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The Limits of Our World

Level −4 of mumok is entirely dedicated to contemporary art. The focus is on the 
political, economic, and cultural limits of our world, as well as the possibilities for 
referencing them in artistic form. Upon entering the exhibition space, visitors encounter 
Fareed Armaly’s installation The (re)Orient, which, set in dialogue with photographs by 
Yto Barrada and Lisl Ponger and Mark Dion’s The Ethnographer at Home, sets in motion 
a programmatic questioning of how the West views the rest of the world.

Armaly produced The (re)Orient (1) in Paris in 1989 against the backdrop of a discussion 
about Orientalism and especially Western depictions of the Middle East. The work 
also relates to the Lebanese civil war at the time and its representation in the media. 
With movable walls, display cases, and monitors, Armaly creates a museum within a 
museum, in which he exhibits found objects, film fragments, and specially produced 
artifacts. An exhibition folder is provided to guide visitors through the installation. In 
combination with the exhibits and their arrangement in the room, the text fosters a 
self-critical examination of contemporary modes of representation in the museum 
and the media, both of which often portray the Middle East as an object of imperialist 
appropriation, a tourist destination, or a theater of war.

As if through the viewfinder of a camera, visitors first peer through a small opening in 
a gallery façade. From the right angle, they can see on a monitor inside a scene from 
Jean-Luc Godard’s 1964 film Bande à part (Band of Outsiders) showing two men and 
a woman running through the Louvre. Even before entering The (re)Orient, viewers 
are thus confronted with their own point of view on the Orient, their own behavior, and 
their own orientation in the museum. Once the visitors have entered the installation, 
Armaly’s critique of the institution and of our image of the Orient is then more finally 
differentiated by means of pointed staging of various finds and art objects. These are 
then put in context through accompanying texts. We see, for example, a deck of cards 
that can be combined in various ways, showing pictures of buildings and acts of war in 
Beirut, but which in the end always produce the same cityscape. There is also a table on 
which photographs of the dust covers of French travel guides are arranged in a circle 
together with war plans and descriptions of Lebanon. On display here, for example, 
is Description de l’Égypte, 1809–22, illustrated by Dominique-Vivant Denon, who 
accompanied Napoleon on his Egypt campaign and later became the first director of 
the Louvre. Armaly ties this guide to the glass pyramid that since 1989 has formed the 
entrance to the Musée du Louvre.

For the (re)presentation of The (re)Orient at mumok, Fareed Armaly expanded his 
original installation to include a side cabinet displaying artist’s books and a photograph 
by the Lebanese filmmaker and artist Akram Zaatari (2). Zaatari is a co-founder of the 
Arab Image Foundation, whose  members also included Walid Raad. Founded in Beirut 
in 1997, it is one of the most important photo collections in the Middle East. The three 
artist’s books on display document and contextualize the image of Beirut, using in part 
visual material from the Arab Image Foundation.



The Atlas Group was founded in 1989 in Beirut. This collective—a loose grouping 
around the artist Walid Raad that also includes fictional characters—deals with the 
history of Lebanon in photo series, documentaries, films, and research. My Neck 
Is Thinner Than A Hair: Engines, 2000–03, (3) features the front and back sides 
of historical photographs showing engines, relics of the devastation left by car 
bombs detonated during the civil wars in Lebanon between 1975 and 1991. Their 
documentary character and the precise information provided on their dates and 
origin are meant to underline the value of the pictures as evidence. At the same time, 
they challenge the authority and authenticity of contemporary historiography. As in 
all reporting, the question is: Which pictures can you trust? The Atlas Group often 
uses non-authentic material strategically to reveal how it is possible to construct 
history at will.

The Palestinian filmmaker Rashid Masharawi stages the long wait for political 
and social change in his video work Waiting, 2002 (4). In the film, the artist plays 
a director who, as part of a casting call, demands that the candidates for the role 
portray waiting. The actors all have different ideas about how to go about it. Some 
pretend to be bored or nervous and others demand more specific instructions from 
the director. Their reactions reflect the different ways people deal with waiting in 
everyday life depending on the circumstances. Masharawi’s video is about the legal 
status of Palestine’s inhabitants, which has been in limbo for decades, and their 
sometimes desperate attempts to put an end to the wait in one way or another.

The theme of waiting also plays a central role in Yto Barrada’s photographs. Her 
series A Life Full of Holes: The Strait Project, 1998–2003, (5) revolves around the 
life circumstances of the people in her hometown of Tangier. On the northern tip of 
Morocco, Tangier is located directly at the narrow Strait of Gibraltar, which separates 
Africa from Europe. The strait is a symbol of the odyssey faced by migrants and a 
real challenge that thousands of people must surmount every year if they are to take 
the perilous leap into a better life. Since Barrada produced her photo series, the 
entire Mediterranean region has undergone a dramatic evolution into a migration 
crossroads, casting in sharp focus the differences between the northern and 
southern hemispheres. Barrada’s photos show places and situations that are linked 
to the desire for a better life, whether a longing look out the window, the hectic rush 
just before boarding a boat, or the proud purchase of a painting showing an ideal 
alpine landscape. Without drama or accusations, the artist portrays everyday lives 
that are defined by “in-between” situations: images of waiting, places from which 
people are fleeing, dreary suburbs as transit camps, and clichéd, sometimes sappy 
wishful images of the promise of better things that are omnipresent in Tangier.

