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tral Europe that interrogates the claims of the contemporary state and corporate power 
as the sole arbiters of identity. These can only partially engage the shared memories 
and multiple histories of existence prior to the ethnically defi ned nation that became 
the norm under Soviet rule and remained essential for the social and cultural defi ni-
tion of the nation states that emerged aft er 1989.
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Museutopia: A Photographic Research Project by Ilya Rabinovich. Ed. Huub van 
Baar and Ingrid Commandeur. Amsterdam: Alauda Publications, 2012. 182 pp. 
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bound.

Ilya Rabinovich began photographing the museums of Chişinău to reclaim a per-
sonal identity, lost when he migrated from Moldova to Israel at the age of eight. Rabi-
novich’s personal quest eventually led to this collaboratively authored book project 
that questions the moral role of museums in creating national identities. The book 
is built around 65 striking color photographs, taken in seven diff erent museums, ac-
companied by detailed captions that lead the reader on a virtual tour of the exhibits. 
Four separately authored chapters precede the photographs to introduce the project 
and photographer, and another two essays conclude the volume. One of these con-
cluding essays contextualizes the exhibits with regard to Moldova’s recent political 
history; the second questions the general capacity of museums to adapt newer, more 
inclusive, modes of representation. In design, the book is an appealing souvenir that 
presents an attractive overview to a handful of Moldova’s museums, but it is probably 
best read by specialists in regional history, ethnography, and cultural studies, who 
are equipped to engage in an “intense reading process . . . to unravel the Moldovan 
identity puzzle” (17). The truly ideal audience would include those responsible for cre-
ating the exhibits. But because the book’s format creates the appealing atmosphere of 
a treasure hunt, it could also be used productively in courses on identity, nationalism, 
or east European history.

Of the seven museums photographed, only four are still in operation—the Na-
tional Museum of Ethnography and Natural History (MNEIN), the National Museum of 
History and Archaeology, the National Museum of Fine Arts, and the public transpor-
tation system’s Glory of Labor Museum. Three museums—the Republican Museum of 
Friendship among the Peoples, the Gregory Kotovsky and Sergei Lazo Museum, and 
the Museum of the Chişinău Underground Publishing House “Iskra” were all closed 
by government decree in 1991. The majority of photographs and analysis, however, 
centers on only two of the three national museums—MNEIN and the National Mu-
seum of History and Archaeology.

For the most part, the presentation of museum exhibits and the questions raised 
about continuity in exhibition style, incomplete histories, and the production of na-
tional identities could be asked of museums anywhere. In my reading (shaped by vis-
its to these museums, and a long-term collaboration with MNEIN staff ), Rabinovich’s 
own interpretation of the exhibits only surfaces in a few key areas concerning the 
presentation of prehistory in the National Museum of History, the interwar and World 
War II periods, and the apocalyptic and Christian framings of the murals that intro-
duce the permanent exhibit in the MNEIN. In these three instances, Rabinovich’s 
descriptions very subtly raise questions about the eff ects of repeated occupations 
and accompanying violence (prehistory); agency, collaboration, victimization, and 
the relativization of evil (world wars); idealization, utopian thinking, and moral re-
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sponsibility (murals). Of these three, the fi rst set of questions about violence and 
prehistoric occupations is the most original; if addressed seriously, the fundamental 
conception of identity in Moldova would be radically challenged, to say nothing of 
museum exhibits. The second and third sets of questions have already been widely 
asked across eastern Europe and beyond, but—indeed—are still new and tentative 
issues for public discussion in Moldova.

Despite the overall craft  with which Museutopia has been conceived and exe-
cuted, it has nevertheless omitted some of the most important information about the 
museums that it features. The chapter that follows the presentation of photographs 
and captions, written by Stefan Rusu, attempts to provide an overview of the political 
situation in which Moldova’s museums operate. And yet, this chapter fails to explain 
how Moldova’s museums actually operate; the goals of their directors and staff s; or 
the relative degrees of independence and subordination that diff erent museums have 
to constantly shift ing political agendas. As a result, the reader never learns about im-
portant topics like budget constraints, collection holdings, property ownership and 
disputes, building upkeep and renovation, ongoing research, or outreach programs—
all issues that are vitally important for understanding how exhibits are created and 
might be recreated in the future. In the absence of earlier attention to these practical 
aspects of museology, the author of the fi nal chapter, Bogdan Ghiu, speculates on 
the basis of research conducted elsewhere that the “Modern Museum is out of action” 
(177). Yet Moldova’s museums still appeal to school groups, foreign tourists, rural visi-
tors to the capital, and even wedding parties—all busily incorporating the visit into 
their own personal identity projects. How can these identities be understood, when 
they cannot be deduced from museum displays? What responsibilities do museums 
have to engage directly with the personal identity projects of those who visit them? 
In Moldova, as Rabinovich’s own biography suggests, rapid urbanization, migration, 
minority relations, and geopolitics all contribute to the identity projects that muse-
ums and their visitors have undertaken in recent decades.

With any luck, the glossy format of Museutopia will help it to reach museum visi-
tors, while its complex combination of text and image will appeal to specialists. Only 
by bringing both sets of omitted perspectives into dialogue can the book achieve its 
promise.
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Central and eastern Europe still struggle with uncertain democratization processes, 
the far too idealistic (and sometimes hypocritical) expectations of the European 
Union, cultures that wrestle with the legacies of the near and distant past, and the 
course of contemporary politics and economics that appear less than cooperative in 
the task of helping democracy’s evolution. The media in central and eastern Europe 
both symbolize these problems and contribute to the mix of negatives. With some 
variance across the region, the media only intermittently, partially, and tentatively 
fulfi ll their much-touted function of improving governance by holding the governors’ 
feet to the fi re, informing and educating audiences in an accurate, balanced, fair, and 
ethical way. Media scholars continue to have diffi  culty clearly understanding how 
the media’s transformation into democracy-serving institutions evolves in countries 


