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“On decolonising 
Anthropological Museums : 
Curators need to Take 
‘indigenous’ forms 
of Knowledge More 
seriously”

A conversation with Anne-Christine Taylor

How would you describe your position in the Musée du Quai Branly-
Jacques Chirac (MQB)? Do you see yourself as a curator in the sense 
of being a transversal, a translating agent? What is your definition of 
curatorship?
My position at the MQB was certainly that of a transversal and translating 
agent mediating between different communities of interest. But in France, 
curators are conservateurs, a body of civil servants quite distinct from that 
of academics and scientific researchers, usually trained in a specific school 
(l’Ecole nationale du patrimoine), and their primary mission is the stewardship 
of museum collections; they are caretakers rather than translating agents. 
Part of my brief when I was recruited by the museum in 2005 to head the 
department of research was precisely to get the conservateurs and the academic 
community, in particular the anthropological one, to work together. As you 
know from the history of the MQB, a rift had built up during the years of the 
museum’s planning between the academic world and the museum’s author-
ities. This divergence played out in a pile-up of conflicts over the general 
framing of the collections, who would have the final say about the narrative 
attached to them, whether they should be presented as ethnographic docu-
ments or as art works, and so forth. So there was a lot of diplomatic work to 
be done to get the parties concerned to reach a level of agreement over the 

This content downloaded from 77.0.48.227 on Fri, 04 Dec 2020 11:25:26 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



98 A COnvErsATiOn wiTh AnnE-ChrisTinE TAyLOr

museum’s missions, policies, and museographical options. You also have to 
take into account the fact that half of the MQB’s budget is paid by the French 
Ministry of Research and Higher Education, so the museum obviously had to 
pay a little more than lip service to the research community.

In an article you published in 2008 about the MQB, you stated that the 
institution is not an ethnological museum.1 Can you comment on this 
claim?
At an early stage, the museum’s planners decided, rightly in my view, that it 
was no longer possible to exhibit cultures in the former panoramic style as 
self-contained, timeless, substantive entities. In that sense, the MQB was not 
and did not aim to be an ‘ethnological museum’. Its stated goal was to convey 
to the public an idea of cultural difference – as opposed to the ‘representa-
tion’ of any given culture – through the display of visually striking pieces 
meant to cue a kind of aesthetic shock. This explains the museum’s strategy 
regarding the information offered to the public. The objects are presented 
with the bare minimum of information, so as not to interfere with the visitor’s 
immediate experience of them, but he or she also has access to an expanding 
circle of documentation: first the a variety of audio programs, then the many 
short multimedia stations dotting the expanse of the permanent collection, 
then the resources of the reading room, and eventually of the large research 
library, not to mention the many scientific events (international conferences, 
work-shops, lectures and seminars, film projections, dramatic performances, 
etc.) that are held at the museum. Another principle guiding the MQB’s 
museography is to avoid a single and one-sided view on the collections by 
combining or juxtaposing possibly contradictory discourses – for example, 
by playing the temporary exhibitions against the style of display of the perma-
nent collection. I think these are defendable strategies for a museum.

But my statement also had a more critical edge. There was a time when 
I, and a lot of people in the anthropological community, believed that the 
museum was opening a new and interesting path, on the crest road between 
being a truly anthropological museum and being a ‘primitive art’ museum, 
in short that it had the potential of becoming an anthropological museum 
of the arts. But I think the MQB never really achieved this, or only partially, 
because it remains trapped in an ethnocentric view of ‘Art’ as a universal cat-
egory, a ‘natural’ impulse that operates trans-culturally. I did try to promote 
the idea that the museum should at least select a few pieces or small sections 
of the permanent collections and do a full job of translating the conceptual-
isations underlying a given type of production: Why does this object have this 
form? How is it thought to act on those who perceive it, more generally on 
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99“ON DECOLONISING ANTHROPOLOGICAL MUSEUMS”

the world? In short, how does it work? But the truth is that the department 
of research, and more broadly the academic community, have virtually no 
say in the MQB’s museography – except in a dedicated section of the space 
reserved for temporary exhibitions, revealingly labelled in-house as that of 
‘les expos anthropologiques’….

