
The Colonial Story of the Art in Our Museums:
Why We Need to Talk About It
Museums are often seen as bastions of culture and history, places where
we can go to learn about the past and appreciate the beauty of human
creativity. However, the reality is that many museums are also repositories
of colonial loot, objects that were taken from their rightful owners during the
era of European colonialism.
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The colonial history of the art in our museums is a complex and
controversial topic. Some argue that these objects are valuable historical
artifacts that should be preserved in museums, while others believe that
they should be returned to their countries of origin. Regardless of one's
stance on this issue, it is important to be aware of the colonial context in
which these objects were acquired and to understand the power dynamics
that have shaped their display and interpretation.
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In this article, we will explore the colonial story of the art in our museums.
We will discuss the ways in which colonialism has impacted the acquisition,
display, and interpretation of art, and we will consider the ethical
implications of displaying looted art.

The Acquisition of Colonial Art

The vast majority of the art in our museums was acquired during the era of
European colonialism. This was a time when European powers were
actively engaged in the conquest and exploitation of territories in Africa,
Asia, and the Americas. As part of this process, they looted vast quantities
of art and artifacts from these regions.

The acquisition of colonial art was often justified on the grounds that it was
necessary to preserve these objects for posterity. European collectors and
museums argued that they were saving these objects from being destroyed
or lost, and that they were making them available to a wider audience.
However, this argument ignores the fact that these objects were often taken
without the consent of their rightful owners, and that their removal from
their original contexts has had a profound impact on their meaning and
significance.

The Display of Colonial Art

The way in which colonial art is displayed in museums also reflects the
power dynamics of the colonial era. These objects are often displayed in a
way that emphasizes their exoticism and otherness, and they are often
accompanied by labels that reinforce the idea that they are inferior to
European art. This type of display reinforces the idea that European culture
is superior to all others, and it perpetuates the myth that colonialism was a
positive force in the world.



In recent years, there has been a growing movement to decolonize
museums. This movement seeks to challenge the colonial narratives that
have shaped the display and interpretation of art, and to give a voice to the
perspectives of those who have been marginalized by colonialism.
Decolonization can take many forms, such as repatriating looted art,
relabeling objects to reflect their true histories, and creating new exhibitions
that highlight the impact of colonialism on art and culture.

The Ethical Implications of Displaying Looted Art

The display of looted art in museums raises a number of ethical questions.
First, it is important to consider the rights of the people who were
dispossessed of these objects. Many of these objects have great cultural
and religious significance, and their removal from their original contexts has
had a profound impact on the communities that created them. Second, it is
important to consider the message that is sent by displaying looted art. By
displaying these objects, museums are implicitly condoning the theft and
destruction that took place during the colonial era. This sends a dangerous
message that it is acceptable to plunder the cultural heritage of other
cultures.

Moving Forward

The colonial story of the art in our museums is a complex and challenging
one. However, it is a story that we need to confront, if we want to create a
more just and equitable world. By understanding the colonial context in
which these objects were acquired and displayed, we can begin to
challenge the power dynamics that have shaped our understanding of art
and history.



We need to move beyond the colonial narratives that have dominated the
display and interpretation of art for so long. We need to give a voice to the
perspectives of those who have been marginalized by colonialism, and we
need to create new exhibitions that highlight the impact of colonialism on
art and culture. By ng so, we can begin to create a more inclusive and just
museum experience, one that truly reflects the diversity of the world's
cultures.

The colonial story of the art in our museums is a reminder of the dark side
of our history. However, it is also a story of hope and resilience. The
movement to decolonize museums is growing, and it is slowly but surely
changing the way that we think about art and history. By working together,
we can create a more just and equitable world, one where everyone's
cultural heritage is respected and valued.
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