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WOMAN’S VOICE: Gutta. Gutta. The Dahomey Amazon Gutta. Who was Gutta? I want to imagine your face, your thoughts, feelings, wishes and desires. I’d like to know who you were. What you liked. I’d like to get to know you and understand you. What would it be like if I were Gutta?
NARRATOR: It’s the end of March 2024. Like an average visitor, I’m off to see a place that hides a slightly forgotten and unwanted history. Unfortunately – you won’t hear anything from this location. My request for recording was rejected. But try to imagine this place through the thoughts and impressions of two people who have already been there.
LUDOMIR: My name is Ludomir Franczak and I am a Polish artist.
SÁRA: My name is Sára Märc. I’m an artist doing so-called artistic research.
LUDOMIR: You enter this beautiful 19th century building. You pass a gatekeeper sitting in a little glass house.
SÁRA: And then you need to knock or ring the bell to get in.
LUDOMIR: Then you enter the first room, which is huge and filled with glass cabinets. There are bones and plasters.
SÁRA: Maybe you start to think: so is this real or not?
LUDOMIR: There are also skeletons of monkeys and species between human and monkey.
SÁRA: What is it? A part of an ape? A part of a human?
LUDOMIR: There are face casts of some original inhabitants of North America. There are Egyptian mummies. I could smell the rotten bodies.
SÁRA: There was a real confusion of who is who and what is what.
LUDOMIR: When you look at the nameless bones, you suddenly realize something is wrong.
NARRATOR: Is this a cabinet of curiosities? Maybe a freakshow that is supposed to shock with its otherness and that has emerged in the 21st century by accident? Maybe… keep on imagining.
LUDOMIR: And then I saw this glass cabinet with a full human skeleton.
SÁRA: You think it’s a model at first.
LUDOMIR: There was a Czech newspaper clipping from the 19th century. It told the story of a Dahomey Amazon who came to Prague as part of an ethnographic show seemingly presenting African culture, but really it did not.
SÁRA: Then you realize it’s not a model. There is an envelope containing her hair.
LUDOMIR: Then she died in Prague. The newspaper says there was a funeral, but then you look at the skeleton and it’s not in a cemetery. I had a lot of questions.
NARRATOR: Who was the Amazon whose remains these are? Why did they not remain buried and why can anyone now come and look at them?
Just like I did. I walked past head casts of North American indigenous people, Egyptian mummies, deformed skulls, human embryos. And then – opposite the display with monkey skeletons – an inconspicuous display with the remains of the Dahomey Amazon. We know her as Gutta. But then I noticed something. Next to the small well-preserved bones was a container and in it something seemingly conserved in formaldehyde.
What is it, I ask.
It’s the glute muscle, answers the guide.
I can’t believe it at first, but she explains that it’s saponified buttocks fat.
You are probably beginning to realize this is not a cabinet of curiosities. We’re in a museum – in the Hrdlička Museum of Man. A museum run by the Faculty of Science, Charles University. 
LUDOMIR: Then you suddenly realize that a huge power narrative is present in this museum.
SÁRA: We have a human being exhibited in a museum, because she is “different”, because she is not white.
NARRATOR: As I’m leaving the museum, questions race through my mind. Why does this academic museum have the remains of an African girl who was shown by white Europeans to other white Europeans at the end of the 19th century as part of some “performances”? What story or whose story is opening up here? And who and why is narrating it?
LUDOMIR: When you go to this exhibition, see those bones and see the woman there, you start to ask yourself: Hey, what is going on here? Why is she here? Why can I look at her bones? What is this about? Gutta’s story shows our colonial past which we are not aware of.
NARRATOR: Ludomir and Sára have created an art performance about Gutta. In the cabinet with Gutta’s remains, Ludomir put a tablet with a video depicting her story.
SÁRA: Ludomir asked me and many others to start thinking about who Gutta was and to research her. It’s not so long time ago, 1892.
LUDOMIR: She was born around 1870 as a Yoruba, subgroup Egba. The Egba people were fighting with the Dahomey Amazons, they were on opposite sides. When she was about 20 years old, she probably got a proposition to go to Europe, most likely on the ship Woneba. In Hamburg, she joined a group of Dahomey Amazons formed by impresario John Hood. She got a costume and then in 1892 they went on tour to Prague.
