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T0 THE READER

Where are they? Can’t they come back? These statues are
long gone, but don’t think we have forgotten them. They
belong here and we have a right to them. We miss them and need
them to keep our traditions and rituals alive. They tell the stories
of our ancestors, form the pages of our history book. Do you
know where they are?

How beautiful they are! Precious, you might say. They have been
here for so long and we take good care of them. See those colours,
that craftsmanship, the skilled hands of the makers. They radiate
purity and strength, and at the same time vulnerability. Some are
endearing and quiet, others command respect, others look combat-
ive and even a bit frightening. Should we just let them go?

“They,, for instance, are the famous statues of kings and queens
from the Kingdom of Benin in Nigeria that can be seen in many
museums in Europe. Or the famous blue cannon with silver and
gold fittings that once belonged to the Ceylonese king of Kandy
and hasbeen on display at the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam for a very
long time. Or those brooches, rings and gold snuff boxes made of
precious metals: all war booty from the island of Lombok that



have spent many years in Dutch museums. Or that skull cap of
the perhaps million-year-old Java Man in the Naturalis museum
in Leiden. Itis heritage that the countries of origin have reclaimed.
But ‘they’ also include a lot of lesser-known missing objects, man-
uscripts and ancestral remains now in the hands of large and small
museums, private collectors and art dealers in the global north.

The peoples who once lost these items are increasingly asking
for their return and — though it has taken along time — the Nether-
lands and other countries in Europe are prepared to respond to
their requests. This is a completely new situation. In 2023, the first
important pieces were removed from Dutch museum showcases
and returned. This raises the question of how long we can enjoy
many other objects with a disputable provenance here in Europe.
One year, two years, five or ten years? How big will the gaps then
become in our collections — how visible, how tangible? And if,
for whatever reason, they do stay here, what will that mean for the
people of Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Nigeria and other ex-colonies who
had put them on their lists of items to claim?

When, on 10 July 2023, the Netherlands signed an agreement for
the return of 472 cultural objects to Indonesia, and later, on 28
August 2023, the transfer of an ancient Kandyan cannon and five
other objects to Sri Lanka, it heralded a new phase in how the
Netherlands intends to deal with looted art and other contro-
versial collections from colonial areas. These objects, according
to outgoing State Secretary for Culture, Gunay Uslu, ‘ended up
in the Netherlands [...] unjustly during the colonial period’ The
Wereldmuseum Leiden and Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, which
held all 478 objects, generously cooperated.* This book argues

* In March of 2023, the National Museum of World Cultures in the Netherlands — the
group made up of the Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam, the Afrika Museum in Berg en Dal,
Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden, and the Wereldmuseum in Rotterdam — announced
that it would continue under one name: that of “Wereldmuseum’. In this book, we use
the new names: Wereldmuseum for the group and - for the constituent members —
Wereldmuseum Amsterdam, Wereldmuseum Berg en Dal, Wereldmuseum Leiden, and
Wereldmuseum Rotterdam. In November 2023, one of the four, the Wereldmuseum Berg
en Dal, was closed.



that these signatures are just a beginning. This type of deal has
been in demand for a very long time, and for now these returns
are about playing catch-up. Both Indonesia and Sri Lanka had
indicated decades carlier that these objects were spoils of war and
that they wanted them back.

In the agreements with the two Asian countries, State Secre-
tary Gunay Uslu built on the work of her predecessor, Minister
of Education, Culture and Science Ingrid van Engelshoven, and
of the Dutch Council for Culture. In October 2020, a commit-
tee of the Council led by Lilian Gongalves-Ho Kang You issued
a recommendation on the handling of colonial collections. It
stated that the Netherlands will return objects, if it is clear that
theloss of possession was involuntary and if the country of origin
requests a return. In January 2021, Minister van Engelshoven had
largely adopted this advice (I have previously written on this in
Inconvenient Heritage, 2.0 22). Later, in]uly 2022, the State Secre-
tary further elaborated the new policy in a letter to Parliament.
She established a Colonial Collections Committee to advise her
on restitution requests and a Colonial Collections Consortium
to help improve provenance research. The advisory committee
could start working immediately on requests from Indonesia,

Nigeria, and Sri Lanka.

Many other European countries — Germany, France, Bclgium,
and the Scandinavian countries stand out — are also developing
new restitution policies, usually in collaboration with their ma-
jor museums containing ethnographic collections. In the UK, the
situation is somewhat different: there, the government and some
of the largest museums are still refusing to get out of first gear
when it comes to restitution, while university museums are no-
table for their constructive role in returning objects and ances-
tral remains from colonial areas. Ireland, Spain and Switzerland
recently started researching collections from colonial areas. In
Italy and Portugal, diaspora groups, academics, museum profes-
sionals, and journalists are slowly cranking up the volume on the
discussion.



How do former colonies react to the new Dutch policy?
Those formerly ruled by the Netherlands — Indonesia, Suriname,
and the Caribbean part of the kingdom — have an unconditional
right of return. A Tim Repatriasi has been active in Indonesia
since February 2021. This committee advises the government on
restitutions and has submitted two claims to the Netherlands
so far, in July 2022 and in November 2023. The first claim has
largely been granted. Suriname has not yet submitted any claims
because it first wants to improve its museum infrastructure and
legislation, and to conduct more research into Surinamese col-
lections in the Netherlands. A similar situation applies in the
Caribbean islands. The Netherlands does impose conditions on
returns to former colonies of other European powers (details are
given in chapter 3). What do countries such as Sri Lanka, Nige-
ria, and other ex-colonies think about this?

This book examines developments in the restitution discourse
since the early 2020s and shows the role played by the different
stakeholders: governments, museums, and private parties in the
Netherlands, other European countries, and the global south.
Taking the lead are the three most awkward questions in the res-
titution of colonial collections.

The first concerns provenance research. Provenance research
is crucial in determining the significance of a collection and how
it ever came from a colonial territory to a public or private col-
lection in Europe. Control of this research is now largely in the
global north and we should question how desirable and effec-
tive this is, and how this is experienced in former colonies. This
book argues for a radical change in the organization and design
of provenance research. That change, like restitution itself, is part
of the decolonization of cultural relations with former colonies.

While collections of museums and other public institutions
are almost always at the centre of the restitution discourse, the
second difficult question in this book turns the spotlight on col-
lections held by private collectors and art dealers. Remarkably
little is known about these. As a result, ex-colonies rarely know
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what is circulating in such collections and may be missing out on
alot. This book shows that some private possessors and art dea-
lers own extensive collections of objects and ancestral remains
from former colonial areas and that some of them are of great
cultural-historical value. If collections in the private sector are
not similarly decolonized, the restitution process can never be
fully completed. This also raises the question of whether former
colonizers have a responsibility in this regard.

The third awkward question is sensitive in the global south,
but cannot be avoided: to whom in a former colony should a re-
turned object go? Is it the national museum in the capital, or is it
more appropriate if it goes to a regional stakeholder, such as the
royal family or the ethnic minority where it was once used but
from which it was looted? Research into how different former
colonies answer this question reveals approaches with multiple
layers and exciting dilemmas.

For now, it is all about catching up, as I wrote above. What else
needs to be done is still up in the air. Among some European
governments, museums, individuals, and art lovers one sees a
willingness to return collections from colonial areas, while fear
and hesitation prevail among others. These others can be strong
opponents of restitution. They are afraid of being left empty-
handed if the restitution process really gets underway. Do they
suffer from horror vacui — tear of emptiness? Many recognise the
reasonableness of restitution requests from countries of origin,
but still want to retain a firm voice in both the choice of collec-
tions that are eligible for restitution and the research into them.

Various governments and national museums of former col-
onies also experience anxious or worried feelings. They are
caught between two fires. On the one hand, they have to deal
with former colonizers in Europe who they fear will mostly talk
about restitution while returning little, and that their showcas-
es therefore will remain empty for a long time. Although the
ex-colonizers consult representatives of former colonies often,
they cede little real power to them. Former colonies have waited
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for decades for the return of collections that they need to give
meaning to their countries’ history and culture, sometimes feel-
ing shocked or even scandalized by the lack of response to their
restitution requests.

On the other hand, these same governments and national
museums in the south feel old royal families, communities, and
other stakeholders all breathing down their necks, who insist
that objects returned should not go to the national museum in
the capital, but to the region whence they came. Governments
and national museums fear that, if they heed these wishes, there
will be empty spaces in their showcases.

The latter — that is, those from the region involved — fear in
turn that they will get virtually nothing back and that they will
never see their returned objects again, or that they will, at best,
only be allowed to borrow them, and that hurts. They believe
that they are entitled to them and that they need them to shape
their own regional history and culture and to keep their cere-
monies and rituals alive. Loans can be humiliating for them. Let
them stay in Europe in that case, some say.

And then in the global north there are the diaspora groups
— people with roots in ex-colonies, who are concerned with the
restitution of their dispossessed heritage. They form a broad
spectrum. There are those with little faith in all the nice West-
ern words about restitution. They sometimes persistin a position
that ‘everything’ must be given back. Others argue the oppo-
site: not everything has to be returned. For example, some Af-
rican-Americans believe that Benin objects claimed by Nigeria
should remain in the country where they are now, so that the di-
aspora community can also see them. And then there are groups
who want to collaborate on restitution with the government and
museums in both their country of origin and also in the country
where they now live.

So, there is a multitude of actors and a multitude of emotions

and arguments — loss, anger, possessiveness, greed, fear of emp-
tiness, or lack of trust in the other — against a backdrop of cen-
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turies of power inequality and the slow pace at which European
countries deal with restitution. Everyone involved has one thing
in common: they are all afraid of being left empty-handed. This
fear is often so deep that you can speak of a syndrome: the empty
showcase syndrome’.

This book is intended for interested lay people and people from
the heritage sector who want to be updated about the return
discourse and who like to be challenged. I wish you, reader, a lot
of reading pleasure.

Jos van Beurden
Utrecht, 16 March 2024
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THREE ENCOUNTERS.,
THREE QUESTIONS

What are the most difficult questions in the restitution
discourse? A first answer comes from three people who
don’t know each other and know nothing about each other’s
work. Each faces a different issue regarding claims for colonial
treasures, and each will reappear in other places in this book.

The first is a lawyer from Sri Lanka who enters a large mu-
seum and, standing among school classes and other visitors,
enters a number into her smartphone, after which museum
staff comes to greet her. Topic of discussion: the unsatisfactory
course of provenance research into an old cannon from her
country.

The second is a Dutch antiques dealer. On the opening day
of an art fair, he sees an eager collector approaching him. He
asks for an object from the catalogue. It is a piece that makes
you wonder whether it would not be better off in Indonesia.

Ruby-encrusted silver and gold Sinhala kasthane, private property,

offered at the PAN fair in Amsterdam of November 2022. © Roell
& Zebregs
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The antiques dealer doesn’t think so. The two make a deal and
the new owner immediately takes the precious piece.

The third is a senior Indonesian government official. He
rushes to Jakarta for a meeting with representatives of a Balinese
monarch. It concerns a valuable kris (dagger) that Indonesia
wants back from the Netherlands, and in particular, who will
get the stabbing weapon after its return: the Museum Nasional
Indonesia in Jakarta or the monarch in Bali.

A VISITOR FROM SRI LANKA

On 3 November 2022 — it is a cold and windy day — Naazima
Kamardeen is one of many in the large entrance hall of the
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam. The professor from the University
of Colombo’s Law faculty only catches the eye when three mu-
seum staff members approach her, welcome her and make their
way for her to a reserved table at the back of the restaurant in
the same hall. There they immediately get into conversation
about war booty from her country in the museum’s possession,
but it is difficult for the scholar to keep her attention. She is
here mainly to see one of those pieces with her own eyes: the
ceremonial cannon of the king of Kandy that soldiers of the
Dutch United East India Company (voc) looted from Cey-
lon (now Sri Lanka) in 1765 (inv. no. NG-NM-1015). The VOC
was dissatisfied with the king’s cinnamon deliveries because
both the quantity and quality were substandard and the price
was too high. Sri Lanka had been asking for the cannon to be
returned for years. Neither Kamardeen nor the museum staff
knew at the time that the cannon would be back in Colombo
by December 2023.

Kamardeen is one of the Sri Lankan experts whom the Rijks-
museum had involved in their research on the cannon in 2019. At
that time, this research had already been going on for two years
and Kamardeen was quite annoyed by the domineering atti-
tude of the Amsterdam institute. Even in 2019, the museum still
largely determined the approach and questions of the research.
Kamardeen is certainly not the only stakeholder from the global
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south for whom the dominant stance of institutions in the global
north is hard to accept.

By half past eleven, there has been enough talking and the
group goes to Room vs, Netherlands Overseas. Kamardeen
spends time taking in the brightly lit showcase housing the
cannon, which is decorated with precious metals and gem-
stones, and some other Ceylonese weapons. She only realizes
how much this sight affects her a few days later when she opens
the front door of her house in Colombo. She later wrote to me:
“The cannon filled me with pride because it is Sri Lankan, just
like me. But it made me sad because as a Sri Lankan, I can no
longer say it belongs to Sri Lanka.’ Chapter s delves deeper into
unequal relations in provenance research.

A QUICK SALE IN AMSTERDAM

On 19 November 2022 the annual PAN fair opened its doors
in Amsterdam for the first time since the Covid-19 pandemic.
Despite a cold wind and rain, visitors still flocked to the fair.
Many were dressed chicly or even extravagantly. Being seen
seemed just as important here as seeing the art dealers’ offer-
ings. As usual, modern art predominated, but there were also
objects from formerly colonized countries available to view,
and these were the reason for my visit. Zebregs & Roell Fine
Artand Antiques — two art dealers specializing in ‘colonial art
and antiquities from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries’
— offered some valuable objects for sale. I had been in contact
with Dickie Zebregs, the younger of the two, for some time.
Their catalogue showed an Indonesian kris from a private
collection, which was special because it bore an inscription
including the name of the donor (an Indonesian sultan) and
of the recipient (a Dutch governor-general). Also shown was
a series of eighteenth-century weapons decorated with rubies,
gold, and silver from the Kingdom of Kandy. Both listings
involved objects whose provenance raised questions for me
— questions that not all private collectors and art dealers ask
themselves.
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When Ienter stand 4, the Ceylonese hand-weapons are dis-
played on alarge round table. As mentioned, they were used in
the war between Kandy and the voc (1764-1766) and come
from a British private collector. They were possibly bought by
British military in a Ceylon market in or after 1796, that is,
decades after the Kandyan—Dutch war (1764-1766), by which
time Great Britain had seized power in Ceylon from the voc.
I look at them one by one, make no judgement about their
historical value as it is not my area of expertise, but wonder
what the authorities in Sri Lanka would think if they were sold
as historical artefacts. These authorities have no idea they are
here. According to art dealer Zebregs, other such weapons cir-
culate; they are not unique and their cultural-historical value
is therefore limited. A year later, at the PAN fair of Novem-
ber 2023, I notice another art dealer offering the same type of
weapons.

On that November day in 2022, I no longer see the Indone-
sian kris; it’s already gone. On the first day a buyer came forward
and immediately bought it. That is a pity, because it is special.
The catalogue states that Sultan Panembahan Mangku Adienin-
grat VIII donated it to Governor-General Squire Johannes van
den Bosch in 183 4. Van den Bosch was quite famous in his time,
as Angelie Sens writes in her biography De Kolonieman (The
Colony Man, 2019). Van den Bosch founded the Maatschap-
pij van Weldadigheid (Society of Benevolence) in the Dutch
department of Drenthe. King Willem I commissioned him to
bring the plantation economy in Suriname out of the doldrums,
and thereafter to introduce the Cultivation System in the Indo-
nesian archipelago that forced local farmer families to produce
export crops on one-fifth of their lands. In Senss book I find
nothing about the donation of the kris.

For that, though, I turn to historian Caroline Drieénhuizen
of the Open Universiteit. In a blog from 2023 she describes how
Van den Bosch received the kris in the aftermath of the extremely
violent Java War (1825—1830). She wonders whether this was re-
ally a ‘gift’: did the monarch make this gesture entirely voluntar-
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ily or was it done to keep the peace? It was probably something
between a gift freely given and enforced loyalty.

Drieénhuizen also asks this question about a similar inscribed
kris. It is not owned by a private individual or art dealer but by
the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, and is part of the Dutch National
Collection. Remarkably, this kris was donated by the same sultan
in the same year, 1834, this time to Van den Bosch’s predecessor,
J. C. Baud (inv. no. NG-NM-7113). Back at the PAN, I speak to art
dealer Zebregs. According to him, there is no need to question
this donation; in his opinion, a ‘gift is a gift’ and you cannot
continue to research it endlessly.

Be that as it may, the offer of this privately owned kris does
provide new evidence that there are important objects from for-
merly colonized areas in circulation among private collectors
and in the art trade. People in the objects’ countries of origin
don’t know about them and if they did, they might want them
back. The Dutch government pays little attention to such pieces
in the private sector. This complicated issue is explored further
in Chapter 6. There it also becomes clear that private individuals
and art dealers not only have special objects in their collections,
but also ancestral remains from colonial areas.

A CONVERSATION IN JAKARTA
In the last month of 2022, Pak Puja (in full: I Gusti Agung We-

saka Puja) rushes to the international airport of Vientiane, the
capital of Laos. He is a former ambassador of Indonesia to the
Netherlands and now chairman of the Tim Repatriasi, which
advises the government about the return of treasures lost dur-
ing the colonial period. He wants to get to Jakarta in time for
a conversation with representatives of Yayasan Bali Bersib, an
organization that is committed to recovering Bali’s lost heritage.

Pak Puja takes the time to exchange ideas with Shandy
Wijaya and Rodney Westerlaken of the Yayasan Bali Bersih.
On the agenda is the almost 70-centimetre-long Kris Puputan.
Puputan is the name of a ritual in which a monarch who was
in danger of losing a battle opted for collective suicide with his
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entire entourage in the face of the enemy. On 28 April 1908, the
Balinese king of Klungkung and his followers had seen no other
option. The result was a gruesome bloodbath for the royal court
and extensive spoils of war for the Dutch army. The latter took
with them, among other things, a number of ceremonial krisses,
and one of these — the aforementioned Kris Puputan — has been
in Wereldmuseum Leiden since 1956 (inv. no. RV-3600-193). In-
donesia has asked for it back.*

The conversation in Jakarta is only briefly about the return
— which was already almost certain; indeed, the kris arrived in
Jakarta a year after this meeting, in November 2023 — but dwells
much longer on the question of where the kris should go after
its return: to the Museum Nasional Indonesia in Jakarta or to
the palace of the King of Klungkung. The current ruler of the
kingdom certainly believes that he is entitled to the weapon as it
belonged to his ancestor and was stolen from him. He has little
sympathy with the idea, put forward by Pak Puja, that the weap-
on should remain in Jakarta and that the monarch would be able
to borrow it from time to time.

This disagreement between a national government and a re-
gional monarch over who is entitled to manage returned objects
is discussed in more detail in Chapter 7. Nigeria, Ghana, New
Zealand, Nepal, Ethiopia, and other countries that have suf-
fered from Europe’s expansionism are struggling with it as well.
In every country, dealing with this disagreement comes down to
tailor-made solutions.

o

Naazima Kamardeen is confronted with Western dominance
in much provenance research into colonial collections. The
ideal of equal relationships is still far from being achieved.
Antiques dealers Zebregs and Réell and their early customer
dealin colonial objects in the private sector, the provenances of
which are possibly questionable and which remain out of sight
of their countries of origin. European governments do little
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about this state of affairs, even if such an object is important to
the country of origin. The Tim Repatriasi and the delegation
from Bali face the problem of determining to whom objects
that come home belong. It is a complicated question and the
parties involved in former countries have different views on
how to resolve it.
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MUSEUMS. FROM LOOKING
AWAY TO CHANGING

he restitution discussion usually focuses on objects from
colonial areas in museums. A small number are on display
in the exhibition areas; most others are in storage. These others
can often be found on the museum websites, with or without
additional information. There is much less focus on ancestral re-
mains. Such remains are therefore rarely visible. Museums prefer

Javaman, Indonesia, Naturalis Biodiversity Center Leiden (inv. no.
RGM.1332450/1/2). © Naturalis

This skull cap, molar, and bone were brought from Java to the Nether-
lands at the end of the nineteenth century. They are important pieces
in the Naturalis Biodiversity Centre in Leiden. In September 2023, the
museum’s website still mentioned the Dubois skull cap, named after the
Dutch palaeontologist Eugéne Dubois who dug it up and took it home.
In December 2023 it was described as a skull cap of the Homo erectus’
Indonesia wants it back. If it is repatriated, what will its name be?
Indonesia says it wants clear and complete stories about the past of its
cultural heritage. So, it will probably also mention the name Dubos,
though not in an equally prominent way as in the Netherlands.
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to keep them in storage. Yet ancestral remains play an important
role in restitution requests. This is an imbalance that needs to be
corrected.’

Based on visits to three museums in the Netherlands, we
now look at how these institutes deal with objects and ancestral
remains that might have been acquired in a questionable way.
Without any pretence of completeness, the visits show how
complicated the decolonization of collections is and how long
the road remains. This has to do with differing visions, the nature
of the collections, the attitude of museum managements and
individual curators, but also relates to contacts with colleagues
from the global south.

Our first visit is to the Naturalis Biodiversity Centre (Natu-
ralis) in Leiden, which is confronted with a claim from Indone-
sia that would require them to repatriate a world-famous fossil
collection. How does Naturalis deal with this? This is followed
by a trip to the Drents Museum in Assen, which borrows ob-
jects and ancestral remains from fellow institutions at home and
abroad for its temporary exhibitions. What was the museum’s
policy in the past and what does it do now (differently), if such
aloan collection contains stolen items? The last visit brings us to
the Wereldmuseum Leiden, which organized an exhibition on
the Aztecs in which some of the objects on display came from
its own collection and some were borrowed from Mexico. The
museum worked closely with authorities in Mexico. How equal
was that collaboration?

THE DUBOIS FOSSIL COLLECTION

Naturalis, within walking distance of Leiden Central Railway
Station, is housed in a large, architectural masterpiece with a
modern appearance. ‘At Naturalis, marvel is the starting point
of learning), states the museum’s website. Marvel as a breeding
ground for learning is a great foundation for both museum and
visitor. But when Naturalis became aware of a claim from In-
donesia on 1 July 2022, the museum’s attitude seemed less one
of marvel and a desire to learn, and more of digging its heels in.
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The Indonesian restitution request from 2022 concerned —
in addition to ethnological objects from other museums — the
Dubois collection of approximately 40,000 fossils, housed in
the Leiden institution. If the owner (that is, the Dutch state),
were to honour the claim, it would be a major loss. The centre-
piece is the skull cap of the humanoid ‘Java Man] along with a
molar and a femur (inv. no. resp. RGM.1332450/1/2). The bones
are special because of their age — estimated at between 700,000
and 1 million years — and the skull cap even more so, because it
is one of the first remains of the hominid Homo erectus found.

The collection takes its name from the Dutch physician and
palacontologist Eugéne Dubois (1858-1940). Aided by assis-
tants and forced labourers, he collected the fossils between 1891
and 1893 on the islands of Java and Sumatra. On his return to the
Netherlands, he took the finds home as his personal possessions.
Only upon the state’s insistence did the scholar transfer them to
the Dutch state, whereafter they ended up in what is now Natu-
ralis. For years, Java Man’s skull cap has been a real crowd-puller
in the Leiden museum.

As carly as 1975, Indonesia had agreed with its former colo-
nizer that the Netherlands would determine through research
where this fossil collection belonged: in Leiden or at its original
site in Indonesia. But the Netherlands has never investigated this
matter (Van Beurden, Treasures in Trusted Hands, p. 151). It is
therefore no surprise that the Dubois collection was on the list
of eight collections and objects that Indonesia submitted to the
Netherlands in July 2022. I reported this in an interview with
the Dutch newspaper Trouw (19 October 2022), which was the
first to publish the list and thus open the discussion between the
Leiden institution and the Indonesian Tim Repatriasi that had
submitted the claim.

