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Thinking about things:
The University of Tokyo’s Intermediatheque and the
British Museum’s Indigenous Australia exhibition

Maria Nugent

(Australian Research Council Future Fellow, Australian National University)

During one of my early excursions
investigating the delights and intrigues
of Tokyo, I wandered into a museum
called Intermediatheque.' Housed in
Kitte, the redeveloped Japan Post
building across the road from the reno-
vated redbrick fagade entrance to To-
kyo Station in Marunouchi, I thought I
was stepping into another of the stylish
designer stores that now occupy the
five floors of commercial space. What
I found instead was a public exhibi-
tion space, spanning two levels, where
myriad objects drawn from the her-
itage research collections of the Uni-
versity of Tokyo, my new employer
and host institution, were beautifully
displayed. In the window-lined and
high-ceilinged galleries are arranged
original glass-fronted cabinets from

the era of the Imperial University
holding a vast array of stuffed birds,
preserved insects and other natural
history specimens. Interspersed among
these cabinets of curiosity are large
animal skeletons perched on pedestals,
as well as solidly built, now defunct,
research equipment, the uses of which
is not always immediately evident to
the uninitiated. Gallery walls are stud-
ded with things ethnographic. One is
lined at eye-level with a series of nine-
teenth-century photographic portraits
of Japanese men and women, some
named and famous, others unnamed
and generic. Elsewhere are to be found
ethnographic objects sourced from
outside Japan, such as a series of Af-
rican bronze masks that are displayed
very high up (and only minimally doc-

umented) along with a more recent
collection made in the 1980s of musi-
cal instruments sourced from Mali." It
was, to say the least, an uncanny expe-
rience to unexpectedly find myself
standing amidst the material heritage
of earlier research and educational en-
deavours carried out at the institution
where [ was now engaged in that same
general enterprise.

Dizzy with visual and sensory over-
load, I was momentarily disoriented —
the very effect, I later learnt, that the
space was designed to provoke. Cross-
ing the threshold situated behind the
museum shop is like being transported
into an old-fashioned natural history
museum — or as Professor Yoshiaki
Nishino, the director of University Mu-
seum, University of Tokyo (UMUT),
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puts it: of having ‘time-slipped in[to]
the 19" century’." The whole space
has the look and feel, perhaps even
smell, of a nineteenth-century museum.
There is even a small lecture room that
has been reconstructed from salvaged
wooden benches and desks.

But looks can deceive. On closer
inspection, the museum does away
with the organizing structures and prin-
ciples that once gave order to research
and teaching collections like these. In
the arrangement of things there is little
or no reference to overarching theories,
established hierarchies, or historical
time. Indeed, as Nishino elaborates,
the permanent exhibition deliberately
does not follow any of the categories
or chronologies or taxonomies that
might be expected. [We] did not adopt
an evident way of exhibiting based on
such criteria as chronology or clas-
sification, and from the outset, we did
not have any intent to show the objects
systematically’, he explains in an in-
troductory essay.” There is no defined
route’ — such as historical progress or
natural evolution — through the exhi-
bition galleries for visitors to follow.
This is, then, Intermediatheque’s cu-
ratorial approach. It has been designed
as an experiential space in which the
physical objects and their aesthetic
qualities are given precedence over the
science for which they were originally
collected as research materials and
used as teaching aids. In a recent inter-
view with the Sainsbury Institute for
the Study of Japanese Arts and Culture,
Nishino explained:

I am interested in shifting the
focus back on the objects them-
selves and the appreciation of these
material cultures through creating
exhibitions that convey the essence
of the original museum landscape.
The act of collecting, whether it is
to show the collection to others or

for personal enjoyment, demon-

strate how we humans gaze the

world, which inform our outlook

on the world. My goal is to stage a

‘Theatre of the World' through the

display of objects, a practice per-

haps difficult to categorize within
our contemporary vocabulary."

