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Fig. King Njoya on his throne, 1908.

The throne of King Njoya of Bamum came over the 
Grassfields of Cameroon to Berlin during the period 

of German colonial rule. King Njoya of Bamum gave the 
throne of his father, King Nsangu, to Emperor Wilhelm II 
as a gift. About this there is no doubt. In 1908, the King 
journeyed to Buea and Douala. In a dramatic ceremony to 
celebrate the Emperor‘s birthday, he handed the throne   
to Governor  Theodore Seitz. 

We think of gifts as signs of affection, but they are often more 
complex. Gifts can define relationships. The wrong gift can be em-
barrassing; an expensive one can seem arrogant. In  Cameroon 
around 1900, rulers exchanged gifts to reinforce hierarchies of 
status and to further trade and political relations. German co-
lonial administrators did the same with local rulers: giving and 
receiving gifts as part of establishing colonial rule.

What changed? In the interim, King Njoya and the German colonial 
military had joined forces to attack the Nso‘ kingdom and German 
colonial officials had intervened to remove a German businessman 
who had attacked and insulted King Njoya’s mother.

But the copy was not finished in time. After consulting with 
European missionaries, the King decided to give his father’s 
throne to the Emperor instead. Was he pressured? Did he 
want to avoid losing face and respect? The King’s gift con-
tinues to raise questions today.

Jonathan Fine  
Director (until 2021), Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

In 1902, King Njoya welcomed the first Germans who came to 
Bamum. He had learned they could be dangerous. He wanted 
no conflict that could harm him or his people. Between 1902 
and 1908, he established an alliance with the Germans and 
gained from commercial relations with German firms.  Almost 
from the first, German museums enticed him to give or sell 
them his throne. He refused until 1907, when he agreed to make 
a copy for the Emperor. 

Mandu Yenu, 
King’s Throne, 

Cameroon

What moved King Njoya  
to make this gift? 
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Baxwbakwalanuxwsiwe’, the mask of a bird mon-
ster, by an artist whose name was not  documented 

of the Kwakwaka’wakw, one of nearly two hundred 
First Nations on Canada’s Northwest Coast. The mask, 
which played an important role in the ceremonies of the 
Hamatsa society, is one of the oldest of its type still in 
existence today. 

The Norwegian sailor Johan Adrian Jacobsen brought 
the mask from Vancouver Island to Berlin. From 
1881 to 1883 Jacobsen travelled to the Canadian 
Northwest Coast and Alaska on behalf of the König-
liches  Museum für Völkerkunde (Royal Museum of 
 Ethnology) and had almost 7,000 objects brought  
to Berlin. 

Jacobsen purchased the mask in October 1881 at  Xwamdasbe‘ 
on Hope Island, north of Vancouver Island. His first attempts  
to acquire the mask proved unsuccessful. It was his inter preter 
George Hunt, member of a Tlingit-English family and fluent in 
the Kwakwaka’wakw language, who used his “powers of persua-
sion”, as Jacobsen put it, to convince the owners to part with 
the mask for payment.

But what does “powers of persuasion” mean in this context?  Jacobsen 
provided no details about the nature of the discussions, nor do any 
records survive of the people from whom he purchased the mask.

Jacobsen collected as many objects as possible, choosing those  
he saw as most “exotic” and “authentic”, understood as free 
of European influences. In this endeavour, he faced constant 
 competition from collectors from other museums. Jacobsen 
acquired the objects in a variety of ways: he collected in  villages, 
purchased in shops, and looted graves. Many of the objects 
were common property and therefore inalienable according to 
the jurisprudence of the local societies. Missionary activity and 
the  expansion of colonial rule gradually changed this situation, 
 eventually leading to the sale of ceremonial objects.

Baxwbakwalanuxwsiwe’,  
Mask of a Bird Monster,  

Canada

Jacobsen’s account of his trip gives  
only vague descriptions of his activities, 
with little information regarding the  
specific ways in which he gained posses-
sion of the objects he collected.

The over 10,000 objects in total from all over the world acquired by 
 Jacobsen and now held in the collection of Berlin’s Ethnologisches 
 Museum bear witness to the sheer number of objects collected by 
 anthropological museums during the colonial period. The museum  
is now confronting this legacy through intensive research.

Ilja Labischinski 
Provenance researcher, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Fig.  The mask’s object file, ca. 1900.
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The portrait of the Mongolian Prince Corgiyamz’an 
was one of some 130 oil paintings depicting deserv-

ing  officers of the Chinese Empire displayed in the Winter 
 Palace in Beijing until the summer of 1900. Only a short 
time later it went up for sale in a Berlin art gallery. How did 
this come about?

In the mid-19th century, China was plunged into a period of 
political, economic, and social crisis. Many perceived this as a 
consequence of the encroachment of colonial powers, among 
them the German Empire. In 1899 the Yìhétuán Yùndòng ( literally: 
Movement of the Associations for Justice and Harmony) gave 
expression to the popular discontent in the eastern Chinese 
province of Shandong. The freedom  fighters, called “Boxers” in 
Western accounts, first attacked Christian missionaries, then all 
foreigners. In May 1900, the riots spread to Beijing. An alliance  
of France, Great Britain, Italy, Japan, Austria-Hungary, Russia, the 
USA, and the German Empire sent troops to China.

Thousands of looted objects found their way onto the interna-
tional art market and into Western museum collections. They 
included everything from imperial artworks to everyday objects 
from countless private households. Thus far, we do not know 
how many objects were actually looted, or exactly where they 
came from. In the case of the portrait of Corgiyamz’an, the place 
of origin is known. The portrait disappeared from the Winter 
Palace, which the German troops occupied as their headquar-
ters. In 1902, it was put up for sale by the Berlin art dealer 
Ludwig Glenk, and the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde in 
Berlin purchased it. 

The foreign soldiers crushed the  
“Boxer Rebellion” in August 1900,  
and went on to loot and pillage  
Beijing in the months that followed.

Officer’s Portrait, 
China

Fig. Portrait of Corgiyamz’an, ca. 1775.

It is one of seventeen portraits now in the collection of the Ethnolo-
gisches Museum. We know where the portrait came from, but can we 
reconstruct its exact route to Berlin? And does the collection contain 
other looted objects from the “Boxer Rebellion”? A joint research 
project with colleagues from Shanghai University seeks to answer 
these questions.

Christine Howald 
Provenance researcher, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin 
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How can we restitute  
immaterial cultural property?The staff of the Phonogramm-Archiv of the Ethnologisches 

Museum in Berlin addressed this question together with 
their colleagues from the National Gugak Center in Seoul. In 
2012, they finally found a way to return historical audio record-
ings from German prisoner-of-war camps to South Korea.

These recordings include a total of 45 songs sung by interned 
Korean soldiers fighting for the Russian army who were taken as 
prisoners of war during the First World War. The songs, performed 
by the five prisoners Kim Grigori, An Stepan, Kang Gawriel, Yu 
Nikolai, and Yu Nikiphor are so-called folk songs and songs of the 
Korean independence movement. They are auditory testimonies 
of contemporaries of the national hero An Chung-geun, who was 
executed in Korea in 1909.

Kang Gawriel came from Pyeongan Province 
( Pyeongan-do) in the north of the Korean peninsula, 
and went to Siberia at the age of seventeen. At the 
end of the recording he asks, “Why did I come here?” 
This expresses the desperation of the prisoners of 
war who sang these songs.

The Königlich Preußische Phonographische Kommission (Royal 
Prussian Phonographic Commission) was established in 
1915 with the goal of documenting the languages and music 
of various people incarcerated in German  prisoner-of-war 
camps. The Berlin Phonogramm-Archiv currently houses 
a total of 1,651 phonograph records and 1,022 phonograph 
cylinders produced as part of this project.

Sound Recordings,  
German Prisoner-of-War Camp,  

South Korea

In collaboration with colleagues in South Korea and  
the Sound Archives of the Humboldt-Universität zu 
Berlin the recordings were digitised, recorded on CD, and 
 presented together with an accompanying booklet in 
three  languages (German, English and Korean). This also 
makes them accessible to the public.

Lars-Christian Koch  
Director, Ethnologisches Museum and Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Fig.  Phonograph and wax cylinders, ca. 1905.
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The four stories that preface the introduction 
can only begin to demonstrate the diversity 
of topics and questions addressed by postco-
lonial provenance research at the Staatliche 
Museen zu Berlin. Diplomatic gifts, purchas-
ing processes now difficult to trace, military 
campaigns, and situations involving drasti-
cally  unequal power relations are just a few 
 examples of the ways in which cultural assets 
were appropriated in Africa, Asia, the Pacific, 
the two Americas, and Europe and brought to 
Berlin.

 The Colonialist Gaze 

Photographs and drawings made 
during the colonial period often reveal 
more about the photographers and 
artists who created them than about 
the people they depict. Racist and 
exoticist ideas infused the image- 
making process and shaped the view of 
the “other”. The images were intended 
to underscore the otherness and in-
feriority of colonised people and their 
belongings. There were, however, some 
exceptions. Rulers like King Njoya of 
Bamum (↗ Introduction) and survivors 
of colonial violence like Yarruun Parpur 
Tarneen in Australia (↗ Objects) also 
used photography to confidently pres-
ent themselves to colonial viewers.

This booklet accompanying the postcolo-
nial provenance research in the permanent 
exhibitions of the Ethnologisches Museum 
Berlin and the Museum für Asiatische Kunst 
at the Humboldt Forum spotlights some of 
the events that marked the  appropriation 
of these objects and outlines some of the 
 people who created, used, purchased, 
looted, or gifted them. 

It focuses on the objects themselves and 
demonstrates how collaboration with research 
partners from the objects’ regions of origin 
and diasporas can change our ideas about our 

shared past and our common 
future. This booklet thus also 
provides insight into the oppor-
tunities and challenges of post-
colonial provenance research, 
understood as collaborative 
research into the origins and re-
lational histories of objects.
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— The authors of the texts presented 
here do not merely attempt to trace precise 
chains of ownership based on events, people, 
and objects. Gaps in the available evidence 
often make this impossible. Instead, we use 
events to understand the historical contexts  
in which objects were looted, purchased, or 
presented as gifts, and to critically examine the 
unequal power relations which shaped these 
transactions. 
— The focus on certain individuals 
helps us trace the stories of those people who 
shaped these contexts. These include not only 
 Europeans whose names were documented, 
but also the countless individuals from Africa, 
Asia, the Pacific, and the Americas whose expe-
riences and voices were only incompletely if at 
all, recorded in European archives.
— Objects, on the other hand, have the 
potential to call European ideas and world-
views into question. Research partners from 
Angola, for example, explained to us that, from 
their point of view, an artistically carved statue 

is by no means merely an inan-
imate object (↗ Objects). Rather, it 
 represents a mythical ances-
tor, and formed part of religious 
practices before its acquisition 
for the museum. Hence, is the 
statue a work of art, an ancestor?

