memory communities. By trying to integrate 

diversified and sometimes even incompatible narratives, they aim for a mode of 

representation that has so far been the domain of art and specifically literature. 

But the rhetoric of good intentions veils the twin dangers of commodification on 

the one hand and political instrumentalization on the other. As Didier Maleuvre 

reminds us, museums - especially but not exclusively those privately funded - 

need their paying customers to approve of the exhibition rather than feel 

challenged beyond their comfort zone. Where memories are acquired and 

consumed the museum becomes less a moral institution than a theme-park.
459

  

To resocialize the museum is not without consequences. It means for the 

museum to enter a wider political landscape and become a distinct public space 

where social issues can be openly explored and debated. Yet the public sphere is 

also the site where conflicts need to be resolved and decisions made. This, 

Maleuvre believes, might not be the best way to go for museums:  

It is not the role of the museum to advocate principles of multiculturalism, 

social justice, or to give pride of place to minority groups and their special 

interests. This kind of inclusiveness […] comes at a cost and can be 

inimical to reason. Also as museums become more inclusive and begin to 

cater for ‘customers’ rather than ‘visitors’ there is a chance that they will 

lose the ability to challenge, because those who come into their space will 

be filled with a sense of entitlement, rather than open inquiry.
460

 

Maleuvre’s reservations resonate with what Ken Hirschkop is arguing in 

his discussion of Bakhtin’s concept of the public square. In his history of the 
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novel, Bakhtin applies the public chronotope first to the ancient biography and 

later to the writings of Rabelais, Goethe and Dostoevsky. In Dostoevsky 

particularly, the public square is an open space, literally and metaphorically, 

“allowing history a room for movement which is denied in the bourgeois parlour 

or home”, Hirschkop explains.
461

 As a place of Heteroglossia and becoming it 

might seem that the public square could serve as a model for civic life, in historic 

reality or the museum for that matter. Yet it would be a mistake to think this is 

what Bakhtin had in mind. Hirschkop argues that Bakhtin’s public square is a 

utopian space where individuals feel free to express themselves without the 

pressure of resolving conflicting opinions or interests. “The public square is not 

the origin of intersubjectivity, only the sociological image of it, Hirschkop 

asserts.”
462

 To support his argument, Hirschkop points at the medieval carnival 

that allowed people to act as if they were liberating themselves from authority 

while still being controlled by the Church. Resolving conflicts would be against 

Bakhtin’s demand for openness and unfinalizabilty, Hirschkop states. At the same 

time, to engage in dialogue implies adopting an authorial position on a 

conversation as a whole. Hirschkop explains this paradox when he writes,  

The endless development of Bakhtin’s public square stems from the fact 

that, within its bounds, no one says no: it represents the utopia of a 

differentiated society in which every socio-ideological language develops 

spontaneously, and no story conflicts with another. It is a context without 

narrative substance of its own, which nevertheless allows every language 

within it to acquire a narrative movement and shape. All of which is 

designed to convince us that language acquires historical momentum by 

virtue of a simple and certain self-reflexitivity. It can begin to ‘become’ by 

becoming aware of its historical position, and all that stands in its way is 

non-reflexive, ‘serious’, monologism.
463
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Hirschkop’s analysis of Bakhtin’s public square is more than a reminder 

of the complexity of Bakhtin’s thinking. Bakhtin’s writings never offer simple 

“how to” recipes; yet they make us aware of the interconnectedness of past, 

present and future. In his history of the novel, Bakhtin had demonstrated how the 

concept of genre memory works, especially in the hands of great writers. By 

drawing from the Menippean satire, Dostoevsky was consciously or 

unconsciously able to create potentials for the future. That is not to say that he 

was merely recreating a new context for a text; instead it requires the interpreter’s 

outsidedness, Bakhtin explains.
464

 Bakhtin’s analysis of genre memory points at 

the great potential of memory as it relates to literature, art, culture or the public 

square for that matter. It tells us that texts require the perspective of other times 

and cultures to develop their potential. In fact, it is only through otherness 

(another culture) that their potentialities can be fully revealed.       

 

c. “Great Time” and Narrative 

The third indicator of a self-reflexive tendency in art and museum is 

related to the current interest in the nature and politics of time. Over the past two 

decades one of the fundamental questions that artists, philosophers and more 

recently curators have asked themselves is, what does “contemporary” actually 

mean? If clock time – a linear measurement that can be unified, followed and 

owned – is largely the invention of capitalist modernity and binds us to its 

strictures, how can we extricate ourselves and discover alternative possibilities of 
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experiencing time? Recent art has explored such diverse registers of temporality 

as wasting and waiting, regression and repetition, déjà vu and seriality, unrealized 

possibility and idleness, non-consummation and counter-productivity, the belated 

and the premature, the disjointed and the out-of-sync – all of which go against 

sequentialist time, and index slips in chronological experience.
465

  

The relativity of time is one of the many issues Bakhtin grappled with 

during his life. Apart from the concept of the chronotope as the organizing 

principle in the novel, he introduced the notion of “great time” which is useful for 

understanding the relationship between temporality and culture at large. Great 

time, according to Bakhtin, is the “infinite and unfinalized dialogue in which no 

meaning dies.”
466

 As Deborah J. Haynes has observed, Bakhtin’s concept of great 

time frees us from situating art within a grand historical meta-narrative, and 

instead embrace a more “nuanced interpretation of outsideness and the 

chronotope.”
467

 In this section I will use Bakhtin’s concept of great time to 

discuss the importance of temporality in art and museum. Olafur Eliasson’s art 

installation Take Your Time (2007) may serve as an illustration for my argument 

that museums should concern themselves more with temporality as a way to 

become meaningful, contemporary institutions. To further support my claim, I 

will also draw from Giorgio Agamben’s notion of anachronism as it relates to the 

problem of the contemporary. 

Olafur Eliasson’s Take Your Time, which was originally organized for the 

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, received a lot of attention in 2008 when 

MoMA and P.S.1 Contemporary Art Center put it on display and named an 
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exhibition after it. As one critic noted, the title was “aptly utopian”: “‘Take’ 

implies an invitation, a sharing. ‘Your’ suggests inclusion, community.  The 

notion of ‘Time’ however relates to certain museum practice”, Cotter asserts. 

“Museums are built to freeze time but end up freezing other things too, like ethics 

and history, which are, or should be, fluid. Art, by contrast, can expand or 

dissolve time, which is something Mr. Eliasson seems to want to do.”
468

 Whether 

Eliasson succeeded in challenging prevailing notions of museum time remains to 

be seen; his ideas on the other hand are well articulated in the exhibition 

catalogue, especially in the documented interview with artist Robert Irwin. 

In the interview with Irwin, Eliasson shares his doubt that museums can or 

will critique their own temporality. It is the artist’s responsibility, he says, to 

challenge museum time and with that, hold up a mirror to society:  

Taking one’s time means to engage actively in a spatial and temporal 

situation, either within the museum or in the outside world. It requires 

attention to the changeability of our surroundings. […] The question is 

whether such temporal engagement is supported by society as well as 

museums. Often the answer is no. So I think it is our responsibility as 

artists to challenge the shape of the museum, since museums claim to 

communicate the values of society.
469

     

 

Eliasson believes in the “self-evaluative quality of experience” as a way to 

make the ideology of museums, or society at large, accessible to visitors. The 

experience of art is based on feelings, which implicate an activity of mind and 

body, Eliasson explains. But that is not all. The moment you project your feelings 

on something you add values to it, you act on it and give it meaning. That is how 

art can have an impact as it reveals the changeability of our perception and with 

that, the changing nature of our acting upon the world.  



213 

 

This insight in the phenomenological nature of perception resonates with 

what Bakhtin is saying about the artist’s creative activity. Bakhtin’s concept of 

outsideness particularly, is based on the notion of boundaries that frame the self 

over against others and the world. An artist (author) creates new visions by 

stepping outside him/herself and perceiving the world from an outsider’s 

perspective. Bakhtin writes: 

[…] the author must take up a position outside himself, must experience 

himself on a plane that is different from the one on which we actually 

experience our own life. Only if this condition is fulfilled can he complete 

himself to the point of forming a whole by supplying those values which 

are transgredient to life as lived from within oneself and thus consummate 

that life. He must become another in relation to himself, must look at 

himself through the eyes of another.
470

 

 

As Holquist puts it, “In order to be perceived as a whole, as something 

finished, a person or object must be shaped in the time/space categories of the 

other, and that is possible only when the person or object is perceived from the 

position of outsideness.”
471

 

At the same time, Bakhtin is saying that human experience is unthinkable 

without the categories of time and space that are always subject to change. The 

concept of the chronotope defines our subjectivity, how we humans act upon the 

world. Artistic creativity then is guided by unique time/space relationships 

between the self and other. Similarly, the viewer’s response is depending on 

his/her own chronotope and unique set of spatio/temporal relations. Either way, 

one must be able to step outside oneself in order to give an object a place in great 

time, so “that it can be perceived in categories that complete it in time and fix it in 

space.”
472
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The paradoxical situation of outsideness (being outside meaning) and 

chronotope (connectedness of space and time) is at the heart of Giorgio 

Agamben’s analysis of the contemporary. In his essay “What is the 

Contemporary?” Agamben shows his indebtedness to Nietzsche and Barthes 

when he points at the disconnection with one’s own time as a prerequisite for 

being contemporary. “Contemporariness is, then, a singular relationship with 

one’s own time, which adheres to it and, at the same time, keeps a distance from 

it. More precisely, it is that relationship with time that adheres to it through a 

disjunction and an anachronism.”
473

 The contemporary person cannot withdraw 

into the past or a utopian future however, but “The contemporary is he who firmly 

holds his gaze on his own time so as to perceive not its light, but rather its 

darkness,” Agamben asserts.
474

  

The ability to be contemporary, to be distant and near at the same time 
475

 

comes with an ethical responsibility, Agamben concludes.  Because the one who 

can divide and interpolate time can make new relations with other times, “He is 

able to read history in unforeseen ways, to ‘cite it’ according to a necessity that 

does not arise in any way from his will, but from an exigency to which he cannot 

not respond.”
476

 Bakhtin, whose concept of genre memory is very close to 

Agamben’s anachronism, would add of course that to respond to the world’s need 

is to respond to the self’s need to respond to another self.  
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IV. Of Different Times and Places 

1. Chronophobia  

a. Undecidable Time  

In The Differend: Phrases in Dispute (1984), Jean-François Lyotard 

argues that our epoch is caught in a unique chronotope.
477

 Temporally, we come 

after Auschwitz as a location that stands for a terrifying historical event that lies 

chronologically behind us, but toward which our consciousness is forever turned. 

Seen from this perspective, we must follow behind Auschwitz as an event that 

already has happened, forever haunted by that trauma’s belatedness, unable to 

transcend the past. Lyotard’s observations are part of his larger critique of the 

contemporary that he first laid out in The Postmodern Condition (1979). Lyotard 

critiques the postmodern as being incredulous towards metanarratives, understood 

as totalizing stories about history and the goals of the human race that ground and 

legitimize knowledge systems and cultural practices. Humanity is still pursuing 

totalisation, Lyotard argues, specifically as it pertains to social enlightenment and 

emancipation. Yet after Auschwitz we ought to realize that there is nothing to win 

there, our metanarratives are bankrupt. Lyotard’s postmodern condition therefore 

can be identified as an epoch of fragmentation and pluralism, fueled by a 

perception of time that is undecidable as both theory and representation.       

This chapter will focus on the postmodern discourse of unrepresentability 

that claims that certain things are unrepresentable because there are no stable 

forms for it. Lyotard’s examples include the universe, humanity, the end of 

history, space, the good, etc. – things that are the expression of an Idea which 
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cannot be rendered intelligibly.
478

 Vera Frenkel, in her essay on museums 

presenting the unrepresentable, points out that war and trauma also qualify 

because there are no conventions to rely on.
479

 Any attempt to build new 

conventions, she says, runs the risk of becoming obscene. Yet, attempts to render 

the unimaginable persist, and so do the debates about what should or should not 

be represented, in art as well as in museums. An urgent question therefore is how 

to be contemporary in light of the unrepresentable. How to figure temporal 

presence in a work of art when there is no spatial convention for it?  

If collective trauma and war belong to a specific category of the 

unrepresentable, as Frenkel has suggested, then the Cold War Nuclear Age 

deserves special attention. Unlike any other historical period, the Nuclear Age 

deals with what has become unimaginable about our world, i.e. the possibility of 

an intentional, complete and irreversible destruction of our planet and the 

extinction of the human race. Artists trying to grasp with the reality of nuclear 

peril have the almost impossible task to imagine what photographer Robert Del 

Tredici has called the “amazing invisibility” of the bomb.
480

 Where other human 

catastrophes leave behind witnesses to collectively mourn and keep the memories 

alive, in nuclear warfare there are no survivors. As Jonathan Schell has put it: 

“We need to find in the present some equivalent of the processes that usually 

occur through recollection: we are asked to “remember” what hasn’t yet 

happened, to “mourn” for victims who have not yet died, to learn from 

“experience” that we have not had and can never have.”
481

 

There is one exception, of course. The atomic bomb was used twice in 
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warfare, by the United States. The first time, on August 6, 1945, an atomic bomb 

dubbed “Little Boy” was dropped on Hiroshima. Several days later, a second 

bomb called “Fat Man” fell on Nagasaki. Although seen by many as a necessary 

evil to put an end to World War II, others have condemned the act as inhumane. 

For Japanese photographer Yoshito Matshushige who lived in Hiroshima at the 

time, there were insurmountable psychological and emotional problems as he was 

trying to do his work. In an attempt to document the burning city the day the 

bomb fell he felt he simply couldn’t do it as he found himself paralyzed when 

confronted with the unimaginable reality of nuclear war.  Of the thirty-six shots 

he had on his roll, he only took five; enough to convey the human disaster that 

unfolded before his eyes and that he himself was part of.        

This first section will explore the relationship between the unrepresentable 

in Atomic tourism. It argues that not only artists and museums but also landscape 

and places engage with collective trauma in ways that go beyond victim narratives 

or the placing of blame. My focus will be on the Cold War Nuclear Age, which 

surprisingly, does not feature in Foucault’s list of Heterotopias. Since World War 

II however, nuclear sites – places associated with the design, deployment and 

storage of nuclear bombs – have led a peculiar existence. Their defense-related 

mission required secrecy at the highest level; that is why these places were kept 

from view. Nuclear sites were not only invisible; they also thrived on a unique 

notion of time. While the Nagasaki bomb destroyed an entire city in just seconds, 

nuclear physicists calculated that the half-life
482

 of plutonium (PU-239) is 24,000 

years.
483

 During the Cold War a nuclear weapons plant called Rocky Flats 
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produced app. 70,000 plutonium devices to stock the U.S. military arsenal. 

Meanwhile, the “Doomsday Clock” maintained by the Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists, continued to show a countdown to possible global catastrophe, 

particularly nuclear war.  The closer the clock gets to midnight, the closer nuclear 

scientists believe the world is to the global disaster.
484

 The most recent setting – 

five minutes to midnight – was made on January 13, 2014.
485

 

The anxiety caused by the bomb and the Nuclear Age in general is well 

documented in visual culture. In 2013 the Hirschhorn Gallery opened an 

exhibition Damage Control: Art and Destruction since 1950 that was in part 

dedicated to the cultural impact of the atomic bomb. The exhibition argued that 

since 1950 art has often seemed powerless in the face of nuclear annihilation, yet 

destruction persists to be an essential component of artistic expression.
486

 It could 

be said that the art of the Nuclear Age fell out of time; both artists and critics lost 

their temporal bearings in response to what Emil Cioran has called “not being 

entitled to time.”
487

 The anxiety and uneasiness about “high-tech” time – a 

specific phenomenon of noncontemporaneity referred to by Pamela Lee as 

“Chronophobia” - is at the heart of this chapter.
488

 

Bakhtin did not address the Nuclear Age in his writing. In his history of 

the novel, references are made to texts and documents, which date far back in the 

history of our culture, sometimes drawing attention to parallels without explicitly 

stating the context and circumstances in which they initially arose. Bakhtin's 

examples of the dialogic use of language in its various forms are primarily drawn 

from the vast body of printed literature, speech genres, folklore, and the carnival. 
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Cinema, radio and television – the modern means of communication – are not in 

focus. It begs the question what relevance can be attributed to Bakhtin’s writing 

when it comes to the complexities of the information technology in our modern 

world. 

The Nuclear Age presents us with a new type of chronotope, a spatio-

temporal relationship that is uniquely intertwined with the complexity of modern 

science and technology. As Len Ackland has shown in his history of Rocky Flats, 

a story of a Cold War nuclear weapons facility cannot simply rely on presenting 

factual information. Instead, one has to consider the many different voices that are 

at play simultaneously, each presenting a different viewpoint and wanting to be 

heard. There are the voices of governmental agencies, federal contractors, loyal 

nuclear workers, concerned citizens, news reporters trying to get access to 

(classified) information, the interests of local politicians, and so on.
489

 All the 

while governmental authorities demand secrecy, the withholding of information. 

It seems then that in a climate that is predicated on a silencing of voices, 

Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism is rendered impossible. As Bakhtin experienced in 

his own time, dialogism, based on the relationship between utterances, cannot 

thrive in a culture that refutes transparency and where multiplicity of voices 

collapses into a single authorative point of view. 

Apart from the unevenness of voices, the Nuclear Age shows the 

coexistence of different spatio-temporal realities; on the one hand the reality of 

the science of the bomb, on the other hand human experience as it relates to living 

with the bomb. These two realities suggest that there is a kind of “intrinsic 
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connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships” for which there is no 

precedence.
490

 It might be more useful therefore to examine the Nuclear Age by 

means of Julia Kristeva’s concept of intertextuality. For Kristeva, “the notion of 

intertextuality replaces the notion of intersubjectivity when we realize that 

meaning is not transferred directly from writer to reader but instead is mediated 

through, or filtered by, ‘codes’ imparted to the writer and reader by other 

texts.”
491

 This intertextual view of reading/looking is discussed by Roland Barthes 

also, who claimed that the meaning of a text does not reside in the text, but is 

produced by the reader in relation not only to the text in question, but the complex 

network of texts invoked in the reading process.
492

 The idea of intertextuality can 

be said to question the relevance of representation, at least when the internal 

system of references in a text is considered more important than representation.  

A parallel can be drawn to the area of narrative in the novel where a 

textual mosaic offers a rather limited kind of understanding of what a narrative is 

and can be. That isn’t to say that the novel isn’t intertextual. According to 

Holquist, “novels are overwhelmingly intertextual, constantly referring, within 

themselves, to other works outside them.”
493

 Yet as Tzvetan Todorov has pointed 

out, “dialogism is loaded with such an embarrassing multiplicity of meanings” 

that it does not really specify what is going on between the multiple signs and 

referents. Todorov suggests that the denomination dialogical can be set aside for 

certain specific instances of intertextuality, such as an exchange of responses by 

two speakers, or Bakhtin’s conception of human personality whereas 

intertextuality denotes a more inclusive approach.
494
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To unpack the complexity of the Nuclear Age chronotope I will focus on 

the phenomenon of atomic tourism.
495

 Since the end of the Cold War, atomic 

tourism has seen a renaissance that continues today. Yet motivations to travel to 

atomic tourist sites have changed dramatically of late. The intensifying nuclear 

arms race, as well as near or real disasters with nuclear reactors have revealed a 

shift in interest from Cold War nostalgia to a concern with imagining the real. At 

the same time, atomic tourist sites have been criticized for failing to presenting 

the real.  

According to Bryan C. Taylor “nuclear museums in the United States 

continue to serve as site for struggle for the control of rhetoric that mediates 

public understanding of nuclear weapons development.” 496 Taylor wants to make 

a claim for new rhetorical contexts “that facilitate the ideal of genuine nuclear-

democratic deliberation.”497 Along that line, cultural critic Marita Sturken has 

observed that the representation of political history has become a place of much 

controversy. By investigating public traumatic events such as the Oklahoma 

bombing and the September 11 terrorist attack, Sturken has noticed a kind of 

“tourist relationship to history” that is deeply embedded in America’s “comfort 

culture.” What is needed, these critics say, is a kind of representation that brings 

the atomic culture into focus, seeing the global connections, and our freedom to 

engage in public discourse.498 Yet how does one go about bringing a culture into 

focus that is veiled in a discourse of mystery and secrecy?  
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b. Chronophilia 

Atomic tourism started in the early 1950s when U.S. President Harry S. 

Truman designated a large piece of the Nevada desert to be used as a test site for 

nuclear weapons. The tests were deemed necessary to study their effects in case 

nuclear weapons were used against American citizens. If there were any concerns 

about the risks of the nuclear explosions, they were effectively erased by a major 

governmental publicity campaign meant to reassure Nevada citizens and make 

them give up their misgivings about the detonations. The publicity campaign 

exceeded expectations and launched the marketing of Las Vegas, NV as “Atomic 

City” that drew the nation into an atomic craze:  

After the April 22, 1952, televised broadcast of the bomb, atomic culture 

swept the nation, and Las Vegas became the epicenter of the craze. The 

mushroom cloud associated with the bomb became an icon for Las Vegas, 

adorning postcards, candy, toys, showgirls' headdresses and more. Las 

Vegas establishments like the Flamingo and the Sands hawked the Atomic 

Cocktail, the Atomic Hairdo and Miss Atomic Bomb beauty contests.499 

 

The story of Las Vegas shows an unprecedented shift from chronophobia, 

an anxiety about time, to an almost erotic absorption with time, a chronophilia, 

which was immediately caught up with moral and ethical implications of U.S. 

political and military policies. Politicians have always used memories of war in 

their speeches to justify their actions. However, as Nathan Hodge and Sharon 

Weinberger have argued, the Cold War was not like other wars. Both the U.S. and 

the Soviet Union possessed the deadliest of all weapons, the thermonuclear bomb, 

but it was never used in battle. It was used to keep a sort of peace.500   
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Since the end of the Cold War atomic tourism is experiencing a 

renaissance that still continues today. Many atomic sites associated with former 

World War II nuclear programs have been opened to the public and attract an 

increasing number of visitors. The idea of top secrecy seems to be a powerful tool 

to attract visitors. High on the list of popular atomic tourist destinations are the 

sites linked to the Manhattan Project, or Trinity, code names for the development 

and testing of the first nuclear weapons tests for the atomic bomb respectively. 

According to Hugh Gusterson, it has turned New Mexico into “ground zero for 

nuclear tourism.”501  

It was in New Mexico that the Manhattan Project took off, the world’s 

first attempt to develop the atomic bomb that eventually led to the destruction of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki and, arguably, put an end to World War II. According to 

Gusterson, many visitors to New Mexico’s nuclear sites are motivated by a sense 

of mystery associated with the bomb’s destructive power as well as awe with the 

science of the bomb.502 The bomb’s development was mostly carried out in secret 

and much of it is still secret today. New Mexico’s nuclear tourism therefore 

“offers the promise of a glimpse into the sublime and the forbidden,” Gusterson 

argues.503  

The notion of the sublime has received a new significance in light of the 

Nuclear Age. Generally speaking, the sublime refers to a feeling brought about by 

objects of such greatness that cannot be explained rationally, but can be perceived 

through our imagination. Kant referred to the sublime as an object “devoid of 

form”, and “a representation of limitlessness.”
504

 Kant distinguished between the 
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“mathematical sublime,” referring to objects that are infinitely large or vast (such 

as the heavens or the ocean), and the “dynamically sublime,” objects that are 

overwhelmingly powerful (such as a raging torrent or huge mountains). Both 

forms of the sublime overwhelm our senses, Kant argues, yet we understand that 

they don’t really threaten us. On Kant’s view, the feeling of the sublime is 

manageable because of the power of our rational mind. The paradox inherent of 

the sublime is explained by Kant when he writes, “a representation which derives 

its possibility form the fact that the subject’s very incapacity betrays the 

consciousness of an unlimited capacity of the same subject, and that the mind can 

aesthetically judge the latter only through the former.”
505

 As Howard Caygill has 

observed, the significance of the Kantian sublime lies in the fact that it reveals 

“interruptions” in human consciousness, and it is exactly these “uncontainable 

moments of excess” that postmodern philosophy would pick up on.
506

  

For Edmund Burke, writing in 1757, the sublime is a more poetic 

phenomenon, which “operates in a manner analogous to terror.”
507

 Following in 

Burke’s footsteps, historian David Nye developed the notion of the technological 

sublime that is more applicable to the age of modern industry and science. 