Where do you position anthropology in anthropological museums 
today, and in the MQB in particular? What has been the legacy of this 
relation between anthropology as a discipline and the museum of 
anthropology?
As is generally recognised, up until the middle of the twentieth century there 
was an organic link between ethnographic museums and the discipline of 
anthropology; in fact, such museums were anthropology writ large, its pri-
mary visual regime as well as the site for spelling out its underlying premises 
– whether evolutionist or later culturalist – for the instruction of the public. 
But for various reasons I can’t deal with here, this link broke down as anthro-
pology shifted to new paradigms increasingly at variance with museums’ way 
of ordering and displaying ‘culture’. Consequently, ethnographic museums 
found themselves in a dire situation, having lost both their public and their 
scientific raison d’être. They were obliged to reinvent themselves, hence the 
episode of self-critique and renovation that all big ethnographic museums 
engaged in over the past decades. One of the striking outcomes of this pro-
cess has been that anthropology as a discipline has largely deserted museums. 
More accurately, museums have assimilated parts of popularised anthropo-
logical ideology, but they actually draw less and less on current anthropologi-
cal knowledge. This is partly due to the ‘aesthetic turn’ of museums that have 
followed in the footsteps of the MQB by displaying ethnographic material as 
Art. Art has in fact replaced ‘Science’ as the new language of universalism. 
But, as I said, the conceptualisation of art underlying these museums’ muse-
ography remains deeply problematic, as well as disconnected from the kind 
of knowledge being currently produced by the growing field of the anthro-
pology and history of the arts. That said, even in ‘musées de société’ that claim 
to shun the aestheticisation and presumed exoticisation of other cultures, a 
real connection to anthropology is also missing, because these museums shy 
away from the idea of cultural difference and downplay the complexities of 
cultural translation. And both kinds of museum confront other big problems: 
the ‘arty’ museums are facing a huge surge of repatriation claims, not least 
because the massive inflation in value of anything qualified as Art fuels the 
process of ‘patrimonialisation’, which in turn fosters quarrels over property 
claims, along the lines of: “By what right is our art in your museum?” Musées 

This content downloaded from 77.0.48.227 on Fri, 04 Dec 2020 11:25:26 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



100 A COnvErsATiOn wiTh AnnE-ChrisTinE TAyLOr

de société, for their part, don’t know what to do with the collections they have 
inherited and many of them have in fact given up displaying them.

How has the transformation of anthropological discourse affected the 
ways in which anthropological exhibitions were set up and articulated? 
Would there be certain kinds of displays or even exhibition styles that 
you would still depict as ‘anthropological’?
The problem is that a lot of museums, when they think they’re doing ‘anthro-
pological exhibitions’, tend to think in terms of a culture. I don’t think that 
this kind of exhibition gets anthropology back into museums – precisely 
because if there is one useful thing that anthropology has done, it is the crit-
ical work it has produced on the notion of culture and its essentialisation. 
But this critical approach to the notion of culture hasn’t been sufficiently 
heard by the general public. Further, this reification of culture is something 
very difficult to fight against, because you may find yourself fighting against 
people that you’re trying to defend at the same time, and for whom an essen-
tialised idea of culture is the only defence they have against oppression and 
disempowerment. It isn’t easy to deal with that.

To cut to the chase, I see little real anthropology in most supposedly 
anthropological exhibitions. The main reason for this is that museum cura-
tors do not really take indigenous forms of knowledge seriously. Even when 
‘native’ curators are invited to exhibit in museums, the discourse they are 
implicitly or explicitly encouraged to develop about ‘their culture’ is heavily 
marked by a Western way of thinking about culture as objectified patrimony. 
Instead of colluding with this kind of toothless ethnicism, museums should 
be less condescending and more exigent with their indigenous interlocutors: 
not let them put forth statements such as ‘this object is sacred to us’, but 
instead push them to formulate what is at stake in this claim, how whatever 
they translate as ‘sacred’ reconfigures and challenges what we mean by the 
sacred. In short, anthropological exhibitions should be about equivocations, 
about veiled misunderstandings, not about presumed convergence of expe-
rience. The crux of the matter is that an ‘anthropological exhibition’ should 
be equally interesting and surprising for non-native and native people, for 
‘insiders’ just as much as for ‘outsiders’. In fact, indigenous museum partners 
should be encouraged to invent counter-museum displays. What would an 
Amazonian group’s exhibition of ‘Western’ culture look like? To be honest, 
I think museums are such quintessentially Western institutions, so imbued 
with our own cultural premises – about temporality and history, about what 
makes up the world and how its elements are combined – that I doubt they 
can ever become fully decolonised or fully symmetrical. But they still have a 
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wide margin for improvement in dealing with the issue of cultural translation, 
and thereby fostering greater understanding and tolerance for difference – 
which is after all the primary mission of museums showing ethnographic 
collections