Museum Naturalis immediately went on the defensive: its
position was that fossils could not be compared to looted ob-
jects, and there was nothing illegal about collecting this kind of
material. Dubois had found fossils through excavations, but in

the surroundings, there had also been pieces up for grabs. Why
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shouldn’t he have taken them with him? Unlike looted objects
that are displayed in ethnological museums to the public, fossils
are mainly used for scientific research and Naturalis is an interna-
tionally renowned hub where researchers from all over the world
are welcome. The museum also emphasized the good coopera-
tion with fellow scientists in Indonesia. According to Naturalis,
the fossils could just as well remain in Leiden, and would perhaps
be better off there.

In the spring of 2022, I visited Java Man on one of the top
floors of Naturalis. What immediately struck me was the ‘am-
putated’ story that the museum offered about the fossils. Due to
the limited space for captions, such a story must always be short
and concise, but its content represents a choice. As a museum, do
you go for a more technical explanation and describe the role of
Dubois, or do you — atleast in keeping with the spirit of the times
— talk about the provenance of the remains and the manner of
acquisition? Information on both aspects is sufficiently available
in the literature, and the museum had opted for a more technical
explanation.

As aresult, the visitor did not receive any information about
the fact that restitution requests had been made a long time ago:
in 1931 by the colonial Geological Survey, and in 1951 by the In-
donesian parliamentarian (and later minister of Education and
Culture) Muhammad Yamin (Drieénhuizen and Sysling, Java
Man and the Politics of Natural History), 2021). The captions did
not mention that Dubois built on the research work of Indone-
sian predecessors. One of them was Raden Saleh (1811-1880),
whom we mainly know as an Indonesian painter. Saleh had dis-
covered fossils in the 1860s, in turn benefitting from a travelogue
by an ancient Javanese monarch. Moreover, Dubois often treated
his forced labourers poorly. Was the caption yet another example
of a researcher or institution in the global north appropriating a
find from a colonial area? (This question lingered when I revis-
ited the Java Man in December 2023. Now it was accompanied
by a short film, but it too focused on Dubois’s work and does not
mention Raden Saleh’s work.)

26



According to Bonnie Triyana, secretary of the Tim Repatria-
si, Indonesia is the rightful owner of the fossils. If someone digs
something up on someone else’s land, that doesn’t mean he can
just take it with him — at least, that’s how Indonesia thinks about
it. This applies to oil and gold, but also to fossils. Those fossils
are part of prehistory, and Indonesia needs them to complete
the picture of its history. In addition, Indonesia has sufficient
museum and research capacity to responsibly house the Dubois
collection and make it accessible to the public and scientists.
Everyone is welcome, and researchers from Southeast Asia can
more easily study the collection in Indonesia than in the Nether-
lands, if only because the Netherlands has a difficult process for
issuing visas to people from the southern hemisphere.

The position Naturalis is taking is not unusual for a natural his-
tory museum. Most natural history museums have in common
with ethnological museums that they were founded in the period
of European colonialism and both types of museums have many
collections from colonial areas. However, natural history muse-
ums like to emphasize their role as centres of scientific research
into fossils, human remains, pinned butterflies, birds, shells, in-
sects, spiders, and other finds from nature, while ethnological
museums place more emphasis on their public function and
mainly conduct anthropological and (art) historical research
into objects, textiles, manuscripts, and the like. They have been
collaborating with communities of origin for a longer time and
are more easily able to put wishes for return above their own
desire to research collections. Natural history museums find it
more difficult to put their scientific research lower on the prior-
ity list. It would hurt them considerably.

When it comes to the public function of both types of mu-
seums, the dividing line is becoming increasingly thinner. The
public-friendly design of institutions such as Naturalis, the Roy-
al Museum of Natural History in Brussels, the Natural History
Museum in London, and the Museum fiir Naturkunde in Berlin
bears this out. Just as Naturalis shows off the Java Man, these
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European museums do the same with their most famous pieces.
And many smaller museums house both ethnographic and nat-
ural history collections from former colonial areas and conduct
research into both.

In July and November 2023, Naturalis and the Tim Repatri-
asi held consultations in Leiden in the presence of the Dutch
advisory Colonial Collections Committee. The Indonesian re-
quest is ‘essentially about the skull cap, femur and molar’: ‘their
return home has the highest priority) and Naturalis ‘emphasiz-
es’ it fully understands the Indonesian request (Naturalis, press
release 12 July 2023). The museum now considers it ‘evident’ that
these fossils have not only ‘a scientific but also a cultural and
historical value’ and looks forward to a more intensive collabo-
ration with the Tim to ‘explore how their value for Indonesia,
the Netherlands and the rest of the world can best be guaran-
teed’ The return of the 40,000 other fossils appears to have been
temporarily halted. The ball is now in the court of the Colonial
Collections Committee, which must issue advise on the matter,
and then with the Dutch cabinet member for culture, who will
make the decision.

Without wishing to play devil’s advocate, I see some pitfalls.
The Tim Repatriasi is dependent on the Netherlands’ smooth
handlingof the claim and the Dutch policy stipulates that Dutch
museums in possession of claimed items will conduct the prov-
enance research themselves, whereby they can consult experts
from the country of origin. The museums must do this carefully,
although the research should not take too long. However, there
is no definition of what is meant by ‘careful’ or exactly how long
the process may take. Of course, this is also a complicated ques-
tion, but it can offer the museum a loophole allowing them to
prolong provenance research and keep a colonial collection a
while longer. Consulting fellow experts in the country of origin
sounds fine in itself, but can also be an opportunity to sow dis-
cord in that country of origin, and an institution such as Natu-
ralis can then claim that not everyone there thinks that the fossil
collection — in whole or in part — should be returned. To be clear:
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the scientific colleagues in Indonesia and Naturalis itself have
no formal say on restitution, but may find ways to influence the
negotiations informally.

While the Colonial Collections Committee completed its
advisory report on objects from the Wereldmuseum Leiden and
the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam relatively quickly, the report on
the fossil collection had not yet been completed at the time of
writing. Will the committee conclude that the way in which
Dubois brought the collection to his private home in the Neth-
erlands bordered on smuggling? And how will the committee
weigh the fact that repeated restitution requests have already
been made? Do these considerations, taken together, not place
the acquisition of the fossils in the category of ‘involuntary loss
of possession’ or classify the collection itself as one ‘with special
significance for the country of origin’ — one that is perhaps need-
ed more in Indonesia than in the Netherlands? And won’t the
collection be returned unconditionally if Indonesia requests it,
as stated in the new policy? (This will be discussed further in the
next chapter.)

That Naturalis can also be flexible with returns became clear
in 2022, when Malaysia requested the return of a collection of
thirty-seven prehistoric skeletons. These were excavated in 1935
by Dutch scientists on the west coast of the then British colony.
Naturalis is working with Malaysian researchers to determine
their exact age — through carbon dating. As far as the Dutch
government is concerned, return is the starting point for claims
on ancestral remains — which also includes remains from colo-
nial areas. However, for the Leiden institution, these skeletons
are of less scientific value than the Java Man. That skull cap is and
remains ‘a special case’. You don’t just say goodbye to that.

COLLECTIONS ON LOAN

While the Java Man is part of a museum’s own collection and
is the property of the Dutch state, there are countless objects
and ancestral remains in museums that have been borrowed for
longer or shorter periods from foreign heritage institutions or
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private collections. These, therefore, do not belong to the Dutch
national collection and the museums that borrow them have no
rights over them. But if such a collection on loan includes pieces
of dubious origin, are the ethical questions that then arise the
same as those for objects and human remains from a museum’s
own collection?

To answer this question, we turn to the Drents Museum in
the northern city of Assen. It shows its own collections in the
old main building and organizes temporary exhibitions of bor-
rowed objects in a new extension, which opened in 2012. These
are often blockbuster exhibitions: they are becoming more and
more frequent and are vital for the museum if it wants to re-
main self-sufficient. If, say, over the past ten years, the loans have
included pieces from former colonial areas with a potentially
questionable provenance, how has the Drents Museum dealt
with this?

In 2016, the exhibition Mayans: Rulers of the Rainforest was
organized in Assen. The exhibits were old (between 250 and 900
years), were being shown for the first time in Europe, and were
said to offer ‘a voyage of discovery’ through Central American
treasure troves. Many of them had been collected in the nine-
teenth century and what was striking in the descriptions was that
the organizers of the exhibition had not questioned this. Yet in
2016, it had long been known in museums and among archaeol-
ogists that collectors in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies often used rather dubious methods. When I asked curator
Vincent van Vilsteren about this, he replied that ‘it was not our
intention to make an exhibition about theft and export of cultur-
al goods, but an exhibition about the Mayans [...] The problem
of theft of cultural goods has, for us, never been an issue. The
message was clear: he did not want to discuss this ethical issue.
He did not provide further explanation.

While I did visit the Mayan exhibition,  had missed the 2014
exhibition Mummies: Survival after Death, also in the Drents
Museum. Visitors could see half- or fully undressed bodies and
body parts of unknown people, some of them thousands of years
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old. Itis also entirely possible that some of these borrowed mum-
mies were acquired through grave robbery or illegal trade. Grave
robbers treated (and continue to treat) mummies with little re-
spect. They often stripped them of their clothing or bandages
because these alone earned them extra money.

At exhibitions with mummies and skulls, I often feel a bit
like a voyeur. But the dead, with their empty eye sockets and
nakedness, also seem to be watching me. In this sense, the dead
are still alive and raise uncomfortable questions. Do you know
my name? Do you realize what went wrong? Do you know if I
died amongloved ones or in solitude, was murdered or dragged
from a grave? Do you have any idea how I was disrespectfully
shoved into one and the same coffin, basket, or box with other
dead people and objects that I have nothing to do with, how
many money-grubbing hands my body has passed through and
how I ended up here in this institution that is completely for-
eign to me?

In 2000 — fourteen years before the temporary mummy ex-
position in the Drents Museum — an exhibition was held at the
Museum of Croydon in London and at the Burrell Collection in
Glasgow: Ancient Egypt: Digging for Dreams. Visitors were in-
vited to read the mummies’ names aloud, writes Angela Stienne
in her book Mummified (2022, p. 187). While I am bothered
more by guestions and uneasy feelings about seeingmummies and
ancestral remains, Stienne has developed a rather distinct vision
of how museum curators can go about exhibitions of mummies,
which is far removed from the vision behind the exhibition of
mummies in Assen. To begin with, she objects to the idea that
museum visitors take for granted that they can view the remains
of other people. It enables them to see these remains as ‘a tes-
tament to other cultures being “savage”, “primitive” or “grue-
some” (p. 196). She proposes to define mummies as forcibly
displaced (p. 68), a term that evokes contemporary associations
with flows of displaced people in vulnerable areas of the world.
She even advocates that mummies are given a louder voice in
storage and exhibition policies. In any case, their names must be
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mentioned, if they are known. It is something that many other
museums fail to do.

Back to the mummies exhibition in Assen. The catalogue
shows, in colour, two tattooed Maori heads, on loan from the
Reiss-Engelhorn Museums in Mannheim.* Even then it was
unusual to show these heads in public. At the request of and
in consultation with Maori representatives from New Zealand,
many other museums in Europe were no longer doing this. Am-
ber Aranui from the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongare-
wa, who is closely involved in repatriations, writes to me that
transferred heads are no longer available for outsiders to view.
When being repatriated, they are transported in closed boxes.
This happened, for example, in 2005, when the Wereldmuseum
Leiden returned a tattooed head to a Maori delegation. Once in
New Zealand, these heads return to the Maori community of
origin, who then decide what happens next. If the community
cannot be traced, the heads are given a final resting place in the
wahi tapy, a sacred space in the museum in Wellington that is
off-limits to non-Maori.

Itis now almost ten years later, and the museum does not stand
still. According to Bastiaan Steffens, Van Vilsteren’s successor, the
colonial problem is ‘certainly important to us now. He cites the
2018 exhibition Nubia: Land of the Black Pharaohs as an exam-
ple. Nubia was an ancient kingdom that extended north of the
current Sudanese capital Khartoum to the south of Egypt. In the
early twentieth century, scientists from the Museum of Fine Arts
in Boston had excavated and brought back several archacological
objects now on display in the Drents Museum. Steffens says:

These objects and remains of temples were special for two
reasons. First, they were collected because of the construc-
tion of the Aswan Dam, which was to provide a reservoir
of water for agriculture in Egypt. Because its construction
would cause a lot of damage to the Nubian archaeological
heritage, extensive excavations were first carried out. The
second reason was that the Boston scientists used the trea-
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sures they took to support an extremely false colonial story
in their museum: that Nubia had always been subordinate
to Egypt. The explicit purpose of our Nubia exhibition was
to correct that history. For it was Nubia that ruled over
part of Egypt from the eighth century BCE. And we told
that correct story with the same objects that had previously
served to prove the opposite.

Countering faulty historiography is entirely justified, but there is
more to acritical look at museum exhibitions. A critical look also
examines the handling of (loan) collections obtained in dubious
ways and the cooperation with countries of origin. ‘Hopefully
the context of the colonial story pushed the reader in a certain
direction, Steffens concludes. But is that not wishful thinking?
And is there not another problem, one which other museums
also struggle with? The Drents Museum is dependent on lenders,
who also link their names to such exhibitions, making it difficult
to criticize potentially questionable acquisition methods. Lend-
ers would rather not have their good names tarnished.

One may wonder whose interests this museum serves. Proba-
bly not those of the Sudanese. I have visited Sudan several times
since 1985. One highlight was a trip to the pyramids near the city
of Meroé, not far from the Nile River. Due to the desertification
of previously fertile banks, which stretched for miles, these stone
structures now lie in the middle of a sandy plain. The Sudan Ar-
chaeological Service had a good reputation. Many employees
were knowledgeable and worked with dedication. How would
the Sudan Archacological Service view the efforts of the Drents
Museum? In the 1980s, they hungered not only for the return of
lost archacological heritage, but also of war booty and the skulls
of national heroes — and they still do today.¢

WORKING TOGETHER

Decolonizingcollections from colonial areas requires other, more
equal ways of interacting with each other. The Dutch Wereldmu-
seum considers this important. It knows how difficult it is and
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that one effort sometimes goes better than another. In August
2021, [ visited the exhibition Azzecs: The Man behind the Myth at
the Wereldmuseum Leiden. This was a collaboration with muse-
ums in Stuttgart, Vienna, and Leiden in Europe, and the Institu-
to Nacional de Antropologia ¢ Historia (INAH) in Mexico. The
exhibits came from collections in Mexico and Europe, and the
catalogue was a European—Mexican co-production.

The exhibition was built on three pillars. The first consisted
of findings from recent, collaborative archacological research.
They came from the Templo Mayor in Mexico City, built be-
tween 1325 and 1520, and unearthed by Mexican archaeologists
and their European colleagues. The second focused on contem-
porary Aztec culture. Present-day Nahua communities, descend-
ed from the Aztecs, were quoted extensively at the exhibition.
They spoke about old, still-current rituals and about traditional
crops such as tomatoes and corn. The final pillar of the exhi-
bition was the unravelling of prejudices about the Aztecs as a
‘bloodthirsty people’ as the Spaniards claimed. According to the
exhibition makers, the conquistadors depicted them this way to
‘justify their own atrocities.

That the culture of the Aztecs indeed had very ‘refined’ fea-
tures is evident from their ancient codices, in which they de-
scribed their administrative customs, rules, genealogies, and his-
tory using text and colourful images. However, with the help of
missionaries, the Spanish destroyed thousands of them, leaving
fewer than twenty; these they shipped to Europe as curiosities.
In Europe, the codices were stripped of their original names and
named after the museum or library where they ended up. The cat-
alogue mentions as examples the Codex Bodley in the Bodleian
Library in Oxford and the Codex Borgia in the Vatican Library.

The showpiece of the exhibition was an enormous six-
teenth-century Sunstone. Because the original — with a diame-
ter of 3.6 metres and weighing 25,000 kilos — was too fragile for
transport, the exhibition makers had made a 3D print of it. The
stone tells the creation story of the Aztecs and how they related
to their gods.
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What was appealing about the approach was that descend-
ants of the Aztecs were very present at the exhibition and that
European museums and Mexican institutions and scientists col-
laborated fruitfully in its organization. The fact that this cooper-
ation had been conducted on a fairly equal footing is due both to
the strong cultural policy and long scientific tradition of Mexico
itself and to the mutual respect of the Mexicans and Europeans
involved.

Sopm—

The trips to these three museums have taught me how differently
the colonial past is dealt with in museum land. The three institu-
tions do not stand still and will have developed further in a few
years. Some change reluctantly, only doing so because they have
to. Others are taking the first steps, while it is unclear how quick-
ly one step will follow the next. Still others see decolonization
and equal cooperation with communities and colleagues from
countries of origin as an opportunity for enrichment.

For many museums in small municipalities and for museums
of missionary institutions, the idea of decolonization is far off,
especially if they have difliculty keeping their heads above water.
They want to do something in this vein — I noticed that during
several visits — but many depend almost entirely on volunteers,
who have often heavy workloads. Nevertheless, the number of
people and heritage institutions that actively think about how
collections from colonial areas came into their possession and
how they can incorporate this into their exhibition policy is in-
creasing.
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THE DUTCH GOVERNMENT.
A U-TURN AT LAST

The Netherlands is now taking real steps towards restitution.
On 6 July 2023, the Secretary of State for Culture, Gunay
Uslu, announced the first restitutions in response to claims from
Indonesia and Sri Lanka. The decision to hand over the Lombok
treasure, a kris of the Balinese king of Klungkung (more on this
in chapter 7), four statues from the Singasari Hindu temple com-
plex on Java, and 132 pieces of Pita Maha wood carving art from
Bali was as obvious as that to return the ceremonial cannon and
five others weapons of the king of Kandy.

One caveat is that the return of these items took place almost
three quarters of a century after an Indonesian request, and al-
most half a century after Sri Lanka had claimed its treasures.

The Indonesian Director General of Culture, Hilmar Farid, and
the Dutch State Secretary for Culture, Gunay Usly, signed the
agreement on 10 July 2023 in which the Netherlands would trans-
fer the property titles of 472 looted objects to Indonesia. It was the
[first major restitution since the introduction of a new Dutch policy.
© Jos van Beurden
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Indonesia has been submitting claims for collections from the
Netherlands since 1949, while Sri Lanka did this officially for
the first time in 1980. While Indonesia and the Netherlands had
agreed upon a set of Joint Recommendations for dealing with lost
treasures in 1975, the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, the Wereldmu-
seum Leiden, and the Dutch government had all left the Sri Lan-
kan claims to bite the dust. All in all, with these first steps the
Netherlands are very much playing catch up.

Why did it take so long? What precisely has been done in
the past and what did it take to start making this U-turn? What
does the new policy behind it look like? And why did almost
everyone on that Monday morning, 10 July 2023 in the Wereld-
museum Leiden, look so relieved when Uslu and the Indonesian
Director General for Culture, Hilmar Farid, set their signatures
on the agreement?

FRUGAL IN RETURNING

Lookingback at the way in which the Netherlands dealt with the
return of pieces to its former colonies, in the case of Indonesia
(the largest ex-colony), three phases can be distinguished: the
first starts immediately after the transfer of sovereignty in 1949,
the second begins in 1975, and the third phase has been running
from 2017 onwards. It is more difficult to discern the phases for
the process in Suriname and the Caribbean part of the Kingdom
of the Netherlands. However, there is talk of a turning point
from about 2020.

First Indonesia. After the Second World War, the Nether-
lands was not inclined to return looted treasures. The country
had to recover economically and was more concerned with itself
as a victim of the German occupation than with its own role
as an occupier of colonial territories. The relationship with the
Indonesian government was extremely bad and a fruitful conver-
sation on new cultural relations seemed still far away.

Yet restitution was important to Indonesia from the outset.
Bonnie Triyana of the Tim Repatriasi says: ‘In 1949, Indonesia
and the Netherlands concluded an agreement on the transfer of
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sovereignty. Attempts to include a paragraph on cultural rela-
tions had been in vain. Muhammad Yamin, a parliamentarian,
urged for restitution in 1951, mentioning, among other things,
Java Man. In 1954, as minister of Education and Culture, he vis-
ited the Netherlands and asked for the return of the extremely
fine, thirteenth-century Buddhist Prajfiaparamitra statue from
Javaand the fourteenth-century palm manuscript Nagarakertag-
ama. In 1955, Indonesia presented a list of 1,151 objects in Dutch
museums that it wanted back.

Some prominent Dutch people had every sympathy for In-
donesia’s wishes. For instance, the Netherlands” highest-ranking
representative in Jakarta, Tony Lovink, advised the government
in The Hague to return some of the crown jewels from Lom-
bok, Bali, and Java on the occasion of the transfer of sovereignty
in 1949. However, the Minister for Union Affairs and Overseas
Governments, J. H. van Maarseveen, was not in favour of this. It
was not ‘the right time} he declared. If negotiations on the trans-
fer of sovereignty should end favourably for the Netherlands,
perhaps a single piece of looted art could be transferred.

Because The Hague became fearful of claims for restitution, it
commissioned an ‘inventory’ of Indonesian crown jewels in the
state collections. The outcome was that only a few had potentially
questionable provenances. Most had been obtained ‘through pur-
chase or as a gift’ and therefore could not be claimed by Indonesia.
Moreover, the colonial administration had collected many objects
in a large museum in Jakarta and had transferred the building and
collections to the Indonesian government after independence.

Yet Indonesia continued to press for the return not only of
objects, but also of archives and manuscripts. It took a quarter
century before this led to the Joint Recommendations (1975)
on new cultural relations and the transfer of some objects: the
painting The Capture of Pangeran Diponegoro from 1857, by In-
donesian artist Raden Saleh — Prince Diponegoro was the great
hero of the Java War — parts of the prince’s equestrian gear, 243
pieces of the loot that the Netherlands had seized on the island of
Lombok in 1894, and on top of that, the Prajfiaparamitra statue.
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Those who think this is quite a number should remember
that it was only a fraction of what the government in Jakarta had
requested, and an even smaller share of all the collections from
the archipelago that were then in the Netherlands. Moreover, the
Joint Recommendations contained several agreements with which
the Netherlands has never, or only after a long wait, complied.

In 2017, this started to change. Then the Wereldmuseum Lei-
den began a long-delayed search for the important kris of Prince
Diponegoro. To the surprise of many, it did not take long to find
itand on 3 March 2020, the then Indonesian ambassador Pak Puja
received the stabbing weapon. Regarding the motivation for her
decision, Minister Van Engelshoven wrote that the return took
place ‘on the basis of the 1975 agreement’ The Netherlands had
done nothingabout two other agreements made at the time: find-
ing out who owned the Java Man, or helping Indonesia in contact-
ing private owners with important pieces from the archipelago.

Discussions about restitution with Suriname and the Car-
ibbean part of the Kingdom were virtually non-existent in the
1970s. The only return took place in 198s, when more than
4,500 pre-Hispanic potsherds were shipped back to Aruba (Van
Beurden, The Return of Cultural and Historical Treasures, 2012,
p- 35). This was not exactly a loss for the Wereldmuseum Leiden,
which kept them in its storerooms. By accident, several dozen
potsherds were left behind in the Netherlands. The museum is
willing to return them as soon as it receives a formal request.

The return of archives and documents is smoother and more
generous. Regarding Suriname, there was a remarkable agree-
ment between the colonial administration in Paramaribo and
the government in The Hague. After an alarming report in 1899
about the condition of the archives — which were plagued by
humidity, insects, and mice — the authorities in Paramaribo de-
cided to ship them to the Netherlands, which occurred in 1916,
and to leave them there until Suriname could establish a proper
place for them (Van Dijk and Tjien Fooh, “The Repatriation of
Surinamese Archives from the Netherlands, 2023, p. 284). In
similar cases, a temporary stay in the colonizer’s country might
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casily become de facto permanent. Not in this case. In 2010,
Suriname opened a modern, fully-equipped archive building in
Paramaribo and the National Archives in The Hague prepared
the first shipment of archive records to the National Archives of
Suriname. The last shipment left in 2018. Almost all the docu-
ments have now been digitized, so that Surinamese Dutch also
retain access to them.

