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Abstract
The numerous images of cultural difference in art history have formed part of the legitimization 
process of colonial ideologies. They play an important role within current debates on research-
ing, teaching, and learning against the backdrop of colonialism. In the wake of decolonial en-
deavors within German-speaking academia, it is of interest to take a closer look at the discipline 
in Austria. Referring to Viktoria Schmidt-Linsenhoff and her thesis of the “colonial unconscious” 
in German art history, this paper transfers the discussion to the Austrian context. Particular at-
tention is paid to the concept of exoticism and its manifestations in the visual arts. Using case 
studies from the late 19th century, this paper examines the various ways non-European people 
were represented at the time of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. The entanglements of artistic 
practices with European colonialism emphasize the necessity of postcolonial re-readings of im-
ages in Austria’s historical culture and art history.

Keywords
Art history, Austria, exoticism, decolonization, postcolonial studies

1 Colonial entanglements and legacies in art history: The 
postcolonial turn and the demand for decolonization
The manifold entanglements of art history and visual culture with colonial discourses have been 
an increasingly important topic of research for the discipline of art history since the 1980s at the 
latest. To the present day, the discipline and its canon formation are linked to Eurocentric clas-
sification methods, evaluation systems, as well as modes of representation (Karentzos, 2012, p. 
249). In their introduction to the anthology The Routledge companion to decolonizing art history, 
the editors Flores, San Martín, and Black get to the heart of these problematic interconnections:

Art history as a discipline and its corollary institutions—the museum, the art market—are not only products of co-
lonial legacies, but active agents in the consolidation of empire, the construction of the West, the naturalization of 
Eurocentrism, and the reproduction of white supremacy, all the while giving the false impression that their autho-
rity is somehow neutral. (Flores et al., 2024, p. 8)
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This seeming neutrality and objectivity of white hegemony is one of the major focuses of post-
colonial art history. Some of the key questions are how cultural differences and hierarchies have 
been (re)produced and negotiated, and how colonial fantasies and ideologies become apparent 
in art works and in art historiography. As Susanne Leeb (2012, p. 13) has pointed out, the entan-
glement in global histories through trade, discovery, colonial, and imperial histories, as well as 
through the economic processes of globalization and migration suggests that the postcolonial 
condition entails changing the discipline’s criteria, narratives, and concepts of value. She con-
cludes that one of the main challenges is to overcome methodological Eurocentrism and Occi-
dentalism. In short, postcolonial interventions in the field of art history begin with a reflection on 
and revision of foundations, principles, and histories. This involves, for example, a critical exam-
ination of the construction of metanarratives of national identity and the forms of devaluation 
and marginalization of the other cultures. In the same way, these interventions must address 
the exclusions within the art historical canon, the dominant figure of the white, male artist, as 
well as the ethnic and gender coding of artists outside the Euro-American sphere or artists in 
migration (Karentzos, 2012, pp. 253–254). Postcolonial art history, as Christian Kravagna puts it, 
is on the one hand concerned with the revaluation of previously marginalized art by non-Euro-
pean and Black artists and on the other with the analysis of the canon of Western modernism 
in relation to the manifestation of colonialist, racist, and exoticist ideas in the works of Euro-
pean art (Kravagna, 2016, p. 78). Other important subjects of investigation include the analysis 
of the appropriation of non-European motifs and art over the centuries, the deconstruction of 
the claim to authenticity and originality of Western modernism, the development of alterna-
tive perspectives and counter-narratives to the colonial/imperial discourse, the investigation 
of transnational artistic contacts and collaborations at the time of modernity (Kravagna, 2017 
and 2022), and transcultural exchange and transfer processes in the sense of entanglements as 
entangled art histories (Weiß & Wiegert, 2022).

Having mentioned the problematic involvements of art history with the colonial project, one 
would expect that in 2025, postcolonial perspectives on the art and visual culture of the past 
and present rank among the analytical and methodological foundations of art history. After all, 
the postcolonial turn (Bachmann-Medick, 2006, pp. 184–237) and the critical revisions of colo-
nial history, decolonization, and neocolonialism had already begun to take place in the field of 
literary studies as early as the 1980s. As a result, postcolonial theories were adapted by other 
academic disciplines at different times and to varying degrees and, in the best case, made fruit-
ful for the respective subject-specific foundations and discourses (Reuter & Karentzos, 2012, pp. 
189–364). The origins of postcolonial art history go back to anticolonial artistic practices in the 
early 20th century. In 1977, just one year before Edward W. Said published his groundbreaking 
study Orientalism (Said, 1978), the Indian art historian Partha Mitter released his book entitled 
Much maligned monsters, in which he traced European reactions to Indian art and raised the 
topic of exoticism and cultural representation (Mitter, 1977). Inspired by writings of anticolonial 
thinkers such as Frantz Fanon, or by seminal publications of postcolonial theorists like Edward 
Said, Homi K. Bhabha, or Gayatri Spivak, several other scholars contributed considerably to the 
further development of the postcolonial critique within the discipline (e.g., Araeen et al., 2002; 
Mercer, 1994; Nochlin, 1989, pp. 33–59). While in the international context postcolonial themes 
and problems were being critically addressed by artists, art critics, or even in exhibitions of 
contemporary art, institutionalized art history was relatively late in taking up these issues. As 
recently as 2021, the authors Kelly and Özpınar noted the belated impact of postcolonial theo-
ries: “Over 30 years since the rise of postcolonial art history, we are only now starting to witness 
the slow-paced integration of these ideas into undergraduate survey teaching in the history of 
art” (Kelly & Özpınar, 2021).