FILIP HERZA: I started focusing on these eroticized shows during my studies.
NARRATOR: I meet with historian Filip Herza, who has mapped out Gutta’s story, at Střelecký ostrov in Prague. This is where John Hood’s group performed.
FILIP HERZA: Representatives of individual ethnic groups from non-European continents travelled to Europe to perform, to entertain and to educate the European public. These shows were run by businessmen, called impresarios. Here in Prague, these performances began in the third quarter of the 19th century. We’re talking about the 1892 show with the so-called Dahomey Amazons, in which Gutta performed. Most people would probably call it a human zoo. People from Prague went to look at the Dahomeys and observe their staged everyday life. They also acted out fights. Most performers had a contract, although I didn’t see one for the Dahomey Amazons, but I presume there was one. But who knows whether the performers knew what they were signing or knew what to expect. 
NARRATOR: It’s June 3rd and I’m writing my first email to the Hrdlička Museum of Man.
I’m from Czech Radio and I’m working on an audio documentary for the Czech Radio Plus station. It focuses on the Czech museum practice of exhibiting human remains from the postcolonial perspective.
I’d like to ask you for a meeting because I would like to include the Hrdlička Museum of Man in the documentary because of the nature of its displays. I would like to discuss my intentions, ask you some questions related to this topic where I need some clarification and arrange a possible recording session.
I received a reply from Ms. Martina Galetová, the main curator of the museum. 
Dear Sir, thank you for your interest. At the moment we cannot provide direct cooperation for personnel reasons. At most, if it helps, you can send us your questions via email.
FILIP HERZA: The Department of Anatomy and Pathology at the then Charles-Ferdinand University…
NARRATOR: It was here that Gutta’s body was brought after she fell ill and died in the hospital in Prague in September 1892.
FILIP HERZA: Here they investigated the cause of death, nothing unusual. The autopsy was carried out to establish the cause of death, which in this case was typhoid fever. After that, the body was taken and buried in Olšanské hřbitovy in the non-Christian section. 
NARRATOR: However, it didn’t stay there – maybe due to the reconstruction of the cemetery, Gutta’s body was offered to science a couple of years later.
FILIP HERZA: …when anthropologist Jindřich Mateigka got hold of the body; for him the skeleton was interesting precisely because it was the skeleton of an African.
FILIP HERZA: He had it exhumed and moved to his collections.
NARRATOR: At the end of the 1930s, Jindřich Mateigka donated Gutta’s unearthed remains to the Hrdlička Museum.
FILIP HERZA: I’m not interested in the guilt as much as in the moment of a historic wrongdoing. Personally, as someone who has learned Gutta’s story, I feel sorry that such a wrong was done to her and her remains are displayed in a museum’s collection in an unflattering context.
WOMAN’S VOICE: Could she have known? The voyage is just the beginning. Wilder! It must be savage! After all, you are savages! Would this be the way the impresario tried to fulfil his ideas of ethnographic shows? Why not? I myself have received a similar, although slightly gentler prompt as a note to an actor.
NARRATOR: In spite of the repeated efforts to record an interview in the Hrdlička Museum, its main curator, Martina Galetová sent only a written statement. The spokesperson of the Faculty of Science Michal Anderle didn’t want to comment on the form of the display either.
MUSEUM STATEMENT: “The remains are now one of the invaluable biological indicators of either adaptation to the climate or local conditions, food stress, early onset of reproduction with high mortality, immunity limitations; and, of course, the presentation of the absolute similarity of species’ bone shape. The remains help foster discussion on the topic of human evolution and archaeological finds, one of the basic topics in biological anthropology.” 
“In science, it is not possible to distinguish and work with the ethical approach that takes origins into account. The skeleton of a woman is an inorganic remnant seen, because of its age, as archaeological material. Taking contemporary social constructs into account would undoubtedly lead to a comprehensive rejection of archaeological research and all skeletal material.”
ARCHIVAL COLLAGE: Let’s briefly talk about the history of this museum. / The idea came from Aleš Hrdlička, a very important anthropologist. / It opened in 1937. / He was in contact with Czech anthropologists, namely professor Jindřich Mateigka. / A visitor can see more than four thousand exhibits here… / skulls from different parts of the world… / real skeletal material… / educational, didactic… / it doesn’t show today’s level of knowledge, it shows past levels.
