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Since their inception, postcolonial theories have always been controver-
sially criticized, especially for what is perceived as an inability to respond/
apply to real contexts; their focus on textual analysis would lead to an 
ahistorical and idealistic criticism of colonialism. Postcolonial theories are 
nevertheless entering museums of modern art as useful tools to recon-
figure their policies and their very functioning. Indeed, since the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century, museums of modern art in Europe have 
had no choice but to rethink their programming and the composition of 
their collections in light of the ongoing globalization of the contempo-
rary art world, the politics of cultural difference, and the need to reshape 
modern art history, particularly according to the demands of postcolonial 
theories, to include the voice of “Others.” One of the main postcolonial 
challenges for modern art museums today is probably to “provincialize 
Europe,”1 insofar as modernity is intrinsically bound with European impe-
rialism and coterminous with Eurocentrism. The aim of “provincializing 
Europe” is less to reject modernity than to inscribe ambivalence within 
its narratives; to renew it by integrating what has been excluded from it. 
This challenge has many applications, whether it be the programming of 
temporary exhibitions, acquisition policies, collection displays, or confer-
ence schedule.
 A handbook would be a useful tool to provide some insight 
into what is currently being proposed by museums regarding postcolo-
nial issues. The idea of drawing some sketches for a hypothetical Postco-
lonial Theories for Museums handbook comes from a small book entitled 
Bhabha for Architects.2 The author, Felipe Hernández, offers a sketch of 
what a postcolonial reading of architectural history might look like, show-
ing that Homi K. Bhabha’s concepts of ambivalence, hybridity, or Third 
Space could be useful in analyzing architectural case studies both past 
and contemporary. Why does this kind of boîte à outils not exist in the 
field of modern and contemporary art practices? Be it for Artists, for Art 
Historians, for Curators or, in our case, for Museums.
 Rather than a “to-do list” handbook, which could be quite 
didactic on one hand but on the other could quickly turn into an au-
thoritarian, moralizing initiative, the idea is to propose a reflection that 
builds on observations drawn from existing projects, to show what kind 
of practices should be followed and/or improved. Limiting the reflection 
to one author, as in Bhabha for Architects, would not be a useful method 
for our purpose. It would not cover all the issues at stake in postcolonial-
ity. The initial idea was to extract some key postcolonial concepts and 
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to see how each of them is interpreted, used, and applied by museums. 
But as those concepts are deeply interwoven, it would be difficult to 
maintain this didactic approach. Instead, the project started by looking 
directly at museums’ activities.
 Four European museums of modern art were selected for 
this purpose — Tate Modern, the Centre Georges Pompidou, the Stedelijk 
Museum, and the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía — precisely 
because of their location in former European colonial countries, in order 
to examine whether or not the state of postcoloniality interacts with 
their vision of the museum at the beginning of the twenty-first century. 
The responses are very different and reflect different kinds of projects 
and orientations: Tate Modern and the Centre Pompidou are more turned 
towards a global reach, with a universalist scope, whereas the Stedelijk 
and Reina Sofía seem to be more engaged in local issues and the explora-
tion of postcoloniality per se.
 Like in Hernández’s book, the introductory parts of this 
hypothetical handbook would explain the terminology and genealogy 
of postcolonial theories, as well define some key postcolonial concepts. 
Then, the ‘practical application’ section of the handbook would be divided 
along the three main museum activities: acquisition policies, collection 
display, and temporary exhibitions. For each of these sections, we choose 
relevant examples below to highlight a postcolonial issue. What follows 
is a sketch, a work in progress, that needs to be improved and that is by 
no way an exhaustive review of what each museum proposes.

Acquisition Policies: 
Geopolitical Revisionism

Ideally, adopting a postcolonial acquisition policy would mean overcoming 
the Euro-American gaze on modern art history and beginning to acquire 
non-Western art, as well as art produced by migrants and non-Caucasian 
people. This position is clearly endorsed by the four museums, although 
more easily with contemporary than modern art.3 Tate Modern is one of 
the first museums in the world to have taken on this shift in the twenty-
first century. For example, several Acquisition Committees were created 
according to geographical areas, such as the Middle East, Africa, Latin 
America, or India, with specialists from each region on each committee. 
The systematic inclusion of other voices seems a good initiative in order 
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to avoid, or at least attenuate, the persistence of a stranglehold by the 
West. But is it really possible to build a collection without maintaining a 
power relationship?
 According to theorist Joaquín Barriendos, the concept of 
global art — supposedly synonymous with openness and free circula-
tion — is the expression of the coloniality of power.4 Collecting artwork 
from all over the world could in fact tend to reproduce the colonialist 
attitude of plundering other cultures to enrich our own. Museums are 
caught in a paradox: on the one hand, the need to make their functions 
and policies evolve towards a geopolitical revisionism; on the other, the 
risk of imposing a new geo-aesthetical expression of the Western model. 
As Barriendos asks: who can legitimately reverse the historiographic dis-
course of Western modernity? If the answers are still to be found, Tate 
Modern appears quite conscious of the need to “give back”5 and invents 
ways of doing so through different programs, such as international cu-
ratorial exchanges and partnerships with local art organizations in Kabul, 
Lagos, or Amman.6