This remark is interesting in so far as Kelly and Özpınar, who are working at Irish and British 
universities, criticize the anglophone academic context of the study of art history. Against the 
backdrop of Great Britain’s colonial history and the fact that postcolonial studies initially spread 
mainly through English-language publications, one would assume that this research focus would 
have found its way into the curricula of English-speaking universities slightly earlier. This thus 
highlights the difficulty in implementing this transdisciplinary and methodologically heteroge-
neous research area in the various fields of study. This problem is also mentioned by Reuter and 
Karentzos (2012, pp. 9–10) in relation to the German-speaking world.

Despite these belated and rather slow receptions at universities, the desire to decolonize art 
history is omnipresent at recent conferences or in current publications. According to the authors 
Flores et al. (2024, p. 5), the initial demand for a decolonial turn was made during a conference 
at the University of California by the organizer Nelson Maldonado-Torres, who argued that this 
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concept is “a way of articulating the massive theoretical and epistemological breakthroughs in 
the works of Third World” (Maldonado-Torres, 2011, p. 5) theorists. Subsequently, and in a glob-
al context, the call for decolonization has been reflected in many areas of critical practices of 
art and art history. One striking example of this is the publication Decolonizing art history by 
Grant and Price (2020), in which the authors interviewed various people involved in the field of 
art on the question of decolonization, thus providing a multi-perspective view of this central 
and red-hot topic.

2 The colonial unconscious in the discipline of art history in 
Austria
This brings us to the question of what the situation looks like in academic art history in the Ger-
man-speaking world. In an article published in 2002 entitled Kunst und kulturelle Differenz oder: 
Warum hat die kritische Kunstgeschichte in Deutschland den postcolonial turn ausgelassen? 
[Art and cultural difference or: Why has critical art history in Germany skipped the postcolonial 
turn?], Viktoria Schmidt-Linsenhoff (2002, pp. 7–16) criticized German art history’s conspicuous ig-
norance of postcolonial theories. According to her, this lack of interest refers to an unconscious, 
national everyday knowledge based on the conviction that the problems of postcolonialism 
would not affect Germany because there was no great colonial history in comparison to other 
European powers and that the examination and reappraisal of National Socialism is task enough 
(Schmidt-Linsenhoff. 2002, p. 10). Therefore, she introduced the term “colonial unconscious” to 
describe the discipline’s rigid defensive stance against postcolonial theories and stated that 
the postcolonial turn happened more in exhibitions of contemporary art in the 1990s and less 
in institutionally established art history (Schmidt-Linsenhoff, 2005, pp. 19–44). This criticism is 
in line with subsequent observations in other sciences. In 2005, the political scientists Castro 
Varela and Dhawan (2005, p. 8) also noted a delay in the reception of postcolonial theories in 
German-speaking countries. Ten years later, the authors still pointed out that the decolonization 
of universities and academic discourses is a major challenge because of a noticeable resistance 
to the institutionalization of postcolonial criticism (Castro Varela & Dhawan, 2015, p. 9). In 2012, 
Karentzos and Reuter also stated that in recent years, few efforts have been made to address 
the potential of postcolonial perspectives along and across disciplinary boundaries (Karentzos 
& Reuter, 2012, p. 9).

The state of a colonial amnesia and a certain unease towards postcolonial studies not only 
applies to the German academic world, to which Schmidt-Linsenhoff explicitly referred in her 
article, but also to that of Austria. With the line of argument that in contrast to the former colo-
nial powers Austria had not claimed any territorial possessions overseas and therefore had no 
colonial history, the thesis of a colonial “unencumberedness” was put forward after 1945 (Sauer, 
2017, p. 420). Walter Sauer, who examined the role of Austria-Hungary in the context of Europe-
an overseas expansion, notes that the Habsburg Empire is hardly mentioned in the literature on 
colonialism in the 19th and 20th centuries:

The silence regarding Austria in academic debate corresponds with the attitude in national—academic as well as 
popular—discourse. Far from entering into analysis of whether or not imperialist or colonialist tendencies are to 
be found in the country’s history, and if so, why, the discussion is largely based on the assumption that Austria was 
not a colonial power, and hence the consequences of its overseas activities need not be examined. Sometimes 
this alleged abstention from colonial intervention is constructed as an important element of present day political 
identity (Sauer, 2012, p. 5–6).

