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Affect

In recent years, the “affective turn” in 
the humanities and social sciences has 
involved a focus on affects and emo-
tions in scholarly analysis. Theoretical 
approaches and definitions in the fields 
of emotion research and affect studies 
are, of course, many and diverse (see 
Gregg and Seigworth 2010). In general, 
a new awareness of affect seems to have 
gained in relevance in the twentieth 
century under the influence of global 
mediatization and exchange, mobility, 
and migration.1 While affectivity and 
emotionality, to date, have not played 
a major role in art history, a growing 
body of work combining affect studies 
with postcolonial studies—for example 
the writings of Sarah Ahmed—inspires 
a transcultural perspective in art his-
torical research and renders affect and 
emotion relevant as categories. 

Objects in the contact zone are obvi-
ously linked to affective and emotional 
processes, practices, and politics, as 
can be paradigmatically shown in the 
field of photography, a central medium 
of modern transculturality. Recent 
research in photography studies points 
to the importance of both the affective 
turn and the material turn to explor-
ing the history of the photographic 
image. Those “turns” have contributed 
significantly to larger debates about 
the understanding of photographs as 
three-dimensional tactile and visual 
objects in their own right, as bearers 
of embodied and lived experience and 
emotions as well as of knowledge, in 
addition to the representational qual-
ity of the photographic image, i.e. its 
notion of indexical, experiential, and 
evidential truth (Geismar and Morton 
2015). Tactile values of photographs are 
emphasized with reference to photog-
raphy’s literal origin of “light-writing,” 
which generates the polarity of vision 
and touch in their ability to activate 
and perform relations between human 
beings and communities (Olin 2012).

At the same time, the affective 
dynamics of digital photography and 

its global distribution through social 
media also became a subject for 
research (Andén-Papadopoulos 2014; 
Schankweiler 2016). Here, the focus 
is not on tactile values but on online 
image practices (liking, sharing, and 
commenting). Photographs, or images 
in general, seem to play a crucial role 
in the “affective economies” (Ahmed 
2004) of the present age and for net-
works of social relations. Relationships, 
affects, and emotions lend images 
their importance and meaning. Due 
to their widespread circulation across 
cultures and nations, transcultural 
aspects are obviously inscribed into 
photographs—be it the digital image 
of today or the photographic object in, 
say, colonial times (Poole 1997). The 
relationship of photography and affect 
“indicates a matrix of the subjectivities 
of experience, embodiment and emo-
tion of all parties of the anthropolog-
ical encounter—both observer and 
observed, as they intersect” (Edwards 
2015)—especially with regard to the 
social lives of photographs in cross-cul-
tural and non-Western contexts and 
the asymmetrical power relations in 
colonial settings where photographic 
objects serve as a medium of social 
interactions and cross-cultural or, 
indeed, colonial encounters (Edwards 
2015).
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Agency

The definition of agency has become 
a key site of methodological conten-
tion within the humanities and social 
sciences. Traditionally reserved for 
human actors, theorists have sought to 
broaden the term’s parameters, thereby 
challenging the dominance of the ‘Lib-
eral Humanist Subject’ in academic 
scholarship, and circumventing the 
racial and sexual prejudices that have 
historically informed the idea of agent-
hood in ‘Western’ philosophy. 

In art history, the notion of non-
human agents has been influential 
since the publication of Alfred Gell’s Art 
and Agency: An Anthropological Theory 
(1998). In this work, Gell devalued the 
importance of aesthetics and semio-
sis, and privileged instead the manner 
in which art objects function causally 
within society. His account is premised 
on four key terms—or structural posi-
tions—that configure what he defined 
as the “art nexus”: The artist; the index 
(work of art); the prototype (the ‘real’ 
object represented); and the recipient 
(beholder). Each of these positions can 

function as an “agent,” or a causal actor, 
as well as the object on which an agent 
acts, which Gell calls the “patient.” The 
various combination of these structural 
positions affords multiple “art-like situa-
tions.” Gell’s aim was to avoid appealing 
to systems of cultural convention when 
interpreting art objects, and to achieve 
an understanding of art “as a system of 
action, intended to change the world 
rather than encode symbolic proposi-
tions about it” (Gell 1998, 6). 

Gell’s approach complemented a 
range of art-historical studies focused 
on the ways that people have historically 
engaged with inanimate objects as if 
they were living beings (Freedberg 1989; 
Belting 1990; Mitchell 2004; van Eck 
2015). Nevertheless, such scholars have 
frequently stressed how the ‘experience’ 
of the aesthetic is crucial to understand-
ing how objects have exercised agency 
over beholders, whilst equally asserting 
the importance of historically specific 
cultural conventions in shaping aesthetic 
affect—thus contradicting Gell’s insistent 
calls to minimize the importance of these 
very issues (Layton 2003; Osborne and 
Tanner 2007). Most significantly, Gell’s 
approach essentially precludes several 
of the discipline’s more traditional con-
cerns, particularly the histories of stylistic 
and iconographic change. Art historians 
who have sought to apply Gell’s method-
ology have frequently struggled to avoid 
exploring the ways “cultural frameworks” 
inform how art objects were produced or 
received. Most applications of Gell’s the-
ory thus reorient art-historical analysis 
towards the political nature of art and 
the power dynamics it mediated within 
social structures, rather than fundamen-
tally realigning the ontological or episte-
mological bases on which traditional art 
history is conducted.

The last two decades of art-historical 
scholarship have also been influenced 
by a radical rethinking of agency within 
posthumanist and new materialist schol-
arship. The term ‘critical posthumanism’ 
denotes a collection of approaches that 
emphasize the agency and responsive-
ness of non-human actors, both nat-
ural and artificial. The field has been 
dominated by Bruno Latour, whose 
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actor-network theory deconstructed the 
logic of the “Humanist agent” by exam-
ining the agency of various non-human 
“actants” (Latour 2005). Similar concerns 
are shared by new materialists such as 
Rosi Braidotti and Jane Bennett, who 
have drawn upon the philosophies of 
Spinoza, Nietzsche, and Deleuze and 
Gauttari in order to attribute “agen-
tic capacities” not only to non-human 
actors, but to inanimate matter more 
generally—conceptualizing nature as 
possessing an “autopoietic,” agentive 
life force, despite its lack of “soul” or 
“mind” (Braidotti 2013; Bennett 2010). As 
the title of Latour’s actor-network theory 
implies, critical posthumanist and new 
materialist approaches largely conceive 
of agency as “distributed” within a net-
work or “assemblage” (Latour 2005). 
The ‘liberal humanist subject’ is decon-
structed by asserting the supposed 
fallacy of ‘autonomous’ action, and 
emphasising instead the ‘collaborative’ 
constitution of agency. 

This redefinition of agency has 
significant potential for transcultural 
studies of art. “Distributed” accounts 
of agency undermine the rationale for 
examining an artist’s primary intentions, 
and instead lend theoretical weight to 
studies focused on the various mean-
ings an art object can accrue within mul-
tiple social relationships. Consequently, 
an object’s ‘meaning,’ as well as its 
capacity to affect society, can be concep-
tualized as distributed across time and 
space—produced as it travels within, or 
between, “contact zones” (Pratt 1991; 
àà⏵Expanded Contact Zone). In this para-
digm, ‘reading’ an object becomes a mat-
ter of recognising the multiple “agentic 
capacities” that have come to bear on 
a work of art’s inception, production, 
and reception, thereby uncovering what 
Arjun Appadurai has termed the object’s 
“social life” (Appadurai 1986).
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Allelopoiesis

The term “allelopoiesis” was intro-
duced by the Berlin-based research 
group “Transformationen der Antike” 
(SFB 644, active between 2005 and 
2016). The neologism combines the 
Greek words allelon (mutual, recipro-
cal) and poiesis (produce, create) and 
denotes the interdependent relation-
ship between ancient and post-ancient 
cultures (Helmrath, Hausteiner, and 
Jensen 2017). The term was coined 
as part of an attempt at widening the 
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concept and study of “reception.” To 
this end, allelopoiesis is meant to shift 
the emphasis from the horizon of the 
reception sphere to the reciprocal rela-
tionship between ancient and post-
ancient eras. The term is an expression 
of the ways that the active and selective 
engagement with ancient ideas and 
sources has shaped the very definition 
of “antiquity.” Hartmut Böhme (2011) 
uses the concept in his discussion of the 
mutual influence between Freud and 
Aristotle. Aristotle, Böhme admits, was 
not a psychoanalyst, but after Freud, 
psychoanalytical models have become 
so prevalent in literary analysis that any 
reading of Aristotle will recognize the 
philosopher’s arguments as following 
a psychoanalytical framework. Aristo-
tle’s writing influenced Freud, but the 
post-Freudian Aristotle has become 
increasingly psychoanalytical. 

The term “allelopoiesis” reflects an 
effort within cultural studies, increas-
ingly prevalent since the 2010s, to intro-
duce terms that stress non-hierarchical 
and non-linear relations of influence. A 
comparable term is the Swedish con-
cept of “antikbruk,” meaning “use of 
antiquity” (Siapkas and Iordanoglou 
2011, 9–42; Siapkas 2017). Like allelo-
poiesis, antikbruk refers to the modern 
interests that shape approaches to 
the—mostly material—past. Allelopoi-
esis and antikbruk are terms by means 
of which academic discussions can 
avoid being constrained by questions of 
correct responses to ancient originals. 
Instead, they provide a vocabulary with 
which to discuss post-ancient invest-
ments and ideologies that have shaped 
our notion of antiquity. 

In line with this, the term “allelopoi-
esis” could also offer a way to consider 
the influence of classical scholarship on 
post-colonial studies. The very notion 
that culture is something that can be 
studied was shaped by early European 
scholarly approaches to antiquity. The 
possibility of a receiving culture shap-
ing the perception of the culture it 
observes or responds to is of particular 
relevance to cultural studies. The term 
also provides a way to describe the pro-
cess through which modern (Western) 

cultures have used the foil of cultural or 
historical “others” to define themselves 
(ààà⏵Othering). 

Frederika Tevebring
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Appropriation

The term “appropriation” refers to 
modes of taking possession, of mak-
ing something one’s own; as such, it is 
a relational term indicating that some-
thing is taken from one group or person 
and comes to belong to or be the prop-
erty of another. Appropriation can be 
physical, intellectual, or symbolic, and 
can be considered an essential aspect 
of the dynamics of transcultural inter-
actions and the tension between “own” 
and “foreign.” 

Its value as a concept is related to 
the broad range of phenomena it can 
refer to, from outright stealing to the 
most complex issues of artistic and 
epistemic authorship and transcul-
tural exchange. Generally understood 
in opposition to assimilation, it can be 
seen as “a process whereby dominant 
groups may be criticized and challenged 
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when they borrow the cultural forms 
associated with subordinate groups” 
(Ziff and Rao 1997, 7). It can thus be 
used to indicate brutal exploitation and 
hegemonic dominance. This political 
usage has tended to consider appro-
priation as a way of reinforcing exist-
ing power structures and, thus, to deal 
with cultures and artistic realizations as 
closed systems. This has led to a pref-
erence for such terms as “hybridization” 
or “transculturation” in the description 
of cultural dynamics, but with the loss 
of emphasis on power asymmetries. 

Yet, the term “appropriation” in our 
understanding, because it focuses on 
power relations, can also point to their 
potential reevaluation. In this sense, 
appropriation describes both a practice 
and a strategy that contributes to cre-
ating new or subverting pre-existing 
power dynamics. Arnd Schneider 
observes that one key advantage of the 
term, especially in transcultural anal-
yses, is its capacity to situate us at the 
level of collective and individual actions: 
“The focus on appropriation, as an indi-
vidual strategy and practice, is required 
in order to recalibrate theories of glo-
balization and hybridization, which do 
not sufficiently focus on individual prac-
tices” (Schneider 2006, 19). Robert  S. 
Nelson established appropriation as 
a critical term for art history (Nelson 
2003) and stressed its usefulness, espe-
cially when compared to traditional art 
historical (“power-neutral”) terms like 
“influence” or “borrowings”: “Taken pos-
itively or pejoratively, appropriation is 
not passive, objective, or disinterested, 
but active, subjective, and motivated” 
(Nelson 2003, 162).

For this discussion, we explicitly 
connect the notion of appropriation 
to material objects—as a concept 
for transcultural art history, material 
appropriation can be seen to repre-
sent many levels of social and cultural 
relations. Hans Peter Hahn identifies 
different elements in the process of 
the appropriation of things (acquisi-
tion / adoption, material and cultural 
transformation, (re)qualification, incor-
poration, tradition making [Hahn 2005, 
103]) and describes it as a spectrum 

of actions that can be taken, ranging 
from mere usage to complete meta-
morphosis. As such, appropriation has 
been part of an avant-garde repertoire 
of artistic strategies at least since the 
beginning of the twentieth century. In 
the 1980s, “appropriation art” became 
a style in its own right within Ameri-
can conceptual art, one focusing on 
working with copies and quotations, 
sampling or paraphrasing existing art 
works to reflect on concepts such as 
originality, innovation, and authenticity, 
and questioning value systems such as 
the canon of art history. In transcultural 
contexts, appropriation practices simi-
larly allow for the confrontation of dif-
ferent value systems and the subversive 
questioning of cultural standards in the 
global art system. 

Physical displacement as part of col-
lecting and display practices represents 
another set of appropriation processes 
(or practices) and a research field of 
transcultural art history. It is essen-
tial to understanding the dynamics, 
desires, and politics of art collecting and 
ownership, be it private or public, and 
particularly the formation of “universal” 
collections that have brought together 
material objects from different cultures. 
Since the 1980s, an ever-recurrent 
debate on “Whose culture?” (Appiah 
2009) has questioned the legitimacy of 
the holdings of major archaeological 
and anthropological collections, pro-
ducing both positive and negative nar-
ratives of appropriation. The notion of 
such museums as sites for transcultural 
exchange and encounter has been pro-
posed in contrast to the metaphor of the 
“cannibal museum” (Gonseth, Hainard, 
and Kaehr 2002). These debates imply 
that ownership is no longer considered 
a neutral state and issues of physical 
appropriation have merged with the 
notion of cultural appropriation. 

The notion of appropriation is a 
key term for transcultural art history 
and its examination of objects in the 
contact zone, because it articulates dif-
ference. The decontextualization and 
recontextualization inherent to appro-
priation practices opens up new mean-
ings whose analysis helps to identify 
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changes in relational dynamics across 
social, cultural, and political spheres. 