What about your own exhibitions? I’m thinking particularly of Persona 
(see Grimaud, this volume). Would you call this an anthropological 
exhibition?
The idea for this exhibition emerged from the informal conversations a group 
of us – anthropologists but also an art historian – were having about vari-
ous issues related to anthropomorphism. Eventually, we decided that this 
theme would be interesting to deal with through the medium of an exhi-
bition. We didn’t set out to produce an anthropological exhibition in the 
sense of trying to transpose in visual terms an anthropological argument or 
theory – although there was, hopefully, a lot of anthropology embedded in 
this exhibition. Our objective was to convey an approximation to the very 
common experience of suddenly perceiving a presence in a non-human being 
– a cloud, an abstract image, a stone, a plant … – and to explore the variety of 
ways this experience is dealt with. The show was thus organised into sections. 
The first, “Who’s there?”, examined the perceptual and cognitive mecha-
nisms involved in sensing a presence in the absence of any tangible being. 
The second section dealt with the procedures used to identify the presence, 
to determine its nature. Then we examined the ways the presence is made to 
be felt, how its agency is made manifest by its uncanniness, by the fear, awe, 
or jubilation it cues in the spectator. Another section raised the question of 
how we cohabit with these presences, what kind of polity we form or could 
form with them. The final section dealt with the question of shape-shifting: 
What would we become if our bodies became more, or less, or other than 
they are now?

When we began organizing the exhibition, we set ourselves a few sim-
ple guidelines. First, to deliberately mix ‘ethnographic’ pieces from the 
museum’s collections with ‘Western’ objects, past, present, and futuristic, 
in order to destabilise assumptions about the ‘Great Divide’ between ‘the 
West and the Rest’, between modernity and ‘tradition’, between Art and eth-
nography; to show that our ways of dealing with robots, with the frontier 
between humans and animals, can be usefully compared with the ways other 
collectives conceptualise and relate to the non-human presences that people 
their worlds. Another principle was to limit as far as possible the discursive 
accompaniment to the exhibition: The objects, and their juxtaposition, were 
meant to speak for themselves. When we used text, it was mostly in the form 
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of enigmatic and/or poetic citations, which we treated as simply another kind 
of object. We also relied a lot on contemporary artists’ creations of uncanny 
presence, because they produce an interesting analogue to the way many 
‘ethnographic’ artefacts work in their own context.

The public’s reactions to this exhibition were very divided, either highly 
indignant or quite enthusiastic. This in itself might be an indication that 
Persona, for all its shortcomings, was in fact a truly anthropological exhibition …

How and where do you encounter anthropology today – beyond the 
MQB?
The good news is that the discipline of anthropology is beginning to find ways of 
coming back into museums, in ways that are not purely discursive and couched 
in the language of scientific authority. There is now an interesting convergence 
between anthropology and contemporary art, building on artists’ keen interest 
in the ethnographic method and the ethnographic gaze. Contemporary artists 
are wizards at inventing optical devices and immersive installations that can 
be used to convey and indeed simulate sensorial experiences or techniques of 
co-referencing that are commonly produced in ‘traditional’ ritual contexts, 
for example. Further, many contemporary artists are involved in the business 
of imagining and giving visual form to non-factual entities, substances, and 
relations – in other words of challenging our sense of reality and of the here-
and-now. This is another field where anthropologists and artists can meet and 
exchange techniques of description, since anthropologists are used to dealing 
with all sorts of non-humans and different ways of cohabiting with them.

In Berlin and other European cities, many museums are confronted 
with calls for their decolonisation. How do you situate these processes 
in relation to your experience of the recent history of anthropology and 
its museums?
The discourse on the ‘decolonising of anthropology’ has been around for a 
long time. And it’s still regularly being promoted as a necessary goal. What 
exactly it means is another matter. Most of what goes under the name of 
‘decolonising’ is simply adopting a typically Western denunciatory view 
of anthropology as an irredeemably colonialist practice because it ‘exoti-
cises’ the Other. Of course, a critical take on colonialist and neo-colonial-
ist oppression is necessary; but it is not enough: Westernised readers and 
museum visitors are only too happy to adopt late capitalism’s self-critical 
discourse – so long as nothing really changes. What is needed is to upset peo-
ple’s sense that the world is as it is and cannot be anything other, because this 
is the only way of reactivating the political imagination. That is the payoff of 
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what is often condemned as ‘exoticisation’, and which I would prefer to call 
‘estrangement’ or ‘defamiliarisation’.