In line with this idea of perfor-
mance — of ‘staging’ and ‘theatre’
— Intermediatheque is also used for
public events designed to provoke
thinking about things. Notably, this re-
cently included hosting the influential
French theorist Bruno Latour, who has
published widely on science, networks
and materiality, and among other con-
tributions to contemporary debate is
known for Actor Network Theory in
which he posits that “actors” (agents in
a very broad sense and in which he in-
cludes material objects) are the basis of
knowledge and science rather than vice
versa. His own forays into ‘museum
work™ at the ZKM in Karlsruhe over
the last decade articulate with Interme-
diatheque’s activities."”

I also had “things” on my mind
when [ inadvertently found Interme-
diatheque early in my stay in Japan
because over the last few years I've
had the privilege to be involved in a
collaborative collections research and
exhibition project with colleagues
from the British Museum in London,
the National Museum of Australia in
Canberra and the Australian National
University." The project is focused
around the British Museum's exten-
sive collections of Indigenous Austral-
ian material, and it is concerned with
exploring ways in which they can be
mobilized to convey the complexity
and diversity of Indigenous Australia,
past and present, to new audiences.

Many of the collections of Indig-
enous Australian material held by the
British Museum were acquired during
the nineteenth century and early part
of the twentieth, when the makers of

the objects were experiencing ruptures
to their lives and social worlds caused
by colonisation and dispossession.
These collections are, then, both prod-
ucts and evidence of painful histories;
and they index intellectual heritages
— about race, for instance — that were
also influential and destructive and
from which current generations now
often wish to distance themselves.""
It is their actual histories that can
make ethnographic collections hard to
handle, in both senses of that word.

Between April and August last
year, the British Museum drew on its
ethnographic collections, and comple-
mented them with loans from other
UK and Australian museums, to pro-
duce an exhibition called “Indigenous
Australia: Enduring Civilisation”. Cur-
ated by Dr Gaye Sculthorpe, it sought
to introduce new audiences to the
cultures and histories of Indigenous
peoples in Australia and their com-
plexity, continuity and change over the
remarkable time depth of at least forty
millennia. Shields, spears, baskets,
masks, etched barks and ceremonial
objects collected during the nineteenth
century predominantly were exhibited
along with vibrant and monumental
paintings and objects created in more
recent times. Together these old and
new objects worked to convey cultural
complexity, geographical diversity
and historical particularity (especially
of the colonial encounter) of Indig-
enous groups across the continent and
over thousands of years.™

The exhibition played on the dou-
ble meanings of its title'’s catchphrase —
“enduring civilisation™® On the one
hand, the story the exhibition told
stressed the considerable time depth
and continuity of Indigenous people
in Australia, and presented it as one
of the world’s great civilisations. On
the other, it told the much shorter, de-
structive history of British colonisa-
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tion, in which European intellectual
thought and science as much as direct
physical violence played a part in the
unjust treatment of Indigenous people
on Australia’s late eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century colonial frontiers.
A powerful section of the exhibition
was devoted to the histories of colonial
collecting, the legacies of which are
still being worked through in ongoing
debates about museum custodianship
of cultural heritage and demands for
return and repatriation, including of
human remains. In some of the classes
I offered at the University of Tokyo,
we made use of a selection of objects
in the British Museum to explore the
broader colonial histories and con-
temporary politics we were studying.
Historical objects seemed to capture
students’ imaginations more than most
other historical sources we analyzed,
not least because their materiality
helped to make issues which were to
them distant and abstract become more
immediate and tangible.

The British Museum’s “Indigenous
Australia: Enduring Civilisation” ex-
hibition immediately came to mind
when I encountered the University of
Tokyo’s old research collections at
Intermediatheque. Although there are
clearly differences that make meaning-
ful comparisons difficult, what these
two recent curatorial projects do share
in common are the challenges — intel-
lectual, ethical, political and so on —
of working with nineteenth-century
ethnographic and other research col-
lections created by influential institu-
tions under conditions quite different,
although not completely divorced,
from today. The curatorial team behind
Intermediatheque’s permanent exhibi-
tion pursues a method of decontextu-
alisation and destabilisation — of strip-
ping away conventional structures to
allow new kinds of encounters between
visitors and the historic collections dis-

played. Audiences are encouraged to
engage with the objects as objects — to
appreciate their design, form and aes-
thetics as much as their past uses and
other histories.