MARKÉTA KŘÍŽOVÁ: The museum reflects the time of its establishment. When something is done in the name of science, we might break maybe not legal, but at least moral taboos.
NARRATOR: Historian Markéta Křížová from the Faculty of Arts at Charles University. She focuses among other things on the history of colonialism.
MARKÉTA KŘÍŽOVÁ: In the case of the Hrdlička Museum, we see the exhumed remains of buried people without their explicit agreement. Or the way the remains are exhibited, without any respect to human dignity. The whole idea of the museum is based on the progress theory. Today, it’s not explicit, but there is still the idea of a progress towards perfection, which means the white Europeans and white men, that’s still present. The way museums approach this is a great responsibility on their part. There are many ways you can exhibit human remains, but the attitude of the museum should always be explicit. Going back to Gutta, I don’t see any purpose there. The way the remains are exhibited in the Hrdlička Museum doesn’t show anything that might be communicated to the visitors. It is just a “trophy” in inverted commas. Booty.
MUSEUM STATEMENT: “Prof. Matiegka obtained these remains as any other anthropological material. It was a common practice at the time, in accordance with the rules and laws. The Hrdlička Museum of Man is a historical anthropological collection, a museum of the history of anthropology. The commentary of the display is not presented as a current ethnographic demonstration of European superiority.”
WOMAN’S VOICE: I can feel how strangely it hurts. I’m used to pain. Even though I have my back turned to him, I know it. This pair of eyes is staring. Everyone is staring. No one is looking. They are all watching me the same way I used to watch my prey. Now it is my turn. I think they will wear me down to death.
NARRATOR: The Náprstek Museum also has experience with exhibiting human remains from non-European cultures.
TEREZA MELICHAROVÁ: Here are the mummies…
NARRATOR: With the museum staff, curator Tereza Melicharová and historian Ondřej Crhák, I look in the depository where the museum stores ten trophy heads, the so-called tsans, and several mummies from South America. However, they are not part of public display.
TEREZA MELICHAROVÁ: The mummies were exhibited as part of the popular exhibition Indians, which was taken down about ten years ago. Today the mummies are stored in the depository. It is a question whether it is okay to exhibit bodies that were buried by members of other cultures in a certain way in order to send them on their journey to the afterlife. They certainly didn’t plan for them to be displayed in a museum thousands of miles away. It is important to respect and work with the perspective of the indigenous people.
ONDŘEJ CRHÁK: Now we are in the exhibition dedicated to Oceania. There are objects here that we would probably not exhibit today. Mostly decorated ancestral skulls. There is the ethical issue that if you dig up someone’s burial ground or someone gives it to you, whether it is okay for the objects to be exhibited as a sensational piece or as treasure. Today people talk about repatriating these objects. One idea we had is to leave the objects here and cover them, but do a survey with visitors, asking them what we should do with the remains. This is a debate that we still need to have.
NARRATOR: However, the Hrdlička Museum wants to preserve the original, historical format of the display.
MUSEUM STATEMENT: “The collection is presented as the cultural heritage of a public university, i.e. the heritage of the nation, as an example of the work of anthropologists in the first half and partially in the second half of the 20th century. Thus, the exhibition replicates the content and methods of museology of this period, uses original furnishings, limits the number new elements seen as interventions in the historical image. The concept of the superiority of the white European is a modern construct that disregards the historical context, the past reasoning and other aspects. It views the past only through the lens of the present and its standards. From the perspective of a historian and from the standard historical perspective, this approach is completely inappropriate. We cannot apply today’s norms to history, in the same way that we cannot change it.”
MARKÉTA KŘÍŽOVÁ: We don’t know what the museum used to look like originally. We can talk about how to contextualise it, that it really was a reflection of the times. I don’t judge Hrdlička for conforming to scientific theories, nor the general attitude of his contemporaries to the people he studied. At the same time, these things were real. The idea of the superiority of the white man over a person of a different colour, that was not a hyperbole. It was a deep conviction the people held and it influenced what they did and how they acted.
NARRATOR: I recorded this opinion poll with visitors to the museum after one of the guided tours.