According to Nye, the sublime can be found in such technological marvels as the 

launching of the space shuttle and above-ground nuclear testing.508 Significantly, 

when Lyotard turns to the sublime, he forcefully reestablishes the connection with 

Kant, saying that the sublime bears “expressive witness to the inexpressible,” 

albeit stripped off its transcendental power. For Lyotard, the sublime is “perhaps 
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the only mode of artistic sensibility to characterize the modern,” because it is no 

longer seeking to represent an intelligible world.
509

 

  The sublime associated with modern scientific achievements seems to 

drive much of today’s atomic tourism. Susan Roy, collector of Cold War 

memorabilia and author of several books on Cold War popular culture, 

experienced the technological sublime first-hand.510 Roy toured the former 

Nuclear Test Site in Nevada, and was struck by the “relentlessly upbeat tone” of 

the trip.511 The day trip, which covered 250 miles across the desert, exclusively 

highlighted the marvelous technical achievements. Nowhere did it address the 

actual purpose of the bomb – to efficiently kill hundreds of thousands of people. 

For Roy, it was one of the most profoundly depressing places she had ever seen.512  

Yet Roy shouldn’t be surprised. A quick survey reveals that the 

interpretation offered by the Nevada nuclear site is the view presented by most 

atomic venues across the United States. As Taylor has pointed out, if the Post-

Cold War era may be characterized by an emerging culture of a so-called nuclear 

heritage apparatus, American nuclear museum rhetoric continues to be disciplined 

by the potent orthodoxy of Cold War triumphalism.513 In a way, it is a 

continuation of the process of mythologization that allowed U.S. authorities to 

control feelings of anxiety during the Cold War period. In the 1950s and ‘60s 

popular movies, books and television spots were made to reassure American 

citizens that it was possible to survive a nuclear attack, as long as one followed 

specific instructions. Today there is a name change that continues the nuclear 

safety mythology. In 2010 the Nevada Test Site was renamed the “Nevada 
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National Security Site” to perpetuate the ideology.514 It reassures us that we are in 

safe hands and, at the same time, it sustains a “kitsch relationship to political 

culture” that rules most venues associated with atomic tourism.515 

Examples of a kitsch relationship to history are certainly not limited to the 

United States. The Ukraine has become very resourceful of late in offering 

sensational tourist experiences that aim at an imaginary reenactment of Russia’s 

Cold War victory. Apart from starting a grand-scale tourist program at the former 

Chernobyl nuclear plant, the Ukraine recently opened its military bases where 

affluent tourists have the opportunity to drive Ukrainian tanks and armored 

personnel carriers, and fly in a MIG-29 fighter jet or Su-27 fighter-bombers. 

Similar tourist programs have been marketed in China where tourists can fire 

machine guns and anti-aircraft guns. In the Pacific, scuba divers can dive near the 

Bikini Atoll exploring the ships sunk by U.S. nuclear tests in the 1950s. Within 

the U.S. there are tours of the nuclear bunker built for President John F. Kennedy 

on Peanut Island, Florida; whereas the Navy offers tours of a Nautilus nuclear 

submarine at the Groton naval base in Connecticut.516 

One way of looking at sensational experiences in atomic tourism is as 

manifestations of the fast growing adventure tourist industry. Tourists visiting 

Chernobyl have testified that they were looking for the “ultimate kick.”517 

Although there are parallels to be made between atomic tourism and adventure 

tourism, the latter is still notoriously hard to define.518 Both atomic tourism and 

adventure tourism thrive on marketing techniques that aim at tapping into a 

heightened form of consumer sensibility. Modern tourists want an experience, 
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something that involves risk taking and excitement.519 That isn’t to say these 

tourists are oblivious of the marketing techniques that make them pursue 

dangerous things.   

In his sociological study Mythologies (1957), Roland Barthes famously 

exposed how French bourgeois society asserts its value systems through culture. 

“The function of myth is to empty reality,” Barthes asserts. As a consequence 

myth “depoliticizes speech.”520 In other words, myth removes us from reality, i.e. 

our understanding of human relationships and how human beings are capable of 

making their world. Barthes makes it clear how myth operates: “Myth does not 

deny things, on the contrary, its function is to talk about them; simply, it purifies 

them, it makes them innocent, it gives them a natural and eternal justification, it 

gives them a clarity which is not that of an explanation but that of a statement of 

fact.”521  It seems therefore that myth, albeit the fact that it presents the world as 

“unreal,” does serve a purpose, i.e., the purpose of sanitation. 

Barthes’ analysis resonates with what Debbie Lisle has observed in 

relationship to war tourism. According to Lisle, war tourism is often predicated on 

a “process of sanitation” that seeks to cleanse war sites of danger and controversy, 

packaging them as opportunities for education, commemoration, and the 

commodified consumption of spectacle.522 The same can be said of atomic 

tourism. As Gusterson has argued, the museums of New Mexico offer an example 

of this process of sanitation. Seeking to present the history of nuclear weapons as 

a series of glorious facts of technological achievements rather than as a discursive 

narrative of controversy, these museums frame their displays in a way that seems 
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designed to encourage awe for the achievements of the scientists who developed 

and built the bomb while marginalizing controversial issues such as political and 

environmental costs of the Manhattan Project.523  

Sturken investigated similar effects in her study of the cultural responses 

to the Oklahoma bombing and the September 11 terrorist attacks.524 According to 

Sturken, Americans have responded to trauma through consumerism, kitsch 

sentiment, and tourist practices in ways that reveal a tenacious investment in the 

idea of America’s innocence. Sturken signals a national tendency to see U.S. 

culture as distant from both history and world politics. The result is a kitsch 

comfort culture that contributes to a “tourist” relationship to history, Sturken 

asserts.525  

According to psychologist Jay Lifton, one of the biggest challenges of the 

Nuclear Age is to “imagine the real.” By this he means that, although we live in a 

situation of constant threat of nuclear weapons, it is also hard to visualize in a 

meaningful way the scale of a nuclear holocaust or even the destruction through a 

single nuclear weapon.526 Yet as the examples have shown, experiences of the real 

vary greatly. A visitor at Chernobyl may be looking for the ultimate kick whereas 

a visitor at Los Alamos, NM, may be fascinated by the technological wonders of 

the atomic weapon arsenal. It suggests a plurality of experiencing that is not easily 

canalized in ready-made marketing techniques.  
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c. Performing the Real 

In their work Re-Investing Authenticity. Tourism, Place and Emotions 

(2010), Britta Timm Knudsen and Anne Marit Waade propose a new 

interpretation of authentic experience that looks beyond the “technologically 

mediatised, commercialized and socially constructed reality” that has been 

associated with today’s consumer culture.
527

 Instead Knudsen and Waade make a 

claim for a so-called performative authenticity, something that is real because it is 

genuinely experienced by the tourist: 

The reaction to, or the longing for, something other than a mediatised, 

commercialized and socially constructed reality is neither a ‘thing’ you 

can possess nor a ‘state of mind’, but something which people can do and 

a feeling which is experienced. In this sense, authenticity is performed, 

and through the term performative authenticity, we aim at bridging the two 

positions that have emerged in tourism studies with respect to the concept 

of authenticity, namely: object-related (authenticity synonymous to 

original and trace) and subject-related modes of authenticity (existential 

authenticity covering bodily feelings, emotional ties, identity construction 

and narration related to place). 528 

 

 

Knudsen and Waade present the cultures of tourism as a place of 

representation where things are not authentic (real) in themselves, but inhabited 

by the realities at play in a given moment. In the same vein, Barthes had argued 

that representation does not have to be mythological, but it takes a “cathartic act” 

to fight it: 

There is therefore one language which is not mythical, it is the language of 

man as producer: wherever man speaks in order to transform reality and 

no longer to preserve it as an image, wherever he links his language to the 

making of things, metalanguage is referred to a language-object, an myth 

is impossible. This is why revolutionary language proper cannot be 

mythical. Revolution is defined as a cathartic act meant to reveal the 

political load of the world: it makes the world; and its language, all of it, is 

functionally absorbed in this making. It is because it generates speech 
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which is fully, that is to say initially and finally, political, and not, like 

myth, speech which is initially political and finally natural, that 

Revolution excludes myth.529 

 

The emphasis on action-taking and performativity looms large in 

Bakhtin’s writing also, especially in an early essay now known as “The 

Architectonics of Answerability.” In this essay Bakhtin reflects on the form of 

authorial activity when shaping a literary text, the author’s molding of characters 

and the relations between characters in the text. Central to his thinking is the 

notion that each individual occupies a unique time and space; therefore each 

person is responsible for his or her own actions through his or her 

“answerability.” Because we do not exist alone, as isolated consciousnesses, our 

actions are always a response to other people’s actions. Answerability contains 

the moral imperative that we remain engaged with life.  

As Rosalind Krauss once pointed out in response to the work of 

minimalist artist Michael Heizer, known for his dramatic interactions with the 

Nevada landscape, we can get to know ourselves in space. There is a wonderful 

potential for an ethical experience that happens when we are inside a work, i.e. an 

object of representation. We cannot take the position of being the objective 

outside observer anymore:  

The abstractness of minimalism makes it less easy to recognize the human 

body in those works and therefore less easy to project ourselves into the 

space of that sculpture with all of our settled prejudices left intact. Yet our 

bodies and our experience of our bodies continue to be the subject of this 

sculpture – even when a work is made of several hundred tons of earth. 530    
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Krauss’s important observation that being inside de-centers us as viewers 

can be seen as an attempt also to move away from modernism’s medium-specific 

essentialism.  

Michael Fried’s essay “Art and Objecthood” (1967) may serve as an 

example in that respect, of a reductive reading that emphasizes the medium’s 

physical properties as timeless and unchanging.
531

  Yet as Pamela Lee has noted, 

while Fried’s essay is usually understood within the context of its 

phenomenological turn, emphasizing the spatial implications of perception, the 

essay also offers a remarkable demonstration of Fried’s anxiety about time.
532

 

Towards the end of the essay Fried sums up his contention with literalist 

(minimalist) art: 

Here finally I want to emphasize something that may already have become 

clear: the experience in question persists in time, and the presentment of 

endlessness that, I have been claiming, is central to literalist art and theory 

is essentially a presentment of endless or indefinite duration…The 

literalist preoccupation with time – more precisely, with the duration of 

the experience – is, I suggest, paradigmaticality theatrical, as though 

theater confronts the beholder, and thereby isolates him, with the 

endlessness not just of Objecthood but of time; or as though the sense 

which, at bottom, theater addresses is a sense of temporality of time both 

passing and to come, simultaneously approaching and receding, as if 

apprehended in an infinite perspective.
533

  

 

What Fried identifies as a corrupted sensibility in minimalist art is not just 

based on the participation of the beholder, altering the spatial experience of the 

artwork and turning it into something theatrical. Fried also points at the new 

experience of time due to the beholder’s presence. While Fried would prefer an 

experience independent of the beholder’s presence, rendering art timeless, the 
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beholder’s presence shatters that dream and reveals that art’s experience happens 

in time and place.   

Similarly, dialogism does not happen in a world “that has no duration” as 

Fried would have it. Each human being occupies a unique time and space but that 

relation will always be perceived in the context of a larger set of time/space 

relations in the world. The chronophobia voiced by Fried and felt in the Nuclear 

Age offers no solution to our spatio-temporal anxiety. Instead the ethical promise 

of dialogism states that we can know ourselves when we are in time and space, 

through our relationship with the other.  

 

2. Discourse of Unrepresentability  

a. Sentence-Image 

The Cold War can be considered the central conflict of the second half of 

the twentieth century. Two superpowers – the U.S. and the Soviet Union – faced 

off in a deadly arms race, developing nuclear weapons and political alliances to 

protect their interests. During the period of the Cold War, Rocky Flats 

Environmental Technology Site, one of several nuclear weapons plants in the U.S. 

located sixteen miles north of Denver, CO, produced the plutonium cores of 

nearly every nuclear weapon in the U.S. arsenal, and released contaminants that 

will remain active for millions of years. 

During the past fifty-plus years, the United States exploded more than one 

thousand individual nuclear devices in atmospheric, underwater, and underground 

tests. Most of the nuclear weapons tests were conducted in Nevada, but tests were 
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also done in the Pacific Ocean, Alaska, the south Atlantic, and New Mexico. 

Nuclear explosion tests were also conducted in Colorado, New Mexico, 

Mississippi, and Alaska for non-weapons purposes. These tests were conducted to 

explore the potential use of nuclear explosions to extract natural gas or to dig 

harbors. Radioactive contamination from testing remains at most of the test sites. 

The United States stopped atmospheric testing in 1963 and has not conducted any 

nuclear explosion tests since September, 1992.534 Meanwhile nuclear testing has 

continued in other places around the globe.  Since the 1950s Russia, China, 

France, England and more recently North Korea, have joined the U.S. in this 

deadly arms race, producing over 2,000 nuclear tests in various parts of the world.  

In 2003 Japanese artist Isao Hashimoto created a multimedia artwork 

entitled “1945-1998” that attempts to express “the fear and the folly of nuclear 

weapons.”535 In his video Hashimoto refrains from using written or spoken 

language. By focusing on factual information through signs and numbers, 

Hashimoto offers a compelling view of the history of nuclear testing that is 

perhaps more effective than any personal narrative could do. Hashimoto’s work 

testifies to the power of art to transcend to a higher level of consciousness, 

especially where words fail to address something that is impossible to 

comprehend. Hashimoto’s work engages with what could be identified as the 

sublime according to the Kantian aesthetics, “the mere capacity of thinking, 

which evidences a faculty of mind transcending every standard the senses.”
536

   

In The Future of the Image (2007), Jacques Rancière states that in a 

discourse of anti-representation, something being unrepresentable is principally a 
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contradiction in terms.
537

 Rancière’s work is more than a response to the 

postmodern discourse of unrepresentability; the last chapter of his book is 

specifically targeted at Jean-François Lyotard. Rancière writes:   

Such is the paradox of the aesthetic regime in the arts. It posits the radical 

autonomy of art, its independence of any external rule. But it posits it in 

the same gesture that abolishes the mimetic closure separating the 

rationale of fictions from that of facts, the sphere of representation from 

other spheres of existence.[…] We can, if we wish, summarize this in a 

formula of Lyotard’s, when he refers to a ‘failing of the stable adjustment 

between the perceptible and the intelligible.’ 
538

  

 

Examples that refute Lyotard’s “unrepresentable” include accounts of 

Nazi death camps and other extermination camps that Rancière brings up. 

Rancière thus rejects the postmodern discourse on the history of art, saying that if 

something has come to an end, it is not history or the image as such, but merely a 

specific perception of both.
539

  

Rancière’s concept of the image is profoundly original in the sense that the 

image does not simply relate anymore to something that should be perceived 

visually. Instead, images are “operations: relations between a whole and parts, 

between a visibility and a power of signification and affect associated with it; 

between expectations and what happens to meet them.”
540

  By relocating the place 

of images from the retina to the brain, Rancière distances himself from the 

postmodern discourse on the image, including the discourse of unrepresentability 

as voiced by Lyotard. Rancière’s so-called sentence-image shows how visual and 

linguistic forms of expression are closely intertwined. In other words, for 

Rancière, images are never purely about perception, instead they are always 

bound up with discursive practices. 
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At the end of his book Rancière reminds his readers why it is important to 

move away from the unrepresentable in art. By pointing at the moral imperative 

of the Kantian sublime (“Thou shalt not make graven images”), Rancière explains 

how Kant situates the sublime outside the domain of art and into the political 

sphere. The problem with that, Rancière says, is that you cannot have an art that is 

forbidden and witnessing the prohibited at the same time.
541

 “The ethical 

requirement that there should be an art appropriate to exceptional experience 

dictates exaggeration of the forms of dialectical intelligibility against which the 

rights of the unrepresentable are supposedly being upheld.”
542

 In other words, 

language is the foundation of a democratic equality, as it is shared by all human 

beings, regardless of differences. 

  

b. Disrupting the Sayable 

As Andrew Bowie has argued, “In the sublime, the idea of the super 

sensuous emerges from the realization that reason’s attempts to grasp the totality 

are empirically unrepresentable.”543  The purpose of the sublime is that it allows 

us to think beyond the power of the rational mind. As such it reminds us of the 

limits in our sensuous relationship to nature; in other words, it reveals a gap in our 

understanding, a gap that the sublime is able to fill. At the same time, the 

limitation of reason and our awareness of that limitation are strangely intertwined. 

Without the freedom of imagination we would never be able to realize what we 

were missing in our thinking, Bowie asserts.  
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Of course, the question remains whether language, any language, can 

adequately describe what has become incomprehensible about the modern world. 

Perhaps Adorno was right in suggesting that after Auschwitz writing lyric poetry 

is a barbaric act because it can never do justice to the “unrepresentable” 

experiences of the victims of the Holocaust.544 Yet, Adorno does not want to give 

up his belief in the power of autonomous art, arguing that the other alternative, 

committed art, might easily serve ideologies both of the Right as well as the Left. 

Autonomous art for Adorno is the only acceptable art as it has the power to 

transcend humanity “above the possibility of nothingness.”545 This autonomy 

should not be understood as something grounded in the principle of “art for art’s 

sake,” however.  Rather, Adorno’s interpretation of autonomous art relates to art 

that is free from any social commitment. In that sense, Adorno seems to accept 

Kant’s principle of the categorical imperative. According to Kant, autonomy 

refers to the freedom to follow the laws of the categorical imperative that we 

instinctively recognize as leading to the morally good. The other alternative 

would be heteronomy, the free acceptance of principles that are not grounded in 

an intelligible world, a concept that would not have been acceptable for Kant.  

Kant’s notion of the sovereign subject has become highly problematic in 

modern times, and with that, the belief in a stable truth.  Yet this rejection of the 

Absolute as a form of truth is not without any consequences. As Bowie asserts, 

attempts in contemporary philosophy to undermine subjectivity as the grounding 

principle of experience are often rooted in too narrow a view of the meaning of 

being.546 According to Bowie, continental philosophy tends to objectify being as 
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something to be explained by scientific theories, advancements in technology or 

theology. This has become especially apparent in the writings of Lyotard, Bowie 

asserts. By pointing at the history of subjectivity in German Idealism and 

Romanticism, Bowie demonstrates that the notion of being is rooted in a more 

complex relationship between subject and object. In this tradition, the subject-

object relationship is not straightforwardly treated as something that needs to be 

resolved by the rational mind, but they are inseparable, “because the world is in 

fact a subject thinking itself.”547 

The critique of subjectivity is at stake in the discourse between Lyotard 

and Rancière. Both Lyotard and Rancière reject subjectivity as the grounding 

principle of philosophy. They both acknowledge that the desire to unite form and 

content has led to many problems in the modern western world. The desire for 

wholeness or absolute truth has given rise to ideologies and the modern world has 

paid too high a price for that, says Lyotard. Rancière agrees that there are certain 

contents in this world for which there is no appropriate form available. Some 

things are simply “unpresentable.” Yet where Lyotard and Rancière differ is in 

the implications of their rejection of subjectivity.  

For Lyotard, the history of humanism shows that we have been too much 

focused on the subject as the leading principle. Lyotard questions a subject that 

can transcend and is immutable as it excludes difference. Subjectivity for Lyotard 

is closely associated with what he terms the “inhuman”; it either leads to a 

bureaucratic form of capitalism which threatens the subject’s freedom or, by 

privileging certain values over others (such as individual freedom and human 
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rights), it tends to overlook aspects of humanity beyond the individual self.548 

Lyotard wants to make a claim for a broader interpretation of the subject, as 

something that is produced by wider social and political forces that includes 

aspects of difference and heterogeneity.  

Lyotard’s problem with the history of subjectivity stems from his concern 

with total ideologies. Lyotard argues that the idea of a unifying principle, aiming 

at wholeness or absolute truth is undesirable, even dangerous, because it can 

easily lead to the forming of new ideologies. In that sense, Lyotard’s critique is 

also aimed at Kant and Hegel and their attempt to come to terms with an objective 

truth. At the same time however, Lyotard adopts Kant’s notion of the sublime, 

saying that total understanding is impossible, but it is in the sublime that we can 

present what seems unsayable or unknowable in the present moment. In that 

sense, Lyotard sees a possibility for art also, to make visual the “slippage” 

between sensuous and rational thinking.    

Whereas Lyotard is focused on the gap between feeling and knowing, the 

unsayable, Rancière is approaching subjectivity from a different angle, 

emphasizing the power of art to present the knowable, sayable. Rancière is aiming 

at a political intervention of art and is interested in defining a new type of 

aesthetics that can unify art and politics. In order to justify his claim that art can 

serve political means, Rancière argues that aesthetics is not so much a branch of 

philosophy as it is usually understood, but rather refers to the function of art in a 

given moment in history.  
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c. Making the Invisible Visible 

Rancière identifies three different “regimes” in art, each with their own 

purpose in society. The first one, dubbed “ethical” regime, is closely related to the 

function of art in classical antiquity where the judgment of art is based on art’s 

ability to render the visual world truthfully. In the second regime, the 

“representational” regime, art is judged from the hierarchy of genres and notions 

of skill and representability. The third regime, the “aesthetic” regime, differs from 

the first two in that it is not tied anymore to any conventions in society, but rather 

finds its way independently from any categorization. The aesthetic regime thus 

rejects the need to unify form and content, but seeks an art that can function as a 

form of being that is both autonomous and political. For Rancière, it is not so 

much a matter of opposing autonomous art to committed art, because art is always 

caught up in something political.  

It seems that Rancière’s attack of Lyotard should be seen from this 

perspective. Rancière accuses Lyotard of holding on to the notion of the 

adequation of form and content. Yet Rancière’s interpretation of Lyotard’s 

writing is not so much based on different viewpoints, but rather stems from his 

thinking in opposites. It is the old opposition between form and content that both 

thinkers attempt to circumvent, yet by doing so they create a new type of 

opposition, the opposition between autonomous and committed art. 

Perhaps we should just accept the fact that we cannot get rid of 

subjectivity. Rancière believes that forces of culture and society – as manifest in a 

given “regime” – make certain meanings possible and others impossible. We are 
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not subjectively free to think, see, or say anything we please. We are constrained 

by our times and by the possibilities available in our regime.  

Hashimoto’s multimedia work “1945-1998” effectively combines form 

and content in a way that would probably find both Lyotard’s and Rancière’s 

approval. It is a work that reveals the gap between seeing and knowing, 

something that is impossible to comprehend with our rational mind. At the same 

time it is politically engaged, without losing its autonomy. More than anything 

else it is a work about “becoming,” about finding a higher level of consciousness 

through critical thinking and intervention, without serving any fixed ideologies.    

 

3. Representing Irreconcilable Voices 

a. Monological 

In this section I will focus on the rhetoric of the nuclear museum, a 

museum type dedicated to the legacies of Cold War-era nuclear weapons 

production.549  Yet as Bryan Taylor has noted, it is here also that we find a 

continuing battle “for the control of rhetoric that mediates public understanding of 

nuclear weapons development.”550 The nuclear museum provides an excellent 

opportunity therefore to study the authorial discourse as it relates to a highly 

contested issue. The current situation of Cold War/nuclear museums, sites and 

memorials is well described by Jon Wiener in his 2012 study of the memorization 

of Cold War history in the United States.
551

 Wiener signals a shift from the 

official Cold War narrative that has been promoted since the collapse of the 

USSR. In this view, the Cold War was a good war and the U.S. won thanks to the 
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power of nuclear weapons. Significantly, this view has failed to convince the 

American public, Wiener argues, which explains the poor attendance at many 

Cold War sites and memorials and has forced nuclear museums to rethink their 

topics.  

Based on their missions, Cold War museums can be labeled as 

conservative or progressive, depending on how close they wish to stay with the 

official view. The most progressive ones can be identified as “museum-as-

debate,” Wiener says, because of their commitment to dialogue with alternative 

views. Although I agree with Wiener’s distinction between conservative and 

progressive, I take issue with the word “debate” in the context of the progressive 

nuclear museum. Instead, I propose the word “dialogue” to better reflect the 

mission of the museum type he is referring to. In this section I will make a claim 

for a new nuclear museum that is progressive because it embraces dialogue with 

controversy. I contend that dialogue is not limited to official defenders or 

opponents of nuclear weapons production but it also embraces the viewpoints of 

local communities, nuclear workers and minority groups, in short, all those people 

whose lives have been affected by the nuclear weapons industry. Most 

importantly, it also relates to inconclusive discourses and do-it-yourself 

interpretations in the absence of truth. In fact, it is only by giving up Truth that we 

open up a space for transcendence, and with that a new museum model that better 

serves our communities.  

The narrative of nuclear triumphalism is well demonstrated at the 

Bradbury Science Museum in Los Alamos, NM.552 The museum that presents 
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itself as “Your window into Los Alamos National Laboratory”553 tells the story of 

a top-secret, military-run facility where scientists constructed the first atomic 

bomb that, arguably, ended World War II, and where a large portion of the U.S. 

nuclear arsenal has since been designed. The symbolic meaning of Los Alamos as 

place cannot be overstated, especially for some conservative and patriotic groups 

who consider the site a symbol of American expertise and sacrifice for global 

peace.  