By mentioning several individuals, for example, missionaries, medical doctors, colonial offi-
cers, travelers, explorers or scientists, Sauer reveals the Austrian or Austro-Hungarian involve-
ment in imperialism and overseas expansion (Sauer, 2012, pp. 7–12). Nevertheless, and in compar-
ison to other European great powers, the Habsburg monarchy was unable to claim any major and 
permanent territorial possessions overseas. For this reason, the term colonial power is somehow 
controversial for Austria. In view of the history of the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries, there were 
several colonial activities, albeit not successful in the long term. Nevertheless, Austria-Hunga-
ry pursued imperial interests in a global context: In economic terms, the monarchy benefited 
above all from the East India Trading Companies founded in 1722 and 1775 and was involved in 
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several land seizures, smaller projects, and military interventions alongside colonial powers 
(Sauer, 2017, pp. 418–420; Sauer, 2007, pp. 17–78). In addition, numerous expeditions and voyages 
of exploration were undertaken with colonial intentions (Basch-Ritter, 2008; Klemun & Mattes, 
2022, pp. 197–273; Mückler, 2012; ). In 1894, the Austro-Hungarian Colonial Society was founded, 
whose colonial propaganda and pro-colonial activities are documented by the publication of 
its own colonial newspaper (Loidl, 2017). In the same way, Austria-Hungary actively pursued in-
tra-continental colonization measures (Bachinger, Dornik & Lehnstaedt, 2020; Feichtinger, 2003, 
pp. 13–31;  Ruthner & Scheer, 2018), which is why the politics of the Austro-Hungarian Empire are 
regarded as “a certain form of European ‘inner colonialism’” (Bobinac, 2015, p. 240). According to 
Walter Sauer, the relationship between the Habsburg Empire and colonialism was assessed very 
differently in the 20th century: While in the 1930s and early 1940s the Austro-Hungarian colonial 
activity was considered as an important precursor of German imperialism, both political and 
academic discourse, even after 1945, supported the aforementioned thesis of a colonial inno-
cence. This insistence on Austria’s colonial innocence was intended on the one hand to distance 
the country from National Socialism and on the other hand to reinforce the position of the neu-
tral republic towards the colonies that had become independent. It was only after the turn of 
the millennium that a de-ideologized investigation of Austria-Hungary’s and Austria’s colonial 
history began (Sauer, 2017, p. 420). More recent research is now refuting the long-held convic-
tion that Austria was unencumbered by colonial history, pointing to Austria’s multiple cultural, 
political, economic, and ideological entanglements with colonial history. One early example of 
the research on the (post-)colonial debate on the Austro-Hungarian monarchy within the field 
of literary and cultural studies was the working group Habsburg revisited, which was founded 
in 2001 (kakanien revisited) and has published several anthologies, the latest one in 2024 (Bo-
binac, Müller-Funk & Ruthner).

Although Austria’s seeming colonial innocence has meanwhile been disproved by historical, 
cultural, literary, and sociological studies, there still seems to be a lack of (historical) awareness 
of colonial and postcolonial issues in various areas. As argued elsewhere (Allerstorfer, 2024, pp. 
67–85), this attitude can in turn be traced back to the “unconscious, national everyday knowl-
edge” criticized by Schmidt-Linsenhoff, which appears to be even more pronounced in Austria 
than in Germany due to the absence of colonies on other continents: Since Austria does not 
belong to the classic colonial powers, there could be no major contact with (post-)colonialism. 
However, Austria, or rather the Austrian Empire and later the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, were 
also involved in European colonialism in a variety of ways, and the multiple entanglements with 
colonial history have left clear traces in its visual culture, museum collections, and urban space. 
Some striking examples thereof are colonial and neo-colonial product advertisements and com-
pany logos, such as the historical signet of the coffee merchant Julius Meinl, several art works 
and artefacts in the collection of the Weltmuseum in Vienna, or street names. Also, science, and 
specifically disciplines such as medicine, geography, linguistics, archeology, or anthropology, 
have significantly contributed to the legitimization of European colonialism. The development 
of race theories in anthropology, ethnology, sociology, or biology in the 19th century had a ma-
jor influence on other sciences (MacMaster, 2001). Anti-Semitic and racial ideologies were also 
widespread in Austria, successfully popularizing ethnic alterity constructions based on pseu-
doscientific criteria such as physiognomic specifics or skin colors (Fuchs, 2003, pp. 137–151 and 
pp. 176–185).