Felicity Bodenstein  
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Canon

In philology, the history of litera-
ture, and theology, the concept of the 
“canon” goes back to late antiquity. 
It describes a certain set or body of 
texts that is regarded as normative or 
defining. In parallel, art criticism and 
art history developed a body of artists 
and works that are considered very 
influential and the “backbone” or “core” 
of art. The canon thus creates a self-
affirming notion of “greatness” or of 
certain formal and social norms linked 

to the question of what is art and who is 
to be considered an artist. Accordingly, 
the concept of the canon is intrinsically 
tied to the empirical database of art 
history as well as to the value assign-
ments of the discipline. More recently, 
art history has developed a more crit-
ical and dynamic take on the canon, 
emphasizing that it has never been 
truly stable and defined, but shaped 
by transnational, transcultural, or his-
torical dynamics (Locher 2012). This 
critical approach was already adum-
brated in postcolonial positions that 
drew attention to the exclusive impli-
cations of Eurocentric canon formation 
(Mitter 2013 [1977]). Around the same 
time, feminist art history began to crit-
icize androcentric categories resulting 
from the often self-affirmative circular 
reasoning of canon concepts (see e.g. 
Nochlin 1988; Troelenberg 2017). This 
went hand in hand with critical feminist 
artistic interventions that pointed out 
racial and gender inequality in the art 
and museum world (see, for example, 
https://www.guerrillagirls.com/). 

In the visual arts, there is not only 
this notion of the canon as an empiri-
cal body or data set, but also a differ-
ent, though closely related concept. 
The term “canonical” can also imply 
a sense of measure, proportion, and 
interrelation. In the history of art and 
architecture, it was used especially 
during the Renaissance with refer-
ence to the work of the ancient Greek 
sculptor Polykleitos and has ever since 
been applied with a focus on a mimetic 
approach to the human body, its rela-
tion to both the natural world and the 
built environment as well as in theories 
of ideal proportion and imitation. Par-
ticularly before the advent of abstrac-
tion, this sense of measure has served 
as one of the benchmarks of “great art” 
within the empirical canon. Because 
mimesis and imitation have been a 
primary concern in Western art tradi-
tions, but less so in non-European cul-
tures, this notion of a canon has often 
been identified as an anti-modern 
and / or Eurocentric category, not just 
with regard to the subject but also to 
the manner of representation. One 

https://www.guerrillagirls.com/
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reaction to this has been the formation 
of alternative or complementary can-
ons (e.g. Iskin 2017; see also à à à⏵­Multiple 
Modernities). Considered in purely 
methodological terms, the concept of 
the canon can thus be a very dynamic 
one, as it tells us something about the 
relation of parts to the whole or to one 
another. Hence it is not surprising that, 
as an epistemic concept, it entered the 
fields of musicology, logics, and ethics 
where it was now no longer understood 
as a merely technical, but as a concep-
tual “guideline” that is responsive to 
historical change. Accordingly, canon 
critique doesn’t necessarily imply the 
revision or abolishment of historical 
canons, but rather a potential openness 
to expansion in empirical, formal, and 
methodological terms. A critical assess-
ment of canons and canonical thinking 
can be a very viable function of a dis-
cipline now shaped by a post-structur-
alist, post-modern, and post-colonial 
history of ideas: Issues such as the rela-
tion of parts to the whole, the question 
of measure, of variety and unity, or 
variety within unity, are immanent to 
the concept of the canon. At the same 
time, they resonate with some of the 
most vividly debated demarcation lines 
of cross-cultural art history. 

Eva-Maria Troelenberg
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Circulation

The term “circulation” signifies the 
movement (cyclical, circular, or oth-
erwise) of objects, images, ideas, 
materials, and people across cultural, 
temporal, and spatial borders. Circu-
latory patterns and the objects that 
occupy them, therefore, connect seem-
ingly disparate social, political, cultural, 
and religious spheres as well as vast 
territories of land. As such, circulation 
establishes and facilitates cross-cultural 
contact zones. It is critical to under-
stand the multiple dimensions of mate-
riality involved in such exchange as well 
as how materials move through time 
and across space. In this way, the state 
of transit—how, where, when, and why 
things circulated and not only that they 
did—emerges as fundamental when 
considering objects in the contact zone. 
Moreover, this element of portability, as 
Jennifer Roberts suggests, is integral to 
the historical, social, and spatial context 
in which these works circulated (2014). 
Such emphasis on passage and mobil-
ity within the framework of the contact 
zone—particularly for photographic 
material that is most often printed, 
pocketed, and reproduced repeatedly—
encourages a reading of these objects 
as legible (or illegible) in various cul-
tural settings and puts them in dialogue 
with each other allowing for exchange 
across land, space, and time. Arjun 
Appadurai’s model provides an import-
ant and useful “new perspective on the 
circulation of commodities in social life 
[…] [that] focuses on the things that are 
exchanged, rather than simply on the 
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forms or functions of the exchange” 
(Appadurai 2016, 3; Gell 1998). 

Particularly in the field of Islamic 
art history, scholars have addressed 
patterns and pathways of portability as 
early as the Medieval period. This his-
toric assessment of global networks, 
particularly through gift and diplomatic 
exchange across the body of the Med-
iterranean, sheds light on the transna-
tional movement of objects, ideas, and 
imagery (Fetvacı 2013; Hoffman 2007; 
Necipoğlu 2000; Rothman 2014). Later, 
circulation shifted with the changing 
nature of mobility in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century due to industrial-
ization, the rise in capitalism, and the 
grand scale of trade and traffic (Bahrani, 
Çelik and Eldem 2011; Ersoy 2015; Fraser 
2017; Hamadeh 2008; Micklewright 
2003; Roberts 2015). This is especially 
true for printed media developed during 
this modern period. For photography, 
lithography, the illustrated press, and 
the postcard, the migratory experience 
is central to their nature as mechani-
cally produced objects. By looking at 
the migration of images and ideas both 
inside and outside of capital centers, we 
can ask questions about a shared visual 
language (or languages) and thus form a 
more broad-based analysis of collective 
(although not monolithic) experience. 
This “decentered” approach to circu-
lation presupposes connections and 
relationships beyond national borders 
or capital centers, and in turn, builds 
bridges to other areas of art historical 
inquiry and theoretical investigation. 
In the digital era, the notion of circula-
tion (online, in social networks etc.) has 
become highly topical and moves away 
from an object and material-centered 
approach to travel and migration.

Erin Hyde Nolan
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Commodification

Commodification refers to the pro-
cess by which an (art) object comes to 
acquire the status of commodity, one 
that allows it to be exchanged for a 
price that is negotiated by a variety of 
actors. It can be considered in oppo-
sition to relational processes such as 
gifting; commodities themselves can 
be defined by contrast to inalienable 
objects and gifts, categories in turn 
defined by the fact that they are out-
side of circuits of commercial exchange 
and serve interpersonal relationships 
or civic purposes. Following the supply 
and demand of the market, commod-
ification processes typically involve a 
decontextualization or disembedding 
of objects as well as their appropria-
tion (àààà⏵Appropriation) in new contexts, 
deeply affecting the meanings and the 
interpretations that determine the val-
ues attributed to such (art) objects. 

Though rooted in Marxist concep-
tions of the commodity, the expansion 
of the noun to define a process is quite 
recent, and as an operational term in 
cultural studies and art history, com-
modification gained considerable 
attention from the volume of essays, 
The Social Life of Things: Commodi-
ties in Cultural Perspective (Appadurai 
1986), that was largely responsible 
for establishing the study of com-
mercial object value beyond Marxist 
issues of production and work value. 
Art in particular, but also luxury goods 
have proven extremely important for 
anthropologists and sociologists in 
developing a better understanding of 
the constructed nature of capitalist 
value-making processes. The econ-
omy based on the increase of an art 
or heritage object’s value was recently 
defined by Boltanski and Esquerre 
as “enrichment”: A collection pro-
cess that does not produce anything 
new but rather “enriches” things that 
already exist, principally by associat-
ing them with narratives that tend to 
affirm their singularity (Boltanski and 
Esquerre 2017, 11).

Objects that circulate in the interna-
tional art and antiquities markets lead 
imminently transcultural lives that can 
be observed in the practices and strat-
egies that seek to augment their value 
by responding to the tastes and imag-
inaries of potential buyers often far-
removed from their place of production. 
These include aesthetic and epistemic 
revalorizations or, indeed, transforma-
tions of their materiality, for example 
through restorations that change their 
physical aspect.

The discretion with which com-
modification processes and related 
commercial gains are dealt with in art 
history, archaeology, or anthropology 
can be seen as generally character-
istic of the working of the art market 
itself (Bourdieu 1977, 4). In the last two 
decades, however, art market studies 
have thrived, and a growing body of 
work has begun to deal with the his-
tory of trade in rare and prestigious 
art objects as an integral part of the 
global turn (Dacosta Kaufmann, Dossin 
et al. 2016; De Marchi and Van Miegroet 
2006; Phillips and Steiner 1999). 

Another aspect of the commod-
ification of art and culture that has 
received increasing attention is related 
not so much to the displacement and 
the trajectories of traded objects as 
to the movement of persons in the 
growing tourist industry (Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett 1997; Errington 1998) and 
how it produces conditions not just for 
new forms of transcultural exchange 
but also for cultural essentialism 
(Comaroff and Comaroff 2009). It has 
become increasingly clear that issues 
of cultural representation, exoticiza-
tion, and authenticity cannot be under-
stood without taking into account the 
strategic role of such phenomena in 
commercial strategies (MacCannell 
2013).

Felicity Bodenstein
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Constellation

The meaning of the term “constellation” 
is derived from its use in astronomy: The 
observation of the stars has resulted in 
the description of interrelations and 
patterns that are not necessarily inher-
ent in the cosmos, but rather defined 
by the viewpoint from earth at a certain 
position and moment. Since the age of 
Enlightenment, philosophical debates 
have underlined the potential irrational-
ity or subjectivity of any interpretation 
of the stars. This becomes an important 

aspect for the conceptual use of the 
term, as it speaks to the “contingency 
of the empirical” (McFarland 2011, with 
reference to Adorno, 475–476). In this 
vein, Kant uses the image of Sternbilder, 
or constellations, when expounding 
objective vs. subjective epistemics of 
orientation. Since every act of orien-
tation needs a fixed point (the North 
Star), the concept of “constellation,” 
on the face of it, implies a strong hier-
archical order, a defined and directed 
viewpoint. Yet, thinking in constella-
tions is also characterized by a dynamic 
temporal and spatial dimension, as it 
operates with the notion of change in 
the sense of a cyclical, repetitive order. 
Suggested as a term analogous to “col-
lection,” “arrangement,” or “ensemble” 
(McFarland 2011, 473), constellation 
proves to be a fertile metaphor for the 
study and analysis of material culture 
and its epistemic rules of perception 
(see also Krauß, 2011). 

Adopted by thinkers such as 
Benjamin, Adorno, and the ensuing 
postmodern discourse, the concept of 
constellation finds its continuation in the 
twentieth-century history of ideas where 
it serves to spell out relations between 
parameters such as social determina-
tion, the unconscious, and memory. In 
this sense, the concept is closely related 
to Benjamin’s notion Denkbild (“image 
of thought”) or Warburg’s notion of 
Bildgedächtnis (“image memory”) (see 
Schuller, 2011). Applied to the field of 
visual and art historical studies, it thus 
can be used to describe artistic mani-
festations in relation not only to each 
other, but also to the world and across 
time, yet without necessarily imply-
ing any predestination or teleological 
determinism. 

Accordingly, the temporal and spa-
tial dimension implicit in the historical 
understanding of the term “constella-
tion” becomes increasingly dynamic 
and, indeed, “messy” and multidirec-
tional in its modern interpretation. The 
reference to constellations nowadays 
tends to suggest an expansion into 
the field of cultural difference or inter-
cultural dynamics.  Okwui Enwezor 
has described the paradigm of a 
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“postcolonial constellation” (Enwezor 
2003) consisting of dichotomies and 
relations that transcend the realms of 
subjectivity and creativity that have 
shaped definitions of art and its auton-
omy in Western discourse through to 
modernity. Based on this paradigm, 
he examines exhibitions and curators 
as substrates of an outright “age of 
constellation” (Enwezor 2003, 58–59). 
While Enwezor concedes that artists, 
curators, and institutions and their 
particular viewpoints always shape the 
constellation of any exhibition, he also 
underlines that these viewpoints must 
be understood and spelled out as inter-
twined, multiple agencies. The concept 
of a “postcolonial constellation” there-
fore provides the potential to restrict 
the power of overarching hierarchical 
viewpoints and perspectives. As such, 
it can supersede the panoptic, directed 
gaze that has informed visual culture 
since the nineteenth century (Enwezor 
2003, 75; see also Mitchell 1989), 
while ultimately serving as a central 
paradigm for an age of cross-cultural 
communication. 

Eva-Maria Troelenberg
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Cultural Mobility

This term was initially coined (Sorokin 
1959) and continues to be used by 
scholars in the mainstream social sci-
ences to refer to the role that culture 
plays in upward or downward social 
mobility. This model presumes a ver-
tical hierarchy of class positions and 
that individuals can be located within 
or move between these social strata 
according to, among other factors, their 
capacity to consume cultural goods 
such as education and outward signs 
of wealth like expensive clothing or 
luxury travel. Notably, according to the 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1979), the 
concept of cultural mobility could be 
considered something of an oxymoron, 
as he maintained that factors of taste—
the aesthetic preferences that produce 
a cultural sphere—are taught and inter-
nalized at a very early age, rendering 
true social mobility difficult and ensur-
ing the durability of the upper classes 
through its cultural dominance.

More recently, and perhaps more 
relevant for the purposes of this vol-
ume, the literary historian Stephen 
Greenblatt (2010) has co-opted the 
phrase to situate cultural studies 
squarely within the “mobility turn” that 
has been gaining purchase across the 
humanities and social sciences over the 
last decade. Greenblatt is thus respond-
ing directly to the wider emergence of 
what John Urry (2007), among others, 
describes as the “mobilities paradigm”: 
An interdisciplinary movement that 
places emphasis on networks, trans-
portation, flows, and migration. This 
focus on people, objects, or ideas on the 
move—a natural development in the 
postmodern age of globalization—is 
intended to correct a long-standing ten-
dency within academe to assume insu-
larity or fixity when describing models 
of social structures.

Despite the title of his edited vol-
ume, Cultural Mobility: A Manifesto, 
Greenblatt does not attempt to develop 
the concept of “cultural mobility” as a 
robust theoretical term in and of itself, 
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but rather prefers to prescribe a num-
ber of objectives for future scholars of 
mobility studies with regard to culture. 
Most significantly, he calls for the iden-
tification of new contact zones “where 
cultural goods are exchanged” and the 
attendant group of mobilizers—“agents, 
go-betweens, translators, or intermedi-
aries”—who facilitate these processes 
of exchange (Greenblatt 2010, 251). 
Yet Greenblatt advises that scholars 
must also be prepared to account for 
the indisputable appeal of the local, 
sedentary, and autochthonous in these 
new contact zones. Additionally, within 
the mobilities paradigm, one should 
balance the concepts of contingency 
versus fate, addressing the “intense 
illusion that mobility in one particular 
direction or another is predestined” 
(Greenblatt 2010, 16). 

Emily Neumeier
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Cultural Transfer

Michel Espagne coined the term “cul-
tural transfer” in the 1980s. Within this 
framework, Espagne offers to rethink 
the relationship between the center and 
the periphery, incoming and outgoing 
parties, and the relationship between 
influence and power (Espagne and 
Werner 1988).