Lisl Ponger’s work examines current political and economic situations resulting from 
colonial history in order to trace the historical steps involved in the appropriation of 
foreign cultures. Wild Places, 2000, (6) shows a young woman with fanciful tattoos, 
among them a winged unicorn, who is in turn tattooing a checklist of sorts on 
another woman’s forearm. From missionary to artist, the process of rapprochement, 



subjugation, exploitation, and finally cultural appropriation is echoed in the elaborate 
dragon motifs on a T-shirt seen in the photo. History, you might say, literally gets 
under your skin here. It cannot be erased, for its traces remain visible in the present 
day. In Ponger’s chain of appropriation of cultural identity, artists tellingly form the 
end point. 

Mark Dion in turn conceives of artistic activity as a reproduction of colonial conditions 
in his staging of the Western view of a foreign culture from the safety of a comfortable 
setting with colonial flair. The Ethnographer at Home, 2012, (7) consists of a wicker 
armchair accompanied by a small bamboo table holding bottles of Bombay Dry 
Gin and quinine. An easel, a suitcase, a chest full of photographs of indigenous 
inhabitants, an improvised parasol, and a palm tree allude to the lifestyle and self-
image of the prototypical ethnologist of the colonial era—or rather to our idea of what 
that role comprised. By transferring the setting to the exhibition space, Dion turns it 
into a projection surface for all our imaginings of far-off, exotic natural and cultural 
spaces, suggesting that these dream worlds do indeed live on today in the realm of 
art and culture.

This examination of cultural exchange and appropriation processes is joined in 
the exhibition by an engagement with migration issues and spatial and economic 
dividing lines. The photographs by Christopher Williams, for example, showcase 
different readings of modernity in the form of pointed confrontations between 
Western and African motifs and traditions. In Supplement 05, 2005, (8) for example, 
Williams shows on three monitors hands flipping through books and magazines. 
They date from the years 1960 to 1981: a book on Black Forest folk dress, an issue 
of the magazine Der Spiegel, and a photo book from former East Germany called 
Blende auf für Guinea (Spotlight on Guinea). The juxtaposition of the images reveals 
varying strategies for documenting cultural customs and traditions in a supposedly 
objective manner. The different uses of photographs in books and magazines and 
their harnessing for ideological ends stand out clearly here, along with the aesthetic 
conventions of the period under examination. Williams shows how widely the results 
diverge despite ostensible “objectivity.” In this way, he reduces to absurdity the 
notion of a neutral view of the world, along with the claim that photography is merely 
a tool for objectively depicting reality. For his commentaries on political, economic, 
and historical developments, Williams makes use of representational canons from 
advertising and product photography. His work For Example: Die Welt ist schön, TAI 
Afrique, Transport aeriens intercontinenteaux, Paris, c. 1960, 1997, (9) is a photo of 
an advertising poster showing a woman carrying a basket on her head, in front of a 
modern building. The French airline TAI used this image of an exotic stranger against 
a modern, Western-looking backdrop to advertise its flights to Africa. Thus, relics of 
colonial structures remain visible not only in transport systems but also in the export 
of Western modernist formal language to the former colonies. 



Félix González-Torres looked at the gradual expansion of passenger transport to 
foreign shores in conjunction with the history of Austrian Airlines in his contribution 
to the 1993 exhibition series Das Plakat (The Poster) organized by the “museum in 
progress.” His work lists Austrian Airlines’ destinations at the time in alphabetical 
order (10). González-Torres has added to the city names the year they were first 
serviced by AUA. The poster series was originally displayed for two months on 
public billboards throughout Vienna in lieu of conventional advertising and can also 
be seen on public advertising columns during the current exhibition. For viewers 
in public space, it serves to evoke their own memories, ideas, and longings—or 
“mental journeys,” as the artist puts it. As a portrait of the Austrian airline, González-
Torres’s poster simultaneously documents the country’s foreign relations, including 
economic and political interdependencies and tourist interests.

