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Museutopia. A Photo-

graphic Research Pro-

ject by Ilya Rabinovich 

will be of great interest 

for a large audience of 

people from the lovers of 

photography, museums, 

history or Moldova‘s 

cultural life to the 

consecrated scholars 

studying visual arts, phi-

losophy, ethnography, museology or memory 

and identity through the investigation of 

complex interrelationship between ‗gaze, 

diaspora, trauma‘ (p. 15). The impact of dra-

matic transformations happened between the last 

decade of socialist period and the first two 

decades of post-soviet Moldova history still 

constitutes a disputable topic among specialists 

from different fields, as well as the emerging 

public history discourses on memory, identity 

and nation-building. Along the lines of Benedict 

Anderson work on nationalism and identity 

(Anderson 1991), the specialists in cultural 

heritage Peter Aronsson and Gabriella Elgenius 

consider, ‗in terms of imagination, national 

museums are uniquely placed to illuminate that 

which is actually imagined with reference to an 

emerging, re-emerging or fully formed 

‗nation‘‘(Aronsson, Elgenius 2011, 5). In this 

context, the Museutopia aims to contribute to the 

understanding of post-soviet society 

development issues by revealing ‗the 

complexities and contradictions of representing 

a nation state, its histories and transforming 

identities‘ (p. 7). After stressing the aim of 

Rabinovich art-project as ‗a welcome invitation 

to decipher the hidden and implicit agendas of 

museum collection and displays[; n]o matter 

how sophisticated the display and arrangement 

of objects, subjects and ideas is, museum always 

conceal other, more delicate and political issues 

that only become discernible to those who are 

carefully looking out of them‘ (p. 7), the book‘s 

Foreword suggests in a delicate, but very terse 

manner that ‗[a]lthough the situation of the 

national museums in Moldova might not be 

enviable, Rabinovich‘s project illuminates that it 

is amply worthy of closely attention‘ (p. 7).  

The book is built mainly on a collection of 

sixty five colour photographs, taken in seven 

different museums in Chişinău and relates to the 

period ‗from the Moldavian Soviet Socialist 

Republic to the Republic of Moldova‘ (
1
)

 

Relying on the Milan Šimečka (Šimečka 1988) 

assertion about organised collective forgetting in 

the post-Communist society, the editors Huub 

van Baar and Ingrid Commandeur appears to 

remain distant from the historical context their 

edited volume is related to; when pointing that 

‗Rabinovich has photographically mapped the 

representations of history that have appeared in 

post-Communist (our underlining) national 

museums in Moldova‘s capital city Chişinău‘, 

they do not take into consideration the syncopate 

historical development of the country where the 

Communist Party came to power after the 

proclamation of Moldova‘s Independence 

(2001-2005, 2005-2009). So, this period 

includes a part of the historical time captured by 

the Rabinovich‘s photographic gaze and refers 

the post-totalitarian country, but the country is 

still under the power of Moldovan Communist 

Party authoritarian regime (2005-2009). In spites 

perpetuation of stereotyped views about 

Moldova (‗one of the poorest countries of 

Europe‘, p. 6; ‗a border region and a liminal 

space of the current European Union‘, p. 10; ‗a 

peripheral state both unto the countries of the 

EU and unto the countries of the former Soviet 

Union‘, p. 166; ‗at once at the borders and 

(*) A review of Museutopia. A Photographic Re-

search Project by Ilya Rabinovich (editors: Huub 

van Baar, Ingrid Commandeur), Amsterdam: 

Alauda Publications, 2012, 182 p., notes, 

bibliography, index, photo-graphs, hard bound 

[ISBN 9789081531405]. 