Postcolonial Provenance Research

 Language 

Racist ideas permeated the language of 
the colonial era. The language re flected 
the views of the colonial conquerors. 
This also applies to words that seem 
neutral at first glance, such as “punitive 
expedition” (Strafexpedition). From the 
point of view of those who resisted 
and fought for their freedom, calling 
such foreign aggression  “punitive” 
makes a mockery of the facts. Today 
many people who experience racism 
in their everyday lives perceive such 
colonial words as a perpetuation of 
linguistic violence and subjugation. 
Postcolonial provenance research aims 
to find new, respectful ways of ex-
pressing shared and often very violent 
histories.

The different ideas about what 
things actually are, challenge us 
to think about where and how 
these objects should be pre-
served and used in the future 
and who should be responsible 
for their stewardship.
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 Colonialism 

Colonialism denotes a form of 
 domination that involves the seizure 
of territory. Colonisers oppress the 
people in colonised territories in  order 
to enforce their own exploitative 
economic interests and enhance their 
political power, often resorting to 
violence in the process. They use racist 
views founded on a belief in their own 
superiority to justify their behaviour. 
Colonialism also refers to the phase 
of  European expansion from the 15th 
century onwards. This began with the 
conquest of the Americas and reached 
its peak in the 19th century with the 
colonisation of large parts of Africa, 
Asia, and the Pacific. Against a back-
ground of a gross imbalance of power, 
the supposedly colonised people 
resisted and tried to assert their own 
interests, thus fundamentally shaping 
the history of colonialism. We therefore 
cannot speak of “the” colonial period 
per se. Rather, colonial situations 
exhibit a high level of diversity, as they 
were created and influenced by very 
different people.

In creating these texts, we constantly  wrestled 
with language. How should we talk about ex-
periences of colonial violence, conquest, and 
the appropriation of objects? How can we dis-
cuss resistance and self-determined action? 
Which perspectives can we bring to light? 
Which voices remain unheard? Some contri-
butions place historical voices such as that of 
Kamehameha III of Hawai‘i (↗ People) in the spot-
light. Other texts, such as those about a dance 
ornament from Colombia (↗ Objects) and a Herero 
girl from Namibia whose name was not docu-
mented (↗ People), attempt to shed new light on 
historical individuals, objects, and events by 
approaching them from different angles.
— In this booklet, we seek to make our 
critique of the colonialist gaze explicit. By shift-

ing and layering the images and 
historical maps, we seek to make 
it harder to view the photographs 
and maps as neutral windows to 
the past. Instead, the fragmented 
images invite us to approach 
them and the people and events 
they depict with caution. What 
interests lay behind the taking 
of these photographs? Were the 
people posing voluntarily? Who 
or what do the pictures leave 
out? How would the descendants 
of the people depicted evaluate 
the pictures today?
— The gaps in the 
 archival record warn us that 
postcolonial provenance 
 research cannot be limited to 
a critical reading of written 
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sources. Only through cooperation with partners 
from the objects’ regions of origin or the dias-
pora can we come close to better understanding 
the points of view of those people marginalised 
in the European archives. Joint research entails 
studying both the objects in museum  storage 
in Berlin as well as related objects in the  regions 
of origin. Further, it also entails sharing knowl-
edge and perspectives on the historical events 
in which the objects were created, used, and 
appropriated.

Our partners also challenge us to 
question our own categorisations and 
modes of research.

 Gaps in the Archival Record 

The sources available to provenance 
researchers in museums and archives 
are one-sided and incomplete. They 
were predominantly written by white 
men and reflect their view of the world. 
They often fail to identify the people 
written about by name. Women and 
children were almost never  documented. 
Research in such archives can there-
fore never provide a balanced picture 
of the past. This makes it all the 
more important to work with research 
 partners to introduce other forms of 
know ledge about the past, such as 
personal experiences and orally trans-
mitted histories, that work in tandem 
with the written archival sources.

Research partners from Tanzania (↗ Objects), for 
 example, showed us that their ancestors were 
not merely victims of colonial violence. From 
their descendants’ point of view, these indi-
viduals were in fact anti-colonial heroes and 
 heroines. 
— Postcolonial provenance research, 
as already practised at the Staatliche  Museen 
zu Berlin in numerous projects, clearly demon-
strates that collaboration is an open and 

 ongoing process that remains 
far from complete. We strive 
 to establish cooperative and 
 sustainable research approaches 
involving diverse producers of 
knowledge. This grants space to 
different forms of understanding 
and includes not only  historical 
narratives but also contem-
porary experiences and views, 
and paves the way for future 
 practices.

Postcolonial Provenance Research
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— In the spirit of a  dynamic ongoing 
process, this booklet is a prelude in  providing 
comprehensive information henceforward 
about the origins and relational histories of the 
objects in the collections of the Ethnologisches 
Museum and the Museum für Asiatische Kunst 
that are shown at the Humboldt Forum. You can 
also access the individual contributions online 
via a QR code in the exhibitions. They will be 
 updated regularly to incorporate fresh insights. 
— In addition, we cordially invite you,  
the visitors, to take advantage of the wide- 
ranging public engagement and educational 
programming and to participate in the current 
discussions. The floor plans inside the cover 
show you where in the exhibitions to find the 
events, people, and objects featured in the 
booklet. At the same time, the exhibitions offer 
you the opportunity to delve even further into 
these stories. We look forward to engaging in a 
lively discussion with you.

Julia Binter, Christine Howald, Ilja Labischinski, Birgit Sporleder and Kristin Weber-Sinn
Provenance researchers, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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British Military Campaign against the  
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to the German Democratic Republic 

(1959)

Overview Events
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In 1889, the German Bundesrat stipulated that 
all items appropriated by civil servants, military 
personnel, and participants in state-sponsored 
research trips to the German colonies should 
be sent to the Königliches Museum für Völker-
kunde. In 1896, this resolution was extended to 
explicitly include German military campaigns. 
The museum staff were essentially given “first 
pick”, and after inspecting the objects were free 
to decide to include them in their collections or 
pass them on to other ethnological museums  
in Germany.

Colonisation, the appropriation  
of objects, and the accumulation of  
museum collections in Berlin went 
hand in hand.

 German Colonies 

The German overseas colonies included 
German West Africa 1884–1919 (now 
Togo, Cameroon, Eastern Ghana, and 
parts of Guinea and Nigeria), German 
South West Africa 1884–1919 (now 
Namibia and parts of the Republic 
of Botswana), Witu 1885–1890 (the 
 northern coast of what is now Kenya), 
 German East Africa 1885–1919 (now 
 Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi, and part 
of  Mozambique), German Samoa 
 1900–1914 (now Samoa, the western 
part of the Samoan Islands), German 
New Guinea 1889–1919 (now north-
eastern Papua New Guinea with the 
Bismarck Archipelago, the northern 
Solomon Islands, the Marshall Islands, 
Nauru, the northern Mariana Islands, 
Palau, and the Caroline Islands), and 
Kiautschou 1898–1914 (today the 
southern part of Shandong Province, 
China). Daily violence, wars, expro-
priation of land, and forced labour 
characterised the German conquest 
and colonial rule.

Events such as the British military campaign 
against the Kingdom of Benin in 1897 and 
 scientific expeditions like the German Naval 

Expedition to Papua New Guinea 
from 1907 to 1909 (↗ Events) had an 
devastating impact on the peo-
ple of West Africa and the  Pacific. 
The decisions to undertake such 
research expeditions and to 
accu mulate objects captured in 
military campaigns were made in 
Berlin, the capital of the German 
Empire. Events in the colonised 
territories directly affected events 
in the colonial capital of Berlin, 
and vice versa.
— Many of the people 
confronted with the colonial 
 aggression of Germany and other 
European countries fully under-
stood the power of objects and 
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 German Colonial Wars 

From the beginning, the people in 
the areas declared colonies  mounted 
 vehement resistance, which the 
German military met with extreme 
brutality. Here we mention only a few 
of the wars addressed in the exhibi-
tions. In 1884, Germany fought its first 
colonial war against the Duala people 
in what is now Cameroon. Many more 
military conflicts followed, including a 
campaign against the Banso’ kingdom. 
During the Maji Maji War of 1905–1907 
in what is now the southern half of 
Tanzania, an estimated 300,000 people 
were slain, or died as a direct con-
sequence of having their livelihoods 
devasted. In what is now Namibia, the 
war against the Ovaherero (“Herero”) 
and Nama escalated into a  genocide in 
1904–1908 in which 60,000  Ovaherero 
and 20,000 Nama were killed. In an 
alliance with other colonial  powers, 
German Imperial troops brutally 
quelled the bid for liberation that had 
begun in eastern China in 1899–1901 
led by the group called the “ Boxers” 
in Western accounts and who called 
themselves Yìhétuán Yùndòng. 
Thousands were killed. The people 
of  German New Guinea also resisted 
German trade interests and claims to 
power. In response, German marines 
attacked a number of islands including 
Luf and Rambutyo, destroying houses 
and boats, and killing residents. 

tried to use that power for their own purposes. 
Gifts served as an important means of estab-
lishing relationships in precolonial, colonial, 
and postcolonial contexts. As early as 1831, King 
Kamehameha III of Hawai‘i presented King 
Friedrich Wilhelm III of Prussia with a precious 
feathered cloak to forge political and eco-
nomic ties (↗ People). In 1908, King Njoya of Bamum 
( ↗    Introduction) intended to use the gift of a throne to 
reinforce his relationship with Kaiser Wilhelm 
II and to secure a position of supremacy in 
the German "colony of Cameroon. Shortly after 
 Afghanistan gained independence from British 

influence in 1919, King  Amanullah 
Khan visited Europe, bringing 
with him a statue of a  Gandhara 
Buddha for the collections in 
 Berlin (↗ People). During the Cold 
War, diplomatic gifts were used 
once again to reinforce and illus-
trate political alliances. In 1959, 
a  delegation from the People’s 
Republic of China presented an 
extensive collection of Chinese 
arts and crafts as a diplomatic 
gift in (East) Berlin, demonstrat-
ing their country’s solidarity with 
the German Democratic Republic 
(↗ Events). 