In 1992 the museum’s rhetorical “window” was severely challenged 

however when a group of activists – referred to as the Los Alamos Study Group - 

was granted access to mount an exhibit that intended to present a less optimistic 

view. The exhibit was to “foster public discussion and debate on the effects and 

consequences of past, present and future…nuclear weapons research on the 

political, economic and social fabric of the region and the nation.”554 The exhibit-

making process, which is well documented, may serve as an example of how two 

competing nuclear narratives – the nuclear critical view of the Los Alamos Study 

Group versus the triumphal Cold War view of the Los Alamos National 

Laboratory – clashed and failed to handle controversy in a meaningful way. 

Eventually the Museum and Laboratory reasserted control over the alternative 

exhibit space by launching a counter-exhibit that rebutted claims made by the Los 

Alamos Study Group.555  

Based on Taylor’s observations, what went wrong with the exhibition is 

that participants kept projecting powerful stereotypes and fears onto each other. 

Discussions evolved around three opposing constructs: pacifism/nuclearism; 
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dialogue/monologue; and fact/narrative.556 Both groups used binary oppositions to 

organize complex thoughts, which is rarely helpful to foster mutual 

understanding. Instead of practicing dialogue, which is when different parties with 

differing viewpoints work toward a common understanding in an open-ended 

format, these groups got trapped in debate which is about being right and 

combative, to defending and winning.557 Clearly, this form of communication 

does not work when dealing with difficult knowledge.     

   

b. Dialogical 

The second example of a (failed) attempt to critique the official Cold War 

view in a museum setting relates to the 1995 Enola Gay exhibit at the National 

Air and Space Museum in Washington, D.C. The exhibit, which was to 

commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the end of World War II, aimed at 

challenging beliefs about the Hiroshima bombing. It asked such questions as: Was 

the bombing of Hiroshima necessary to end the war and save American lives? Or 

was it an act of murder on innocent civilians as the Japanese government was 

already about to surrender?  Or was it a warning to the Soviet Union and others 

with global ambitions? In short, was the bombing of Hiroshima a military 

necessity or an act of human insanity? 

The museum director, Martin Harwit, aware of the sensitivities 

surrounding this topic, had selected his exhibit team carefully. Historians from 

different backgrounds, academia and military, were involved to review archival 

documents that would present multiple perspectives. Harwit wanted to make sure 
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that all stakeholders’ views were represented, including the ones cherished by 

most veterans who did not question the bomb’s necessity. Yet his careful 

approach could not prevent the exhibit from failing. The exhibit instantly 

provoked a political backlash with dueling positions between “intellectuals” and 

“veterans” that eventually caused its cancellation and Harwit’s forced resignation 

by an act of Congress.  

Harwit wrote a personal account on what went wrong in An Exhibit 

Denied: Lobbying the History of the Enola Gay (1996), in which he reflected on 

the political pressure to adhere to the official Cold War view and the problems 

that arise when dealing with nuclear legacies. Clearly it was not just the bombing 

of Hiroshima that had stirred such powerful emotions but also the ethical 

questions vis-à-vis nuclear weapons production and the costs of human lives. One 

of the things veterans had opposed in the exhibit was the use of graphic 

photographs showing Japanese casualties. Interestingly, when an earlier 

Smithsonian World War II exhibit used photos of victims of the London V-2 

attacks by the Nazi’s, people had no objections.  

The fallout of the Enola Gay exhibit raises a number of questions about 

the role of museums, including the question whether museums should present 

exhibitions on contentious topics in the first place. Are museums equipped to take 

an active role and challenge accepted beliefs? Or are there some topics that are 

better left alone? Was Harwit not looking too much for a resolution of issues on a 

political level? Significantly, as Selma Holo has noted, museums that have 

successfully exhibited sensitive topics began their planning and dialogue with the 
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community well before the exhibit opened to the public.558 This may include 

workshops, community gatherings, preparation for teachers, focus groups etc. In 

sharp contrast, the Smithsonian dialogue began only after the exhibition opened, 

and missed the opportunity to build community support. Museum dialogue can 

promote discourse, Holo states, but it has to be done with extreme care so as not 

to push some audiences to a point of counter productivity. 

     

c. Polyphonical 

The third example relates to what Wiener has dubbed a nuclear ‘museum-as-

debate,’ the Rocky Flats Cold War Museum in Arvada, CO. The museum is 

committed to telling all sides of the story as it relates to Rocky Flats, the site of a 

nuclear weapons facility. Rocky Flats is gone now but the stories still live. Much 

as Smithsonian curators discovered with the abortive Enola Gay exhibit, museum 

planners are learning that America’s nuclear history is still radioactive. Even now,  

twenty-five years since the last nuclear “trigger” was built at Rocky Flats, 

museum stakeholders disagree sharply about how much plutonium remains in the 

soil and water near the former nuclear weapons facility – and how much danger 

that material poses to the public. They debate whether a local highway project 

will stir up hazardous toxins at the site. They clash over each new study of cancer 

rates and life expectancy among former Rocky Flats workers, and among 

neighbors who lived downwind and downstream of the facility. 

In developing exhibits, museum planners have considered various 

approaches.559 In one, the exhibits will strive for a view that treats points of 
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contention through a factual, historical lens – i.e., “one side argued A, and the 

other side argued B.” Any given visitor might disagree with “A” or “B,” but could 

not dispute that “A” or “B” was, indeed, a widely held view at a certain point in 

the past. The emphasis would fall upon points of agreement, and controversial 

material would largely be sealed within a historical capsule, with the museum 

staking out a position as a “neutral” repository of facts and information. This is 

the preferred strategy used by most nuclear museums in the United States.560 

Another approach would be to design points of disagreement about the 

Rocky Flats story right into the exhibits – not merely to acknowledge them as 

historical facts, but to portray them as active fault lines that continue to divide 

Americans from one another. Doing so would leave the museum exposed to 

criticism, and perhaps outright hostility, from visitors and critics alike. But it 

might also offer a more rich, thought-provoking, and relevant visitor experience. 

The risk elements involved with this approach however, have been demonstrated 

in the discussion of the exhibits at the Bradbury Science Museum and the Air and 

Space Museum.  

In yet another proposal, exhibit storylines would be fragmented among 

multiple perspectives with no “authoritative” view provided. Visitors would be 

invited to piece together narratives that make sense to them. This was the 

approach the Rocky Flats Cold War Museum took when it hosted the Atomic 

Photographers Guild exhibit in 2012. It is interesting therefore to reflect on this 

experience and see what happens if a museum gives up its authoritative voice, 
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acknowledging that there is no “right” or “wrong” answer, and that it is not going 

to offer one.   

The Atomic Photographers Guild is an international collective of 

photographers dedicated to making visible all aspects of the Nuclear Age. As 

founding member Robert Del Tredici has put it:  

Members of the Atomic Photographers Guild aim to capture the heft, grit 

and impact of the Nuclear Age, an age that has altered the course of 

human history but exists so covertly that most people think of the Bomb as 

an abstraction. The Guild works to release its images in books, on walls, 

and over the web so others can piece together the fragments of what could 

be our darkest, most enduring legacy.561 

 

The photo-exhibit at the Rocky Flats Cold War Museum spanned 60+ 

years of nuclear history, from the development and use of the first atomic bomb 

during World War II up to the disaster with the Japanese nuclear reactor in 2011. 

The photos were taken from a documentary perspective capturing various aspects 

of nuclear weapons production; the mining of uranium, the plight of the nuclear 

worker, the environmental and health effects of nuclear weapons production, 

storage and transportation of nuclear waste material, nuclear testing and responses 

to the nuclear industry from communities around the world. Although the Guild 

members did not attempt to promote a specific political position, the exhibit 

inevitably raised moral and ethical questions. Visitors questioned the cost of 

nuclear weapons on a global scale, the role of the U.S. in the nuclear arms race, 

and the lack of respect for human lives that these images provoked.562 Other 

visitors – including former Rocky Flats workers – believed the exhibit was too 

negative. Instead of revealing the hidden realities of nuclear weapons production 
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they would have preferred an emphasis on the role of the U.S. as peace keeper 

and defender of western democracy, and the role that Rocky Flats played in this 

context. Yet even they had to admit the unresolved issues surrounding nuclear 

weapons production.  

The exhibit can be said to have promoted dialogue. The photos on display 

evoked powerful visitor responses that led to new and thought-provoking 

conversations. There was dialogue on different levels, between artists and nuclear 

workers, artists and visitors, among visitors, and between visitors and staff, which 

meant there was a safe environment for sharing ideas. Surely, the exhibit tackled 

difficult questions without offering clear answers, but nobody expected one. 

Instead, many visitors were grateful for being offered new perspectives that made 

them think differently about nuclear realities in the world today. It confirmed Del 

Tredici’s mission when he embarked on this project, wanting to “give the 

collective imagination something accurate and graphic to hang onto as it tries to 

come to grips with the Bomb’s reality.”563 The exhibit thus showed the power of 

art to take the viewer to a higher level of consciousness, even while it was 

addressing something that is nearly impossible to comprehend.  

It could be said that the exhibit did more than stirring a debate which, 

according to the Oxford Dictionary, is understood as a formal discussion on a 

particular topic in a public meeting or legislative assembly, in which opposing 

arguments are put forward. 
564

 Yet, was it promoting dialogism in the Bakhtinian 

sense? As Holquist has noted, dialogism is most of all a relational phenomenon. 

You can have an utterance and a reply, but what is more important is what 
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happens in between the two. Without the relation between utterance and reply, the 

dialogue has no meaning.
565

 

The Rocky Flats Cold War Museum is of course not the only museum that 

attempts to be progressive. The museum literature dealing with “reinventing” the 

museum is abundant.566 The concept of Bakhtin’s dialogism has also entered the 

museum world, albeit in a limited way. In the rush to modernize museums, 

dialogism has sometimes been understood as a one-on-one conversation between 

the museum and its visitors. This is clearly against the spirit of Bakhtin’s concept 

of the dialogism as a process that generates multiple meanings and interactions. 

An urgent task for museums wanting to incorporate Bakhtin’s ideals into their 

practices, therefore, is to foster an open-ended, unfinalized multiplicity of 

engaging with others and giving up all elements of their authority.  

Complex questions emerge when thinking through the implications of 

Bakhtin’s radical theory for new (nuclear) museum rhetoric. Would polyphony 

lead to museum anarchy? What is the role of the curator in relation to visitors in a 

dialogic museum? What should or could museums do with multiple visitor 

responses? Are there some visitor responses that museums should not allow, for 

example, extreme political positions? What roles remain for museums in their 

promotion of nationalism? Many museums attract huge numbers of tourists – how 

might the promotion of a dialogic environment make sense to disparate 

audiences? In short, the emergence of dialogism as a feature of progressive 

museums clearly poses new challenges to the (nuclear) museum world. Yet 

understanding dialogism as conceptualized by Bakhtin is a necessary first step to 
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understanding what is really at stake with nuclear museum visitors and their 

discontents.        
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Part III: THINKING 

Heidegger famously opens his magnum opus Being and Time (1927) with 

asking a fundamental question about the nature of being. A question that everyone 

since Plato has taken for granted, Heidegger says, so now we must return to 

thinking anew what has been forgotten. Yet in order to learn how to formulate the 

question we must first learn how to think, or rather, how to un-think. Our thinking 

is very much based on pre-existing knowledge, something we want to do, or 

something we know that is already there. What would it mean if we reverse the 

order, as Derrida did:  “Thinking is that which we already know we have not yet 

begun to do…”
567

         

In 1951-1952 Heidegger spent a series of lectures on the question of 

thinking in which he explained the danger of a limited thinking. The problem with 

our thinking, according to Heidegger, is that it tends to overlook the real questions 

of modern human existence such as the danger of technology. Heidegger sees 

thoughtlessness – the radical failure of remembrance – as characteristic of modern 

times. The question we should ask ourselves is not “What should we think about” 

but rather: “What is it that calls us, as it were, commands us to think?”
568

 

Thinking then becomes an action, a necessary result of building and dwelling, our 

being in the world. Bakhtin would agree with Heidegger that thinking, as a form 

of philosophy, only has merit when it is followed by action. By stressing the 

performativity of thinking both Heidegger and Bakhtin sought to redefine 

philosophy in modern times, and with that, find an answer to the problems of 

modern identity. Yet Bakhtin’s thinking differs from Heidegger’s in that it is 
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fundamentally a “voiced” thinking, it is always geared toward the self and others. 

It could be said that Heidegger’s three-fold concept of building, dwelling, 

thinking returns in Bakhtin’s three-fold “I-for-myself, I-for-the-other” and the 

“Other-for-me.” Bakhtin’s unique contribution is that he frames the problem of 

being in time as a problem of authorship and answerability, and by doing so, 

thinking is freed from its ontological premises and turned into an aesthetic act.             

 

V.  Authoring in an Aesthetic Community 

 

1. Theater of Authorship 

a. The Modern Gesamtkunstwerk   

The concerns raised by Lyotard and Rancière in the postmodern discourse 

of representation (Ch.IV.2) find a precursor in the writings of nineteenth century 

composer Richard Wagner. In 1849 Wagner published The Artwork of the Future 

in which he envisioned a new aesthetic community modeled after the ideals of 

ancient Greece. Wagner writes:  

It is not the lonely spirit, striving by Art for redemption into Nature, that 

can frame the Art-work of the Future; only the spirit of Fellowship, 

fulfilled by Life, can bring this work to pass.
 
[…] Thus have we then to 

turn Hellenic art to Human art; to loose from it the stipulations by which it 

was but an Hellenic and not a Universal art. The garment of Religion, in 

which alone it was the common Art of Greece, […] let us look far hence to 

glorious Grecian Art, and gather from its inner understanding the outlines 

for the Art-work of the Future!
569

 

 

Wagner explains how all the arts should unite to realize the ideal of an art 

that stems from life, rather than from learned culture. A special section is 

dedicated to the role of the artist in the aesthetic community. The artist of the 
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future, according to Wagner, is not an individual creator but a co-creator, “The 

Art-work of the Future is an associate work, and only an associate demand can 

call it forth.”
570

 Wagner’s utopian vision of an art in the service of new German 

society has elicited many negative responses, not in the least by Nietzsche who, 

after initially embracing it enthusiastically, despised Wagner’s art for its 

theatricality without substance.
571

 In the twentieth century Wagner’s reputation 

was severely damaged because of his connections with Hitler and National 

Socialism. As Juliet Koss has argued, Wagner’s alleged proto-fascism contributed 

to an overall negative image which made scholars overlook the revolutionary 

aspects of Wagner’s art.
572

     

This chapter examines the potential of an aesthetic community, a theme 

that resonates with Plato’s ethos of community, Kant’s sensus communis, as well 

as with the aesthetics of Bakhtin and Rancière. An important problem that needs 

to be addressed is what the political role of art and museums might be in a culture 

that seeks to “distribute the sensible,” or generally, negotiates the control of 

artistic representation.     

Wagner’s concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk attends to both the aesthetic 

and political dimensions of an aesthetic community. I will first address the 

contemporary critique of Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk, which states that his 

attempts to bring different artistic media together into a total work of art is dated 

in our postmodern, post-media contemporary art world. For others, the problem is 

even worse: Wagner’s art is forever compromised by totality’s fateful historical 

entwinement with totalitarianism. Ours, however, is an era of “clashing 
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civilizations” in which artists and theorists struggle with renewed urgency to 

imagine what a non-hegemonic, open-ended universalism – or totality – might be. 

This section explores the opportunities and challenges of the modern 

Gesamtkunstwerk, arguing for a more nuanced view that testifies to its 

revolutionary origins and potential for dialogue and change. 

Theatricality is an important trend in contemporary art and museums. In 

2012, the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA) launched an exhibit 

called Stage Presence that explored the new engagement with visual perception, 

performativity and audience engagement. According to the exhibit’s curator, 

Rudolf Frieling, “Theater, performing arts, and time-based media, often regarded 

as the opposites of the fine arts in the past, have deeply affected contemporary art 

over the last few decades. The theatrical in Stage Presence eschews the catharsis 

of traditional drama, the limiting legacies of 1970s body performance, and the 

traditional realms of theater and film for a fusion of genres and histories.”
573

 In a 

review of the exhibition, critic Patricia Maloney points at the aim of self-

reflective awareness that is elicited by visual arts and epic theater. “The Brechtian 

concept of epic theater necessitates that an audience is always cognizant of its 

own being; the illusionary veil of immersion is lifted and the mechanics of 

watching a performance are revealed,” Maloney explains. The works included in 

Stage Presence – which range from film screenings and live performances to 

multichannel videos, photography, and installations – affect this self-awareness 

by depicting performances in suspended states of staging and rehearsal rather than 

fully-realized productions. Moving throughout the exhibition, a viewer becomes 
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acclimated to the disruptions, fragmentations, and repetitions that recur, and one’s 

attention shifts back to one’s role in these productions and one’s agency in 

inscribing meaning to them.
574

 

Antwerp’s “Museum Aan de Stroom” (MAS) is one of the latest examples 

of spectacular new museum design. On the museum website it proudly presents 

its adherence to theatrical design principles. The museum clearly wants to offer a 

unique visitor experience: 

A contemporary exhibition must be an exhibition of experience, and 

putting one together is best compared with the creation of a theatre 

production. Not only does the content attract the visitor, but also the 

visual, auditory and tactile input. Various senses are stimulated during a 

visit to the museum.
575

  

 

The institution positions itself as “more than a museum,” as it combines 

innovative exhibit design with various forms of entertainment, including a 

Michelin-starred restaurant. In short, “The MAS is a total experience.”
576

 

The Dutch contribution to the 2011 Venice Biennale had its own reasons 

for employing theatricality. Playing with Umberto Eco’s 1962 Opera Aperta 

(translated as “Loose Work”), the Dutch Pavilion used the opera as an exhibition 

model to explore fundamental questions about national identity and community. 

Curator Guus Beumer explained how he was reminded of the nineteenth century 

Gesamtkunstwerk, “not only in its most emblematic form as contemplated by 

Richard Wagner, but also in the other two archetypal forms: the garden and the 

interior.”
577

 These and other recent references to Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk are 

indicative of the new interest in the composer and his theories, especially as it 

relates to the idea of interdisciplinarity, which is at the heart of modernism.
578
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The German term Gesamtkunstwerk was not invented by Wagner, but 

appears as early as 1827 in the writings of the German philosopher Karl Friedrich 

Eusebius Trahndorff.  Yet the concept is now primarily associated with Wagner’s 

name. Wagner popularized the Gesamtkunstwerk in his so-called Zurich writings 

of 1849, most notably in his two essays The Artwork of the Future and Art and 

Revolution. In both cases, he speaks of his ideal to unify the three fundamental 

arts: dance, music and poetry via theater.  In the English-speaking world the most 

common translation of Gesamtkunstwerk is “total work of art,” but other versions 

are known such as “communal work of art,” “collective work of art,” “combined 

work of art,” and “unified work of art.” Most commonly the Gesamtkunstwerk is 

interpreted as an aesthetic principle, as a seamless melding of a variety of art 

forms, especially with regard to opera. The term has also been used to describe a 

wider synthesis of music, literature, painting, sculpture, architecture, stage design 

and other elements. In an architectural context, the Gesamtkunstwerk usually 

refers to the role of the architect to control the interior design as well as the outer 

shell of the building. Seen from that perspective, the Gesamtkunstwerk applies 

also to historical structures where architects have attempted to create a unified 

design, most notably in the Renaissance, Baroque, and Art Nouveau. In modern 

architecture, the works of Frank Lloyd Wright and Charles Rennie Mackintosh 

are noteworthy for their total integration of art and design.   
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b. Expressive Aesthetics 

It has been argued that Wagner’s theory of the Gesamtkunstwerk is just 

another response to the widespread desire for an artistic synthesis that was, 

according to Walter Benjamin, “precisely what is required by the allegorical way 

of looking at things.”
579

 Benjamin’s critique is aimed at the manipulative side of 

the Gesamtkunstwerk. Allegory frames ideas and artistic creations in order to 

grasp them more clearly, Benjamin writes; it permits the distance that fosters 

analysis when things are too close for comprehension. Additionally, the arts turn 

to one another for inspiration and theoretical sustenance.
580

 For Benjamin, the 

Gesamtkunstwerk is per definition tied with ideologies, as it is using art’s aura to 

win people over for a certain cause. The critique of Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk – 

especially by Nietzsche, Adorno and Benjamin – is aimed at the controlling and 

manipulative role of the artist, and the potential of the Gesamtkunstwerk to 

overwhelm the spectator’s emotions, impede the possibility of critical thought, 

and mold a group of individuals into a powerless mass.
581

  

The manipulative aspect of Wagner’s work is nowhere more apparent than 

in the Bayreuth Festspielhaus, the festival theater that Gottfried Semper had 

designed for the performance of Wagner’s operas. As Koss has argued, the 

recessed orchestra pit- referred to as the “Mystic Gulf” by Wagner
582

 and meant 

to modernize musical traditions - enhanced the mythical effect of Wagner’s 

operas as it prevented the director and orchestra from being seen. The 

unobstructed view of the performance on stage in the darkened auditorium created 

the illusion of a séance, despite Semper’s insistence on distance between 
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spectators and performers. According to Koss, “the sense of auratic distance 

between the spectators and the stage in Bayreuth was both created and 

counteracted by the emotional and physical closeness achieved with the 

audience.”
583

  

To unpack Wagner’s theory of spectatorship - most notably the notion of 

audience participation and the merging of spectators and stage - we need to 

consider the nineteenth century aesthetics of empathy, especially as it was 

developed out of the Kantian aesthetics by Theodor Lips.
584

 Bakhtin pays special 

attention to this tradition in his early essay “Author and Hero in Aesthetic 

Activity.” In this essay, Bakhtin talks about different aesthetic categories to draw 

attention to the importance in dialogism of authoring. In his discussion of Lips’ 

theory, Bakhtin prefers the term “co-experiencing” instead of “empathizing,” to 

avoid the psychological implications of the term.
585

 For Lips, aesthetic 

empathizing requires a complete surrendering (Hineinleben) of the perceiver into 

the object of perception, and self-abandonment - a process referred to as 

Einfűhlung.
586

 Bakhtin is against an empathetically merging with a person or 

object on display as it overstates a subjective judgment. Instead he is more 

interested in the possibility of objective expression itself.  Bakhtin writes: “To 

perceive a body aesthetically is to co-experience its inner states (both physical and 

psychological) through the medium of their outward expressedness. In other 

words, aesthetic value is actualized at the moment when the contemplator abides 

within the contemplated object; […] the contemplator and the object 

contemplated - ultimately – coincide.”
587

 The actualization of aesthetic value [in 
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empathetic experiencing], Bakhtin explains, takes place on the plane of a single 

consciousness; it is a “self-experiencing, in the category of the I.”
588

 Bakhtin 

makes it clear that in a relationship to oneself, aesthetic authoring is not possible 

because no consummation takes place; that is to say, the aesthetic moment of 

transgredience whereby subject and object treat the other as a self, is excluded 

from the experience.
589

 It is in light of Bakhtin’s critique of expressive aesthetics 

that we begin to understand why Wagner’s theory of spectatorship is problematic. 

In Bakhtin’s view, “The attention of ‘expressive’ aesthetics is everywhere fixed in 

a fatal way upon the hero and upon the author as hero or upon the author insofar 

as he coincides with the hero.”
590

  

Wagner’s own discussion of the Gesamtkunstwerk was initially concerned 

with only three art forms: poetry, music and dance. Of these three he privileged 

poetry, at least in his 1849 writings. While this may seem at odds with his role as 

composer, Wagner wished to link his works with ancient Greek drama, in which 

music and dance help construct a performance that is essentially poetic in 

nature.
591

 Just as the Greek word mousike didn’t distinguish between music, dance 

and poetry, so were Wagner’s “music dramas” meant to encourage a 

sociopolitical and cultural unity among its spectators.
592

 Although this audience 

symbolized the democratic culture of ancient Greece, Wagner had a larger goal in 

mind. Ultimately the Gesamtkunstwerk was a utopian ideal, a proposal for the 

new German nation, as it would be founded several decades later, in 1871.    

To interpret the Gesamtkunstwerk as purely an aesthetic principle is not 

doing justice to the revolutionary spirit of Wagner’s work. Wagner’s aesthetic is 
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always inseparable of his larger political vision. As Wagner stresses throughout 

the Zurich writings, the Gesamtkunstwerk is a social and not simply an artistic 

dream, and the social dream is essentially a communitarian one. In the Artwork of 

the Future, Wagner writes that the Gesamtkunstwerk “cannot rise alone, but only 

in the fullest harmony with the conditions of our whole life.”
593

 Just as the 

Gesamtkunstwerk would unite a variety of art forms and blur artistic categories, 

so, too, would individual spectators be brought together to become a unified 

audience through their shared aesthetic experience. For Wagner the presence and 

the experience of an audience are essential to create the work of art.  