Museums have of course assimilated post-colonial critique, and they are 
often good at dealing with asymmetries of power; but they are very bad at 
dealing with asymmetries of epistemology; they assume that sharing a predic-
ament – being confronted with AIDS, facing the ravages of climate change, 
being dispossessed by extractive multinationals or agro business – means that 
people experience and conceptualise this predicament in the same way – in 
other words in our way. So there is no way out … So long as ‘ethnographic’ 
museums do not deal with cultural difference in a more symmetrical manner, 
they will remain ‘colonialist’ institutions.

I have some hope that the present upsurge in repatriation claims is going 
to move things on that front. The move towards repatriation is probably inev-
itable, and in many cases it is entirely justified, because a lot of countries 
from the Global South have been completely dispossessed of their cultural 
patrimony. Many of them claim that they need these objects to help recon-
nect their population – particularly their youth – to some sense of history and 
tradition, and I am convinced by this argument. But the trend toward repa-
triation can go two ways. Either it will feed and intensify the current move 
toward cultural closure – to each his own patrimony and his own discourse on 
it, the only legitimate one. This would spell the end of universalist museums, 
as well as do little to redress the scandalous unbalance between the North 
and the South in terms of culturally significant patrimony. Alternatively, 
it could push museums into recognizing that they are now in the business 
of diplomacy through objects, leading them to open all their collections – 
not just those pieces looted in colonial times – to permanent negotiation 
about their ownership as well as about the narrative that should be attached 
to them. Ultimately, what is needed is a radical reconceptualisation of the 
notion of cultural property or ownership, such that museum collections 
would be recognised as belonging to the sphere of Commons, the shared 
property of humanity, and museums (and countries) as stewards rather than 
owners. But we’re still a long way from that …

Considering the different kinds of institutions and practices you have 
worked with, what kind of practices did these institutions enable or 
prevent?
One of the great originalities of the MQB is its combination of museum, 
research, and university. But it must be said that what had the most effect, in 
the long-term, on the French – even perhaps the European – anthropological 
community, was setting up the system of the annual grants and residencies for 
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young scholars. Proof of that is that about 75 percent of the scholars funded 
by the museum were recruited by academic institutions within three years 
of their leaving the museum. This policy has brought a lot of oxygen to the 
chronically underfunded scholarly community, besides contributing to make 
the anthropology of the arts a very active front of current research in the social 
sciences and humanities. Beyond that, the MQB’s programming of a rich vari-
ety of conferences, seminars, workshops, artistic events, and so forth does 
certainly contribute to public interest in non-European societies and in the 
disciplines involved in their study. But it is a permanent battle in this museum 
as in others to convince museum authorities and curators that these studies 
are needed to complement their often narrow focus on the documentation of 
their collections. So, in general terms, ethnographic museums play a useful 
civic role in informing the public about issues which are beyond their ordinary 
sphere of experience and knowledge. But as I have said, they still have a way to 
go to foster a truly reflexive take by the public on its spontaneous anthropol-
ogy – on its deep-seated premises regarding the problem of cultural difference.

Until recently, European art history and European art museums focused 
predominantly on the history of European art, while non-European art 
was mostly collected by – and professionally also associated with – 
anthropology and its institutions. How do you regard these disciplinary 
claims now?
They are shifting, clearly, though perhaps more on the side of anthropology 
than on the side of art history. A lot of art historians are beginning to take 
an interest in non-European art, but in a ‘classical’ art historical way, by 
focusing on questions of stylistic variation, biographies of objects, the his-
tory of their collecting, the status of ‘artists’, and so on. Anthropologists for 
their part are beginning to work on European art in very innovative ways. In 
short, the hybridisation between the two disciplines is ongoing, and hope-
fully growing, even in France, where the art historical establishment tends to 
be wary of anthropological approaches and resists poaching by other disci-
plines. A symptom of that is the rather tense relation between the MQB and 
the Louvre, which still considers the MQB’s extension there in the Pavillon 
des Sessions as outside its purview, as an intrusion rather than an addition…

Note

1. Taylor, Anne-Christine. 2008. ‘Au Musée du Quai Branly: la place de l’ethnolo-
gie’. Ethnologie française 2008/4(38): 679–684.
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