Overview Events
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— A critical look at historical events  
offers an opportunity to understand the agency 
and power relations in which cultural, politi-
cal, and economic relations were negotiated, 
claims to power were asserted and resisted.

Julia Binter, Christine Howald, Ilja Labischinski, Birgit Sporleder and Kristin Weber-Sinn
Provenance researchers, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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After a British delegation in January 1897 
 provoked Benin’s forces to attack it, British troops 
marched into Benin City on February 18th in a war 
 campaign. They faced strong resistance. The king 
and his dignitaries had fled. The British looted 
and occupied the royal palace. They distributed 
many works of art amongst themselves as prizes. 
Others they shipped to Britain to defray the costs 
of the war.

From the 13th to the 19th century, the Kingdom of 
 Benin in today’s Nigeria was one of the most powerful 

kingdoms in West Africa. Although artists from the Benin 
Kingdom made marvellous artworks in cast brass, iron, and 
ivory for their king (Oba), his palace, and shrines to  Benin’s 
deities and royal ancestors, these works were almost 
unknown to Europeans before 1897. Some carved ivory 
containers and spoons had been brought to Europe after 
the 15th century, but very few metal works had left the king-
dom. Today courtly works of art from Benin are scattered 
throughout the world. Only a few hundred remain in Nigeria. 
The collections of art from Benin in London and Berlin are 
larger. Why are they here?

British Military Campaign 
against the Kingdom of  

Benin (1897), Nigeria

Fig.. 1  Relief panel with a king (Oba) and four attendants, 16th c.. 
Fig.. 2  The British in the destroyed palace of Benin, 1897.
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In Germany, Felix von Luschan at the Museum für Völkerkunde 
in Berlin learned about the „bronzes“ and ivory carvings from 
Benin. He tried to buy many in London. But he also wrote to 
German businessmen in Africa, asking them to acquire some 
for him. How exactly the African and European dealers got them 
is unclear. A few even appear to have been purchased from the 
King (Oba) after he was exiled by the British. 

Nonetheless, if the British had  
not invaded, these works probably 
 never would have been available   
for  purchase.

Since 2010, the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin has 
 participated in the Benin Dialogue Group in which 
 museum professionals from Europe and the USA 
and representatives of the National Commission for 
 Museums and Monuments of Nigeria and the Kingdom 
of  Benin discuss the future of these art treasures. The 
Benin Dialogue Group laid the groundwork for restitu-
tions to Nigeria, as announced by representatives of the 
museums and by German political leaders in 2021.

Jonathan Fine 
Director (until 2021), Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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In 1907, the Königliches Museum für Völker-
kunde commissioned three scholars and a 

photographer to undertake what they called 
a “collection and research expedition” to 
the German colony of New Guinea, financed 
by the Prussian Ministry of Culture and the 
Imperial Navy. Extended stays in different 
places allowed for in-depth research, which 
the members of the expedition documented 
in photographs and sound recordings. The 
expedition led to over 2,500 new objects for 
the Berlin collection.

This research expedition was closely 
interwoven with the German Empire’s 
colonisation of New Guinea.

German Naval Expedition 
(1907–1909),  

Papua New Guinea

The expedition benefited from the infrastructure of 
the colonial administration: the participants, who 
 later included the husband-and-wife team Augustin 
and Elisabeth Krämer, used government-owned ships 
and accommodations. To carry out their research in 
the villages, the German ethnologists initially made 
use of an Indigenous police force under their com-
mand. They clearly regarded their work as part of the 
colonisation of German New Guinea.
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For example, shortly after arriving in New Guinea, one  
of the participants, Edgar Walden, accompanied a naval 
 military raid on Rambutyo, one of the Admiralty Islands. 
Before the military burnt down the village, he appropriated 
thirty ethnographic objects, along with human remains. 
There is, by contrast, no record of such acts having taken 
place during the ethnologists’ time on New Ireland.

Fig. 1  Malanggan Fish, New Ireland, before 1907.
Fig. 2  “Constabulary. Kavieng”, northern New Ireland, (1907–1909).

Did the inhabitants of New Ireland, which was part of the 
German colony of New Guinea at the time, surrender the objects 
collected there voluntarily or under duress? What level of in-
fluence did they have over the transactions? These questions 
prove difficult to answer today. The evidence we have indicates 
that the German ethnologists acquired the objects under a 
variety of circumstances. The expedition participants reported 
that inhabitants of the surrounding villages came to the ex-
pedition camps to exchange food and objects. Sometimes the 
local people themselves chose what to offer, sometimes they 
were reacting to the tastes and enquiries of the Europeans. The 
reports, however, also state that the residents hid objects from 
the Europeans or refused to sell them or they were forced to.

Dorothea Deterts  
Curator, Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin



32The Museum für Völkerkunde also ex-
panded its collection during the Nazi 

period. Purchases from pawnshops, for 
example, should be treated with particular 
caution, as these municipally run institu-
tions served as collection points for the Nazi 
regime’s systematic plundering of Jewish 
citizens’ property.  

In 1941, the headquarters of the Berlin Pfandleihanstalt (Public 
Pawnbrokers’ Office) offered the museum eight gold figurines 
from Colombia and Costa Rica for purchase. Their weight was 
listed as 135.5 grams. According to the museum’s evaluation, this 
corresponded to a material value of 450 Reichsmarks. Consid-
ering the figurines’ antique value, the museum made an offer of 
1,200 Reichsmarks, and purchased them at that price.

Purchases from Pawnshops  
under the National Socialist  

Regime (1941), Germany

Beginning in February 1939, an  
official order required all Jewish 
citizens to surrender their  
valuables at the pawnshops.

Fig. 1  Gold figurine, Costa Rica, pre-colonial. 
Fig. 2  Letter from the Municipal Pawnshop (Städtische  

Pfandleihanstalt) Berlin to the Museum für Völkerkunde, 1941.
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The persecuted were reimbursed for their gold and 
silver only on paper—at one tenth of its material  value 
by weight. In truth, they received what was called a 
“certificate of purchase”. Although the money was later 
transferred to accounts specifically set up for this pur-
pose, the account holders only had limited access to the 
funds, for example to make payments towards “taxes” 
levied on Jewish assets. 

In Berlin only, over 60,000 people handed in their valuables 
at one of the three municipal pawnshops. In  Hamburg  
approximately 20 tonnes of precious metals were deliv-
ered, Munich reported three to four tonnes of silver by   
the spring of 1939, and Cologne five. In addition, there 
were deliveries from the Buchenwald concentration camp, 
along with the contents of confiscated bank vaults and 
objects made of precious metals that the deportees had 
left behind in their homes.

The inconceivable amount of gold looted by the Nazis 
demonstrates the extreme difficulty of trying to identify 
the original owners of the gold figurines. Inquiries into 
the losses remained fruitless, as the relevant files were 
destroyed, either deliberately or in the chaos of the 
war. Only publications like these offer any hope of find-
ing the descendants of the former owners. 

Hanna Strzoda 
Provenance researcher, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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In 1959, on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the 
 German Democratic Republic (GDR) and the People’s 

 Republic of China, the Chinese government donated 251 
 ceramics, lacquerware, jade and enamel objects, as well as 
silk weavings and embroideries to the Staatliche Museen 
zu Berlin. These objects, some of them up to 5,000 years 
old, were intended to augment the exhibitions of the Ost-
asiatische Sammlung (East Asian Collection), newly  
founded in 1952.

An agreement between the two countries’ ministries 
of culture led to this unusual gift. Accompanied by a 
small catalogue and celebrated in the press, the offi-
cial gifts were promptly put on display in the Pergam-
onmuseum. But where did the pieces come from? Who 
selected them, and by what criteria? To this day, these 
questions have not been fully answered.

The gift represented both a political 
gesture and an expression of the bond 
between the two states.

Diplomatic Gift from  
the PR of China to the  

German Democratic  
Republic (1959)



35

E
V

E
N

TS

em
 ||

 p
ow

er
 ||

 re
la

tio
ns

↗
 8

 
→

 R
o

o
m

 3
20

35 Small labels on the undersides of some of the vessels 
provide an initial clue. They are printed with the name 
故宫博物院 (Gugong Bowuyuan, English: Palace  Museum) 
and with the character 新 (xin, English: new). These 
objects thus come from the collection of the Palace 
Museum in Beijing. “New” means that they entered the 
museum after 1949 and did not belong to the original 
imperial collection. The labels also bear numbers and 
the character 德 (de) for Deutschland, added by hand. 
Preliminary joint research with colleagues from  Beijing 
in 2017, however, revealed that the archives there listed 
only 69 deaccessioned items as transferred to the 
museum in the GDR. Where were the other 182 works of 
art kept before they came to Berlin? We can only hope to 
answer questions like these by cooperating closely with 
our colleagues in Beijing.