 The Reina Sofía mission statement is an example of the at-
tempt to combine a geopolitical revisionism with an emphasis on postco-
lonialism rather than on globalism.7 The rhetoric used is clearly borrowed 
from Édouard Glissant: “forms of relation,” “relational identity,” “multiple 
roots,” “Relation,” or “poetics of Relation.” The statement does not tar-
get any geographical regions in particular but rather seeks to shape an 
ideological framework oriented around notions of identity and locality. 
Édouard Glissant’s thinking provides a valid theoretical framework for a 
geopolitical revision along with a displacement of the very sense of place.

Collection Displays: 
Other Histories

Linked to the need for geopolitical revisionism is the necessity of rewrit-
ing the story of modern art from a postcolonial point of view, to provide 
other histories, other scenarios that better represent the plurality of 
narratives of transmodernity and cultural difference. The idea of cultural 
identity as a limited and authentic object must be overcome through an 
emphasis on hybridity and cultural exchange. As the tip of the iceberg, the 
collection display plays an essential role in reflecting the museum’s posi-
tion regarding these issues. While Tate Modern and the Stedelijk Museum 
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keep a quite classical display of their collections, whether it be organized 
around general themes such as “poetry and dream” or “structure and 
clarity,” or according to a mainstream timeline of art history, the Reina 
Sofía and the Centre Pompidou have recently made efforts to establish 
new scenarios for the display of their collections.8

 At the Centre Pompidou, Modernités plurielles. Une nouvelle 
histoire de l’art moderne de 1905 à 1970 (Plural Modernities. A New History 
of Modern Art from 1905 to 1970), is an exhibition as manifesto that aims 
to present a “new geography of modern art from 1905 to 1970,” with 
the ambition of reflecting the richness of what is considered to be the 
first European art collection worldwide in terms of both the number of 
countries and the artists represented. Forty-two rooms, each considered 
as a micro exhibition, make up this display organized both chronologi-
cally and thematically, with highlights on certain artists such as Wifredo 
Lam, Roberto Matta, and Wassily Kandinsky. The goal is clearly to be as 
exhaustive as possible and to include art from geographical areas that are 
usually excluded. There are rooms devoted to the anthropophagic and 
indigenous movements in Latin America, African and Asian modernities, 
Mediterranean colonial architecture, or the Indian city. This is a laudable 
initiative, but this search for completeness runs the risk of leading to-
wards a universalist paradigm — something that most curators aware of 
postcolonial issues have tried to distance themselves from, at least since 
Magiciens de la terre. That is why critical aspects must appear within the 
display and not only under the form of quotations on the wall.9

 The problem lies both in the constitution of the collection 
and in the way it is exhibited. For example, is it possible to display photo-
graphs taken in colonized Africa by Westerners in a room entitled “L’Afrique 
photographiée,” without providing any background on colonization or 
the construction of stereotypes, through at least a counter-display with 
photographs taken by African people10? In the room dedicated to Modern 
Africa, sculptures, masks, painted fabrics, and paintings are found but 
there is not a single photograph nor background of any kind. Four pho-
tographs by Malick Sidibé are mounted in an adjacent hallway, relegated 
to the fringes of Modern Africa.
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Display of the permanent collection by Catherine Grenier,  
Modernités plurielles 1905-1970, “Modern Africa” room, Centre 
Georges Pompidou 2014: Middle: Aniedi Okon Akpan, Escargot;  

Lutteurs; Femme et enfant, undated. In the background,  
from left to right: Nicolas Ondongo, Marché en A.E.F., 1958; Gera, 

L’Innommé, 1982; Gera, Untitled, undated; Jacques Zigoma, Retour du 
marché, around 1958; Anonymous, Mami Watta, around 1950; Marcel 

Gotene, Sans titre, around 1960.
© Marie-laure Allain Bonilla

Display of the permanent collection by Catherine Grenier,  
Modernités plurielles 1905-1970, Centre Georges Pompidou (February 

