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1. Historical Background of Documenta and the Uniqueness of “15”

Documenta started in 1955 in Kassel, Germany, after World War II. It was created to restore modern art that had
been labeled as “degenerate art” and suppressed under the Nazi regime. It also aimed to help Germany overcome
its moral crisis after the war.

Kassel is not a large city, with a population of about 200,000, but this location is very meaningful. The city was
heavily destroyed at the end of the war. Starting an international art exhibition in this “small city” sent a strong
political and moral message: how Germany, carrying the memory of war and mass violence, could rebuild itself
and reconnect with the international community.

After Documenta 11 in 2002, curated by Okwui Enwezor; criticism of Euro-American centrism became stronger.

With Documenta 15 in 2022, this trend reached a clear turning point.
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2. Structural Change through the Core Concept of “Lumbung”
The biggest difference between Documenta 15 and earlier editions was the appointment of the Indonesian art

collective ruangrupa as curator. Instead of setting a traditional “theme” or “concept,” they introduced the idea of
Lumbung.
Lumbung:

In Indonesian, Lumbung means a “shared rice barn.” It refers to a system in rural areas where surplus crops are
shared and redistributed as a community resource.

Art as Practice:

Earlier Documenta editions focused on selecting individual “genius” artists, mainly within a Western framework.
In contrast, Lumbung focused on collectives that share resources such as time, space, and funding as common
assets.

Perspective from the Global South:

Rather than emphasizing market value defined by Western art systems, Documenta 15 tried to bring values from
the Global South—such as friendship, sustainability, locality, and autonomy—into the German institutional

structure.
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3. Exploring De-colonial Practice
This lecture discussed De-colonialism not just as criticism (postcolonialism), but as practice.

Overcoming Eurocentrism:

Even after the end of colonial rule, old colonial ideas still remain in decisions about who defines the value and
quality of art.
Re-learning and Un-learning:

It is necessary to question existing systems such as capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy. This means re-
learning what we thought was correct knowledge, and sometimes un-learning it altogether.

The Reality of Diversity:

About one in four people in Germany has an immigrant background. However, staff and audiences at cultural
institutions are still mostly white and middle class. In response to this structural racism, Lumbung tried to

directly include minority and multicultural perspectives.
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4. Conflict and the Controversy over “Antisemitism”
While aiming for historical significance, Documenta 15 faced serious political conflict.

Accusations of Antisemitism:

Images in a work by the Indonesian collective Taring Padi were criticized as antisemitic. This led to intense
controversy involving the media and politicians, with aspects resembling a witch hunt.
Clash of Historical Responsibilities:

Germany has an absolute national responsibility to protect Jewish people because of the Holocaust. At the same
time, themes raised by artists from the Global South—such as the Palestinian issue and anti-imperialism—are
easily seen as “antisemitic” in the German context.

This made dialogue extremely difficult.
Limits Caused by Political Intervention:
The Lumbung space aimed to encourage free dialogue and sharing. However, political intervention and media

pressure forced the organizers into damage control, limiting the project’s full potential.
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5. Conclusion and Lessons

Documenta 15 showed that art is notjust an object to display, but a practice of sharing social resources. However,
serious imbalances emerged between Germany’s centralized administrative system, which relies on public
funding, and the decentralized decision-making process of Lumbung.

How can the “morality” of a centralized state coexist with the “collective freedom” of the Global South? There is
still no clear answer. There are concerns that Documenta 16 in 2027 may return to a more conservative and
traditional exhibition style in response to the lessons of Documenta 15.

Documenta 15 demonstrated that decolonial practice is not simply about gaining knowledge. It is a painful

process that fundamentally questions existing power gaps and the distribution of resources.

Q&A Session
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When there is a conflict in biz occasion,sometimes discussions stop and a person with power takes control.This

actually happens in my own company as well.Could you explain this kind of situation a bit more?

I Answer
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About the word “conflict”we often think of conflict as something negative. But when there are many different
groups, made up of diverse people, different countries, conflicts of opinion naturally happen.

This is an important question, and [ am a bit nervous about whether my answer will be clear. When someone
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disagrees, we often think we must persuade that person. But in such situations, the atmosphere of “free
speech,”"where people can speak freely, is easily lost. And it is true that things can start to move in a more

authoritarian direction.
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When the issue around the book escalated, we interviewed both the documenta Ruan Ruper and the people on
the interviewing side, as well as the organizers of documenta 15. Regarding the organizers of documenta 15, they
naturally wanted to protect Ruan Ruper. However, as the issue escalated and reached higher layers of the

government, they felt it quickly went beyond what they could control.
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In particular, the moment the Ministry of Culture said this was a “Jewish issue,” the whole matter was framed

in that way. As a result, an art exhibition eventually turned into confusion over policy and politics.

B Question
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Three years have passed since that happened. How do you feel about the incident now?

I Answer
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In a way, it was like an earthquake. An earthquake has aftershocks, and that is exactly what happened.

It is very dangerous.
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Actually, other exhibitions that took a similar decolonial approach were also canceled. The impact spread to
many other exhibitions. The Berlinale film festival after documenta 15, which also took a decolonial approach,

was canceled as well. Other films and museums were affected too.
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The aftershocks are still continuing. They are really still ongoing. Politicians are still trying to control all kinds
of international art events. One clear example is this book (the book brought with). It could not be published by
a German publisher and had to be published by an international one. I was told this was because the publisher

did not want to be accused of antisemitism. Once such an accusation is made, it becomes widely public.
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This book has more than ten authors. When we talk about documenta 15, none of us, including me and my
colleague Michael, say “antisemitism.” Instead, we use the term “accusation,” because people were accused of

antisemitism.
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Another example, whenever possible, we try to discuss this book openly. But reactions in other European
countries are very different. People ask questions about the content of documenta 15, but they do not mention
antisemitism at all. When we talk about this in Germany, even after three years, there is still strong criticism.

Some people leave the room, and others stand up and walk out in the middle of the talk.
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Criticism of politics seems to be a major source of art. If decolonial approaches are said to be unacceptable, what

do you think will happen to art in Germany?

I Answer
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[ am very pessimistic. The second-largest political party in Germany right now is AfD (Alternative fiir Germany).
It is a far-right populist party and has become quite powerful. As you know, Germany has many immigrants. I
think the previous government made many mistakes. As a result, multicultural coexistence has not really worked.

What is happening now is that populist parties use this as an excuse.
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This may not be only a German problem. It may also be true in the United States. When populist parties grow
stronger, freedom of speech declines. In other words, some people can say anything, while others cannot. I am

worried about the state of democracy.
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However, [ also have a small sense of optimism. That optimism comes from things like documenta 15.
[ believe that these kinds of practices and actions can create small cracks in the current situation, open small

holes.
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My hope for the future is that documenta 15, and similar practices and activities, will create cracks in the present
situation. A large block of ice does not break all at once. Small cracks grow larger until it breaks. I believe

documenta played that kind of role. That is why I still have hope.
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