In the field of art and art history, colonial ideologies are evident in works of art and the use 
of Eurocentric and racializing terms and concepts in historiography and canon formation in var-
ious periods over the last two centuries. As in Germany, postcolonial studies reached Austria 
relatively late. While disciplines such as history, cultural studies, literature, political, and social 
science extensively examined the imperial ambitions of Austria-Hungary from the turn of the last 
century onwards, drawing on postcolonial studies (Feichtinger, Prutsch, & Csáky, 2003; kakanien 
revisited, 2001; Müller-Funk & Wagner, 2005; Ruthner, 2018), art history showed comparatively 
little interest in the critical research on postcolonialism. For instance, there are not many sur-
veys on the colonial entanglements of Austria-Hungary and later Austria in the field of art histo-
ry. In the 1990s, there were only a few professionals such as artists, curators, and art historians 
who explicitly addressed postcolonial issues in their exhibitions or art criticism (Weibel & Žižek, 
1997). Among the limited number of art-historical studies focused on (post-)colonial issues are 
several articles and curatorial projects by Christian Kravagna (2008 and 2010) or, in the field of 
art historiography, history of science, museum collections, and architecture by Matthew Ram-
pley (2013 and 2020), Pia Schölnberger (2021), and Michael Falser (2022). In 2006, the Academy 
of Fine Arts Vienna placed important educational and political emphasis on postcolonialism by 
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establishing Austria’s first professorship for postcolonial studies at the Institute for Art Theory 
and Cultural Studies, which has been held by Kravagna since this date. Even if the situation is 
currently changing due to the engagement of individual researchers or various universities and 
non-university initiatives, there are a lot of blind spots, especially regarding the past. These 
are related to the aforementioned colonial amnesia and a certain kind of repression, in which 
postcolonial studies are either regarded as irrelevant or incompatible with the German-speak-
ing world or degraded as anachronistic and as an outdated relict from the 1980s. Within tradi-
tional art history, this kind of unease is understandable, as the usual approach entails adhering 
to national art historiography as well as the associated identity constructions and established 
discourses, plus the fact that postcolonial rereading and interventions would shake and decon-
struct several convictions and foundations. 