2014). Malick Sidibé, from left to right: Arrosage BEPC, 27/09/1962; 
Anniversaire Abib, 27/04/1969; Bal du lycée technique au Motel, 

26/03/1966; Nuit du 24 novembre, 1973.
© Marie-laure Allain Bonilla
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Aside from revealing the fact that the collection of the Centre Pompidou 
contains very few modern African photographs, this display betrays a lack 
of work within the limits of the collection.11 The existence of the Mod-
ern Africa room is entirely owed to loans from the Musée du quai Branly 
and the Fonds National d’Art Contemporain (FNAC)12. This example begs 
the question: how to interrogate the shortcomings of a collection? Is it 
preferable to have an African room with artworks that do not do justice 
to the reality of African art history but satisfy postcolonial correctness, 
or to produce a narration with different documents and archives to tell 
another story?

V-

Display of the permanent collection by Catherine Grenier,  
Modernités plurielles 1905-1970, “Odalisques modernes” room (Febru-
ary 2014). From left to right: Martial Raysse, Made in Japan-La Grande 

odalisque, 1964; Pablo Picasso, Femme nue au bonnet turc, 1955; 
Larry Rivers, I Like Olympia in Black Face, 1970; Henri Matisse, Figure 
décorative sur fond ornemental, winter 1925-1926; Federico Beltrán 

Masses, Pierrot malade, 1929. © Marie-laure Allain Bonilla
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 Display of the permanent collection modified by Catherine David, 
Modernités plurielles 1905-1970, untitled room (previously titled 

“Odalisques modernes”) (December 2014). From left to right: Larry 
Rivers, I Like Olympia in Black Face, 1970; 

Peter Saul, Bwetiful & Swtong, 1971. © Marie-laure Allain Bonilla

Display of the permanent collection modified by Catherine David, 
Modernités plurielles 1905-1970, untitled room (previously titled 

“Odalisques modernes”) (December 2014). From left to right: Bruce 
Nauman, Art Make Up, 1967-68; Malcolm Morley, Cradle of Civilization 

with American Woman, 1982. © Marie-laure Allain Bonilla
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A counterexample could be found at the Reina Sofía. For the third sec-
tion of the new collection display (on view since November 2011), the 
curators did not try to be exhaustive or as global as possible and instead 
worked with the lacks and imperfections of the collection by providing 
further sociopolitical and historical background information, which came 
as a supplement and not as a substitute. While at the Centre Pompidou 
nothing appears on the decolonization processes and the independence 
movements in Africa, it is the starting point of this third section at the 
Reina Sofía. Entitled “From the Revolt to Postmodernity (1962-1982)”, it 
starts with the end of the Algerian War of Independence and the Cuban 
Missile Crisis. In the first room, books from Frantz Fanon and Aimé Césaire 
and photographs by Agnès Varda and Alberto Korda are displayed, as well 
as a projection of Gillo Pontecorvo’s The Battle of Algiers (1965) and Alain 
Resnais and Chris Marker’s movie Les Statues meurent aussi (1953). Reina 
Sofía thus acknowledges that the role of decolonization is unavoidable 
for a postcolonial reading of twentieth-century history.

Temporary Exhibitions: 
Knowledge-Without-Power 

and Relation
Even though they are ephemeral, temporary exhibitions play a crucial role 
in the revision of art history and the dispersion of Eurocentrism — a role 
comparable to that of the collection display. It is essential that historical 
artists who are critical of the understanding of transmodernity, such as 
Bhupen Khakhar, Amrita Sher-Gil, Saoula Raoula Choucair, or Lygia Pape, be 
exhibited as much as contemporary artists who explore the colonial her-
itage within modernity and postcolonial issues, such as Renzo Martens, 
Meschac Gaba, Paloma Polo, or Isaac Julien. An exception is made in the 
case of the Centre Pompidou,13 which remains somewhat unadventurous 
for the time being, while the Stedelijk Museum, Tate Modern, and Reina 
Sofía14 are developing a policy of solo exhibitions devoted to these artists.
The same issues are at stake in collective shows. The exploration of trans-
modernity through the colonial apparatus reveals the obsolescence of 
modernity as we know it through a European lens. The Potosí Principle: 
How Shall We Sing the Lord’s Song in a Strange Land?, co-produced by the 
Reina Sofía and the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin in 2010, is one 