(
1
) 

‗
In the case of Museutopia, his [Rabinovich] 

photographs were enhanced by the inclusion of 

historical footage and texts from the museum she 

visited (Chişinău, 2008-2012)
‘
 (van Baar, 

Commandeur 2012, 181). 
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between borders‘, p. 177), I completely agree 

with the editors proposal to approach this 

‗journey to Moldova‘ as an opportunity to see 

‗the ways in which the ‗black holes‘ that have 

been hit in the past have ambiguously but 

powerfully created the ground for new forms of 

cultural nationalism‘ (p. 10). Native from 

Moldova and interested in studying the issue of 

memory and identity and the performative 

dimension of nation-building project(s), I would 

like to point reader‘s attention, especially of 

those who are less familiar with the historical 

ruptures and continuities the Moldovan society 

passed through during the last centuries, that 

beyond the ‗legacies of Soviet museology‘ and 

‗ideological uses of history‘ in the process of 

‗hesitantly building a new national identity‘ (p. 

10), the Moldovan multicultural society went 

through ambiguous nation-building projects, 

faced with competitive and composed character 

of memory communities, and still attests a 

highly performative nature of the official politics 

of memory and identity (see, for instance: 

Dimova, Cojocaru 2013; Cojocaru 2013; 

Bîrlădeanu, Cojocaru 2013). These features 

combust the processes of ‗nationalisation of 

culture‘ (Löfgren 1989) and constitute serious 

issues in approaching the reconciliation route of 

the Moldovan society. A larger context of 

‗dramatic post-socialist transformations‘ (Hann 

2002) can be most helpful to understand the 

‗ruined Communist cultural institutions, the 

poverty of history and the relics of museum 

infrastructure‘ (p. 10) fixed by Rabinovich 

camera lens than the editors view to present 

them in the narrow conceptual frames when 

‗past is still and powerfully haunting, while new 

museal spaces are shaped, novel identities are 

constructed and new utopias are in the making‘ 

(p. 11). Solving this aspect can allows 

Museutopia to pass beyond its aim of 

questioning artistically ‗the way in which the fall 

of Communism has generated new forms of 

cultural representation‘ (p. 12) and, therefore, to 

open new insights for understanding the 

challenges of history ruptures and memory 

continuities in the post-totalitarian society.  

The edited volume frames the 

‗photographic research project‘ by a series of 

essays ‗that engage with and reflect on‘ the 

artworks presented by Rabinovich (p. 12). The 

first two essays preceding the staging of art-

project are built on the dialog with Ilya 

Rabinovich. When the first essay (by Victor 

Misiano) is developed from the perspective of an 

artist ‗in exile‘ with ‗passionless gaze‘ (p. 20), 

the next presentation (by Huub van Baar) allows 

the artist to reflect on twofold meaning of, as he 

uses to call it, the ‗reverse engineering‘ method 

(p. 30): first, inverting the gaze and therefore ‗to 

encourage the spectator to focus on the context 

of how things were done, rather than letting her 

or him accept and repeat the narratives of the 

exhibited artefacts‘; second, aiming ‗to 

photograph all the sites the Communist Party‘s 

ideological museums used to be and research the 

archives where the exhibition and 

documentation materials of the former 

ideological museums are preserved‘ (p. 30-31). 

The next two essays aim to present the 

Rabinovich works in a more general historical 

perspective (by Ştefan Rusu) and, respectively, 

in the context of critical museum studies (by 

Bogdan Ghiu). Rusu considers important to 

contextualise the ‗phenomenon of the distorted 

representation of history in Moldova‘ (p. 161) 

and states the post-1989 ‗urge the return to the 

values and symbols that had existed before the 

invasion of the URSS [1940, 1944]‘ which in his 

view was only ‗the start of a long process of 

coming to terms with a new identity‘ (p. 162). 

Ghiu points at the sensitive issue of 

contemporary museums, including the national 

museums from the Republic of Moldova (‗being 

identity industries, museums are also constantly 

searching for their own identity‘, p. 169) and 

suggests a complex approach toward the concept 

of modern museum (‗history has to move on‘ p. 

177). 

The essays and the selection of 

photographs complement each other in a 

coherent way, especially in terms of helping 

readers to find ‗the hidden story‘ (p. 24) behind 

the photographs (‗each of the works discussed 

could be characterised by its attempt to engage 

the viewer in an active and reflexive process of 

viewing, p. 17) and to read between lines the 

Rabinovich ‗fragmented life‘ (p. 15) (‗my works 

are an attempt to create continuity, a history and 

coherent identity for myself, by reflecting the 

strangeness of the places where I have lived, p. 

