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“I am a dedicated people watcher who loves to see art and art watchers.
Museums provide an irresistible visual feast of science, history, art on
canvas, in sculpture, in buildings that are themselves art. Bleeding with
displays, spectators provide the human scale, thinking, judging, having
fun, feeding sensibilities. It all makes fine hunting for a furtive
photographer on the prowl.”
With these words, Elliott Erwitt, a Magnum Photos member, introduces his
book Museum Watching where he documents his visits to museums and
gallery across the world between 1950 till the beginning of the new
millennium. The American photographer is known for his candid
photographs of ironic and absurd situations within everyday settings
These black and white images were taken in various sites capturing the
amazement, surprise and interactions of visitors with the art and other
visitors and gallery guards. Seeing these personal snapshots illuminated
by his texts, Elliott Erwitt entertains in his conversation with art, making
visual puns, tweaking a few noses, and occasionally offering some serious
comments.
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I’m Bayryam, a New Museum School trainee at Magnum Photos. I am a
visual arts researcher and art activist.

I am especially interested in

challenging and advocating for ethical sponsorships for art and cultural
institutions. In this podcast, I want to talk about the British Museum’s
display of the Parthenon Marbles and how they were acquired – I would
like to do this through the lens of Elliott Erwitt’s body of work Museum
Watching.
Leafing through the pages of the book and reading Elliottt’s words filled
with gentle humour, I couldn’t help but reflect on my personal relationship
with museums and exhibitions - working in the catering departments,
curating shows, displaying my own art, protesting against oil sponsorship,
demanding repatriation, and eventually working with the Magnum Archive.
I still remember my first day in London, feeling extremely lucky to have
numerous galleries I can visit, the ability to explore the world just by taking
the tube. It was all in the reach of my hand.
Looking at the sometimes ironic images of Erwitt depicting human
interactions with objects of other cultures evokes questions such as who
belongs in museums, who works in museums and who is displayed in
museums. With the growing number of galleries around the world
displaying items or art objects, the number of gallery visitors has been
increasing steadily around the globe. Yet many feel museums are
exclusive spaces that do not reflect the culture, heritage and art of all of
its visitors. Black and brown people and people from marginalized
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backgrounds have been painfully absent from our museums, museums
that claim to display world heritage and art from around the globe. And
why is that? Why do places that seek to help us locate ourselves in the
multifaceted world, fail to do so?
One of the images in the book that stuck in my mind was shot in the British
Museum in 1996. The black and white photograph captures in its frame
the centrepiece of the museum – the Parthenon marbles – the sculptures
that decorated the temple dedicated to the goddess Athena in Athens.
The sculptures descend in height across the length of the photograph and
in the bottom left-hand corner of the image there is a white middle-aged
man, sitting looking back at the marbles. The photograph’s composition
creates an optical illusion as if the visitor’s head is an illusionary
continuation of the sculptures, like a missing piece of the whole
configuration. Trying to unpack the power dynamics in play in the frame, I
wondered why these marbles were acquired by the British Empire in the
first place?
Museums have become an important part of showcasing imperial power
and

national

significance.

They

are

spaces

where

antiquities,

ethnographic materials, prints and numerous other items from across the
world are kept. Over time, they became instrumental in championing the
orientalist belief that the objects stolen from the communities considered
as ‘other’ would be best taken care of in the hands of the colonisers and
those shaping the imperial consciousness. The British Museum itself has
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come to represent a universal survey museum that unifies the diversity of
the world’s collections, an encyclopedia of the world.
Purchased by the British Crown from Lord Elgin in 1816, the Parthenon
Sculptures were presented by Parliament to the British Museum, where
they have remained ever since. Even though the acquisition remains
contested and debated in museum studies to this day, rarely do we have
an understanding of why these sculptures were so important for the British
Empire to obtain and display in its biggest museum. Through the years,
the Parthenon Sculptures actually became emblematic of Britishness. In
her research on the topic, sociologist Debbie Challis argues that the
British Empire saw its subjects as the natural descendants of ancient
Greece and the public display of the Sculptures as essential for promoting
this notion of Britishness. Western civilization was thought to be based
on the moral, physical and intellectual continuation of the gods of Athens.
What did Erwitt want to suggest by taking this image? Was it a conscious
decision to continue the line of the sculptures with a white male figure and
optically deceive the spectators? Or was Erwitt deceived himself? Being
physically in a gallery, a space that privileges some experiences over
others, shapes our understanding of the world that surrounds us. Visiting
galleries, working and showing our art in them without acknowledging their
colonial past has moulded our relationship with the heritage displayed
there. Like Erwitt, who travelled round the globe visiting galleries over five
decades, each of us has been socialized into believing that the histories
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told by these museums are the only truthful and authentic ones. So how
we can unsee, unlearn and unwatch what has been presented to us for
years and years? How we can open the debate about stories that deserve
to be told, and how we can talk about Britishness and nationhood without
succumbing to colonial stereotypes?
Images, such as the one taken by Elliot Erwitt, give us a glimpse of a
future where the presentation of knowledge in museums accounts for the
power relation between race, gender, class and imperialism. A revisionist
history which recognizes that the British Empire colonized, looted objects,
started wars and established borders while displaying world heritage as a
beacon of its moral high ground. The same borders have split up families,
incarcerated immigrants and displaced indigenous communities; they
have separated the descendants of the communities these valuable
objects were stolen from. How can we address the physical and emotional
trauma that this separation caused, and the plunder, dispossession and
imperial tradition that these museum displays reproduce? Is diversifying
the history with a variety of voices and accounting for the past enough?
How we can start decolonizing these spaces?
To find the answers to these questions, we will have to go back and
explore the topics which Erwitt considers in his book. Who works in
museums?