The limits of our world can be conceived not only as cultural and economic 
limitations but are also actual places that form borders between political systems 
and as such are associated with bans on crossing over. The Japanese photographer 
Seiichi Furuya, who today lives in Austria, sheds light in his work on Austria’s own 
eastern border region before the fall of the Iron Curtain. Today, these borders have 
become mostly invisible, but they once determined the realities of life for an entire 
generation. Staatsgrenze Teil 1 (State Border Part 1), 1981/83, (11) shows former 
border strips as deserted, seemingly pristine natural landscapes. The commentary 
of contemporary witnesses and residents then reveals these anonymous and at first 
sight history-less views to be places of separation, displacement, and loss of home 
and identity.

Christian Philipp Müller devotes himself to nature as a carrier of identity formation, 
not least in view of the opening of the Iron Curtain just before he produced his work. 
Illegale Grenzüberquerungen, Grüne Grenze (Illegal Border Crossings, Green Border), 
1993/2005, (12) consists of eight reproductions of historical prints from the days of 
the Habsburg Empire. They show stretches of land that today lie in the border area 
between Austria and the neighboring countries. Müller hiked in these places, illegally 
crossing the borders that exist today. The accompanying texts are instructions for 
these border crossings written in the style of a hiking guide. His work Gartentisch 
(Garden Table), 1993, (13) shows not only the experience of nature but also the 
economic aspects of these border regions: a kind of revolving pie chart of the native 
lumber.   

Shoes for Europe, 2002, (14) a film by the Moldovan artist Pavel Braila, shows how 
trains, in order to move people and goods between East and West, have to be 
changed to a wider gauge when crossing the border. The different gauges of trains 
all over Europe are a relic of successive territorial expansions and technical advances 
but also of the Cold War, designed to make simple border crossings or possible 
invasions impossible. 



Alighiero Boetti’s Mappa del Mondo, 1972, (15) is a historical artifact conceived 
against the backdrop of border crossings as acts of war. The map shows the Soviet 
Union in its 1972 borders as a huge conglomerate in the color of the country’s 
flag, red with a yellow hammer and sickle. Boetti worked in the 1970s with local 
craftspeople from Kabul, who embroidered maps after his designs. He thus found 
a way of introducing traditional textile techniques that contradicted the claim of 
Western art as the one and only model. Boetti’s Mappe del Mondo series shows the 
distribution of power in the world as successive snapshots, providing a document 
of political change. With the beginning of the civil war and the Soviet intervention 
in Afghanistan in 1979, cross-border and cross-cultural cooperation initially broke 
down, until Boetti tracked down his embroiderers in refugee camps in Pakistan, 
where they were able to resume work on his Mappe  as a way to earn a livelihood. 

Yto Barrada grapples with a trip her mother made to the USA in her film Tree 
Identification for Beginners, 2017 (16). Here, colorful geometric shapes, teaching 
aids used in Montessori schools, dance across the screen. The animation is 
choreographed by way of narrative voices, with the artist’s mother recounting how, 
as a left-wing political activist, she visited the class enemy America in 1966 as part 
of a Young African Leaders trip organized by the US State Department. On her trip, 
she was able to gain insights into American society just as protests against the 
Vietnam War were getting underway. The officially controlled encounter between 
Africa and America, with the aim of promoting the Western narrative of capitalism 
reconciled with democracy, was staged every bit as carefully as Barrada’s film, which 
masquerades as a documentary on the sound level, while on the image level we can 
repeatedly see how the artist intervenes, animates the supposedly autonomous 
events, and contributes sound effects with the help of a professional sound engineer. 

While Barrada’s film describes her mother’s 1966 journey as an extraordinary and 
contradictory event in the convergence of different cultures, in Dorit Margreiter’s 
installation Short Hills, 2000, (17) global migration has long since become a mass 
reality. Short Hills demonstrates the importance of both media and architectural 
settings for identity formation in times of global migration. On a simple wooden 
scaffold based on Friedrich Kiesler’s “Leger und Träger” hanging system for 
museums and galleries, a model landscape, along with television monitors and 
video projections, a photograph, and an architectural blueprint are arranged as if 
for an experiment. The monitors show interviews and excerpts from American and 
Chinese television series. All parts of the installation refer to the life circumstances 
of a family of Chinese-born relatives of the Austrian artist Dorit Margreiter who live in 
the USA. Margreiter visited the family at their home in the New Jersey suburb of Short 
Hills and interviewed them, asking them about their favorite TV series, their aunt’s 
Chinese heritage, and the young cousins’ adolescent fantasies and their coming 
of age in a modern world dominated by entertainment media. On the wall hangs 
a photo of the Hong Kong skyline, and the aunt says she especially likes to watch 
series from her homeland in order to keep her Chinese roots alive. The various parts 
of the installation are interwoven on several levels of meaning: The model landscape 



quotes both a scene from the US television series Dawson’s Creek—the young 
women are fans of the series—and the family’s home in New Jersey. The architectural 
blueprint on the wall is for the entertainment room the family has added to their 
home, which forms the setting for their media consumption straddling the various 
cultural interfaces that make up “The Limits of Our World.” 
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