As carly as 1968, negotiations with Indonesia over lost ar-
chives had led to an agreement. The two countries adopted a
pragmatic approach: due to their vulnerability, old documents,
especially from the voc period, would remain where they were —
in the National Archives in The Hague, or in the Arsip Nasional
in Jakarta. The two national archive institutions then exchanged
information, first through photocopying and later through di-
gitization, to allow as much access to their files as possible.

Spread over many decades and given the size of collections
from colonial areas in Dutch heritage institutions, this is a mea-
gre harvest. We can conclude that the Netherlands avoided resti-
tution unless it was difficult to do otherwise, or if the collections
in question were of little importance to it.

Other countries in Europe certainly did no better (as I recorded
in Treasures in Trusted Hands). The UK, France, and Germany
returned objects only incidentally — for instance, on the occasion
of the independence of a colony. Three other countries did some-
thing similar to the Netherlands and concluded agreements with
a former colony.

Belgium transferred several hundred objects to the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo (1970), but these turned out to be
of little cultural-historical value. Belgium was able to do this be-
cause it had neglected education in the African country, which
therefore had no experts able to determine the value of objects.

Denmark, which had two ‘cold” — as opposed to ‘tropical’
— colonies, shipped some 2,000 ancient manuscripts about lo-
cal history and peasant life back to Iceland (1971) and 35,000
archacological pieces to Greenland (1983). The Danish govern-
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ment kept a large number of manuscripts and a lot of archaco-
logical material for itself.

Australiaresponded best, with agenerous return of thousands
of objects to Papua New Guinea (1975). In this case, the former
colonizer and the ex-colony were neighbours and possibly that
proximity fostered mutual understanding and respect. Around
1900, colonial officials had collected the objects and had them
sent to museums in Australia which would serve as safe havens,
on the condition that they would be returned once Papua New
Guinea had its own museum infrastructure.

So, little happened until deep into the twenty-first century.
In addition, many former colonies had other concerns on their
minds (stability, national unity, poverty reduction) and little
confidence in the European willingness to face up to their colo-
nial pasts and return collections.

The fact that heritage institutions in Europe only slowly be-
came sensitive to the wishes of former colonies is clearly visible
in the Wereldmuseum Leiden. This museum — which holds in
excess of a hundred Benin objects — was still very reluctant to
make any change in 2007, when the Oba (traditional king) of
Benin requested European museums return some Benin objects.
When I asked director Steven Engelsman whether his museum
would respond to such a request, he answered that his museum’s
collection was ‘not a grab bag’ Four years later, though, he no
longer ruled out a positive response, ‘if the Oba came to Leiden
with a request’. At that time, he also hid a bit behind the British
Museum - ‘Let that set the example. It has most Benin objects
of all museums in the world, and Britain is the country that loot-
ed them in 1897 — even though he knew the British Museum
would do nothing. In 2021, the World Museum published on its
own a detailed report on all the Benin objects in its museums in
Leiden, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, and Berg en Dal: 184 pieces in
total. The acquisition of at least 114 of them was a direct result
of the looting of the Oba’s palaces by British soldiers in 1897.
The thousands of objects were then scattered all over Europe and
North America, including in the Netherlands. In the report, the
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Wereldmuseum offered Nigeria a helping hand to make a claim
to the owner of the collection, that is, the Dutch state. A claim
has come in and the Committee Colonial Collections is prepar-
ing a recommendation for the Dutch government.

Engelsman has been away from Leiden for years, but when we
recalled his earlier statements recently, he said: ‘I never thought
then it would come to this. What a great development!’

GRADUAL SHIFT

Like some other countries in Europe (more about this in Chap-
ter 8), the Netherlands has been developing a new restitution
policy since the late 2010s, with the first fruits being the resti-
tutions to Sri Lanka and Indonesia. But restitution has been a
topic of discussion for much longer in all kinds of forums — in
government departments, among museum staff and academics,
and in the media. But these discussions were mainly held behind
closed doors.

Dutch ambassadors, such as those in Indonesia and Sri Lan-
ka, have sometimes played an important role. Thanks to their
local contacts, they know what is going on in their host countries
and pass on their insights to The Hague. Their main tool of quiet
diplomacy ironically ensures that their role is often (wrongly)
overlooked. Restitution has been a point of discussion in the
Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science (0cw) and
some larger museums for decades. At the Wereldmuseum, it was
often individual staff members who raised it. Those who did
could have a hard time, because many colleagues wanted nothing
to do with restitution. The media also slowly changed their tone.
While they had long emphasized the limited ability of former
colonies to take care of their heritage, as well as the right of mu-
seums in Europe to preserve and display objects from colonial
regions, they began to pay more attention to the right of return
of ex-colonies and the obligation of return of ex-colonizers.

The Benin dialogue, launched in 2010 between the Kingdom
of Benin and Nigerian authorities on the one hand, and some
European museums — including the Wereldmuseum Leiden — on
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the other, certainly helped. Although the dialogue progressed
with great difficulty, it nevertheless indicated a change in think-
ing in the museum world. At the launch of my book Treasures
in Trusted Hands on 29 May 2017, seven Dutch-speaking muse-
um directors from Germany, Austria, the UK, Belgium, and the
Netherlands discussed the issue of restitution.” Some had already
begun to embrace the idea; for others, the conversation was an
incentive to become more involved. French President Emmanuel
Macron’s speech of 28 November 2017 at the University of Oua-
gadougou, the capital of Burkina Faso, about the gradual return
of a part of Africa’s lost heritage and the 2018 advice to Macron
from Senegalese academic Felwine Sarr and French art histori-
an Bénédicte Savoy were eagerly discussed at the 0Ccw minis-
try. And of course, the wishes, requests, and claims from former
colonies for the return of their pieces provided much-needed
encouragement to the then-burgeoning restitution policy.

THE FIRST RESULTS

From 2019 onwards, the return discussion inside the Dutch
government and museum world has come more into the open.
In March of that year, the Wereldmuseum published a policy
for claiming objects under the title Return of Cultural Objects:
Principles and Process. Many of the return criteria mentioned
therein can be seen, with some variations, in later policy doc-
uments: whatever is in violation of the laws of the time or was
taken without the consent of the owners, or is, because of its
religious nature, unsuitable for display or research, is eligible for
return. The principles, of course, applied only to objects in the
possession of the Wereldmuseum.

The publication caused some resentment within the Ministry
of ocw, which was also drawing up such a policy, but for all
objects and collections from colonial areas in national posses-
sion. Couldn’t the museum have waited for this to be complete?
One month later, in April 2019, Minister Van Engelshoven went
public and announced to Parliament that she wanted to make
the ‘shared past and the colonial era-related history’ more visible
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and that this required a new ‘national policy framework’ On
15 October 2019, she asked the Council for Culture to draw up
advice on the handling of collections from a colonial context. It
was to be ready within a year.

Right on time, in October 2020, the Council issued the
groundbreaking Advice on dealing with colonial collections. It
contained a lot of useful information. Over the centuries, the
Netherlands has had colonial interests in no fewer than for-
ty-seven areas, varying from trading posts, factories, and forts to
full-blown colonies. At least fifty-five museums in the Nether-
lands possess collections from colonial areas that were subject to
the Netherlands or other European countries, but only a limited
number actually conduct provenance research into these collec-
tions.

The advice contained striking suggestions. The key proposal
was that the Netherlands would recognize that, by taking pos-
session of cultural goods without the consent of the original
population of the colonial areas, an injustice had been done to
that population, and the Netherlands should be prepared to
correct this injustice ‘where possible’. The Council further sug-
gested that the Dutch government only negotiate claims with
governments of countries of origin, and therefore not with, for
example, the descendants of a sultan in Indonesia or an ethnic
group in Suriname. The Council also advised that if an object
was demonstrably taken against the wishes of the original pop-
ulation, it should be returned unconditionally if requested by
an ex-colony of the Netherlands. If the claim originated from
a former colony of another European country, restitution was
conditional and, in making the decision, the Netherlands had to
take into account two points: the interests of the Netherlands in
keeping the claimed objects, and the claimant country’s ability
to manage them properly. The committee also proposed to ‘in-
vest in the exchange of knowledge, ideas, and views’ with other
European ex-colonial powers.

Shortly afterwards, in January 2021, the minister informed
Parliament that she had largely accepted the advice. She wished
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for dealing with cultural goods from colonial territories to occur
‘carefully, in close cooperation with those involved in the country
of origin and generously’ and realized that those goods can pain-
fully affect ‘people and communities of today and tomorrow’

In the summer of 2022, her successor, Secretary of State Gu-
nay Uslu, informed Parliament that she would continue in this
line. She established two bodies. The first was the advisory Com-
mittee Colonial Collections, led by lawyer Lilian Gongalves-Ho
Kang You, who had also chaired the advisory committee of the
Council for Culture. The committee works independently and
assesses the thoroughness of the provenance investigation into a
claimed collection and whether there has actually been involun-
tary loss of possession. The collection manager — usually a muse-
um - ‘is responsible for conducting’ this research. The museum
report details the nature of the collection, the way it came to be
in the Netherlands, and its broad context. It is striking that the
heritage institution in question thus plays the role of the fox that
guards the chickens. The entire process should not take too long
because ‘needless delay would detract from the perception of the
desired redress of injustice} according to Uslu. The committee is
also the place where restitution applications come in, and this
was quickly effective: within a short time, there were such re-
quests from Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and Nigeria.

The second body is the Colonial Collections Consortium, a
point of contact for convening knowledge and expertise in the
field of provenance research in the Netherlands and supporting
museums and countries of origin in their research. It is made up
of five institutions: the Wereldmuseum, the Rijksmuseum Am-
sterdam, Museum Bronbeck in the city of Arnhem, the N10D In-
stitute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, and the State
Agency for Cultural Heritage (Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel
Erfgoed, RCE). Its office is located in the RCE. A digital platform
is being developed with collections from colonial areas in Dutch
museums. Researchers from around the world, and especially
from former colonial countries, can gain insight into what is in
the Netherlands. The consortium will study similar initiatives in
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Europe, such as Digital Benin, which shows over 5,000 Benin
objects in twenty countries, and the Atlas der Abwesentheit, with
40,000 objects from the ex-colony Cameroon in German muse-
ums. These two examples are the product of close collaboration
between researchers in Nigeria and Cameroon, respectively, and
their colleagues in Europe.

There are two more actors in the restitution debate: Parlia-
ment and diaspora groups. We will look first at the Dutch parlia-
ment, because a change might be in the air. On 4 October 2023,
the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Education, Culture
and Science held a discussion on heritage policies with Secretary
of State Uslu. Restitution could have been discussed at length at
that time, but the debate was mainly about monument conserva-
tion and archaeology in the Netherlands and hardly mentioned
restitution to former colonies. I do not rule out the possibility
that many MPs have tacitly agreed to the new restitution policy
and that other files (ordered alphabetically these are: asylum,
budget, discrimination, climate, Covid-19, gas extraction, house
construction, nitrogen, social allowances) require more atten-
tion from them.

At the time, only one MP spoke about the recent returns to
Indonesiaand Sri Lanka: Martin Bosma of the populist Party for
Freedom (PvVv). He was strongly against t, stated that Democrats
66 (D66) — Gunay Uslu’s political party — was a party of ‘cultural
barbarians) called the advisory Colonial Collection Committee
a ‘sell-out committee” and advocated the ‘dismissal’ and ‘crimi-
nal prosecution’ of museum directors who had participated in
the restitution. At that point, you might have thought that mp
Bosma was a loner, but since the parliamentarian elections in
the Netherlands of 22 November 2023, this can no longer be sus-
tained. The PVV won by far the largest number of seats (37 out
of 150) and it is feared a very conservative wind is blowing in the
country. It is still too early to determine what the consequences
of this will be for the restitution file once a new cabinet has been
formed, but it seems undeniable that the political forces pushing
for a counter-restitution front have gained strength.
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Unlike in some other European countries, for a long time
Dutch people with roots in former colonies have participated
only a little in the restitution debate. Dutch people with ties to
the Indonesian archipelago focus more on the lost past of sol-
diers of the Royal Dutch East Indies Army (KNIL), or on what is
now the Indonesian province of Papua. In the eyes of Papuans,
their province has been illegally occupied by Indonesia. The res-
titution of cultural heritage is a matter between the governments
of the two countries and many Moluccan and Papuan Dutch,
and other Dutch people with links to the archipelago, have little
sympathy for the Indonesian government in Jakarta or for the
kind of objects (often connected to national heroes, royal hous-
es, or ancient temples) that are discussed at the return table; as a
consequence, they hardly talk about it.

In all the lee, a number of diaspora groups with roots in the
archipelago appears to be concerned with restitution of ancestral
remains or objects with a direct connection with their region
of origin in the archipelago. Not only Moluccan and Papuan
Dutch but also Surinamese and Caribbean Dutch feel supported
by the new restitution policy and the development in the soci-
etal discussion about the colonial past. Chapter 7 discusses this
further.

For several years now, there has been another diaspora group
that works hard and secks publicity: Black Lives Matter. Al-
though their main themes are the history of slavery and racism,
restitution is also discussed. In June 2020, tens of thousands of
people protested against racism, discrimination, and other leg-
acies of the colonial past in the Netherlands. From this move-
ment emerged the Black Manifesto (2021), ‘a living document
with concrete advice and demands from and for Black commu-
nities on how to tackle racism and inequality’ in the education,
labour, and cultural sectors. For looted art from colonial terri-
tories ‘arrangements should be made so that the art can be safely
owned and management can be returned to its rightful owners.
The Netherlands must contribute to the cost of ‘proper mainte-
nance and management’ of objects in the country of origin.
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“THEY SHOULD HAVE NEVER BEEN IN OUR COUNTRY’

When we look at the European countries working on new res-
titution policies, sometimes one country appears to be in the
lead, and then another takes over. On Monday 10 July 2023, the
Netherlands had the honour of leading. What took place on
this morning, at the signing of the agreement with Indonesia at
the Wereldmuseum Leiden, was greeted not with excitement so
much as with reliefamong many attendees. ‘Am T happy? No. Re-
lieved?’ is what I heard several times, both from the Indonesians
present and from Dutch people. “This has been worked towards
for such along time... there could always have been a final hitch
in the plan!” The fall of the government of Prime Minister Mark
Rutte, which happened later that day, could have been one such
disaster. At the signing, Gunay Uslu spoke of ‘a historic moment,
declaring that, ‘[for] the first time, we are returning objects on
the basis of advice of the Colonial Collections Committee’ — ob-
jects, she said, ‘that should never have been in the Netherlands’
Indonesian Director-General Hilmar Farid spoke of ‘pieces that
are missing and can now be fitted back into the story of Indone-
sia. From now on, we can determine their significance and the
story about them ourselves.

The new Dutch policy also raises questions. The first con-
cerns the distinction between unconditional return to one’s own
ex-colonies and conditional return to ex-colonies of other Euro-
pean countries. In whose interest is that? Not the other powers’
ex-colonies: in their eyes, what is the difference between alooted
Benin object from Nigeria and a confiscated princely kris from
Indonesia? Should the motive behind this distinction be sought
in European relations? Does the Netherlands fear that uncondi-
tional returns made to ex-colonies of other countries will lead to
undesirable claims then being submitted to those other former
colonizers? Think of the UK, currently governed by the right-
wing Conservative Party: does the Netherlands want to avoid
upsetting that country?

A next question is why the government, in line with a sugges-
tion of the advisory Committee of the Council for Culture, only
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wants to negotiate with the government of a former colony, and
not with descendants of monarchs, sultans, or ethnic minorities
in such a country — even though these people were the original
owners of certain pieces and were robbed of them? Although the
interests of the latter are mentioned in many policy documents,
albeit briefly, the Netherlands does not grant them a seat at the
‘claims’ table. They don’t want to interfere in the affairs of an-
other country and do not want to be accused of neocolonial be-
haviour. The Dutch position on this issue is not unique. Belgium
and France for instance, opt for the same approach. Absence at
the claims table is already causing frictions in Indonesia, for ex-
ample. I will come back to this in Chapter 7.

o

For a proper assessment of claims, thorough research into the
provenance of a claimed item is of great importance. But have
the policy makers given suflicient thought to a more equal ap-
proach to this? In the Dutch policy, the Dutch holding institu-
tion is charged with the provenance research and can of course
determine a lot — matters such as the formulation of the ques-
tions that have to be answered, the experts to be engaged, or the
planning. What is the situation for the ex-colony that made the
claim? The possibility of giving an ex-colony a more decisive role
in this process is discussed in Chapter s.

For now, it will suflice to end with the words of Minister van
Engelshoven, who stated in March 2020 that Diponegoro’s kris
goes back ‘on the basis of the 1975 agreement’. This formulation
implied that the return was about playing catch-up. We might
think that the July 2023 announcement of returns to Indone-
sia and Sri Lanka is rather similar. A start has been made, then,
but these two major restitution moves were quite obvious ones.
But will the Netherlands succeed in properly completing more
difficult claims, such as those for the Dubois collection, or for
objects with questionable provenance in heritage institutions
that hardly conduct provenance research? And will ex-colonies
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quickly bring new claims? Is restitution a priority for them, or are
they more interested in obtaining the admission of wrongdoing
in the colonial past and an apology? Formulating claims is not
an easy task and requires (art) historical, legal, and many other
kinds of substantiation. The challenge is now to press ahead and
avoid ‘restitution fatigue’
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ETHICAL COMPASS.
THREE PRINCIPLES

For alongtime, the debate on the Dutch colonial past focused
mainly on the years in which Indonesia, Suriname, and the
Caribbean part of the kingdom became independent or auto-
nomous. We can hardly imagine it now, but in those years the
positive aspects of the Dutch presence — bringing education,
healthcare work, infrastructure, the ‘true’ faith - often received
more attention than the negative ones — exploitation, violence,
and theft of cultural heritage. The latter were downplayed.
Those times are a few generations behind us, and this makes
it easier to face up to the negative impact of colonialism and
its knock-on effects in the present. King Willem Alexander did
exactly this on 1 July 2023 when he apologized for the Dutch
part in the slave trade and asked forgiveness for his own family’s

Pieta, Documenta Fifteen, St Kunigundis Church, Kassel, 2022. ©

Jos van Beurden

Some communities avoid showing skulls of ancestors to the outside
world. Others do it deliberately. It is their way of honouring them.
The Atis Rezistans from Haiti give this an artistic form.
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involvement in it. Six months earlier, the government had prece-
ded him in this gesture. And in 2020, the monarch had expressed
his regret and apologies for the violent atrocities of the Dutch
army in Indonesia in the years from 1945 to 1949.

These are important steps, but are they enough? Are war vi-
olence and the slave trade the main crimes that need to be tack-
led? What did colonial injustice entail? What other forms did it
take? Does Secretary of State Uslu’s comment when announcing
restitutions to Indonesia and Sri Lanka in July 2023 that looted
objects ‘should never have been in the Netherlands’ mean that
she regards their theft as colonial injustice? Are there ways of
finding out?

To answer these questions, this chapter examines whether
theft of cultural heritage in the colonial period belongs in the
same category as physical violence, slavery, and the like, and how
restitution is part of the broader concept of decolonization. In
addition, it examines whether an ethical compass helps to figure
out whether we can actually redress some of the injustices. How-
ever, the chapter begins with a warning.

BEWARE OF EXAGGERATION

Colonialism and looting: whose problem is it? Is it the prob-
lem of the people, peoples, and principalities of the global south
who were robbed? That seems the obvious answer... however,
though many of these groups are indeed very concerned, others
are considerably less so. They are trying to survive, or prefer to
look to the future, and therefore have little interest in pieces that
were stolen in a distant past and may now be claimed. Moreover,
ex-colonizers are often difficult about restitution: they want a
big say in the process, they impose conditions, and there is bu-
reaucracy, so getting the items back takes years. Besides, due to
looting and long absences, many objects are no longer the same.
There is a stain on them which will remain a reminder of a pain-
ful past. These people in former colonies prefer to move forward
rather than settle old scores. There are plenty of craftsmen in
their country who are able to create objects that show their his-
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tory and culture, and these objects are not contaminated by a
troubled past.

Is colonialism and the plundering of heritage perhaps more
the problem of the predatory states in the global north? Are
they now seeing the light? Please note: not everyone in the
global north is bothered by it, either. “You can’t keep rehashing
the past — those pieces have been here for so long and are well
taken care of] some people would say. Writing down this kind
of commentary suddenly reminds me of the poem “The White
Man’s Burden’ (1899) by the English poet Rudyard Kipling, on
the civilizing mission of American imperialists in colonial areas
taken over from Spain.

But in the northern hemisphere there are also white people,
especially young people, for whom colonial spoils are an uncom-
fortable possession. They don’t understand why their restitution
does not proceed faster. Perhaps this gives the title of Kipling’s
poem a new meaning: that of a self-civilizing mission. The new
generation admits more readily than many older people that all
violence in colonial areas — the great and small wars, plundering
of resources, summary executions, rape, the slave trade, looting,
and more — was committed in the name of ‘the white man’ and
that it brought him wealth and power.

Does the currentdrive toundo some of these colonial injustic-
es risk exaggerating the scale of the damage Europe caused? Are
we making it too big? How important was European colonial
rule in the history of countries in the south? Several writers from
these countries argue for restraint. They find that Europe’s role is
casily overstated and that of the countries in question underesti-
mated. Older examples are Indian historian Dipesh Chakrabar-
ty’s Provincializing Europe (2000), and Kishore Mahbubani’s
The New Asian Hemisphere: The Irresistible Shift of Global Power
to the East (2009). The latter is a Singaporean political scientist
and former chairman of the UN Security Council. More recent
is Nigerian philosopher Olafémi Taiwo’s book Against Decoloni-
zation: A Plea for Africa’s Own Competence (2022). Chakrabarty

and Mabhubani criticize the overemphasis on Europe’s role in
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the colonial period and argue for a revaluation of the role of
empires and nations. According to Mabhubani, China and India
have always been the most important world economies. He sees
the European presence in their continent as an interruption of
China and India’s centuries-long dominance on the world stage.
Taiwo warns against erosion of the concept of ‘decolonization),
which has become an all-encompassing concept. He emphasizes
Africa’s own agency and other factors to understand current de-
velopments in the world. In Africa, Europe’s rule was only insti-
tutionalized after the Africa Conference of 18841885 in Berlin.
That is less than a century. Europe has lost some of its weight
on the world stage. France’s influence in Africa, for example, is
rapidly declining. Germany is making diplomatic and various
funding efforts to keep a foothold in the continent.

LOOTING AS A FORM OF COLONIAL VIOLENCE

These stimulating thoughts bring a note of caution, but should
not prevent us from moving forward with the knowledge we
have today and looking at the injustice and violence of the co-
lonial past to see how the plunder of cultural heritage at that
time fits into a broader framework. European colonial expan-
sion stretched over a period of more than five centuries: from
the early fifteenth century until well into the twentieth century.
It took place in many different locations far away from Europe,
in rather varying forms and with ever-changing intensities. This
expansion was accompanied by a great deal of physical violence.
Numerous major and minor confrontations took place to sup-
press resistance to it. Thanks to their superior weapons, the Euro-
peans usually — although not always — emerged victorious from
the battlefield.

More and more is being learned about this physical violence.
One of the latest Dutch publications in this area is a series of
books about independence, decolonization, violence, and war
in Indonesia in the years 1945 to 1950 (KITLV ea., Onafhankelijk-
heid, dekolonisatie, geweld en oorlog in Indonesié, 2022.). There is
also a considerable amount of information available about the
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violence in the 345 previous years of Dutch presence in the Indo-
nesian archipelago. This is certainly the case with scholarship on
Jan Pieterszoon Coen, who perpetrated a genocide on the Banda
Islands in 1621, and for most readers probably also the brutal Java
War (1825—1830) and the horrific Aceh War (1873-1904)%.