V-

58

http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/room/room-10401
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/amrita-sher-gil
http://www.stedelijk.nl/en/exhibitions/renzo-martens-episode-3
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/exhibitions/potosi-principle-how-shall-we-sing-lords-song-strange-land
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/exhibitions/potosi-principle-how-shall-we-sing-lords-song-strange-land


of the best examples to date.15 From the situation of Potosí, one of the 
most important cities in the seventeenth century and a symbol of the 
beginning of the globalization process with the exploitation of its silver 
mines by the Spanish, the exhibition showed that the development of 
modernity is correlated with colonialism as well as the role played by 
the peripheries in this story. By displaying ancient and contemporary art 
side by side, The Potosí Principle went beyond the simple deactivation of 
Western modernity and provided links with current situations similar to 
the one experienced in Potosí.
 It is obvious that efforts are being made at the Reina Sofía to 
establish more horizontality in the relationships with Latin America and 
thus to break former power relationships from the colonial era. This can 
be observed in Versiones del Sur [Versions of the South], a series of five 
thematic exhibitions presented in 2000. Each of them proposed a revision 
of art history in the twentieth century by focusing on Latin American art.16 
The curatorship was delegated to prominent Latin American curators to 
avoid the risk of imposing an institutional discourse and thus a European 
vision.17 Perder la forma humana. Una imagen sísmica de los años ochenta 
en América Latina [Losing the human form. A seismic image of the 1980s 
in Latin America.], curated in 2012 by Red Conceptualísmos del Sur, a Latin 
American research group, also relates to the museum’s will to welcome 
other voices in its own space.18 Even if it seems inappropriate to talk 
about agency in an institutional context, where power relationships are 
difficult to balance, those exhibitions can nevertheless be seen as creat-
ing the possibility for postcolonial subjects to express their agency within 
the core of the institution. By giving a space, physical as much as mental, 
to collective memory, the museum can become a space where alternative 
positions are expressed, and has the potential to become what Trinh T. 
Minh-ha calls a space of “knowledge-without-power.”19

 The example of Project 1975 provides a synthesis of how 
postcolonial policies for the museum should be conducted.20 This two-
year project (2010-12) driven by the Stedelijk Museum Bureau Amsterdam 
(SMBA) aimed to investigate the postcolonial unconscious in contempo-
rary art. Just like the Reina Sofía mission statement we mentioned above, 
Project 1975 is also framed by Édouard Glissant’s notion of the poetics 
of Relation. Several solo and collective shows, as well as symposiums 
and conferences, were organized along this perspective. The totality of 
Project 1975 is a successful demonstration of the potential for museums 
to establish horizontal exchanges with former colonies (though more 
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with Africa than with Surinam or Indonesia21), to give a voice to “others” 
with curatorial collaborations, to investigate postcoloniality by insisting 
more on locality than on globalism, to reveal the apparatus of capitalist 
imperialism, and to work for the constitution of a postcolonial collective 
memory — in this case with the purchase of almost all artworks produced 
for the project.

These brief sketches for a hypothetical Postcolonial Theories for Muse-
ums handbook prove that postcolonial theories are not only entering 
the twenty-first-century museum under various forms, but that they 
can help to analyze their policies and different projects more precisely. 
To deconstruct the colonial foundations of museums of modern art is a 
difficult task that requires multiple tools. This kind of handbook could be 
one of them.

