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Welcome Address

Michel Draguet (Director-General of the Royal Museum
of Art and History, Belgium)

I am delighted to be here today with the pleasant task of welcoming you to Brussels. Brussels is a
city with a dense and complex past which it would be too “politically correct” to describe as
merely “rich”; proclaimed the national capital in 1830, it subsequently became a regional, federal
and BEuropean capital. Brussels offers those with an interest in national museums in Europe an
opportunity not only to question the past, but also to rethink the future. Brussels today is a
laboratory, and like any laboratory in times of crisis, it presents conflicting faces, sometimes tense
and anxious, sometimes joyful and enthusiastic.

The focus on a cultural heritage shaped by the forces of history which brings you here today is
reflected in this building; it is an echo chamber to which you should know how to listen. The
Cinquantenaire site was born of the need for celebration of a young country which, in 1880,
wished to present to the world not only the legitimacy, culturally and historically speaking, of its
existence, but also an economic and political power solidly rooted in an enduring past. The
building was thus a combination of the monumental and the modern, in its novel use, for the
time, of steel and glass.

Almost a century and a half on, the site reflects the difficulty of belonging to that same nation,
a nation that has been in search of itself since swallowing its pride, a nation that has made the
questioning of its very identity — this mischievous Belgitude, which some trace back to Magritte —
the expression of an identity that is what it is not, in which constant doubt mingles with
“creolisation” in what the Caribbean poet Edouard Glissant termed “le tout-monde”.

In a Belgium in which contemporary regionalisms, now a matter of national debate, promise
“evaporation”, the presentation of heritage assets poses a number of questions. First of all, it is
incorrect to state that this heritage is threatened by the general, populist upsurge in nationalism.
We are no longer living in an age of iconoclasm. The crux of the debate is not the survival of the
heritage — which is at greater risk from economic vicissitudes than from ideologies — but the way
in which it is put together. That is inevitable. Placing a particular object in a display case is in
itself an act of composition, in both the modalities of the act of displaying and, by association,
the elaboration of a discourse foreign to the temporality of the object displayed. To display is to
write. And thus, unavoidably, almost to betray the act in its silent presence.

Although in our western societies the actual existence of our heritage is not under threat, it is
nevertheless used in a manner that should be subjected to close critical scrutiny. Here you will
perhaps be thinking of “new” projects involving the history of Europe and its constituent
nations. May I for a moment touch upon other older projects, undertaken sometimes centuries

ago, whose conditions of existence must be acknowledged by us today.
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Whether one considers the Royal Museums of the Fine Arts created by Napoleon, or the
Royal Museums of Art and History, founded in the wake of the 50th anniversary celebrations,
these two institutions constitute a heritage which, before being brought together in a national
building, existed independently of the project that found fulfilment in 1830. Without going back
into prehistory, as was done in the 19" century, and as André Chastel’s “I’Art frangais” was still
attempting to demonstrate under twenty years ago, it is clear that from the Dukes of Burgundy to
Archduke Albert and Isabella, a feeling of national identity was formed in a specific social context
reflecting a way of life — nowadays insufficiently appreciated, in my opinion - which was itself
decisive for the entire creative outcome, ranging from the most popular practices to the most
elite of artistic forms. Craftsmanship, creation, everyday practices thus defined a form of “living
together” to which the major national myths - which it should be remembered are not the
product of the 19" century alone — conferred a legitimacy that led to the need to found a nation.
This idea of history linking a “place of memory” and cultural identity is understood. The question
for me — and one which I must confess has been preoccupying me daily in recent months — may
be stated thus: how do we transform this heritage, assembled, conserved and thus far valued, in
order to respond to a narrative which now runs counter to the nationalist doxa of the early 21*
century? In fact the equation is simple: how do we create a new narrative without changing either
language or words?

In the vast operation of reconstruction that was to be triggered by post-modernism, it was
thought that simply by changing our viewpoint we could move to another key. To show that
there was neither author nor major narrative. Neither reference culture nor predetermined
identity. The debate was conducted mainly in the university world, which perhaps helped to
insulate it further from a daily reality in which mass communication and mass culture were
fuelling patriotic phantoms and “mythographical” discourse. We must ensure today that in
broadening the scope of post-modern thought we do not produce a similar break with the public,
who would not feel concerned by similar issues or who would relate only sketchily to a debate on
memory, intertextuality or the many facets of heritage.

