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Art and visual studies in museums and universities are con-
tinually challenged to critically examine their Eurocentric 
perspectives and traditional narratives. In this context, re-
appraising the colonial past has become an urgent task. 
It is well known that colonial contexts are extensively present 
in Western cultural heritage collections in a wide range 
of ways. �ese contexts manifest not only in the stories of 
people, animals, artefacts, and documents brought from 
colonized territories to Europe and North America in order 
to illustrate a hierarchized worldview through “ethnological” 
museums and travelling exhibitions – o�en stories marked 
by su�ering and unethical action. Colonial contexts can also 
be revealed in so-called “objects of reception” – physical ex-
pressions of Western art, culture, and science that re�ect 
colonial practices and imperialist thinking. 

�eoretically, all cultural assets from colonial and post-
colonial periods merit general suspicion, placing constructive 
pressure on all institutions that manage extensive historical 
collections. How are museums in particular grappling with 
the gargantuan task of decolonization? Many have recognized 
that it can only be addressed in stages – through projects 
focused on speci�c parts of their collections, exemplary 
analyses, and critical interventions. 

What matters above all is to begin the process. �e 
Kunstbibliothek der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin has under-
taken the �rst systematic reappraisal of its graphic design 
collection through a decolonial inventory project, aimed 
at identifying colonial contexts within 3,800 advertising 
posters from Europe and the United States, dating to the 

DECOLONIAL INVENTORY

Chocolat et son �ls au cirque de Paris, poster, 1894, ID 1871183
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Is it even possible to reappraise colonial contexts in a museum 
collection if this reassessment occurs within the well-worn 
institutional ruts of its own Eurocentric view? Every decolonial 
action must begin with the self-critical question: who is 
telling, or attempting to tell, whose story? 

�e historical protagonists of the “Colonial Contexts in Early 
Posters, 1854–1914” research project are almost all male 
Europeans. �e poster collection being analysed was com-
piled starting in the 1890s for the Kunstbibliothek, where art 
historians – all of them men at the time – worked as directors 
and researchers. �e posters came from colonizing countries 
in Western Europe and North America, acquired from local 
dealers, private collectors, and graphic artists. �e clients, as 
well as the advertising experts and designers, were also pre-
dominantly white men (only two of the 240 posters analysed 
were designed by women). Women appeared primarily as 
potential consumers or as �gures in advertisements. In this 
environment in which the posters originated – shaped entirely 
by a white perspective – people from colonized countries and 
non-European cultures appear solely as advertising motifs. 
Denied any active role in the depictions, they are relegated to 
subjects of Western observation, imagination, and control.

Decolonial museum work cannot change the historical 
character of collections. But it can change the way they are 
viewed. Keeping in mind the original context – such as the 
one outlined above – is the �rst step. Critical questions 
and multiple perspectives on the collections further help 
dismantle stubborn narratives and patriarchal interpreta-
tions. In our case, the critical approaches to colonialism and 

WHOSE PERSPECTIVE? discrimination of visual studies scholar Kristina Lowis and 
cultural scientist Ibou Diop, along with the voices of Anna 
Yeboah, Tahir Della, and hn. lyonga, all contributed to this re-
evaluation. �e latter enriched the posters presented in the 
online exhibition by voicing their thoughts in “audio impulses”. 
We are deeply grateful to them, as well as to the guest 
authors, for the incredible teamwork.

Fidus (Hugo Höppener)
Wozu hat Deutschland 

eigentlich Kolonien? 
poster, 1911
ID 1420087
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Ludwig Hohlwein, Café Odeon und Billiard Academie München, poster, 1908, 
ID 1420073. In the database, digital images of posters with discriminatory 

or problematic content are stamped with the word “KONTEXT” as an image spoiler.

�ENESIS AND METHODOLO�Y OF 
THE RESEARCH PROJECT
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CRITICAL SCRUTINY

Julius Gipkens, S-i Sarotti, poster, 
c. 1912, ID 925510. �is early 
ad vertisement for Sarotti’s “S-i” 
chocolates was designed before 
the introduction of the well-known 
brand mascot.

Julius Gipkens, Sarotti S-i Packung, 
poster, c. 1920. �is adver-
tisement features the Sarotti 
trademark introduced in 1918. It 
initially depicted three Black �g-
ures, shown as cheerful servants 
in turbans who come running 
with a tray.

Sarotti Schokoladen, poster, 
1930s–1950s. A�er the Second World 
War, the Sarotti brand character 
continued to be heavily marketed. 

Reklame Nostalgie (Advertising 
Nostalgia), paint-by-numbers 
colouring set, 2008. Even in the 
21st century, Sarotti advertising 
is still presented as a “classic” – 
without being critically questioned.

Sarotti logo, 2024. In 2004, 
following a redesign, the golden-
skinned “Sarotti magician” was 
introduced as a new trademark.

With its serving gesture and exaggerated physiognomy, 
the Sarotti mascot exempli�es the longevity of racist 
stereotypes in brand communication. It is noteworthy 
that the image was introduced in 1918, on the occasion 
of the chocolate manufacturer’s 50th anniversary – a 
step made possible by the pictorial worlds conjured 
by mass media before the First World War. �eir visual 
omnipresence had fostered a new acceptance for such 
depictions in the viewing habits of the general public.

Excursus: Sarotti
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AN INNOCUOUS COLLECTION? 
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Sohn, poster, c. 1900, ID 2645455

Le Savon Dirto�, poster, 1899
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MASS MEDIA’S VISUAL LANDSCAPE

Julius Klinger, Palm Silber. 
Die 10-Pfennig-Cigarre, poster, 
c. 1908, ID 933794

Packaging and pro-
motional items for 
Palm cigars: tin can, 
cigar box, advertising 
stamp, c. 1906

Branch of the tobacconist Eduard 
Palm at 97 Georgenstraße, corner of 
Friedrichstraße, Berlin, photographed 
in 1915. Next to it is the shopfront of 
Aschinger’s catering business.

Julius Klinger, façade of a Palm 
cigar shop in Fulda, 2018
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Eugène Samuel Grasset, A la Place Clichy, poster, 1891, ID 2747404

ORIENTALISM 
AND THE �ENERIC “OTHER”

Ludwig Hohlwein,
F. Hirschberg & Co. Preis gekrönte 

Regendichte Gebirgs-, Sport- & Reise-
Kleidung, poster, 1907, ID 2711442
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COLONIAL PROPA�ANDA 
VIA CULTURAL CONSUMPTION

Karl Schnebel,
Kolonial ausstellung im Deutschen 
Kolonial-Museum, poster, 1900
ID 932430

Ins innerste Afrika.
Das schönste Geschenkbuch, 
poster, 1910 
ID 2638396

Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Let Eliza Go,
poster, c. 1910, ID 1792710
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FANTASIES OF SUPERIORITY� 
ON HEROES AND TEACHERS 

Carl Moos, Zirkus Sarrasani. Direktor Hans Stosch-Sarrasani als Wildwestschütze, poster, 1908, ID 2721385

Bruno Grimmer-Kriwub, Esst Pfunds 
Yoghurt, poster, 1910, ID 2787412






















































