The most basic definition would be 
to conceptualize cultural transfer as 
the global mobility of words, concepts, 
images, persons, money, weapons, 

and other things. Such a pragmatic 
understanding, indebted to Stephen 
Greenblatt’s notion of “cultural mobil-
ity,” is offered as a starting point for 
interdisciplinary debate on transfer pro-
cesses (Greenblatt 2009, 2). However, 
cultural transfer does not mean trans-
fer between static and essentialized 
“cultures” or the transfer of objects and 
ideas as they already are, but their rein-
terpretation, rethinking, and re-signifi-
cation. Thus, Peter Burke significantly 
extended the term “cultural transfer” 
with the concept of “transculturation” 
emphasizing this exchange in transcul-
tural processes (Burke 2000). It is not 
a one-way influence, but a reciprocal 
transfer and appropriation, which gen-
erates a new “hybrid” culture. 

Central to cultural transfer research 
is that it refrains from using the concepts 
of “nation” and “state” and, instead, 
employs the term “cultural zones” to 
stress that those entities do not exist in 
a purely homogenous form. Each cul-
tural zone is the result of a merging of 
different interwoven cultural elements. 
Cultural transfer is thus closely linked 
to the “entangled histories” approach 
(⏵Entangled Histories). In studying cul-
tural transfers, it is important to identify 
enclaves of exchange and their agents 
(Werner and Zimmermann 2006). 

Hence, the most promising use for 
the concept of cultural transfer is in sub-
verting the positivist notion of national 
entities and identities. While cultural 
transfer studies initially were preoccu-
pied with describing interconnections 
between Central European nations, 
the concept has since been applied to 
more dynamic (global, local, continen-
tal, areal, etc.) cultural formations. Post-
colonial and gender-related approaches 
help to acknowledge interactions in 
transcultural dynamics and question 
the contexts and power constellations 
in which such interactions took place 
(Mitterbauer 2011).

In the process of transfer and 
migration from one cultural situa-
tion to another, objects fall into a new 
context and take on new meaning. 
Accordingly, the transfer of aesthetic 
forms, knowledge, and ideas can be 
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understood as an act of acculturation, 
appropriation, and cultural exchange, 
resulting in a new hybrid aesthetic. The 
notion of “migratory aesthetics” (Bal 
and Hernandez-Navarro 2011) opens a 
framework to investigate aesthetic and 
socio-political dimensions of migratory 
cultural products and objects that are 
active in social, political, and institu-
tional spaces and networks. 

The focus on these dynamics 
emphasizes the movements, relations, 
translations, and entanglements in the 
production of art and artefacts as well 
as in the formation of art histories. The 
concept of cultural transfer offers a pro-
cess-oriented approach and a cultural 
framework for the discipline to appre-
hend this process and integrate it into 
the analysis of objects and concepts. 

Sonja Hull 
Pia Wiesner
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Decolonizing

The Oxford English Dictionary  defines 
decolonization as the “withdrawal from 
its former colonies of a colonial power; 
the acquisition of political or economic 
independence by such colonies.” The 
key words in that definition are “with-
drawal” and “acquisition,” terms that 
connote sober financial transactions 
carried out by mutual agreement. While 
the term came into being to describe a 
historical process in the twentieth  cen-
tury (Jansen and Osterhammel 2017) 
that, contrary to clean text book and 
dictionary formulations, was a messy, 
often violent process “[pitting] imperial 
rulers against colonial subjects” and 
often “anticolonial nationalists against 
one another” (Kennedy 2016, 2), “decol-
onizing” as a verb has since been used 
as an active process in academic schol-
arship. Attempts to decolonize a field 
include the critique and deconstruction 
of the dominance of colonial and impe-
rial epistemological structures within a 
field, for instance, art history. Making the 
important distinction between the deco-
lonial and postcolonial, Walter Mignolo 
constructs decoloniality as an analytic, 
endowing it also with programmatic 
power by moving “away and beyond the 
post-colonial,” because “post-colonialism 
criticism and theory is a project of schol-
arly transformation within the academy” 
(Mignolo 2007, 452). Thus, theorist of 
art and archaeology, Yannis Hamilakis 
argues that “the decolonization of Greek 
archaeology is its divorce from both the 
colonial ideology and practice and the 
national imagination.” How does the 
process of decolonization work in this 
case? It “requires,” Hamilakis writes, “the 
emergence of a range of counter-mod-
ernist archaeologies, a process that par-
adoxically necessitates a reconnection 
with some of the elements of these pre-
national archaeologies” (Hamilakis 2008, 
2). While Hamilakis attempts to produce 
a new methodological framework for 
archaeology, Hannah Feldman’s recent 
study on art and representation in twen-
tieth-century France provides another 
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useful way to understand decolonizing 
as a process. Reframing the decades that 
have until recently been characterized as 
“post-war,” that is, a continuing state of 
conflict, by highlighting “the significance 
of subaltern political agendas on estab-
lishing modern French visual and spatial 
cultures” (Feldman 2014), her project 
illustrates the relationship between tem-
poral categories constructed within art 
history and what it means to mobilize 
“decolonizing” as a verb in the construc-
tion of art historical narrative. 

Sria Chatterjee
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Detail

The detail is a category whose status 
has varied throughout history. Lexical 
definitions highlight both its subordi-
nate nature as a minute part of a greater 
whole and its dynamic character (e.g. 

expressions such as “going into detail”; 
OED 1., 4.a.). This use shows an inher-
ent polarity of significance and insignif-
icance. Indeed, in classicism the detail 
stood in stark contrast to the “Ideal” as 
being void of any “particularities,” carry-
ing a somewhat negative connotation 
(Schor 2007, xlii). Further testifying to 
the notion’s inherent tension, the detail 
can be traced discursively in the history 
of photography, where the concept lies 
at the core of the dispute around the 
medium’s status as an art or science 
(see e.g. Daston and Galison, 2006, 
125–137; Denton 2002).

Since the nineteenth century, it has 
gained increasing independence with 
regards to its relation to a whole (Olbrich 
et  al. 1989, “Detail”). It has become a 
point of departure for free associations 
and interpretation, thereby acquiring 
the ability to point beyond itself towards 
the abstract and a larger context. One 
genre in which this becomes evident 
is the essay (Sandywell 2011, 272). In 
visual discourse, Alois Riegl’s book Stil-
fragen (1893) employs the same strat-
egy of putting details in larger contexts, 
arguing that one object can be repre-
sentative for the Kunstwollen or “will to 
art” of an entire culture (Troelenberg 
2011, 227). Thus, a downside, especially 
within visual discourse, is that the detail 
is reduced to the status of example, 
and this seems to ring particularly true 
within a cross-cultural paradigm. After 
Edward Said (1978, 712) coined the sub-
category of the “Oriental detail” to high-
light the exhaustive attention awarded 
to it as part of an “Oriental essence” in 
Orientalist scholarship, Linda Nochlin 
subsequently famously introduced this 
notion into art history in her essay “The 
Imaginary Orient,” where she critiques 
the obsession of Orientalist paint-
ing with adding such “authenticating 
details” (Nochlin 1983, 122). The “Orien-
tal detail” emerges here as a critical term 
that, though springing from the imagi-
nation, still lays claim to veracity. This 
tension is a general quality of the detail, 
as it points to the relation between the 
individual and the directed gaze, ulti-
mately revealing the efficacy of what 
might be called a “generalizing detail.” 
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A more affirmative take is offered by 
Naomi Schor in her book Reading in 
Detail (Schor 2007 [1987]), where she 
historically traces the emergence of the 
detail since classicism and methodolog-
ically inscribes it with the feminine as a 
contraposition to the phallocentric ideal, 
in order to assert the detail’s importance 
and—once again—growing indepen-
dence in post-modernist culture; a view 
shared by Mieke Bal (2006, 13–17) who 
posits that feminist discourse applied to 
a detail is capable of circumventing the 
generalizing mechanism. 

Nochlin and Schor’s more or less 
contemporary characterizations stand 
in tension to each other and exemplify 
the detail’s historical, geographical, and 
inherent ambiguities and ambivalences. 
Its status as part of a whole and connec-
tion to ideologies is what ultimately ren-
ders the detail a problematic category. 
Even when construed as independent, 
it is always sustained by other agencies. 
At the same time, it is this very quality 
that lends the detail a potentially con-
structive and powerful discursivity.

Isabella Krayer
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Sandywell, Barry. 2011. Dictionary of 
Visual Discourse: A Dialectical Lexicon 
of Terms. Farnham: Ashgate.

Troelenberg, Eva-Maria. 2011. Eine 
Ausstellung wird besichtigt. Die 
Münchner “Ausstellung von Meister-
werken muhammedanischer Kunst” 
1910 in kultur- und wissenschaftsge-
schichtlicher Perspektive. Frankfurt 
a. M.: Peter Lang.

East / West

The terms “East” and “West” have his-
torically been used to differentiate 
between the geographic expanse of 
Europe (writ large) and the Near, Middle, 
and Far East. This ambiguous and spa-
tially amorphous terminology remains 
rooted in nineteenth-century Orientalist 
rhetoric, colonial ideology, and Euro-
pean expansionism (Shalem 2012). With 
his seminal book, Orientalism (1978), 
Edward Said introduced a critical assess-
ment of East / West relations, proposing 
an unequal power dynamic between 
the European and non-European lands 
(à⏵Orientalism) (Burke and Prochaska, 
2008). In the years since, many publi-
cations have worked to complicate and 
problematize the binary structure of 
Said’s approach to Orientalism, including 
the notion of provincializing Europe and, 
more recently, the concept of shared 
cosmopolitan exchange across geo-
graphical space regardless of regional 
boundaries (Bozdoğan and Necipoğlu, 
2007; Chakrabarty 2000; Hackforth-Jones 
and Roberts 2005; Fraser 2017; Makdisi, 
2002). Postcolonial and transcultural 
studies have established a polycentric 
map that charts multidirectional flows 
of cultural exchange (àà⏵Circulation). 
This transcends deep-rooted, polarizing 
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language and works to revise issues of 
terminology. It emphasizes the move-
ment of images and ideologies across 
time and space, rather than just from 
place to place, thus transcending both 
national borders and the assignment of 
artists into national schools (àà⏵Nation).

By questioning fixed labels and uti-
lizing geographically specific terminol-
ogy, we can reorient the conversation 
away from the myth of a world that is 
divided longitudinally into supracon-
tinental blocks of “East” and “West” 
(Lewis and Wigen 1997). One solution—
as is debated by scholars  in the field of 
Middle Eastern studies—is perhaps to 
name the city we are talking about—
Isfahan, for example, instead of East, 
or Paris rather than West. Thus, when 
we shift the way we speak and write, 
we expand not only the semantics of 
art history but also the epistemological 
binaries that limit reciprocal exchange, 
while at the same time enhancing how 
knowledge is formed through cross-cul-
tural contact by moving beyond the spa-
tial and cultural constructs of the Orient 
and Occident, East and West. This shift 
allows for the discussion of objects to 
be more than simply “Eastern” or “West-
ern,” revealing their material journeys 
and migratory histories to be multi-di-
mensional, multi-cultural, cosmopoli-
tan, and politically complex narratives, 
and thus untethering these loaded 
terms from their Eurocentric and Orien-
talist heritage. 
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Empathy

The uses and definitions of “empathy” 
are often vague and variegated, which 
is evidenced by the craze over the term 
in both popular and academic realms in 
recent decades. Today’s most common 
understanding of empathy links closely 
with its etymological cousin and English 
precedent “sympathy,” which was put 
forth by David Hume and Adam Smith 
in the eighteenth century as a kind of 
fellow feeling, enabling comprehen-
sion of another person’s thoughts and 
thereby a more ethical response to 
them. “Empathy” itself was first trans-
lated into English from the German Ein-
fühlung in 1909 (Curtis 2009, 11, n. 2), 
a term that involves a more all-encom-
passing, corporeal response. This is 
due in part to Einfühlung’s substantial 
role in nineteenth century aesthetic 
discourse. Whether relating to the per-
ception of objects, images, and spaces 
or to the understanding of other peo-
ple, “empathy” surfaces as a recur-
ring experiential and epistemological 
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instrument within art historical and 
transcultural studies. 

Einfühlung’s roots reach back to the 
late eighteenth century. For Herder, 
the verb denoted a possibility to under-
stand, “feel-into,” bygone cultures, while 
early German Romantics like Novalis 
came to regard it as a kind of spiritual 
merging with the natural world (Currie 
2011, 83). Nineteenth-century philoso-
phers, psychologists, and physiologists 
then analyzed the act of perceiving 
objects and spaces, its bodily involve-
ment and, later, its subjective emotion-
ality, in light of Einfühlung (Mallgrave 
and Ikonomou 1994). As the nascent 
art historical field was substantiating 
itself as a more “scientific,” academic 
discipline, a generation of art histori-
ans were drawn to Einfühlung studies, 
including those that employed labora-
tory results to explain the experience 
of art. Similarly, the legacy of late nine-
teenth-century aesthetics inspired phe-
nomenological and hermeneutic usages 
of empathy, thereby shifting its meaning 
towards “interpersonal understanding.” 
The most prominent example of an art 
historian reacting to notions of empathy 
is Wilhelm Worringer’s Abstraktion und 
Einfühlung (1907).

The discovery of mirror neurons 
in the 1990s catalyzed a resurgence of 
studies that incorporated empathy into 
their analytical vocabulary. The scientific 
findings suggested that humans and 
non-human animals were soft-wired to 
experience the mental state of others, 
and thus our species was, above all, 
pro-social. Moreover, empathy came to 
be seen as a concept capable of bridging 
the sciences and humanities, inspiring 
many forays into aesthetic experience 
both by art historians and neuroscien-
tists (e.g. Onians 2008). This ultimately 
cast empathy as a central figure within 
debates over interdisciplinarity in gen-
eral and affect studies in particular. 

While empathy and mirror-neuron 
discourse in relation to images received 
critique for its positivist epistemology, 
an “anti-” or “against”-empathy camp 
has also recently resisted the popularly 
promoted aspects of empathy as a kind 
of moral guide and cure-all for human 

conflict. Within transcultural studies, 
Carolyn Pedwell then evaluated empa-
thy from various angles, including as 
a reductive “affective technology for 
‘knowing the other’,” which can work to 
benefit the interests of globalized corpo-
rations and neoliberal agendas (Pedwell 
2014, 8). Empathy thus emerges as an 
ambivalent yet critical term in analyzing 
the contact both between individuals 
and the objects they encounter.