What this means is that there is a range of art-historical topics that require differentiated 
postcolonial analysis. The central issues here include the exoticism and primitivism inherent 
in many important movements in art history in the 19th and 20th centuries that have been dis-
cussed to little or no extent in the light of postcolonial criticism. While there have been isolated 
studies and exhibition catalogues on Orientalism (Morton, 2019, pp. 291–310) or Japonism (Ben-
esch, 2018; Panzer, 1990), the forms of appropriation of cultural foreign elements in avant-garde 
movements, such as Expressionism or Cubism, have not yet been examined in the context of 
critical debates on primitivism in modern art. The colonial discourses interwoven with modern 
art movements were also largely ignored in post-war artistic movements until the turn of the 
millennium. Some specific examples of research topics include the 1873 Vienna World’s Fair as 
an epochal major project, which not only inspired trade relations and the founding of museums, 
but also different varieties of exoticism (Kos & Gleis, 2014). While topics such as the West’s fasci-
nation with the Orient and its architecture have already been addressed (Niemand, 2019), more 
detailed studies on the visual construction of cultural differences and stereotypes in recording 
works of other media origins would be of further interest. The situation is similar regarding the 
Austrian version of Orientalism and Orientalist tendencies in 19th and 20th century art. Although 
several research papers and academic projects already exist in this heterogeneous field (Hart-
muth, 2024; Hartmuth & Jäger-Klein, 2023; Morton, 2019, pp. 291–310; Morton, 2021, pp. 107–147), 
there are also topics in need of research such as a critical analysis of the modes of representa-
tion of the “Orient” and “Orientals” in the different art movements, which have hitherto received 
little attention. A further subject is an examination of the visual discourses related to the human 
zoos or anthropological displays that took place in the Viennese Prater between 1870 and 1910 
(Schwarz, 2001). Some examples of these are several gouaches by the German-Austrian artist 
Wilhelm Gause (1853–1916), which he created on the occasion of the anthropological exhibition 
of an “Ashanti village” in 1897, or the lost and retrieved portrait of William Nii Nortey Dowuona 
from a royal family in Ghana (Allerstorfer, forthcoming in 2026). The image archives and collec-
tions of non-European art of missionary orders are a particularly interesting research area, but 
at the same time still a niche topic in Austria. Around 2,000 historical glass slides have been 
found in the mission house Maria Sorg in Salzburg, which the order’s founder Maria Theresia 
Ledóchowska (1863–1922) used in her slide shows in the early 20th century to raise funds for 
the Catholic mission in Africa. In addition to cultural-historical and ethnographic images, the 
collection includes numerous photographs of African mission stations. These photographs are 
important sources for analyzing the complex relationship between colonial rule and missionary 
work, as well as the perception of Africa in Europe in the first decades of the 20th century (Al-
lerstorfer, 2024, pp. 118–137). Another topic within postcolonial Austrian art history would be the 
aforementioned entanglements of several movements of modernist art with primitivism. Where-
as a focus on the art of archaic and non-European cultures as well as folk art is considered a 
decisive feature of the Fauves, Die Brücke, or Der Blaue Reiter, Austrian avant-garde movements 
such as Expressionism are rarely discussed within the context of primitivism. An analysis of the 
different forms of appropriation and strategies for utilization of culturally “foreign” and “own” 
elements in the context of the respective life stories, personal motives, as well as socio-politi-
cal and colonial cultural discourses could provide new insights into the complex correlations of 
exoticism, primitivism, and coloniality (Allerstorfer, 2023, pp. 24–39). The list of research topics 
could be expanded to include the neo-primitivist and exoticist tendencies in post-war art or 
various exhibitions up to the present day.
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3 Exoticism revisited: Representations of the foreign and 
Other. Case studies from the late 19th century
The third part of this paper will discuss the concept of exoticism and its manifestations in the 
visual arts. Case studies from the late 19th century will be used to examine several versions 
of the representation of non-European people at the time of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy 
from a postcolonial perspective. Exoticism describes different attitudes towards foreign cul-
tures. Nicola Gess (2017, p. 145) argues that as with primitivism, exoticism is characterized by an 
ambivalent fascination with the (non-European) foreign people, objects, or places, fluctuating 
between positive and negative stereotyping and between self-criticism and racism, and can be 
located in colonial or post-colonial contexts. As an ambivalent term, it combines contradicto-
ry views that encompass objective attention, fascination, ethnographic interest, escapism, and 
criticism of civilization, as well as negative stereotyping, racism, and sexism (von Beyme, 2008, 
p. 7; Olbrich, 2004, p. 403). Due to its close interconnection with colonial history and its ideo-
logical program, it is a Eurocentric perspective that is often accepted relatively uncritically. In 
art history, the term functions as a kind of hypernym for different movements in Western art 
history, such as Chinoiseries, Orientalism, or Japonism, where foreign cultural elements have 
been absorbed and adapted to the European taste (Hackenschmidt, 2011, p. 359; Rincón, 2001, 
p. 338). Within the context of colonialism, and especially during the heyday of imperialism in 
the 19th century, exoticism “increasingly gained, throughout the empire, the connotations of a 
stimulating or exciting difference, something with which the domestic could be (safely) spiced” 
(Ashcroft et al., 2007, p. 87). The “exotic” objects imported from abroad included not only miner-
als, plants, and artefacts, but also animals and people of other cultures, who had been brought 
back as “souvenirs” or displayed in private or public zoos as part of anthropological exhibitions. 
Since Austria-Hungary’s visual culture is interwoven with European colonialism in many respects, 
exoticism also emerges in different facets and versions in the art of the 19th and 20th century. 
The following section focuses on the representation of non-European persons as supposed “Ori-
entals” or Black people who were often depicted as the foreign “Others” in paintings or sculp-
tures in a racializing way. Based on strategies of othering, some of the characteristics of these 
works of art are the production and reproduction of cultural stereotypes, the clear distinction 
between the European identity and the non-European alterity, and thus the further establish-
ment of constructions of otherness and the consolidation of hierarchies. In this context, import-
ant postcolonial concepts such as othering or stereotyping are discussed, which are particular-
ly relevant for the visual arts. The aforementioned 1873 Vienna World’s Fair was an important 
project with universalist tendencies, which promoted exoticism. The desire to showcase foreign 
civilizations through characteristic buildings, interiors, and human representatives went hand in 
hand with the construction of cultural stereotypes and differences. This can be seen very clearly 
in an illustration of the different types of men at the World’s Fair by the artist Franz Kollarz, in 
which a Black male figure, next to the words Amerik. Bar, is depicted on the left with an exag-
gerated physiognomy and in the traditionally submissive role of a waiter in a serving position 
(fig. 1). There are also representatives of China, Japan and Russia, as well as several depictions 
of men of Islamic cultures, dressed in wide robes and with turbans on their heads. Despite the 
dynamic nature of the picture due to the large number of figures and although the individual 
illustrations are labeled as Arab, Moroccan, Palestinian, Egyptian (Khedive), or Turkish, most of 
the images are very similar and thus interchangeable.
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Figure 1: Franz Kollarz (Kolář) (Illustrator) Vienna World’s Fair. Types of men from the World’s Fair (newspaper clip with 
illustration)