In recent years, research into physical violence has been sup-
plemented by mapping the Dutch involvement in the slave trade,
first the trade in the transatlantic world and now also in the In-
donesian archipelago. Some of the outcomes can be found in the
collection Staat & Slavernij (State & Slavery, 2023). Cultural
historian Nancy Jouwe argues that slavery is a crime against hu-
manity (King Willem Alexander did this in July 2023 as well).
Legal historian Raymund Schiitz calculated that the profits from
the slave trade of the governors of Orange amounted to 3.04
million guilders. In today’s money, this is €545 million.

Much less do we realize that European expansion has always
been accompanied by climate violence, and that its impact is
still noticeable today — yet we could have known this a long
time ago. The renowned Prussian explorer and scientist Alex-
ander von Humboldt (1769-1859) had already addressed this
around 1800. In a diary fragment, mentioned in Andrea Wulft’s
biography Invention of Nature: The Adventures of Alexander von
Humboldt (2016), he criticizes the ‘insatiable greed’ of the Span-
iards in acquiring gold and timber in South America by barter
or by force. This not only led to the disappearance of ancient
civilizations and the decimation of the indigenous population,
but also to an enormous clear-cutting of the continent’s natural
resources.

Amitav Ghosh also writes about clear-cutting in natural eco-
systems, albeit in two other geographical areas. In The Nutmeg's
Curse (2021) he describes how ‘Jan Coen’ (as he calls him) had
native trees and shrubs on the Banda Islands replaced en masse
by nutmeg trees and what the disastrous short- and long-term
effects have been. The Euro-Americans did the same to the First
Nations territories when they arrived in North America. The
historian Dan Sleigh tells a similar story about South Africa.
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In his novel Stemmen uit Zee (Voices from the Sea, 2002) he
meticulously reconstructs how Jan van Riebeeck and his men
committed acts of climate violence at the Cape of Good Hope,
where the Dutch arrived 1652. From the start, they deprived the
pastoralist Khoi population of their best lands, which decimat-
ed that population. Ghosh argues that this act was worse than
genocide: according to him, it was a case of omnicide, where
everything and everyone could be cleared away to serve the in-
terests of the newcomers. Omnicide became one of the pillars of
prosperity in Europe.

Ghosh draws a direct line from this colonial violence to the
current climate crisis, a challenging thought. Indeed, in many
former colonial areas, this type of violence continues — even
though the companies now operating are from continents other
than Europe, and the colonial soldiers who once protected the
commercial interests of Europeans in, for instance, Africa have
now been replaced by non-African paramilitary units.

Another element of colonial expansion was cultural violence.
This is a broad concept with both a material and an intangible
aspect. Almost all forms of violence were accompanied by this
intangible violence, with colonial governments, enterprises, mis-
sionaries, and others hammering home their own superiority and
the inferiority of the ‘other’. They presented this ‘other’ as un-
derdeveloped, bloodthirsty, and incapable of effectively ruling
their own country. They put away existing forms of government,
religions, traditions, and customs as primitive and reprehensible.
In this way they kept colonial subjects ‘on the periphery of soci-
ety (Dimitrijovska-Jankulovska and Denkovska, ‘Postcolonial
“Otherness”, 2023, p. 50). The European occupiers have always
tried to justify their arrival as a ‘civilizing mission’ to help ‘the
other’

The material side of cultural violence was closely linked to
this image and consisted of the unsolicited confiscation and/or
destruction of cultural, ceremonial and religious objects, skulls
and other ancestral remains, old manuscripts and archival doc-
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uments of local rulers, families and communities. As a result,
in many places the European civilizing mission led to a cultural
clear-cutting and the deprivation of the local people’s identity,
spiritual values, and beliefs and imposed on them a Western—
white veneer. Of course, the people didn’t always accept this.
There was resistance in many places, including against the taking
of their material heritage, and this resistance ranged from open
to covert. Many colonial subjects became inventive in finding
strategies for escaping the European yoke. They worked with the
newcomers, or pretended to, and saw it as an opportunity for a
better future.

The diversity of the violence and its impact in the present
make it hard to get to the bottom of it and to undo some of the
resulting injustice. Decolonization therefore requires patience
from ex-colonizers as well as ex-colonized peoples. It’s about the
breakdown of unequal colonial power structures and their re-
placement by more equitable and more respectful relationships.
That’s easier said than done. The apologies and some returns
that now take place are important. But admitting past mistakes
and making excuses or asking for forgiveness are not enough;
these statements must also be accepted by ‘affected commu-
nities, ‘tackle the living legacies’ of colonialism, and ‘provide
meaningful reparations, as human-rights lawyer Nani Jansen
Reventlow reminds us (Righting Imperialism’s Wrongs, Past and
Present, 2023) — and we haven’t gotten that far yet. These are the
first pioneering steps in a journey that will continue for a long
time.

THE THREE CONCEPTS. TRUST. EQUALITY. AND JUSTICE

How do we know if we are on the right track in our efforts to
undo some of the injustices from the colonial period? How do
we know whether the power relations between ex-colonies and
ex-colonizers are becoming more equal? Are there principles that
can guide us here, and also when it comes to the return of cultur-
al heritage? I'd like to venture some suggestions. Based on many
conversations, after reading and thinking a lot, three guiding
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principles emerge: trust, equality, and justice. Great values, and
I am aware that they can only be realized in small steps. Perhaps it
is wiser to term them slightly differently: breaking down distrust,
reducing inequality, and undoing injustice piece by piece.

In 2022, legal philosopher Cees Maris interviewed me ex-
tensively (Filosofie & Praktijk, 2023). According to him, justice
is the basic principle: an injustice needs to be restored, and this
is done through restitution of unlawfully obtained objects in
our possession. His vision is partly based on the philosophy of
Robert Nozick (1938-2002). Nozick argues that ownership
arises because someone finds something in nature and that
‘something’ does not yet belong to anyone. The second and all
subsequent owners can then lawfully possess that item through
purchase, exchange, donation, inheritance, or by taking it over
in another way; then there is nothing to worry about. But if
an owner loses an object unlawfully — through theft, coercion,
error, or deception — then the restoration principle applies, and
the state must guarantee legal restoration in the form of restitu-
tion or compensation.

I endorse the principle of repair through restitution as such,
although I also feel hesitant about this reasoning. If something
is returned, there is no immediate repair. Alongside this, rec-
ognition and admission of past mistakes can be as important.
Does the returning party acknowledge that there was an injus-
tice and does the receiving party experience it this way? People
involved in the return practice emphasize that recognition and
admission, and restoration of the trust that was severely dam-
aged in the colonial period, are at least as important. That’s the
sticking point.

But I mainly hear this during informal conversations. Few
people — whether they come from the global south or the north
— dare to say out loud, ‘T do not trust the other party, because
then one runs the risk that a slightly opened door will close
again. Trust had to grow before the Benin dialogue between
Nigeria and European museums could bear fruit, or before part-
ners in the global south were able to collaborate more effectively



with Dutch institutions. In addition, there is a growing insight
among those in the global north that those who created the dis-
trust should be the ones to take the first steps.

Another hesitation is that Nozick thinks in terms of indi-
vidual, legal property. This may be common in legal thinking
in Europe, but conflicts with the way the issue is addressed in
many countries of origin or by indigenous communities. There,
the idea of communal ownership often predominates. During
Naazima Kamardeen’s and my research into the ceremonial
cannon of the king of Kandy (2022), Kamardeen pointed out
that the king was not the owner of the cannon, but its guardian.
Likewise, the land on which he lived was not his, but belonged
to all the people, and even to the birds and other living beings,
and the king was allowed to guard it. The idea that the duty of
care towards nature, land, and cultural heritage can be more im-
portant than their legal ownership is sinking in painfully slowly
in Western contributions to the restitution discourse.

Much has been said and written about the second principle —
equality — both in everyday conversations and in weighty reflec-
tions in thick books. Breaking age-old, ingrained patterns does
not happen automatically, as Gloria Wekkers argues in White
Innocence: Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race (2020). Without
being aware of it, many white people still show traits of racism
and xenophobia. It is ingrained in their ‘cultural archive” and
doesn’t simply go away. Directors, curators, and employees of
museums often do not realize how old power patterns continue
to work. They think they offer colleagues from the global south
the same space as they occupy themselves, while in fact they keep
holding the reins and determine what the collaboration will look
like and how the funds available for it will be spent.

This inequality is often veiled or disguised, or is sometimes
visible, as was the case on 19 December 2022, when the Dutch
government apologized for the Netherlands™ share in the slave
trade. It happened without proper consultation with organi-
zations of descendants of enslaved people. Heritage specialist
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Wim Manuhutu called this ‘a colonial blind spot’ (interviewed
by Kraaijenoord and Thielen, ‘Multiperspectiviteit;, 2023). We in
the global north must learn to play our partin the restitution dis-
course without taking on the leadership role. At the same time, it
helps considerably if the other side — the governments, museum
professionals, and other people in former colonies — also takes
strong steps to claim that equity and approach their northern
partners in a new way.

For the third principle, justice,  would like to refer to The Idea of

Justiceby the Indian economist and Nobel Prize winner Amartya
Sen (2009). According to Sen, it is difficult to say exactly what
justice is, though most people know when something they do is
unjust and when they have crossed a line. With colonial cultur-
al violence and unsolicited seizing of other countries’ cultural
and historical treasures or ancestral remains, borders have been
crossed very seriously, both literally and figuratively. The idea
of undoing this completely is an illusion. The colonizers took
too much with them and it is often no longer known where ex-
actly it came from, while the direct victims are no longer alive.
But their pain and anger and that of their descendants remain.
Recognizing this and partially undoing this through an apology,
restitution, or other (financial) means is possible. If ex-colonies
get a lot of say in this, those actions can simultaneously help to
decrease both distrust and inequality.

o

Isn’t there a considerable amount of overlap between trust,
equality, and justice? Is one principle — justice or equality — not
enough? Yes, this could be the case, but I fear that ingrained mis-
trust, unequal power relations, and colonial injustice are too ex-
tensive to tackle with one concept alone. Do the three carry the
same weight? For the most part, yes, even though the relevance
of each principle depends on the concrete situation, and even
though restoring trust is slightly more pressing. In the restitution
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discourse, the three cannot exist without each other. Each offers
a complementary perspective, a different entry point, and to-
gether they form the ethical compass that helps us assess whether
a step in a restitution process leads to greater healing of violated
relationships.






NO RESEARCH ABOUT US
WITHOUT US

n the restitution discourse, provenance research has become

a buzzword. It is buzzing not only in the large ethnological,
natural history, and art history museums and university libraries,
but also in smaller institutions, among private collectors, and in
the art trade. Provenance research is not new, but centuries old.
Taken literally, it answers the question, Where does a work of
art come from? When it is from antiquity or from Europe, what
is usually researched is its authenticity (is it real or fake?), its
creator (how famous is he or she?), the names of its last owners,
the exhibitions where it was shown, and the books, articles, and
catalogues in which it was described.

Cannon of the King of Kandy from Sri Lanka, Rijksmuseum Am-
sterdam (inv. no. NM-1015). © Rijksmuseum Amsterdam
Asearly as 1980, Sri Lanka claimed this cannon, then in Dutch hands,
as it was war booty. Decades later, the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam be-
gan its own investigation as to how the cannon came into its possession.
Since the end of 2023, Sri Lanka has been the cannon’s rightful owner
once more. This increases confidence in Dutch intentions.
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In the provenance research of cultural-historical items from
colonial areas, the emphasis for a long time was on their ife’
after arrival in Europe. Usually little was known about the mak-
ers and first users; they remained shrouded in mystery. That
changed at the end of the last century. One of the reasons for
this was an increasing number of assessments of claims about
artworks looted by the Nazis. Not long afterwards, claims of
stolen and involuntarily lost items from former colonies and
research by northern museums led to a new interpretation of
the concept.

Provenance research in a new style portrays, as far as possible,
the life of objects from the moment of their creation to their use
in the present. This is an arduous task, not only because of the
limited documentation, but also because of the enormous quan-
tities of objects, ancestral remains, manuscripts, and archives
from colonial areas in Western public and private collections.
How does this new-style research proceed and does it mean the
same for former colonies as for northern institutions? ‘Nothing
more about us without us’ is the motto in the global south — an
ideal about the organization of provenance research that is far
from being realized — and this raises the question of whether the
decolonization of collections should be explicitly accompanied
by the decolonization of provenance research. In other words:
should power over decision-making about provenance research
shift more to the global south?

The impact of such a shift extends beyond the content and
methodology of the provenance research. What is little real-
ized is that it further undermines the cultural internationalism
of the 1980s and 1990s. During these decades, large museums in
Europe and North America promoted cultural international-
ism. They considered themselves ‘encyclopaedic’ or ‘universal’
museums, with a core belief that cultural heritage belongs to
all mankind and is best displayed and preserved in institutions
that attract many visitors and where security is not an issue — in
other words, in their own institutions. Returns are then much
less necessary.
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In 2002, they made this position public in the Declaration
on the Importance and Value of Universal Museums. In it they
declared themselves universal museums and drew a line under
discussions about abuses from the colonial past. In return, mu-
seums promised to henceforth acquire objects ethically. Postco-
lonial provenance research, however, ‘damaged the reputation
of museums which refused to address the colonial past of their
collections, writes Anais Mattez of the University of Hong Kong
(‘Restitution of Cultural Property, 2023). It not only leads to
more complete biographies of pieces but also brings to light all
sorts of abuses surrounding the acquisition of their collections
and their relations with countries of origin. Until then, the sto-
ries of these abuses had remained largely untold. Many of the
2002 signatories are now de facto distancing themselves from
the Declaration.

To better understand how power over provenance research
programmes is shared in practice, this chapter examines two
major research programmes in the Netherlands. Who decides
whether collections should be investigated and, if so, which
ones? What questions should be answered in the research, who
should answer them, and where should the research take place?

And who will pay for it?
INEQUALITY IN PROVENANCE RESEARCH

When someone from a country of origin and myself visit a mu-
seum with collections from his or her country for the first time,
I hold my breath for a moment. What is going through his mind,
and does he or she want to share this with me? For example,
years ago, I looked at Benin objects in the Wereldmuseum Lei-
den with the Nigerian lawyer Folarin Shyllon. What he mainly
talked about afterwards — and this surprised me — was that the
restitution discussion is usually about objects and rarely about
the (often large) numbers of people who died when the objects
were stolen. Thousands of African soldiers and civilians had also
perished in the British war of 1897 against the Kingdom of Be-
nin, in which thousands of Benin objects had been robbed.
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As Naazima Kamardeen, Dilip Tambyrajah, the Sri Lan-
kan-Dutch secretary of the Netherlands — Sri Lanka (Ceylon)
Foundation, and I walk to the captured cannon of the King of
Kandy in Room 15 in the Rijksmuseum on 3 November 2022, I
wonder what is going through her when she sees it. I see tension
and emotion in her. Afterwards she looks less tense, but doesn’t
talk much. A few weeks later I invite her to write down what the
confrontation with the ancient weapon on that windy day did
to her:

To be honest, I don’t remember much of the conversation
with the staff members. On the way to Room 1.5 we passed
many precious, rare and memorable objects, but I just
wanted to go to the cannon. When we got there, someone
said, ‘It’s here!, I didn’t approach it straight away because
it would take me too close to the showcase too quickly, but
walked past it and turned around to first take in the beauty
of the whole. T had seen it in photos and studied it in detail,
and yet that didn’t prepare me for what I felt then. It was
real, it was really there and it wasn’t something drawn by
anyone’s imagination. It was as royal and perfect as I always
imagined. Every angle from which I looked at it offered
a different perspective. The photos had not provided that
experience. I stood there for a long time and yet not long
enough. It filled me with pride because it was Sri Lankan,
just like me. But it made me sad because as a Sri Lankan, I
could no longer say it was from Sri Lanka. When I'look at
the selfies that I made, they are different from the photos.
The selfies bring me back to the breathtaking experience
that is now deeply etched in my memory.

In 2017, the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam started an investigation
into the Kandy cannon and nine other objects in its collection
with possibly problematic provenances. The aim was to develop
a better methodology for provenance research. After two years
of research in the Netherlands, the museum sent an employee
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to Sri Lanka for additional information about the cannon. The
employee had a list of Sri Lankan experts, including Naazima
Kamardeen. In the Dutch media, the museum had given the
impression that the research — although intended to provide a
better method for provenance research — could also lead to re-
turn. That impression also existed in Sri Lanka and that is why
Kamardeen cooperated.

However, once in Colombo, the employee informed the
local experts that the purpose of the visit was only to improve
research methods. There could be no talk about restitution be-
cause a decision about this was not up to the museum, as the
cannon was the property of the Dutch state. This greatly disap-
pointed Kamardeen and some of her colleagues. Why all this
research when both sides already agreed that the cannon is war
booty? When I mentioned this to director Taco Dibbits of the
Rijksmuseum, he showed understanding about the Sri Lankan
experts’ disappointment. However, he also emphasized that for
good provenance research, cooperation with countries of origin
is ‘necessary’ and that ‘their views on the objects and their re-
search could be written into the report on an equal basis’

But it was precisely this equality that bothered Kamardeen
and some other experts in Sri Lanka. They feared that their in-
volvement in the investigation would be an ‘exercise without
equality; a fear that was reinforced by the long questionnaires
that the Rijksmuseum drew up concerning, amongother things,
the materials from which the cannon was made. There were fears
that the answers could reduce Sri Lanka’s chances of retrieving
the cannon. Kamardeen feared that the project would become
a ‘new kind of robbery’: the theft of information under misrep-
resentation. Dibbits also understood this: “The museum under-
stands the critical attitude and distrust towards Western muse-
ums and other institutions that have not cooperated with return
requests in the past.

After the employec’s return, the Rijksmuseum took a different
path: it started collaborating with the Wereldmuseum, which
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hasalot of experience with partners in the southern hemisphere,
and with the N10D, which has been conducting provenance re-
search into Nazi-looted artworks for decades. The three partners
made the research into the cannon a case study in a much broad-
er project from which an assessment framework for provenance
research of colonial collections could emerge. This second phase
lasted three years. In March 2022, the three Dutch institutions
presented their Provenance Research Pilot Project Final Report on
Objects of the Colonial Era (PPROCE) to Secretary of State Uslu.
It consists of a main report and fifty case studies about objects
from Indonesia and Sri Lanka.

Of these, the case study on the King of Kandy’s cannon
became the longest and most detailed. The main authors were
two Dutch historians, Alicia Schrikker and Doreen van den
Boogaart, while experts from Sri Lanka, the Netherlands, and
other countries contributed sub-studies. Although there was
greater equality between the partners in the south and the north
in this second phase, the northern researchers had the lead and
largely determined its course. The inequality that characterized
the first phase had reduced, but not disappeared. Moreover, the
authors had neglected to write about the troubles of the first
phase. The conclusion of the case study was predictable: the can-
non is war booty.

SURPRISING APPROACH IN THE 19908

How difficult is it to work together on an equal basis when the
partners’ shared past is fraught with unequal power relations?
Very difficult — and until recently it was attempted only spar-
ingly. One serious attempt was a research project funded by the
Dutch Ministry of Development Cooperation in the 1990s. I
was involved in providing information about it. Were there any
experiences in this project that could help provenance research-
ers of the present moment?

Shortly before becoming Minister for Development Coop-
eration in the third cabinet of Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers in
1989, Jan Pronk — whom I interviewed in July 2023 — pondered
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about the need for a ‘reappraisal of the Dutch research policy for
poverty reduction’. He thought a radical change was necessary,
a change that would give poor farming families in developing
countries more say over what should be researched. In the ex-
planatory memorandum to the national budget of 1992, he pre-
sented this new research policy under the heading Multi-annu-
al, Multi-disciplinary Research Programs (MMRPs). At that time,
cight countries received an MMRP: Vietnam, India, and Bangla-
desh in Asia, Egypt, Tanzania, and Mali in Africa, and Peru and
Nicaragua in Latin America. Why these countries in particular?
After a brainstorming with Dutch researchers, Pronk had made
a list of like-minded academics and research institutions in the
global south. He found them in the countries mentioned. “This
selection was the only decision I made. I trusted that those select-
ed could put together a new style research program. All further
decisions — on sub-studies, choice of researchers, spending of the
subsidy — had to be taken in each southern country, and the trick
was not to exert influence on their decisions as a donor country.

Notall Dutch researchers and research institutions embraced
Pronk’s new policy. They feared that developing countries had
insufficient capacity to implement them. Moreover — but this
they said less openly — their own research work in those countries
could be jeopardized. Pronk solved this pragmatically: ‘T then
had the budget for development-oriented research increased by
several million guilders’

The eight southern countries responded positively to the new
policy. The shift in control over the programme and the spend-
ing of the money was particularly impressive. In the beginning
they had to get used to it, as I recall: was a northern donor really
able and willing to hand over power? Could this donor be trust-
ed? What would happen if the quality of the research would not
meet the high standards of Western academic research? Would
they really be allowed to set the research agenda and to decide
whether — and who — they wanted to attract from outside, and
possibly do the work without Dutch consultants and their insti-
tutions?



A process began in which the participating countries mainly
engaged local researchers, who in the past had often lost out to
their generally better educated and more articulate Western col-
leagues. Economist Syed Hashemi from Bangladesh appreciated
that Bangladeshi researchers were no longer an ‘appendix’ to
Dutch programmes and institutions, but could build ‘their own
research community’. In his country this became Research Initi-
atives Bangladesh (RIB, 2000) for participatory action research
and self-development. Researchers — women and men, especially
from poorer population groups and minorities, and not always
having completed academic education — worked closely with
poor communities and made plans for feasible improvements.

A 2007 evaluation of the MMRPs found that they had be-
come a success, although not in all countries. But a lot has been
achieved in Bangladesh. During my last visit to RIB (2005), I
noticed that the organization mainly attracts young researchers.
They are trained in research methods that are relevant to their
country and learn to listen to their often poor and illiterate com-
patriots. With this training many of them later enter the broader
research world.

Of course, research into poverty alleviation in the global
south in the 1990s was not the same as provenance research into
colonial collections in the Netherlands in the 2020s. While the
first is mainly about people in relation to national, regional, and
local economies and power structures in the present, the focus
of the second is on people and the loss of their cultural heritage
in the past and the impact of this loss in the present. The two
research methods differ from each other. However, the two types
of research share a central theme: reducing inequity, the one be-
tween rich and poor, the other between possessors of cultural
heritage and those who lost it. The direct relationship between
the wealth/full showcases of the one, and the poverty/empty
showcases of the other can be seen in the restitution discussion.
This is also about the haves and the have-nots, about closing a gap
and redistributing the rich cultural heritage from former colo-
nies.
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The most important lesson from the MMRPs for researchers
of colonial collections is this: begin to listen and cede authority
to those most affected by the plunder of their cultural heritage.
Other lessons are that the shift in control over programmes and
their financing could spark resistance in the global north and
that the approach will not be effective in every former colony.
Implementing this approach will require courage and high-level

leadership on both sides.
WORKING TOWARDS EQUALITY NOW

At the start of new exhibitions, in both large and small muse-
ums, at conferences, and also during the recent collection trans-
fers to Indonesia and Sri Lanka, a buzzword almost always does
the rounds: provenance research. And without exception you
hear: “Yes, we are also engaged in it” Universities offer training
courses. Manuals and guidelines are being developed. Museums
recruit the best researchers from within and outside their coun-
try through advertisements. Motivated by this topical issue and
the stories attached to many colonial collections, self-employed
people are in the starting blocks. But what about equality there?
Does the way in which provenance research is now organized
and financed in the Kingdom of the Netherlands help to break
down unequal relationships?