 

c. Totality of Authorship 

This brings me to the third and most troubling component of Wagner’s 

theory, the question of the nature of “totality.” So far I have mainly spoken of the 

Gesamtkunstwerk’s revolutionary origin: the aspiration to merge art with life, the 

aesthetic and the political. However, the attempt to merge art with life implies a 

desire to restore something, to recover a lost unity – whether in the individual 

subject or in society at large. This metaphysical aspect of Wagner’s theory raises 

a number of questions. What kind of “totality” is envisioned? Did Wagner aim at 

wholeness and truth, or can the Gesamtkunstwerk also be interpreted as open-

ended and unfinished, totalizing only in its continuous search for new meaning?  

To answer this question we need to consider the historical changes that 

took place in Wagner’s time. Wagner witnessed a rapid transformation of 

audience participation in theatrical settings. Technological advances had a 
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profound effect on the experience and production of culture. Theater spectators 

turned into mass audiences, art lost its aura and became part of a commodity 

culture, a phenomenon that is well described by Walter Benjamin in his 1936 Art 

in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction. Wagner understood people’s desire for an 

authentic experience. In that respect, the Gesamtkunstwerk was Wagner’s attempt 

to combat and appropriate the emergent pressure of mass culture.    

Although we live in a different time, the pull of the total artwork is still 

very strong. Contemporary manifestations can be found all around us, from theme 

parks to virtual realities to theatricality in exhibit design. They offer an attractive 

model for exploring a wide range of issues regarding subjective experience and 

visitor participation. But as Bakhtin pointed out, there is a threat in pursuing 

aesthetic contemplation for contemplation’s sake. Too much emphasis on 

subjective feeling and emotion cannot provide an adequate basis for living as it 

ignores the moral aspects of life.  

Bakhtin did not address the framing devices of institutions that lend an 

extra dilemma to experience, but he did talk about the nature of acting in 

theatrical performances to underscore the problem of expressive aesthetics. 

Bakhtin considers what exactly makes acting aesthetically creative, when does 

acting become a form of art? “The actor is aesthetically creative only when he 

produces and shapes from outside the image of the hero into whom he will later 

“incarnate” himself, that is, when he creates the hero as a distinct whole and 

creates this whole not in isolation, but as a constituent in the whole of a 

drama.”
594

 This process requires a process of transgredience as the actor leaves 
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the spatial boundaries of his own life (“horizon”), and perceives the world of the 

hero’s consciousness (“environment”).
595

 Whereas expressive aesthetics operates 

on the level of a single consciousness, true aesthetic creation takes place when the 

actor imagines the life of the hero from outside, instead of merely images it. The 

first one is art, the latter is mere play. Bakhtin dismisses expressive aesthetics as a 

form of illusion: “All the feelings that are possible in relation to the other as such 

are excluded here, yet what one actually experiences is another life.”
596

      

In Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde, Bakhtin’s admonition is realized. In this 

opera, the desire for unity requires sacrifice, even the death of the subjects. 

Wagner seems to have become increasingly aware of this problem at the end of 

his career. This is most obvious in the second and third acts of Tristan and Isolde, 

where the lovers meet and then start lamenting about the passion that torments 

them. This often puzzling theme was in fact Wagner’s response to the philosophy 

of Arthur Schopenhauer, who maintained that the only way out of men’s desire 

was to renounce desire altogether and focus on contemplation. Wagner seems to 

follow Schopenhauer when he implies that aesthetic contemplation (as in opera) 

might be able to temporarily free the human soul, but total unification is not to be 

found in this world. This explains why Tristan and Isolde must die so that true 

unification can take place in a world beyond.
597

 

If there is something we can learn from Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk it is 

that the concept is more than a spectacle for the delight of passive spectators. As 

Andrew Bowie explains:  

The great achievement of Wagner’s music, whatever Wagner may have 

thought he was doing, is to articulate specifically modern experience […] 
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The sheer complexity and ambiguity of the affective dimensions of Tristan 

and Isolde far transcend anything deriving from merely mythical 

traditions. These dimensions of the work have to do with the modern 

awareness of the subject’s failure to grasp its ultimate nature, not with 

some kind of ultimate insight into the ground of being. Otherwise the 

continuing power of such works for very different audiences becomes 

incomprehensible.
598

 

 

The Gesamtkunstwerk also points at the discourse of anti-representation. 

Rancière situates the problem of spectatorship at the heart of a new aesthetics that 

breaks free from mimesis: “What must replace the mimetic mediation is the 

immediate ethical performance of a collective that knows no separation between 

performing actors and passive spectators.”
599

 In Rancière’s aesthetic regime, 

“there is no longer any correspondence between the concepts of artistic poiesis 

and the forms of aesthetic pleasure, no longer any determinate relationship 

between poiesis and aisthesis.
600

 Bakhtin would not agree with this total rupture 

of poetry and aesthetics. Bakhtin would say that an aesthetic experience without 

consummation, without the possibility of finishing off what is being perceived, is 

an authority as power, instead of an authority as authorship. Transgredience, when 

used badly, results in totalitarianism and the history of the Gesamtkunstwerk 

shows exactly that.  

The Gesamtkunstwerk can only thrive if we take into account its double 

meaning, as total work of art – understood as a polyphonic unity of voices instead 

of an essentialist creation – and as a strategy for participation. Without the 

dialogue, the total artwork can easily turn against itself and become a controlling, 

manipulative mechanism in which art and audience will both be sacrificed. 



264 

 

Perhaps this is the irony of the total artwork that it has the power to create as well 

as to destroy. 

 

2 Toward a Theory of Authoring 

a. Authorative Discourse 

The problem of spectatorship that Wagner sought to resolve through an 

aesthetic of spectacle is closely related to the modern discourse of subjectivity, 

which is central to Bakhtin’s thinking.  As explained earlier, for Bakhtin, 

subjectivity is always understood as inter-subjectivity as he replaces Kant’s 

sovereign subject with a subject who is finalized through social interaction. 

Bakhtin unfolds his vision of intersubjectivity when he writes: 

Just as the plot or story of my own personal life is created by other people 

– the heroes of my life, so the aesthetic vision of the world, its image, is 

created only by the consummated or consummately lives of other people 

who are the heroes of this world. The first and foremost condition for an 

aesthetic approach to this world is to understand it as the world of other 

people who have accomplished their lives in it…
601

      

 

It could be said that whereas Kant’s subject is closing the gap between 

mind and world by experiencing beauty, Bakhtin’s solution to the problem of 

solipsism is intersubjectivity. Given the centrality of intersubjectivity in Bakhtin’s 

thinking, this section will discuss how Bakhtin develops this concept especially as 

it relates to the problem of authoring.  

Before we delve into Bakhtin’s aesthetics of authoring, it is important to 

define why authoring plays such a key role in Bakhtin’s thinking, and by 

extension, what it can do for the dialogical museum. In his lifelong study of the 
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history of the novel, Bakhtin reminds his readers that the epic tradition is 

analogous to an “authorative,” not an “innerly persuasive,” word. In contrast, the 

novel is the literary genre that has the potential to dialogize the authorative word. 

In his magnum opus, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin’s main argument 

is against the hegemony of authorial control.  Yet it would be a mistake to think 

that Bakhtin is putting authoring in a negative light. As Hirschkop has noted: “In 

Bakhtin’s hands, authoritarianism does not, as in its classical formulation, prevent 

speech, but gives rise to a rich, if fearsome, poetic culture.”
602

 

In a later essay “The Problem of Speech Genres” Bakhtin reflects on 

authorative discourse when he writes: 

In each epoch, in each social circle, in each small world of family, friends, 

acquaintances, and comrades in which a human being grows and lives, 

there are always authorative utterances that set the tone – artistic, 

scientific, and journalistic works on which one relies, to which one refers, 

which are cited, imitated, and followed. […] This is why the unique 

speech experience of each individual is shaped and developed in 

continuous and constant interaction with others’ individual utterances. 

This experience can be characterized to some degree as the process of 

assimilation – more or less creative – of others’ words (and not the words 

of a language).
603

 

 

 Bakhtin is saying that authoring is what we all do as human beings in our 

everyday life. It is, as Clark and Holquist have noted, “The way values get shaped 

into expression, bringing differences into a tensile complex rather than into a 

static unity.”
604

 Authorative discourse requires that we engage with other voices, 

and that is what good novels do, according to Bakhtin.  

Significantly, as Clark and Holquist have observed, Bakhtin is the only 

one to frame the problem of self/other in terms of authorship.
605

 They write: 
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Authoring is the particular deed whereby Bakhtin shows the various ways 

in which meaning can take on flesh. That which in his epistemology is 

modeled as the I/other distinction becomes in his aesthetics the distinction 

between the author, who occupies a position analogous to the self, and the 

hero, who occupies a position analogous to the other. This movement is 

rehearsed each time the text is read, as the reader becomes the flesh of the 

author’s meaning, a self transgredient to the text’s otherness. 
606

 

 

Two observations can be made based on these statements. First, Bakhtin’s 

treatment of the author is not as straightforward as one might think. He 

distinguishes between the author as an individual person (a biographical author) 

and the author as creator-writer. According to Bakhtin, the role of author-creator 

is a complex one, as he is assuming the role of author only while interacting with 

other subjects; when the author is to reflect on the actions and emotions of the 

hero he himself is not to be known. The paradox of the invisibility, of an author 

who is creating the text but cannot be known is commensurate with the self’s 

inability to see itself.
607

 According to Bakhtin, the image of myself, which I 

receive from others, can never unite with the I-for-myself, at least not from my 

own perspective. Bakhtin thus denies the possibility of unification of subject and 

object. The author must exist in the realm of the “I-for-myself” which is to say, he 

is not part of the work; he is himself an unfinalizable component entering into the 

work.      

Bakhtin’s theory of authorship is first laid out in an early essay, “Author 

and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” (ca.1920-’23). In this essay, Bakhtin starts off 

with a discussion of the phenomenology of intersubjective experience, explaining 

how meanings and intentions of others are present in expression. The second part 

of the essay consists of a historical development in aesthetic experience in which 
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Bakhtin covers various categories to illustrate how aesthetic activity depends on 

formal techniques that an author has at his disposal but which are absent in 

everyday life. As Hirschkop has noted, the essay’s division in two parts basically 

follows Bakhtin’s concern with the perceptual and the narratable.
608

  

It is in this essay that Bakhtin first establishes the author-character relation 

and develops some of the key ideas that will be further developed in his later 

writings. An emphasis is placed on the author and his struggle against life. 

Significantly, Bakhtin lays out his argument that the author’s point of view differs 

from the hero’s perspective, a distinction he refers to as “outsidedness.” Bakhtin 

writes: 

According to the direct relationship, the author must take up a position 

outside himself, must experience himself on a plane that is different from 

the one on which we actually experience our own life. Only if this 

condition is fulfilled can he complete himself to the point of forming a 

whole by supplying those values which are transgredient to life as lived 

from within oneself and thus can consummate that life.
609

   

 

As Jonathan Stone has noted, Bakhtin’s early notion of outsideness – an 

adaptation of Kant’s external a priori categories – works only when all external 

points are equivalent, when time and space are considered to be absolute as in the 

Newtonian universe. Later, when Bakhtin begins to absorb Einstein’s theory of 

relativity, the notion of outsideness will undergo significant changes with far-

reaching consequences for the author-hero relationship.
610

   

Stone has shared some important insight in the influence of Einstein’s 

relativity theory on Bakhtin’s author-hero discourse, an influence that is not only 

evident in the early writings but can be traced throughout Bakhtin’s life. 
611
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Einstein’s rethinking of an authorial, external observer finds a clear parallel in 

Bakhtin’s theory of the novel. Bakhtin’s lifelong admiration of Einstein is well 

expressed in an interview from 1973 in which Bakhtin describes Einstein (and 

Freud) as “a discoverer of genius…he was able to uncover something that nobody 

had seen or known of before him.”
612

  

 

b. From Kant to Einstein 

Einstein made his famous discovery in 1905, and received the Nobel Prize 

in Physics in 1921. Bakhtin alluded to Einstein in a 1924 lecture, Stone notes, but 

he did not refer to him in his 1929 Dostoevsky book which was still heavily 

influenced by the Kantian aesthetics.
613

 It wasn’t until 1937-38 that Einstein’s 

influence would become apparent. In his essay “Forms of Time and the 

Chronotope in the Novel: Notes toward a Historical Poetics,” Bakhtin opens with 

an explication of how Einstein gave him the idea of the chronotope – the 

inseparability of time and space – and suggests how it can serve as a literary 

model.
614

 Yet Bakhtin never offers a concise definition of what the chronotope is, 

though. The lengthy essay offers examples of chronotopic situations but they turn 

out to have several related meanings.       

What makes the chronotope so important for Bakhtin’s thinking is that it 

rejects the transcendental nature of time and space. In the opening of the essay, 

Bakhtin immediately distances himself from Kant when he writes: 

Kant defines space and time as indispensable forms of any cognition, 

beginning with elementary perceptions and representations Here we 

employ the Kantian evaluation of the importance of these forms in the 
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cognitive process, but differ from Kant in taking them not as 

‘transcendental’ but as forms of the most immediate reality. 
615

 

 

Bakhtin agrees with Kant that time and space are categories for 

understanding experience; seen from that perspective the chronotope is a form-

shaping ideology for understanding human nature. Yet by adopting Einstein’s 

theory of relativity he acknowledges that the perception of time is dependent on 

the position of an outside observer. The relativity of time and space requires a 

degree of instability which changes human experience. Since there is no absolute 

time, there can be no preference for one story over another; all viewpoints and 

chronologies are equally viable.  

Bakhtin realized the potential of the chronotope when studying 

Dostoevsky’s novels. Morson and Emerson summarize chronotope’s relevance in 

five main points:
616

 1. Time and space are always intrinsically connected; 2. Time 

and space are not absolute which means there is a variety of senses of time and 

space available, referred to as “heterochronies” by Bakhtin; 3. The chronotope has 

a variety of possibilities and applications, it is not limited to literary analysis but 

equally applies to other forms of culture; 4. The chronotope is sensitive to 

historical change; 5. Chronotopes are not visibly present in activity but they are 

the ground for activity, they make situations possible. It could be said then that by 

adopting the concept of relativity, Bakhtin finds a new way to investigate human 

relations.  
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c. Polyphonic Authoring 

While “Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel” lays the groundwork 

for a reformulation of the author-hero relationship, Bakhtin is still hesitant to fully 

incorporate the scientific implications of relativity into his literary criticism. He 

asks himself what it means to apply a scientific model to a literary genre such as 

the novel. In the 1960s, when he is working on a second version of his 

Dostoevsky book, Bakhtin gives up some of his reservations. Stone points at a 

Dostoevsky notebook from 1961which reveals an important shift in Bakhtin’s 

thinking:  

The tasks that face an author and his consciousness in a polyphonic novel 

are far more complicated and involved than those in a homophonic 

(monologic) novel. The unity of an Einsteinian world is more complicated 

and involved than that of a Newtonian world; this is a unity of a higher 

order (a qualitatively different unity.
617

 

 

Realizing the complexity of the dialogical (as opposed to the 

monological), Bakhtin seeks to define the author’s position vis-à-vis the 

polyphonic: 

The author’s position, itself dialogic, ceases to be all-encompassing and 

completing. A world of multiple systems is revealed with not one but 

several reference points (as in an Einsteinian world). But these various 

reference points and, consequently, these various worlds are 

interconnected with one another in a complex polyphonic unity. The 

author (the Einsteinian reason) realizes the function of this complex unity. 
618

  

  

In Bakhtin’s view, the author’s role is to anchor an otherwise unstable polyphonic 

world and give it meaning. In his early essay, “Author and Hero in Aesthetic 

Activity” (1920-3), Bakhtin had already addressed the difficult process of 
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meaning-making from an author’s perspective. In this essay, he introduced a new 

way of thinking form and content that showed a radical departure from the 

Kantian aesthetics. Rejecting Kant’s finality of form in an object under 

contemplation, Bakhtin states “Spatial form is not sensu stricto the form of a work 

as an object, but the form of a hero and his world – the form of a subiectum.” 
619

 

A little later, in “Problem of Content, Material and Form in Verbal Art” (1924)
 
, 

Bakhtin elaborates on the relational aspect of form and content when states: 

“Form is the expression of the active axiological relationship of the author-creator 

and of the recipient (who co-creates the form) to content.”
620

 Yet it seems as if 

Bakhtin did not fully realize the implications of these statements. It wasn’t until 

he revisited these concepts for his Dostoevsky book that he realized how 

fundamentally the dialogic truth differs from the monologic truth. The dialogic 

truth, according to Bakhtin, consists of allowing multiple consciousnesses of a 

character to be truly “someone else’s consciousness.”
621

 Bakhtin realizes that 

what is unique about Dostoevsky’s novels is that the author allows his characters 

to contest the authorial voice, and this is possible because the polyphonic author 

treats his characters as equals. 

At the same time, Bakhtin’s renewed interest in the polyphonic makes him 

more aware of the reception of the work. The big question, Bakhtin realizes, is 

how to maintain unity while not privileging one viewpoint over another. As 

discussed earlier, Bakhtin was critical of the Aristotelian solution that seeks unity 

through a set of skills that the author uses to create certain effects. In comparison, 

Bakhtin realizes that Dostoevsky’s formidable achievement lies in creating 
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situations to let his characters develop freely while making himself invisible in the 

process. Lesser authors would predetermine plot and character development, 

surrendering to an “aesthetic necessity” that limits human freedom. Bakhtin 

writes: “the major emotional thrust of all Dostoevsky’s work, in its form as well 

as its content, is the struggle against a reification of man, of human relations of all 

human values under the conditions of capitalism.”
622

 That is what ultimately 

distinguishes a polyphonic novel from any other novel, and that is what makes 

Dostoevsky unique in the history of literature. 

In the 1963 edition of Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin shows 

his frustration with other Dostoevsky scholars who had overlooked the 

importance of polyphony: 

Everyone interprets in his own way Dostoevsky’s ultimate word, but all 

equally interpret it as a single word, a single voice, a single accent, and 

therein lies their fundamental mistake. The unity of the polyphonic novel – 

a unity standing above the word, above the voice, above the accent – has 

yet to the discovered.
623

       

 

By combining polyphony with relativity in his final Dostoevsky study, 

Bakhtin gained deeper insight in the problem of unity in art and philosophy. He 

realizes that what needs to be unified is not a sovereign subject in control of an 

aesthetic object, but the yet-to-be achieved harmony of social interaction. Bakhtin 

now concludes that the human subject is ultimately unfinalizable, not out of 

failure but out of necessity.
624

 The emphasis on the openness of spatio-temporal 

relations allows free choices to be experienced.  Had Bakhtin connected 

Dostoevsky to polyphony alone, Stone says, he would not have offered a new 

insight. Einstein’s relativity theory, however, changes that, as Bakhtin was able to 
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add a distinct contemporary element to the reading of Dostoevsky’s novels, the 

element of human freedom.   

 

3. Aesthetic Authoring in Art and Life 

a. Authoring and the Social Turn 

By applying the theory of authorship to Dostoevsky’s novels, Bakhtin 

makes an original move to connect ethics and aesthetics. For Bakhtin, authoring is 

another name for creativity; it is the way humans engage in aesthetic activity in 

order to express and to shape perception and experience.
625

 Bakhtin spent his 

entire career defining what it means to act responsibly as a human being which is 

best articulated in essays such as “Toward a Philosophy of the Act” (1919-’21), 

“Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” (1920-’24), and “The Problem of Speech 

Genres” (1952-‘53). The early essays show a concern with a tension that Bakhtin 

witnessed in contemporary life – a problem that Wagner’s sought to address with 

his Gesamtkunstwerk – namely, the disconnect between art and life. In contrast to 

Wagner, Bakhtin denies the possibility of unification through expressive 

aesthetics, and he is critical of artists creating illusions that have nothing to do 

with lived experience. The artist has to take responsibility for his actions, Bakhtin 

argues, and reestablish the relationship with life through creative activity. As 

mentioned, Bakhtin departs more and more from the Kantian aesthetics toward 

the end of his life. In his later essay “The Problem of Speech Genres”, Bakhtin 

investigates the variety in languages (speech genres). He points at the fact that 

humans are not free to choose but are shaped by the language (culture) of their 
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own particular environment, thereby anticipating the postmodern intertextual 

reading of subjectivity.  

The crisis in contemporary life that Bakhtin signaled in his own lifetime 

seems to resonate with our time in more than one way. In the aftermath of the 

“social turn” in the visual arts – culminating in movements such as Relational 

Aesthetics – we are asked anew what is left of subjective experience; at the same 

time, the current ethical movement has cast a safety net around itself of politically 

correctness, expressed through hollow concepts as inclusiveness and participation. 

Bakhtin showed similar concerns with the tendency to prioritize theory over 

practice when he talks about “material aesthetics” that was en vogue in his time. 

In “Content, Material, and Form in Verbal Art,” Bakhtin warns against the 

scientific approach practiced by the Russian Formalists who relied on linguistics 

to understand verbal art. Bakhtin says: “Only systematic philosophy with its 

methods is capable of developing a scientific understanding of the distinctive 

nature of the aesthetic, of its relation to the ethical and the cognitive, its place 

within the whole of human culture, and finally, the limits of its application.”
626

 

Bakhtin’s comment on the limitations of philosophy is noteworthy, especially in 

light of the current discussion about the need for a new philosophy on art.
627

   

Bakhtin’s ethico-aesthetics has a lot to say about this as it reminds us that 

the purpose of philosophy is not to ask difficult questions but rather to rethink 

philosophy’s purpose.
628

 Bakhtin showed his frustration with a philosophy that is 

not followed by action, when he writes: “Although the position of philosophy has 

some significance, it is not capable of defining the deed in the world in which the 
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deed is actually and responsibly completed.”
629

 The challenge for the visual arts 

and philosophy (and museums for that matter), is how to move away from 

reductive systems of thought to an actualization of responsible deeds. 

The aforementioned social turn in the visual arts is well addressed by art 

critic Claire Bishop.630 In The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents 

(2006) Bishop points at the explosion of collaborative art practices since the early 

1990s which has prompted art critics to rethink the criteria by which to judge 

social practices.631 The social turn in contemporary art has prompted an ethical 

turn in art criticism, she says, in which artists are increasingly judged by their 

working process instead of by conceptual or aesthetic concerns. This emphasis on 

“process over product” is reflected in the writings of Lucy R. Lippard, who has 

stressed the intention of the artist in making a social or political difference, 

thereby sacrificing the authorial voice for the sake of the greater good. Moreover, 

it has resulted in a lack of interest among art critics to write about socially 

engaged art because committed art seems exclusively aimed at social change. 

“Emphasis is shifted away from the disruptive specificity of a given work and 

onto a generalized set of moral precepts,” Bishop states.632 It begs the question, 

what happened to the role and function of aesthetics or, whether there is still a 

place for aesthetics at all.  

Bishop points at Rancière who situates this problem in the old separation 

of art and life in Western art. According to Rancière, we should no longer look for 

an aesthetics that is based on art’s autonomy, locating aesthetics in a presence. 

Instead, “the aesthetic is the ability to think contradiction, the productive 
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contradiction of autonomous art that is always related to social change.”633 For 

Bishop, Rancière’s reformulation of aesthetics, and exemplified by the aesthetic 

regime, offers one way out of the impasse that art (criticism) has found itself in.  

In a 2011 Artforum article, Bishop returns to the problem of the 

“denigration of aesthetics,” this time focusing on the Polish artist Pawel 

Althamer.634 Although Althamer’s work is extremely diverse - it ranges from 

sculpture to performances, installations and films - Bishop is mostly interested in 

his work as action artist that she characterizes “by a singular approach to 

collaboration.”635 Unlike other collaborative artists who merely serve as the 

initiator but lose their authorial voice along the way, Althamer’s projects 

distinguish themselves through an “instrumentalization of authorship,” Bishop 

observes.636 At the same time, Althamer is aware of his social responsibility as he 

intentionally intervenes in people’s lives and seeks confrontations with 

individuals and institutions, “making explicit the dialectic between individual and 

collective.”637 It seems then that Bishop found in Althamer the perfect exponent of 

Rancière’s aesthetic regime as his art is moving freely while trying to emancipate 

from moral and political requirements.  

Althamer’s belief in universal creativity implies that anyone can be an 

artist, and that all art has aesthetic value as it interacts with the world. Referencing 

one of his infamous Common Task projects, Althamer says: “It’s like the Swiss 

Army: We all have gold bodysuits at home in the cupboard, waiting to be 

deployed,”638 According to Bishop, it is this contradiction between the authorial 
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voice and the belief in universal creativity that makes Althamer such an intriguing 

artist.  