Uta Rahman-Steinert 
Curator, Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Fig. 1  Lidded box in the form of a peach with inventory labels of the Palace Museum, Beijing, 18th c. 
Fig. 2  Exhibition of the gifts in the Pergamonmuseum, 1959.
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King Kamehameha III (1814–1854), Hawai‘i

Hassan bin Omari Makunganya (?–1895),  
Tanzania

Herero Girl (not recorded),  
Namibia

Felix von Luschan (1854–1924),  
Germany

King Amanullah Khan (1892–1960),  
Afghanistan

Overview People
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Felix von Luschan (↗ People), director of the  African 
and Oceanic Department of the Königliche 
 Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin, explicitly 
applied this phrase in promoting ethnology 
and anthropology as instruments of German 
colonisation. He established national and inter-
national networks with scholars, the military, 
civil servants, missionaries, merchants, and art 
dealers, which enabled him to bring thousands 
of objects from Africa and the Pacific to Berlin. 
At the same time, he and his colleagues were 
responsible for the translocation not only of 
countless objects, but also of human remains. 
For example, for his private collection, Felix 
von Luschan acquired the bones of the East 
African trader Hassan bin Omari Makunganya 
(↗ People) who had been executed by the German 
colonial military in 1895. Hassan bin Omari 
 Makunganya’s fate exemplifies the violence 
perpetrated against the local communities in 

the colonies. This violence also 
permeated collection practices 
and the production of colonial 
knowledge. With their exhibitions 
and publications, museums in 
particular played an active role in 
establishing racist worldviews, 
and thus constituted central 
sites of colonial knowledge pro-
duction.
— We, the staff of these 
museums, are highly con-
scious of the sensitive legacy 
that  colonial knowledge pro-
duction has left behind in our 
institutions. Together with our 

”Knowledge is power”

 white / Black 

Many white people have never thought 
about their whiteness. The term refers 
to the ways in which the social majority 
in Germany sees itself as the norm. 
They do not question this norm and the 
privileges and power relations that it 
entails. We put the word white in italics 
intentionally in order to raise aware-
ness of these power relations, and to 
encourage readers to reflect on their 
own identities. The term “Black” consti-
tutes a political concept of identity. We 
also use this word to draw attention to 
unequal power relations with systemic 
historical roots. At the same time, the 
word serves as a self-designation for 
People of Colour who seeknot only to 
express shared experiences of discrim-
ination and exclusion but also to draw 
attention to the potential for resistance 
against white power structures.
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research  partners, we are developing strate-
gies to rethink the production of knowledge 
about the past, and thus also about the present 
and the future. Research partners like  Cynthia 
 Schimming from Namibia point out to us the 
gaps in the European archive and draw our 
 attention to the experiences and voices of those 
who thus far have remained unheard, including, 
for example, Ovaherero women and girls (↗ People). 
Our partners also challenge us to critically ad-
dress our own position as white researchers in a 
postcolonial world.
— Concentrating on people in post-
colonial provenance research thus expands our 
focus beyond the European museum staff, 
explorers, military personnel, or missionaries 
who created the written archives of the colo-
nial period. It also allows us to appreciate the 

diplomatic skills of rulers such 
as Kamehameha III of  Hawai‘i 
or King Amanullah Khan of 
 Afghanistan (↗ People), who used 
diplomatic gifts to establish 
political, economic, and cultural 
relationships. Individuals men-
tioned only in passing, such 
as George Hunt, who served as 
 interpreter and negotiator for the 
collector Johan Adrian Jacobsen 
(↗ Introduction), provide a glimpse of 
the many people without whom 
museum collections would never 
have come into being. When we 
consider the individuals active 
at the time, however, we also 
mean all those women, children, 
or enslaved people who were not 

Overview: People

 The Dead 

The collections of Berlin’s Ethno-
logisches Museum contain the 
mortal  remains of over 2,000 human 
 individuals. Many of these human 
remains are incorporated into objects, 
for example musical instruments made 
of human bones. The collection also 
houses human skeletons and skulls. 
Collections of such human remains 
were assembled at various times 
and for a wide range of motives. The 
collections are closely linked to the 
emergence of anthropology as a scien-
tific discipline in the second half of the 
19th century. One common feature they 
all share is that these remains were 
not treated as deceased humans at the 
time they were collected but instead as 
objects. They thus entered the collec-
tions of ethnological museums in large 
part on the basis of racist theories in 
scholarship and racist collecting prac-
tices. Today we are agreed that human 
bones and skulls no longer belong in 
ethnological collections and should be 
returned.
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documented in the written archive or who were 
deliberately erased from the record. We can only 
approach an  understanding of their lives thanks 
to the knowledge that our research  partners 
share with us.

Julia Binter, Christine Howald, Ilja Labischinski, Birgit Sporleder and Kristin Weber-Sinn
Provenance researchers, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin



42“Great love to you, the King of Prussia, My Friend! 
I and all my chiefs give our affectionate saluta-

tion to you and all your chiefs. I have just received the 
presents which you gave me, I rejoice in the excellence 
of the articles which I have thus obtained, the royal 
apparel, hat, sword, the portraits, the saddle and other 
articles.”

At the time, Prussian merchants stopped in Honolulu 
on their way to East Asia. Honolulu was a hub of interna-
tional maritime trade, but also the centre of a sovereign 
kingdom with international trade treaties.

With these words in Hawaiian, presented here in a 
contemporary translation, King Kamehameha III of 
Hawai‘i thanked King Friedrich Wilhelm III of Prussia 
in 1831 for the gifts he had received. Three years earlier, 
Kamehameha III had sent the Prussian ruler a feath-
ered cloak which had probably once belonged to his 
father, King Kamehameha I.

King Kamehameha III. 
(1814–1854),  

Hawai'i 

Fig. 1  Feathered cloak of the king of Hawai‘i, before 1819.
Fig. 2  King Kamehameha III and his family, ca. 1853.
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Hawaiian rulers deliberately presented objects of value to 
 selected individuals to honour them, or to forge  political 
alliances. Such diplomatic gifts included these pre-
cious feathered cloaks, which symbolised the power of 
their rulers. They also gave them to European rulers and 
seafarers like James Cook.

Kamehameha III probably intended to forge ties, 
from one king to another, when he  entrusted 
the feathered cloak to the merchant Wilhelm 
 Oswald, who brought it to Berlin and presented  
it to Friedrich Wilhelm III. 

Thus Kamehameha III concludes his letter of 
thanks to the Prussian king with the following 
words: 

”I grant your request to give protection to 
your subjects who visit my Islands. 

This is my proposal to you—that you and I  
be friendly associates in Jesus Kristos, our 
Lord and Savior. May you be blessed forever. 
And peace be to your kingdom.”

Dorothea Deterts,  
Curator, Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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“Eight bullets of iron. Mavudji. Hassan bin  Omari.” Thus 
reads the description in the historical  r ecords of 

the Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin. Hassan bin  Omari 
Makunganya, was one of the most influential  traders in 
the southeastern region of what is now Tanzania. He con-
trolled the caravan routes from Lake Nyasa to the coast, 
where enslaved people and ivory were traded. He pursued 
his own trading interests and for years resisted German 
claims to power.

In 1895, 500 soldiers of the colonial army in so-called 
German East Africa (Deutsch-Ostafrika), went to war to 
“destroy Hassan bin Omari Makunganya”. They com-
pleted their mission and Makunganya and his close 
advisers and supporters were executed, his residence 
destroyed, his correspondence and belongings con-
fiscated. The latter included these bullets, which the 
colonial military officer Hans Glauning donated to the 
museum in 1896.

Hassan bin Omari 
Makunganya

 (?–1895) 

The bullets bear witness to the many 
bloody conflicts between the German colo-
nisers and the East African population.
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These culminated in the Maji Maji War (1905–1907), in which  
the population revolted against forced labour and  taxation. Up  
to 300,000 East Africans were killed outright, or died as a  
direct consequence of having their livelihoods devasted.

The holdings in the museum, however, do not include 
the industrially manufactured weapons imported 
from Europe that the rebels used in the fight against 
the  German troops. Such items were presumably not 
 selected because they disrupted the racist image of 
anachronistic African societies, somehow divorced from 
history and the march of time. So why are  Makunganya’s 
bullets, of all things, in Berlin? Perhaps because the 
German military took them as trophies, like many other 
objects belonging to African dignitaries?

In any case, they clearly indicate that the people of East 
Africa actively took part in writing their own history. 
Traders like Makunganya initially benefited from the 
capitalist expansion and economic exploitation of the 
19th century, before they, too, fell victim to German 
 colonialism.

Kristin Weber-Sinn
Provenance researcher, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Healing the wounds and pain
caused
by German colonial rule
to Tanganyika and the rest of Africa
shall always be determined  
 by how deeply we immerse
ourselves …
to live inside the stories,
to find and listen to the voices  
 of objects gone
and emotionally wrestle
with loss.
Critically understand.
Reflect with the present moment.
 Amani Abeid  
 Visual Artist and Illustrator, Tanzania, 2018

Fig. 1  Bullets of Hassan bin Omari Makunganya, ca. 1895.
Fig. 2  Statement of Amani Abeid, artist and illustrator, Tanzania, 2018.



46 A         Herero girl probably sewed this doll out of imported fabric 
at a mission station in Otjimbingue, in what today is 

 Namibia. The girl’s name was not recorded. Carl Gotthilf Büttner, 
a missionary of the Rhenish Missionary Society, traded his 
livestock for 118 objects, including this doll in the late 1870s. 
Although he sold most of these objects to the Ethnologisches 
Museum (then known as Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde) 
in 1881, he did not donate this doll to the museum until 1888, 
shortly before his death.

The doll is one of over 1,400 objects whose historical 
and cultural meanings have been studied in a collab-
orative research project with scholars, curators, and 
artists from Namibia since 2019. We are grateful to 
our partners for sharing their knowledge and personal 
experiences. They transform objects, whose property 
relations have been reconstructed, into things with 
individual histories and meanings.
 
Julia Binter 
Provenance researcher, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Herero Girl 
 (not recorded), 

Namibia
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The doll shows the ways in which missionaries not only brought 
the bible but a whole new concept of per-sonhood to Namibia. 
This also meant changing your clothes. In needle-work classes, 
young girls were taught how to dress differently to their custom-
ary dress. The doll therefore tells us not only about the transfer of 
skills but also about significant, long-lasting changes in Herero 
and ǂNūkhoen-dress.

Golda Ha-Eiros  
Curator, National Museum of Namibia, Windhoek  

Hertha Bukassa  
Culture Officer, Ministry of Education, Arts, and Culture, Otjozondjupa Region, Namibia

It reminds me of the time when my grandmother taught 
me to sew such a doll. I asked my grandmother why 
Herero women wear so many petticoats. She answered, 
because the women did not want to be raped by the 
 Germans. This doll wears only a petticoat and no over-
skirt.

I have given the doll the name Ua unua. This means “touched” in 
Otjiherero. Ua unua has been touched in so many ways and poses 
so many questions:

Whose hands touched her in 
Namibia and in Germany?

Whose hands touched Herero women during German colonial 
aggression? Ua unua was waiting for me to bring her home.

Cynthia Schimming  
Fashion designer and artist, Windhoek, Namibia

Fig. 1  Doll, ombopi, “Uaṱunua”, Namibia, ca. 1875. 
Fig. 2  Research partners in the museum depot in Berlin, 2019.
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Felix von Luschan embodied the contradictions of the colonial 
era and belonged to a generation of curatorial staff whose 

large-scale collecting and research activities contributed to the 
racist worldviews of the colonial period. Berlin’s Ethnologisches 
Museum especially profited from European colonialism. For this 
reason, we have a responsibility today to critically engage with 
the museum’s history in our work.