Westrey Page
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Entangled Histories

When Frantz Fanon stated that “Europe 
is literally the creation of the Third 
World” (1963, 102) and when Walter 
Mignolo titled his book about the colo-
nization of the so-called New World The 
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Darker Side of the Renaissance (1995), 
both pointed to the fact that the history 
of Europe or the West can only be under-
stood as a relational one. To accommo-
date this from a methodological point 
of view, several suggestions have been 
made from the late 1990s on. Historian 
Sanjay Subrahmanyam began to write 
“connected histories” about the cultural, 
economic, and political interrelations 
between Eurasian empires of the early 
modern age (1997). Shortly afterwards, 
social anthropologist Shalini Randeria 
argued the case for what she calls 
“entangled history” or “entangled histo-
ries” (1999 and 2002, respectively), shift-
ing her attention to the modern era and 
a global field. In collaboration with histo-
rian Sebastian Conrad, Randeria broad-
ened and refined her concept (Conrad 
and Randeria 2002). Together with cul-
tural anthropologist Regina Römhild, 
she adapted it to contemporary con-
ditions (Randeria and Römhild 2013). 
Around the same time as Conrad and 
Randeria, historian Michael Werner and 
sociologist Bénédicte Zimmermann pre-
sented their idea of an Histoire croisée, 
which raises similar questions based on 
a critique of notions like internationaler 
Vergleich (international comparison) and 
Transfergeschichte (history of transfer) 
(Werner and Zimmermann 2002).

In her 1999 essay, Randeria lists 
four reasons for adopting her concept 
of entangled history. First, presuming 
multiple modernities enables us to dis-
cuss different notions of modernism in 
Europe and outside; it allows us to com-
pare different non-Western cultures or 
societies and focus on bilateral as well 
as multilateral configurations (à⏵Multi-
ple Modernities). Second, considering 
more than one modernity and accept-
ing colonialism as a vital part of the—
material and ideological—construction 
of Europe generates the need for his-
torical re-considerations. Third, a plu-
ralistic attempt offers the opportunity 
to account for the heterogeneity within 
non-Western societies and shed light 
on the presence of Europe in non-West-
ern cultural contexts. Fourth, more 
attention must be paid to questions 
like: Who is talking? What language is 

being used? What categories are being 
applied? After all, defining and employ-
ing the instruments of discourse is an 
essential factor of cultural hegemony 
(Randeria 1999, 93–94). In their intro-
duction to the anthology Jenseits des 
Eurozentrismus (Beyond Eurocentrism), 
Conrad and Randeria add other aspects 
such as the importance of discussing 
the—often quasi-colonial—interactions 
within Europe. They stress that entan-
gled histories do not just concentrate 
on commonalities or reveal processes of 
sharing, but also investigate the mark-
ing of distinctions and notions or acts of 
separation. This means that “interaction” 
should not be misunderstood as imply-
ing benevolence or equality, because 
most of those interactions (even within 
Europe) have been structured in asym-
metrical, hierarchic, or violent ways. 
More generally, the focus of the authors 
is less on the history of entanglement 
and more on history as entanglement, 
as the interacting entities are a product 
of their interdependencies (Conrad and 
Randeria 2002).

Matthias Weiß
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Europerie

Considering similar terms like “euro-
péennerie” (Thomas 2009, 115), “euro-
peanoiserie” (Kleutghen 2012, 83), and 
“euroiserie” (Hay 2015, x), “europerie” 
seems to be not only the easiest to pro-
nounce, it is also by far the oldest one. 
It was coined in 1937 by Bruno Kisch 
who primarily used it to describe Chi-
nese export porcelain that was deco-
rated according to European tastes, as 
well as Europeanizing objects that were 
produced for the home market and 
favored by domestic customers for their 
exotic appeal (⏵Exoticism) (Kisch 1937, 
274–276). 

Ignoring this latter aspect, Erich 
Köllmann (1954, 446) did not regard 
Kisch’s neologism as a suitable counter 
term to the much more common “chinoi-
serie”—an expression that recently has 
been challenged from a post-colonial 
perspective (Weststeijn 2016, 13). Still, 
there are a number of reasons to stick 
to the noun “chinoiserie” and its deriva-
tions. First, the word, which is French in 
origin, has to be respected as a histori-
cal one that came into use at the peak 
of the phenomenon itself, in the mid-
eighteenth century (Köllmann 1954, 
439). Second, it emerged around 1750, a 
time when Europe and China still met at 
eye level. Third, although the terminol-
ogy was not consistent during the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century, the 
French did make a distinction between 
artefacts imported “from China,” for 
which they used the phrase de la Chine, 
and European works in “Chinese fash-
ion,” which they described as faҫon 
de la Chine, à la chinoise, or lachinage 
(Köllmann 1954, 439–440). The same 
holds true for the organization of the 
Kupferstich-Kabinett (print room) of the 
Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden, 
where more than two thousand wood-
prints from China and other Asian 
countries were kept separate from the 
chinoiseries and labelled as “La Chine” 
and “La Chine Europeenne,” respectively 
(Bischoff 2017, 23). The naming as well 
as the collecting or storing practices 
indicate that there was—at least in 
some environments—an awareness of 
the fact that chinoiseries were the result 
of a mediated gaze or of appropriation 
(à⏵Appropriation). In other words, just 
as the chinoiserie tells us something not 
about China, but about the way Europe 
saw China at a specific moment in their 
long-running entangled histories, the 
europerie tells us something about 
China’s awareness and imaginations of 
Europe at a certain time (à⏵Entangled 
Histories).

As Kisch explained and later authors 
like Hay, Kleutghen, Thomas and oth-
ers have further elaborated (using the 
variety of terms mentioned above), 
europeries and chinoiseries function 
complementarily—which means that, 
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in both cases, analysis has to take 
into account aesthetic and economic 
aspects as well as technical, social, and 
political issues. Expanding our view, the 
term “europerie” may also have poten-
tial to serve as a counter term to “tur-
querie” and “japonaiserie”. And it is up 
to future research to, perhaps, apply 
and adapt it to the exchanges between 
Europe and other regions or cultural 
contexts like Persia, the West African 
kingdoms (including Dahomey and the 
Benin Empire), or the Aztec culture in 
the early modern age and beyond.
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Exoticism

Exoticism can be understood as one 
of a constellation of discourses by 
which Europeans have engaged with 
and represented racial and cultural dif-
ferences. Related artistic movements 
include primitivism (à⏵Primitivism) and 
the more specific and geographically 
bound movement, Orientalism ( à⏵Orien-
talism). The term “exotic” was first used 
in Europe in the fifteenth century to 
denote things—imported foreign flora 
and fauna, not people (Célestin 1996, 
217). The term “exoticism” was coined in 
the early nineteenth century to describe 
both European experiences with for-
eign people and the translations and 
representations of those encounters 
back home. 

Art historian Carol Sweeney argues 
that the primitive and the exotic are 
the two primary generic categories 
into which the vast majority of encoun-
ters, colonial or otherwise, between 
Europeans and those they deemed 
“others” can be divided ( à⏵Othering). 
Temporally, the exotic and the prim-
itive both reflexively stand in for the 
past in relationship to a European 
present that is seen as developing and 
changing while the time of the “other” 
stands still (Fabian 1983, 1). Sweeney, 
however, makes the distinction that 
the “primitive” was more often associ-
ated with ideas of a pre-rational sav-
age, while discourses of the “exotic” 
were more concerned with “difference 
as emblematic of a paradisal ‘else-
where’, a geographical otherness char-
acterized by plentitude and harmony” 
(2004, 8–13). Broadly speaking, these 
different categories of the “other” have 
also often been split along geographic 
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lines. As Hal Foster writes, it is typically 
a case of “malefic Africa versus para-
disal Oceana” (1985, 53). The Middle 
and Far East, Polynesia, and Islamic 
North Africa have been most often 
categorized as exotic, whereas sub-
Saharan Africa and its diasporas in the 
Caribbean and the Americas have been 
treated as primitive. Peter Mason, 
alternatively, describes exoticism as 
diverging from Orientalism insofar as 
it depends on the decontextualization 
and recontextualization of its object 
and is therefore “indifferent to ethno-
graphic or geographic precision and 
tends to serve imaginative rather than 
concretely political ends” (1998, 3). 
While it is questionable whether Ori-
entalism is always concerned with an 
accurate representation of its subject 
and whether exoticism can be disas-
sociated from the politics of colonial-
ism, this differentiation points to how 
exoticism is most strongly associated 
with a nineteenth century European 
engagement with the “other” in terms 
of romantic fantasies and as a source 
for formal and thematic motifs. 

Within art history, exoticism has 
been most often used to describe 
movements within the decorative arts. 
The term denotes both radical cultural 
or racial difference and the process by 
which this otherness is experienced 
by a traveler and translated, collected, 
displayed, represented, or otherwise 
domesticated for consumption back 
home. Exoticism developed hand in 
hand with the rise of international exhi-
bitions in the West in the nineteenth 
century. During this period, “exotic” 
objects were also held up as a model of 
art uncorrupted by industrial capitalism 
(Oshinsky 2004). 

In the 1950s, as postcolonial think-
ers and political activists diagnosed 
European representations of otherness 
as a tool of colonial power, exoticism 
became a key point of their critique 
(Forsdick 2001, 28). In the essay “Rac-
ism and Culture,” Frantz Fanon argues 
that exoticism was used as a means 
to simplify, objectify, and neutralize 
colonized cultures. He criticizes the 
denial of coevality between European 

countries and their “others” as an 
explicit strategy in support of colonial 
power (Fanon 1967). These interven-
tions have deeply shaped postcolonial 
critiques of exoticism. More recently, 
exoticism has been positioned in oppo-
sition to other models for cultural 
encounter such as hybridity ( à⏵Hybrid-
ity) and related processes like creoliza-
tion and diaspora, which are premised 
on the production of new transcultural 
forms rather than exoticist encounters 
that depend on notions of essential-
ized cultural difference (Bhabha 1994, 
56). 
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Expanded Contact Zone

Mary Louise Pratt defines “contact 
zones” as “social spaces where cultures 
meet, clash, and grapple with each 
other, often in contexts of highly asym-
metrical relations of power, such as 
colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths 
as they are lived out in many parts of 
the world today” (Pratt 1991, 34). She 
writes that the term “contact zone” is 
“an attempt to invoke the spatial and 
temporal co-presence of subjects pre-
viously separated by geographic and 
historic disjunctures, and whose tra-
jectories now intersect” (Pratt 1991, 8). 
If for Pratt, a “contact” perspective is 
about the ways in which “subjects are 
constituted in and by their relations with 
each other” (Pratt 1991, 8; see also Pratt 
2008), it is useful to think of recent work 
that has broadened the scope of aca-
demic scholarship to take both human 
and non-human subjects seriously. The 
expanded contact zone takes Pratt’s 
formulation further to consider how 
the co-presence of humans with other 
biological creatures as well as hybrid, 
digital, and technological life forms 
plays out in a contact context. Donna 
Haraway, for instance, has, throughout 
her career, highlighted the role non-hu-
mans play in shaping technoscience 
and reshaping our notions of subjectiv-
ity, gender, kinship, and species-being. 
She claims that these non-humans are 
not passive recipients of human agency 
but socially active partners (Haraway 
1997). The relationship between human 
beings and technologies is not one of 
exploitation but of mutual adaptation 
(Haraway 2007). The intersection of the 
trajectories of forms of human and non-
human life has engaged a wide range of 
contemporary scholarship in anthropol-
ogy, the environmental humanities, and 
increasingly in art history studies. 

The expanded contact zone also 
allows for a deeper and wider scope 
with which to understand asymmetri-
cal power relations at crucial meeting 
points between encounters of biolog-
ical and techno-capital processes and 

subjects. Anna Tsing’s work on the mat-
sutake mushroom, for example, pro-
vides an incisive account of the relation 
between capitalist destruction and col-
laborative survival within multi-species 
landscapes (Tsing 2015). In the realm of 
art and museum studies, the art exhibit 
“The Multispecies Salon,” that traveled 
from San Francisco to New Orleans 
to New York City, attempted to ask, 
through artworks and anthropological 
modes of inquiry, what happens when 
natural and cultural worlds intermingle 
and collide (Kirksey 2014). New modes 
of inquiry into such encounters have 
given the contact zone new life, while 
at the same time providing a longer his-
torical scholarly trajectory in which to 
examine these evolving relationships. 

Sria Chatterjee
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Fragment

Traditionally, the fragment is the rem-
nant of a decomposed whole, the 
result of fragmentation and closely 
intertwined with time. As such, it has 
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a history and symbolizes ephemeral-
ity (Tronzo 2009). Ruins, in this sense, 
are fragments par excellence and many 
texts indeed use the two terms inter-
changeably (e.g. Schnapp 2014; Böhme 
1989). Paradigmatically, the fragment 
points to death, lost cultures, and 
memory, to a violent “tearing apart” 
and destruction (Glauch 2013, 53). It is 
what is presently left: archaeological, 
material, and thus collectable. Since 
the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, philology has become increasingly 
interested in the fragments of ancient 
societies as a way to understand them 
(Most 2009, 15). In a more abstract 
sense, the term “fragment” can also 
denote a text. The German Romanti-
cist Friedrich Schlegel, for example, 
famously introduced the textual—that 
is, “created” (Tronzo 2009)—fragment 
as a literary form complete in and of 
itself (Most 2009, 15–16), thus in a way 
foreboding the (post-)modernist focus 
on the fragmentary, particularly with 
regard to aesthetics, notable examples 
being Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project 
and, in the visual arts, Analytic Cubism. 
Benjamin (1988 [1933]) also discussed 
how the fragment became entrenched 
into the discipline’s methodological 
foundations, for instance through the 
writings of Alois Riegl. The fragment 
contains and entails cultural and his-
torical meaning that can be scaled up 
to “broader contexts” (Lang 2006, 151). 
Materiality and meaning, through time 
then, become inextricably intertwined. 
Hence, the fragment emerged as a 
trope or metaphor of (Post-)Modernity 
in various fields in the humanities (for 
art history see, for example, Nochlin 
1994).

The notion of the fragment thus 
rests on two pillars: a bygone past and 
abstract thought, with the aspiration 
to both completion and division. The 
problematic nature of the fragment as 
a means to extrapolate history lies in 
its claim to represent a totality. Espe-
cially with regard to the notion of euro-
centrism, this understanding has been 
strongly disputed. In this respect, the 
fragment is often spoken of in terms 
of discontinuity, for example with 

reference to the de facto “discontinuous 
history of imperial meaning-making” 
(Pratt 2008, 7). The created fragment, 
in turn, acknowledges its discontinuity 
and embraces it on the grounds that 
the perception of a whole is impossible 
(Balfour 2009). As a category, then, the 
fragment encourages a reevaluation 
of modes of perception in the sense 
that all fragments, even remnants, are 
created. 
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Gender

Transcultural studies have served as a 
productive interlocutor for gender stud-
ies in efforts to examine the contingency 
of the terms by which gender, race, eth-
nicity, and class are studied and debated 
as closely interwoven and relational cat-
egories. Still, many theorists of postco-
lonialism have for a long time ignored 
the gendered dynamics of imperialism 
(McClintock 1995). The lingering effect of 
Orientalism’s Western male gaze in pro-
ducing stereotypes of eastern women 
is well documented (e.g. Ahmed 1982), 
but at the same time Said’s model of 
Orientalism has also been criticized for 
its binary notion of power structures 
which hardly allows for the kind of multi-
layered or differentiated viewpoints that 
describe aspects of gender and differ-
ence (à⏵Orientalism). McClintock argues 
that “Sexuality as a trope for other 
power relations was certainly an abiding 
aspect of imperial power” (1995, 14), as 
colonial women experienced the power 
structures of imperialism very differently 
than colonial men.