What is displayed in museums?

And who comes to

museums? Answering each of these questions requires us to address the
issue of repatriation, and what this process will look like. Many would
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argue that giving back the stolen objects simply does not go far enough in
tackling the legacy of imperial plunder. The dispute around the Parthenon
Sculptures should not be just around who owns them, where they come
from and to where they should be returned; it should also accept that the
museum display of these objects was used to establish the racial
superiority of the British Empire. As museumgoers we are trained to make
ourselves familiar with objects and can overlook the violence these
objects are endowed with. All we have to do is to stop participating in
museum watching and demand a structural change in the way museums
operate.
Often going to museums, I find myself surrounded by work curated by the
white gaze and the excess of whiteness in senior posts in museums.
Looking at looted objects protected by alarms, vitrines, walls and guards,
and curated by institutions that address in a mere footnote the violence
which enabled them to be displayed in the first place, poses a serious
challenge. As museumgoers, we are often discouraged from engaging in
the conversations about repatriation due to a lack of transparency and an
absence of diverse voices within museums.

Being part of the New

Museum School, a talent-development program for people from underrepresented backgrounds starting a career in gallery, museum, and
archive work, has helped me realize the value of listening to and
validating those voices which have been left out of the conversation for
too long. Being a trainee in Magnum Photos comes with the responsibility
of listening to others, those who might not have had the same
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opportunities as me, and imagining a future where art and art galleries are
inclusive of everyone. Having these voices within museums and
institutions may not enough by itself, but it is a valuable start in
decolonizing them.
Here in Magnum, we have recently launched an open call for South
African photographers titled, Re-presenting the Archive. The aim of this
project is exploring and investigating the cultural impact of images in
relation to race and colonial African histories, and how images are
produced, displayed and stored within our collection. Acknowledging that
photographs are produced within existing power dynamics and that those
dynamics might not be equitable within the Western journalistic tropes,
this brings with it a responsibility to interrogate how the Magnum Archive
was built and curated within these power structures and as a result how
we can address some of these inequities. The project takes a revisionist
approach which is essential for collections, museums and galleries to
challenge Western visual culture and critically inquire whether the
photographic making of Africa is heterogeneous enough. Providing more
opportunities, more platforms and aiding the careers of artists from underrepresented backgrounds is another important tool in challenging the
imperial power and narrative of Western museums.
While museums are starting to talk about diversity and inclusion, change
will not happen unless the longstanding and established hierarchies of
power - be they race, gender, imperialism, class, for example - are
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challenged and un-learned. Erwitt constructs his photographs to make
people look differently at museum scenes, which represent accepted
views of objects, nationhood and peoples, I would argue that we as
museumgoers and museum professionals need to do the same. Rather
than only focusing on issues around repatriation, we need to start a
conversation around borders and border-making. This is a wider debate
than just the restitution of objects. Unless we try to un-learn imperialism,
we won’t be able to imagine a shared life carved out of the imperial
tradition. Until then we should look at looted objects displayed in Western
museums with fresh eyes - seeing them as part of a continuous tradition
of artistic expression and skill rooted in the parts of the world they come
from, not mythical blocks of stone detached from peoples, borders and
nations.

NMS OUTRO STING
SCRIPT ENDS
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