The curatorial team responsible
for the British Museum’s “Indige-
nous Australia” exhibition by contrast
pursued a more explicit intervention
through, for instance, engaging di-
rectly with the complicated history of
the collections themselves — revealing
the ways in which they were produced
under colonial conditions but also
bear witness to a range of relation-
ships between makers and collectors
from intimate to coercive. At the same
time, objects were displayed as mate-
rial testaments to the plurality of ways
in which Indigenous people sought to
resist, accommodate and survive colo-
nial incursions. Moreover, the British
Museum worked closely with con-
temporary Indigenous communities
and artists, both in the interpretation
of the collections for this particular
exhibition and in the creating the kinds
of collaborative relationships that are
now increasingly foundational in con-
temporary museum practice.”

While objectives, strategies and
contexts differ, nevertheless these two
curatorial projects staged in Tokyo and
London respectively are compelling
contemporary examples of the ways
in which things acquired as part of the
knowledge-creating activities under-
taken by influential institutions during
an carlier age are being re-cycled and
re-interpreted. Their collections are be-
ing animated both in service of creat-
ing new knowledge and to open spaces
for public dialogue and debate about
the pasts from which they emerge, the
presents in which they endure, and the
futures they can help us to imagine and
forge.™

i Intermediatheque is described as ‘an open
joint facility operated by Japan Post and the
University Museum, the University of Tokyo
(UMUT), with the mission of contributing to
society through its enlightenment and the dif-
fusion of science. See: NISHINO Yoshiaki,
‘Greetings', Intermediatheque: Made in UMUT
(Heibonsha Publishers, Japan, 2013), p. 202.
i One corner of Intermediatheque is set aside
for the display of ethnographic objects on loan
from the Musée du quai Branly in Paris.
i Thid.
¥ NISHINO, Yoshiaki, ‘Scientific specimens
and design’, Intermediatheque, p. 203.
v ‘Intermediatheque: Innovation in University
Museums', Sainsbury Institute for the Study of
Japanese Arts and Cultures e-magazine, Issue
8, August 2014, http://sainsbury-institute.org/
support-us/e-magazine-issue-08/museums-in-
japan/, accessed 27 July 2016.
Vi http://www.intermediatheque.jp/en/schedule/
view/index/pasts/id/IMT0112, accessed 27 July
2016.
¥ii The research team included Professor How-
ard Morphy, Dr John Carty and myself from
ANU, Dr Ian Coates and Dr Michael Pickering
from the NMA, and Dr Lissant Bolton from the
BM. It received funding from the Australian
Research Council s Linkage Projects scheme. A
follow up project has received a Linkage Grant,
which commenced in 2016.
Vil For a discussion of these intellectual heritages,
see Howard Morphy, ‘Commentary: Indigenous
Australia: Enduring Civilisation, A personal re-
flection’, Museum Worlds: Advances in Research
3(2015), pp. 7-17.
x Gaye Sculthorpe et al, Indigenous Australia:
Enduring Civilisation, British Museum Press,
London, 2015.
* Dr Lissant Bolton came up with the title.
X Some Japanese museums are also working in
these directions, as I learnt at the “International
Workshop: System Development for the Info-
Forum Museum: Philosophy and Technique”,
11 and 12 February 2016, National Museum
of Ethnology, Osaka. This was held as part the
“Documenting and Sharing Information on Eth-
nological Materials: Working with Native Ameri-
can Tribes” research project coordinated by Dr
ITO Atsunori. See: http://www.minpaku.ac.jp/
english/research/activity/project/ifm/2014ito
%it For an earlier discussion of the ways in which
the Indigenous Australia: Enduring Civilisation
exhibition created a space for public discus-
sion about Indigenous people and museums,
see my article at: http://insidestory.org.au/forty-
millennia-of-indigenous-history-at-the-british-

museum
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Memories on the Move:
Dr. Maria Nugent on Still
Photographs, Travelling
Memories and Connect-
ed Histories
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Sirpa Salenius

Photographs are recognized as one of the
most mobile memory texts, informed Dr.
Maria Nugent in her presentation on “Still
Photographs, Travelling Memories and Con-
nected Histories of Civil Rights Movements
in Australia and the US,” which she gave
on 10 May 2016. Dr. Nugent was a year-
long Visiting Professor from the Australian
National University, affiliated with the Aus-
tralian Centre for Indigenous History, where
her main field of study is Indigenous Austra-
lia, more specifically history and memory,
and cross-cultural history.