Scholars such as Lowe (1994), more-
over, have shifted the discussion to a 
focus on Orientalism’s heterogeneity 
and the many voices and varying power 
structures it involves. These transcul-
tural perspectives on women and Ori-
entalism have drawn attention to the 
active role of women both in determin-
ing the image of the other and in rene-
gotiating gender roles in the empire 
through the encounter with the colo-
nized other. 

Reina Lewis has emphasized the 
importance of theorizing and studying 
the history of the terms “race,” “ethnicity,” 

and “gender.” A critique that takes the 
contingency of these terms into account 
would, she argues, avoid models of 
binary opposition in feminist discourse, 
for instance of bad imperialism and 
good feminism (Lewis 1996). In Gender-
ing Orientalism, Lewis offers the critique 
that most cultural historiographies of 
imperialism analyze Oriental depictions 
of women, while completely ignoring the 
perspectives of women themselves. Her 
work shows that women indeed took 
part in Orientalist cultural production 
and that the dynamics of the imperial 
discourse influenced their work. Since 
women did not have direct access to 
male positions of Western superiority, 
their work resulted in representations of 
cultural difference that are distinct from 
those usually focused on in Orientalist 
scholarship. While Lewis’ work focuses 
on the role of women and the category 
of gender in the context of Orientalism, 
her argument can readily be extended 
to other situations of cross-cultural 
contact. Analyzing the production and 
reception of representation by women 
is particularly crucial as it develops an 
additional layer of ideological interrela-
tion of both race and gender in the colo-
nial discourse (Lewis 1996).

In a related argument, art historian 
Viktoria Schmidt-Linsenhoff empha-
sizes the importance of distinguishing 
between the variety of gendered per-
spectives in colonial discourses and 
visual representations, as this further 
reveals a wide range of viewpoints. 
She points to the importance of avoid-
ing binary oppositions of a female vs. 
male gaze and, instead suggests ana-
lyzing the visual production of women 
as individual aesthetic decisions made 
at certain points in history (Schmidt-
Linsenhoff 2010).

The projects of McClintock, Lowe’s, 
Lewis, and Schmidt-Linsenhoff are 
indebted to and exemplify an intersec-
tional approach that shifts the focus 
to the intertwined processes by which 
notions of gender, race, ethnicity, and 
class are produced and instrumental-
ized in intercultural encounters. These 
interdisciplinary discussions also shed 
light on feminism’s origins in a Western, 
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liberal context and on questions of the 
term’s status or usefulness as a bench-
mark in transcultural discussions (cf. 
e.g. Weber 2001). Starting in the 1970s, 
women of color, in particular, have 
therefore criticized the eurocentrism 
of feminism and demanded the “recog-
nition of racial difference and diversity 
among women” (McClintock 1997, 7). In 
the context of both transcultural stud-
ies and gender studies, the approaches 
outlined above involve asking how gen-
der and race were negotiated within 
transcultural encounters. 

Frederika Tevebring 
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Heritage

In the contemporary period, heritage 
has been normatively read and under-
stood through the framework provided 
by the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) as the “legacy” of material 

objects, natural landscapes, and eco-
systems, and, more recently, intangible 
attributes inherited from past gener-
ations, whose safeguarding is consid-
ered paramount for present and future 
generations (UNESCO, 25 C / 4 1989, 57).

Such international documents, con-
ventions, and recommendations as the 
one setting out the guidelines for the 
nature of world heritage also exist as part 
of a longer genealogy of efforts made 
towards studying, classifying, and pro-
tecting material culture across the world, 
prompted by fears of its destruction and 
looting during times of conflict. These 
genealogies reflect first and foremost 
the fact that heritage, its identification, 
documentation, conservation, and pro-
motion has always been transnational 
in nature, owing to the contexts in which 
encounters with cultural diversity and 
difference emerged: those of imperial 
and colonial enterprise. A critical reeval-
uation of existing ideas and approaches 
to heritage is therefore needed.

Middle Eastern heritage, for exam-
ple, has tended to be overwhelmingly 
associated in the popular imagination as 
well as in scholarly writing and archae-
ological work with the antique period 
and the unearthing, preservation, and 
protection of its material traces in the 
region. In recent decades, the region 
has been depicted as “a repository of 
precious archaeological resources con-
stituting a universal world heritage, but 
a heritage that requires control and 
management by Western experts and 
their respective governments” (Meskell 
and Preucel 2008, 315). 

The categorization and delineation 
of heritage sites and objects is inti-
mately related to colonial practices and 
ideas about “tradition” and “modernity.” 
Examples abound about how the clas-
sification and preservation of Middle 
Eastern objects, buildings, or crafts 
under different colonial regimes were 
central to discourses that sought to por-
tray a particular image of the societies 
under their rule.

An emerging focus on the criti-
cal reassessment of the production of 
cultural heritage as well as the entan-
glement of material and immaterial 
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heritage has meant that, in recent 
decades, concerns about and anal-
yses of heritage sites and practices 
have been able to offer more complex 
accounts of the legal, moral, cultural, 
affective, political, and increasingly 
economic (due to its inclusion in tour-
ism and real-estate circuits) stakes for 
local and transnational actors involved 
(Herzfeld 2010; Falser and Juneja 2013).
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Hybridity

Hybridity is a term often used in relation 
to migration and syncretism and under-
stood as a result of adaptation, fusion, 
or mixing. Accordingly, hybridization is 
considered a process that unfolds when 
coexistence becomes interaction, thus 
describing moments, dynamics, or inter-
mediate realms that eventually result in 
transformation. It can have a tempo-
ral dimension referring to transitions 
between historical periods, but also a 
more geographical or culturalist one 
(Burke 2009). Like many of the terms 
and concepts that seem to have experi-
enced a particular boom since the most 
recent wave of transcultural studies, 

“hybridity” was, in fact, already a famil-
iar term in academic debates around 
the beginning of the twentieth century. 
Initially relevant mostly to scholars 
of religious studies or literature, then 
studied by scholars of Afro-American 
or Latin-American cultures, the concept 
was later taken up by anthropologists, 
before migrating on a larger scale into 
cultural history and related disciplines 
since around the turn of the millennium. 

It is important to note that an 
awareness of hybrid phenomena has 
had a fundamental impact on the way 
we look at internal diversities of cultures 
such as that of Europe, which had long 
been regarded as rather monolithic or 
centralized entities (Burke 2016). At the 
same time, hybridity has become an 
increasingly crucial category for trans-
cultural processes. 

The most important—and probably 
most debated—use of hybridity con-
cepts is now found in postcolonial theory 
where they are linked to an understand-
ing of cultural spaces beyond static 
homogeneity (Bhabha 1994; Sieber 
2012). In this context, hybridity’s con-
notation as a reciprocal, though not 
necessarily symmetric, constellation 
that emphasizes deliberate or imma-
nent agency on both sides, while also 
accounting for the power relations typ-
ically inherent in colonial exchanges 
(Burke 2009; 2016), becomes a substrate 
of transcultural modernities (Sieber 
2012, 103). 

The use of the term “hybridity” 
is often intertwined with metaphors 
categorized by Peter Burke (2016, 21) 
as either metallurgic (“melting pot”), 
linguistic (“creolization”), or culinary 
(“salad”). Yet the most critical figure of 
thought in this context is probably the 
connotation conjured up by the binary 
between “hybridity” and “purity,” which 
is a value-free model in the realm of 
chemical or biological sciences, but can 
become value-laden and problematic 
when translated into cultural history or 
anthropology, as it has the potential of 
being linked to judgmental othering or, 
indeed, to racist agendas in terms of 
both real politics and historical interpre-
tation (Ha 2005; Steward 2011). 
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Hybridity can therefore even be 
considered a kind of litmus test for 
the quality of cross-cultural studies, 
as its productive epistemic potential 
can only exceed its problematic con-
notations when used in an argument 
that, on the whole, is at a safe distance 
from any hierarchical or essentialist 
thinking. Under these conditions, the 
term “hybridity” is most commonly and 
productively used as a methodolog-
ical tool for the analysis of new or for 
the reinterpretation of known mate-
rial. Moreover, we find it applied as an 
adjective to characterize cultural and 
artistic practices, archaeological traces, 
or objects in the transcultural field—an 
approach that, in turn, is able to shift 
our understanding of the spaces, tem-
poralities, and trajectories in which said 
objects are located or circulate (see 
e.g. Wolf 2009, à⏵Circulation). Accord-
ingly, “hybridity” may also be under-
stood as an underlying paradigm for 
the multitude of methods in current 
interdisciplinary humanities and their 
dynamics and interrelations (see Pres-
ton Blier 2005). In sum, the notion of 
“hybridity” provides a test case for the 
intersections between the content and 
shape / structure of critical postcolonial 
thinking (see Sieber 2012, 99). 
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Masterpiece

The “masterpiece” in art historical dis-
course describes a unique work of art 
that is considered one of the finest, out-
standing examples in relation to a par-
ticular aspect or a certain period, artist, 
or style. There is no single definition 
of the term, but, generally speaking, a 
masterpiece not only is claimed to be 
of central importance to art history, but 
also meets universally applicable aes-
thetic criteria—predominantly aesthetic 
standards of Western art.

In the past, the term “masterpiece” 
was regarded above all as an indicator 
of an artwork’s “museum quality” (Danto 
1990, 112). This for a long time concerned 
mainly Western art objects. The very 
basic concept of the masterpiece can be 
traced back as early as Plato’s Ion, where 
Socrates draws a strict line between arts 
and crafts and points to disparate quality 
characteristics for art production (Danto 
1990, 119). Etymologically, the term 
“masterpiece” derives from the Dutch 
word Meesterstuk or, alternatively, the 
German word Meisterstück, referring to 
a piece of work craftsmen in medieval 
Europe produced to apply for guild mem-
bership. Accordingly, the term is closely 
linked to the person with the highest 
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professional qualification in crafts in a 
guild, the master craftsman.

Hans Belting (1998) stresses the rise 
of the concept of masterpieces following 
Hegel’s definition of something absolute 
and unconditional with the development 
of the arts in general. The emergence of 
autonomous artworks only emerged 
later and goes hand in hand with the 
birth of modern art, art museums, and 
the canonization of art in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries (Belting 1998, 
11). Depending on the context, different 
concepts of the “masterpiece” oscillate 
between a more technical, material, and 
a more idealistic notion. 

Art historians have discussed the 
concept of the masterpiece and its many 
implications in-depth and recent debates 
reconsider the notions of masterpieces 
and canons (à⏵Canon) as based on Vasari 
and the Western tradition (Locher 2012, 
32). At the same time, anonymous yet 
technically outstanding artworks in 
other traditions are also considered mas-
terpieces, suggesting that quality can 
be objectively determined (Halbertsma 
2007, 22). To help themselves and to 
prove authenticity, people referred to 
these anonymous artists as “masters” of 
for example specific regions (Vogel 1980, 
133–142). As the art historical canon has 
opened itself up to greater diversity since 
the modern period, the classical canon is 
still referenced today, but often in terms 
of a critical historiographic reconsider-
ation (Harris 2006, 185–186).

The perspectives of postcolonial 
or gender studies with their empha-
sis on functions of both aesthetic and 
social differences have contributed to 
this critique by questioning established 
yet vague criteria such as “greatness” 
(Troelenberg 2017). Museum practice, 
particularly in the wake of the post-
colonial turn, is currently very much 
confronted with such questions, as the 
notion of the museum as an idealis-
tic “temple of masterpieces” is being 
increasingly challenged by its under-
standing as a place of active exchange 
(Troelenberg 2017).

The key issue does not seem to be 
the identification of masterpieces in art 
history and museum practice, but rather 

the question of why concepts such as 
“masterpiece” are used and what their 
usage implies (Danto 1990, 112).
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Microhistory

Amidst the polarized swirls of histo-
riographical discourse in 1970s Italy, 
a group of scholars affiliated with the 
Bologna periodical Quaderni Storici 
first coined the term microhistoria. In 
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a canonical series of books published 
in the 1980s, the group developed the 
concept further to denote a methodi-
cal and theoretical practice of historical 
research. By means of in-depth study 
of historical particulars, it reconstructs 
history from the bottom up. As such, 
it forms a counterpoint to the gener-
alizing meta-narratives and distorting 
large-scale quantitative analyses of 
macrohistory.

In its early stages, the concept of 
microhistoria witnessed significant defi-
nitional and methodical discrepancies. 
Looking back, Carlo Ginzburg described 
it as the label of a historiographic box 
still waiting to be filled with content 
(Ginzburg 1993, 169). Methodologically, 
microhistorical studies start out from 
the analysis of particulars, be it indi-
viduals, small-scale social networks, or 
enveloped case studies. In the process, 
they reveal previously unobserved fac-
tors from which it is possible to induce 
well-founded assertions about the over-
arching connections and fundamental 
questions of history (Levi 1991, 97–98).

In a nutshell, microhistorical studies 
evince three main characteristics: 1)  a 
focus on particular areas of study, but 
not in the vein of a mere investigation 
of historical details; 2) an emphasis on 
the agency of individuals as opposed 
to abstracting history into impersonal 
structures; 3)  the induction of broader 
connections from the particular. On the 
historiographical stage, microhistory 
evolved as a reaction to quantitative 
models of social history that presume 
patterns to consistently weave through 
historical periods.

Since the 1960s and 1970s, contem-
porary cultural anthropology increas-
ingly honed in on questions of daily life, 
oral history, and cultural-historical top-
ics. Such aspects cannot be decoded by 
means of general and universally valid 
rules but only through an understand-
ing of individual entities and their inter-
related functioning in a systemic frame 
of reference (Magnússon and Ólafsson 
2017, 4–5; see also Magnússon and 
Ólafsson 2013).

Unconstrained by rigid methodi-
cal or theoretical rules, microhistorical 

perspectives spread across various 
fields in the 1980s and 1990s. While the 
German school evolved from empirical 
investigations of daily life, Americans 
focused on individuals’ agency in effect-
ing social change. These developments 
were, and still are, accompanied by cri-
tiques of microhistorical approaches 
that, among other issues, center on the 
inductive reasoning from the particular 
to the general (Appuhn 2001, 107–111).