VISITOR 1: It was nice. You can feel the history. I appreciate that it hasn’t changed.
VISITOR 2: But what horrifies me a bit is the body deformation in order to be a nation that is somehow different.
VISITOR 1: When I see gigantism or the small people, it surprises me how common it is. When you meet them in real life, you are always a little scared. You are tactful, you pretend it’s not happening and you avoid them.
MARKO STELLA: There’s one thing I find unique there.
NARRATOR: Marko Stella is the former curator of Hrdlička Museum.
MARKO STELLA: It’s a kind of a museum of a museum. It’s an exhibition on the history of presenting human remains and this happened sort of by accident.
NARRATOR: And isn’t this the problem, that it doesn’t say that it is a museum in a museum?
MARKO STELLA: Of course, I see that as a massive problem. When I had the chance to work there, I raised this endlessly. Yes, there might be some value in the museum as an anthropological one which teaches human evolution, but it is not great. What information does an African woman’s skeleton on display in a museum carry? What does it say? It’s a skeleton. It’s a skeleton of a woman. And that woman was from Africa. That’s all. Of course it’s morbid, because we know that professor Mateigka had the skeleton exhumed. Does it say more about professor Mateigka than about Gutta?
NARRATOR: Did you considered burying the remains again or returning them?
MARKO STELLA: The problem in Gutta’s case is that we don’t really know who the woman was. We have her written down as the Dahomey Amazon Gutta, but apart from that we don’t know much. What I thought was important is that human remains should be treated with at least some piety. We put together things that had been removed from her body and placed in various other displays, such as the buttock fat and body hair, we pulled them into one display with at least some piety; then it was possible to start from that.
MUSEUM STATEMENT: “We have not considered burying the remains because it would not be possible in the original place. We have not considered returning the remains, because we don’t know the final will of this woman and because of the number of years she spent in Europe we have no reason to think she would have wanted to return.”
WOMAN’S VOICE: After this it will just get better. For who, I wonder. The people of Prague have lost their amusement, but they will find it elsewhere. Everyone must see this spectacle. Did her ever weaker body pass from hands to hands? How many people stood around her bed? Five? Twenty? How high was her burning fever? How did she feel when she was receding? Did her anger start to diminish? Had she stopped waiting for something better?
NARRATOR: How should we display the remains of people who were considered inferior by former science without misusing these people again for our own goals? How should we come to terms with the injustice of the past without causing it anew?
LUDOMIR: There is no one way of doing that. And I am very happy, because one way is very easy to block. But when there are many ways, it is harder to block.
MARKÉTA KŘÍŽOVÁ: I don’t think the museums should close, but contextualisation is important.
SÁRA: It would be different if there was a context of who Gutta was. It would be different if there was a photograph of her bones, if there was a 3D print of her bones.
FILIP HERZA: If I were the museum’s curator, I’d think about why I want to have this specific object displayed. And what I want to communicate to the visitors through it.
SÁRA: It would be different if we buried her here in Europe where she was originally buried, so in the Olšanské hřbitovy cemetery.
FILIP HERZA: In this case you could narrate the story of racism in its colonial context.
SÁRA: Oh, so suddenly I am also using her as a kind of symbol or as an object, as a story in order to speak about our own history.
FILIP HERZA: But if there is no narrative of this kind in the exhibition, I think Gutta shouldn’t be there either.
SÁRA: Are we not avoiding responsibility that way? Are we not trying to hide her story? Let’s look at it clearly and let’s not pretend we are not part of the colonial world.
LUDOMIR: My friend of African origin told me that this is a white people’s problem. White people made the mess, they should clean it up.
MARKÉTA KŘÍŽOVÁ: We are surrounded by reminders of this past, which we cannot change. We don’t have to apologize, but we can vow to do things differently now.
WOMAN’S VOICE: I’m Anna Bangoura, an actress, presenter and singer. I’m half African and half Polish. In the sections where I tried to give voice to Gutta, I used historical information, but I also tried to empathize and imagine what it would have been like for Gutta. I tried to use my own experience of feeling different in a majority society that is not like me. Working on this documentary reminded me, in a good way and in a bad way, how historical events imprint into several generations and to think about whether we can look at our past critically, so that we can reframe as a society who we want to be – now and in the future.
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