Althamer’s insistence on universal creativity raises questions about the 

meaning of community, from the “self-selecting community”639 that the artist 

surrounds himself with - often times consisting of people living on the edge of 

society (the seriously ill, the handicapped, the homeless, youths) - to the social, 

cultural, and political community he is trying to change. What are some of the 

targets Althamer has set himself?  These questions are even more relevant 

considering Althamer’s relative success in making real political changes. His 

2006 (solo) contribution to the Berlin Biennial, consisting of a protest letter and a 

shoe belonging to a Berlin Turk who was about to be deported to his home 

country, resulted in the actual decision by German authorities to release the young 

man from deportation.640  At the same time, Althamer was heavily criticized for 

his action, particularly for the fact that he had been “turning the fate of an 

individual into art.”641 Bishop shares the critique stating: “Like Joseph Beuys, 

Althamer believes in universal creativity, but he unashamedly exploits this 

creativity to his own ends.”642 It begs the question: Is Althamer indeed walking a 

thin line, even on the brink of being unethical, as Bishop implies? Or is this the 

long awaited new aesthetic of socially engaged art? Either case, whether it is his 

work with the pariah of society or his engagement with humanitarian issues, 

Althamer’s transformative work is not easily labeled or understood.   

Although a concern with community by socially engaged artists is not a 

new phenomenon, it has received a new relevance of late. The need to redefine 
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community or investigate the possibility of another society (and humanity) 

became first apparent after the Second World War, followed by the collapse of the 

Soviet Union. More recently, the world has witnessed the rise of fundamentalist 

political and religious identities, which have had the effect of further destabilizing 

the human community. As Vijay Devadas and Jane Mummery have observed, 

“the foundational violence of the collective, unified community erases 

differences, contradictions, and forms of being and belonging that do not 

necessarily align with the constitution of the idea of community.”643 

It is against this backdrop that we can situate the discourse of community 

in contemporary philosophy. Most notably, Jean-Luc Nancy and Giorgio 

Agamben have asked us to reconsider the conditions of a new form of community 

that is less destructive, and can open up new possibilities for freedom and 

humanity. Agamben wonders what a new community should look like, one that is 

not depending on any condition of belonging, “being red, being Italian, being 

Communist nor by the simple absence of conditions (a negative community) [….] 

but by belonging itself.”644    

Both authors suggest that the stakes are high. As Nancy puts it: “…if we 

do not face up to such questions, the political will soon desert us completely, if it 

has not already done so. It will abandon us to political and technological 

economies, if it has not already done so. And this will be the end of our 

communities, if this has not yet come about.”645 Nancy, as well as Agamben, 

shows a strong engagement with Heidegger’s ontology, especially Heidegger’s 

notion of “Dasein” or the “being-with” which presupposes the possibility of a 
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relationship or thinking of community. Significantly, although Heidegger 

questions the metaphysics of presence, he never withdraws from the question of 

being. Heidegger always holds on to the possibility of wholeness, or an original 

being, whereas contemporary philosophy argues for a withdrawal from Being. 

The new being that constitute contemporary community is characterized by 

complex relationships of finite beings (singularities) that know the limitations of 

their being and find themselves in a sharing of a being-together in this world.  

The concept of withdrawal from Being is worked out in Nancy’s 1986 The 

Inoperative Community. Nancy is obviously inspired by Heidegger’s articulation 

of being-with, but he is also quick to note that a belief in an essence 

(immanentism) can form a “stumbling block” in any thinking of community.646 

The world has seen enough evidence of the failure of this tradition, he says. One 

only has to think of how communism “betrayed” its citizens in the way that it 

“turned people into producers of their own essence in the form of their labor or 

their work. Meanwhile it deprived them from freedom, equality and justice.”647 

Rejecting the notion of an origin (a Being among beings), Nancy questions every 

claim Heidegger is making regarding an “original” community. At the same time, 

Heidegger’s ontology serves as a starting point for Nancy to develop a new notion 

of being, one that is not based on immanence but on a kind of radicalization of 

being-with. Nancy rejects a relationship between being and community: “Being 

‘itself’ comes to be defined as relational, as non-absoluteness, and, if you will 

[…] as community,” Nancy explains.648 This new form of being, “which resists 
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collectivity as much as it resists the individual” is the basis for the coming 

community.649  

The difficulty with Nancy is that his vision of a coming community which 

“endlessly divides being and beings,”650 is unrepresentable. Nancy was aware of 

this when he concluded: “It [the inoperative community] defines neither a 

politics, nor a writing, for it refers, on the contrary, to that which resists any 

definition or program, be these political, aesthetic, or philosophical. But it cannot 

be accommodated within every “politics” or within every ‘writing.’”651 Nancy’s 

attempt to rethink community is still valuable as he is able to fundamentally 

revise Heidegger’s claim of the metaphysics of presence and turns it against itself. 

In this way Nancy is opening up a new space for dialogue, a space in which we 

might be exposed to ourselves and to the world around us, and there are no rules 

for how we follow after it.  

Nancy’s inoperative community can be applied to the art practices of 

Althamer, especially as it seems to resonate with Althamer’s resistance to notions 

of collectivity and individuality. Bishop traces this back to Althamer’s cultural 

background and especially to the fact that he grew up under communism. His 

home country, Poland, is struggling with a dual identity. On the one hand, it is 

part of the European Union and thus oriented towards western capitalism, on the 

other hand it is trying to erase the scars left by its communist past. This might 

explain Althamer’s approach, which is marked by “endlessly seeking individual 

freedom (of imagination, of expression, of spiritual belief) while also 

understanding this search to be collective and transformative.”652 Be it as it may, 
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Althamer’s resistance to immanence, to all the forms and all the violence of 

subjectivity, may well be a more fundamental response to the needs of humanity, 

as identified by Nancy.  

Agamben’s The Coming Community (1990) is both a tribute to Nancy’s 

concept of the coming community while it also serves as a starting point for 

further elaboration. Like Nancy, Agamben emphasizes a form of being that rejects 

any manifestation of identity or belonging. Agamben introduces the term 

“whatever” to mark this special form of being: “The Whatever in question here 

relates to singularity not in its indifference with respect to a common property (to 

a concept, for example: being red, being French, being Muslim) but only in its 

being such as it is.”653 The “whatever singularity” frees human beings from the 

need to belong to a social group or national identity; instead it emphasizes the 

being-such of belonging itself.  Agamben’s whatever singularity thus opens up a 

space for a community yet to come.  

Agamben gives a concrete example of how he envisions “the politics of 

whatever singularity.”654 He points at the peaceful demonstrations at Beijing’s 

Tiananmen Square (1989), and the disproportionate response on behalf of the 

Chinese authorities. “The novelty of the coming politics is that it will no longer be 

a struggle for the conquest or control of the State, but a struggle between the State 

and the non-State (humanity), an insurmountable disjunction between whatever 

singularity and the State organization.”655 Agamben argues that the Chinese 

protestors were not trying to overthrow their government but defending the 

humanitarian right to be free from the conditions of identity and belonging.  
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By applying his philosophy to a real situation, in this case the Tiananmen 

uprising, Agamben’s approach to the “coming community” differs from Nancy’s 

“community without community.” Nancy emphasizes the always evolving 

“being-with” of a more open, fluid community, whereas Agamben takes a wider 

angle as he thinks through the many ethical implications of a future community. 

This allows him also to review some old dichotomies such as the State/non-State 

(humanity) opposition in the Tiananmen example. Unlike most continental 

philosophers, Agamben does not reject thinking in binary systems; instead he 

turns them against themselves so that they reveal a third space:  

In the principle of reason (“There is a reason why there is something 

rather than nothing”), what is essential is neither that something is (being) 

nor that something is not (nothingness), but that something is rather than 

nothingness. For this reason it cannot be read simply as an opposition 

between two terms – is/is not. It also contains a third term: the rather …, 

the power to not not-be.656    

 

Another comparison can be made with the work of Althamer. Bishop 

speaks of his “inside-out imagination” when referring to Althamer’s ability to 

realize the dreams and fantasies of his collaborators.657 In another context, Bishop 

points at his social interventions, such as with the Dogon people in Mali. Instead 

of exposing the cultural differences, Althamer is more interested in the 

inspirational side of the expedition and looks for what people have in common.658 

This approach seems to resonate with Nancy’s notion of “being-in-common” as 

well as with Agamben’s third space, as a space for intersubjectivity.  

 By effectively liberating being from its essence, Nancy and Agamben 

offer new opportunities for a thinking of community, one that is no longer based 

on conditions of identity and belonging. The new (coming) community should not 
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be understood as a new utopia though, as there can be no rules or concepts for its 

formation. Rather, it is the task and responsibility for human beings to find 

common grounds rather than look for differences. It is precisely in this space 

between individuality and communality that transcendence can take place, 

through sharing and taking care of each other in an ever-changing global 

landscape.  

This new interpretation of community alters our understanding of ethics. 

As Agamben puts it: “the pure transcendent is the taking-place of every thing.”659  

It is no use to look for higher truths beyond ourselves, instead we must accept the 

irreparably in the world as something that is part of human existence. There is no 

other world than the world we live in and salvation is as the coming of the place 

to itself.660 Once we become fully aware of the implications of these theories, it 

might change the way we consider contemporary art practices. It can allow us to 

formulate a new aesthetic, one that is not grounded in fixed notions of identity 

and belonging but always open, always changing – and yet, fully aware of the 

responsibility we humans have of our being in this world. To paraphrase 

Agamben, an aesthetic that looks for an experience in such a way that it always 

matters.     

 

b. Sympathetic Co-experiencing 

  

 Polish born artist Krzysztof Wodiczko knows about war and conflict. Born 

in 1943 during the Warsaw ghetto uprising and raised under Russian communism, 

Wodiczko literally lived his childhood years on the ruins of war. No wonder he 
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developed a lifelong fascination with dark (collective) memories. Wodiczko 

creates art with a strong social dimension. His large video projections intrude 

upon the built environment thereby inviting viewers to reconsider the social and 

individual impact of architecture. His projects focus on marginalized “invisible” 

societal groups, the homeless, immigrants, prisoners, women working in 

deplorable situations. Rather than presenting them as problem groups, Wodiczko 

wants to give them a sense of place and belonging, allowing them to share their 

voices and make them reconnect with their communities. 

In this section I will focus on Wodiczko’s “The Hiroshima Projection” 

(1999)
661

 that serves as a starting point for an investigation of the ethical 

component of socially committed art. “The Hiroshima Projection” is a video 

projection that was created to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the atomic 

bombing of Hiroshima on August 6, 1945. For this project, Wodiczko interviewed 

survivors of the bombing in an attempt to “reactualize” their memories.662 

Significantly, Wodiczko originally projected the video onto the Hiroshima Peace 

Memorial, also known as the Atomic Bomb Dome. This former exhibition hall 

stands right in the epicenter of the 1945 apocalyptic event, which has become a 

site of controversy in the aftermath of World War II. After the war, some people 

wanted to destroy the ruin to erase the traces; others wanted to keep it as a marker 

of the atrocities of war. In 1996 the place was designated a UNESCO World 

Heritage Site and has since served as a memorial to the more than 70,000 victims 

who died instantly, and another app. 70,000 who suffered from fatal injuries due 

to radiation exposure, up to this day. In the video projection, Wodiczko 
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reactualizes the event through sound and images, making visible and audible what 

might be impossible to communicate otherwise.  

Wodiczko is aware of the potential of place. In an interview for the PBS 

documentary Art21 the artist explains the meaning of water in this artwork.663 The 

natural water that surrounds the memorial brings back memories of victims who 

tried to escape the fire by jumping into the river. Sadly, this act expedited their 

death because the water was highly radio-active. Yet Wodiczko doesn’t leave it 

there. He also points at the cleansing power of water and its potential to renew 

and regenerate. Seen from this perspective the video projection attempts to 

transcend feelings of loss and grief by juxtaposing them to hope for a new 

beginning. “A memorial,” Wodiczko says, “should be a vehicle through which the 

past and the future converge.”664     

In light of the recent developments in relational art and aesthetics - defined 

as “A set of artistic practices which take as their theoretical and practical point of 

departure the whole of human relations and their social context, rather than an 

independent and private space”
665

 - questions have been raised about the integrity 

of the socially committed artist. Is Wodiczko a new Messiah who has come to 

defend and heal the troubled and the oppressed? Wodiczko, reflecting on the 

potential of his projects in the public sphere, explains his motivations when he 

writes:  

I try to understand what is happening in the city, how the city can operate 

as a communicative environment… It is important to understand the 

circumstances under which communication is reduced or destroyed, and 

under what possible new conditions it can be provoked to reappear. How 

can aesthetic practice in the built environment contribute to critical 



286 

 

discourse between the inhabitants themselves and the environment? How 

can aesthetic practice make existing symbolic structures respond to 

contemporary events?
666

  

 

As one critic has noted, “for Wodiczko, disrupting the complacency of 

perception is imperative for passersby to stop, reflect, and perhaps even change 

their thinking; so he built his visual repertoire to evoke both the historical past and 

the political present.”
667

  

Clearly, Wodiczko’s work has the power to disrupt our understanding of 

public buildings and places, an effect that is heightened by the temporality of the 

installations, which tend to take the viewer by surprise. But the question remains, 

how can Wodiczko’s art be situated in an aesthetics of care?
668

 This question is 

not only relevant for Wodiczko’s art but for any other art work that engages with 

social issues. And how does Wodiczko’s work connect the past, present and 

future, thereby offering the potential of healing from trauma and war? To answer 

these questions I will consider some of the social elements that are apparent in 

Wodiczko’s work: The conflict of care and moral integrity, the temporal 

dimension of care, and the responsibility of care as it relates to the fragmented 

self. Moreover, I will hold these concepts against the notion of sympathetic co-

experiencing which is the true basis of art, according to Bakhtin.
669

 

In his 1887 book On the Genealogy of Morality, Friedrich Nietzsche 

critiques the history of morality, most notably the so-called herd morality of those 

who follow laws and traditions just for preservation’s sake. In his work, Nietzsche 

reveals a tension in the history of morality, namely, how can we say we care for 

others and at the same time preserve all other relationships even to a point that 
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they become destructive? The “mindless obedience” to tradition will ultimately 

lead to an “outbreak of a will to power,” Nietzsche asserts, and, as a result, a 

silencing of weaker voices. For Nietzsche, to live morally implies that we have to 

make sacrifices: “The most moral man is he who sacrifices the most to 

custom.”
670

 In other words, we cannot just follow the herd; we need to take care 

of our own integrity as well as that of others.  Nietzsche talks about the 

immorality of following traditions just for traditions’ sake: “As long as the 

usefulness which predominates in moral value judgments is only herd-usefulness, 

as long as the gaze is fixed only on preserving the community, and the immoral is 

precisely and exclusively sought in what appears dangerous to the survival of the 

community: there cannot be any “morality of love of one’s neighbor.”
671

  

A concern with the state of morality is central in Bakhtin’s thinking which 

leads him to develop a truly original concept of aesthetics. In “Toward a 

Philosophy of the Act”, Bakhtin rejects Nietzsche’s philosophy (and its influence 

on contemporary life), specifically the anti-Christian motifs of “exalting life” as 

appearance and illusion. He writes: 

Participation in the being-event of the world in its entirety does not 

coincide, from our point of view, with irresponsible self-surrender to 

Being, with being-possessed by Being. What happens in the latter case is 

that the passive moment in my participation is moved to the fore, while 

my to-be accomplished self-activity is reduced. The aspiration of 

Nietzsche’s philosophy reduces to a considerable extent to this 

possessedness by Being (one-sided participation); its ultimate result is the 

absurdity of contemporary Dionysianism.
672

 

  

Nietzsche’s one-sided participation with life is an ethical concern with the 

self, expressed through the artist’s “will to power,” which raises new moral 

questions, Bakhtin asserts. Nietzsche champions an aesthetics based on one 
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consciousness. True participation in life requires that we see other 

consciousnesses and lives for their significance qua life. “Art gives me the 

possibility of experiencing not just one but several lives, and this enables me to 

enrich the accumulated experience of my own life”, Bakhtin writes.
673

  There are 

no isolated acts in human consciousness. Life cannot be experienced on a single 

plane but must be co-experienced.     

But how can we maintain independency of mind and fully participate in 

life at the same time? Heidegger’s seminal work Being and Time (1927) seeks to 

answer the question what it means to be in this world, and more specifically, how 

to be an independent “authentic” being. For Heidegger, Dasein is situated in-the-

world, in the sense that it assumes an activity towards one’s own consciousness. 

Being-in-the-world assumes caring for one’s own destiny, in the full awareness of 

the finiteness of being. Dasein is thus per definition temporal, as it is predicated 

on the awareness of our finitude. Being-in-time is an activity that implies a choice 

about the actions we take as long as we live. Authentic being assumes that we live 

according to conscious decisions; inauthentic being, in contrast, means that we 

live according to the rules that are imposed upon us by society. Acting with care 

is living with the full consciousness of the finiteness of being. “When one is 

absorbed in the everyday multiplicity and rapid succession of what is taken care 

of, the self of the self-forgetful ‘I take care of’ shows itself as what is constantly 

and identically simple, but indefinite and empty. One is, after all, what one takes 

care of,” Heidegger asserts.
674
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Heidegger’s observations about the ethical implications of being’s 

situatedness in time bear a striking similarity to Bakhtin’s philosophy of the act. 

Bakhtin also stressed the fact that since each person occupies a unique time and 

space, we are free to make our own values. This freedom however, is not a license 

to a value-neutral life. “I am answerable in the sense that I am free to heed or 

ignore the world’s call for a response,” Bakhtin states.
675

 Bakhtin uses the term 

“answerability” which is close to Heidegger’s “care” (Sorge) to articulate the 

concept of responsibility. As Clark and Holquist explain: “Responsibility is 

conceived as the action of responding to the world’s need, and is accomplished 

through the activity of the self’s responding to its own need for an other.”
676

 Yet 

whereas Heidegger still holds onto the unity between mind and world, Bakhtin 

emphasizes the “necessity” of an irreparable gap, thereby stressing the urgency of 

free choice which adds a future-orientedness to his notion of temporality.    

Similarly, Wodiczko’s Hiroshima Projection is relentless in its orientation 

toward the future. The work “discloses” two different realities: on the one hand, 

the already interpreted and highly charged historical reality of the Hiroshima 

bombing, on the other hand, it opens up a future for reconciliation. Does that 

make Wodiczko’s project dialogical? Wodiczko’s public art installations provoke 

an active engagement with people that are “thrown-into-the world” which allows 

different moods to come to the surface. Yet as Heidegger observed, “To be 

disclosed does not, as such, mean to be known.”
677

 Disclosure makes it possible to 

realize Dasein’s possibilities as it is predicated on a being-in-the-world. Bakhtin 

would add that the mere “facticity of being” does not lead to self-consciousness. 
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To be fully known as human beings we need to interact with other beings, but in a 

very special way.  Sympathetic co-experiencing, Bakhtin explains, is not just 

feeling sympathy for someone or empathizing with someone. Sympathetic co-

experiencing is a feeling that involves the inner and outer life of the other subject; 

it is “akin to love.”
678

 Sympathetic co-experiencing is creative as it transposes the 

other’s inner experience to a new level of consciousness. Significantly, the role of 

the author is not to give aesthetic form to the hero’s life, but he “transposes this 

life from the very outset into a new value-and-meaning context and can from the 

very outset rhythmicize this life temporally and give it from spatially.”
679

  

Bakhtin thus expands Heidegger’s notion of finitude when he 

acknowledges that constraints are in fact necessary to creativity. As discussed 

earlier, Bakhtin’s interest in time and memory featured in his theory of “genre 

memory,” conceives of the accumulation of past memories that exist not only for 

the sake of preservation but also for creative transformation. Memory relates to 

the moral awareness of finitude. According to Bakhtin, there is a fundamental 

difference between thinking our own mortality - which is anticipated from within 

- and thinking the death of another person which we can only experience from 

outside.  The latter requires transgredience. Only when we step outside our own 

horizon and enter into another’s environment can we become aesthetically 

productive, Bakhtin states.
680

  Sympathetic co-experiencing is an aesthetic act 

based on love, not an egoistic self-love as in expressive aesthetics, but a lovelike 

sympathy of another being. By taking in the entire life of another person and 

consummating it, we reconcile past, present and future. 
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c. The Non-Alibi in Being 

The notion of outsideness is an essential feature to understand the author-

hero relationship in Bakhtin’s art. Bakhtin elaborates on the different positions of 

author and hero in an early essay: 

The activity (organized from within) of the creator’s personality differs 

essentially from the passive personality (organized from outside) of the 

hero, of man as the object of artistic vision, determined in body and soul: 

his determinateness is a visible and audible, a shaped determinateness – it 

is the image of a human being, his externalized and embodied 

personality.
681

   

 

Bakhtin is saying that author and hero are equal but not the same. The 

author is active whereas the hero is passive. Yet they both need each other to 

create the work. The complex relationship between author and hero in Bakhtin’s 

philosophy brings us back to the problem of authorial discourse in art and 

museum. Clearly Bakhtin did not declare the death of the author in the way 

Foucault and Barthes would formulate it later. Bakhtin still adheres to the 

“uniquely active form-giving energy,” of the author and his ability to turning the 

hero’s vision in a definite whole. 
682

 Yet Bakhtin did make an important 

distinction between the author as person and the author as creator. The latter lives 

in the work whereas the former lives within the social events of life. It begs the 

question what Bakhtin would have thought of today’s socially committed art with 

its agenda of social change.  

As Hirschkop has noted, there is good reason why Bakhtin insisted on a 

separation between the author as participant in life, and the author as creator. 

Bakhtin lived and worked under difficult circumstances. The political and social 
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upheaval in post-revolutionary Russia made it dangerous to engage actively in 

social life. The distinction between author and hero, which is best articulated in 

Bakhtin’s “Author and Hero” essay (1920-3), protects the aesthetic against 

committed art, Hirschkop explains.
683

 That isn’t to say that Bakhtin advocated an 

art that should keep a distance from ethical and political concerns. Rather, 

Bakhtin hoped that his art would speak for itself and express these concerns 

through the “aesthetic event” of the work.
684

 

Bakhtin’s lifelong concern with the self and other is in itself a powerful 

statement of his ethical position. He repeats again and again that we cannot know 

ourselves in full. The necessity of our being consists in the fact that we are 

defined by other beings. Likewise, we cannot finalize ourselves. My standpoint is 

limited in the sense that I can only be an I-for-myself. We need other beings to 

give our lives meaning. It follows that we cannot take a neutral position toward 

life, because we are always caught up in relations with other human beings. And 

these relations are never straightforward. In his late essay “Speech Genres,” 

Bakhtin explores how different social groups use different types of languages 

based on conventions and traditions that complicate the process of meaning-

making even more. 

Bakhtin’s ethical vision is laid out in his “Toward a Philosophy of the 

Act” (1920-4). In this essay Bakhtin rejects the Kantian notion of obligation or 

“oughtness” in ethical life. Bakhtin shows his concern with an ethics that is 

formulated in rules as Kant did in the categorical imperative
685

: “The attempt to 

conceive the ought as the highest formal category […] is based on a 
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misunderstanding. The ought is capable of grounding the actual presence of a 

given judgment in my consciousness under given conditions, i.e., the historical 

concreteness of an individual fact, but not the theoretical veridicality-in-itself.” 
686

 

Instead, Bakhtin emphasizes the individual’s unique responsibility to assume 

responsibility in life. Elsewhere Bakhtin had asserted that the “event of being” 

presents itself to living consciousness as event. 
687

 The acknowledgement of the 

uniqueness of one’s participation in Being, referred to as “singularity” by 

Bakhtin, constitutes the “non-alibi in being”
688

 

The ethical connotation of Bakhtin’s singularity of event returns in 

Agamben’s “whatever singularity.”
689

 Agamben, like Bakhtin, invites us to move 

away from thinking in binary oppositions. They both agree that the ethical call of 

life cannot be reduced to a choice between belonging and non-belonging. As 

Holquist has explained in his introduction to Bakhtin’s “The Dialogic 

Imagination,” Bakhtin’s binaries such as author/hero, self/other, time/space etc. 

are never in opposition to each other but they reveal their mutual relationship and 

interdependence. Consistent with the central role of architectonics in Bakhtin’s 

thinking, the “either/or” is replaced by “also/and” which suggests that wholes are 

never given but always achieved in performativity.
690

 By turning binaries against 

themselves, Bakhtin and Agamben reveal the simultaneity and difference of 

concepts, and with that, open up possibilities of a new ethical thinking that is 

unfinalizable in its potential of free choice. 

Given the centrality of the contemporary discourse of community as a 

form of intersubjectivity, one is led to believe that Bakhtin’s (and Agamben’s) 
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mission is accomplished. Critical keywords in cultural theory share an imperative 

of connection: interactivity; relationality; activated spectatorship; intersubjective 

relationship; remix; participation; collaboration; connectivity; conversation; 

poetics of relation; translation; cosmopolitanism.
691

 They imply that 

intersubjective communication is an aesthetic as well as an ethical imperative that 

has deepened through, and after the turn of, the twentieth century. As Amy J. 