Similar stereotypes can also be found in the “Austrian” version of Orientalism in 19th century 
art. A preferred travel destination for artists at this time was North Africa, and Egypt in partic-
ular (Grabner, 2010, p. 138). In terms of visual representations of Black or “Oriental” people, de-
pictions of Nubians or Arabs are of particular interest here. Several portraits and figure studies 
can be found in the oeuvre of Leopold Carl Müller (1834–1892), an important Austrian painter 
of Orientalism, whose works created in Egypt are often regarded as objective and realistic in a 
pan-European comparison (Grabner, 2010, p. 149; Oehring, 2012, p. 38). One example that maybe 
deviates from this general opinion is the figure of a veiled Arab woman carrying a vessel on her 
head, which is a common motif of traditional Western imaginations of the exotic and mystic Ori-
ent (fig. 2). She has almost completely turned her back to the viewer, and her profile and body 
are concealed by the veil and the long dress. By turning away and covering her face and body, 
the female figure doubly dispossesses herself, which makes her appear even more “mysterious”. 
Although several of Müller’s pictures convey a certain authenticity due to his skills of observa-
tion and specific attention to detail, the subject represented must also be seen as an object of 
study and thus within the context of ethnography, racial discourses, and Orientalism in Vienna 
during the Habsburg monarchy (Morton, 2021, pp. 107–147). For these reasons, it can be argued 
that this painting is more of an aestheticizing product based on the artist’s subjective views on 
the supposed Orient and its representatives.
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Figure 2: Leopold Carl Müller (Artist) Figure study of an Arab woman carrying a vessel

In view of the relatively small number of images of Black people in Austria’s art history, it is im-
portant to keep some historical facts in mind. During the Scramble for Africa, the Austro-Hun-
garian monarchy, unlike other European powers, was unable to claim any colonies. Probably for 
this reason, migration movements from Africa, and thus the African population in Austria, in the 
19th century were relatively small, which is why direct encounters between Africans and Austri-
ans were not a regular part of the everyday social situation of the majority of Austrian people 
(Sulzbacher, 2007, p. 124). With regard to the 19th century, the main roles for members of the Af-
rican diaspora were limited to domestic services for aristocratic or upper middle classes, who 
regarded them as “living souvenirs” resulting from scientific expeditions or as “products” of the 
Catholic mission, or exploitation in the entertainment industry in the circus or anthropological 
expositions (Sulzbacher, 2007, pp. 99–128). Despite the small African diaspora and the few direct 
contacts, racialized ideas and anti-African stereotypes became established, which is why Sander 
Gilman’s concept of “blackness without blacks” (Gilman, 1982) is also relevant to Austria. If one 
takes a critical look at the visual representations of people from sub-Saharan Africa or African 
motifs in Austrian art history, there are a number of conventions that were based less on reality 
and more on clichés in the age of colonialism and imperialism, despite the increasing intercon-
tinental traffic and travelling (Sauer, 2011, pp. 105–131).

In the visual realm, these processes of devaluation of Africa and Africans became manifest 
in depictions of the stereotypical “Moor”, the heathen in need of help, the noble savage, or the 
de-individualized and racialized figure of the “Negro” (Sauer, 2011, p. 131). Sauer’s observations 
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regarding Austrian art correspond to the discourses on Africa in the colonial cultural contexts 
in Europe. In the foreword to the comprehensive anthology The image of the Black in Western 
art, Bindman and Gates (2012, p. xv) note that the numerous images of Black people before and 
after the 18th century only very rarely referred to real humans. The racial theories and racisms 
of the 19th century contributed significantly to the stereotyping of the appearance and behav-
ior of Black people: 

“The effects of this dichotomy between ‘civilized’ and ‘savage’ can be seen in art in a concern 
with the distinctiveness of black physiognomy and a growing emphasis on the ‘primitive’ nature 
of Africans, expressed often in a prurient concern with black sexuality, even in the avant-garde 
art of the early twentieth century […]” (Bindman & Gates, 2012, p. xix).