Microhistorical methodologies have 
meanwhile made major inroads in areas 
beyond the realm of historical stud-
ies, including in novel, interdisciplinary 
fields such as cultural studies. In each 
of those fields, microhistorical studies 
aim to counterbalance methodological 
nationalism, determinate structuralism, 
and Eurocentrism. Hence, they do not 
serve merely to complement a global 
historiography, but rather shed a new 
light on global history through detailed 
knowledge of specific sources, agents, 
and entities ( à à⏵Agency). Moreover, by 
studying historical particulars of tran-
sregional and global scope, asymmet-
rical relations and differences can be 
addressed critically (Epple 2012). This 
suggests applying microhistory as a 
theoretical axiom to transcultural stud-
ies and discourses on global art, which 
requires rejecting any conception of 
cultures as ethnically contained and 
territorially confined spaces and allows 
a better understanding of the concepts, 
agency, and mobility involved in the 
production, display, and reception of 
images and objects. Cultures are thus 
placed in an overarching, global con-
text, while taking into account their con-
tinuously unfolding transformations 
and dynamic intertwining ( à⏵Entangled 
Histories). 
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Multiple Modernities

In the twentieth century, the concept 
of modernity has been constitutive for 
the social sciences as an organizing par-
adigm that focuses on a fundamental 
reorganization of the relation between 
state and society, including central 
spheres like economy, religion, and cul-
ture (Eisenstadt 2000). The dominant 
understanding of modernity—as the 
designation of an epoch and as a concep-
tual term for paradigmatic social change 
(“modernization”)—has been tied to the 
idea of a uniform and teleological societal 
development characterized by industrial 
technological progress, secularization, 
and enlightenment. At the same time, 
it was conceptualized in opposition to 
the “pre-modern” and to “tradition.” As 
a consequence, all societies that did not 
conform to the normative European 
model were excluded from being mod-
ern. Imperialism, of course, provided the 
material basis for this rationale. In con-
trast to this, the Israeli sociologist S. N. 
Eisenstadt (2000) coined the term “multi-
ple modernities” and pushed for a theo-
retical reconsideration of the very idea of 

“modernity”: “The essential idea behind 
the multiple modernities thesis is that 
‘modernity’ and its features and forces 
can actually be received, developed, and 
expressed in significantly different ways 
in different parts of the world” (Smith 
2006, 2). 

The theoretical premise of Euro-
pean modernization as a blueprint for 
the world has also had serious conse-
quences in other disciplines. In art his-
tory, it meant that European art (from 
the last quarter of the nineteenth cen-
tury on) could be, and indeed was, 
considered modern and avant-garde, 
while non-European art was not. The 
new theoretical foundation of a plural-
ity of modernities and modernizations 
opened up new ways for art history in a 
global context (Moxey 2009). Starting at 
the end of the 1990s, exhibitions like “Die 
Anderen Modernen  – Zeitgenössische 
Kunst aus Afrika, Asien und Lateiname-
rika” (The Other Moderns – Contemporary 
Art from Africa, Asia and Latinamerica, 
House of World Cultures, Berlin) (Hug 
1997) challenged the European canon 
(à⏵Canon) of “modern art.” But while the 
notion of “other” modernities still seems 
to stabilize the dominance of Western 
modernity as the center of development, 
the concept of “transculturality” puts for-
ward a relational perspective. Modernity 
has always been entangled (Randeria 
2005 à⏵Entangled Histories) and mod-
ern art could only emerge in the contact 
zone. Recent approaches in art history, 
such as Kobena Mercer’s “Cosmopolitan 
Modernisms” (2005) or Christian Kravag-
na’s concept of “transmodernity” (2017), 
emphasize that contacts and cooper-
ations in the twentieth century were 
a prerequisite for the relevant artistic 
practices. In case studies focusing on 
the era of anti-colonial and anti-racist 
movements, Kravagna highlights artis-
tic and theoretical counterprojects and 
-narratives to the exclusivity of West-
ern modernity. The fact that the project 
of decentering Western Modernity is 
still far from being completed under-
scores the relevance of transcultural 
approaches in art historical research.

Kerstin Schankweiler
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Nation

There is no generally accepted defini-
tion of a “nation,” nor is there any gen-
eral consensus on the time from which 
one can speak of a “nation.” Peter Alter 
(1985, 19), for example, questions the 
very possibility of a systematic defini-
tion of the term. Early conceptions of 
nation defined it as a group of people 
who shared history, traditions, and 

culture, sometimes religion, and usually 
language. Scholarly discussions revolve 
principally around different concep-
tions of the nation: the political nation, 
the civic nation, and the nation defined 
by culture. Benedict Anderson’s publica-
tion Imagined Communities (1983) offers 
a much-quoted reference and useful 
starting point for the debate. In his view, 
nations are imagined communities and 
thus not natural entities, but rather ficti-
tious and phantasmal structures. 

In general, a sense of a nation as a 
“cohesive whole” results from the pres-
ence of collective elements which are 
rooted in the nation’s history, such as 
traditions, memories of national experi-
ence, and achievements or visual codes, 
for example national symbols and flags 
(see Smith 1991, 14).

The often-referenced definition by 
Deutsch, “Eine Nation ist ein Volk im 
Besitz eines Staates,” 1 suggests that 
the foundation of a state precedes the 
nation’s establishment. Nation-building 
outlines the social developments that 
are necessary to construct national 
unity. The term was first established in 
the 1950s regarding western industri-
alized countries (see Almond 1960; Pye 
1962; Deutsch 1966). Since the 1990s, 
the term nation-building is commonly 
used in research on nationalisms. It is to 
be understood in a narrower sense than 
“nation formation” (James 1996), the 
broad process through which nations 
come into being. At the same time, it 
is crucial to differentiate between the 
terms “state-building” and “nation-build-
ing.” While a nation often consists of an 
ethnic or cultural community, a state is 
a political entity with territorial bound-
aries and a high degree of sovereignty. 
Many states are nations, but there are 
many nations that are not fully sover-
eign states (Richmond 1987). The nation 
itself may be fictitious (see Bhabha 
1990), but nonetheless nationalisms 
construct strong myths and uniform 
narratives suppressing phenomena that 
do not correspond to the guiding ideas 
of the respective nation. “Since every 
search for identity includes differentiat-
ing oneself from what one is not,” writes 
Seyla Benhabib, “identity politics is 
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always and necessarily a politics of the 
creation of difference” (Benhabib 1996, 
3–4). There is—in an essentialist sense—
no such thing as one national identity. 
Different identities are discursively con-
structed according to audience, setting, 
topic, and substantive content. National 
identities are therefore malleable, frag-
ile, and, frequently, ambivalent and dif-
fuse (see Smith 1991, 3–8).

With the formation of nation states 
in the modern era, the relationship of art 
and nation became an important issue 
as “it serves as an indicator of social 
and political change” in the “search for 
renewed identity and national conscious-
ness” (Karnouk 1988, 1). Particularly in 
the age of post-colonialism, the process 
of decolonization and nation-building 
required new narratives and forms of 
cultural and artistic expression in the 
newly independent nation states of the 
former colonized countries. In search for 
national art and modernity, different cul-
tural movements in Africa, for instance, 
liberated themselves from “European 
cultural imperialism” and “sought inspi-
ration in African forms, themes, and 
history” (Enwezor 2001, 13–14; see also 
Chatterjee 2007). In many societies, the 
visual arts remain the source of national-
ist imagination. Through objects, artists 
reflect on nationalism and identities—
not only as a personal experience but 
also as realities and metaphors. The 
artistic outcome concerns the aesthetics 
emerging from the concepts of nations 
and not—or not necessarily—the con-
cepts themselves.

Sonja Hull 
Pia Wiesner

REFERENCES
Almond, Gabriel Abraham, and James 

Smoot Coleman, eds. 1960. The 
Politics of the Developing Areas. 
Princeton: Princeton University 
Press.

Alter, Peter. 1985. Nationalismus. 
Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp.

Anderson, Benedict R. O’G. 1983. Imag-
ined Communities: Reflections on the 
Origins and Spread of Nationalism. 
London: Verso.

Benhabib, Seyla. 1996. Democracy and 
Difference. Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press.

Bhabha, Homi K., ed., 1990. Nation and 
Narration. London: Routledge.

Chatterjee, Partha. 2007. The Nation 
and Its Fragments: Colonial and Post-
colonial Histories. Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press.

Deutsch, Karl W., and William J. Foltz. 
1966. Nation Building in Comparative 
Contexts. New York: Atherton Press.

Enwezor, Okwui. 2001. “The Short Cen-
tury: Independence and Liberation 
Movements in Africa, 1945–1994. 
An Introduction.” In The Short Cen-
tury: Independence and Liberation 
Movements in Africa, 1945–1994, 
edited by Okwui Enwezor, 10–16. 
Munich: Prestel.

James, Paul. 1996. Nation Formation: 
Towards a Theory of Abstract Commu-
nity. London: Sage Publications.

Karnouk, Liliane. 1988. Modern Egyptian 
Art: The Emergence of a National 
Style. Cairo: American University in 
Cairo Press.

Pye, Lucian W. 1962. Politics, Personality, 
and Nation Building: Burma’s Search 
for Identity. New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press.

Richmond, Anthony H. 1987. “Le natio-
nalism ethnique et les paradigms 
des sciences sociales.” Revue Inter-
nationale des Sciences Sociales 39 
(1): 3–19.

Smith, Anthony D. 1991. National Iden-
tity. London: Penguin Books.

North / South

The terms “North” and “South” have 
been introduced as a result of the reor-
dering of the global map at the end of 
the Cold War in the late 1980s to con-
ceptualize the relationship of and binary 
opposition between Euro-America and 

ENDNOTE
1	 A nation is a people in possession of 

a state.
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Africa, South Asia, Latin America, and 
the Middle-East. In recent decades, 
these terms have come to be used and 
established as a system of classification 
in various fields such as academic schol-
arship and politics in order to describe 
and define countries with “high and 
low human development indexes” or 
“spheres amalgamating countries that 
donate (global North) or receive foreign 
aid (global South)” (Angosto-Ferrandez 
2016, 16). Against this background, it 
is important to note that, in a cultural 
context, the word “South” has become 
accepted as a substitute for terms such 
as “Third World” or “Developing World” 
(Wolvers et al. 2015) and phrases such 
as “East / West” ( à⏵East / West) or “the 
West against the rest” (Hall 2007). 
The binary opposition of “North” and 
“South,” in particular, has been contro-
versially debated since its inception, as 
has the term “South” itself, especially 
in view of its terminological precur-
sors. Thus, on the one hand, “South” 
emphasizes empowering aspects, as 
it is understood as less hierarchical or 
evolutionary, notably in the context of 
globalization. On the other hand, there 
are obvious limitations to this binary 
concept and its definition not just with 
regard to geographical boundaries, 
geopolitical classification systems, or 
economic divisions (Wolvers et al. 2015), 
as some countries oscillate geographi-
cally and economically between “North” 
and “South” and others show internal 
social, political, and cultural differences 
that are as crucial as those between 
countries of the “global North” and 
the “global South” (Angosto-Ferrandez 
2016, 17). 

In the postcolonial era, the disso-
lution of colonial power relations and 
the rise of globalization and transna-
tionalism became increasingly import-
ant for the production and reception 
of contemporary art from the “South” 
(Enwezor and Okeke-Agulu 2009, 
18–19). Okwui Enwezor sees the grow-
ing interest in contemporary art and 
culture especially from so-called “mar-
ginal” regions of the “South” as an effect 
of the geopolitical changes in the late 
1980s. Furthermore, he argues that the 

emergence of contemporary African 
art is a “consequence of the crisis of 
traditional African art due to colonial-
ism” and “of the encounter with new 
paradigms of artistic production gener-
ated by African responses to European 
modernity” (Enwezor and Okeke-Agulu 
2009, 12). 

The year 1989 in particular marks 
an important turning point with regard 
to the reordering of the global art 
map: Transnational exhibitions such 
as “Magiciens de la Terre” in Paris and 
biennials such as the third edition 
of the “Bienal de la Habana” in Cuba 
established transnational, “North-
South” as well as “South-South” net-
works. In the years that followed, 
artists and art practices from the 
“South” became increasingly visible 
and an important, prominent part of 
the contemporary global art world 
(Filipovic 2010). The notion of an 
encounter of different cultural spheres 
with regard to a geographical mapping 
of the contemporary art scene was also 
highlighted in the title and the topics of 
the magazine of documenta 14, “South 
as a State of Mind.” Against the back-
ground of the  humanitarian crisis, the 
two cities hosting the 2017 edition of 
documenta, Kassel and Athens, were 
understood as “real and metaphoric 
sites […] where the contradictions of 
the contemporary world, embodied by 
loaded directionals like East and West, 
North and South, meet and clash” 
(Latimer and Szymczyk 2015). Accord-
ing to Monica Juneja, it is especially 
the “cartography of contemporary art, 
which encompasses several continents 
and encounters with diverse cultures,” 
that constitutes an important chal-
lenge for art history which, as a disci-
pline, is rooted in and built upon strict 
geographical definitions of culture 
(2011, 276). 

Anna Sophia Messner
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Object Ethnographies

The study of material culture has been 
at the origin of several cognate disci-
plines (archaeology, anthropology, art 
history, museum studies), all of which 
have developed related and, at times, 
competing interpretations of and the-
orizations for dealing with objects, 
broadly defined. Two major and still 
influential theoretical directions were 
outlined in 1986 by Arjun Appadurai and 
Igor Kopytoff in a collected volume that 

introduced the idea of “the social life 
of things” as a means of going beyond 
Marxist understandings of commod-
ities and goods intended for circula-
tion. By focusing on “things-in-motion,” 
Appadurai sought to illuminate the 
processual nature of value-creation, as 
well as the potential of all things to be 
commodified (1986, 5, 13). Kopytoff’s 
“cultural biographies” were similarly 
process-oriented, aiming to illustrate 
the contexts and cultural processes 
through which objects became invested 
with various registers of meaning and 
value. In Kopytoff’s view, in order to be 
able to understand these registers it is 
necessary to examine the biographies 
of “things” beyond moments of produc-
tion and exchange.

Building on this conceptual work 
and analytical conclusions, Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s “ethnographic 
objects” helped spur further ways of 
thinking, particularly about the con-
struction of museum objects and prac-
tices as part of processes of detachment 
(1991). Similarly, in recent decades, 
scholars of material culture, art histo-
rians, and anthropologists have pro-
duced crucial theoretical reflections and 
nuanced accounts of “things” ranging 
from ethnographic objects to perfor-
mance art (Buchli 2002; Henare et  al. 
2007; Schechner 2003). Associated with 
the “material turn,” these approaches 
engaged for the first time directly with 
the “thingness” of objects, allowing for 
a sustained focus on the sensory and 
material properties of artefacts. This 
recent and growing body of work has 
made it possible to research and write 
about objects in a way that fleshes out 
social history, culturally constructed 
meanings, aesthetic aspects, and poli-
tics of engagement. 

While this body of work acts as a 
necessary corrective for the method-
ological imbalances produced by ear-
lier commodity-focused approaches 
(Appadurai 1986; Miller 1995), it con-
tinues to be divided along either 
object-focused or biography-focused 
lines of inquiry (Hahn and Weiss 2012; 
Hoskins 2006, 78). Moreover, dealing 
with objects, especially ones whose 
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histories of production, provenance, 
circulation, and display are entangled in 
what might be termed “politically inex-
pedient” contexts (Smith 2007)—which 
is frequently the case with transcultural 
art histories—requires further rethink-
ing of the methodological tools at our 
disposal. 