With this question in mind, alongside Kamardeen’s criti-
cisms and the lessons from the MMRP approach, we can take
a closer look at the two large, subsidized provenance research
programmes in the Netherlands and one in the Caribbean part
of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. The first is the aforemen-
tioned and now completed PPROCE project by N1oD, Wereld-
museum, and Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, which has produced
an assessment framework for provenance research. The sec-
ond is the four-year project Pressing Matter: Ownership, Value
and the Question of Colonial Heritage in Museums (Pressing
Matter) by the Wereldmuseum and the Vrije Universiteit of
Amsterdam. This includes several studies into what colonial
collections mean for the present, and provenance research is
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an important part of this. The third concerns archaeological
excavation near a former sugar plantation, where enslaved Af-
ricans were buried.

Intheapproachofthe PPROCE and Pressing Matter programmes,
the research is no longer simply a scientific activity involving the
study of archives and documentation in the Netherlands (al-
though these remain very important and can yield a lot), but
also a social activity in which exchange with colleagues in the
global south is important. Both programmes aim to involve
institutions and experts from countries of origin. The PPROCE
rescarchers — the majority of them Dutch - did this by asking
the Museum Nasional Indonesia in Jakarta which objects from
Dutch public collections it wanted to be investigated. The first
fourteen of the fifty case studies in the PPROCE reportare about
these objects. Due to the Covid pandemic, there was little travel
and few physical meetings between experts and authorities in
Indonesia and Sri Lanka. However, there were regular remote
consultations.

Pressing Matter also strives for a solid southern input. Never-
theless, its website parades mainly Dutch partners and most of
the leaders of the programme components are also Dutch, while
in the implementation of the programme people with roots in
the global south are also involved. A sticking point is that sub-
sidy providers — in the case of Pressing Matter, the Dutch Or-
ganization for Scientific Research (Nw0) - often require broad
support in the Netherlands.

Both programmes were thus conceived here, their manage-
ment is in the hands of Netherlands-based institutes, and they
have to meet to the standards of the academic world and grant
providers in the Netherlands. As a result, much is already fixed
and highly institutionalized before they even start. In most other
European countries, too, institutionalization frequently clashes
with the pursuit of greater equality with the global south. Most
provenance research programmes suffer from an ingrained im-
balance.
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Some scholars in the south criticize this continued inequal-
ity. We already heard this from Naazima Kamardeen, but this
criticism also comes from others. According to former director
Jyotindra Jain of the National Crafts Museum in New Delhi
(‘Objects and their Journeys, 2021, pp. 121-124), the whole
concept of provenance research is ‘integral to the very forma-
tion of the idea of the museum as a repository of cultural ob-
jects, which were often collected haphazardly or by force. As
far as he is concerned, provenance research should serve an
‘academic objective’ and a ‘restitutive objective’ Western muse-
ums should help former colonies establish research centres that
combine both objectives. These centres should not be expected
‘to produce legal evidence for the provenance of their objects
in Western museums’ but let the Western museums come up
with ‘valid documentation for the objects’ acquisition’ them-
selves.

According to art historian and filmmaker Nana Oforiatta
Ayim from Ghana, not only provenance research but the en-
tire restitution process is at risk (‘Repatriation Is Changing but
Colonial Dynamics Remain) 2023). She fears that ‘old colonial
mechanisms will persist’ and that it will be very difficult to break
through them. The Netherlands should take these concerns into
account. Decolonization is about dismantling unjust structures.
Those structures exist not only in collections from colonial ter-
ritories but also in the organization and financing of the research
into them.

When it comes to equality, there is still a lot of work to be done
for research programmes in both the Netherlands and other Eu-
ropean countries. In the PPROCE report, the persistent effects
of unequal power relations from the colonial period into the
present receive little explicit attention. The authors argue that
‘provenance research is not a neutral scientific practice’ and that
the selection of objects always takes place ‘in a political force
field. [...] Ideally, the prioritization of provenance research takes
place at the recommendation of or in consultation with experts
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and communities in countries of origin’ (p. 20). And sometimes
‘it can take patience and the building of trust before people are
prepared to cooperate with such research’ (p. 30), and distrust is
‘unsurprising considering the prior history of various restitution
applications’ (p. 41).

The fact that these authors do not really grasp the nettle is
also evident from an omission in the report that has already been
mentioned: neither the main report nor the case study on the
Kandy cannon mention the first phase of the research in which
distrust among several experts in Sri Lanka has increased rather
than decreased.

The authors of the PPROCE report aim at engaging with
former colonies in ‘a fruitful and productive way [...] to reach a
“common understanding” in the present and future’ (p. 14). But
the report’s assessment framework for good provenance research
exudes the atmosphere that Dutch heritage institutions are ta-
king the lead, and former colonies can join in... while all the time
the report is about their objects! ‘No research about us without
us’ — that’s what former colonies want.

Provoking Provenance, Pressing Matter’s first workjng paper,
is perhaps less provocative than the four authors’ title suggests.
They do not address the problem of inequality, either. However,
one of them, Francois Janse van Rensburg, states that provenance
research focus more on transnational collections in Europe, ra-
ther than on a single object or collection in a single museum, as is
often the case. He is also of the opinion that objects or ancestral
remains of famous persons from colonial territories dominate
too much in provenance research and that this comes at the ex-
pense of research into pieces taken from ‘ordinary people’ I agree
with both points, but the authors do not address the question of
why they do not conduct their own research at the request of, or
in collaboration with, the countries or communities where the
collections come from.

The third research programme is a smaller one, but the friction
between researchers and a local community illustrates well the
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equality dilemma. On St. Eustatius — this island, known locally
as Statia, is a special municipality of the Kingdom of the Neth-
erlands —residents protested against excavation activities by
Dutch and American archaeologists at a cemetery near the for-
mer Gouden Rots (golden rock) plantation. They had excavated
seventy bodies of enslaved Africans who had been put to work
there at the end of the cighteenth century. A review committee
led by Jay Haviser wrote a critical report about their approach
(Report of the Statia Heritage Research Commission [SHRC] for
the Government of St. Eustatius, Netherlands Caribbean, 2022).
It concluded that the time of ‘the “blind-eye” approach of con-
ducting scientific research’ is over and that in the case of this
research effort ‘appropriate communications with the public and
among the key stakeholders, failed to be inclusive and engaging
for representation of a community perspective’ The reviewers
also criticized the island administration for ‘systemic and ad-
ministrative failures. Future research proposals should be based
more ‘on international standards for respectful practices.

PARADIGM SHIFT

To break the ingrained inequality in provenance research, it
would have to be put on a different footing. This requires a big
change, a change that is complicated and demanding, but there
are good reasons to do so. Much more than in past, there is now
common agreement between the global south and the north
that many objects, ancestral remains, and archives from former
colonies have been acquired in questionable ways, that former
colonies have more of a right to them than former colonizers,
or that these pieces are more at home in their place of origin
than in a Western collection. These pieces once belonged to
monarchs, families, or peoples, who still often miss them. They
would like to use them in their ceremonies or rituals. They often
remember them, want to rehumanize and reactivate them, and
restore their former function. Aren’t these good reasons to give
countries of origin the lead in researching their own ancestral

property?
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In current provenance research, study of archives and docu-
ments in the former colonizers’ countries outweighs by far study
of sources of knowledge in the global south. Such knowledge
can also be found there in archives and documents, but many
southern countries have more: rich oral traditions, poems, songs,
old stories, and other sources. Even the heaviness of the loss of
studied collections can be a source of information. In the eyes of
some Western researchers and institutions, these types of sources
are less hard-hitting and do not sufhciently meet Western aca-
demic standards, but this is viewed very differently in countries
of origin. There is often the feeling that Western researchers and
institutions feel uncomfortable with their sources and have not
learnt to appreciate their value.

Certainly, an ethnic group like the Kaapor from the Ama-
zon region in Brazil feels that way. In 2013, Ka'apor represent-
atives had already advised the Wereldmuseum Leiden on how
it should handle objects from their area in line with the values
of the Ka’apor. Ten years later, their representatives came again,
this time to exchange their knowledge with Naturalis, also in
the city of Leiden. Shortly afterwards I met them at a conference
in the German city of Marburg, where they told me how their
ancestors lived in Nova Holanda, ruled by the Dutch West India
Company (1630-1654), and that during that period they were
valued for their knowledge of, for example, indigenous medi-
cines. This is described in Historia Naturalis Brasiliae, a book
from the year 1648 by the Dutchman Willem Piso and the Ger-
man Georg Marcgraf.

Approaching their heritage in a museum at the University of
Marburg, the three first performed a ritual and sang songs, while
rhythmically tapping their sticks on the ground. They then en-
gaged with their audience and emphasized the relevance of their
indigenous knowledge for museums and universities in Europe.
“Take note of our ancient knowledge and merge it with yours,
asked their leader, Valdemar Ka'apor. ‘It is proof that the two
halves of the world — north and south — need each other to make
the stories of objects and ancestral remains more complete’
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Several researchers from Africa and Asia with whom I have
spoken in recent years mention another argument in favour of
the need to radically revise the approach to provenance research.
It is the same argument Syed Hashemi used in the 1990s. Old
colonies are eager to create their own research communities.
‘Now we are often an extension or appendage of northern pro-
grammes, laments cultural anthropologist Jimson Sanga from
Tanzania, ‘but we want to be able to write our own story. This
is primarily about kinship, collective memory, and identity. This
we have to do ourselves, separate from the North. And yes, we do
need, in the case of the Iringa Boma Regional Museum where I
work, ancestral remains and weapons for this, and these are now
often in Europe’ The museum, located at about soo kilometres
from Dar es Salaam, uses cultural heritage resources in commu-
nity development programs.

Mirjam Shatanawi, author of a manual for provenance re-
search for the NI1OD institute in Amsterdam, also argues that
former colonies should be enabled to build their own research
communities and set their own agendas. According to her, this
research now focuses heavily on objects with dubious prove-
nances that might be claimed, making the question of ‘whether
an object has been acquired properly or was involuntarily lost’
central to many research efforts. This narrows the central ques-
tion to ‘good or bad’” and the research therefore automatically
becomes a search for Dutch or European perpetrators and their
actions, and relies heavily on Dutch or European sources. How-
ever, if the central question is about the importance of an object
to a community of origin and about how it is part of their long
history, ‘then the research content also becomes different;, ex-
plains Shatanawi to me.

My conclusion is that it is time for a paradigm shift, for the
power over provenance research to shift to ex-colonies, for an
adjustment of the conditions that government and funds in
the Netherlands and Europe place on this type of research,

and for a new approach by European research departments
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involved in this.

In this new approach, countries of origin indicate which col-
lections are to be researched, what the questions are and which
answers must be found, where the research will take place, and
who will conduct it. The role of museums in the countries of for-
mer colonizers is to make their collections and documentation
visible. Northern museums and research institutions must learn
to wait and see if, and when, countries of origin indicate that
they need them. It is no longer self-evident that former colonies
will call on them, although in practice, it will happen more often
than it did with the poverty reduction research programme in
the 1990s.

Among the countries of origin, some will be more eager
to embrace this new approach than others. The countries that
want to do so should be given the opportunity to do their own
research and ask the questions they want, no matter how un-
comfortable and unexpected they may be, in order to show re-
spect to their objects and remains, and allow emotions to arise.
Such respect and emotions are important for many peoples in
former colonial areas — think not only of the Ka’apor but also
of the Kalinya, Papuans, and Moluccans, whether they live in
the Netherlands, Suriname, Papua, or the Moluccas. Based on
the outcome of their research, a country of origin will go into
a conclave with the Netherlands or another European country
to discuss the future of the collection in question. To finance
the new approach, European governments will have to release
additional funds.

Something of a decolonized approach to provenance re-
search is already shining through. More and more of the major
museums are making their collection and the relevant docu-
mentation digitally accessible. According to Shatanawi, insti-
tutions subsidized by the Dutch Ministry of Education, Cul-
ture, and Science are obliged to do this. But this is much less
the case with museums supported by municipal or provincial
administrations or by charities: “They often have no policy at
all” The same applies to university libraries and archives with
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colonial collections. Shatanawi observes: ‘Isn’t it strange that
the Leiden University Library with its rich collection of man-
uscripts from colonial territories is not mentioned in the new
Dutch restitution policy?” After all, many manuscripts were
acquired through the same violent intentions as objects were.?
Most smaller museums — do not underestimate their number,
nor the difficulties they face — are still at the very beginning of
the first step of making their collection visible through digiti-
zation. A few conduct provenance research, but they rarely do
this in consultation with or the participation of the relevant
community of origin.

BUMPS IN THE ROAD

There is still much work to be done, and this sometimes caus-
es frictions on both sides. Why did the Netherlands allow the
investigation into the cannon of Kandy to continue for so long
(2017 to 2022), even though it was clear that it had been looted?
What is all this provenance research needed for? Why, if an
object is known to have been looted, is it not returned through
asimpler procedure? These questions are troubling to two very
different groups: those in the art trade — the average antiques
dealer apparently comes to a conclusion more quickly than a
museum — and communities of the global south. If it is certain
that an object has been looted, offer to return it immediately
and do not go anymore after all sorts of details.

Museum consultant Hans van de Bunte worked for a long
time in the Sarawak Museum in Kuching. He regularly heard his
Malaysian colleagues say that seeking more details and facts may
be interesting for scholars in the global north, but it does not
necessarily benefit the restitution process. Admittedly, it some-
times does indeed yield new insights, but it is also time-con-
suming; is this in the interest of the former colonies, with their
limited resources?

Many smaller museums that I have visited struggle with the
issue of ‘return’. They rarely have a network of contacts in former
colonies, communication is difficult due to language barriers or
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poor internet connections, so working together, let alone on an
equal basis, is out of reach for most of them. Moreover, they have
to deploy their staff (mostly volunteer forces) on this work and
then look for documentation to continue. But sometimes there
is no documentation at all, or it can no longer be found.

During a February 2023 visit to the Natuurhistorisch en
Volkenkundig Museum (Natural History and Ethnographic
Museum; founded in 1860) in the small Dutch town of Ouden-
bosch, the busy staff-volunteers assured me that the museum is
‘open to provenance research and if anyone comes to do it, he or
she is welcome’ In 1940, the Roman Catholic White Fathers had
donated a large number of objects from Central Africa to the
museum, some of which are really impressive. But there was no
documentation accompanying the transfer and, in those years,
the museum itself had to start keeping an archive. Contacts with
Central African colleagues are non-existent. None of the fathers
from that time are still alive and if there is any documentation,
no one has found it. So, what can you do?

o

After Naazima Kamardeen had seen the cannon of Kandy with
her own eyes, she left the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam feeling dif-
ferent from when she had entered it. She did not know then
that six months later the Netherlands would decide to return
the cannon, and that another six months later she could say:
the cannon is from Sri Lanka again. The visit encouraged her to
intensify her work in Sri Lanka. The country has ‘a committee
to prepare an action plan for repatriating Sri Lankan artefacts
in various countries, as the Colomnbo Gazette reported on 7 June
2023. More claims may be forthcoming. Director Taco Dib-
bits says he ‘appreciates’ the decision to return six objects in
the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam and sees this ‘as a good step in
the collaboration’

Both he and Kamardeen realise that ‘it takes two to tango,
not only on the dance floor but also on the unploughed fields of
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restitution and provenance research. And the ex-colony should
take the lead on the research floor: the decolonization of muse-
um collections cannot succeed if the research on them is not also
decolonized.
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COME OUT, PRIVATE
COLLECTOR AND
ART TRADER!

here is something special about objects from colonial terri-

tories owned by private collectors and art dealers. There are
many, but no one knows how many; and there are certainly valu-
able pieces among them, but we don’t know the details about
them. A few are visible, but only because they are in museums
— via donation, long-term loan or for a temporary exhibition.
About others there are mainly suspicions. Very occasionally they
turn up duringa visit to an antiques dealer, at an art fair, or in the
catalogue of an auction house.

Asmat skull, offered on the Dutch internet auction Marktplaats on
20 August 2023. Screenshot by Jos van Beurden

For many countries of origin, ancestral remains or objects lost in the
colonial period are hard to claim while they are in the possession
of art dealers or private collectors. Cultural authorities, scholars
and commaunities rarvely know what is circulating among these two
groups. Very rarely do such objects or remains show up — but how

do they find out?
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To be clear: private collectors and art dealers possess countless
objects from colonial areas that were acquired in a proper man-
ner: they were once bought at a local market, ordered, or given.
For the latter case, think, for example, of gifts to a colonial doctor
who had healed a child, or to a helpful teacher.

Many private collectors and art dealers claim to check the
provenance of each object, but they do this differently from mu-
seums: most of them mainly check whether it appears on a da-
tabase of stolen objects. In practice, this has little effect, because
objects from former colonial territories are rarely registered
there. If they do not appear on a database, they can be traded.
Many museums look a little further, delve deeper into their his-
tory, pay more attention to the possible obscure acquisition prac-
tices during the colonial period, and are more open to the wishes
of countries of origin.

What do we know about collections from former colonial ter-
ritories that are now in the private sector and are of questionable
provenance? Do they include only objects or do they also con-
tain ancestral remains? How easy is it to find out how they were
acquired? And not least: does the new Dutch restitution policy
have any effect when it comes to looted items in the possession
of private collectors or the art trade? I discussed these questions
with several antiques dealers and found one who was willing to
talk openly about it.

GROWING INSIGHT

I have become increasingly convinced that collections from
colonial areas that are privately owned or circulate in the art
trade are just as worth investigating as those in museums, and
that the line between collections of public museums and collec-
tions in the private sector is very thin. In the following chapter
I look for evidence of this. To start, I would advise those who
disagree to look back at 7he Great Indonesia Exhibition at the
Nicuwe Kerk in Amsterdam (21 October 2023-1 April 2024).
Early in the exhibition, temple statues from both private col-
lections and the Wereldmuseum were shown, the private and
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museum pieces possessing comparable cultural-historical value.
However, my visit to the exhibition was not the first time that
I realized that. This began a decade earlier, when I researched
two valuable objects in the Asian Pavilion of the Rijksmuseum
Amsterdam.

In 2012, I discovered that the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam had
purchased an eleventh- or twelfth-century Hindu statue — ‘Dur-
ga killing the buffalo demon), originally from Bangladesh — from
agallery in New York (inv. no. AK-RAK-1992-1). This was in 1992
and the museum had paid $6s,000 for it. At first, I didn’t see
anything special about it, until I read the following short note at
the bottom of the transfer form (which the museum had provid-
ed): ‘Ex Collection: David Nalin’ Now it just so happened that
I knew who David Nalin was. In 1968, the US Peace Corps had
sent this young American doctor to what was then East Paki-
stan. At the Cholera Hospital in Dhaka, he helped to distribute
oral rehydration solution for dehydration caused by cholera and
diarrhoea. When, in 1973, I went to work in this country for a
few years, East Pakistan had become the People’s Republic of
Bangladesh and Dr Nalin was still working there.

During the short but very bloody war independence of 1971,
soldiers from West Pakistan had either killed or expelled to India
countless Hindus and Buddhists in East Pakistan, and destroyed
or taken away many of their religious objects. However, the ex-
odus of Hindus, and also Buddhists, had begun much earlier, in
1947, when British India was partitioned into a Hindu-dominat-
ed India and a Muslim-led Pakistan, whereby Pakistan was made
up of two parts that were hundreds of kilometres apart. Millions
of Hindus left West and East Pakistan for India, and about as
many Muslims exchanged India for either part of Pakistan. Due
to the rapid decline in the number of Hindus and Buddhists in
East Pakistan, the supervision of their temples quickly deterio-
rated, and it became easy to purchase temple statues from local
art shops.

In the first few years after independence, the situation in
Bangladesh remained very unstable. There was a lot of violence,
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several (attempted) coups, and a terrible famine, and meanwhile
the looting of Hindu and Buddhist treasures continued. I no-
ticed that Bangladeshi traders with their Islamic background
didn’t have much difficulty with this. Moreover, many ‘expats’ —
diplomats, aid workers, researchers — worked in the country and
stimulated the demand for Hindu and Buddhist items. Doctor
Nalin was one of these expats. Because of the instability, the US
government allowed Peace Corps members to use the diplomat-
ic pouch to send their purchases back to America. And if this
did not work, customs employees then turned a blind eye ‘in
exchange of a small gift’ I learned all this from Enamul Hagq,
former director of the National Museum in Dhaka, with whom
I last spoke in 2005.

Commissioned by the International Council of Museums
(1com), Haq had written a report on the seepage of heritage
from Bangladesh as early as 1980. It is striking in his report that
he only mentions one ‘perpetrator’ by name: Dr Nalin. It cannot
therefore be ruled out that the Durga statue in the Rijksmuseum
Amsterdam — ‘Ex Collection: David Nalin’ — was smuggled out
of Bangladesh.

In 2012, I passed on the contents of Haq’s ICOM report to the
museum and asked if there was a problem with the statue. A staff
member needed three words for an answer: ‘Nice to know. That
was it. The museum was not concerned, nor had the American
gallery cared about the provenance of the Durga statue. It is still
part of the collection of the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.

The second piece is a stone Buddha head from the Javanese
temple complex Borobudur (inv. no. AK-MAK-239), which the
Rijksmuseum has on long-term loan from the Royal Asian So-
ciety (Dutch: Koninklijke Vereniging van Vrienden der Azia-
tische Kunst, KvVAK). I have often looked at this too. In my
study room there is a similar sculpture, also nearly 30 centime-
tres high. However, the stone statue in the Rijksmuseum dates
from around the year 8oo CE, while the bronze head in my
study is from the late 1990s and a fine piece of tourist art. An
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antiques dealer in Utrecht asked 225 guilders for it — the price
tag is still on its back. It is one of my favourites: I like it, look
at it often, and put my hands on it. It offers peace, quiet, and
sometimes comfort.

I have already written in Uncomfortable Heritage about the
Buddha head in the Rijksmuseum and how the Netherlands
had promised in the 1975 Joint Recommendations on restitution
to help Indonesia in establishing contacts with private owners
of items that had possibly been smuggled during the colonial
period, including this Buddha head. But the Netherlands never
fulfilled the promise. When I interviewed Taco Dibbits about
itin 2012 — he was then the Head of Collections at the Rijksmu-
seum — he said he did not want to rule out restitution, but the
decision on that was not up to him but to the owner of the
sculpture, the Royal Asian Society. As noted about loans for
temporary exhibitions in the Drents Museum, loans of items
with a questionable provenance can put a museum in an awk-
ward position. The Buddha head from the Borobudur is still in
the Rijksmuseum.

I know that in Indonesia restitution of Borobudur Buddha
heads is a point of discussion. Now suppose that the Asian coun-
try submits a claim: there is then a difficulty stemming from the
difference in how the Dutch government is dealing with objects
in private hands and in public collections. The private collections
do not fall under the new restitution policy, while the public
ones do. This must be confusingin the eyes of a country of origin.
The Wereldmuseum holds several Borobudur Buddha heads, the
owner of which is the Dutch state. Indonesia can claim these, but
not the one owned by the Royal Asian Society.

That this is no exception becomes evident when we examine
the chances of the restitution of two Qurans that may have been
spoils of war. One was on display at the exhibition Revolusi -
Indonesia Independent at the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam (2022);
it was on loan from cultural historian David van Reybrouck,
author of the book of the same name (2020). According to the
accompanying text, Joop Hueting, a twenty-year-old conscript
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soldier, had ‘possibly’ taken it ‘from an imam’s house during a
looting in the town of Kotagede, near Yogyakarta’ in Decem-
ber 1948. Later, Hueting became one of the whistleblowers
about war crimes committed by Dutch soldiers in the archi-
pelago. Van Reybrouck spoke extensively with Hueting for his
book. Because his Quran is private property, Indonesia cannot
lay claim to it. However, the country has claimed the second
Quran, once owned by Teuku Umar (1854-1899), a national
hero who led an uprising against the Dutch in Aceh on north
Sumatra: this item is in the Wereldmuseum Rotterdam (inv.
no. WM-74931). This Quran is on the list of eight collections
claimed by Indonesia in 2022.”