Von Luschan was assistant director from 1885, and from 
1904 director of the African and Oceanic Department 
of the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde, the pre-
cursor to today’s Ethnologisches Museum. By the time 
he left the museum in 1911, the collections had grown 
by more than 50,000 inventory numbers in the African 
department alone. He knew how to use the colonisation of 
Africa and the Pacific by the German Empire and other 
 European colonial powers for his own work.

Felix von Luschan 
(1854–1924),  

Germany

He published numerous Guides to Ethnographic Observation and 
Collecting, calling on “colonial officials and military officers, mis-
sionaries and merchants […] to save for science the now sparse 
remnants of vanishing cultures”.
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Von Luschan’s correspondence with potential ”collec-
tors” in the colonies almost always ended with an 
appeal to send human remains, which he brought to 
the museum in large quantities, along with objects. 
 Military personnel, missionaries, and other colonial 
actors answered his call and sent him the remains of 
people killed in wars, as well as those they had  looted 
from graves. Thousands of skulls, skeletons, and 
bones were thus seized and brought to Berlin, some  
of them originating from extremely violent situations. 
His ”skull collection”, most of which is now in the 
 Museum für Vor- und Frühgeschichte (Museum of  
Prehistory and Early History), included the remains of 
well over 6,000 human individuals.

Von Luschan thus promoted racist  
collecting practices and scholarship  
designed to prove the supposed  
superiority of Europeans.

Given this background, von Luschan’s commitment 
to the art history of Africa seems difficult to under-
stand. On the one hand, he advocated for the purchase 
and appreciation of artworks from the Kingdom of 
Benin, arguing against the widespread European 
assumption that people in Africa lacked a history and 
artistry of their own. On the other hand, he willingly 
profited from colonisation. This contradiction can be 
seen as exemplary for the collecting practices of the 
Ethnologisches Museum during the colonial period.

Julia Binter, Ilja Labischinski and Kristin Weber-Sinn 
Provenance researchers, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Fig. 1  Figure of a Portuguese Soldier, Kingdom of Benin, 17th / 18th c. 
Fig. 2  Felix von Luschan, 1878. 



50The archaeological exploration of Afghanistan in the first 
decades of the 20th century offers an impressive example 

of excavations that were equally desired by all parties involved. 
King Amanullah Khan, the first ruler of a free Afghanistan from 
1919 to 1929, played the most important role in this process. He 
had just led his country to independence. As soon as  Amanullah 
ascended to the throne, he set about rapidly modernising 
his country. He invited in experts of all kinds. The British, the 
 dominant colonial rulers in South Asia, were not welcome, but 
the French and the Germans were.

The finds were divided according to the 
agreement: 50 percent remained in the 
country, while the other 50 percent were 
— legally — exported to Europe, where 
they were exhibited in museums.

In archaeological matters, the Afghan king approached 
France, inviting scholars interested in Ancient  Studies 
to Afghanistan. In 1922, the Mission Archéologique 
Française d’Afghanistan was founded, and French archaeolo-
gists were given exclusive excavation rights for a period 
of 30 years. These scholars led numerous excavations, 
and made spectacular discoveries.

King Amanullah Khan 
(1892–1960),  
Afghanistan

Fig. 1  Miracle-Working Buddha, Paitava, Afghanistan 2nd / 3rd c.
Fig. 2  King Ammanullah Khan, 1928. 
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Despite subsequent political upheavals in Afghanistan, 
the agreement with the French retained its validity. In 
1952, the excavation permit was renewed. Archaeologi-
cal expeditions from other countries, however, were now 
also allowed to excavate in Afghanistan.

In 1928, collections in Berlin benefited from this harmonious 
situation. On an eight-month tour of Europe, King Amanullah 
also visited Germany. Well advised by his French  archaeologist 
Jules Barthoux in Kabul, he brought a nearly 2000-year-old 
“miracle-working Buddha” as a gift for his German hosts. 
This became one of the most important pieces in the Berlin 
 Gandhara collection.

The meticulously carved statue not only stands as an 
extraordinary testimony to the Buddhist art of South 
Asia. It also tells of the diplomatic skills of an indepen-
dent ruler and of the peaceful acquisition of objects 
by museums that did take place and indeed still takes 
place worldwide. 

Martina Stoye 
Curator, Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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Bahsa Buhsa, Dance Ornaments,  
Columbia

Kangaroo-Tooth Necklace,  
Australia

Quauhcoatl, Eagle Snake,  
Mexico

Chibinda Ilunga,  
Angola

Outrigger Boat, Luf Island,  
Papua New Guinea

Overview Objects
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“Each ornament is a reflection of both a power 
granted from the ancestors’  knowledge and a 
human weakness. It connects the dancer with 
his ancestors, creators, and masters of the uni-
verse.” Research partners like  Diana  Guzmán 
Ocampo from Colombia have  explained to us 
that many of the items in museum storage in 
Berlin are much more to them than inanimate 
objects (↗ Objects). They are mediators  between 
the living and the ancestors and require 
 special care and attention. The knowledge 
that Diana Ocampo has shared with us about 
the  cultural and religious meanings of orna-

ments challenges us to reflect 
on the meanings that scholars 
in  Europe have given to such 
things. Are the  categories into 
which the objects were sorted 
upon arriving in Berlin still 
meaningful or respectful?
— In 1873, Adolf 
 Bastian, son of a merchant and 
 studied physician, founded 
the König liches Museum für 
 Völkerkunde, the precursor 
of today’s  Ethnologisches 
Museum, with the objective 
of  establishing a  “universal 
 archive of  humanity”. He truly 
meant all of humanity — with 
Europe included. Monuments, 
works of art, relics, clothing, 
jewellery, weapons, hunting im-
plements, and everyday objects: 
the collection was supposed 
to encompass everything. The 
sheer number of objects soon 

 Colonialist Categorisations 

In the 19th century, museums saw it as 
one of their central objectives to bring 
order to the world, to define the things 
and people in it and thus make them 
controllable. The racist worldview of the 
time informed these systems of clas-
sification and categorisation of people 
and things. In turn, collecting, exhibiting, 
and publishing practices in museums 
simultaneously reinforced this worldview. 
Societies and their cultural expressions 
were divided into higher and lower levels, 
with Europe at the top. Asia was seen 
as Europe’s near equal and capable of 
creating “art” in the Western sense of the 
word. Objects from Africa, the Pacific, 
and the Americas, usually collected in 
colonial contexts, were designated as 
“ethnographica” and “archaeologica”. 
They were not seen as unique pieces 
with an individual history, but instead 
were considered interchangeable and 
believed to represent certain groups of 
people, their ways of life, and their view 
of the world. The allocation of objects to 
either the Ethnologisches Museum or the 
Museum für Asiatische Kunst reflects this 
division of the world. Unusually for the 
colonial period, objects from Europe were 
also collected in the Königliches Museum 
für Völkerkunde. In the 20th century, 
however, these were removed from the 
collections and are now housed at the 
Museum Europäischer Kulturen.
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swelled to such an extent that the goal of an 
orderly and comparative compilation had to 
be abandoned. In the museum’s high entrance 
hall, totem poles from Canada jostled against 
Aztec sculptures and an outrigger boat from 
the Pacific island of Luf (↗ Objekte) . The attempt   
to collect the world in all its facets and to 
 order, define, and thus control it according to 
Bastian’s own standards failed. The collecting 
mania ultimately led to a loss of control.

The legacy of this collecting mania presents 
us with several challenges today:

We must not only understand the some-
times extremely violent contexts in which the 
 objects were appropriated. We also need to 
trace all those individuals who shaped these 
contexts, despite the gaps in the archival 
 record. In the process, it is important to under-
stand how objects were created, owned, and 
used in different societies.

Overview: Objects
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— Objects bear witness to history 
and culture. For our research partners, they 
open up new perspectives on their own 
past. They can bolster pride in past artistic 
achievements and serve as inspiration for 
new works of art. They often tell of precolo-
nial  self-determination, but also of loss. Their 
significance extends well beyond that of the 
“ethnographic object”, ”archaeological find”, 
or “art”. They are unique expressions of human 
creativity whose multi-layered meanings we 
can only understand in dialogue with our re-
search partners. In the future, building on the 
results of this collaborative research, we will 
also need to consider how to handle and care 
for these objects in a meaningful way, and 
where their proper place should be.

Julia Binter, Christine Howald, Ilja Labischinski, Birgit Sporleder and Kristin Weber-Sinn 
Provenance researchers, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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Adult dancers wear a headdress with small white 
feathers at the base, followed by red feathers, 

then larger yellow feathers. The white feathers on this 
crown symbolise purity, the red feathers human life 
(blood), and the yellow feathers represent the power of 
the creator, the energy of the Sun. Each element directly 
relates to the territory, and its meaning derives from 
the ancestral rights of each people. Each ornament 
refers both to a power granted from the ancestors’ 
knowledge and to a human weakness. It connects the 
dancer with his ancestors, creators, and masters of the 
universe. In the moment of the dance, the dancer is 
not merely a human being, for the dance represents the 
moment when the ancestors come to life again through 
every object and instrument that the dancer carries 
with him, in order to pass on knowledge to the group’s 
children. 

Diana Guzmán Ocampo 
Research partner and teacher at the Indigenous secondary school ENOSIMAR, Columbia

Bahsa Buhsa,  
Dance Ornaments,  

Columbia

Fig. 1  Research partners in the museum depot in Berlin, 2018. 
Fig. 2  Headdress of feathers and plant fibres, before 1903.
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Dance ornaments, like this one traded for Western 
goods on the upper Rio Negro between 1903 and 1905, 
are a prominent but also sensitive topic, as Diana 
Guzmán Ocampo explained to us during her visit to 
Berlin as a member of the Shared Knowledge Project. 
They were traditionally worn only by the initiated, male 
members of a group and belonged together, like the 
parts of a body. Before the beginning of our collabo-
ration, I had not realised that the pieces belonged 
 together. Together with our partners, we have at-
tempted to recreate the original state of an en semble 
of dance ornaments that is stored in a suitable  feather 
case. In the course of our research we realised that 
this isn’t possible. The individual elements came from 
different places and different contexts. 

