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Catalina Alvarado-Cañuta / Sebastián Eduardo Dávila
To Gaze at the Ethnographic. Introduction

1  Wenuan Escalona, Lautaro mira a la Virgen (Lautaro looks at the Virgin), 2023, digital 
photography in black and white, Concepción (Chile). Courtesy of the artist.
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We start with an image, sent to us by Mapuche poet and photographer Wenuan 
Escalona. It shows a sculpture of Lautaro, a Mapuche chief who was captured as 
a child by Spanish conquistador Pedro de Valdivia to be part of his servitude. Lautaro 
learned the tactics of war and when he grew up, he escaped and led a Mapuche 
army in the Battle of Tucapel (1553) where he killed Pedro de Valdivia. In Wenuan’s 
framing of the image, it appears that Lautaro, located in the Plaza de Armas of the 
city of Concepción, faces the city’s cathedral, a symbol and institution complicit with 
the Chilean nation-state in the violence perpetrated against his people. To look at 
Lautaro, one must raise one’s head toward the sky; he was there long before those 
who wanted to declare his people as heritage. The image and spirit of Lautaro, 
immortalized in a monument facing the cathedral, is also a way of standing up to 
the museum and its categories. Lautaro’s gaze and posture challenge the universal 
foundations of the ethnographic, reminding us that what we understand as heritage 
is shaped by the perspective of our territories and our peoples. 

The contributors to this issue look at, or look back at, what we have provisionally 
called ‹the ethnographic›,1 at work in the history and practice of contemporary art, 
museums, and the struggles of heritage communities. This already implies a first 
assertion: the ‹ethnographic gaze› permeates cultural spheres, including the arts. 
It informs collections and archives, exhibitions and museums, artists’ subjectivity 
and work, academic research and reporting – consciously or unconsciously deal-
ing with non-European peoples, their everyday life and creations. Grounded in 
the European and US-American history of disciplines and institutions such as the 
museum since at least the 19th century,2 the ethnographic gaze, while seeking to 
understand the other through practices of observation, interpretation, and collec-
tion, in fact creates a structural distance between observer and observed, interpreter 
and interpreted, collector and communities whose creations are collected. We refer 
to the latter as ‹heritage communities›, a term that signals ties to the past through 
collective inheritance as peoples, and to the territories inhabited by their ancestors 
and sometimes by themselves.3 Moreover, and this is a second assertion, heritage 
communities still exist. Organized around various forms of (self-)governance, often 
in conflict with the nation-state as well as private territorial holdings, a number of 
communities around the world have recently begun, or continue, to reclaim access 
and the return of their material heritage, kept in public and private collections in 
their home countries, but most prominently in Europe and the US. What is widely 
referred to as demands for restitution reformulates definitions of – national – 
heritage from Indigenous and diaspora standpoints, extending its scope to include 
more-than-material dimensions: lives, memories, and spirits.4 These demands reveal 
the continuity of colonialism in nominally post-colonial nation-states, their laws 
and institutions, leading us to a third assertion: the colonial ordering of the world 
continues to shape our present.5 Against this backdrop, The Gaze at the Ethno­
graphic asks: What role does contemporary art play for heritage communities, 
particularly when they face their heritage’s collection in ethnographic settings? 
What role should it play? How do their demands define the practice of art? How 
does the ethnographic gaze inform collections and exhibitions in both the centers 
and the peripheries of the formerly colonial world, and what does this mean for 
heritage communities; how is this gaze felt? Moreover, how can the ethnographic be 
reoriented and reimagined in practices of art, curating, and writing in the service 
of community demands?
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The ethnographic gaze and the gaze at the ethnographic are relational concepts. 
Thus, we decided to welcome contributions by artists, curators, and researchers 
that focus on relations – between ethnographic collections, heritage communi-
ties, and contemporary art settings.6 Moreover, the twelve contributors are them-
selves embedded in these relations to varying degrees. They come from heritage 
communities or are in contact with them; they remember or seek communication 
with creators and ancestors kept in the collections; they imagine and develop new 
relations between communities, collections, and audiences; and address the rela-
tions between institutions, disciplines, and Indigenous as well as diaspora peoples, 
critically reflecting on their own professions.The contributors bring practices of 
art into dialogue with curatorial and museological work and with the study of art 
and culture across a diversity of methodologies and formats, thereby creatively 
expanding the scope of these fields. Moreover, their emphasis on relationality chal-
lenges the line dividing researcher and research subject, structured, as we have 
stated, by the ethnographic gaze. Contributions include interviews between artists, 
researchers and curators, joint texts and cross-references between contributions 
by heritage community members – both artists and researchers, as well as criti-
cal reflections based on the contributors’ personal and professional experiences 
with various modalities of the ethnographic: collections of human remains and 
so-called ‹artifacts›, documentary photography, scholarly exchanges, field notes 
and reports. Moving beyond an absolute, and thereby reductive rejection of the 
ethnographic, they explore ways of transforming its gaze and adapting its methods 
toward collaborative and reparative aims. While questioning basic conventions in 
art history – the trained study of artworks made by artists based on their contempla-
tion, for example in exhibitions, we believe in the potential of these explorations in 
format and method as critical accounts – kritische berichte – in the study of art and  
culture. 