If you continue your search for looted items in the possession
of private collectors and art dealers in Europe and North Amer-
ica, you will soon come across sources and publications about
China. In March 2016, Peng Lei, employee of the then Chinese
State Agency for Cultural Heritage, and historian Zuozhen
Liu spoke about the three periods during which China was de-
prived of many cultural and historical treasures. In 1860, French
and British soldiers had looted the Summer Palace in Beijing on
a massive scale. By 1900, after suppressing the Boxer Rebellion,
Western armies had plundered palaces and other important
places in the Chinese capital ez masse. And between 1937 and
1945, Japan had occupied large parts of China and done the
same. According to both experts, numerous pieces looted in
1860 and around 1900 ‘were mainly funnelled to France and
Britain in particular’ and ‘ended up there in private hands at
least as often as in museums’. A well-known example are the
bronze heads of a rabbit and a rat in the collection of French
fashion king Yves Saint Laurent, which his widower wanted
to auction in Paris in 2009. They had been part of a precious
zodiac in the Summer Palace.”

If I limit myself to studies made about the Netherlands, it
is not hard to find more. Historian Caroline Drieénhuizen
(Koloniale collecties, Nederlands aanzien, 2012) discovered in

90



diaries, letters, and other documents of elite families with ties
to the Indonesian archipelago, that they had Balinese textiles
and paintings, Javanese family cribs, flags, and Qurans in their
collections that had been purchased at a price considered in-
sultingly low, stolen, or taken as war booty. Some are still in the
hands of these families, while others have been donated to mu-
seums. These gifts were made in times gone by, when museums
asked few questions about the provenance of acquisitions and
much documentation remained with the donors or was lost.

In Bitter Spice (2016), curator Harm Stevens of the Rijksmu-
seum Amsterdam tells how two descendants of Governor-Gen-
eral]. C.Baud (1789-1859) approached him because they want-
ed to return some objects from J. C. Baud’s private collection
to Indonesia. The most important was a pilgrim’s staff that had
belonged to Diponegoro, prince and hero of the Java War. On
receiving it in Jakarta, the authorities were visibly moved.

In Buit (2020), a study on the looting of colonial muse-
ums and archival and scientific institutions in the period
1942-1945, when Japan occupied Indonesia, Louis Zweers
gives examples of private pieces that were confiscated or which
disappeared, such as the painting Diéngplatean by the Indo-
nesian artist Raden Saleh (1872). While studying old photo-
graphs, Zweers discovered that, in 1946, the painting was still
on display in the Governor’s Palace at Buitenzorg. It then dis-
appeared until it turned up in 1997 at Sotheby’s auction house
in Singapore. However, the canvas was not sold. According
to Zweers, it has been on display at the National Gallery of
Singapore since 2018.

In Making and Unmaking Indonesian Islam (2022), Mirjam
Shatanawi also exposes the connections between museums, art
dealers, and private collectors. In the colonial past, museums
asked collectors and traders to look for pieces, and sometimes
specified their wish-lists. Thanks to these arrangements, muse-
ums obtained many objects, including artefacts from Indonesia’s
Islamic material culture. They also accepted many small dona-
tions from private individuals. How the suppliers ever acquired
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them remained largely shrouded in mystery. Nowadays, most
museums no longer accept objects without provenance.

UNABLE TO RETURN

Recently I came across another striking case of looted objects,
researched by the art dealer in question himself. On 7 November
2022, I received an email from Dickie Zebregs (the man who,
together with Guus Réell, runs antique shops in Amsterdam
and Maastricht). He had a question: ‘If we have krisses that may
have been taken from the bodies of fallen Indonesian fighters,
can they be claimed by Indonesia? And are we then legally (our
morals aside) obliged to hand them over?’ I found the question
intense. They were spoils of war, so I thought they should be
returned, if Indonesia wants it. Fortunately, Zebregs shared my
opinion. But this was loot in the hands of an antiques dealer; the
new Dutch restitution policy concerns objects from the national
collection and contains nothing for the art trade. I said as much
in my email when I replied to him.

The matter concerned two krisses that had presumably been
part of the Lombok treasure. This loot was captured in 1894,
similar in terms of size and weight to the Benin objects seized
by British soldiers in 1897 and other large consignments of war
booty from around 1900. The Lombok treasure consisted of
around a thousand, often extremely valuable krisses and other
ceremonial weapons, snuff boxes, and jewellery, 230 kilos of
gold coins, 7,000 kilos of silver money, and 400 ancient Java-
nese manuscripts from the prince of Tjakranegara on the island
of Lombok. By order of the colonial administration, a specialist
ofhcial distributed them among the museum of the Bataviaasch
Genootschap van Kunsten en Wetenschappen (now Museum
Nasional Indonesia in Jakarta), the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam,
and the Wereldmuseum Leiden. The pieces in the latter two mu-
seums belong to the national collection and, as mentioned, the
Netherlands decided to return them to Indonesia in July 2023.

On this type of expedition, many colonial soldiers put beau-
tiful pieces in their own pockets, took them home and then kept
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them there, sold them to others, passed them to a museum, or
left them to heirs. According to Zebregs, something similar had
happened with the krisses he now held: “There was an officer
who did not hand over these two royal valuable weapons to the
authorities at the time, but smuggled them to the Netherlands.
We don’t know whether he did so out of greed or for some other
reason. One of them had even still contained ‘human material,
which was secured by a previous owner. He had bought the stab-
bingweaponsin the 1970s from a gold dealer in The Hague, ‘thus
de facto saving them from the smelter”

Zcbregs emphasized that he had bought them ‘to make
sure that they end up in a good place, i.e. with an Indonesian
or an institution in Indonesia, and not in white Dutch or Eu-
ropean hands. He took the risk into account that Indonesia
could put in a claim for them; they could even be confiscated,
in which case his reputation as a ‘progressive dealer in colonial
and cross-cultural art” would go to shit and he himself could
go ‘financially head over heels. And; he added, ‘T could also
have sold them without the whole story, then there would have
been nothing wrong and I would have made a lot of money’
To increase the chance of them going back, I advised him to
contact someone close to the Tim Repatriasi in Jakarta. He did
s0, and both sides believe that the stabbing weapons should be
returned.

When the Tefaf art fair opens in Maastricht in early March
2023, the weapons take up as many as four pages in the cata-
logue of Zebregs & Roell. Above it is written “The Lombok
Treasure’. It concerns two ‘royal, gold and silver krisses of a no-
bleman and his wife’ The stabbing weapons themselves date
from the seventeenth century, the scabbards in which they are
kept from the nineteenth century. At the end of the entry, it
says in small letters that they will be sold to ‘selected buyers
only’. Zebregs knows he certainly doesn’t stand a chance with
museums in Europe or North America; they don’t burn their
fingers with colonial war booty. But thanks to the publicity at

the Tefaf, he might be able to find a well-to-do individual or

93



museum in Indonesia. “We want them to go back to Indone-
sia. At the same time, we have paid a considerable amount of
money for them, and we have to earn that back one way or the
other’

When I ask him to show the two weapons, Zebregs explains
that the Art Loss Register, which checks objects at the Tefaf,
has declared them ‘tainted; as they came from a colonial raid,
and that the fair management has therefore prohibited the sale.
Yet he succeeds in his goal of finding a ‘selected buyer’. It is a
benefactor who eventually wants to donate them ‘to Lombok
or possibly to the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam so that they can be
used for education there’. The benefactor has explicitly stated
that no publicity is allowed and that he certainly does not want
to become involved in any discussion.

At the time of writing, the chances are very slim that the two
weapons will go back to where they came from. A destination is
being sought for them in the Netherlands. I have seen this out-
come before: attempts to return objects, requiring substantial
sums of money to be put on the table, fail easily.

ART DEALERS. PRIVATE COLLECTORS. AND THE MEDIA

The way antiques dealers Zebregs & Roell operate — in reason-
able openness and with at least the intention of selling to the
country of origin — is exceptional. One of the biggest hurdles
in research into colonial collections in the private sector is the
wall that private collectors, antiques dealers, and auction hous-
es build around it. They do not like prying eyes and suffer from
the empty vitrine syndrome. They have a circle of customers
to whom they are somewhat open, but avoid inconvenient
questions from media and researchers, especially about the
provenance of what they now hold. Nowadays, according to
several dealers I speak to at fairs or in their stores, the slightest
blemish on an object can lead to headlines in the media or
other complications.

They are not entirely wrong, as has been demonstrated sev-
eral times in recent decades. In 2006, French and internation-
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al media reported that a nineteenth-century Fang mask had
been auctioned at Maison Drouot in Paris for €5.9 million,
a record. The Gabonese mask is said to have inspired Picas-
so and other early twentieth-century artists in Europe. The
question of how the private individual who auctioned it had
ever acquired it in the first place was not raised. When six-
teen years later, in 2022, a Fang mask was auctioned at the
Hotel des Ventes de Montpellier in the south of France, reac-
tions were quite different. A certain René-Victor Fournier, a
colonial administrator from the early twentieth century, had
taken it with him. The anonymous buyer paid more than €4
million. When Fournier’s descendants, who had sold it to an
artdealer, learned from media reports that the mask had made
millions, they filed a lawsuit as they had only received €150
for the mask and therefore felt cheated. The couple wanted a
share of the auction proceeds but the court rejected the claim
because the couple had made no attempt to find out the value
of the mask at an earlier stage. When the government of Ga-
bon learned of the auctioned mask, they in turn filed a lawsuit
demanding that the sale be cancelled. In the Gabonese view,
the rare mask — ‘one of only a dozen known to exist’ — was
taken illegally from Gabon during French colonial rule and
should be returned. The court also threw out the motion by
the government of Gabon.”

In the summer of 2021, an auction house in the UK and one
in the Netherlands also felt the impact of media attention. The
two houses, independently, were offering ancient objects from
Ethiopia. When the Ethiopian embassies in London and The
Hague got wind of this, they asked the auctioneers to withdraw
the objects. Ethiopian experts argued that the ancient bibles,
cross, and three horn cups that the Auction House in Bridport,
England, was offering came from the palace of the Abyssinian
emperor Tewodros (c. 1818-1868) in the former stronghold of
Magdala. In 1868, British soldiers had looted this palace and the
surrounding churches. The three antique bibles and the two sev-
enth- or eighth-century textile fragments that the Venduchuis
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in The Hague wanted to auction may have come from the same
looting. Both auction houses initially held firm and asked the
embassies for hard evidence, but withdrew the items after British
and Dutch newspapers mentioned the Ethiopian objections to
the auction. The reports were short and did not make the head-
lines, but apparently this had been sufficient. Both auction hous-
es were afraid of reputational damage.

The British and Dutch private owners both wanted to get
rid of the old objects, but only against payment of the stake that
the auction houses had listed on their websites. Eventually, an
Ethiopia-supporting Dutch benefactor and the uxk-based Sche-
herazade Foundation put the money on the table. (The latter
foundation does this more often, it may be noted.) After that,
the objects were flown back to Addis Ababa where the National
Museum welcomed them with a small exhibition.

INTERMEZZ0. IS IT "HUMAN REMAINS” OR
“ANCESTRAL REMAINS’?

So far, the chapter has mainly dealt with objects found with
collectors, art dealers, and at auctions: weapons, manuscripts,
across, and some horn cups. But human remains from colonial
territories also circulate in the private sector. They are traded,
exchanged, and shown to a selective audience. About these re-
mains even less is known than about objects. We know about
remains from medical institutions that hold foetuses, bones,
skulls, tufts of hair, and other body parts for teaching and re-
search purposes. Some of them are displayed, but most are
stored in glass jars or closed boxes in long racks in storerooms.
As far as I know, the numbers of body parts from former co-
lonial areas are usually smaller in private and trade collections
than in public collections. Private owners store remains on
shelves or in showcases. A few possessors like to see them dai-
ly. They have a skull on their desk or in their bookcase, or an
entire skeleton in their study.

Since 2017, the international icoMm Code of Ethics for Mu-
seums has asked museums to take into account the interests
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of families, communities, scientists, and curators from the ar-
cas such remains come from, as well as those of visitors, when
managing, researching, and exhibiting them. But it is very dif-
ficult to take the feelings of these groups into account because
the numbers are often enormous and, in many instances, it is
unknown from which ethnic group certain body parts come.
Their descendants can therefore not be traced. In these circum-
stances, they are easily talked about as if they were things; cer-
tainly, this is the case if remains come from people who died
long ago (De Clippele, Restes humains et patrimoine culturel,
2023, p. 30).

This is painful for many people from the remains’ areas of
origin. For them, the strict distinction between living and dead
made in the Western world is less pronounced. They feel con-
nected to the remains of their ancestors. The thingification of
the remains and their reduction to a category in biology repels
those from the areas of origin. In their view, biology does not
show enough care and respect. They do not talk to them, do not
feed them. “These are our ancestors, we miss them and still have
an emotional and spiritual connection with them, they say. They
visit burial places to consult them. To them, these ancestors still
have the role of traditional elders and are still alive. Therefore,
they prefer to speak of ‘ancestral remains” and emphasise that
objects related to them represent them and should also be ap-
proached with respect.

In the global north, understanding of this sensitivity is grow-
ing. While the term ‘ancestral remains’ does not appear in the
2017 ICOM code, museums increasingly use it, especially when
they have contacts with communities of origin. They certain-
ly do so with the remains of national heroes — think of King
Badu Bonsu ii from Ghana (d. 1838; Leiden University Medical
Centre [LumMc], given back in 2009), Demang Lehman from
Kalimantan (1832-1864; possibly still at the Lumc) or Lusinga
Iwa Ngombe from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (c.
1840-1884; still at the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sci-
ences, Brussels). Their skulls were once war trophies. Many peo-
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plesin the global south use the term ancestral remains, even when
they no longer know exactly which community a dead person
came from, yet feel connected to him or her.

The peak of colonial collecting of ancestral remains was in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Comparing native and
European skulls and other body parts was scientific business and
had to serve a new world order that would affirm the superiority
of the white race. Researchers and students in Europe needed re-
mains for measurements and classifications. There was also keen
interest among private collectors. To meet the demand, rough
methods were not shunned. Not only were Europeans guilty of
these methods, but also local traders and intermediaries. While
Europeans were often after the skulls of defeated insurgents,
local suppliers hunted for the skulls of the ‘enemies” of their
own family or community. Enemies were beheaded, their heads
prepared for preservation and shipped to Europe. Graves were
looted and people were even murdered. Hospitals and prisons
in colonial territories also supplied dead people to institutions
and collectors in Europe. They were anonymous; no one knows
their names.

But anyone who thinks the trade in body parts from colonial
areas is a thing of the past is wrong. Countless skulls circulate on
auction sites and physical auctions, in the trade and in informal
circuits of collectors. Researchers Damien Huffer and Shawn
Graham (‘The Insta-dead; 2017) have been monitoring inter-
net auctions and social media for years and have discovered ‘a
thriving trade as well as a community of collectors around ances-
tral remains. Among the skulls and other skeletal remains they
found; many came from former colonial areas.

If you do an internet search for the keyword ‘authentic
Dayak skull, you will find plenty. On a random day in Janu-
ary 2023, it was no effort to find online stores in the Nether-
lands, Belgium, France, or the United States selling authentic,
colonial-era Dayak skulls from Kalimantan (beware of fakes,
though!). Asmat skulls from Papua are also readily available.
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On the Dutch website Marktplaats, someone from the Dutch
city of Delft offered one for €4,000 in August 2023. Apart
from these open sites, there are also sites that are only accessible
to members.

Sometimes skulls come out into the open, for instance
when they are auctioned. At the end of 2022, investigative
journalist Michel Bouffieux found that auction house Vander-
kindere in the city of Uccle, south of Brussels, offered for sale
three skulls from ex-colonial territories: two anonymous skulls
from the northwestern part of the Democratic Republic of the
Congo and one belonging to an Arab leader, killed in 1893 by
the Belgian army in the Congo basin. The latter was decorated
with jewels (the auction house did not mention who did this
and when). All three came from the collection of Namur army
doctor Louis Laurent. In 1894, he had attended a Belgian mil-
itary expedition and had taken the skulls with him. Due to na-
tional and international protests, the auction house withdrew
the skulls and publicly apologized — another example of the
impact of the media on art traders and auction houses. The
skulls returned to obscurity, and it is not unthinkable that they
will be sold privately.

WHAT IS THE DUCTH GOVERNMENT DOING?

Sometimes a private collector or antiques dealer conducts ex-
tensive provenance research, makes the results public, and also
speaks out on ethical issues. Art dealers Zebregs & Roell did this
in the case of the krisses. Another example is the Dutch royal
family. At the end of 2022, the Dutch Rijksvoorlichtingsdienst
(Government Information Service) announced that the Royal
House will have objects from ex-colonial regions in its private
collection examined. It considers this ‘essential when answering
the question about legality and justice of managing these ob-
jects. So far, no other European royal family has done this, in-
cluding the lavishly endowed British royal family, although King
Charles III has taken some tentative steps in a new direction.”

Nor should we forget the kings, (grand) dukes, and princes of

99



nineteenth-century Germany, with their often-extensive private
collections.

We can now conclude that the sharp distinction between col-
lections in the art trade and with private collectors or friendship
associations on the one hand, and collections of the government
and public institutions on the other, is hardly sustainable in prac-
tice. Drieénhuizen (‘Dossier Roofgoed, 2023) calls it an ‘arti-
ficial separation’ For her, this ‘dichotomy [...] between public
and private collectors does not exist in reality’ This supposed
division limits the ‘social-ethical discussion’ about the future of
colonial collections in private hands. Describing the cultural vi-
olence of the colonial period without including the private col-
lecting, trade, and auction of objects, manuscripts, and ancestral
fails to provide a complete picture.

It seems that the advisory committee of the Council for Cul-
ture and the cabinet members responsible think differently. They
continue to believe in the separation between public and private
sector, leaving the private sector untouched. Their advice does
mention a procedure for restitution requests for colonial items
from ‘other owners, but this concerns public legal entities, such
as provincial and municipal governments and university muse-
ums, and not art dealers and private owners.

The Netherlands thus deprives former colonies of a way to
discover where or from whom they can find important items.
It echoes the situation in 1975, when Indonesia asked for help
and the Netherlands did nothing. For the government, what is
legally feasible and the respect for private property weighs more
heavily than redressing injustices from the colonial period. This
is a shortcoming.

The two major provenance research programmes mentioned
in the previous chapter, PPROCE and Pressing Matter, also suffer
from this blind spot and hardly involve private collectors and art
dealers in their work. They are aimed at national and semi-pub-
lic bodies such as university museums. The Pressing Matter pro-
gramme has one research arm that focuses on private collections,
but this only concerns collections from missionary institutions.
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Can the Dutch government do nothing at all? This is not the
case — there are certainly things it can do. At the very least, they
could put public pressure on the private sector and make a moral
appeal to collectors and art dealers. And museums? Museums
should think more about the sometimes-strained ties with art
dealers, private collectors, and friendship associations that do-
nate or lend objects to them. The latter claim to conduct prove-
nance research and pay more attention to the provenance of new
acquisitions, but in the meantime objects with a questionable
history remain in their storerooms. If museums say ‘no’ more
often, or cut ties if there is no other option, they can strengthen
their efforts to deal more fairly with collections from colonial
areas.
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EX-COLONIES. TO WHOM
DO THE RETURNED
0BJECTS 607

any governments of former colonies want their lost her-

itage back. They especially ask for objects, manuscripts,
archives, and ancestral remains that tell something about the
history and culture of their country and may strengthen its
unity and identity. Their requests show what they consider
important heritage. When objects return from Europe, they
like to house them in the national museum in the capital. The
governments of most European countries go along with this.
For these European governments, negotiating restitution is a
matter between two states. They avoid contacts with regional
actors and accept that it is the government of a former colony

Deneth Piumakshi Veda Arachchige, Self-Portrait as Restitution
— From a Feminist Point of View, Berlin Biennale for Contempo-
rary Art 2022. © Jos van Beurden

Artists are playing an increasingly important role in the restitution
debate. Deneth Piumakshi from Sri Lanka has a special contribu-
tion. She also stands up for the losses of ordinary men and women
in the colonial period.
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and now a sovereign state that determines what happens to ob-
jects after their return.

However, there is a problem here, because the state-to-state
approach can be at the expense of old royal families, local author-
ities, as well as ethnic minorities in a former colony. They feel
passed over and not heard or sufficiently included. Perhaps they
would prefer to select other collections to return, collections
that relate more to the traditions of their palace or their ethnic
group. And they certainly want returned collections from their
region to end up not in the capital, but where they originally
belonged before they were stolen.

This friction partly has its origins in colonial history. In many
areas, the occupying power forced ethnic communities, princi-
palities, and other entities into one colony. Existing boundaries
were ignored; no one then living in the region was consulted
on anything. But often those entities had not opted for such a
merger. In many former colonies this still has a painful effect and
in some it has led to civil wars. This chapter maps out how these
frictions are dealt with in some former colonies — among them
Indonesia, Suriname, and Sri Lanka — and how regional entities
respond. The Dutch government’s response to this difhicult ques-
tion is also discussed.

AN INSTALLATION THAT TOUCHES

I found inspiration to think about this at the Berlin Biennale for
Contemporary Artinthesummerof2022. There, oneinstallation
attracted me like a magnet: Self-Portrait as Restitution — From a
Feminist Point of View by Deneth Piumakshi Veda Arachchige.
It was located on the ground floor of the Kunst-Werke Institute
for Contemporary Art Berlin, one of the Biennale’s six locations.
What did it entail? On a small dais you saw a brightly lit statue
of a woman, whose upper body and feet were bare, while on her
lower body she wore a knee-length, traditional Vedda sarong. In
her hands she held a replica skull. “What courage!” was my first
thought; “What does the artist want to say with this?” was my
second.
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Text boards and photos on the wall showed the way. Deneth
Piumakshi has been searching for Adivasi skulls that disappeared
during the colonial period for years. The Adivasis or Vedda are
a small population group living throughout South Asia and are
often the oldest inhabitants. They were living in Sri Lanka long
before the arrival of Sinhalese and Tamils. The word “Veda’ in the
artist’s surname indicates her roots in this group. She is in discus-
sions with museums in Basel, Paris, and Leipzig about the return
of Adivasi skulls and is also looking for them in other European
collections. Yet her self-portrait is more than an indictment of
the colonial invasion. Piumakshi also criticizes the Sri Lankan
government’s lack of interest in minority groups.

When I got home, I contacted her to compliment her with
the installation and to tell her about my own research into the
ceremonial cannon of the King of Kandy. She answered that
she sees her work as a “follow-up project’ to that of Hemasiri
de Silva, former director general of the national museums in Sri
Lanka. ‘De Silva started talking about restitution as early as the
19705, she wrote. ‘He established contacts with heritage institu-
tions in European and North American countries and requested
the return of items important to Sri Lanka’ In the 140 institu-
tions in twenty-seven northern countries that De Silva visited,
he found 5,000 objects, manuscripts, and ancestral remains -
including the cannon of Kandy and the Adivasi skulls — that
had originated from Sri Lanka. Based on this, Sri Lanka filed
claims with several European countries for 300 items on the list
in 1980. However, the countries in the northern hemisphere did
not budge and the claims were rejected. Shortly before his death
in 2021, De Silva ‘gave me his blessing to continue this work;
Piumakshi said.

The artist confronts me with a problem that I have known
for some time, but I don’t really know what to do with it. She
grew up, as she said, ‘with all ethnicities, including Vedda, of
Sri Lanka’ in herself and wants to ‘represent and respect’ them.
And so, she thinks ‘that we as Sri Lankans should focus not only
on saving Sinhala heritage and investing money and time in its
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restitution, but also on issues such as equal rights, recognition of
the other ethnic groups and the current Sinhala colonial pressure
on those groups. According to her, reclaiming the heritage of a
minority like the Adivasis is as important as claiming Buddhist
temple statues or ceremonial weapons, such as the Kandy can-
non.

WHO DETERMINES WHAT CAN BE CLAIMED?