Elias has observed, “If how to see and hear the Other was at the heart of the 

postmodern debates of the mid-twentieth century, often figured in tropes of 

difference and in the mode of irony, a strong query in the twenty-first century arts 

is how to speak with the Other and how to set discourses in dialogue, often on a 

global scale.”
692

 

Artists such as Althamer and Wodiczko represent the Social Turn in the 

visual arts as their work stems from an interest in human relations and their social 

contexts. Yet as suggested earlier, that doesn’t render their projects dialogical per 

se. Claire Bishop critiques Althamer for his apparent lack of interest in 

intersubjectivity, suggesting that his treatment of human relations is subsumed to 

the artist’s authorial voice. Wodiczko recently showed his concern with the latest 

developments in Relational Aesthetics as it seems to have become a fashion in 

and for itself:          

Social art is a new kind of brand that museums and art institutions are now 

claiming. But of course, the issue is that this is very much part of the 

legitimatization process, because it’s not so much that they’re really 

inspiring with this type of work — they’re more so displaying it. I have no 

answer to this, how to really protect the integrity of those projects in a 

moment when there’s so much of it done that resembles this type of work, 

and that might not be very deep. Also, the relational aesthetics business … 
693
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Wodiczko’s critique of an institutionalized form of socially committed art 

reminds us why Bakhtin wrote so passionately about author-hero relations. 

Bakhtin was critical of the scientific approach to language as developed by the 

Russian linguists.
694

 In the same vein, Bakhtin rejected Ferdinand de Saussure’s 

Structuralism arguing that language is a living entity and therefore it cannot be 

strictly formalized and put into a system.
695

 Most importantly, by separating 

individual speech (parole) from social language (langue), Saussure still operates 

from a binary system, unable to think of their mutual dependence, Bakhtin 

maintains.
696

  

Relational aesthetics – despite its dialogical claims – is equally 

monological in the sense that it insists on the potential of a community of viewing 

subjects with something in common. As Bishop has argued vis-à-vis Rirkrit 

Tiravanija, known for his socially engaged art installations in the museum space, 

“When Tiravanija provides an ‘experience of togetherness for everybody’, it 

could be argued that relations of conflict are erased rather than sustained, because 

the work speaks only to a community whose members have something in 

common: an interest in art, or free food.”
697

 Bishop points at the contrast with 

Felix Gonzalez-Torres’s work that is equally meant to elicit visitor interaction. 

Yet, according to Bishop, the emphasis in Gonzalez-Torres’s work is less on 

communion than on what Nancy has called a “community of loose ends,” forever 

slipping out of grasp.
698

 The problem with Relational Aesthetics (or rather with 

the theory developed by Nicolas Bourriaud for that matter), is that it is predicated 
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on the assumption that socially engaged art increases democracy because it 

decreases the authorial voice:    

What strikes us in the work of this generation of artists is, first and 

foremost, the democratic concern that informs it. For art does not 

transcend everyday preoccupations, it confronts us with reality by way of 

the remarkable nature of any relationship to the world, through make-

believe. Who do we want to kid into thinking that an authoritarian art in 

front of its viewers might refer to another real than that of an intolerant 

society, be it fantasized or accepted?
699

 

 

As Bishop has rightly asserted, democracy is not well served with a 

community of sameness. The dialogue advocated by Relational Aesthetics is a 

one-way street, similar to what the Situationists were doing earlier. “The 

microtopia [Bourriaud’s term for a consensus-based democracy] arguably gives 

up on the idea of transformation in public culture and reduces its scope to the 

pleasures of the people in a private group who identify with each other as gallery 

goers”, Bishop states.
700

 I would add that Bourriaud’s understanding of 

intersubjectivity as a being–together
701

 - a being together of common subjects that 

is - is fundamentally opposed to what Bakhtin is saying. In fact, Bakhtin would 

argue that a dialogue of common subjects is unethical because it eliminates the 

potential of otherness. After all, who needs other people when there are no 

differences? 
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VI. The Museum as Author and Participant 

1. Participative Thinking 

a. One-sided Participation      

As mentioned, Bakhtin was critical of a self-serving expressive aesthetics, 

with its emphasis on empathy and identification. Bakhtin does not believe that 

aesthetic value is to be found in individual experience, but in a simultaneous 

experience of the self and other. That isn’t to say that the self and other 

experience the same. In his essay “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” 

Bakhtin elaborates on the different forms of perception in an intersubjective 

relationship:  

When I contemplate a whole human being who is situated outside and 

over against me, our concrete, actually experienced horizons do not 

coincide. For at each given moment, regardless of the position and the 

proximity of this other human being whom I am contemplating, I shall 

always see and know something that he, from his place outside and against 

me, cannot see himself: parts of his body that are inaccessible to his own 

gaze (his head, his face and its expression); the world behind his back, and 

a whole series of objects and relations, which in any of our mutual 

relations are accessible to me but not to him. As we gaze at each other, 

two different worlds are reflected in the pupils of our eyes. 

 

To exemplify the asymmetry of the author / hero position, Bakhtin  

 

 introduces the concept “excess of seeing:” 

 

This ever-present excess of my seeing, knowing, and possessing in relation 

to any other human being is founded in the uniqueness and irreplacebility 

of my place in the world. For only I – the one-and-only I – occupy in a 

given set of circumstances this particular place at his particular time; all 

other human beings are situated outside me.
702

 

  

Bakhtin is not declaring the death of the author, saying that the “I” is 

negligible, instead he insists on the non-fusion of the self and other. At the same 
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time, Bakhtin maintains that author and hero are both necessary as they 

complement each other in aesthetic activity.  

Whereas previous sections looked primarily at the perspective of the 

author, this chapter will consider the position of the hero, understood in this 

context as the museum visitor. Its focus will be on such concepts as “outsideness” 

and “excess of seeing” in order to understand how aesthetic value can be realized 

in the relationship between the museum and its users.   

In her much acclaimed The Participatory Museum (2010), author Nina 

Simon starts by referencing a 2008 National Endowment for the Arts survey. 

Simon sums up the outcome by saying that people don’t attend museum exhibits 

like they used to: “Over the last twenty years, audiences for museums, galleries, 

and performing arts institutions have decreased, and the audiences that remain are 

older and whiter than the overall population.”
703

 Despite the fact that museums 

still rank as top tourist attractions, people increasingly turn to other sources for 

entertainment, learning, and dialogue. Obviously, the internet has become a huge 

competitor but that doesn’t explain everything. According to Simon, people 

participate more in politics and volunteer projects; they even read more. But they 

turn their back on museums. In short, the state of arts attendance in the United 

States is reason for serious concern.  

Given this dire assessment, museums are looking for ways to win back 

their target audiences. This is not an easy task given the fact that they have to 

compete not only with other cultural institutions, but with the entire leisure 

industry. One of the important questions that museums have to ask, Simon argues, 
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is: what do visitors want? What can museums do to meet visitor expectations and 

at the same time stay true to their core values? One way to approach this question 

is to look at what visitors do not want, or rather, what they commonly dislike 

about museums. Simon signals five main issues: 1) museum visitors have 

difficulty with seeing how museum displays relate to their own experiences; 2) 

visitors don’t return to the museum because exhibits do not change; 3) they take 

issue with the museum’s authorative voice; 4) visitors don’t feel invited to 

actively engage in something that can enhance their experiences and, 5) visitors 

don’t see the museum as a social place, and feel uncomfortable to share ideas with 

others in a museum environment.
704

  

According to Simon, these are all valid reasons to pursue participation as a 

means to improve the quality of the museum experience. The participatory 

cultural institution is defined by Simon as a place where visitors can create, share, 

and connect with each other around content: 

Create means that visitors contribute their own ideas, objects, and creative 

expression to the institution and to each other. Share means that people 

discuss, take home, remix, and redistribute both what they see and what 

they make during their visit. Connect means that visitors socialize with 

other people – staff and visitors – who share their particular interests. 

Around content means that visitors’ conversations and creations focus on 

the evidence, objects, and ideas most important to the institution in 

question.
705

 

 

 

 In contrast to the traditional museum that provides content for visitors to 

consume, the participatory institution serves as a platform that connects different 

users who create content together through a shared experience. In Simon’s model, 

content is not a fixed idea but depends on “co-produced experiences.”
706

 In her 
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view, artifacts can play a central role in communicating content, ensuring that the 

museum visit will become a meaningful experience, as long as those artifacts are 

augmented by the contributions of the visitor-participants.  

Yet, and here lies a tension, what is the role of the museum in this “co-

created” experience? Simon makes it clear that participation is not the same as 

turning visitors loose and giving them total freedom to produce their own 

experience. Participation should always be tied to measurable goals and 

outcomes, in her view. Specifically, she notes that “from the institutional 

perspective, participatory projects have value only when they satisfy aspects of 

the mission. Institutions do not engage in participatory projects because they are 

fun or exciting but because they can serve institutional goals.”
707

 It would be a big 

mistake, therefore, to make participation an open-ended form of self-expression. 

Visitors feel more comfortable when the experience is scaffolded by the 

institution, Simon observes. In fact, good participation thrives on constraints.
708

   

Significantly, while Simon advocates that visitors need structure in order 

to digest the material that is being presented to them, she is not able to clarify how 

the authorial role of the museum should be designed. In a blog post “The Future 

of Authority” that accompanies her book, Simon writes: 

Single voices represented on single labels is not scalable. I believe we 

need to develop museum ‘platforms’ that allow us to harness, prioritize, 

and present the diversity of voices around a given object, exhibit, or idea. 

This does not mean we are giving all the power to visitors. We will grant 

them a few opportunities - to create their own messages, to prioritize the 

messages that resonate best for them personally - in the context of a larger 

overall platform. The platform is what’s important. It’s a framework that 

museums can (and should) control, and there’s power in platform 

management.
709
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Although Simon’s overall message that museums should become more 

open institutions is well understood, her framing of the issue “power in platform 

management” is vague and troublesome. Allowing visitors to co-create exhibits 

and respond through social media is one thing, but what does it mean to say “we 

will grant them a few opportunities”? In museum education? Curation? Exhibit 

design and implementation? Who is taking responsibility for what? How? When? 

To what extent? These questions receive specific relevance in light of 

controversial museum exhibits that may elicit opposing visitor responses. “People 

use the institution as meeting grounds for dialogue around the content presented” 

Simon asserts.
710

  But nowhere in her book have we learned how such populist 

terms as participation, inclusiveness and dialogue are being co-created by 

museum and visitor. Simon might as well have titled her book “The Participatory 

Visitor” because participation is exclusively a visitor-centered affair. In contrast, 

the museum’s voice is silenced in the participatory process. It begs the urgent 

question: When the visitor wants to talk, how does the museum answer the call to 

connect? 

 

b. Pedagogy and Democracy 

The centrality of the visitor experience in recent years is situated in what 

has been dubbed the “educational turn” in museum pedagogy. The shift to 

pedagogy in curatorial practice has been explained as a response to increasingly 

standardized and regularized museum exhibits and programs “through 

commercial, governmental and institutional forces.”
711

 Renowned museum 
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educator Eilean Hooper-Greenhill has pointed at another, more persistent problem 

in museum pedagogy, the separation of education and curation.
712

 In Curating 

and the Educational Turn (2010), a new model of curating is suggested whereby 

the educative process becomes the object of curatorial production.
713

 Seen from 

this perspective, Simon’s book doesn’t come as a surprise.  

Simon is clear that participatory strategies in museums are not a new 

phenomenon, they “trace back at least a hundred years.”
714

 Although she does not 

elaborate on historical examples, the person of Alfred H. Barr, Jr. should be 

mentioned in this context. When Barr founded the Museum of Modern Art in 

New York City in 1927, he conceived the museum as a laboratory where visitors 

were encouraged and challenged to deal with modern art. “The Museum of 

Modern Art is a laboratory: in its experiments the public is invited to participate, 

Barr proclaimed.”
715

 Barr understood that modern art did not speak for itself and 

therefore the American public needed to be educated. Barr’s catalogs and 

exhibitions were truly educational, designed to explain and, to some extent, 

decode the very complex ideas underlying the artistic movements of the early 

twentieth century. The subject of experimentation in Barr’s laboratory was as 

much the museum-going public as it was the works of art on display. Barr felt that 

if the public open-mindedly experimented with modern art, it could gain at least 

some level of understanding and appreciation of even the most complex abstract 

works.
716

  

Since the second half of the nineteenth century, when museums changed 

from being treasure houses for the elite and the connoisseur into the sort of public 
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institutions we now consider them to be, education became central to the 

museum’s mission. The leitmotiv for education was the assumption that art and 

culture had civilizing effects and could lead to moral improvement. This idea was 

quickly embraced by western European nations in their attempt to link art and 

culture to the formation of new national identities. In this nineteenth-century 

European cultural climate, museum education did not aim to provide a purely 

aesthetic experience, but came to serve socio-political means.    

Similarly, in the United States the belief that museums could generate a 

better society through education was central to the theories of John Dewey (1859-

1952). In his seminal work Democracy and Education (1916), Dewey makes the 

claim that museums are not only educational institutions but also that the 

appropriate educational museum theory is “progressive,” aiming at a 

pedagogically and morally transformative experience. Examples of such 

progressive museums for Dewey were the Barnes Foundation and the museum of 

Charles Willson Peale, both in Philadelphia (the latter founded as early as 1786), 

and the Newark/Brooklyn Children’s Museum. It is worth pausing at Dewey’s 

educational theories especially since they had a profound influence on the 

development of public education, in public schools as well as in museums.
717

  

Progressive education, for Dewey, is the education needed for a 

progressing society, i.e. one that strives to become more democratic. A 

progressive democratic society is aiming to change the status quo in the direction 

of ameliorating gaps between rich and poor, immigrants and native born, 

members of different social classes, etc.; these issues have high stakes in an 
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increasingly pluralistic society. To achieve these progressive outcomes, citizens 

need to be taught how to think, how to inquire. According to Dewey’s theory, the 

term “progressive” modifies not only education, but also society:  

 

Life is a self-renewing process through action upon the environment. In all 

the higher forms this process cannot be kept up indefinitely. After a while 

they succumb; they die. The creature is not equal to the task of indefinite 

self-renewal. But continuity of the life process is not dependent upon the 

prolongation of the existence of any one individual. Reproduction of other 

forms of life goes on in continuous sequence. And though, as the 

geological record shows, not merely individuals but also species die out, 

the life process continues in increasingly complex forms. As some species 

die out, forms better adapted to utilize the obstacles against which they 

struggled in vain come into being. Continuity of life means continual 

readaptation of the environment to the needs of living organisms.718 

 

For Dewey, the continuity of any experience, through renewing of the 

social group, is a “literal fact,” but not something to be taken for granted. 

“Education, in its broadest sense, is the means of this social continuity of life,” 

Dewey continues.719 The purpose of education or the moral reason why society 

educates is thus progressive, one appropriate for a society that progresses towards 

a better democracy.  

Dewey does not believe humans can achieve this progress without 

recourse to structures beyond themselves, and he attributes this impossibility to 

“the primary ineluctable facts of the birth and death of each one of the constituent 

members in a social group determine the necessity of education.”720  Yet not all 

social groups are the same. Life experiences may be educative, but in complex 

(advanced) societies, formal education is needed because informal education is 

too narrow and not so useful for transmitting symbols. Primitive societies do 
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education informally; the young learn directly from adults through joining in 

actions.  But in more advanced societies, like our own, knowledge is stored in 

symbols and there is need for more formal arrangements, Dewey argues. Formal 

learning can easily become “abstract and bookish,” though, when divorced from 

their real world referents. 

So while Dewey is critiquing formal education he is also trying to make an 

argument for an informal teaching method, one that is grounded in real-life 

experiences:   

Hence one of the weightiest problems with which the philosophy of 

education has to cope is the method of keeping a proper balance between 

the informal and the formal, the incidental and the intentional, modes of 

education. …To avoid a split between what men consciously know 

because they are aware of having learned it by a specific job of learning, 

and what they unconsciously know because they have absorbed it in the 

formation of their characters by intercourse with others, becomes an 

increasingly delicate task with every development of special schooling.721 

 

Dewey’s use of the word “informal” is instructive here as it relates to 

every-day learning, apprenticeship, living in a society and participation with 

others, as opposed to “learning by a passive absorption.”722 Thinking about this 

balance between formal and informal learning strategies leads me to wonder what 

a balanced education looks like in a more progressive democratic society, or in a 

museum environment for that matter. Central to Dewey’s idea is something that 

we may want to refer to as “performative,” something that implies active 

participation: 

That education is not an affair of ‘telling’ and being told, but an active and 

constructive process, is a principle almost as generally violated in practice 

as conceded in theory. Is not this deplorable situation due to the fact that 

the doctrine is itself merely told? It is preached; it is lectured; it is written 
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about. …Not that the use of language as an educational resource should 

lessen; but that its use should be more vital and fruitful by having its 

normal connection with shared activities.723 

 

Clearly for Dewey the ideal democratic society is not merely based on 

giving citizens the right to vote but also on a progressive educational system. In 

order to vote, citizens need to be able to make an informed decision, which is only 

possible through a form of education that supports learning through shared 

experiences. For Dewey, education is never a means to an end but is intertwined 

with the ideals of democracy, i.e. a system that should always be striving to create 

a better place for humanity.  

Although Dewey never developed a specific program for the development 

of his educational plans, his ideas resonated strongly with Albert C. Barnes, 

founder of the Barnes Foundation in Philadelphia. As George E. Hein has noted, 

the classes on aesthetics organized by the Barnes Foundation - which, strictly 

speaking was not a museum but an educational institution - were intimately 

intertwined with Dewey’s approach to education, as well as with the general 

concept of a social mission for museums.
724

 As far as an aesthetic theory is 

concerned, both Dewey and Barnes believed that aesthetic theory should be 

progressive, in the sense that it is an intellectual activity that helps the learner to 

solve life problems.
725

 It adheres to the notion that the experience of art can lead 

to human perfection, which, in turn is socially transformative. By combining 

aesthetic experience and education, Barnes and Dewey were instrumental in 

promoting the idea that educational activities can support democratic principles 

and social justice. These ideas still live on today, from Nina Simon’s book to 
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various educational programs in art education and museums. However, despite the 

democratic claims, their aesthetic experience remains an experience of the 

Sovereign “I” predicated on the ideal that we can know ourselves through a one-

sided participation with art and life.    

 

c. Participation in the Event of Being 

In order to assess the revolutionary aspects of Dewey’s democratic ideals 

as they relate to education we need to hold them against Plato’s critique of 

democracy. In The Republic, Plato discusses the ideal city, how it should be 

governed and what type of education would fit the ruler of the ideal city. For 

Plato, democracy is not an option. Democracy evolves from tyranny, which Plato 

regards as the worst form of government.726 In tyranny, an unjust individual is 

able to convince the people that he will serve and protect them but, once he has 

achieved power, works only for his own interest no matter what the costs are to 

his subjects. In contrast, democracy is rule by the poor, according to Plato. Yet 

what happens when the people rise and overturn the corrupt leader? It paralyzes 

society because none of its members is capable of making wise decisions. 

Democracy may sound like a good idea as it is characterized by total freedom in 

which any individual is free to do whatever he pleases. However, people cannot 

handle total freedom, Plato argues, it would only lead to a lawless and anarchic 

society. 727  For Plato, both systems should be dismissed. Plato believes the best 

solution is a philosopher ruler whose primary concern is the pleasure he gains 

from the pursuit of truth and wisdom and knows what is good for everyone.  



308 

 

A dominant theme of The Republic is the necessity of education. Because 

much of the education of very young children takes place through the reading and 

telling of stories, Plato (through the voice of Socrates) suggests that the poems 

they read be heavily censored to ensure that their content is in line with the truth. 

For example, any stories portraying the gods acting immorally should be banned, 

as the gods should be models of virtue. Likewise, virtuous men should never be 

portrayed as being subject to too much sorrow or weeping, since these are not 

qualities that soldiers should want to imitate. The effect of music on the soul is 

also considered very profound and, likewise, should be heavily monitored. 

Physical training is important to counteract the "feminizing" effects of too much 

study. 

In Book Seven the curriculum for the philosopher is laid out in great 

detail. As the philosopher is initially trained in common with the soldiers, both 

groups begin by taking courses in mathematics and astronomy (which, in 

Socrates' account, is closer to physics). For the man (or woman) who will grow up 

to be a soldier, these sciences will be of use in planning strategies in battles. For 

the philosopher, they will be useful by leading the mind to think of the absolute 

realities which underlie them. After these studies, the philosopher-to-be will study 

dialectic, the art of reasoning, for five years before entering into the military in 

order to gain experience and to prove that he can withstand temptations. Finally, 

at the age of fifty, the philosopher should be fully formed and ready to rule.
728

 

Several times in the dialogues, Socrates describes reason, or the rational 

soul, as the ruling force of the whole person. Reason is the means by which 
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people know the truth and knowledge necessary to act correctly, in two ways. 

First, it is obvious that to achieve any goal, one must have knowledge of what is 

necessary to do; otherwise, one might make a mistake and fail. Second, and more 

importantly, reason determines which goals are worth seeking. A person who is 

deficient in the ability to reason might think that pleasure or honor are the highest 

goods and therefore direct all of their energies to obtaining them. The truly wise 

and reasonable man, however, realizes that truth is above all the most important 

good. Thus, the man who is ruled by reason is doubly happy: Not only does he 

seek what is truly good; he is able to obtain all of the goods in greater quantity 

than anyone else. 

The “rule” of reason is taken literally in the case of the ideal state. The 

philosopher embodies reason and is the only member of the entire republic who 

has true knowledge of the absolute good. As a result, he is able to order the state – 

much as a wise person orders his own soul – to conform to the idea of the good.  

The question Plato leaves us with is how plausible it is to believe that a 

society can be governed in such a manner. Plato’s arguments, made so long ago, 

resonate in the current world in much the same way as they did when they first 

appeared. Times of crisis remind us of the need for a review of the assumptions 

we make regarding the best way to govern, and the best way to manage those 

scarce resources available to us. This is true for political systems in society as 

well as for museum governance. Plato was correct in requiring that leaders be 

informed, and equally correct in believing that the uniformed masses are less 
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likely to make good decisions, but the way to address this is not to exclude 

people.  

In sharp contrast, Dewey’s ideal society is structured to allow maximum 

self-development for all individuals. Education for Dewey is not meant to pass on 

static information, but is a strategy that allows people to think critically so that 

they can participate effectively in society. Although he acknowledged the flaws of 

democracy, Dewey still believed that it was the best social order. Yet for a society 

to grow, it is important that its citizens are able to rethink the democratic 

processes. The fundamental aim of education, therefore, is the development of 

critical methods. According to Dewey, education, just as society itself, is ever-

changing and future-oriented. 

It must be noted that Dewey’s ideas - although widely embraced by early 

museum reformers
729

 - were met with fierce criticism, especially by proponents of 

conservative and religious-right groups. As George Hein has noted: 

The Progressive attitude towards ‘progress’ was in opposition to a more 

prevalent belief that society continually advances, that all individual 

groups within society improve without intervention, and (as frequently 

argued then – and now!) that intentional interventions, especially by 

government agencies, hinder the natural course of events that contribute to 

progress.
730

 

 

The fact that in Dewey’s early writings particularly, the term 

“progressive” was associated with political socialist causes did not help to win 

over conservatives.    

Dewey died in 1952, during the early McCarthy years. The early postwar 

era was marked by conservative politics and, as a result, Dewey’s influence 

diminished rapidly. In the 1960’s however, new interest in Dewey’s work 
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emerged, together with an interest in other progressive educational reformers. 

Civil rights movements were a powerful force that left their mark on public 

education as well as museums. Important “progressive” museum initiatives in this 

time include the Anacostia Neighborhood Museum in Washington, D.C. (the first 

“branch” museum connected with the Smithsonian Institution), the Boston 

Children’s Museum, as well as several science centers such as the San Francisco’s 

Exploratorium, and the Ontario Science Center. Although the early science 

centers were unmistakably products of Cold War politics, they are also deeply 

rooted in social aims of Dewey’s progressive education.
731

 

Significantly, the new museum initiatives from the 1960’s and ‘70s were 

largely driven by the desire to be more open, social institutions. Much as 

contemporary museums, earlier progressive museums wanted to connect with the 

community, and use education to give people skills to participate in public 

discourse. Based on Dewey’s social ideals, these museums sought to transform 

the traditional museum model as a storehouse of artifacts, to a place for people. 

Since then, American society has become generally more polarized and 

conservative, culminating in the 1990’s Culture Wars. As discussed in Part I, 

public funding for exhibits and programs became a contested issue and most 

museums showed a reluctance to stick out their necks. The recent economic 

downturn, of course, took care of the rest.   