As a salutary warning, this nonetheless led to a reductionism which, given the extent and the
diversity of our western societies, divorced the intellectual debate from the everyday reality of
millions of Europeans. Abstract ideas, used to escape from the traps of modernity that was
blamed for all the ills of the 20" century, generated a litany of concepts that it was believed would
be the bearers of change, without them having any real place in a society in the throes of an
identity crisis now intensified by financial and economic collapse and, tomorrow maybe, social
collapse as well.

Against this background, some people thought that Europe would supplant the old lethal
nationalisms of the past century and that to be “European” would be something to be proud of
in addition to an essentially more human regional identity. That was the view taken at the end of
the ‘80s. Hence the need to endow that European citizenship with the tools that had been used
to constitute national identity, but without those myths which the 20 century had shown to have
such monstruous consequences. Without being confined by established borders — impossible in
the age of globalisation; without being able to refer to those grand founding narratives, also
discredited. The Museum of Europe, the Patrlamentarium, the House of European History are all

artificial projects that speak to a political agenda or to a project of obsolete propaganda with no
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resonance in the expectations of the public who, it must be said, associate Europe mainly with
directives far-removed from their daily concerns or with an inability to speak with one and the
same voice.

It is therefore clear that once the possibilities for writing the political history of Europe were
exhausted, the limitations of the exercise quickly appeared: is there a European cultural identity?
Is there even a feeling of identity beyond our assembled nationalisms that reconstitute the
moment a crisis erupts? Judging by recent events, it would seem unlikely.

In a seminal work, the Belgian historian Jean Stengers linked the emergence of a national
sentiment and the existence of a state structure incarnating that national community regardless of
linguistic or religious differences. Recent experience shows that a project or debate is unlikely to
fuel that sentiment. Nowadays Europe is of interest to only a few in Europe. Outside the circles
of eurocrats or urbanites who, in Brussels, Luxembourg or Strasbourg translated the European
dynamic into a local development policy, those who speak up for a European identity or who
outline a supposed “national” European sentiment are rare. Europe no longer inspires.

I believe it is our duty — and in Brussels more than elsewhere — to mobilise a heritage that
arose from a nationalist dynamic in order to transform it into a vector for a European
consciousness. This will be meaningless if Europe — like the Burgundian states in the case of the
future Netherlands, and thus Belgium - fails to become a state. If it fails to generate its own
myths, if it fails to draw on our shared past for its terms of identity. If it fails to transmute them
into grand narratives and then, without being afraid of words, into myths that will generate a
feeling of shared identity. In this context heritage has a role to play: the heritage of the painters
attached to the court of Burgundy is not a Flemish heritage in the modern sense of the word, or
Belgian in the 19" century sense. It is European. As is the heritage of antiquity with concepts as
different as the market economy, love or democracy. As is OUR colonial, post-colonial or neo-
colonial past. Europe’s outlook on the world is the result of a history that is our history. And
while we no longer need to impose it on the world, we can draw on it to see more clearly what
united us and what will unite us in the future.

It is in this perspective that the federal science policy that administers this Belgian heritage
now due for reinvention has drawn up an extensive programme for redeployment of the
collections which, here in this site emblematic of the nation’s history, will place the emphasis on
Europe in order to illustrate, with the Museum of the Armed Forces, the history of the conflicts
that decimated us but that also helped to define our borders and determine our desire to live
together; with the Museum of Antiquities, the cultural hub centred on the Mediterranean, which
spread slowly towards the north; with the Museum of non-European Civilisations whose
vocation will not be solely to demonstrate the diversity of “other” cultures — I emphasise “other”
— but through their discovery and their composition to illustrate the construction of a western
identity that can be defined as European. A vast programme of redeployment which, I am sure,
will have relevance only if, in parallel, Europe exists as a nation. That is the price we must pay

unless we want the scepticism about the way the Community operates to become euroscepticism.
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