For Piumakshi, the restitution issue is about more than just items
from palaces or grand temples. Objects and ancestral remains of
communities lower on the social ladder are as much a part of it.
Because the essence of restitution is the recognition of injustice
committed in the colonial past and the healing of wounds in-
flicted at that time, which may be followed by a return, the ques-
tion naturally follows as to whether this goal will be achieved
if the descendants of less powerful victims do not have pieces
important to them returned, as their own governments and the
former colonizers pay less attention to these.

The authority to determine what constitutes significant
heritage is sometimes referred to as the authorized heritage
discourse, a concept calibrated by Australian heritage specialist
Laurajane Smith (Uses of Heritage, 2006). Briefly, it means that
the group in power in a country determines what important
cultural heritage is and therefore what should be preserved, ex-
hibited, subsidized and — in the event of theft — reclaimed. In
the colonial period, European countries ruled the global south
and determined this discourse and thus the hierarchy of cul-
tures and the associated heritage. This had far-reaching conse-
quences.

The historian Tular Sudarmadi, who conducted research
on the island of Flores (Between Colonial Legacies and Grass-
roots Movements, 2014 ), describes how the Dutch colonizers
labelled the culture of the islands Java and Bali as ‘high cul-
ture, while they treated islands like Flores as parts of the ‘outer
regions’ with cultures of a lower order’. Art historian Wieske
Sapardam (“The Return of Cultural Property and National
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Identity in Postcolonial Indonesia, 2021) discovered how, in
1937, the Wereldmuseum Leiden — then called the National
Museum of Ethnography — opened rooms in its new build-
ing it moved into for ‘primitive’ objects from those outer re-
gions and other rooms for ‘high-quality’ statues of Hindu or
Buddhist temples. The museum curators reasoned that the
‘signifiers” of high art were not to be mixed with those of the
‘primitive’.

But why were temple statues seen as of a higher order than,
for example, objects from an ancestral home of an important
woman on Flores? Sudarmadi argues that such a traditional
house connects its inhabitants with the past and that their an-
cestors provide harmony and fertility, and the people living there
still need that. Was the motive for the distinction, perhaps, the
gap between this ‘simple’ local ancestor worship and the ‘exalted’
world religion of the ruler (that is, Christianity)?

Provenance researcher Mirjam Shatanawi raises the same
question about another category of objects. Why did the col-
onizer of a largely Islamic country pay so little attention to
Islamic pieces and why were these not part of the heritage
discourse? Objects from that culture did go to the Nether-
lands, but they were rarely classified as ‘Islamic. According
to Shatanawi, this had less to do with their quality than with
politics: anticolonial resistance in Indonesian archipelago be-
came increasingly religious, local Muslims versus European
Christians. Therefore, the colonizers ensured that the rich ex-
pressions of Islamic culture did not become part of the domi-
nant discourse.

How did this discourse develop after the independence of the
colonies? The governments of many new states wanted to break
with the colonizers’ cultural policies and show that their coun-
try, in terms of history and culture, was not inferior to that of
the outgoing rulers. At the same time, they had many concerns
on their minds and, when deciding on a new cultural policy,
casily fell back on the policy that had functioned under the col-
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onizer. This often resulted in a cultural policy that was nation-
alistic in tone and offered little room for regional differences.
In doing so, they sometimes continued the colonial heritage
discourse.

Only later did they continue their search for their own iden-
tity. That a country like Indonesia is trying to break through the
old hierarchy was evident from the 2017 exhibition Archipela-
g0 — Kingdoms of the Sea in Licge, Belgium. There, Indonesia
presented itself as an ancient (read: precolonial), large seafaring
nation with many international partners and a population that
carned their living on the coasts of all those islands, or in agri-
culture. This diminished the colonial distinction between inner
and outer regions.

The composite nature of states is also a problem in African coun-
tries. Every time I see the straight lines with which the European
powers divided the African continent among themselves at the
drawingboardin 1884 and 1885 in Berlin, I feel a mixture of shame
and anger. Without any consideration, they split and rearranged
previously unified ethnic groups and kingdoms. The population
of the once-mighty Kingdom of Congo was scattered over the
colonial possessions of several European powers. The powerful
Kingdom of Benin, on the other hand, had to merge with other
kingdoms in Nigeria, conquered by Britain. This brought more
problems — problems that still exist today.

After independence, the governments there had to forge the
new state into a unified whole. They did this by considering what
the important symbols of the country’s unity and identity were.
This is reflected in many contemporary restitution requests. Ob-
jects or ancestral remains from regional groups often receive less
attention. Population groups must therefore simply do their best
to get something back. And if a government pays attention to
wishes of these groups, it prefers to keep what is returned in the
national museum in the capital.
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FRICTION OVER A WEAPON AND A GEMSTONE

Two precious objects, one from Bali and one from South Kali-
mantan, illustrate this dilemma. Both are spoils of war; one has
already been returned, the other is still in the Netherlands - the
aforementioned kris Puputan Klungkung in the Wereldmuse-
um Leiden, which was part of Indonesia’s first claim in 2022,
and the precious Banjarmasin diamond in the Rijksmuseum
Amsterdam, which the Tim Repatriasi has not yet claimed but
which the descendants of the sultan of Banjarmasin want back.
Both objects occupy the minds of the people in the region of
origin.

First, the kris. Until the beginning of the last century, the
island of Bali stood out because it did not fall under Dutch
authority. There were nine kingdoms on Bali, of which Klung-
kung was the most powerful. Its king opposed the occupier
most forcefully, especially the Dutch monopoly on the opium
trade. Governor General Van Heutsz wanted to put an end to
the resistance and sent a fleet with orders to lay siege to the
king’s palace and remove him from office. The Dutch military
succeeded in this on 28 April 1908, albeit with an exceptional
amount of bloodshed.

According to Wereldmuseum curator Francine Brinkgreve
(2006), more than soo valuables were looted during the subse-
quent plundering of the palace, including ritual objects, precious
statues, and ceremonial weapons. Brinkgreve estimates 200 of
them have disappeared; it is possible that Dutch soldiers or local
traders and residents had taken them. Of the rest, 157 are in the
Museum Nasional Indonesia in Jakarta and 133 in the Wereld-
museum Leiden.

From this haul, both museums have one important item,
in both cases a weapon: the Museum Nasional has the kris Ar-
dawalika, which left Bali but never left Indonesia, and the Leiden
museum has the kris Puputan Klungkung. The current ruler, a
descendant of the king who died with many others in 1908, has
been asking the Leiden museum for years for the return of the
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spoils of war and is emphatic that he wants them to be trans-
ferred to him, and not to the Museum Nasional in Jakarta. He
is supported by the Yayasan Bali Bersih, a Balinese organization
committed to returning the lost heritage.

This organization has already bought back several lost items
at auctions. To be able to store them properly and show them to
the public, a schoolroom near the palace has been converted into
a museum. A place would also be reserved there for the kris Pu-
putan. According to Rodney Westerlaken of the organization,
the king understands ‘that Klungkung may not yet be ready to
receive this historic weapon and that it is therefore better if it can
stay in the Netherlandslonger, but Klungkung is and remains the
rightful owner’

In 2022, the Tim Repatriasi included the kris Puputan
Klungkung in the first list of items claimed from the Nether-
lands. The Wereldmuseum quickly completed the provenance
research and the Netherlands transferred ownership of the kris
to the Indonesian authorities on 10 July 2023; it was shipped
to Jakarta a few months later. The discussion about where the
kris should go and who would be its owner had taken place a
year earlier between chairman Pak Pujaand members of the Tim
Repatriasi, and Shandy Wijaya and Rodney Westerlaken of the
Balinese organization (see chapter 1). According to the Balinese,
this conversation had gone well. Pak Puja, who is Balinese him-
self, had emphasized that the Tim Repatriasi is in charge of
consultations with the Netherlands, but is responsible solely for
submitting claims. It does not determine where an object goes
after return. Responsibility for this lies with the Minister of Ed-
ucation and Culture. During his speech in Leiden in July 2023,
Director-General of Culture Hilmar Farid announced that the
kris would be given a place in the Museum Nasional Indonesia
in Jakarta.

Now, the diamond. Banjarmasin is the capital of the province of

South Kalimantan. In 1857, the Netherlands waged war here, on
this occasion to bringa Dutch-friendly monarch to power. Colo-
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nial soldiers confiscated the regalia of the then recently deceased
monarch. Among the valuables was a special 70-carat diamond.
On behalf of the government, it was shipped to the Netherlands
and cut down to 37-carat. After several failed attempts to sell the
gem, it ended up in the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam in 1902. De-
scendants of the sultan now want it back. However, their wishes
are quite complicated, in a way that is not present in the wishes
of the present ruler of Klungkung.

In the BNN/VARA TV-documentary De Diamant van Ban-
Jjarmasin (26 May 2023), Farid clearly explained what this com-
plication entailed: several descendants of the sultan claimed the
diamond. The old man had children by different women; his
descendants are divided and several of them believe they have
best claim. How do you determine who is most entitled to the
precious gemstone? Therefore, as far as the Indonesian govern-
ment is concerned, the future of this gemstone is in the Museum
Nasional in Jakarta.

The claims of descendants made Farid sigh that if Museum
Nasional returns the diamond to a member of the old royal
family, it may have to hand over many more objects to claim-
ants in other regions of the country and they may have to close
the national museum. Does this not sound like a symptom of
empty showcase syndrome? His remark is reminiscent of muse-
ums in the global north, which for years argued that those who
begin to give back risk losing everything. We now know that
this argument does not apply to the north, because no country
of origin is known to want everything back and museums in
Europe often have more than enough special objects in their
collections.™

The court of Klungkung or that of Banjarmasin may borrow
such a weapon or gemstone for a ceremony. This has already
happened once. In 2008, the monarch of Klungkung asked to
borrow the other Balinese stabbing weapon mentioned above,
the kris Ardawalika in the Museum Nasional. He needed it to
add lustre to the commemoration of the centenary of the pu-
putan Klungkung. He made the request reluctantly, because he
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considered the kris as his property, and his annoyance further
increased when, on being informed that he would first have to
make a large down payment. Thanks to the regional government
of Bali, which made the money available, everything turned out
well and the king was able to show the kris at the commemora-
tion.

If Indonesia lists the diamond of the sultan of Banjarmasin
in a future claim, the Netherlands will almost certainly comply.
In the same documentary, De Diamant, 1 reiterated the three
principles of the ethical compass in restitution: restoring trust,
reducing inequality, and making up for past injustices. I realized
more and more that the process is not over when the former col-
onizers are guided by these three values. Once back in the coun-
try of origin, a new phase begins. From this point, trust must be
built between the national government and regional rulers, local
authorities, and ethnic minorities.”

Is the Indonesian government’s choice exceptional? Yes and no.
In February 2024, the Fowler Museum in Los Angeles returned
a gold necklace, an ornamental chair and a beater with an ele-
phant’s tail, looted from the Ashanti kingdom in 1874, not to the
government of the country but to the current king at Manhyia
Palace in Kumasi, the capital of the Ashanti region.* In Nigeria,
the Oba of Benin is seen as the guardian of returned Benin ob-
jects (more about this in chapter 8).

Other ex-colonies have made the same choice as Indonesia
and decided that the government owns returned objects and cre-
ates the opportunity for other stakeholders to take them on loan.
An example is Cameroon: a new museum has been built there
that will manage returned sacred objects and, on request, lend
them for traditional ceremonies (Andrew Curry, ‘Are Museums
Celebrating Cultural Heritage’, 20 23).

The situation can be different with religious objects. I have
personally noticed in Ethiopia that it is preferred for religious
objects to go back to the church or monastery of the Ethiopian
Orthodox Church that they originally came from. In Nepal, the
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government lets returned statues of gods go back to the temple
from which they were stolen, as Belgian heritage specialist Elke
Selter discovered (‘Returning the Gods, 2022).

In the coming years, more and more former colonies will
have to find a balance between the interests at national level
and those of regional, non-state actors. Anais Mattez’s (2023)
conclusion that the earlier mentioned demise of cultural inter-
nationalism ‘has had the inadvertent effect of retreating into an
increasingly nationalisationalist framework on cultural prop-
erty’ (my italics) is understandable, but in my opinion, overly
general and premature. Former colonies not only differ greatly
from each other, but they are also entitled to more time to re-
solve these differences.

PAPUAN AND MOLUCCAN SKULLS

Governments of former colonies and regional stakeholders argue
less about where ancestral remains should go after repatriation.
Asalready indicated, numerous skulls and other body parts from
the colonial period are in both public and private collections in
Europe and North America. Much ongoing research focuses not
only on technical, physical, and anthropological data, but also
on the collection history. The vast quantities of sans papiers —
undocumented skeletons, skulls and other body parts — and the
often extremely limited information on them make repatriation
difficult for both the global north and communities in the global
south.

For example, to whom can the remains be repatriated if the
only information available is ‘from Papua, and it is not known
from which ethnic group they once came? Museum Vrolik of the
Amsterdam Medical Centre has remains from Papua. Although
their research into this collection has not yet been complet-
ed, anthropologist Paul Wolff Mitchell and museum director
Laurens de Rooy (2023) are working in close consultation with
Dutch people with Papuan roots and have already encountered
a number of different questions. To begin with, the ‘nationality’
or the ‘region’ of the remains: they discovered that the region of
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origin is written on only one skull. Some of them belonged to
non-Papuans. Next, the number. At the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, the collection contained skulls of 103 Papuans; now
there are ninety-five, and it is not known where the missing eight
have gone. Then there is the question where the decorations on
some skulls have gone. According to old documents, some skulls
were decorated, and the disappearance of these ornaments makes
it more difficult to determine the region of origin. The two re-
searchers have determined that the skulls come from people in
villages in the northern, western, and southern coastal regions.
Museum Vrolik is prepared to repatriate the skulls, but both the
museum and Papuan contacts would find it very embarrassing if
returned ancestral remains were to end up with the wrong ethnic

group.

Very rarely, more documentation can be found, but sometimes it
succeeds. Thanks to hard searching, the Moluccan-Dutch group
Budaya Kita (in Bahasa Indonesia: Our Heritage) has discov-
ered the name of the village from which skulls disappeared, and
also the museum where they are now. The names of the fami-
lies and whether the skulls are of male or female individuals are
not known. Chairman Menucha Latumaerissa found them in
a publication of ethnographic essays from 1917 (Volkenkundige
Opstellen: Mededeeling 1x), in which the anthropologist Jan Pie-
ter Kleiweg de Zwaan (1875-1971) wrote that he had received
‘sixteen skulls from a colonial health officer’

Latumaerissa found fifteen of them in Museum Vrolik. These
are not the skulls of national heroes but of ‘ordinary’ islanders.
According to the old article, the skulls come from the village
of Amtoefoe on Yamdena island, the largest of the Tanimbar
Islands in the Moluccan province. In an interview, Latumaer-
issa says: “The village elders still remember where they were at
the beginning of the last century: on an elevation in a niche in
a rock. There they were revered. They also know how and why
they disappeared: when a Dutch health officer wanted them

removed for examination and transferred to the Netherlands,
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the village agreed, because they were promised that they would
only be absent for a short time and then return. But they never
came back. Under the guise of ‘we need them for research for
awhile and then, as promised, they will come back’, more often
than not, ancestral remains and objects disappeared from colo-
nial territories. Latumaerissa confirms: “The village elders still
want them still back. Budaya Kita is in discussions with Mu-
seum Vrolik about repatriation and the museum is cooperating
wholeheartedly.

But does the Tim Repatriasi in Jakarta also cooperate? An-
cestral remains are not currently a priority for this restitution
committee. It is relatively new and its members have their hands
tull sorting out objects that Indonesia may want to reclaim and
preparing follow-up claims to the Dutch government. As such,
it will not lay claim to ancestral remains, but may be willing
to give Budaya Kita a helping hand when the skulls have to be
cleared at Indonesian customs. The Indonesian embassy in The
Hague cannot officially do much, either, but it does encour-
age Budaya Kita to continue. Latumaerissa says: “We are now
waiting for a formal restitution request from the village elders.
They have already decided where the skulls will be kept — in
the village’s Rumah Adat, the traditional common room - and
are already making plans on how they will welcome back the
ancestral remains.” The skulls are expected to go back before the
end of 2024. Budaya Kita will seek funds for the cost of trans-
porting the remains and an accompanying delegation from the
Netherlands.

This is not the end, however, of Budaya Kita’s work. Latumae-
rissa adds: ‘Apart from the sixteenth skull mentioned in the 1917
article, that we are still looking for, we have discovered that the
London Museum of Natural History has thirteen skulls from
Tanimbar and we will contact it, and a Dutch missionary organ-
isation is said to have three skulls from Tanimbar. Other muse-
ums in Europe may also have them. In addition, the group will be
looking for missing objects. Latumacrissa points to the catalogue
of the 1995 exhibition Vergeten Eilanden (Forgotten Islands) in
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the Wereldmuseum Amsterdam — then called the Tropenmuse-
um. Objects confiscated by missionaries were displayed there.
“They are still part of the Wereldmuseum’s collection and we
want to discuss this with the museum.

Smaller groups like Budaya Kita, for which ancestral remains
are important, have a different, much looser relationship with
the government in Indonesia than the descendants of the rul-
er of Klungkung or the sultan of Banjarmasin. These smaller
groups must find their own way through the maze of the resti-
tution process.

INDIGENOUS GROUP CLAIMS “BABY IN STRONG WATER’

A group in Suriname, which is also seeking ancestral remains, has
a similarly loose relationship with its own government. In Oc-
tober 2022, the Repatriation Council to the Kalinya Terewuyu
Nation asked the Dutch state and the Wereldmuseum Amster-
dam for the repatriation of, what is known as ‘baby in strong
water’ (inv. no. A-6491). The request came after the museum
invited artist Manuwi C. Tokai to create a poem for the exhibi-
tion Our Colonial Legacy, a poem about ancestors in Suriname.
While searching to find out what documentation the museum
had about the Kalinya, she came across a newborn baby, pre-
served in formaldehyde. Within the Kalinya community in the
Netherlands, there had been suspicions for some time that this
baby had once been part of their community. Tokai’s poem and
her way of reciting it became a powerful testimony of the pain
of loss and the need for repair and restitution.

Although the young human has been in the museum since
1923, where he was called for a long time ‘little Indian in strong
water, the Kalinya had not forgotten him. Because of his age,
some now affectionately call him Wayam’membo, baby turtle.
For years, the baby was a true icon in the museum and was dis-
played to the public in a glass jar. But times have changed: the
museum has not exhibited ancestral remains for years and would
prefer to repatriate them to their country of origin. The icon was
last seen at the 2012 exhibition Unrexpected Encounters: Hidden
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Stories from our Own Collection. There it was presented as an ‘un-
comfortable possession” and no longer visible: the glass jar was
packed in awooden box. After the exhibition it was immediately
returned to the depot.

The Kalinya Council submitted the return request without
consulting the government in Paramaribo. Justifying its claim,
the council wrote:

Our community has never forgotten our baby, [nor] that
the baby was taken away shortly after delivery [...] When
the baby was found in the depot, he was surrounded by
dozens of other children in strong water. These children
come from several other nations. We stand in solidarity
with the descendants of these ancestors. [...] Our ancestors
deserve to come home and find their peace after an hon-
ourable burial.””

The Wereldmuseum Amsterdam, through Wayne Modest, wel-
comes the request: ‘It comes from an indigenous group itself and
with ancestral remains this works better than the route via the
government of a country of origin.’ To be sure that the baby in-
deed belongs to the Kalinya Terewuyu Nation, the museum has
invited representatives of the Association of Indigenous Village
Chiefs Suriname for consultations on how the research should
be conducted and what will happen to the baby once its origins
are known.

The Kalinya request came ‘at a good time, Modest adds. The
museum plans to use it ‘to develop a protocol for dealing with
ancestral remains from colonial areas. As far as the museum is
concerned, ancestral remains are repatriated ‘unconditionally’
to the region of origin. When it is known whether the baby in
strong water belongs to the Kalinya community and the Wereld-
museum Amsterdam prepares the repatriation, it remains to be
seen how the Surinamese government will view this. Unlike Bu-
daya Kita, the Kalinya Council has not yet contacted the Suri-
namese government about the claim.
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WEAKNESS IN DUTCH POLICY?

The Netherlands, like other European countries, mentions the
wishes of regional stakeholders in policy documents or explana-
tory notes to laws. However, they leave it to the governments of
former colonies themselves to decide whether minorities — such
as the Adivasi in Sri Lanka, the Kalinya in Suriname, villagers of
Amtoefoe, or the descendants of the rulers of Klungkung and
Banjarmasin — are entitled to the returned pieces and to regain
ownership. This was also the advice of the Council for Culture.
The Colonial Collections Committee will not open the door to
a claim by a minority or former royal family, unless it has been
submitted by, or at least has, in some or other way, the support
of the government of the country of origin.

Aren’t the countries in the global north ridding themselves of
this complex problem too easily? Are they afraid of beingaccused
of neocolonial interference if they comment on claims made by
non-state actors? They must, of course, take precautions them-
selves against this possibility, but they could perhaps draw more
on their soft power to ensure that governments in former colo-
nial areas give more space to minorities, old royal families, and
other regional actors who were once deprived of their cultural
heritage. In a number of these countries, the European countries
can turn to their ambassadors and other diplomats who know
very well what is going on locally and how the host government
thinks about this problem, and who have the right contacts to
exert influence informally. The Netherlands and other Euro-
pean countries could financially support an exchange between
former colonies regarding this difficult dilemma — this book has
already mentioned the experiences of New Zealand, Indonesia,
Nepal, Ghana, Ethiopia, Nigeria, the Democratic Republic of
the Congo, and Cameroon. The way the Netherlands and other
European countries are dealing with it now is poor and arouses
surprise among diaspora groups and many students and young
researchers.
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There is not one answer or one solution to this difficult ques-
tion. Those involved in each country’s claims have to look for
the best solution, which is tailor-made and takes time. Euro-
pean countries should give them that time. In Nigeria, as the
next chapter shows, this approach is beginning to bear fruit.
Just as distrust plays a role between former colonizers and
former colonies, it also affects the relationship between many
national governments and regional actors in those former col-
onies.
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GIVING BACK.
THE NEW NORMAL?

he discussion about restitution proceeds largely the same way

in the Netherlands as in other European countries. Germa-
ny, Belgium, France, and Britain are also decolonizing museum
collections and discussing with some former colonies whether
they seck the restitution of objects, manuscripts and ancestral
remains and, if so, which parts of these. Sometimes one Europe-
an country leads the way, sometimes another. In practice, I find
that a country often takes a step forward, followed by a step back,
especially when opponents of restitution stir.

Head of a Benin ruler, Kunstkamera, Saint Petersburg. © Kunsthamera
Benin objects were looted on a large scale in 1897 and spread through-
out Europe. You come across then in the most unexpected places, such
as the Muzeum Narodowe in Szczecin, Poland. The object here is
part of a collection of twenty-eight Benin objects in Kunstkamera
in Saint Petersburg. They will remain in Russia for the time being,
while other countries, such as Germany, have opted for their return.
They will not be seen much longer in a number of German museums.
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There is a lot of discussion about it, but does this mean that
pieces will actually go back? And do these returns substantially
improve the relationship between the countries involved and
heal the wounds inflicted during the colonial period? Many
ex-colonies draw courage from developments in Europe and
North America. They consider which parts of their cultural her-
itage they miss most and set up their own restitution commis-
sions. Obviously, there are noteworthy differences in approach
and pace in both the countries seeking restitution and the coun-
tries who currently hold the items.

In a four around Europe, this chapter explores how various
Western countries deal with this question. A4 tour around coun-
tries in the Global South shows the steps taken by some countries
in Africa, Asia, the Pacific, and Latin America. The Benin dia-
logue between Nigeria and European museums about war booty
from the palace of the Oba of Benin has continued for more
than a decade and is now starting to bear fruit. What's the secret
behind it? These are already big questions, but the most exciting
is saved for last: are we moving towards a time when giving back
is the new normal?

