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 Materialien zu Ausstellungsdesign und Szenografie (materials on exhibition design  and scenography) is a publication 
series by the Exhibition Design and Scenography Department at the Hochschule für Gestaltung Karlsruhe. It deals with the 
Gestaltung (‘design‘... ) of narrative spaces as a critical design practice. The content of an exhibition or the narrative of a play 
cannot be separated from its mode of display and form of presentation. Linguistic and visual narratives depend on a form of 
presentation to materialise them and articulate them in space. These modes of display interest us as constructs, as subjects 
of design processes. MAS is an ongoing collection of materials relating to current discussions within our department. We con-
sider each issue as an exhibition space and the printed pages as a display. We are not primarily concerned with the production 
of new content, but rather with existing materials, creating new correlations and perspectives by means of selection, com-
bination, contextualisation and commentary. 

Editorial 

 In 2014 the Weltkulturen Museum in Frankfurt presented an exhibi-

tion titled ‘Foreign Exchange (or the stories you wouldn’t tell a stranger)’. 

Curated by Clémentine Deliss and Yvette Mutumba — at that time director  

and curator of the museum, respectively — the exhibition included a survey 

of the museum’s photographic documentation of its collection of around 

67.000 ethnographic artefacts. These images were made by studio pho-

tographers commissioned by the museum and by in-house photographers. 

A publication accompanying the exhibition presents the transcript of a group 

discussion between invited artists, writers, anthropologists, and other com-

mentators, organised in the context of the exhibition. Here these historical 

photographs are heavily criticised. Considered particularly problematic is 

their tendency — consistent over several decades — to depict ethnographic  

artefacts in isolation against plain, bright, ‘ethnic’ coloured backgrounds. 

This specific aesthetic is interpreted in the discussion as a kind of compen-

sation for an extraordinary absence of knowledge about the provenance  

of the depicted artefacts, many of which were acquired in an intense pe-

riod of activity during the colonial era by the museum’s founding director,  

Bernard Hagen.

 This issue of MAS makes some elementary bibliographic moves to qual-

ify the rhetoric of the critique in ‘Foreign Exchange’, and toward foundational 2
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All images shown in this issue of MAS originate from the books which are presented in the database.

research that Deliss calls for when she writes: ‘To date there has been no 

critical analysis of the manner in which so-called tribal art objects or ethno- 

graphica have been photographed once removed from their original loca-

tion of production.’

 The material presented here is visual research produced during a 

seminar initiated by James Langdon at HfG Karlsruhe in 2018. A group of 10 

participants analysed a collection of 56 books of ethnographica published 

between the 1960s — when full-colour printing began to be commonly used 

in museum publishing — and the present decade. Each decade was repre-

sented by around ten titles, roughly half from Europe, half from the USA. The 

collection was assembled through international ethnographic book dealers, 

and as such is independent of the interests of any of the books’ publishers 

and the museums and individuals whose collections are represented. With-

in these parameters, the individual titles were selected visually, based on 

their inclusion of studio photographs of African artefacts that correspond 

with the aesthetics described in ‘Foreign Exchange’. No attempt is made, 

therefore, to quantify the extent of these aesthetic tendencies in the field 

of ethnographic publishing overall. Despite its necessarily modest size, the 

geographical and historical spread of the collection alone is indicative of the 

fact that these aesthetics have been commonly used, apparently without 

controversy, and are by no means particular to the contexts either of the 

Weltkulturen Museum, or German ethnographica. 

 The collected books contain a total of 10.189 images. Participants 

analysed the books directly, creating a database of their bibliographical de-

tails: their extent, dimensions, and subjects; and details of the photographs 

themselves: the colours and types of backgrounds used, the characteris-

tics of lighting and cropping, and aspects of graphic design relevant to their 

presentation. Work then proceeded through ‘enquiries’ directed to this da-

tabase, identifying subsets of images to be compiled for discussion. Com-

parative visual work was done manually — not at the computer — by sorting 

and grouping images on large tables. Seven of these enquiries are presented 

on the following pages, with brief captions describing their methodologies.

 Discussions were supplemented by contemporary and historical 

readings, and during the seminar ongoing work was socialised through reg-

ular input from guests, including Clémentine Deliss, Jan Hoek, Sarah Owens 

and Jelly Sarah Kouablan. Their commentaries made us all too aware that 

despite our best intentions, our position in a European art school and our 

reliance on bibliographical methods led us continually to reproduce the 

Western gaze even as we actively critiqued it.
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For the cover of each issue we invite designers, artists or theoreticians to make a visual statement on the term 

„Darstellungspolitik“ (‘politics of displaying’, the original German „Darstellung“ includes a variety of translations as 

representation, impersonation and display). The covers are independent from the content of each issue and 

build a series on their own. Cover 001: Lotte Meret Effinger. Cover 002: Bas Princen & Office KGDVS. Cover 003: 

Moritz Küng. Cover 004: Anja Kirschner. Cover 005: Heike Schuppelius.
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BACK COVER

The content of this issue have been

researched with the utmost care.

MAS has done everything in its power to

find the copyright holders. In case some-

thing has been used affecting the rights

of third parties, we kindly ask you to get

in touch with us. On the occasion of a new

edition justified claims will be taken into 

account.
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