Striking examples of a common racist topos of the Black African man and woman are two 
ceramic sculptures produced by the Friedrich Goldscheider manufactory of Vienna in the last 
decade of the 19th century, which are in the collection of Wien Museum (fig. 3–4). Both sculp-
tures are listed in the catalogue raisonné under the numbers 895 and 767, but there are no de-
tailed descriptions of the art works (Dechant, 2007, p. 305 and p. 300). Following the “Oriental 
fashion” of this period, the globally successful company started to create stereotypical figures 
of non-European persons, especially from North Africa, in the 1880s. With a focus on Arabs and 
Black people, these ceramic figures of men, women, and children convey Eurocentric, exoticized, 
racist, and sexualized perceptions and projections. Most of the pieces of Goldscheider’s exten-
sive group of North Africans were created by anonymous sculptors. Due to their popularity, these 
sculptures remained in the company’s product range until around 1905 (Orosz & Stuiber, 2023; 
Wien Museum online collection, accession no. 219114). Eva-Maria Orosz remarks that the fact that 
these figures had a permanent decorative presence in the living rooms of Europeans reinforced 
the discriminating discourses against people of color (Orosz & Stuiber, 2023). There is also a 
short passage on this problematic group of works in Goldscheider’s comprehensive catalogue 
raisonné. Filipp Goldscheider describes the fascination with the foreign and the popularity of 
these figures in Central Europe against the backdrop of the relatively late onset of colonization 
policies in this region. The exotic served as a symbol of the “wild” and “primitive” as well as a 
platform for a liberated and unconstrained life: “Enlightened Europe, with all the modesty and 
prudery propagated in the 19th century, found in part an outlet for erotic fantasizing in repre-
senting what was exotically uncivilized and naked” (Goldscheider, 2007, p. 34).

Figure 3: Stereotype depiction of an Arab man as a servant
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Figure 4: Stereotype depiciton of a young African woman with bare breasts and neck jewelry

The first example of this group of works I would like to discuss is the half-figure of a young 
Black man with a bare torso carrying a large shell that resembles a tray, dated around 1897 (fig. 
3). His head is tilted slightly to the left, and his gaze seems focused on his surroundings, while 
his muscular physique conveys strength. In the online collection of Wien Museum, this ceramic 
is entitled Stereotype Darstellung eines Arabers als Diener [Stereotypical depiction of an Arab 
as a servant]. The original designation Mohr mit Muschel [Moor with shell] goes back to Gold-
scheider’s product catalogue from 1901 and reflects the discriminatory language used at the 
time to describe people with a dark skin color (Wien Museum online collection, accession no. 
219114). One of the problematic aspects of this figure is the obvious reference to the clichéd 
role model of the Black servant or tribute-bearer. The motif of the Black servant, which vividly 
reflects colonial ideologies of cultural and racial superiority, can be found in many works of Eu-
ro-American art history. This topos can also be found in colonial product advertisements, such 
as in the prominent brand logo of the Austrian grocer and coffee trader Julius Meinl, which shows 
a Black boy with a fez on his head. Just like the servant role, the erotic connotation rendered by 
the figure’s nudity and his well-trained and muscular upper body is also characteristic of the 
colonial zeitgeist. In the course of further research, it will be interesting to see whether this ce-
ramic can be linked to the anthropological exhibition Große ethnographische Ausstellung: Die 
afrikanische Goldküste (Major ethnographic exhibition: The African Gold Coast) that took place 
in Vienna’s Prater in 1897, with 120 persons from Ghana. If this is true, the attribution as “Arab” 
should be revised. 

Another sculpture by the Goldscheider manufactory in the collection of Wien Museum is the 
ceramic entitled Stereotype Darstellung einer jungen Afrikanerin mit entblößten Brüsten und 
Halsschmuck [Stereotypical depiction of a young African woman with bare breasts and neck 
jewelry] (Wien Museum online collection, accession no. 219131) (fig. 4). In many respects, the 
sculpture resembles the Arab as a servant (fig. 3), such as their formal design and stylistic exe-
cution, which is why the proposed date of 1893 could be questioned. In the catalogue raisonné, 
the ceramic is attributed to the Belgian artist Auguste Maurice Lévèque (Dechant, 2007, p. 300), 
although this reference cannot be investigated further here. The young woman’s naked torso is 
playfully covered by a drapery, with both arms only being hinted at under the fabric. One of the 
striking details is the bare right breast, which is a classic and widespread iconographic motif not 
only in Western art but was also adapted for numerous eroticizing depictions of “foreign” women 
in Orientalist paintings. In this sense, Goldscheider’s sculpture can be regarded as a projection 
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surface for exotic fantasies and unfulfilled sexual desires, created for the male, white voyeur. 
It is interesting that the half-figure of the young Black woman, unlike the Arab as a servant (fig. 
3), is referred to as an African. As with the previously discussed ceramic, an examination of the 
neck ornament is still missing here as well. Perhaps the three medallions and the symbolic con-
tent of the signs will reveal something about the identity about her identity and the affiliation 
to a specific ethnic group. 