A move from object biographies 
towards object ethnographies can help 
balance previous display and perfor-
mance-centered approaches with the 
methodological apparatus and self-re-
flexive stance of the ethnographer. Such 
an ethnographic approach to the study 
of material culture would not simply 
add ethnography to already established 
methods of dealing with objects, but 
instead synthetically and symmetrically 
combine two methodological practices 
and traditions. Within this framework, 
objects and their histories are under-
stood as contingent, context-bound, 
co-produced, and co-productive of 
dynamic social, cultural, aesthetic, 
economic, and political relations. This 
approach aims to balance a focus on 
the material properties of an object with 
a close attention to the micro-histories, 
mundane processes, and constellations 
of actors engaged and entangled with 
the object or objects in question. 

In the context of transcultural object 
histories and trajectories where the 
“things” in question exist in a complex 
web of relations of production, circula-
tion, and meaning, such ethnographic 
approaches to object biographies have 
the ability to make visible previously 
hidden processes and relations, while 
making room for ambiguity and ambiv-
alence. As such, they do not preclude 
aiming for deep and “holistic contex-
tualization” (Miller 2016) that can work 
against tendencies to fetishize and fix 
the meaning of material culture. By 
requiring that objects always be con-
sidered through their placement within 
relationships and networks of produc-
tion and engagement, bio-ethnographic 
analyses can help foster much-needed 
nuanced and critical accounts of mate-
rial culture.

Cristiana Strava
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Orientalism

The term “Orientalism” was originally 
applied to Western philological and his-
torical studies focusing on the so-called 
‘East’ and particularly its scriptures. In 
artistic and art historical contexts, it 
also frequently serves as an umbrella 
term for representations of the Muslim 
world or Asia, mostly in traditional cos-
tume, painting, and photography. At the 
same time, it covers the appropriation 
of Islamic or Asian styles, particularly in 
the applied arts and architecture. “Ori-
entalism” can thus be a geographical 
reference to the aesthetic or decorative 
systems of diverse regions reaching 
from the Maghreb (North Africa), the 
southeastern Mediterranean, and the 
Middle East via the Iranian world and 
Central and Southeast Asia to Japan and 
China. With the rise of postcolonial stud-
ies, and especially since Edward Said’s 
groundbreaking work of the late 1970s 
(Said 1978), the term “Orientalism” has 
taken on a decidedly critical connotation, 
underscoring often asymmetric relations 
of power, knowledge, and representa-
tion, particularly in imperialist and colo-
nial contexts. Said’s argument has itself 
triggered lively debate and controversy 
(e.g. Macfie 2000). While increasingly 
differentiated, the discourse on Orien-
talism has revealed imaginary or gener-
alizing narratives about “the Orient” that 
involve an implicit association with the 
feminine, with backwardness, or with 
binary ideas of the exotic picturesque vs. 
Western rationality. Critical post-colonial 
research thus demonstrates how Ori-
entalism has operated—and often still 
operates—as an instrument for Western 
modernity’s teleological idea of histor-
ical ascent and development: The ori-
entalist subject—whether presented in 
affirmative and idealized, or in ridiculing 
or vilifying ways—is routinely seen as 
the ultimate other that stands outside 
modernity (àà⏵Multiple Modernities).

While Said refers mostly to aca-
demic and literary Orientalism, his 
reassessment of the term has also led 
to an increasingly critical approach 

toward Orientalist art and design (see 
e.g. Sievernich and Budde 1989; Nochlin 
1989; Benjamin 2003; Del Plato and 
Codell 2016; Koppelkamm and Mueller 
2015; Pouillon and Vatin 2015; Troelen-
berg 2018). The wide qualitative range 
of scholarly work on Orientalism is 
linked to several aspects deriving from 
the subject itself as well as from its aca-
demic context: For one, Orientalism is 
very much shaped by different national 
histories and scholarly cultures. Thus, 
many manifestations of French Orien-
talism are to be considered against the 
immediate background of colonialism, 
while German Orientalism generally 
appears much more characterized by an 
indirect, often idealistically or spiritually 
informed approach. For another, there is 
a certain dialectic inherent in Orientalist 
art: iconographically, in terms of its pref-
erence for non-figurative patterns, many 
examples of Orientalist art carry strong 
historicizing or romanticizing connota-
tions. In their decorative approach to 
what is often labelled as ‘ornament’, they 
often do not do justice to the complex 
meanings of non-naturalistic systems of 
representation which carry cultural sig-
nificance, such as the vegetal motives 
subsumed under the term ‘arabesque’. 
At the same time, however, numerous 
nineteenth and twentieth-century art-
ists have regarded the reference to non-
European source cultures as a gateway 
to abstraction, a catalyst in the search 
for modern style (e.g. Brüderlin 2001). 
Yet another important aspect is that 
scholarship is becoming increasingly 
aware of Orientalism’s multidirectional 
trajectories that go far beyond the 
notion of the so-called Western world 
as the only receiving end. The growing 
interest in multiple modernisms world-
wide has shed important light on the 
more local functions of Orientalism, for 
instance related to modernization pro-
cesses within the Islamicate world (see 
e.g. Troelenberg 2015), as well as on 
transregional Orientalisms beyond the 
common “East-West” demarcation lines 
(e.g. López-Calvo 2012). 

As these very general observa-
tions already suggest, there is no sin-
gle homogenous manifestation of 
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Orientalism in art, but rather a multi-
tude of Orientalisms across space and 
time that are directly interrelated with 
the multiplicity of transcultural moder-
nity. (This key-term is partly derived 
from Troelenberg 2018).

Eva-Maria Troelenberg
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Othering

The term “other” has a long tradition in 
the humanities and social sciences. It 
emerges across disciplines as a men-
tal construct based on perceived dif-
ferences from a subject’s identity, i.e. 
in many ways an antithesis that plays 
out on intersubjective, interpersonal, or 
societal levels. 

The notion of the other can be found 
among idealistic philosophical beliefs 
as early as Pratyabhijñā philosophy (fl. 
ca. 925–950 AD) (Ratié 2007, 314). Hegel 
brought the discussion to a new level 
by focusing on self-consciousness and 
its relation to the construction and dis-
tinction from others (Popal 2009, 67). 
Psychoanalysis then further probed the 
other’s role in intrapersonal develop-
ment; while Freud focused largely on 
sexual identity (Hall 1997, 237), Lacan, 
as pointed out by Evans (Evans 2002), 
emphasized subjectivity and distin-
guished between the “big Other”—with 
a capital “O”—and the other with a lower-
case “o,” indicating their inherent power 
relations. Here, the O / other is a kind of 
external consciousness or point from 
which the subject sees itself. While the 
“other” is a reflection or projection of the 
ego (illusory otherness), the capitalized 
“Other” designates fundamental alterity, 
an otherness that exceeds the imaginary 
(Evans 2002, 38–40).

Othering as a key term for postco-
lonial studies was coined above all by 
Gayatri Spivak (Popal 2009, 67). Spivak 
(1985) investigated power relations in 
the larger context of imperial discourses 
and described the process through 
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which colonization creates otherness. 
Following the Lacanian differentiation of 
O / other, her usage of Other describes 
the colonizing Other, the oppressor, 
whereas the other is the so-called “mas-
tered” subject. For Spivak, the formation 
of the O / other is a mutually dependent 
process in which the O / other are estab-
lished simultaneously (1985, 133–139). 
Continuing the mapping of other / ing 
within postcolonial and cultural fields, 
Homi Bhabha (Bhabha 1994, 66–84) 
underlined the paradox of stereotypes 
and the creation of otherness, while oth-
ers investigated the fetishism, voyeur-
ism, and the “regimes” of representation 
involved in othering (Hall 1997, 264–276).

Some fields have especially arisen 
to challenge the effects and mecha-
nisms of othering inherent to their own 
disciplines. Johannes Fabian’s metacri-
tique of anthropology (Fabian 2002), 
for instance, identified how its writing 
relegates persons of study, others, to 
an earlier, more primitive temporality, 
while anthropologists are understood 
to exist here and now. This denial of 
coevalness for the other also relates 
to a geographical distancing and the 
traditional distinction between centers 
and peripheries (Fabian 2002, 25–37). 
Recent calls for more global approaches 
in art historiographical debates reveal 
the field’s struggle to position “non-Eu-
ropean” art in their canon ( à⏵Canon)— 
a canon shaped in no small part by 
nineteenth-century nationalist Ger-
man art history survey books (Shalem 
2012). Western art remains the princi-
ple focus and persistent point of depar-
ture of so-called global art histories 
where art not originating from Europe 
is still viewed as “the other” (Shalem 
2012; Leeb 2012), as the widely used 
term “non-European” illustrates. Many 
scholars suggest that, in order to move 
towards a truer “global” approach, it is 
critical to teach and perceive (art) histo-
ries of diverse times and regions not as 
if they existed independently, but rather 
as being embedded in networks of con-
nectivity, in contact zones. 

Westrey Page 
Maria Sobotka
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Periphery

The term “periphery,” which can be 
qualified as a border zone or outer 
edge, suggests a binary geographic 
model in which there is a core area sur-
rounded by a perimeter region. Thus, 
this theoretical concept can be defined 
equally by what it is not: central, inner-
most, median. 

The center / periphery model was 
first introduced by sociologists in the 
1970s to explain economic networks 
and structures. In his multi-volume 
magnum opus, The Modern World-
System, first published in 1974, Imman-
uel Wallerstein imagined the concept 
of center / periphery on a global scale. 
Building on the work of Karl Marx, 
Fernand Braudel, and Andre Gunder 
Frank, Wallerstein argued that, begin-
ning in the early modern period and 
continuing until the present day, a 
“core” of several dominating capitalist 
countries, primarily those of Europe 
and North America, emerged in eco-
nomic and political relation to areas 
that were on the “periphery” or a devel-
oping “semi-periphery,” i.e. Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America. 

The fundamental concepts of this 
world-system theory subsequently 
found life in a range of disciplines across 
the humanities. The division of the 
world between center and periphery, 
the haves and the have nots, was swiftly 
identified by theorists like Edward Said 
(1978) as the heart of colonial and 
postcolonial discourse. As a result, the 
veneer of impartiality suggested by a 
model based on space or topography 
began to be questioned, with subse-
quent generations of academics work-
ing to uncover the subjective nature of 
and imbalance of power within colonial 
structures. What’s more, scholars like 
Said and Homi Bhabha (1994) noted the 
inherent ambivalence and instability of 
this binary configuration, and a num-
ber of theories such as transcultura-
tion, intertextuality, and hybridity have 
emerged to refuse and deconstruct a 
strict boundary between center and 

periphery, especially in terms of cultural 
production.

Most recently, the concept of the 
“periphery” has been marshaled to 
describe understudied material within 
the imagined geography of a particular 
branch of study, all part of an effort to 
globalize or de-center the humanities 
tradition at large. Within art history, 
the call to question the long-standing 
eurocentrism in the field has been par-
ticularly resonant (Elkins 2007). Various 
critics have called to dismantle or at 
least heavily revise the conception of a 
hierarchical artistic canon (à⏵Canon) that 
has been so dominant within the disci-
pline. At any rate, the ongoing search to 
incorporate actors and material on the 
periphery prompts researchers to con-
tinue working to construct a truly “hori-
zontal” history of art.

Emily Neumeier
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Photo Archive

As many scholars have already acknowl-
edged, photography is about mate-
riality, seriality, multiplicity, and the 
mechanized industrial production of 
images. If so, what are the organizing 
structures for these vast and uncontain-
able bodies of photographic objects? 
The archive, as an informational and 
intellectual resource, provides an insti-
tutional framework for understand-
ing the management of photographs 
as well as the networks in which they 
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circulated (Derrida 1996; Sekula 1986). 
The archive has been imagined as a 
broad historic “depot” for the storage 
and transmission of historic material. 
It is, according to Robin Kelsey, “not 
an institution or set of institutions, 
but rather a system enabling and con-
trolling the production of knowledge” 
(Kelsey 2007, 9). Archives unify not only 
knowledge or information through text 
and image, but whole territories of 
empire (Richards 1993). In addition to 
being bodies of information and docu-
mentation, photo archives operate as 
image ecosystems and transnational 
interlocutors that connect cultures, 
people, ideas, and institutions; as such, 
they constitute an important category 
for a transcultural art history. Within 
the archive, as Elizabeth Edwards has 
so eloquently noted, “there is a dense 
multidimensional fluidity of the discur-
sive practices of photographs as link-
ing objects between past and present, 
between visible and invisible and active 
in cross-cultural negotiation” (2001, 4). 
By thinking and reading photographs 
as three-dimensional objects that are 
active in social, political, and archival 
spaces and networks, they emerge as 
agents in complex and international 
migratory processes. These migratory 
experiences shape cultural, spatial, and 
temporal borders as well as become 
inscribed into the body of the photo-
graphic archive. In other words, it is in 
archival spaces that photographic biog-
raphies are enacted (Caraffa and Serena 
2015, 9). Based on their biographies 
in various collections, photographs 
(and their related hierarchies of value) 
emerge as objects shaped by a recipro-
cal rather than a unilateral discourse. 
Whether telling tales of dormancy or 
display, the archive generates histo-
ries of photography that are intimately 
entwined with institutional narratives 
and political discourse. To this end, 
especially in modern transcultural con-
texts, photographs and photographic 
archives can be placed within an insti-
tutional milieu, which in turn illuminate 
mechanical representations (and their 
myriad reproductions) as symbols of 
a national, historical, and temporal 

imaginary. In the digital age, the photo-
graphic archive is confronted with new 
challenges and forced to ask new ques-
tions. The more recent emergence of 
boundless and pervasive photographic 
images complicates their storage, circu-
lation, and deletion within Internet and 
social media archives (Baladi 2016).

Anna Sophia Messner 
Erin Hyde Nolan
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Primitivism

The term “primitive” has historically 
meant many different things: From an 
early Christian usage to mean simply 
“original,” to a negative connotation in 
the Enlightenment as an early stage 
of human development, to an inverted 
celebration of that very quality by some 
twentieth-century thinkers, or, alterna-
tively, for others a belief that primitive 
art and experience were a universal 
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spiritual quality. Therefore, the term 
“primitive” and, by extension, “primi-
tivism” are best understood according 
to their political valences and uses in a 
particular context (Pan 2001, 29).

Within art history, the term “primi-
tivism” has been most used to describe 
“the interest of modern [Western] art-
ists in tribal art and culture, as revealed 
in their thought and work,” in which, in 
parallel to Orientalism (àà⏵Orientalism), 
“it refers not to the tribal arts in them-
selves, but to the Western interest in and 
reaction to them” (Rubin 1984, 1). This 
twentieth-century artistic mode of prim-
itivism has often relied on geographic 
constructions of difference (i.e. cen-
ter / periphery à⏵Periphery, àà⏵East / West, 
Africanism) and, perhaps even more 
crucially, temporal ones. Primitivist 
thinking often claims “temporal dis-
tance” and denies coevalness between 
the primitive “Other” (àà⏵Othering) and 
the modern subject even when they 
are contemporaries (Fabian 1983, 1). 
Within this social and political context, 
definitions of primitivism run the gamut 
from calling it “a function of colonial dis-
course” (Araeen 1987, 8), to a “reciprocal 
relationship” that consists of “modalities 
of empathy” (Severi 2012, 27). As Ruth 
B. Phillips has argued, primitivism’s 
very ambiguities allowed it to function 
not simply as a tool of the colonial West 
but as “the primary engine of modern-
ism’s global dissemination” enabling 
modern art’s “global adaptability” as it 
was employed for different reasons by 
artists all over the world (Phillips 2015, 
6). As Partha Mitter has pointed out, 
however, these visual “borrowings” 
between cultures are often received dif-
ferently, which reflects social, cultural, 
and political asymmetries. Accordingly, 
in what Mitter terms the Picasso manqué 
syndrome, while Picasso has often been 
deemed a genius for looking to African 
sculpture to inspire cubism, an African 
artist is likely to be treated as belated 
or inauthentic if she looks to cubism 
to inspire her own art (Mitter 2008, 
534–538). 