Today, almost one hundred years after Dewey’s publication, it is worth 

revisiting Dewey’s social and political ideals. Many of his ideas have not lost 

their relevance. Participation, social change and public education are still hotly 
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debated, in public schools and in museums.  Most people acknowledge the need 

for public education in a democratic system; yet, they struggle with the same 

flaws as outlined by Plato. One of the weaknesses of democracy, obviously, is the 

tension between a collective need and personal ideals, an issue that features in 

current healthcare debates. Different people have different ideals, agendas and 

motivations, so how can a “group think” mentality preserve individual wants and 

needs?  

Bakhtin was well aware of the tension between theory and practice, which, 

according to him, requires an active choice, an obligation to act. In that sense 

Bakhtin can identify with Plato. Bakhtin writes: “… we have to do with an 

instance of participative thinking (which seeks to overcome its own givenness for 

the sake of what-is-to-be-attained) sustained in a penitent tone; this participative 

thinking, however, proceeds within that architectonic of Being-as-event which is 

affirmed and founded by us. This is the nature of Plato’s conception.”
732

 In other 

words, Bakhtin’s answerable act or deed has a transcendent validity to it, albeit 

the fact that it is not tied to a universal judgment (as in Plato) but to the “once-

occurrent Being-as-event.”
733

 

Bakhtin understood that theoretical cognition alone cannot help us to 

understand the complexities of social life. That is why he is critical of Plato’s 

“Idea” as much as he rejects Kant’s categorical imperative, which subsumes 

human action under a universal law. Similarly, Bakhtin is critical of man’s 

dependence on religion as it does not take into account the ethical and event-like 

nature of the world. That isn’t to say that Bakhtin rejects religion, in fact, 
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Bakhtin’s philosophy is highly influenced by it.
734

 But Bakhtin came to believe 

that neither philosophy nor religion sufficiently address the concreteness of 

language as it is used in social relations. Bakhtin’s treatment of language reveals 

two aspects that seek to uncover the concreteness of language; the aesthetic nature 

of language with its emphasis on sympathetic love, and the dialogical nature of 

language, which requires an active engagement between author and participant.
735

 

Hirschkop explains the different accounts of language between author and 

participant when he writes:  

From the point of view of a participant, meanings are concrete in so far as 

they are the sediment of an intersubjective encounter; their validity is 

inseparable from the ethical act of confronting an other in discourse. From 

the point of view of an observer/author, meanings are concrete when 

endowed with an aesthetic thickness and worldly bodiliness which reflect 

their origins in a particular social situation.
736

       

 

To understand another person means to understand one’s obligation in 

relation to that other; and this presupposes a responsible participation in the event 

of being. If I would merely live in aesthetic vision, I would become my double, an 

unfinalized individual much like Oscar Wilde’s character of Dorian Gray.
737

 

Bakhtin is clear that neither theoretical cognition nor aesthetic vision alone can 

provide full comprehension of the event of being in all its richness and 

complexity. To think participatively means to unite two different perspectives. 

Bakhtin formulates his theory of participation thus: “Those who know how not to 

detach their performed act from its product, but rather how to relate both of them 

to the unitary and unique context of life and seek to determine them in that 

context as an indivisible unity.”
738

 The authorial perspective sheds light on 
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aspects of democratic life, Hirschkop asserts, in so far we enter a dialogue of a 

community in which participants disclose themselves through their answerable 

deeds.
739

 “The dialogical relation of author to hero, or author to ‘socio-ideological 

language’, reflects the perspective of the contextualizing observers, who makes 

language a worldly and historical object.”
740

  Bakhtin’s dialogism presumes all 

forms of perception, accomplished through sign operations. And since signs only 

receive meaning when they are shared, it follows that traditional binary 

oppositions such as individual/society are no longer mutually exclusive 

categories, but rather reveal their interdependence in an unfinalized continuum.    

In retrospect, Simon’s The Participatory Museum suggests participatory 

strategies to achieve a more satisfactory visitor experience. Her answer to the 

problem of museums - notably visitors taking issue with the museum’s 

authorative voice, and the perceived reluctance to actively engage in a safe and 

challenging place - lacks specificity as it ignores the complexities of the dialogical 

process in a museum environment. More importantly, it avoids the ethical 

question of the museum’s active role in participation. Values such as 

participation, inclusiveness, and dialogue are only possibilities until the museum 

acts upon it. To paraphrase Bakhtin, without answering the call of the other we 

avoid the “non-alibi in being,” and this may not without consequences. Without 

transparency of the museum’s authorative voice, we are back in Plato’s elitist 

Republic where the philosopher is king. At the same time, a museum that is 

unsure about its own participatory role may fall prey to the tyranny of populism, 

commerce and entertainment, if it hasn’t already. A truly participatory museum, 
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however, could ward off these threats when it acknowledges the fact that each 

participant occupies a singular position and from this position experiences and 

acts on his or her oughtness.   

 

2. Dialogic Teaching and Learning 

a. Participatory Challenges 

In an attempt to offer a more interactive visitor experience, the Sterling 

and Francine Clark Art Institute in Williamstown, Mass. launched a new exhibit 

program in 2012 dubbed “Clark Remix.”741 By means of the digital application 

uCurate visitors were invited to explore the museum’s permanent collection 

consisting of more than eighty paintings, twenty sculptures and three hundred 

decorative art objects, and to design their own virtual arrangement. The curatorial 

remix was to be saved on the museum’s website, from where museum staff was 

said to “pick the most intriguing virtual exhibitions and install them in the 

Clark.”742 The program thus served the dual purpose of letting visitors engage in a 

new and exciting way with the collections and, at the same time, allowing 

museum staff to review proposals from non-professionals and incorporate their 

ideas in a new installation. It is this promise of co-curating that makes the Clark 

Remix program quite revolutionary. Although digital applications have been 

around in museums for quite some time, they were never meant to let visitors 

become co-participants in the design process. That may be changing. According 

to Clark’s museum director, Michael Conforti, the advent of programs such as 
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uCurate is closely linked to the growing influence of the internet and social 

media: “For generations, curators ran the show and told you what to believe. In a 

world of blogging and Wikipedia, we realized that we can learn from our 

audience, and from multiple interpretations, Conforti asserts.”743 

 At first sight, the Clark Remix program appears to be a serious attempt to 

generate an authentic visitor response with the potential to have their input 

incorporated into the museum. Yet it would be naïve to think that there would be 

no constraints to the participatory process. Obviously, Clark Remix was designed 

with a purpose in mind, i.e. the purpose of designing a new exhibit for the 

museum’s anticipated makeover, to be completed in 2014. Professional architects 

were hired to work with the museum staff on the major expansion. The museum 

has certain expectations as to the desired degree and quality of the design process 

and implementation. The Clark Museum feels compelled to obey the rules of 

good art exhibitions, as laid down by professional museum standards. Museums 

need to fund their projects and obeying the rules of exhibit design is one way of 

convincing funding organizations that they are serious about their project. At the 

Clark Museum, those rules have been embedded in the design of the uCurate 

digital application, preventing visitors from proposing suggestions that are too far 

off the limit of accepted exhibit standards. For instance, hanging pictures upside 

down from the ceiling is not allowed or considered a legitimate way of designing 

a gallery, as far as the Clark Museum is concerned.744  

Hanging a show in an untraditional manner is precisely what artist 

Maurizio Cattelan was doing when he put his retrospective show “All” on display 
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at the Guggenheim Museum.
745

 The artist decided to string his works haphazardly 

from the oculus of the famous Guggenheim rotunda, thereby demonstrating his 

disrespect for conventional exhibit design. At the same time however, Cattelan 

used the motif of suspension to open up various interpretive possibilities that 

added new meaning to his oeuvre. As Nancy Spector, Deputy Director and Chief 

Curator of the Guggenheim museum attests, working with Cattelan required a 

leap of faith of the museum administration and the lenders who shared their work. 

“In accepting his dramatic proposal or, perhaps I should say, his dare, we needed 

to reconcile our institutional standards and best practices with the outrageousness 

of his ideas.”746  The Cattelan show testifies to the challenges museums face when 

engaging in two-sided participation.  

Museum exhibitions normally develop from a curatorial idea, which then 

puts in motion a team effort to support the idea through exhibit design and 

interpretative planning. Once the idea for a new exhibit takes off, questions of 

contextualization come into play. The concept of visitor participation is rarely the 

starting point for a new exhibit. For Clark Museum director Michael Conforti, it 

was the realization that going through a major construction project would put 

some serious limitations on the available gallery space that led to the idea of 

visitor participation. “Closing was not an option. So what do you do?” Conforti 

asked himself.747 For Conforti, the Clark Remix program offered an interesting 

solution, but one that was by no means born primarily from the desire to foster 

dialogue and change. 
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b. The Paradox of a Safe and Challenging Place  

Museums dealing with controversial topics have learned to follow a 

different practice. In a controversial exhibition, notions of interpretation and 

education are extremely important because, if the ideas do not quickly take into 

account a concern for different voices, the best intended exhibit is likely to harden 

positions, rather than encouraging new thoughts and perceptions. If inflexibility 

sets in, the possibilities for dialogue diminish and the best that can be expected is 

debate and confrontation.  In the case of controversial museum topics, it becomes 

clear just how complex a process of achieving dialogue really is. Rather than 

solving problems, dialogue often generates more questions than answers, which 

leads to an interesting paradox of museums attempting to be simultaneously safe 

and challenging places.  

 This paradox was evident in the Smithsonian’s The West as America 

exhibit in 1991. The exhibit articulated challenging positions about the settling of 

the American West, showing that the West was conquered by an ideology of 

manifest destiny rather than by the forces that have become the stuff of myths and 

accepted opinions. Because the Smithsonian’s education department did not 

immediately open up dialogue with the public, the museum suffered, engendering 

a level of hostility that polarized visitors and, eventually, affected the entire 

museum community. The same phenomenon occurred with the 1995 Enola Gay 

exhibit - as I have discussed in section IV.3.b - that challenged accepted beliefs 

about the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. Because the challenge to prevailing 

histories was ill-timed and badly handled, with the complexities reduced to 
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dueling positions between ‘intellectuals’ and war veterans, the show had to be 

radically curtailed, and the polarized positions became even more frozen. One 

could fairly say that no new learning - either for the museum as a cultural 

organization, or for those with a stake in the historic presentation - occurred in 

this case, because no dialogue occurred.  

   These examples demonstrate a strong disconnect between the traditional 

role of the museum as the arbiter of meaning and the growing idea of the museum 

as a site where ambiguity within exhibitions is acceptable, and even valued.  The 

latter encourages museum visitors to think as individuals and as communities 

about the complex dimensions of sensitive issues. The rhetoric that museums are 

increasingly embracing, calling themselves “safe arenas” for the exchange of 

ideas on complex subject matter, has proven often inaccurate. As the two 

Smithsonian examples demonstrate, the bridge to the public can be difficult to 

build, or cross, when an exhibit is extremely provocative and when traditional 

audiences are too emphatically challenged to review their cherished beliefs and 

expectations. 

 

c. Dialogic Pedagogy 

The question we keep coming back to is how might dialogue be 

encouraged in a public space to enhance democratic citizenship and create 

opportunities for listening to other’s perspectives? Although Dewey’s educational 

philosophy has helped museums recognizing that visitor contributions are 

important for museum interpretation, the truth is that many museums struggle 
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with how to structure the participatory process. The model for a “dialogue driven” 

approach in museums has long been the Chinatown Historical Museum - now 

known as the Museum of the Chinese in America - in New York. Founded in 

1980, its success has been attributed to an active collaboration with the local 

Chinese community in an effort to mutually explore the history of Chinatown’s 

memories and past.
748

 Responding to the then emerging social history movement, 

the philosophical underpinning for its educational mission was found in the work 

by Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, most notably Freire’s Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed (1968).  In this work, Freire presents a new pedagogical model that 

aims at liberating the uneducated masses from their oppressors. According to 

Freire, through the right kind of education, avoiding authoritarian teacher-pupil 

models and based on the actual experiences of students and on continued shared 

investigation, every human being, no matter how illiterate, can develop a new 

awareness of self which will free them to be more than passive objects. 

“Education is the practice of freedom,”
749

 Freire maintains, and everyone should 

invest in education to achieve self-consciousness. Freire’s definition of dialogue 

shows a desire for social change: “to substitute monologue, slogans, and 

communiqués for dialogue is to attempt to liberate the oppressed with the 

instruments of domestication.”
750

 Heavily influenced by Marxist class struggle 

ideology, Freire insists that the oppressed should take charge and liberate 

themselves through active participation in society, not in order to take over the 

world but to strive for a more harmonious, free and just society.      

Today, the Museum of the Chinese in America takes a more nuanced 
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approach to dialogue, invoking different elements of dialogism, such as Bakhtin’s 

chronotope and Mike Frisch’s theory of shared authority.
751

 In a recent interview, 

co-founder John Kuo Wei Tchen reflects on his understanding of dialogue thirty 

years later. Tchen explains how he tries to move away now from thinking in 

binary oppositions and presenting stark opposing viewpoints, acknowledging that 

“otherness” is also within the subject.
752

  Significantly, the museum realizes that 

dialogue is not simply a technique to enhance audience participation; it comes 

with moral responsibility also to create spaces for thinking complex issues. 

Sharing authority in a museum environment is not simply opening up a space for 

story-telling, acknowledging that every museum visitor is a story-teller with 

authority. It requires an active role from the part of the museum professional to 

contextualize the information, broaden horizons, and framing questions that create 

new opportunities for thinking and meaning-making.
753

  

Decreasing the authoritarian voice of the curator and encouraging visitors 

to participate in interpretation has now become an accepted form of museum 

education. Although the legacies of Dewey and Freire are still felt, there is an 

undeniable new commitment to social change, even a tendency to interpret 

museum practice as social work.
754

 At the same time, museum organizations keep 

raising the bar of what good education should be, setting standards for 

“excellence” and “best practices” which have caused a lot of anxiety in the 

museum community.   According to Hilde Hein, the desire to theorize education 

and informal learning in museums is rooted in antiquity: “Theory outclasses 

praxis, and thinking outranks doing. The life of the mind, unconstrained by vulgar 
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need and the struggle for survival, was the crowning glory of human activity: This 

thesis, albeit drastically modified, still resonates on our educational system and is 

deeply embedded in our social hierarchy.”
755

  

Dialogical pedagogy, which has been practiced in museums at least since 

the early 1990’s, is not exempt from theorizing tendencies. In an article on 

dialogic learning in the museum space, museum educator Catherine Styles writes:  

Among the museum theorists, practitioners and critics I have identified, 

there is a strong commitment to community-building, to empowering 

forms of education and to self-reflexive representation. Despite these calls 

– and due in part to the long history of museums as institutions of public 

instruction – an overwhelming majority of museums fails to identify the 

codes within which their presentations operate. Self-reflexivity is far from 

a standard modus operandi of museums, and remains a rare and 

courageous contravention.
756

   

 

Style calls for exhibits that enable visitors to see the questions and 

tensions in the material that is being presented to them, rather than the answers 

alone.
757

 Her case studies are convincing and show how dialogue might work but 

one keeps wondering if the creative act of meaning-making can or should be 

regularized, let alone how it should be measured.    

To understand what is really at stake in dialogic pedagogy we need to turn 

to Bakhtinian scholar and educator Eugene Masukov. Based on Bakhtin’s 

dialogism, “teaching is art, a type of performance art based on the teacher’s and 

student’s authorship rather than a type of standardized technology,” Masukov 

asserts.
758

 Masukov defines authorship as “a participant’s bid for a unique creative 

contribution fully or partially recognized by a relevant community and by the 

participant him/herself (this recognition can be problematic, contested, and 
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controversial at times).”
759

 Masukov’s understanding of authorship is 

diametrically opposed to traditional learning strategies (especially in formal 

education) as it is no longer based on reproducing existing knowledge but on 

“irreproducible, irreplaceable and ‘here and now’ agency that is based on 

improvisation, creativity, originality, diversity and uniqueness.”
760

   

That isn’t to say that dialogical pedagogy is an impromptu process. “The 

teacher has to create a rich and complex learning environment to increase the 

probability for such meaningful learning events to occur and provide guidance to 

expand and capitalize on these events, although these events cannot be ever 

guaranteed or fully known in advance.”
761

 So here we have a major tension, it 

seems. Whereas on the one hand, dialogical learning is improvisational, dialogic, 

creative, eventful, etc., it is still preplanned, prepared by the teacher, based on the 

teacher’s superior knowledge of the subject at hand.
762

 According to Masukov, 

this doesn’t have to be a contradiction as long as the teacher does not assume the 

role of expert. A key factor for success is the teacher’s dialogic provocation, 

“mapping students’ ideas, providing alternatives, promoting the testing of ideas, 

and so on.”
763

 

By highlighting the intersubjective relationship between teacher and 

student, Masukov’s educational philosophy stands in sharp contrast to the more 

popular notion among Bakhtinian scholars that argues for a dialogic pedagogy 

where teachers author their students, much like Dostoevsky authored his 

characters.
764

 I agree with Masukov that such a view is unattainable, simply 

because it downplays Bakhtin’s important notion of answerability. Bakhtin writes: 
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“I myself - as the one who is actually thinking and who is answerable for his act 

of thinking - I am not present in the theoretically valid judgment. The 

theoretically valid judgment, in all its constituent moments, is impervious to my 

individually answerable self-activity.”
765

 Students are not creations of the teacher; 

they have their own unique and individual voices. As Masukov puts it, “In 

contrast to novel writers and their characters, teacher and students coexist 

ontologically in the physical world and act upon each other through their physical 

and communal bodies.”
766

 

A concern with theorizing human relationships was at the heart of 

Bakhtin’s thinking and appears as a major concern in his early writing. According 

to Elizabeth Jayne White, this may well explain why Bakhtin never received the 

same status as other dialogical educators such as the popular Lev Vygotksy.
767

 

Despite the major parallels between Bakhtin and Vygotsky - both take as their 

starting point that man is a social creature and creates meaning through language - 

Vygotsky is typically a dialectical thinker (mush as Dewey and Freire), whereas 

Bakhtin’s philosophy emphasizes open-endedness and unfinalizabilty.
768

 As 

White observes, “Bakhtin’s attention to aesthetics is less popular in new right 

ideologies that monologically promote ‘literacy’ and ‘numeracy’ as valued 

learning outcomes whereas the more holistic, existential orientations of Bakhtin 

have a much lower profile.”
769

  

Dialogical pedagogy obviously has political implications. It asks questions 

about access and exclusivity, common and expert knowledge, the prescribing and 

the challenging of meaning, and market and mission. As Kathleen Mclean has 
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noted:  

The proposition that exhibition creators must pay attention to the interests 

and needs of their visitors still meets with resistance, particularly among 

those who hold to the notion of museums as temples and sites primarily of 

scholarship. They express concern about focusing on entertainment at the 

expense of learning and other high-minded museum experiences.
770

 

 

Perhaps we need to accept that the museum is both temple and forum, and 

that these concepts are not mutually exclusive but need each other to keep the 

dynamics alive. In contrast to dialectics that looks for wholeness and truth, 

dialogism is about “in between-ness,” “a framework characterized by theoretical 

and epistemological assumptions about human action, communication and 

cognition.” 
771

 It is precisely in the interstice of monologue and dialogue, the 

centripetal and centrifugal, epic and novel that meaning-making occurs. As 

Bakhtin keeps reminding us of, dialogism is based on struggle, and if there is any 

learning outcome we want to put in life’s curriculum, it is the quest for the other.      

 

3. Authoring and Answering in the Digital Age 

a. Between Education and Entertainment 

The twenty-first century has catapulted museums in a wildly competing 

market, with other museums and the “culture industry” at large. So far they are 

holding their bastion. According to the American Alliance of Museums, there are 

approximately eight hundred and fifty million visits each year to American 

museums, more than the attendance for all major league sporting events and 

theme parks combined (483 million in 2011).772 The same source tells us that 

museums are still powerful economic engines; 78% of all U.S. leisure travelers 
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participate in cultural or heritage activities. These numbers are impressive of 

course but there is a downside. Some critics have pointed at the danger that 

entertainment may take over learning, the traditional domain and raison d’être of 

museums.  

The term “edutainment” has been coined to denote the clever packaging of 

education and entertainment. Although the term is not new - it was first used by 

Walt Disney in 1948 - edutainment is now seen as a growing paradigm within 

museums especially within American science centers and children museums. 

Edutainment emphasizes fun and enjoyment, potentially at the expense of 

educational content. The idea is that people are used to flashy, polished 

entertainment venues like movie theaters and theme parks that they demand 

similar experiences at science centers and museums. Thus, a museum is seen as 

just another business competing for entertainment dollars from the public, rather 

than as an institution that serves the public welfare.773 

Museum purists have argued that this development is taking the path of 

the least resistance. It is tempting for museums in their quest for attention to obey 

the elaborate surveys and planning strategies that are designed to increase 

attendance, funding and popularity. Instead of setting standards, these critics 

assert, museums are responding to them, dumbing down exhibits, relying upon 

elaborate (and expensive) orientation films, audio tours, and interactive terminals 

- anything to avoid concentrating upon the fundamental if difficult experience of 

confronting objects on their own. The expanded educational staffs, the elaborate 

school and family programs, the broad range of social activities intended to 
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market the museum to new audiences, all have aroused the scorn of critics such as 

James Cuno, who has accused museums of becoming therapy centers or adopting 

techniques of Disney, Nike, and Universal Studios: 

The biggest problem facing art museums today is the emerging consensus 

among politicians, community activities, funding sources, and engaged 

academics that the art museum is first and foremost a social institution, an 

active educational center with a mandate to encourage therapeutic social 

perspectives for learning about and appreciating the visual arts.774 

 

Cuno expresses not only frustration but also fear. Despite the enormous 

expansion of the modern museum in terms of size, attendance and influence in the 

past couple decades their growth has been dwarfed by the rise of the 

entertainment industry in the western world.   

New museum architecture has become another area of concern. Some 

museum leaders and critics have wondered whether the drive to make museums 

even bigger and glitzier is a symptom of impending doom - a misguided effort to 

compete with crass tourist attractions.  As Preziosi has observed, “New museum 

architecture is an apt metaphor for this philosophical disjuncture and sleight of 

hand - one thinks of Frank Gehry’s Weisman Museum in Minneapolis, his 

immediate precursor to his Bilbao Guggenheim, or of Daniel Libeskind’s […] 

addition to the Denver Art Museum.”775  

The problem, Maxwell L. Anderson, CEO of the Indianapolis Museum of 

Art, says is that museums can’t even agree on what constitutes progress. In his 

influential essay, Metrics of Success in Art Museums, Anderson writes: 
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The picture is one of impressive wealth, power, and privilege harnessed in 

service of the public interest. Yet all is not well in the art museum 

profession. Within the confines of their boardrooms, American art 

museums today are best as never before by disagreement about their 

priorities. Those without such a debate are most likely unclear about their 

real contributions to society.776 

  

Art museums used to be measured by size and importance of their 

collections but that is no longer the case. With the recent shift from objects to 

visitors, museums need to redefine how they distinguish themselves from other 

popular venues.777   

And this problem is not unique to art museums. Some of the most popular 

museums in the world, the National Air and Space Museum (more than eight 

million visitors a year) and the National Museum of Natural History (seven 

million visitors a year), spend most of their resources now on expanding public 

education and enhancing the visitor experience. The Newseum, a spectacular new 

museum attraction in Washington, D.C., featuring news and history, is one of the 

latest in the booming museum experience industry. The museum boasts seven 

levels of galleries and theaters with hands-on exhibits and “up-to-the-second” 

technology that attracted three million visitors since its opening in 2008.778   

Within a few years the Newseum quickly rose to one of the top attractions 

in Washington, D.C. Its mission, to show how and why news is created, is safe in 

the hands of its founding partners; Time Warner, ABC News, NBC News, and 

Rupert Murdoch, Chairman and CEO of News Corporation, to name a few. These 

media tycoons have not only contributed significantly to the creation of the 
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museum but they obviously have a vested interest in keeping it a success.779 It 

begs the question how the involvement of powerful news makers impacts the 

choices made by this museum, from the choice of content to the means of delivery 

through educational programs and exhibits.       