This text is a revised version of a conference delivered during the 
international symposium Collecting Geographies: Global Programming 
and Museums of Modern Art organized by the Stedelijk Museum Bureau 
Amsterdam (SMBA) the 13th, 14th and 15th March 2014.
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Notes:
1. Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical 
Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000).
2. See Felipe Hernández, Bhabha for Architects (New York, London: Routledge, 2010).
3. For example, this is obvious for African art collected by the Centre Georges Pompidou, 
who owns significantly more African art from the twenty-first century than from the twentieth 
century.
4. Joaquín Barriendos Rodríguez, “Geopolitics of Global Art. The Reinvention of Latin  
America as a Geo-Aesthetic Region,” in The Global Art World. Audiences, Market and  
Museums, ed. Hans Belting, Andrea Buddensieg (Ostfildern, Hatje Cantz: 2009), 98-116.
5. See Chris Dercon’s presentation at the symposium “What is a Postcolonial Exhibition?” 
organized by the Stedelijk Museum Bureau Amsterdam in May 2012: http://smba.nl/en/events/
symposium-what-is-a-postcolonia/
6. Different programs exist such as the Unilever Series: turbinegeneration that involves 
schools from U.K. and all over the world to work with Tate’s collection, or aforementioned the 
Level 2 Exchange Series, which works with local art structures and help create exhibitions.
7. See http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/museum/mission-statement
8. Nonetheless Tate Modern includes some important artworks by artists formerly neglected, 
such as Helio Oiticica, but it is not yet a real policy to present an entirely revised display.
9. On the walls of certain rooms, quotations are printed, like proofs of the critical view of 
the curators but without any other visible critical aspect in the display.
10. Our analysis is based on the study of the display as it was in February 2014. It is important 
to note here that Catherine Grenier, the curator of this collection’s display, was dismissed just 
few months after the opening of the exhibition, in January 2014. She was replaced by Catherine 
David, who subsequently changed the display of some rooms such as the entrance and main 
hallways, “L’Afrique photographiée” or “Odalisques modernes,” just to name a few. A comparative 
study of these two displays would be interesting to conduct.
11. And yet Catherine Grenier seems to be acknowledging the fact when she writes  
in the catalogue: “Within the museum, the rereadingof art history goes by the rereading 
of this collective memory that is the collection, and of the different steps and vagaries of its 
constitution.” Catherine Grenier, “Le monde à l’envers?”, in Modernités plurielles 1905-1970 
(Paris: Éditions du Centre Pompidou, 2013), 19.
12. On fifteen exhibited works in the Modern Africa room, none of them belong to the 
Centre Georges Pompidou collection.
13. Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, only seven artists (from non-Western 
countries or from the immigration) have benefitted from a solo exhibition at Centre Georges 
Pompidou: Koo Jeong-A (2004), Isaac Julien (2005), Damián Ortega (2008-9), Gabriel Orozco 
(2011), Yayoi Kusama (2011-12), Adel Abdessemed (2012-13), Latifa Echakhch (2014-15).
14. It could be off-putting to mention every solo exhibition presented in each institution 
since 2000, but it nevertheless proves the richness of their programming. Reina Sofía: Siah 
Armajani, Kcho, Bhupen Khakhar, Atul Dodiya, Guillermo Kuitca, Gabriel Orozco, Kimsooja, Kiwon 
Park, Chen Chieh-Jen, Francis Alÿs, Lygia Pape, Paloma Polo, Cildo Meireles, Tracey Rose, Kerry 
James Marshall. Stedelijk Museum: Eylam Aladogan, Yang Fudong, Shirin Neshat, Hala Elkoussy, 
Amar Kanwar, Ahmet Ogü, Tala Madani. Tate Modern: Mohammed Camara, Meschac Gaba, Simryn 
Gill, Amrita Sher-Gil, Helio Oiticica, Nicolas Hlobo, Cildo Meireles, Latifa Echakhch, Rasheed Araeen, 
Tania Bruguera, Saloua Raouda Choucair, Ibrahim el-Salahi, Cao Fei, Kader Attia, Li-Yuan-chia, 
Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian, Zarina Hashmi.
15. The exhibition also toured in Bolivia at the Museo Nacional de Arte and Museo de  
Etnografía y Folklore in La Paz in 2011.
16. “Eztetyka del sueño” [Aesthetics of the dream] dealt with installations, video art, and 
performances since the 1960s. “Heterotopías. Medio siglo sin-lugar: 1918-1968” [Heteropies. Half 
a century without a place: 1918-1968] focused on the period of the establishment of modern 
Latin American art. “No es sólo lo que ves: pervirtiendo el minimalismo” [It’s not only what you 
see: distorting minimalism] showed works using Minimalist strategies. “Más allá del documento” 
[Beyond the document] focused mostly on photography and the relation between the docu-
ment and the archive while “F(r)icciones” [F(r)ictions] concerned the relationship between art 
and text, formats, and contents in contemporary and historical works.
17. The curators were Carlos Basualdo, Gerardo Mosquera, Ivo Mesquita, Mari Carmen 
Ramírez, Héctor Olea, Mónica Amor, and Adriano Pedrosa. Spanish curator Octavio Zaya, known 
for his engagement with postcolonial issues, was also involved.
18. Red Conceptualísmos del Sur is a research group on postcolonial thought formed in 
2007. It aims to observe the present as much as exhuming the memory of the South.
19. Trinh T. Minh-ha, Woman, Native, Other: Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism 
(Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1989), 41.
20. See http://project1975.smba.nl/
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21. SMBA did develop a project with Indonesia entitled “Made in Commons,” but it is not 
part of the “Project 1975.” “Made in Commons” is the first collaborative project to be held in the 
framework of the Global Collaborations program, which follows “Project 1975” and will also last 
two years, from 2013 to 2015.
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