Primitivism has served in the twenti-
eth century as both a mechanism for art-
ists, curators, academics, and collectors 

to freeze other cultures as part of a 
permanent past, whether to demean 
or celebrate them as such, and as a way 
for artists to explore and re-evaluate—
albeit under uneven conditions—new 
content and forms from both their own 
and others’ visual traditions. In these 
ways, a critical and analytic study of 
how primitivism works, in both historic 
and contemporary contexts, can reveal 
underlying assumptions, stereotypes, 
and ideologies that structure aesthetic 
practices and the reception of art.

Alison Boyd
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Resilience

The term “resilience,” which describes the 
capacity to bounce back after a deforma-
tion, to adapt to uncertainty, or to recoil 
and recover from changes and setbacks, 
has its primary, very empirical origin in 
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the technical sciences and engineer-
ing. As a concept—or a paradigm often 
referred to as “resilience thinking”—it is 
also integral to the language of psychol-
ogy, sociology, and a number of related 
fields. It is most commonly used in the 
context of policies towards international 
development and global change and has 
come to be employed particularly since 
the financial crisis of 2008 (Brown 2016). 
To date, resilience does not appear to 
be very established yet in written schol-
arship on visual studies or art history, 
but we may currently witness the migra-
tion of this concept into our discipline: 
Recently, “resilience” has been appearing 
with significantly increasing frequency 
(see e.g. Meyen 2015).

The fact that resilience seems to 
be increasingly moving center stage 
in the critical humanities as well as in 
artistic practice—particularly where 
they engage in critical contemporary 
debate—might in itself be an interest-
ing indicator for the self-conception 
of academic and artistic agency today. 
Resilience thinking has, for instance, 
been criticized for opening the doors 
to neoliberal individualization of risk 
and responsibility and lacking aware-
ness for change-inducing power struc-
tures and resulting asymmetries. At the 
same time, resilience as understood in 
psychology and philosophy is framed 
in terms of empowerment and eman-
cipation (Nida-Rümelin and Gutwald 
2016; Bollig 2014). It is thus a polyvalent 
term that links diverse epistemic frame-
works between the first and second 
modernity. 

Resilience addresses the relation 
between individual identities and sys-
tems, which often plays an important 
role in cross-cultural exchange pro-
cesses. As the paradigm of resilience 
thinking becomes relevant in moments 
of change and especially change-induc-
ing crisis, it may provide a productive, 
though not celebratory or affirmative 
approach to colonial and post-colonial 
constellations. Spelling out a proces-
sual, diachronic perspective, it links the 
notions of longue durée and the micro-
historical (à⏵Microhistory), thus recon-
ciling two paradigms of the humanities 

that often stand in opposition to one 
another. 

The concept of resilience also has a 
particularly prominent function within 
the framework of ecosystems; in this 
context, interesting observations about 
a so-called “edge effect” have been 
described, underlining the notion of 
resilience in the sense of an adaptive 
capacity in transitional areas (Turner 
et  al. 2003). In encapsulating border 
phenomena between different cultures 
and ecosystems alike, this provides a 
close analogy to the concept of con-
tact zones (à⏵Expanded Contact Zone), 
describing cultural diversity and flexi-
bility as a result of productive exchange 
and border crossing. 

Resilience thinking provides a poten-
tially very broad epistemic framework 
for art history and visual studies. This 
means that the relation between art 
or visual practices and the concept of 
resilience is by no means unambiguous 
or unidirectional. For instance, artistic 
techniques and practices as well as art-
works and artifacts can survive (or be 
resurrected) through multiple practices 
of resilience—a mechanism that may 
be considered an active and recipro-
cal response to claims for asymmetric, 
often institutionally framed “salvage 
paradigms” (Clifford 1989). In turn, these 
practices can shape and enhance resil-
ient identities of communities or individ-
uals in situations of crisis. Thus, it may 
be not only an analytical tool but also a 
policy device that feeds into notions of 
cultural heritage and canons, challeng-
ing privileges of interpretation. 

Eva-Maria Troelenberg
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Return

In her foundational study, The Return of 
Cultural Treasures, Jeannette Greenfield 
(1989) privileged the term “return” over 
repatriation or restitution, writing that it 
“may also refer in a wider sense to res-
toration, reinstatement, and even reju-
venation and reunification” (Greenfield 
1989, 368). The term “return” can, in 
fact, be used to encompass cases of 
both restitution and repatriation. Resti-
tution tends to refer to cases that allow 
for a return to an owner based on prop-
erty rights and is most often the term 
employed when dealing with displaced 
art works in situations of armed conflict, 
notably “Nazi-looted art,” while “repa-
triation” is largely used in relation to 
returns based on ethical considerations 
pertaining to human remains and sacred 
objects in indigenous communities 
(Bienkowski 2015, 433). The notion of 
return encompasses the phenomenon 
of the physical return of objects as one 
aspect of a broad set of practices that 
are essentially related to ethical rather 
than legal considerations. Accord-
ing to Michael Skrydstrup, “[r]eturn 
is not a debate about reparation in a 

judicial sense, but about goodwill, eth-
ics and what is at times referred to as 
‘natural justice’” (2010, 63). It can also 
be usefully related to the notion of 
“recovery” bridging from the physical 
to the symbolic impact of return, as it 
points to the “healing through the res-
toration of cultural losses and the psy-
chic damage those losses have caused” 
(Coombes and Phillips 2013, I). In James 
Clifford’s Returns (2013) it appears as a 
much larger process of resilience and 
decentering.

“Return” is thus particularly useful 
when thinking about historic cases, 
notably related to colonial contexts 
which lie outside the bounds of current 
legal jurisdictions. Practices related to 
return include dialogue with source 
communities and former owners, and 
they situate museum collections in an 
essentially social and relational perspec-
tive, tying objects back to former con-
texts (Bouquet 2012, 152) and leading 
to the development of new and specific 
ritual forms of return ceremonies which 
have become an object of study in their 
own right (Roustan 2014). The notion of 
return potentially unsettles not only the 
object’s perceived permanence of place 
but also the ontological and epistemo-
logical interpretations produced by the 
museum.  In particular, it contributes 
to dissolving the notion of specimen, 
as the process of return implies focus-
ing on specific trajectories that lead 
to stronger individuation of objects, a 
process that is particularly exemplary 
in the case of human remains. It also 
underlines the museum’s role as a form 
of soft power, calling on new actors and 
forms of curation, producing objects 
with more hybrid or heterogeneous 
biographies and identities that question 
traditional categories of classification.

Felicity Bodenstein
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Spolia

The term “spolia” designates reused 
ancient materials, most often stones 
incorporated into newer buildings. In 
antiquity, the term denoted war booty 
or spoils. An extension from “hide”, it 
suggests an analogy between taking 
the armor from a fallen enemy and skin-
ning an animal. The current meaning 
was introduced by sixteenth-century 
antiquarians. In a 1519 letter to Pope 
Leo X , Raphael uses the word “spolia” 
to educate the pope about how to rec-
ognize high quality ancient works in a 
context of lesser artistic quality (Kinney 
1997, 122).

In the European context, the cir-
culation of and trade in spolia was 

particularly widespread from late antiq-
uity until the thirteenth century. The 
reasons were often practical, as ancient 
sites were used as quarries while at 
the same time being acknowledged 
for their historical value. The study of 
spolia emerged in the 1930s and has 
focused on the incentives behind the 
reuse of older materials. The term’s 
martial origins link it to the practice of 
taking objects from other cultures sep-
arated in space, time, or politics from 
one’s own. In scholarship, the use of 
spolia has often been explained either 
as a deliberate reference to the ancient 
past or as a matter of pure practical-
ity. With regard to the latter, it is often 
assumed that the desacralization of 
pagan buildings stripped them of all 
meaning and reduced them to quarries 
(Sanders 2015; Kiilerich 2005). However, 
the prominent reuse of pagan spolia in 
many medieval churches suggests that 
those “foreign” elements were reinter-
preted through a Christian lens and 
given new importance (Esch, 2005). 

Recent scholarship has shifted 
away from describing spolia as a purely 
practical or illicit practice, instead con-
sidering them as an example of a form 
of local engagement with the past 
that falls outside academic catego-
ries (Brilliant and Kinney 2001; Siapkas 
2017; see also à⏵Allelopoiesis). The use-
fulness of the term “spolia” has also 
been questioned. Based on the term’s 
origin in Renaissance antiquarianism 
and its close association with the reuse 
of ancient Greek and Roman materials, 
it does not seem able to adequately 
reflect ancient or non-European notions 
of the significance of reused materials 
(Kinney 1997, 118).

It should also be considered 
whether all reused objects transferred 
into a new context can be seen as spo-
lia, including, by extension, ideas, cap-
tives, architectural forms, ornaments, 
or portrayed objects, since of all these 
function as topographical and historical 
references.

Frederika Tevebring 
Lisa Heese
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Translation

Traditional notions of the translation 
process emphasize the search for and 
use of equivalencies across languages to 
render an original text comprehensible 
to a foreign audience. Schleiermacher, 
Goethe, and, later, early twentieth-cen-
tury thinkers, however, began to decon-
struct the unilateral notions inherent 
to this view that translations should 
resemble the inalterable and authori-
tative original (Langenohl, Poole, and 
Weinberg 2015, 175–179). Walter Benja-
min, for instance, unsettled the stability 
of the original by describing translation 
as calling out both languages into a kind 
of third space between them, height-
ening self-reflection in the process, 
and opening the languages to mutual 

transformation. Literary theorist Mikhail 
Bakhtin then re-assessed the construc-
tion of meaning itself, arguing that it is 
produced in dialogue between subject 
and world. In this analysis, all situations 
or stagings of a text, including transla-
tional ones, release potential for new 
meaning. 

These radicalizing notions of trans-
lation began to migrate beyond literary 
theory, supported by poststructuralist 
and postcolonial approaches. The tra-
ditional “cultural translation” practiced 
by anthropologists, which searched for 
corresponding phenomena across cul-
tures to “learn” them like a language 
(Burke 2009, 55), increasingly witnessed 
criticism that resisted the conception 
of cultures and languages as fixed, 
homogeneous entities, and rather high-
lighted the negotiation and change at 
play within social and cultural encoun-
ter. This critical shift amounted to what 
Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere 
announced in 1990 as a “cultural turn” 
in translation studies, while Doris 
Bachmann-Medick (2009) proclaimed 
a “translational turn” within cultural 
studies. These “turns” involve a focus 
on bilateral transformations within 
encounters and the valorization of 
deeper entanglements, displacements, 
and multiplicities. They also maintain an 
awareness of and resistance to hege-
monic forces and the tendency towards 
“monolingualism,” which would insist 
on others finding corresponding mean-
ings to a “Western” original “language” 
(see Hall and Chen 1996). 

Translation, particularly in reference 
to its definition as the movement or 
conversion of things to another place 
or into a new medium, also frequently 
traces object mobility, its “routes” rather 
than “roots,” as James Clifford (1997) 
famously wrote. Objects here are thus 
conceived as translated and translating 
entities whose meanings arise in nego-
tiations and histories of cultural encoun-
ter. Museums can similarly be read as 
translating institutions; by inscribing 
objects into narratives that are com-
prehensible to a foreign audience, they 
function through the creation of spaces 
that are palpable or “real” to the new 
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observer. The perceived authenticity of 
the object thus relies on the translation, 
which can be seen as a kind of spectacle 
or performance, of the original object.

Westrey Page
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Visuality

The term “visuality” emerged in the 
early nineteenth century to describe a 
metaphorical way of seeing, tying it to 
the notion of understanding (Mirzoeff 
2011, 2). The OED, for example, defines 
visuality as “[t]he state or quality of 

being visual or visible to the mind; 
mental visibility.” The paradigm of visu-
ality, albeit akin to visual theories and 
methodologies (see e.g. Rose 2012), is 
highly asymmetrical, as it presupposes 
a center of perception where an object 
can be mentally grasped and rendered 
recognizable, ultimately involving the 
agency of “the authority of the visual-
izer” (Mirzoeff 2011, 2). Knowledge and 
sight are thus historically intertwined, 
making visuality a quality of history itself 
(and pointing beyond this to Michel Fou-
cault’s notion of “discourse”). In recent 
decades, visuality has been criticized 
as being culturally constructed. Many 
authors have discussed this notion, 
including John Berger in Ways of Seeing 
(1972), W. J. T. Mitchell in his numerous 
publications on image and picture the-
ory, and Nicholas Mirzoeff in The Right to 
Look (2011). This debate is fueled mainly 
by the fact that Western culture in partic-
ular is defined by ocular-centrism, hav-
ing favored sight as “the noblest sense” 
since antiquity (Sandywell 2011, 591). In 
his discussion of the 1889 World’s Fair, 
Timothy Mitchell (1989, 221) exemplifies 
this condition of the “Western World” as 
a “thing to be viewed” and constructed 
with an agenda of representation.

What we see is determined by 
how we see, and this poses a number 
of problems. Sight, originally thought 
to be the most objective sense, is now 
“presented as highly unreliable” (Hertel 
2016, 184–185). Detecting a crisis of 
visuality in all areas of visual culture, 
Mirzoeff (2011, 6) pointedly notes “that 
the visibility of visuality is paradoxically 
the index of that crisis.” This crisis is a 
result of the realization that the correla-
tion of sight, knowledge, and authority 
is, in fact, a misconception based on 
imagination. As such, visuality increas-
ingly coalesces with the notion of spa-
tial thinking and with semiotics, where a 
dialectic between the icon (after Charles 
S. Peirce) and visuality becomes evident 
(Bal 2006, 21–24).

In postcolonial criticism, visual-
ity has been more closely defined and 
inscribed as a historical mode of per-
ception and of establishing power 
by colonizers (e.g. Pratt, 2008). This 
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field-specific use carries a pejorative 
connotation, although a reversal can 
be observed where sight is moved 
away from its mental property towards 
its corporeality (Mirzoeff 2011; Hertel 
2016). In cultural theory, by compar-
ison, Mieke Bal (2002; 2006) uses the 
term in its most basic definition as a 
“mental image,” thereby pointing to its 
metaphoricity. By extension, this points 
to areas worth rethinking in terms of 
visuality: language as charged by visual 
tropes, and narrative theory, both 
dimensions related to the mental and 
the imaginary. The underlying implica-
tion is for visuality to be deconstructed 
and methodologically reevaluated not 
with regards to sight, but to language.

Isabella Krayer
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