Our edited issue contributes to the ever-growing scholarly fields dealing since at 
least the 1990s with ethnographic museums, heritage communities, and restitution 
demands, as well as with the weight and potential of the ethnographic for the study 
and practice of art. It does so by bringing together contributions that engage these 
fields in creative and collaborative ways. These studies include, first, the history of 
today’s ethnographic collections in Europe, which were transferred from private 
hands to public institutions in the context of modern nation-building projects – 
a model adapted by postcolonial states, which began founding their own museums 
and collections.7 Oftentimes, such transfers entailed the continuity and intensifica-
tion of violent collecting practices, legitimized by and underlying characterizations of 
heritage communities as ‹savage›, ‹underdeveloped›, ‹extinguished›, or ‹vanishing›, 
accompanying colonial and neocolonial campaigns, including genocides.8 Against 
this backdrop, research has flourished addressing the need, challenges, and mo-
dalities of provenance research, restitution, reparation, and access to collections 
by heritage communities, working toward what James Clifford called «museums 
as contact zones», or questioning the legitimacy of museums as a whole.9 Second, 
scholars have dealt with the role of the discipline of ethnography, as well as of eth-
nographic collections, in the advancement of modern and contemporary art and its 
accompanying artist figures, for instance in what became known as ‹primitivism› in 
modern art, but also in the ‹anti-modern› explorations and experiments of artists and 
intellectuals engaging with ethnography, for example in the circles of Surrealism.10 
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While extending the ethnographic reach to contemporary art, Hal Foster’s famous 
analysis of the «artist as ethnographer», working in the name of the «ethnographic 
other», has been criticized for lacking engagement with ethnography as a vast 
field of knowledge.11 Building on his insights, Fiona Siegenthaler stresses the role 
of encounters and relations in ethnography beyond textuality and reflexivity, the 
qualities addressed by Foster, urging art history to investigate the fields in which 
practices of art as ethnography take place, namely outside art exhibitions. The Gaze 
at the Ethnographic responds to Siegenthaler’s plea through a number of explora-
tions of format and method. Third, linking heritage communities not merely with 
collections of the past but with contemporary creations of art suggests a continuity 
across time, running counter to art history’s periodization and to the disciplinary 
and institutional divide between ethnography and art, ‹artifacts› and ‹artworks›, 
‹artisans› and ‹artists›.12 The artists, curators, and researchers gathered in our issue 
show how contemporary art can become a field of contestation and imagination. 
Their uses of and references to practices of art and media investigate art’s capacity 
to serve testimonial, documental, or accounting purposes; to enable links with ances-
tors against the backdrop of lost and erased knowledge; and to function as a means 
of connecting heritage communities with ethnographic collections. In doing so, they 
help advance the urge, increasingly voiced, to redefine contemporary art and art as 
a whole in accordance with Indigenous values, practices, and ways of living.13 This 
too is a necessary step in the long-lasting project of historical reparation and healing.

There are two recurring points of reference in some of the contributions: the 
international workshop Beyond Restitution, held at Leuphana University in Lüneburg 
in February 2025,14 and Wallmapu, the ancestral territory of the Mapuche people 
in southern Chile and Argentina, as well as the territories of other Indigenous peo-
ples further south on the continent. Bringing together heritage communities with 
museum workers and scholars, the workshop provided a space for the encounter 
and further collaboration among contributors. This is the case of the Beyond Res-
titution Assembly and Catalina Alvarado-Cañuta, who address different aspects of 
this gathering in their texts, summarizing the participants’ claims and debates in 
the case of the Assembly, and from the standpoint of a Mapuche family traveling 
from Wallmapu to visit the Mapuche collection held in storage at the Ethnological 
Museum in Berlin in the case of Alvarado-Cañuta. Also Francisco Huichaqueo’s visual 
contribution draws on this experience with the family in the museum, connecting 
the territory with memories of violent loss, resistance, and the collections through 
a series of drawings and a letter. Montserrat Madariaga-Caro’s and Kütral Vargas 
Huaiquimilla’s joint text also engages critically with Mapuche rütran (silver) collec-
tions, this time at the Historical and Anthropological Museum of Valdivia in Chile, 
housed in a historic building constructed by a German settler. Marcela Moraga’s 
visual contribution delves into the collections from Patagonia held at the Anthro-
pological Museum in Florence, particularly those of human remains, connecting 
them with descendants of the Selk’nam peoples. Moving to southern Africa, Banji 
Chona talks with Vera Simone-Schulz about the violent history of ethnographic and 
photographic collections, as well as the power of multisensory and multispecies ap-
proaches in art practices informed by the knowledge and memory of the baTonga. 
In her visual contribution, Jumoke Olusanmi investigates her Yoruba family history 
by engaging with collections from the former Museum of Ethnology in Hamburg 
through papercut works. Sebastián Eduardo Dávila’s interview with Camila Caris 
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Seguel addresses practices of museology and curating that center on encounters and 
physical engagement with collections in the Afro-Indigenous town of Livingston in 
Guatemala. Finally, Sofía Natalia González Ayala turns the ethnographic gaze toward 
her work as a photographer in anthropological projects involving Afro-diasporic peo-
ples in Colombia, exploring the potential of the ethnographic as an anti-racist praxis.

***

Contributions to the Debate 2026: Climate Justice
The ecological crises of our time — from climate change and the loss of biodiversity 
to the exploitation of resources alongside the pollution of the planet – build the 
starting point of the 2026 debate series, held under the title Climate Justice. Rather 
than merely raising awareness of ecological issues in art, the series seeks to explore 
ways of addressing these topics within art scholarship without overlooking the as-
sociated social inequalities, power relations, and global dependencies. In the second 
debate contribution on architectural history and theory, Alexander Stumm analyzes 
how these disciplines can make a critical contribution to the building transition as 
a socio-ecological transformation of the construction industry.
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