20) as reflected in a strong relationship between

individual and national identity dilemma (‗I am 

convinced that the difficulties I am facing are 

symptomatic, not only on a personal level but 

also on a national one, p. 20). 

In spites the fact that many issues 

remained beyond this book discussion, the 

edited volume is a great result of the whole team 

involved in this trans-disciplinary project (‗I 

wanted to challenged the stories they [the 

institutes] tell and the identities they create and 
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put them in more complex contexts‘, p. 31). The 

study of Moldovan national museums as 

significant cultural institution and actor in 

building collective memory and identity has 

been neglected for a long period of time in the 

Republic of Moldova. The roles these 

institutions can play in different historical 

contexts do not have the same trajectories and 

meanings in any post-totalitarian society. At the 

same time, ‗the national museums are the result 

of the negotiated logics between science and 

politics, universalism and particularism, 

difference and unity, change and continuity, 

materiality and imagination‘ (Aronsson, 

Elgenius 2011, 5). Following the Rabinovich 

statement, I consider ‗Museutopia represents 

both an ironic and a critical response to the 

current situation in Moldova‘ (p. 38). The well 

crafted design of the book and the sensitive 

approach of this art-project can serve, in my 

opinion, both as source for new knowledge 

accretion as well as a resource for building new 

studies.  

References 

Books & edited volumes: 

Anderson 

1991 

Anderson, Benedict Imagined 

Communities, London, Verso 

Books, 1991. 

Dimova, 

Cojocaru 

2013 

Dimova, Rozita, Cojocaru, 

Ludmila D., (guest eds), 

‗Politics and Performance in 

South-Eastern Europe‘, special 

issues of History and 

Anthropology, London, 

Routledge, 24/1, 2013. 

Hann 2002 Hann, Chris, Postsocialism: 

Ideals, Ideologies and Prac-

tices in Eurasia, London, 

Routledge, 2002. 

van Baar, 

Commandeur 

2012 

Van Baar, Huub, Ingrid 

Commandeur (eds.), Museu-

topia. A Photographic Re-

search Project by Ilya Rabino-

vich, Amsterdam, Alauda 

Publications, 2012. 

Chapters in books: 

Aronsson,  

Elgenius  

2011 

 Aronsson, Peter, Gabriella 

Elgenius, ‗Making National 

Museums in Europe – A 

Comparative Approach‘. In: 

Peter Aronsson, Gabriella 

Elgenius (eds.), Building 

National Museums in Europe 

1750-2010, EuNaMus report 

no. 1, University of Linköping, 

2011. 

Bîrlădeanu, 

Cojocaru 

2013 

Bîrlădeanu, Virgiliu, Cojocaru, 

Ludmila, ‗Război, alcool, 

identitate. Al Doilea Război 

Mondial în memoria socială a 

Republicii Moldova (2001-

2009)‘. In: Andi Mihalache, 

Adrian Cioflâncă (eds.), 

Istoria recentă altfel. Perspec-

tive culturale, Iaşi, ‗Alexandru 

Ioan Cuza‘ University Press, 

2013, p. 877-887. 

Cojocaru 

2013 

Cojocaru, Ludmila, 

‗Republica Moldova, Patria 

mea!‘ The Moldavian Nation-

Building Project in Search of 

Reification and Legitimacy‘. 

In: Ulf Brunnbauer, Hannes 

Gradits (eds.), The Ambiguous 

Nation. Case Studies from 

Southeastern Europe in the 

20th Century, Oldenbourg, 

Wissenschaftsverlag, 2013, p. 

283-305. 

Papers in periodical journals: 

Löfgren 

1989 

Löfgren, Orvar, ‗The Nationa-

lization of Culture‘. In: 

Ethnologia Europae, XlX 

1989, p. 5-23. 

Šimečka 

1988 

Šimečka, Milan, ‗Black 

Holes‘. In: Index on 

Censorship, 17/5 1988, p. 52-

55.