Today, then, we are faced with the  
situation that the museum, from our  
partners’ perspective, preserves nothing  
but a collection of unrelated individual  
body parts.
Andrea Scholz 
Curator and coordinator for transcultural cooperation, Ethnologisches Museum  
and Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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This necklace of kangaroo teeth was acquired in Australia in 
the mid-19th century. In the exhibitions and publications 

of the Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin, records of its regional 
provenance were thus far limited to what is today the state of 
Victoria. The only name mentioned in connection with the piece 
was that of its collector, the Austrian landscape painter Eugen 
von Guérard.

Today, Yarruun Parpur Tarneen is regarded in Australia 
as an important ancestor of Gunditjmara People, a 
symbol of Aboriginal resistance and cultural survival. 
Large parts of the Aboriginal population of  Southeastern 
Australia fell victim to British colonisation. Yarruun 
Parpur Tarneen survived the colonial dispossession of 
her land and found refuge with James Dawson. One of 

Research in the acquisition files in the museum 
 archives and fieldwork in Australia offer fresh in-
sights into the necklace: Eugen von Guérard received 
it from Joan Anderson Park, the wife of his friend, the 
 Scottish pastoralist James Dawson. Von Guérard wrote 
that the necklace was made by a “Queen of the tribe 
near  Kangatong”, without, however, mentioning the 
 maker’s name. Presumably, the artist was referring  
to Yarruun Parpur Tarneen.

Kangaroo-Tooth 
Necklace,  
Australia

Fig. 1  Kangaroo-Tooth Necklace, before 1880. 
Fig. 2  Yarruun Parpur Tarneen, before 1881.
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the few settlers who advocated for the rights of the Aboriginal 
population, Dawson also documented Aboriginal culture and lan-
guages. Yarruun Parpur Tarneen shared her cultural know ledge 
with Dawson, who acknowledged her contributions with a 
portrait published in his book about Aboriginal Victoria. In this 
photograph, Yarruun is wearing a magnificent kangaroo-tooth 
necklace.

Could this be the same necklace now held in the   
Berlin collection? Why did Yarruun give the ornament 
to Dawson’s wife and what significance did it hold 
for  Gunditjmara People? Despite a close look at the 
 object’s documented history, many questions remain 
 impossible to answer. Close examination of the ar-
chival evidence, however can reconstruct the object’s 
 connection to individual persons, and to their experi-
ences of colonialism and resistance.

The importance of people like Yarruun 
Parpur Tarneen in the living memory of 
their Aboriginal descendants sheds new 
light on objects in the collection.
Anna Weinreich
Assistant curator, Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin



62This mythological hybrid creature with the body of  
a rattlesnake and an eagle’s plumage holds several 

secrets: 

What was the original purpose of the 
sculpture and in which contexts of Aztec 
culture took Quauhcoatl part?

Its recent history is closely linked to the German colonial 
merchant Carl Uhde. From 1823 to 1835, he took advan-
tage of the political instability in the recently founded 
Republic of Mexico to pursue more than just his purely 
economic interests. A contemporary witness wrote that 
Uhde had spared no expense in sending out day  labour ers 
“to excavate, track down, and purchase ancient objects”. 
Such early, unscientific excavations, however, com-
pletely lacked documentation. Many questions about the 
stone sculpture thus remain unanswered. Where was 
Quauhcoatl originally placed? Which members of Aztec 
society were allowed to see the eagle sknake? Did it hold 
religious significance? Did people offer sacrifices to 
 Quauhcoatl?

Quauhcoatl,  
Eagle Snake,  

Mexico

Uhde took his collection with him to Handschuhsheim 
near Heidelberg in Germany, where the director of the 
 Brandenburgisch-Preussische Kunstkammer purchased  

Fig. 1  Drawing of Quauhcoatl, before 1804.
Fig. 2  Quauhcoatl, 1000–1542.
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it after Uhde’s death. Some of the objects later became part of 
the collections of the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde, the 
precursor to today’s Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin.

Recently discovered archival information indicates that the 
sculpture had already attracted attention well before Uhde’s 
time. The colonial military officer Guillermo Dupaix, who was 
interested in archaeology, had already sketched it before 1804. 
He mensioned the place of discovery in Mexico City in a note: 
“Azcapotzalco. Artfully twisted great snake […] it is totally 
mysterious.”

This recent archival discovery prompted a collaboration 
between German and Mexican scholars. Their research 
revealed that the feathers on the snake’s body are those 
of an eagle, consistent with the eagle’s beak on its head. 
This identifies the piece as Quauhcoatl (eagle snake), 
referencing the founding myth of the former Aztec cap-
ital (now Mexico City): Quauhcoatl was the name of one 
of the four priests who discovered the site where the 
city was founded.

Birgit Sporleder
Provenance researcher, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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In November 1878, the German traveller Otto H. Schütt  noted 
in his diary that he had bought a “well-carved” statue from 

a Chokwe trader near the trading post of Kimbundu, now in 
 Angola. As we now know, it is considered to depict the hero 
Chibinda Ilunga. This mythical hunter is regarded as the 
 founder of the ruling dynasty of the Lunda Kingdom, which 
from the 17th century onwards rose to become the most power-
ful empire in the region of present-day Angola and the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo.

Schütt travelled on behalf of the Deutsche Gesellschaft zur 
Erforschung Aequatorial-Afrikas  (German Society for the 
Exploration of Equatorial Africa), and styled himself as a 
scientific “discoverer”. In reality, the region had already 
been linked to the capitalist world market since the 
16th century through the Portuguese who settled on 
the coast. Enslaved people were abducted and brought 
to the two Americas by European merchants. From the 
19th century onwards, Chokwe merchants also traded in 
ivory, beeswax, and other goods, including sculptures 
such as this one of Chibinda Ilunga, which probably had 
a religious function in the region. Transatlantic trade 
and later colonial conquest shaped the history of Angola 
and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Only against this 
violent background of global modernity can we properly 
assess the purchase of this work of art.

Chibinda Ilunga, 
Angola

In a collaborative project between the 
 Museu Nacional de Antropologia in  Luanda, 
the Goethe-Institut Angola, and the 
 Ethno logisches Museum Berlin, the signifi-
cance and future of the sculpture are  
currently being discussed.

A film in the exhibition presents selected voices from 
this project.

Paola Ivanov
Curator, Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Fig. 1  Film still from “Chibinda Ilunga”, 2020. 
Fig. 2  Figure of Chibinda Ilunga, before 1878.
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“According to our tradition, Chibinda Ilunga is our ancestor. 
We must not forget this great hero and hunter.”

Antônio Jones Cambafota,  
Chokwe village chief, Dundo, Angola

“We want him back, because after all it is our culture. 
[…] Why do they need this figure there? The white  people 
have already studied its characteristics. We want to 
have it back.”

Citizen of Dundo,
Dundo, Angola
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The men of the island of Luf sailed the open sea 
in such boats until the 19th century, trading and 

waging war with their neighbours. Colonisation by the 
German Empire (1884– 1914) gradually destroyed many 
aspects of their culture.

In 1881, the trading company Hernsheim & Co built a trading 
post on Luf. The population fought back against the Europeans. At 
Hernsheim’s instigation, a German “Strafkommando” ( “punitive 
force”) raided the island around the turn of the years 1882 and 
1883. The marines looted the island, destroyed many houses and 
boats, and killed residents; the number of victims remains un-
known. The German navy sent some ninety looted objects to the 
Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin.

Eight years after the attack, the men of Luf began 
building this outrigger boat. According to contemporary 
European reports, in 1895, after five years of construc-
tion, they decided to use it to bury their chief Labenan 
at sea. But it was never put to this use. In 1903 Max Thiel 
of Hernsheim & Co acquired the boat and sold it to the 
Berlin museum.

Was the acquisition of the  
boat on Luf a direct consequence  
of colonial violence?

Outrigger Boat,  
Luf Island,  

Papua New Guinea

Was it stolen? No documents record the circumstances of its 
purchase on Luf. Colonisation undoubtedly had extremely severe 
consequences for the island’s inhabitants. The population had 
declined dramatically due to the introduction of new diseases 
and the consequences of the military invasion. There were prob-
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Fig. 1  The boat from the island of Luf in front of Matupi, New Britain, before 1903.
Fig. 2  Exhibition of the outrigger boat in Berlin, before 1926.

ably not enough men left on Luf to sail the boat. Max Thiel 
was the managing director of the company that aided 
and accelerated the colonisation of Luf. This all  certainly 
influenced the acquisition. But to what extent did the 
 residents of Luf act in a self-determined  manner? How did 
the people of Luf see these events?

Accounts relate that Thiel commissioned the men of Luf 
to carve the missing ornaments on the bow and stern. 
When the ethnologist Augustin Krämer visited Luf in 1906, 
he met three of the boat’s builders.  According to their 
statements, the boat had belonged to one of them, the 
chief Sini, when Thiel acquired it. The men  apparently 
gave Krämer information about the boat willingly and 
without any resentment.

Research into the history of the boat and the objects 
from the military raid continues, together with partners 
from Papua New Guinea.

Dorothea Deterts 
Curator, Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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The challenges of a postcolonial world 
 concern us all. Our museum collections form 
an important point of departure for discus-
sions about new forms of global knowledge 
production and the process of recognising 
historical imbalances of power that continue 
to have an impact today. The team of scholars 
dedicated to provenance research on collec-
tions from colonial contexts at the Staatliche 
Museen zu Berlin (SMB) is unique both nation-
ally and internationally, and sets important 
standards in this process of reappraisal, not 
only for research into the SMB’s own collection 
holdings. 
— The archaeological, ethnological, 
and art collections of the SMB house an ex-
ceptional ensemble of objects, the scope and 
diversity of which pose major challenges for 
provenance research. Only through coopera-
tion between the various academic disciplines 

can we rise to this challenge. 
Provenance research at the 
SMB has therefore been head-
quartered at the Zentralarchiv 
since 2008. Here, art histori-
ans, historians, cultural and 
social anthropologists, archae-
ologists, and archivists work 
closely together. In addition to 
their subjects’ methodologies, 
these colleagues also contrib-
ute detailed knowledge of the 
historical contexts from which 
objects entered the collections, 
and which we understand 
 today as contexts of injustice. 
From colonial confiscation of 

 Postcolonial Provenance Research  

The term “postcolonial” refers on the 
one hand to the period of European 
colonialism, during which a large part 
of the objects now in the collections of 
the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin and 
the Museum für Asiatische Kunst were 
appropriated, and to its formal end. On 
the other hand, the term also refers to 
the academic discourses of postcolonial 
studies, which inform the self-image, 
methods, and goals of postcolonial prov-
enance research. These include critically 
questioning one’s own position as a re-
searcher, as well as the cultural, political, 
and economic power relations that have 
evolved historically and continue to have 
an impact today. Collaborative research 
with partners from the objects’ regions 
of origin and their diasporas plays an 
equally important role, as it offers us the 
unique to democratise the production of 
knowledge about the past, and thus also 
the present and future.
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 cultural property, to the loss of artworks under 
the  National Socialist regime or during the 
 period of Soviet occupation and the GDR, to the 
 modern-day illegal trade in archaeological finds. 