In her talk, Dr. Nugent discussed ideas of
transnational memory and historical remem-
brance, and her presentation focused on the
ways in which visual presentation may influ-
ence memories of Indigenous politics. The talk
connected to the field of memory studies, in
particular on examining circuits of memories
and their movement across space and time.

The presentation zoomed in on two photo-
graphic images taken around the same time
but in different parts of the world. One was of
the Indigenous Australian Civil Rights activ-

’ e 4

ist Charles Perkins sitting in a public bus in
1963. The other image was, unlike the former,
a staged image of the US Civil Rights activist
Rosa Parks, taken in 1956. The accidental,
compositional similarities and the shared vi-
sual frame, a public bus, enabled their place-
ment within the same ‘archive’.

As a shared motive in the two images,
the bus appears as a carrier of symbolic
and political message, as a powerful signi-
fier of class difference and racism of public
transport. At the same time, the bus becomes
a container, a public space for a private
thought, a vehicle of mobility and politics.

The presentation traced the two images’
past to moments when they started to acquire
value and historical significance. It further
examined the ways in which changing con-
text of publication, circulation, reception,
and critique influenced how the relationship
between past and present was conceived. In
other words, Dr. Nugent looked at the process
of constructing memory narratives from the
moment the images were created to their cir-
culation beyond local and specific histories.

In her lecture, which was divided in three
parts — history, memory, and contemporary
politics — Dr. Nugent examined what could be
gained by comparing the two images, what
connects them, and in what conditions they
seem to articulate each other. The first im-
age of young Perkins was taken by a young
emerging photographer, Robert MacFarlane,
who subsequently became a well-known doc-

umentary photographer.

The photograph has
been featured in lectures,
advertisements, TV se-
ries, and publicity com-
memorating Perkins’s
famous Freedom Ride,
a two-week bus tour
organised by Univer-
sity of Sydney students
aimed at exposing racial
discrimination and chal-

lenging segregation in

201658 10HCPASE=F—ICT

Australia in 1965. Thus, in the 1960s, Perkins
drew from political events taking place in the
United States for staging protests in Australia.

The other photograph is a widely circulated
image of Rosa Parks taken on the day that
the verdict about the unlawful segregation of
buses in Montgomery, Alabama was handed
down. The picture contributes to historical
mythmaking by presenting Parks gazing out
the window in a pose of quiet repose, assum-
ing leadership of quiet dignity. Her gender is
highly relevant and the photo reinforces the
myth of her not as an activist as it foregrounds
her passive resistance, which does not corre-
spond to reality. Subsequently, the Rosa Parks
bus, now a museum exhibit, became a stage
for the widely-circulated image of President
Barack Obama sitting aboard it in 2012.

The window Parks, Perkins, and Obama
look through is a classic symbol of vision, and
in all images the protagonists are captured in an
act of seeing as their gaze is projected out and
away, into the future. The bus as a public stage
serves to contain and frame the subjects and
renders the public space conceivable for pri-
vate thought, thus drawing attention to political
activism not only as action but also thought.

The final image discussed was by a con-
temporary Indigenous Australian photogra-
pher, Michael Cook, in which the Perkins
image is replicated, with Aboriginal men
sitting in a bus, all in similar attire. It is a re-
enacted photograph, focused on imagining
Australian colonial history that might have
been otherwise. Thus, the Perkins photo-
graph has become a reenactment and no lon-
ger a documentary as it disrupts the progres-
sive sense of historical time and becomes an
imagined space.

In conclusion, Dr. Nugent argued that by
placing these photos back to the moment
and context of their creation, their reading
is dramatically transformed. Their similari-
ties become powerful political statements,
and what connects them, are the framing and
their transnational influence.
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