Finally, I would like to briefly analyze the case studies in the context of some central concepts 
of postcolonial theory. The term “othering,” coined by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1985, pp. 128–
151), describes the processes of demarcation by which the identity of the other, or the colonized 
subject, is produced in colonial discourse in contrast to that of the self, or rather the colonizing 
subject, although the difference from the other is always fundamental to the construction of 
the self. In terms of stereotyping, othering involves attributing negative characteristics to other 
or foreign people or groups. The postcolonial examination of stereotypes can be traced back 
to the seminal essay by Homi K. Bhabha in his book The location of culture, published in 1994 
(Bhabha, 2008, pp. 94–120). Stereotyping denotes a typecasting of subjects with overdetermined 
and asymmetrical differentiation schemes that entail valorization and devaluation. In visual 
discourses, physical characteristics, in particular, have been instrumentalized for the represen-
tation of ethnic difference (Reckwitz, 2008, pp. 100–103). In discussing the case studies from the 
19th century, it turned out that colonial ideologies and exoticist tendencies became manifest in 
a considerable number of art works created in Austria-Hungary. These are just a few examples 
that demonstrate the far-reaching influence of colonialism on Austrian art in the 19th century. 
With regard to exoticism, primitivism, and forms of cultural appropriation in modern avant-gar-
de art movements, this influence persisted well into the 20th century.

Franz Kollarz’s illustration of male foreigners during the 1873 Vienna World’s Fair shows how 
people from different countries of origin were typified and simultaneously subjected to process-
es of othering (fig. 1). The painting of the veiled and mystified Arabian woman by Leopold Carl 
Müller (fig. 2) reproduces Orientalist clichés and stereotypes by staging and over-accentuating 
the symbolism of the Islamic veil, thereby de-individualizing the depicted woman and assigning 
her the role of the “Oriental other”. Othering and stereotyping as colonial practices in the visual 
sphere can also be found in the two ceramic sculptures by the Viennese Goldscheider manufac-
tory (fig. 3–4). The representations of the Black man and woman as tilting figures demonstrate 
the ambivalence within the encounters and engagement with non-European people by assign-
ing different attributes to those depicted: The beauty and apparent immaculacy of their bodies, 
the nudity, physical stimuli, and the roles as the Black servant or the exposed and seemingly 
available Black woman form part of the processes of colonial stereotyping.

The aim of this paper was to draw attention to some topics in need of research based on a 
discussion of case studies from Austrian art history in the 19th century. At the same time, it is 
about the urgent need for critical analyses from a postcolonial perspective that have hitherto 
been lacking in this field. In this regard, a differentiated examination of exoticized representa-
tions of the supposedly foreign, and artistic views that have received little attention to date are 
an important step towards developing a postcolonial art history in Austria. This is particularly 
important in light of the current debate on a decolonial teaching of art history at universities 
in Austria. Finally, I would like to briefly address the educational aspects related to a decolonial 
teaching of art history at universities in Austria. Some of the essential foundations for imple-
menting this are the commitment to postcolonial perspectives of the respective departments, a 
heterogenous and culturally diverse teaching staff with specific skills, and the restructuring of 
traditional curricula to install global, decolonial, and postcolonial perspectives. After several art 
history departments in Vienna, Linz, Salzburg, Graz, and Innsbruck decided to follow this path 
at different times, students now have the opportunity to attend courses in the field of non-Eu-
ropean, postcolonial, and transcultural art history (Leisch-Kiesl & Allerstorfer, 2017, pp. 47–62). 
Nevertheless, the entanglements of Austrian art history with colonialism are rarely discussed. 
In the course of my work as an assistant professor at the Katholische Privat-Universität Linz, I 
have sought to raise awareness of this neglected topic in seminars and lectures. By providing 
historical context, examining colonial discourses and their impact on art, culture, and science, 
as well as analyzing case studies from art history, these courses have promoted critical thinking, 
diverse perspectives, and alternative approaches that focus on the colonial unconscious in our 
past and present culture. The quest to decolonize Austrian art history involves revealing blind 
spots, reframing and decentering Eurocentric art historical narratives and canon formation, and 
promoting transnational contacts and exchanges.
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wienmuseum.at/objekt/200671/

Figure 3: Wiener Manufaktur Friedrich Goldscheider. (ca. 1897). Stereotype Darstellung eines Ara-
bers als Diener [Stereotype depiction of an Arab man as a servant] [Sculpture]. Wien Mu-
seum, Vienna, Austria. https://sammlung.wienmuseum.at/objekt/8051/

Figure 4: Wiener Manufaktur Friedrich Goldscheider. (ca. 1893). Stereotype Darstellung einer jun-
gen Afrikanerin mit entblößten Brüsten und Halsschmuck [ Stereotype depiction of a young 
African woman with bare breasts and neck jewelry] [Bust]. Wien Museum, Vienna, Austria. 
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