These contexts of appropriation overlap. 
It takes special expertise to recognise and 
 uncover these layers. For example, an object cre-
ated in China may have been looted and  entered 
the art market during German colonial rule. Later 
forming part of a private Jewish collection in 
 Berlin, it may have been sold at auction in the 
1930s and resurfaced in the 1970s at an East 
 Berlin art dealer, where the museum acquired it.
— Although research on collection and 
object histories has long constituted part of 
 museum practice in ethnological and non- 
European art collections, the requirements in 
this area have changed and increased in recent 
years. As the various examples presented in this 
booklet show, the focus has shifted to particu-
larly examine the circumstances of acquisition 
in the region of origin. What is crucial is the 
context in which an object first passed from its 
previous owner(s) to the collector(s), whether by 
mutual agreement or in a context of injustice. 
— In their primary task, there are cer-
tainly parallels, therefore, between  transcultural 
provenance research and research into 
 Holocaust-era assets, which has been the sub-
ject of much attention in recent decades. Beyond 
this, however, some very important differences 
distinguish our work from research into inner- 
European contexts of injustice. These begin 
with taking into account alternative justice 
systems and property relations that prevailed 
in the  respective regions of origin at the time 
the  objects were acquired. In close collabora-

Looking Ahead
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tion with experts — academic and otherwise — 
from these regions we must also examine the 
 meanings currently attributed to these objects. 
Transcultural provenance research can thus 
 begin with objects and files, but must ulti-
mately place a central focus on people. Only in 
open  conversation can we resolve questions 
of  restitution, common accounts of history, or 
shared  curatorship. 

In the process, collections become places  
of connection and negotiation. 

In order to convince a broader public of the 
 legitimacy of this time-consuming, costly, and 
labour-intensive work, providing comprehen-
sive and transparent information has proved 
essential. Examples of this include exhibitions 
such as A Difficult Legacy (Hanover 2016), The 
Blind Spot (Bremen 2017), The Question of Prove-
nance (Zurich 2018), and Spotlight on the Object 
(Berlin 2021), or the Provenance Research Day, 
which will be held for the fifth time in 2023. 
These initiatives and others like them have 
helped increase public awareness of the rel-
evance of the issue. Future exhibitions at the 
Humboldt Forum will also play an educational 
role. 
— In the coming years, the project 
 Research Campus Dahlem will focus in-depth 
research on the Berlin collections, particularly 
through the team of provenance researchers 
specifically assigned to the collections of the 
Ethnologisches Museum and the Museum für 
Asiatische Kunst. Sustained research alliances 
with partners in the objects’ regions of origin 
and diverse forms of transcultural coopera-
tion will play an integral role in this research. 
In the process, we will also strive to strengthen 
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our partnerships with other collections in 
 Germany and beyond, enabling Berlin to hon-
our its  responsibility as the former distribution 
 centre for objects collected under colonial rule, 
a  position essentially assigned to the city by 
a resolution of the Bundesrat in 1889. Simul-
taneously, we will digitise all acquisition files 
and inventory registers from the 1830s to 1947, 
whenever possible including transcripts to 

facilitate translation, and pub-
lish them  online. In this way, 
we hope to achieve complete 
 transparency of the collections 
and their acquisition history 
for the first time.
— Transparency 
through digitisation will in-
creasingly provide scholars 
from the collections’ regions 
of origin with the information 
they need to begin their own 
provenance research, as the 
growing number of collabora-
tive projects demonstrates.  
A dialogical approach will play 
a central role in our work in 
the coming years. Provenance 
 research constitutes a long-
term and enduring responsi-
bility for museums and will 
decisively influence collection 
management, now and in the 
future.
Alexis von Poser
Deputy Director, Ethnologisches Museum and Museum für Asiatische 
Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Petra Winter
Director, Zentralarchiv, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

 Restitution 

Can the restitution of objects and human 
remains serve as compensation to for-
merly colonised societies and families? 
Can we right the wrongs that have been 
done? Can we even hope to heal the 
wounds of colonialism? Restitution plays 
an important role in confronting the vio-
lent history of colonialism and critically 
engaging with the related structures and 
consequences that continue to have an 
impact today. Ethical questions form the 
basis for restitution in this context: do we 
see the circumstances of appropriation 
as unacceptable injustice? Restitutions 
can also take place if the objects hold 
particular cultural or historical signifi-
cance for the former owners, users, and 
producers — in the past, but also in the 
present. Restitutions can only constitute 
a valuable contribution to mutual under-
standing when preceded by dialogue on 
a level playing field. We must listen care-
fully to what our partners in the objects’ 
countries of origin actually want. Whom 
exactly should the objects be returned 
to? Do our partners seek restitution only, 
or do they want more, for example col-
laboration or recognition of the injustice 
that has been done? Do they perhaps not 
seek restitution at all but instead wish to 
have a voice in determining how objects 
are put on display and framed in the pub-
lic discourse in Germany in the future? 
Restitution thus involves far more than 
the mere return of objects. They form 
part of a process in which we must also 
radically expand European perspectives. 
This is the only way in which developing 
respectful relationships can ideally also 
lead to reconciliation.

Looking Ahead
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* In the term “artists”, we include all 
individuals involved in the objects’ 
creation or production.

** Non-European previous owners are 
rarely documented individually or by 
name. In the term “previous owner”, 
we also include other forms of rela-
tionships that people can have to an 
object, for example as users or custo-
dians. These can also include groups 
of people, not only individuals.

Introduction
Overview map 
Graphics / Cartography: Sheraz Khan

Mandu Yenu, King’s Throne, Cameroon

King Njoya on his throne, 1908.
Robert Lohmeyer, “Sultan Joia von Bamum”
(auf seinem Weg von Bamum nach Duala), 1908,
b / w photograph, inv. no.: VIII A 1736
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen  
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz

Baxwbakwalanuxwsiwe' 
Mask of a Bird Monster, Canada

The mask’s object file, ca. 1900.
Recto of the historical object file with the “Mask  
of a Bird Monster”, paper, inv. no. IV A 893
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen  
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
scan: Annette Hlawa

Officer’s Portrait, China

Portrait of Corgiyamz’an, ca. 1775.
Workshop of Giuseppe Panzi and Ignatius
Sichelbart, portrait of the Mongolian prince
Corgiyamz’an (Chinese: Chuo-er-jia-mu-can),  
ca. 1775, oil on paper. Possible whereabouts  
between the workshop and the Winter Palace un-
known; Winter Palace of Beijing until 1900; around 
1900  presumably looted during the “Boxer Rebellion”;
subsequent owner unknown; 1902 offered for sale  
by the Berlin art dealer Ludwig Glenk; purchased  
1902 by the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde
Berlin, inv. no. I D 22155
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen  
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Birgit Kantzenbach

Sound Recordings, German
Prisoner-of-War Camp, South Korea

Phonograph and wax cylinders, ca. 1905.
Edison Home Phonograph and a selection of  
cylinders, ca. 1905, inv. no. MV 686 e 16/3
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen  
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Martin Franken

Events
Map: Events  
Graphics / Cartography: Sheraz Khan

British Military Campaign against the  
Kingdom of Benin, Nigeria

Fig. 1 
Relief panel with a king (Oba) and four attendants, 
16th c.
Artist not documented, commissioned by Oba Esigie 
(r. 1517–1550) or his son Oba Orhogbua (r. 1550–1570), 
Royal Palace, Benin City;  
inherited by Oba Ovonramwen (ca. 1857–1914;  
r. 1888–1897), Royal Palace, Benin City; looted 1897 
during the British conquest of Benin; subsequent 
ownership unknown; acquired between 1897 and 1898 
by the consul Eduard Schmidt in the region that later 
became colonial Nigeria; sold 1898 to the Königliches 
Museum für Völkerkunde Berlin, inv. no. III C 8208
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen  
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Claudia Obrocki

Fig. 2
The British in the destroyed palace of Benin, 1897.
“Inside the royal complex, burned down in the course 
of the British siege of Benin City, with three British 
officers of the punitive expedition [from left, Captain 
C.H.P. Carter 42nd, F.P. Hill, unknown], seated with 
bronzes laid out in the foreground”,  
inv. no. 1998.208.15.11
© Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford,
photo: Reginald Kerr Granville

German Naval Expedition in the Pacific,  
Papua New Guinea

Fig. 1
Malanggan Fish, New Ireland, before 1907.
Malagan, New Ireland, painted wood. Artist* not 
documented; previous owners** not documented; 
acquired / appropriated (?) during the German Naval 
Expedition 1907–1909; sold 1910 by Edgar Walden  
to the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde Berlin,  
inv. no. VI 34461
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Dana Freyberg

Fig. 2 
“Constabulary. Kavieng”, northern New Ireland,
(1907–1909). 
Indigenous constabulary recruited by the German 
colonial administration on New Ireland (Papua New 
Guinea) between 1907 and 1909, b / w photograph,
inv. no.: VIII B 3663
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,  
photo: Edgar WaldenFoto: Edgar Walden

Purchases from Pawnshops under  
the National Socialist Regime, Germany

Fig. 1 
Gold figurine, Costa Rica, pre-colonial.
artist* not documented; previous owners** not 
 documented, purchased 1941 from the Municipal
Pawnshop (Städtische Pfandleihanstalt),  
inv. no. V Ca 46972
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz.
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Fig. 2 
Letter from the Municipal Pawnshop  
(Städtische Pfandleihanstalt) Berlin to
the Museum für Völkerkunde, 1941.
Detail of letterhead of the Städtische Pfand - 
leih anstalt Berlin from 1941, letter to 
Museum für Völkerkunde dated 3.5.1941,  
I/MV 607, E 138/1941
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,  
scan: Hendryk Ortlieb