What the Newseum overwhelmingly demonstrates though, is the cross-

pollination between all forms of media within today’s culture industry. Film, 

television, music, popular press, video games, celebrity, the internet etc. - have 

evolved to the point where we must now consider intertextuality and 

intermediality not just as some marginal postmodern element, nor a clever 

corporate strategy to draw people in, but the core logic, both economically and 

culturally, of contemporary culture. Adorno and Horkheimer, writing in 1944, 

critiqued mass-produced forms of culture - radio, film, magazines etc. - for their 

manipulative power to numb society into powerless masses, saying:   

Culture today is infecting everything with sameness. Film, radio, and 

magazines form a system. Each branch of culture is unanimous within 

itself and all are unanimous together. Even the aesthetic manifestations of 

political opposites proclaim the same inflexible rhythm...All mass culture 

under monopoly is identical... Films and radio no longer need to present 

themselves as art. The truth that they are nothing but business is used as an 

ideology to legitimize the trash they intentionally produce. 
780

 

 

The Newseum however challenges us to understand the complex networks 

of interrelations in today’s culture, and make us define our own position against 

it.    
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b. The Lure of Modern Technology 

Museums in the twenty-first century are challenged by advancements 

made in computer technology. As William J. Mitchell has observed, evolutions in 

the Digital Age have dramatically changed the way we experience everyday life 

and the built environments such as museums and other educational institutions 

such as schools, libraries and so on. Visual imagery is no longer waiting to be 

decoded, but serves as a “middle ground between materials and the things people 

do with them.”
 781

 Computer technology has made life easier in many ways as we 

don’t have to physically be in the same place anymore as where the information 

or entertainment is being offered.  The choices are endless - broadcast, DVD, 

downloads, podcasts - they offer easy alternatives for experiencing the “real 

thing.” This rapid transformation has had widespread effects. Yet as Joseph Pine 

and James Gilmore have noted, while the markets for virtual experience grow 

exponentially, they also push people in the opposite direction - toward the 

authentic.782 This explains why thousands of people still show up at sports events 

while they could watch the same game on TV or internet. The same is true for 

theaters, concert halls, even bookstores. They all strive to become “experience 

places” with such amenities as restaurants, shops, and places to relax and lounge. 

The lesson for museums is that here lies a huge opportunity, to refocus on what 

museums have always done best, to cater to those longing for real stories and 

artifacts, enhanced by technological innovations. 

Of course, modern technology can never be a means to an end. Museums 

may embrace modern technology for many reasons - to support exhibits, raise 
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attendance, for the sake of spectacle, to enhance their status, etc. - but it can never 

replace human relations. Writing in the 1950s, Heidegger mentioned the danger of 

modern technology, saying that it tends to enslave us if we surrender to it. 

Heidegger points at the Greek origin of the word technology - “Techne belongs to 

bringing-forth, to poiesis; it is something poetic” - to remind us of technology’s 

true essence.
783

 It is not technology that will save us; only art has the power to set 

us free, Heidegger maintains.   

Smithsonian’s Secretary G. Wayne Clough, author of the 2013 publication 

Best of Both Worlds: Museums, Libraries, and Archives in a Digital Age, may be 

hard to convince of Heidegger’s insight. Clough believes unconditionally that 

high-tech developments in museums will fundamentally change the way we think 

about them. The technological revolution of the twenty-first century not only 

enhances the visitor experience, but it will ultimately break down the barriers 

between the institution and its users:  

Looking down the road, we will see people engaged in the creative 

activities of the Institution. In the past, the creative activities were entirely 

behind the walls of museums and collection centers. The public only got 

to access that through labels in exhibitions, which told them what we 

thought. Now, in this new world, people actually will help us design 

exhibitions, and it will be interactive. […]. Fundamentally, they’re taking 

things that have never been seen before by the public and making them 

available. […] People are going to be engaged with us in a conversation, 

not a monologue. We’re not the ‘Voice of God’ anymore.
784

 

 

Clough sees immense opportunities that come with new technology, even 

while not every museum has the means to digitize its collection and create a 

virtual presentation that can be accessed by audiences worldwide. There is no 
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denying that technology already has had a huge impact on museums and this 

process is unstoppable. Many museum collections are now available online, and 

in that sense Clough is right, digitization made collections more easily available 

and free, as long as one can access an internet connection. Yet does more access 

necessarily lead to more democratic freedom, replace monologue by dialogue? If 

so, how?  

Technology and digitization in particular, prompt us to rethink the 

meaning of images and how digitization can alter the experience of what is 

represented in or outside museum walls. In his 2005 study The Reconfigured Eye: 

Visual Truth in the Post-Photographic Era, Mitchell looks closely at how digital 

imaging changes the way we explore ideas and the ethical and aesthetical 

questions it raises. How will digitization shape such notions of “truth” and 

“meaning” when art and artifacts are experienced in a virtual world? According to 

Mitchell, thinking that the spread of images will level differences and thus 

promote democratic ideals is too simplistic:  

There is no doubt that the distinction between high art and mass culture is 

disappearing in our time, or that distinctions between media, or between 

verbal and visual images, are being undone. The question is: is it true? 

Does the blockbuster exhibition mean that art museums are now mass 

media, indistinguishable from sporting events and circuses? Is it really that 

simple? I think not. The fact that some scholars want to open up the 

domain of images to consider both artistic and non-artistic images does 

not automatically abolish the differences between these domains.785 

 

The rapid developments in modern technology make us wonder how 

Bakhtin would have responded, had he lived in our time. Would he have been 

excited about the new possibilities of our intertextual and intermedial world, 
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believing that it increases opportunities for human interaction? Or would he have 

dismissed virtual reality as a new monologic genre in disguise?  

 

c. Dialogism in the Digital Chronotope 

One thing we can be sure of: Bakhtin would have been fascinated by the 

new chronotopic qualities of the virtual world, wondering how they have altered 

our perception of time and space. He would have shared his insight how the 

digital chronotope has affected our thinking, realizing that “technology is no 

longer an instrument but the very environment in which all cultural, social and 

vital interaction takes place.”
786

 He would have noticed the overwhelming 

presence of images on the internet, and in our culture generally, and he would 

have wondered why visual imagery has become a more powerful form of 

communication than written or spoken language. 

Bakhtin would have presented us with a dialogical imagination which 

assumes that all language and knowledge within and without the museum are 

interconnected and interdependent thus exemplifying “speech diversity.
787

 He 

would have stressed the need for our active participation in this living 

heteroglossia, knowing how every utterance has its own specific chronotopic 

possibilities but that its full potential is only revealed through our answerable 

deed.  

Significantly, Bakhtin’s thinking has not lost any of its relevance today. 

Times have changed but dialogism extends historic boundaries. “Such is the 

fleeting language of a day; of an epoch, a social group, a genre, a school and so 
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forth. It is possible to give a concrete and detailed analysis of any utterance, once 

having exposed it as a contradiction-ridden, tension-filled unity of two embattled 

tendencies in the life of language.” 
788

 Dialogism is more than a relation of the 

self and other, it is predicated on performativity. “We see the world by authoring 

it, by making sense of it through the activity of turning it into a text. 
789

 Bakhtin is 

remarkable for not giving up on the power of human subjectivity and for the 

central role he assigns utterance in shaping the world. His insistence on 

authorship as the distinctive feature of consciousness is a particularly powerful 

way of giving meaning to the definition of man that says he is a sign.  
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CONCLUSION 

In Bakhtin’s philosophy of language, there is no such a thing as a final 

word. That is a relief, as one is not pressed to look for one, let alone offer one. 

Every word in Bakhtin’s writing leads to a next thought without ever coming to a 

halt. In fact, Bakhtin’s thinking is like the dialogical itself as it oscillates between 

centripetal and centrifugal forces. While Bakhtin resists authoritarian claims to 

finalization, he nevertheless recognizes the need for positing unity, if only for the 

tactical advantage of thus revealing a potential identity against which difference 

could come into play and be made coherent. 

It has been suggested that the Janus-like nature of Bakhtin’s work makes it 

potentially unsatisfying for a contemporary Western society that seeks resolution 

or “truth,” since Bakhtin outrightly rejects monological ideals. This is well 

articulated in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics where Bakhtin lays out his 

concerns with the hegemony of absolute authorial control. One of the pitfalls this 

dissertation has sought to avoid, therefore, is to write another self-help book for 

museums. One will look in vain here for a new museum theory. Instead, this 

dissertation asks how language can be used in such a way that it always stays in 

production, creating ever new opportunities for human interaction. 

While I was writing this concluding chapter, heavy fighting continued on 

the Gaza strip killing hundreds of innocent civilians. Meanwhile, relations 

between Russia and the Western world reached an unprecedented low since the 

end of the Cold War. This is more than a random selection of world news. It 

reminded me of Adorno’s sour remark that writing poetry after Auschwitz is a 
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barbaric act. How “barbaric” is it to write about dialogism in this time and age, I 

wondered? What is there left to say about human relations that hasn’t been 

violated and negated over and over again? 

It is no small irony that Bakhtin spent his entire life thinking and writing 

about the potential of human relations. His time was not less violent or dangerous 

than ours, and yet, Bakhtin never wanted to give up on his belief in individual 

agency and the responsibility humans have for being in this world. It made me 

realize that dialogism - which implies authority and answerability between the 

self and other - may be what we all long for; it is also one of the most unnatural 

things to do. It suggests we have to work hard for it to achieve it. Most of all, it 

asks that we give up our own essentialist notion of being, and embrace “the power 

to not not-be,” as Agamben puts it. For Bakhtin, this is not a choice but an ethical 

imperative. There is no alibi for withdrawing from life. To give up on dialogism is 

to give up on life itself.  

The thesis of this dissertation, which centers on the formulation of a new 

museum authority in the wake of Poststructuralism, asks just that. Drawing from 

Bakhtin’s notion of the dialogical, authorative discourse happens within all social 

groups. Words are always said by someone and meant for someone. Yet dialogue 

happens only when we pay attention to the relation between the utterance and the 

reply. It is not the words themselves that are revealing; instead it is in the space 

between words that meaning-making occurs. Dialogism therefore is more than 

communication between two interlocutors. Dialogism requires that we step 

outside our own boundary and respond to another consciousness, inviting an 
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element of chance to determine the work. I maintain that a dialogical museum is 

first and foremost a relational museum that leaves space to let other 

consciousnesses unfold.   

Part of the problem with the contemporary museum, is that the notion of 

authority is met with great suspicion. Since Poststructuralism, authority has 

become associated with power and control. As a result, museums have learned to 

disguise their authorative voice by shifting the attention from objects to visitors. 

That is not to say that museums have given up on being authorative. As I have 

sought to demonstrate, authorative control is still thriving; yet, it is now framed 

differently by the new paradigm of visitor participation, inclusiveness and social 

change. Although these are laudable efforts, the problem is that they are based on 

the same old finalizing claims. Bakhtin’s notion of authority, however, not only 

recovers the museum voice, but makes the museum responsible for keeping the 

dialogue going. This fundamentally changes the way we experience museums. A 

dialogical museum is not about the pursuit of knowledge, social change or 

participation in itself; instead, it is the experience of dialogic relations that matters 

most. In a real sense it is what Foucault also observed, once we liberate language 

from the knowing of things, we can attain men’s freedom.       

A stumbling block in promoting the dialogical is the persistence in 

Western philosophy of the pursuit of “truths” and definitions. Ever since the 

dialogues of Socrates, we’ve been searching for knowledge through questions and 

answers. The assumption being that true knowledge depends on defining the 

problem and arriving at a solution in which logic prevails. Those who cannot 
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provide a clear definition of a concept either fail in asking the right question, or 

demonstrate a fallacy in their thinking. Yet this method is not necessarily the best 

way to approach the identity crisis of modern museums. Museums defy logic, in 

the sense that there is not a single definition that captures them all. The 

extraordinary variety and mutability of museums makes them difficult to grasp; at 

the same time the ability to adjust to changing needs in society has been part of 

the museum’s extraordinary success since its inception in ancient times.       

The goal of this dissertation is to move away from trying to “redefine” the 

museum as so many critics have been trying to do. Instead, we can accept that 

museums - like art - have many things in common: they may serve a community, 

provide entertainment, preserve a moment in history; they may even move, 

frighten or shock us. But if we search for one feature that they all possess, we fail. 

Any attempt to define museums, to pin down a term that is essentially fluid and 

dynamic in its use, misses the point of the museum’s chronotopic qualities.  

Likewise, applying Bakhtin’s thinking to museum practice should be 

treated with great care, especially since his work is still relatively new and 

unexplored in the museum world. One of the pitfalls museums need to be 

critically aware of is Bakhtin’s treatment of binary oppositions. Dialogue requires 

two pairs to make an argument. Yet, in contrast to the Socratic dialogues that are 

focused on the differences between two categories of thought, Bakhtin is much 

more interested in the relationships between them. Bakhtin honors both parts of 

the equation knowing that one cannot exist without the other. It is exactly this 

insistence on negotiating differences instead of overcoming them that makes 
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Bakhtin’s work so attractive, especially when thinking through the problem of 

controversy as it plays out in museum exhibits and programs.    

So, instead of thinking of the dialogical museum as new museum type yet-

to-come, I argue that the dialogical is a historically contingent phenomenon. 

Following Bakhtin’s theory of the novel, social forces are always in conflict with 

each other. Dialogue thrives on different voices and cultures; it needs the tensions 

between centralizing and decentralizing forces. A dialogical museum therefore, is 

not to be understood as a utopian dream, but as an ideal that all museums should 

aspire to as it brings out instances of increased consciousness.  

 The intent of my investigation - to think the museum as philosophy- is 

reflected in the three-part structure of this dissertation, which derives from 

Heidegger’s essay “Building, Dwelling, Thinking.” The problem of museums is 

thus situated within the discourse of human consciousness rather than art history 

or museum studies. The methodology followed in this work comes from Foucault, 

most notably Foucault’s attempt to uncover the thought processes at work in 

historical moments. History then is not treated as a progressive “total” history, but 

made up of contingent instances in the history of human consciousness.     

In Part I, “Building,” I have followed the history of the public museum 

from a Foucauldian perspective. I have claimed, on the one hand, that the problem 

of modern museums cannot be understood without a reflection of the underlying 

causes that shaped it. At the same time, I have sought to demonstrate that 

museums have always been subject to centralizing and decentralizing forces; it 

follows that the dialogical has always been part of the history of museums, in one 
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form or another.    

In Chapter I, “Museum Chronotopics,” I laid out the idea that the museum 

experience is based on a distinct notion of time and space, the categories by which 

we order the world. I have demonstrated that, even before museums became the 

public institutions as we now know them to be, collections served to understand 

the relation between mind and world. By pointing at the history of private 

collecting, I have sought to uncover a dialogical relation with official culture. 

Early private collections, such as the sixteenth century Wunderkammern, 

established a fixed relationship between micro-cosmos and macro-cosmos. Yet, as 

Bakhtin has noted, the popularity of the medieval carnival tradition suggests the 

emergence of a counter-culture that seeks to upset the hierarchical structures 

while leaving them in place. That isn’t to say that the Wunderkammer is now a 

past strategy of display. Drawing from contemporary examples, I have shown 

how the concept of Wunderkammer is still useful as a critical investigation of 

hegemonic culture.   

Centralizing forces are at play in Winckelmann’s study of ancient Greek 

art and culture. Winckelmann’s contribution to the development of the public 

museum is that he helped establishing a norm based on the art of antiquity, 

against which all subsequent art and culture was to be measured.  With 

Winckelmann, the museum becomes a place for the experience of “noble 

simplicity and quiet grandeur.” Enlightenment ideals further promote a subject in 

control. With Kant, a shift from history to aesthetic experience takes place and 

with that, the notion of aesthetics as a separate form of cognition; yet by making 
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transcendental claims, Kant removes the subject from its ethical call to being in 

the world. World museums such as the Louvre and the British Museum still 

champion Enlightenment ideals of truth, freedom and the makeable self. My 

discussion of the new interest in the encyclopedic museum today, demonstrates 

that transcendental claims are still thriving, and up for debate.  

Meanwhile, ongoing democratization processes have dramatically shaken 

the museum landscape and with that, undermined the museum’s authorative 

voice. One of the most important developments in recent years, are artist 

interventions in the museum space, which have revealed the framing devices that 

museums have used to communicate claims of knowledge and truth. However, the 

dilemma with critical art - as I have shown through various examples of avant-

garde art since early Modernism - is, that the moment it is put on display in a 

museum environment, it quickly loses its power to disrupt and becomes 

mainstream culture. This does not diminish the fact that controversies in museum 

exhibits and programs are indicative of a degeneration of moral thought that can 

be traced back to the Kantian aesthetics, and up to the poststructuralist critique in 

the late twentieth century. One of the greatest challenges museums are facing 

today is how to uncover human agency without subscribing to total knowledge 

and truth.       

The history of house museums is central to Chapter II. I have treated 

house museums as a special category because of their exemplary role in the 

discourse of the museum as space of death, which reveals how museums have 

alienated themselves from lived experience. Against this dire assessment, I have 
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argued that the potential of this genre lies in the richness of narrative detail, and 

the different speech genres it embodies. A corollary claim is made for the interiors 

of early private collector houses (app.1870-1930). My interpretation of these 

houses is that they are, in fact, forms of installation art, and instances of a counter-

culture that seek to oppose the hegemonic structure of official art museums. 

Recent attempts to “reanimate” historic houses - by Peter Greenaway and Pipilotti 

Rist, for instance - are discussed as forms of the dialogical in the (house) museum 

space.  

Part II, “Dwelling,” is dedicated to the problem of representation in the 

visual arts and museum. In Chapter III I have traced the tradition of mimesis since 

antiquity. A discussion of the closed form of Aristotle’s poesis as opposed to the 

open structure of Dostoevsky’s novel serves as a backdrop to analyze recent 

attempts to revive history museums through literary devices. I have argued that 

Spalding’s poetic museum model is indicative of a trend to move away from 

knowledge to narrative, yet the underlying educational ideals that Spalding 

champions, limits an open-ended reading.  

The discussion of Hegel’s master/slave metaphor serves to understand the 

museum as site of human consciousness. Hegel’s end-of-art theory, however, has 

undermined that potential, especially as it is frequently understood as the end of 

the authorial voice, and with that, the end of human agency. Against this 

interpretation, I have pointed at Kojève’s reading of Hegel, which brings out the 

element of desire to connect with another consciousness.  The museum after the 

end of art may be a place where all master narratives have ended. Yet, to think of 
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the authorative voice as the root of all problems, I maintain, is throwing away the 

child with the bath water. Hegel’s insight that human consciousness requires two 

interlocutors returns in Bakhtin’s thinking, yet stripped off the mandate of finding 

self-consciousness.  

In Chapter IV, I have zoomed in on a particular contested issue, the master 

discourse of Cold War nuclear rhetoric. Drawing from several museum examples, 

I have discussed the challenges of promoting dialogue in a closed, monological 

culture. Although Bakhtin does not offer much insight in the political 

controversies of his time, his reading of Dostoevsky’s novels has a plethora of 

examples of so-called threshold dialogues where conflict situations reign 

supreme. Yet I have noted that the threshold chronotope does not promote 

dialogue per se, rather, it upsets hegemonic structures without necessarily 

changing the situation. The discourse of unrepresentability - as developed by 

Rancière, Lyotard and Agamben - is helpful to liberate the museum from its 

representative constraints, as it is no longer tied to any fixed identity. Drawing 

from these thinkers, I have sought to connect Bakhtin’s dialogical with a new 

form of community, one that is not based anymore on a shared subjectivity, but on 

a community of subjects. 

Part III, “Thinking,” arrives at a rethinking of the museum based on 

Bakhtin’s theory of authoring. In Chapter V, I have analyzed various attempts to 

restore the connection between art and life, which is central to Bakhtin’s thinking. 

From Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk to Relational Aesthetics, I have argued that 

attempts to promote the dialogical can only mean something when 
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intersubjectivity is sought. As Bakhtin has repeatedly noted, intersubjectivity too 

often results in intra-subjectivity, without the ethical imperative of the answerable 

deed. This isn’t to say that art or museums should promote social change. It 

appears that Bakhtin is reluctant to assume an active political role, especially 

when the intention is to erase differences.   

In Chapter VI I have considered the implications of the dialogical for 

museum pedagogy. In it, I have analyzed the current trend of participatory 

strategies as an attempt to recover human agency, highlighting that without the 

author as guide and participant, dialogue is not likely to happen. The digital age 

poses new challenges to the dialogical in ways that Bakhtin could not have 

foreseen. Heidegger’s essay on technology is helpful in so far as it does not 

outright reject technology, but warns us not to lose our humanity by surrendering 

to it. This insight is useful, especially when thinking through the extraordinary 

potential of the dialogical through something as rhizomatic as the internet. 

This being said, in dialogism, the relations between people matter most, 

not the medium through which communication occurs. It follows that a museum, 

or the internet for that matter, cannot be dialogical in itself; it can only set up 

situations to promote it.  

Clearly, by mapping the potential of Bakhtin’s dialogical for the public 

museum, I have left many questions unanswered. One of the first problems I 

asked myself was, how the dialogical- which stricto sensu denotes an 

intersubjective relationship - can be applied to a static organization as a museum. 

I have concluded that authorship is extendable to extraliterary categories because 
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it is an architectonics of consciousness. Authorship is the primary activity of all 

selves in a world dominated by the self/other distinction. Therefore it is the 

ground of all other dichotomies.  

This assessment may be the ground for future work that might include an 

investigation of the tensions between the dialogical museum and Western 

capitalist systems that resist differences. Similarly, I am intrigued by the cultures 

of the carnivalesque, and how they might engender dialogue in a museum space - 

a question largely untouched by Deborah Haynes in her important work on 

Bakhtin and the visual arts. Bakhtin’s interest in the carnivalesque was motivated 

by his concern that the carnival tradition was disappearing. I don’t think we need 

to worry about that. In our multi-cultural society the carnival tradition is still very 

much alive. Yet, we may well overestimate its potential to disrupt the status quo. 

As discussed in chapter I of this dissertation, the carnivalesque, after all, is a 

chronotope and therefore a special form of representation. It upsets the spatio-

temporal relationships, but it does not necessarily alter situations. Museums 

inviting artists to intervene in the museum space perform self-reflexitivity at best, 

but that doesn’t mean they promote dialogue.  

An urgent question that needs to be expanded upon is how we can start 

applying Bakhtin’s thinking to the museum field while Bakhtin himself resisted 

theorizing. Throughout this dissertation, I have maintained that dialogism has 

enormous implications as museums have to let go of their role as arbiter of 

meaning, and instead embrace unfinalizabilty as a new form of truth. Complex 

questions need to be answered. Would polyphony lead to museum anarchy? What 
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is the role of the curator in relation to visitors in a dialogic museum? What should 

or could museums do with multiple visitor responses? Are there some visitor 

responses that museums should not allow, for example, extreme political 

positions? What roles remain for museums in their promotion of cultural heritage, 

and whose heritage should they focus upon? Many museums attract huge numbers 

of tourists - how might the promotion of a dialogic environment make sense to 

disparate audiences? In short, the emergence of dialogism as a feature of 

progressive museum practice clearly poses new challenges to the museum world.  

Although an investigation of these and other questions remains outside the 

scope of this investigation, this study offers an important step toward a new 

concept of the museum. The dialogical museum accepts that there is not one truth 

but many truths, and they are entangled in an unfinalized process of co-creation. 

The dialogical museum understands its role as author and participant. A dialogical 

museum is like Dostoevsky’s novels, where the author leaves enough space for 

characters to structure their own freedom. Bakhtin’s theory of polyphony states 

that the author orchestrates voices in such a way that it leaves the outcome open. 

In contrast to the poetic museum where the overall structure is predetermined by 

the author, the dialogical museum thrives on elements of surprise that tend to take 

over the work. A dialogical museum respects the heteroglossia of language, which 

is to say, each person has his or her own “ideology” - understood by Bakhtin not 

as a closed system of thought, but as a life-giving energy specific to each person’s 

unique cultural background.   
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Importantly, the dialogical museum has the ethical task to facilitate 

conversations that potentially increase other people’s consciousness. The 

dialogical museum is also political in the sense that it contributes to a new 

understanding of community. It rejects human subjects as a homogenous group of 

common beings; instead, it welcomes and respects the diversity and plurality of a 

being in common.  The dialogical museum suggests that a narrative model does 

not fundamentally alter what museums have always done, which is present 

messages; but they must do it in a way that is respectful of the narratives 

constructed by visitors and that is conscious of and explicit about the constructive 

processes engaged by museums themselves. 

“Building is dwelling and dwelling is thinking,” Heidegger asserts. In this 

dissertation I investigated the extraordinary vitality of museums to adjust to 

different times and places. Despite the huge amount of institutional critique - 

which, by no means is confined to Poststructuralism, as we have seen -

Enlightenment values undeniably laid the foundations for what the museum has 

become today. We cannot think the museum other than through the values that 

shaped it. Principles of human freedom, subjectivity and truth-seeking are part of 

our cultural makeup as well as the museum’s raison d’être. What we can do, 

however, is reconsider what makes us human. The contribution of Heidegger, 

Foucault and Bakhtin to the discourse of human consciousness is that they 

critiqued the metaphysics of presence and with that, fundamentally shifted the 

attention from subjectivity to intersubjectivity. Bakhtin is not unique in the 

questions he is asking, yet, he is remarkable for thinking through the 
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consequences of the dialogical. Significantly, Bakhtin is the only one who thinks 

of the dialogical self in terms of authoring and answerability, which makes his 

work a valuable asset to the discourse of museums, and by extension, any 

organization that is struggling with the transition from monological to dialogical. 

Bakhtin’s dialogical then, has extraordinary potential for thinking anew the 

museum in the twenty-first century.    
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