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 The idea that art should be occupied with imagining the past has been entertained 

within the art world for quite some time now, as is manifested in a number of exhibitions 

exploring historical matters. A touring show On the Tectonics of History, curated by Martin 

Krenn and Andrea Domesle (2005-2009) or the Amsterdam exhibit Usable Pasts, Concerted 

Forgettings in Smart Project Space (2008) are just two recent examples. It has almost 

become trivial to say that a significant part of contemporary art practice is centered on an 

investigation of the past in either a historiographical, archival or archeological mode. 

Logically, this raises the question whether such development can offer a fruitful ground for 

art. In his recent critique of the so-called 'retrospective mode', Dieter Roelstraete claimed 

that artists assuming the role of historians neglect their task of imagining the future 

(Roelstraete 2009). If art is meant to critically approach contemporary issues in order to 

foresee or prepare for the future, then the dwelling on the past can only lead to an ersatz 

enterprise meant to distract our attention from real questions. Yet the historiographical 

tendency should not and cannot simply be discarded from the start. I would argue that the 

book Questioning History. Imagining the Past in Contemporary Art provides several 

answers and constructive propositions that counter Roelstraete's critique. 

   

 Published as a companion to the exhibition in the Nederlands Fotomuseum in 

Rotterdam , this publication grew out of a series of lectures entitled The Past in the Present, 

launched by the Nederlands Fotoarchief. It contains some twenty short texts by various 

authors, ranging from theorists and writers, over historians and art historians to artists and 

filmmakers. According to its editors Frank van der Stok, Friets Gierstberg and Filip Bool, 

the volume’s eclectic composition stems from a persistent lack of any discussion of the 

theme. Whether this indeed is the case or not, the selected contributions unquestionably 

create a space for a debate on the impact of historical imagining on our present. The main 

strength of the book is its focus on the role of the image and the visual representation in 

constructing historical narratives. In view of the growing importance of images in 

contemporary culture in general, and in historical discourse in particular, this seems to be the 

most desirable point of departure for an art oriented towards current issues. By discussing 

different roles and modalities of images in creating or deconstructing historical knowledge, 

the essays in Questioning History offer a set of topical, interrelated ideas which are worth 

exploring further. 

  

 The changing conditions of image culture, especially in its relationship with politics, 

is a subject taken up on different levels by almost all authors. Jennifer Allen introduces a 

number of otherwise unconnected occurrences when images either exerted an influence on 
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real events or fell subject to governmental or corporate politics. These two cases seem to be 

two sides of the same phenomenon, which is tackled from various perspectives by David 

Levi Strauss, Frits Gierstberg and several other authors. Against the background of 

seemingly unbounded production, dissemination and multiplication of images in the media 

and on the Internet, it is not always directly clear why and how some pictures disappear (as 

was the case with the Abu-Ghraib photographs), are less accessible (as happened with some 

archives bought by corporations which subsequently imposed reproduction charges), or are 

never made (as is the case with aerial views of Afghanistan, restricted by the United States; 

or many photographs that could not be taken during Apartheid in South Africa). Both those 

who are at pains to obliterate some uncomfortable events and those trying to create facts by 

making them visible realize how important it is to control the image, precisely because it has 

become so crucial in the process of making history. Hence, Frank van der Stok and Filip 

Bool both discuss art practices in which this precarious position of images in respect to 

history is being investigated by either the artists shown in the Rotterdam exhibition or those 

not included in the show but relevant for the theme. Artist-researchers Maria Barnas and Vid 

Ingelevics, on the other hand, focus on specifically museological context where photography 

plays a major, but not always fully transparent, role. 

  

 It is impossible to mention all the many issues raised in these contributions, but one of 

the questions that repeats itself is the aesthetic dimension of an (historic) image. It is 

addressed by Frank Van Vree in his discussion of film and Holocaust, and lucidly elaborated 

by Jan Verwoert in his theoretical argument on the role of style and taste in the process of 

inclusion or exclusion from history. Probably the most significant feature of this diverse 

material is the pressing topicality of the questions raised. As is especially made clear by Frits 

Gierstberg in his account of the Dutch cultural and political life, the way history is being 

constructed and presented to the public is strictly intertwined with current political agendas. 

Therefore, the concern expressed by Dieter Roelstraete that art should deal with the present 

might paradoxically be quite adequately met by artists acting as historians. Historicity seems 

to be our modernity, and as Jan Verwoert poignantly contends, whoever owns history, owns 

the future [91]. 

  

 Having said that, the sweeping diversity of the essays gathered in Questioning 

History might also be its biggest deficiency. When theoretical divagations are followed by 

idiosyncratic stories or detailed descriptions of some tiny fraction of a story, the reader 

might feel dizzy similarly to when a camera zooms in and out too rapidly. The book is only 

loosely connected to the exhibition, providing a theoretical framework for some of the 

artworks on display, yet not all of the featuring artists receive equal attention. The 

introduction could partly remedy that confusion of scales by highlighting the main lines and 

points of convergence between the essays. Another difficulty of the volume is its risky 

mixture of historical research and artistic research, which might need more explanation. 

Artist research is not academic, although artist-researchers increasingly enter academia and 

engage in discussions with practitioners of the academic discipline of history. Their 

contributions are valuable in that they are quite likely to follow or invent methods of inquiry 

that are depreciated by others. They offer an opportunity to see and reinterpret received ideas 

in new contexts, not devoid of critical dimension and playful engagement with the audience. 

Yet every artistic contribution to history will remain idiosyncratic in the same way as the 

language and the method of working of every artist is (and definitely should remain) utterly 
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individual. This is probably why artists are so keen on micro-history with its small, 

seemingly insignificant personae, forgotten stories, and discarded objects. Yet, countering 

again the critique by Roelstraete, micro-history is not necessarily an escapist attempt at 

avoiding major issues. Just as Carlo Ginzburg demonstrated, micro-history is valuable 

precisely because of its extraordinary quality of extrapolating detailed findings to the larger 

picture and thus revealing key problems pertaining to macro-history. This is also the case 

with the micro-perspectives offered in Questioning History. Its shortcomings 

notwithstanding, the book contains some challenging views on current uses and abuses of 

history. 
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