Diplomatic Gift from the PR of China to the 
German Democratic Republic (1959)

Fig. 1 
Lidded box in the form of a peach with inventory
labels of the Palace Museum, Beijing, 18th c.
China, Qing Dynasty (1644–1911).
Artist* not documented; previous owners**
not documented; 1949 Palace Museum Beijing; 
1959 donation from the People’s Republic of China, 
inv. no. OAS 1959–245
© Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Ricarda Brosch

Fig. 2
Exhibition of the gifts in the Pergamonmuseum,
1959.
Display case with enamel objects from the
Qing Dynasty (1644–1911) in the exhibition Four 
Thousand Years of Chinese Ceramics and Porcelain:  
Gift of Friendship from the Government of the People’s 
Republic of China, Pergamonmuseum, Staatliche 
 Museen zu Berlin, 1959, b / w photograph,  
inv. no. ZA 2.12./08678
© Zentralarchiv, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: photographer unknown

People
Map: People
Graphics / Cartography: Sheraz Khan

King Kamehameha III, Hawai‘i

Fig. 1
Feathered cloak of the king of Hawai‘i,  
before 1819.
Cloak, Hawai‘i, feathers, plant fibres.
Artist* not documented; King Kamehameha I  
(r. 1795– 1819); King Kamehameha III (r. 1824– 1854), 
given 1828 by King Kamehameha III to King  
Friedrich Wilhelm III; until 1873 
 Brandenburgisch-Preußische Kunstkammer,  
inv. no. VI 366
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Martin Franken

Fig. 2
King Kamehameha III and his family, ca. 1853.
King Kamehameha III of Hawai‘i with his
family: Kamehameha III (centre), his wife,  
Queen Kalama (left); Kamehameha IV (back left),
Kamehameha V (front right) and his sister
Victoria Kamāmalu (right), hand-coloured  
daguerreotype, ca. 1853, image ID SXC_76912; 
Q_204071
© Bishop Museum Hawai‘i,
photo: Seth Joel (from a daguerreotype by
Hugo Stangenwald)

Hassan bin Omari Makunganya, Tanzania

Fig. 1
Bullets of Hassan bin Omari Makunganya,  
ca. 1895.
Bullets of Hassan bin Omari Makunganya,
Tanzania, iron. Manufacturer unknown;
Makunganya until 1895; looted 1895 in the war 
against Makunganya and his associates, gifted 
1896 by Hans Glauning to the Königliches
Museum für Völkerkunde Berlin, inv. no. III E 4661
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
scan: Hendryk Ortlieb

Fig. 2
Statement of Amani Abeid, artist
and illustrator, Tanzania, 2018.
Reyels, L., Ivanov, P., and Weber-Sinn, K. (eds.) 
(2018) Humboldt Lab Tanzania: Objekte aus den 
Kolonialkriegen im Ethnologischen Museum, 
 Berlin — Ein tansanisch-deutscher Dialog. / 
Objects from the Colonial Wars in the Ethnolo-
gisches Museum, Berlin — A Tanzanian-German 
Dialogue. / Mikusanyo ya Vita vya Ukoloni katika 
 Ethnologisches Museum, Berlin — Majadiliano  
ya Tanzania- Ujerumani, Berlin, pp. 382–383.

Herero Girl, Namibia

Fig. 1
Doll, ombopi, “Uaṱunua”, Namibia, ca. 1875, 
fabric. Artist* unknown Herero girl; purchased 1879 
by Carl Gotthilf Büttner in what is now Namibia, 
gifted 1888 by Büttner to the Königliches Museum 
für Völkerkunde in Berlin, inv. no. III D 1300
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Claudia Obrocki

Fig. 2
Research partners in the museum depot in 
Berlin, 2019.
Julia Binter, Jonathan Fine, Nehoa Kautondokwa,
and Cynthia Schimming with Uaṱunua in the 
storage facility of the Ethnologisches Museum 
Berlin, film still from Tracing Namibian-German 
Collaborations,  
a film by Moritz Fehr, 2019
© Staatliche Museen zu Berlin — Preußischer 
Kulturbesitz,
photo: Moritz Fehr

Felix von Luschan, Germany 

Fig. 1
Figure of a Portuguese Soldier, Kingdom of  
Benin, 17th / 18th c.
Portuguese Soldier with a Rifle, 17th / 18th c.,  
Kingdom of Benin, Nigeria, brass, iron. Artist* not 
documented; commissioned from the Igun  
Eronmwon (brass caster’s guild) in the Kingdom 
of Benin; 1897 probably looted during British 
conquest of Benin; until ca. 1905 possibly in the 
collection of Sir Ralph Moor; ca. 1905 probably 
auctioned at Stevensʼ Auction Rooms Ltd., London 
(J.C. Stevens); gifted 1905 by Theodor Glücksmann 
to the König liches Museum für Völkerkunde Berlin,  
inv. no.: III C 20299
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Claudia Obrocki
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Fig. 2
Felix von Luschan, 1878.
„Felix von Luschan in prehistoric costume“,
b / w photograph, inv. no. P7446
© bpk-Bildagentur / Ethnologisches Museum,  
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin — Preußischer 
Kulturbesitz,
photo: photographer unknown

Amanullah Khan, Afghanistan

Fig. 1
Miracle-Working Buddha, Paitava 2nd / 3rd c.
Miracle-Working Buddha, Afghanistan, 2nd / 3rd c.,
schist. Artist* not documented; gifted 1928 by  
King Amanullah Khan to the German government, 
inv. no. I 67
© Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Iris Papadopoulos

Fig. 2
King Ammanullah Khan, 1928.
King Amanullah Khan of Afghanistan, 1928
© Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin — Preußischer  
Kulturbesitz,
photo: Thomas Rose

Objects
Map: Objects
Graphics / Cartography: Sheraz Khan

Bahsa Buhsa, Dance Ornaments, Columbia

Fig. 1
Research partners in the museum depot in Berlin, 
2018.
Collaborative research with our partners
from the upper Rio Negro in the storerooms of the
Ethnologisches Museum Berlin
© photothek.net / Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Inga Kjer

Fig. 2
Headdress of feathers and plant fibres,
before 1903.
Feather headdress from the upper Rio Negro.
Artist* not documented; previous owners**
not documented; acquired by Theodor Koch-
Grünberg between 1903 and 1905 on the upper Rio
Negro; sold 1907 by Koch-Grünberg to the Königliches
Museum für Völkerkunde Berlin, inv. no. V B 6136
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Claudia Obrocki

Kangaroo-Tooth Necklace, Australia

Fig. 1
Kangaroo-Tooth Necklace, before 1880,
probably Yarruun Parpur Tarneen (d. 1882),
Gunditjmara (?), Koorn Kopanut (?), Australia,
Victoria, Kangatong; kangaroo teeth, kangaroo  
leather, ochre. Probably acquired 1855–1875 by  
Eugen von Guérard (1811–1901) from Joan Anderson 
Park (wife of James Dawson), purchased 1880  
by the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde,  
inv. no. VI 2579
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: Martin Franken

Fig. 2
Yarruun Parpur Tarneen, before 1881.
Yarruun Parpur Tarneen (Victorious), Chiefess of
the Moopoor Tribe; Victoria. State Rivers and Water
Supply Commission photographer, ca. 1900 to
ca. 1953 (?); Collection of the State Library 
Victoria, call no. rwg/6045
© State Library Victoria

Quauhcoatl, Eagle Snake, Mexico

Fig. 1
Drawing of Quauhcoatl, before 1804.
“Große Schlange von Azcapuzalco”, historical
drawing by Guillermo Dupaix, n. 28
© Cortesía BNAH/INAH-MX,
scan: Miguel Ángel Gasca

Fig. 2
Quauhcoatl, 1000–1542.
Eagle-Snake (Quauhcoatl), Mexico, stone.
Artist* not documented; acquired in Mexico by Carl 
Adolf Uhde; purchased from Uhde’s estate for the 
Brandenburgisch-Preußische Kunstkammer 1862, 
inv. no. IV Ca 46166
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz, photo: Waltraut 
Schneider-Schütz

Chibinda Ilunga, Angola

Fig. 1
Film still from “Chibinda Ilunga”, 2020.
The Chokwe village chief Antônio Jones Cambafota
looking at the image of Chibinda Ilunga from
the Ethnologisches Museum. Dundo (Lunda Norte 
Province, Angola), still from the film “Chibinda 
Ilunga” by Carlos da Silva Pinto
© Carlos da Silva Pinto and Roberto Manhães Reis

Fig. 2
Figure of Chibinda Ilunga, before 1878.
Chibinda Ilunga, Angola, wood. Artist* not docu-
mented, previous owners ** not documented  
before 1878; 1878 undocumented Chokwe trader; 
 purchased 1878 by Otto H. Schütt in what is now 
Angola; sold 1880 to the Königliches Museum für 
Völkerkunde, inv. no. III C 1255
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,  
photo: Claudia Obrocki

Outrigger Boat, Luf Island,  
Papua New Guinea

Fig. 1
The boat from the island of Luf in front of 
Matupi, New Britain, before 1903.
b / w photograph, inv. no. VIII C 108
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz,
photo: photographer unknown

Fig. 2
Exhibition of the outrigger boat in Berlin,
before 1926.
b / w photograph, archives
© Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin — Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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Museum collections are products of relation
ships. Provenance research renders the 
 objects’ origins and the relationships sur
rounding them visible and critically examines 
the unequal power relations through which 
the objects were acquired – whether they 
have been purchased, stolen, exchanged, 
given as presents, extorted, or looted. The ob
jects in the collections of the Ethnologisches 
Museum and the Museum für Asiatische Kunst 
were acquired and appropriated in a variety 
of ways. With the help of objects, people, and 
events, the authors of this booklet tell the 
stories that shaped the relationships between 
people and objects.
— In turn, provenance research itself 
forges relationships. Collaborative research 
and interactions with people from the objects’ 
regions of origin can change our perceptions 
of our shared past. By addressing these often 
violent histories together, we also create new 
perspectives for the objects’ future treatment 
and for postcolonial provenance research.

A booklet on postcolonial  
provenance research in the permanent 
exhibitions of the Ethnologisches Museum 
and the Museum für Asiatische Kunst at 
the Humboldt Forum.
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