SLOW STEPS OF EUROPEAN COUNTRIES

You hardly hear them, and they remain somewhat inconspicu-
ous, but if you really engage with them, they will tell you that
there is a ghost haunting Europe — the ghost of restitution. ‘I
am done with repatriation, I hear a curator from Scandinavia
sigh. He can no longer hear the word and wants to keep his nat-
ural history collection from former colonial territories intact.
‘Repatriation? None of that!” A few years ago, I heard similar
noises from Dutch people who had donated or loaned objects to
Museum Nusantara in the Dutch city of Delft. In 2012, the Delft
municipality stopped supporting the museum financially, after
which it had to close its doors. In order to deaccession 15,000
objects from the Indonesian archipelago, the Delft municipal
government then offered them to Indonesia. This decision hor-
rified many people close to the museum, who did not want this
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to happen under any circumstances. Their pieces belonged in
Delft and had to remain visible here. Moreover, they did not
trust Indonesian museums (Van Beurden, Herplaatsing collectie
voormalige Museum Nusantara Delff, 2019).

“They’ are ‘restitution opponents’ and can be found in herit-
age institutions, conservative and populist political parties, the
art trade, and among private collectors. They fear that their influ-
ence is waning and are looking for ways to regain it. “The media
now determine the discussion, they often just say whatever; is a
complaint from several art dealers with whom I spoke for this
book. Objects that have been undisputedly looted, they argue,
should be returned (‘immediately!’ as several of them advocat-
ed), but people here in Europe should be able to enjoy other
pieces from formerly colonized areas. Their alarmist tone sug-
gests that they fear empty showcases.

On the other hand, there are those who say: finally, some-
thing is moving, we are living in the ‘age of restitution’. Look at
what is happening in many European countries and what their
museums are doing. Decolonizing and giving back have become
regular fixtures on the agendas of these advocates, as may be
seen at conferences and in publications. Especially among many
young people, the connotations of restitution are far less negative
than for many older generations.

My response is more cautious. Something is indeed moving in
Europe, but is it really bearing fruit? Are these serious steps and
how long can we keep this up? Do they substantially change the
relationship between former colonizers and former colonies? Do
the latter really gain more control over their lost treasures? How
does the restitution of colonial collections fit into the broader pic-
ture of the reparation for all colonial violence ? I would say, rather,
we in the global north are living between two eras: that of talking
about restitution, which is indeed iz vogue, and that of actually
returning items and restoring the relationship.

Take France. With much fanfare, President Emmanuel Macron
announced at the end of 2017 that within five years he would re-
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duce the disparity between the number of objects from France’s
former colonial possessions now in French museums and the
number now in Africa. Ninety per cent of Africa’s cultural her-
itage is said to be in Europe. He sought the advice of the Sene-
galese scholar Felwine Sarr and the French art historian Béné-
dicte Savoy. In this matter, the two independent experts were
radically in favour of restitution. To convince former colonies
of the sincerity of his intentions, Macron arranged the return of
some objects from Paris’s Musée du quai Branly: twenty-six to
the Republic of Benin, one to Senegal, and one to Madagascar;
one more object is nominated for return to Céote d’'Ivoire.

While the president seemed to be making rapid progress,
museums were moving forward rather slowly. This was the con-
clusion of the French section of the International Council of
Museums (1cOM) (Restitution — Les musées parlent aux musées,
February 2019). The Musée du quai Branly and other museums
have since stepped up their efforts in the field of provenance
research and the government is preparing legislation to reduce
legal obstacles to restitution. Most importantly, as Xavier Perrot
of the Clermont Auvergne University shows (‘Colonial Booty
and its Restitution) 2022, pp. 367-368), the strict principle of
inalienability of public collections also includes collections form
colonial regions and the government wants to replace this prin-
ciple with a generic statute for dealing with claims involving war
booty from former colonies.

These moves look like one big step forward and maybe a few
small steps back. A big step backwards might be a second rec-
ommendation to the president: Patrimoine partagé: universalité,
restitutions et circulation des eeuvres dart, published in April 2023.
It appears to be addressed to domestic restitution-opponents. In
this case, Macron had not sought an independent expert, but
approached a member of the French cultural establishment:
Jean-Luc Martinez, former director of the Louvre and current
ambassador for International Cultural Policy.” He stands up for
France’s National Collection, emphasizing its inalienability, and
applies a remarkably narrow definition of looted art eligible for
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restitution. Martinez believes that weapons confiscated in the
colonial period are excluded because their seizure was legal un-
der French law at the time. Translated to the Dutch situation,
Indonesian claims for the return of krisses and Sri Lanka’s call
for weapons from Kandy would be rejected, if the decisions were
based on Martinez’s advice. Cultural goods, such as the books
and clothes of rebel leaders in former French colonies, would be
included. Their status is ‘unlawful, according to the legislation
at the time’. This also applies to everything that French soldiers
donated to French museums, since taking personal loot was not
allowed.

If Macron adopts Martinez’s advice, the Musée du quai Bran-
ly could consider that they had get off very lightly, because —
based on Martinez’s calculations — out of 85,000 objects with a
colonial provenance in its collections, only 300 are eligible for
restitution. Moreover, Martinez imposes the condition that the
receiving ex-colony must be able to properly store and exhib-
it the objects. Many African cultural and academic authorities
view this condition as paternalistic and neocolonial.

Has Macron kept his promise, five years later? The president
likes to make a good show of his restitution policy and is also
using it to curb China and Russia’s growing grip on Africa and
thus prevent further weakening of French influence on the con-
tinent. But most of the former colonies of France who wish for
restitution are still in the waiting room.

In Great Britain, the UK government and the British Museum
in London often determine the outside world’s impression of
how the discussion of restitution proceeds there. This impres-
sion, however, is one-sided. It’s true that these two institutions
oppose restitution and rely therefore on a legal ban on the alien-
ation of national property objects. The Conservative prime min-
isters of recent years are all in agreement in this respect. Several
countries of origin are having great difhiculty with this position.
The most famous dispute, over the iconic Parthenon Marbles in
the British Museum,” flared up again in November 2023: Greek
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president Kyriakos Mitsotakis and British prime minister Rishi
Sunak were scheduled to meet in London, but Sunak cancelled
the meeting at the last minute because he had been annoyed by
certain statements made by his Greek visitor.

Whilein London, he reiterated to the BBC that the Parthenon
Marbles ‘look better in the Acropolis Museum [...] that was built
for that purpose’} and also said that the dispute ‘is not a question
of returning artefacts whose ownership we question. [...] This
is a reunification argument’*® Both Great Britain and Greece
are signatories to UNESCO’s 1972 World Heritage Convention,
which requires member-states to cooperate and conform with
their universal responsibilities to identify, protect, and conserve
monuments on the World Heritage List. But despite Mitso-
takis’s frantic efforts to get this conversation moving, it is still
stuck. There is also no progress in bilateral talks between the
British Museum and the cultural authorities of Ethiopia, Ghana,
or Nigeria on the future of the Magdala treasures (confiscated
in 1868), Ashanti gold objects (captured in 1874), or the Benin
objects, as far as they are in national museums. All this delay is
reminiscent of the comment of an African expert after the release
of the aforementioned 2002 Declaration on the Importance and
Value of Universal Museums. He saw the blow-up by major mu-
seums in Europe as a rearguard action. With hindsight he was
right. Could this also be the case with the British government
and the British Museum’s ongoing fuss over the Parthenon Mar-

bles?

Nevertheless, steps forward are also being taken in Great Brit-
ain. University museums in particular — and the quantity and
quality of their collections from colonial territories should not
be underestimated — and diaspora groups are pushing for restitu-
tion. Neil Curtis and Steph Scholten, representing museums in
Scottish cities write that their governance structures and nation-
al and international networks give university museums ‘a much
greater independence from political intervention in order to
pursue their own strategies and policies” (‘Repatriation of Scot-
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tish Museums), 2022, p. 435). They listed thirty-four efforts to re-
patriate ancestral remains, objects, and manuscripts to countries
of origin between 1990 and 2020 (pp. 437-439). The English
university museums in Oxford, Cambridge, and Manchester
and the Horniman Museum in London have also returned an-
cestral remains and Benin objects.

These museums are increasingly aware of the need for greater
trust and equality with their southern partners. Since 2019, the
Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, the Cambridge Museum of Ar-
chaeology and Anthropology, the Horniman Museum and Gar-
dens in London, and the World Museum Liverpool have been
collaborating in a ‘Rethinking Relationships’ project ‘to develop
and adapt museum practice to build trust with communities and
improve access to collections from Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, Ni-
geria and Uganda’* In addition, the Pitt Rivers Museum is hold-
ing conversations with, amongst others, the Bunyoro Kingdom
in Uganda, the indigenous Shuar in Ecuador, the Maasai from
Tanzania and Kenya, and partners in Australia. These conversa-
tions are likely to lead to a claim, a return, or a different way of
exhibiting.

But for a real breakthrough, which includes the big museums
that are closely linked to British imperialism, the countries of or-
igin may have to wait for a national government with a different
political colour.

In a striking first, the Belgian federal parliament approved the
so-called Restitution Bill in 2022. This stipulates that objects
proven to have been looted from the region of Belgium’s for-
mer colonies in Africa (the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Rwanda, and Burundi) become the legal property of the coun-
try of origin. This country will have full control over them and
can decide whether Belgium will return them immediately or
only at a later stage, and whether they may be loaned — with
or without payment — to the museums that had to relinquish
them. Joint scientific committees will be established to deter-
mine which objects are eligible for return. The implementation
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of the law will be laid down in a bilateral agreement with each
ex-colony. It is a historic step as the bill ‘is the first of its kind
to be adopted by a former colonial power’ Belgian legal experts
Marie-Sophie de Clippele and Bert Demarsin assert (‘Pioneer-
ing Belgium), 2022, p. 325).

However, according to these two authors, the law also has
some limitations. First, it only covers objects in federal institu-
tions, which is a double limitation: only objects, which implies
that archives and ancestral remains are not covered; and only in
federal institutions, which means the law does not cover objects
owned by provincial and municipal institutions and universities.
In practice, this means that the bill mainly affects the federal Af-
ricaMuseum in Tervuren. Another limitation is that only items
looted from what was once Belgian Africa is covered by the law.
The bill is therefore of little use to First Nations in North Amer-
ica, Maoriin New Zealand, or Sri Lanka’s restitution committee,
who all might want to claim objects or ancestral remains.

The Restitution Bill distinguishes three categories of collec-
tions: objects acquired ‘by force or as spoils of war) lawfully ac-
quired objects, and objects for which it cannot be determined
whether or not they were lawfully acquired. In theory, this may
sound reasonable, but in practice this categorization becomes
problematic: of the more than 80,000 objects in the AfricaMu-
seum from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, only 883
were acquired by force or as war booty, 45,000 were lawfully
acquired, and the provenance of 35,000 is unknown. The small
total of 883 looted objects is reminiscent of the equally ques-
tionable number of 300 in the Musée du quai Branly, defined
as such in Martinez’s advice and eligible for return. As in the
French recommendation, the cause lies in the narrow definition
of looted art. If the umbrella term ‘involuntary loss of possession’
were used, as it is in the Netherlands, it would also include items
acquired through extortion, enforced gifts, smuggling, and theft.
As to those 35,000 objects, a large proportion of this total still
needs to be investigated, but the law does not determine who de-
cides which collections will be under scrutiny first and whether
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there is money for this.

De Clippele and Demarsin also criticize the new law because
it only allows negotiations with the governments of countries of
origin and not with communities of origin and other non-state
actors. The authors claim that this consideration was included
in an earlier draft of the bill, but this point has been deleted.
In this respect, Belgian policy does not differ from that of the
Netherlands.

Nothing has been arranged with regard to archives. A reg-
ulation for ancestral remains is forthcoming. A recommenda-
tion on this matter was issued in January 2023, but it, too, only
applies to federal institutions. The vast majority of body parts
come from the Democratic Republic of the Congo; they were
originally brought to Belgium by military personnel, colonial
agents, scientists, medical personnel, and missionaries. Their re-
patriation requires a law, which must not be ‘distant and purely
administrative [...] and not backward-looking’ Instead, there
must be ‘an informed, sincere and serene dialogue’ in view of ‘the
often-considerable trauma’ among the communities of origin.

Belgium has thus taken an important step, but otherwise re-
mains relatively quiet. So far, a draft agreement on the return
of looted objects is being prepared only between Brussels and
Kinshasa, and is awaiting signature.

In recent years, two events in Germany have attracted interna-
tional attention: the opening of the ethnographic departments
of the Humboldt Forum in Berlin and the transfer to Nigeria
of the ownership titles of more than 1,100 looted objects from
the Kingdom of Benin. The opening of the Humboldt Forum in
2021 evoked mixed reactions. To understand this, we have to go
back to the year 2002. At that time, seventeen major museums in
Germany, in other European countries, and in the United States
of America signed the aforementioned Declaration on the Impor-
tance and Value of Universal Museums. The predecessors of the
Humboldt Forum were among the signatories. The declaration
led to angry reactions, especially from cultural officials in Africa,
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about the signatories’ ‘self-appointment’ as universal museums
and their attempt to stifle the restitution debate. Who had given
them the right to do that? Certainly no one in Africa!

In the same year, 2002, the Bundestag and the municipal-
ity of Berlin decided to build the Humboldt Forum. It would
be on the site where the Berliner Schloss once stood — a winter
palace for the princes of Brandenburg and Prussia. This went
down badly with Afro-diaspora organisations, as it evoked asso-
ciations with Germany’s violent colonial past. When the art tem-
ple opened in 2021, the tone of its design and layout appeared to
go up and down between 2002 and now.

On the one hand, there is a pompous, neoclassical building,
described as ‘a monument to the era of colonialism’ (Teoman
Tulun, German Colonial Legacy, 2021). In the eyes of Peruvian
museum director Natalia Majluf, it had become ‘the universal
museum in the twenty-first century’ During a July 2022 visit, I
found the way some collections were displayed old-fashioned:
temple statues from Asia were hung on the wall, or were exhibit-
ed in showcases without much explanation, and looked primar-
ily pretty, reminiscent of the museum in 2002.

On the other hand, visitors could view a film about how
Namibian and German researchers genuinely work together to
tackle a piece of early twentieth-century war booty — in this case,
adoll that a child probably lost to German soldiers. And in the
museum bookstore you will find the collection (Posz) Coloni-
alism and Cultural Heritage: International debates at the Hum-
boldt Forum (2021). Critics of the pace of the restitution debate
are given plenty of room in this. Natalia Majluf emphasizes that
‘dedicated professionals” at the Humboldt Forum cannot solve
the problem of Germany’s colonial legacy alone; it also requires
institutional changes. Former director general of museums in
Kenya, George Okello Abungu, has little confidence in the new
set-up. He thinks it is an example of how the ‘resourceful’ West
‘comes up with new approaches to circumvent restitution issues.

The second event of 2021 was the transfer by the Federal Gov-
ernment of the ownership title of over 1,100 properties from the
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Kingdom of Benin to Nigeria. Museums with extensive Benin
collections in Berlin, Hamburg, Cologne, Leipzig, and Stutt-
gart cooperated generously, while the Nigerian diaspora in the
country had also pushed hard for this result. The transfer was an
important deed, which was perhaps made somewhat easier to
carry out because it touched more Britain’s past than Germany’s.
In a way, Germany was giving back the spoils of war captured
by another country. As I will recount later, the transfer led to
intense debates in the German Bundestag.

A third event has recently been added: the publication of the
Atlas der Abwesendbeid: Kameruns Kulturerbe in Deutschland
(2023), a co-production by experts from Germany and Came-
roon. Based on often previously unpublished sources, they traced
40,000 objects in German museums from Cameroon from the
period it was administered by Germany (1886-1916). The mu-
seums once registcred them as ‘acquisitions from around 1900),
whereas they often involved ‘looting, extortion, fraud, bribery
and in some cases purchases. Among the ‘suppliers’ there were
also male and some female missionaries (At/as der Abwesentheit,

p- 20).

It would be beyond the scope of this chapter to outline devel-
opments in all European countries in this brief overview. From
a bird’s-eye view, cautious steps in Scandinavian countries, Aus-
tria, Ireland, Switzerland and Spain also deserve mention. Italy
and Portugal have been silent for a long time, but some academ-
ics and museum professionals there are breaking this silence and
discussing the decolonization of collections. The standstill phase
is over there, too.

WHAT DOES THE EUROPEAN-NIGERIAN BENIN DIALOGUE
YIELD?

It appears that Nigeria has made the most progress among Af-
rican countries. In recent years it has regained control of a large
number of Benin objects. It owes this success largely to its own
key players: the National Commission for Museums and Monu-
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ments (NCMM), the Kingdom of Benin, and the substate of Edo
in which the kingdom is located. In addition, some museums
in Europe have contributed the Nigerian success. To get to this
point, Nigerians have had to iron out some serious internal fric-
tions. In this they have, if not completely, largely succeeded.

Many people know the story behind the Benin objects: Brit-
ish soldiers raided the palace grounds of the Oba of Benin in
1897, buildings went up in flames, and when the ash and dust
settled, thousands of extraordinary objects of bronze, copper,
and ivory became visible. The soldiers took them all away. Soon,
art dealers and auction houses in Great Britain and elsewhere in
Europe began offering Benin items, and in this way these items
became scattered among museums and private collections in
Europe and North America. Nigeria has been asking for their
return for decades.

What determines Nigeria’s success? I can think of four fac-
tors. The first is the determination of the Kingdom of Benin
and the two other Nigerian actors to recover lost objects. They
are convinced of their right to pursue this and are supported
by many in Africa, and now also in Europe. Nigerian experts
such asart historian Peju Layiwola (related to the Oba of Benin),
prominent lawyer Folarin Shyllon (d. 2021), and many others
in their wake have continued to put pressure on foreign gov-
ernments and museums to acknowledge this right for years. The
ever-growing literature on the looting of 1897, both of by Nige-
rian and African writers and likewise by European authors, has
broadened and deepened knowledge about these iconic objects.

Thanks to Nigerian—German cooperation, we now know
better which museums in the world have Benin objects and how
many. Until recently, estimates ranged from 2,400 to 4,000 out-
side Nigeria. However, according to the website Digital Benin,”
there are at least 5,246, spread across 131 heritage institutions in
twenty countries. The British Museum tops the list (944 Benin
objects), followed by the Humboldt Forum in Berlin (518), the
Field Museum in the United States (393), and the Museum of
Archacology and Anthropology of the University of Cambridge
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(350). There are two national museums in Nigeria on the list:
the one in Benin is at number 5 (285) and the museum in Lagos
comes in at number 14 (81); together the two possess 366 Benin
objects, or 7 per cent of the total. The Dutch Wereldmuseum
comes twelfth with 122 objects. At the bottom are thirty-four
institutions with only one object each. Thanks to Digital Benin
we know that 93 per cent of the known Benin objects in pub-
lic collections are in Europe or North America. Digital Benin
does not provide insight into Benin objects in the art trade and
among collectors.

Another factor is Nigeria’s conversation with a group of Eu-
ropean museums: the Benin Dialogue. Starting in 2010, it ini-
tially had two goals: knowledge exchange and cooperation, and
restitution. After almost ten years of talking, they were no closer
to the second goal. The main reason was that the most conserva-
tive link in the chain of European museums — the British Muse-
um - set the pace. This institution was against restitution and at
most was willing to lend Benin objects to Nigeria. But Nigerians
rejected the idea of a loan. It was only when the Benin Dialogue
Group abandoned the restitution goal in 2019, meaning that
negotiations on this could be conducted at a bilateral level, that
things started to move. This began with some isolated returns
from university museums in Great Britain and gained consider-
able momentum thanks to the aforementioned German transfer
of title of ownership of more than 1,100 Benin objects.

A fourth and final factor was the solution that Nigeria found
to the problem of who would be in charge of the restitution pro-
cess and to whom European institutions would have to return
pieces. The solution was a matter of fierce and prolonged wran-
gling, as each of the three actors wanted to take the lead, but
in late March 2023, Nigeria’s outgoing president Muhammadu
Buhari untangled the knot. In one of his last ofhicial decisions,
he declared the Oba of Benin the ‘owner, custodian and admin-
istrator’ of returning Benin properties. It is therefore up to him
to decide where objects go after their return (Federal Republic of
Nigeria, ‘Notice of Presidential Declaration, March 2023). His
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decision was an unpleasant surprise for European museums par-
ticipating in the Benin Dialogue, who had already agreed with
the governor of Edo State on a new museum to be built under
his supervision and supported financially and organisationally
by Europe, where returned Benin objects would have a place.
This has slowed down the speed of the returns.

Unfortunately, in Germany a real debate erupted over the
decision of Nigeria’s outgoing president: the gist of this debate
was that objects from public collections in Germany would not
end up in a Nigerian public collection but with a private indi-
vidual, the Oba of Benin, and he, as a private individual, could
therefore easily decide that some pieces would go to (royal) fam-
ily members.

The anthropologist Brigitta Hauser-Schiublin (Georg-Au-
gust Universitit Gottingen) spoke about it indignantly in the
Frankfurter Algemeine Zeitung. The federal government might
have fallen for something; this return was a ‘fiasco. In the Ger-
man Bundestag, the political parties Alternative fiir Deutschland
(AfD) and the Christian Democrats (cpU) adopted her po-
sition. However, in the opinion weekly der Freitag, historian
Jirgen Zimmerer (University of Hamburg) fiercely attacked
these critics. He accused them of creating a scandal that was
not a scandal. Nigeria itself determines how it handles returned
pieces and Germany has no say in this. This was also the govern-
ment’s position during a debate in the Bundestag in May 2023.
It called the critics’ positions ‘neocolonial’ The debate is still
ongoing.

HOW ARE OTHER FORMER COLONIES DOING?

The Nigerian experience shows that the chance of restitution
may increase when claimant royal houses or communities join
forces with large museums and the governments of their coun-
tries. This approach has pursued the greatest effect in New Zea-
land. There, Maori communities, the National Museum of New
Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, and the government in Wellington
have, since 2003, joined forcesin a campaign for the repatriation
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of tattooed Maori heads and funeral objects. The government
funds this goal, the museum draws on its international network
and does much of the provenance research, while the commu-
nities provide information and determine what happens to the
returned ancestral remains. The approach has led to hundreds of
repatriations of heads from New Zealand itself and from Europe
and North America. It is estimated that there are still about 600
heads outside New Zealand. The campaign has resulted in hard-
ly any repatriations from private collectors and dealers outside
New Zealand.

How are other former colonies faring? Do they have their
affairs in order in case objects are waiting to be shipped from
a European capital? How will the winds of restitution blowing
through Europe affect them? Recently there have been reports
that several countries in the global south are developing their
own restitution policies. Some are clearly further along in this
process than others, find it politically more important, or are in
a more stable period, which means there are more resources and
time for this.

It is impossible to describe developments in all countries
in this short overview. The changes in former colonies of the
Netherlands and in Sri Lanka and Nigeria have been described
on the previous pages. In this short tour around countries in the
Global South, we will limit ourselves to the West Africa region,
two countries in Latin America (Mexico and Peru), and two in
the rest of Africa (Tanzania and Namibia).

Among the countries of the ECOwWaS (Economic Community of
West African States), it is not only Nigeria (a former British co-
lonial possession) that stands out as active, but also the Republic
of Benin (French), Senegal (French), Ghana (British), and Togo
(German/French). Along with other ECOWAS member states,
they are discussing how to improve the legal and operational
frameworks that determine who can file claims on behalf of a
country and who will be involved, the role of the diaspora, min-
imum facilities required to receive restituted items, and budget-



ary issues. This regional consultation strengthens their approach
and mutual trust. It is not yet clear how the recent withdrawal
of Burkina Faso, Niger and Mali from Ecowas will affect it.”

In at least two Latin American countries, political leaders have
been noted for their roles in restitution, much as Greek president
Kyriakos Mitsotakis is now noted for his own role in claiming
the Parthenon Marbles. In Mexico, the aforementioned Institu-
to Nacional de Antropologfa ¢ Historia (INAH) has been work-
ing to protect and recover lost heritage for decades. Thanks to
President Andrés Manuel Lépez Obrador, inaugurated in 2018,
restitution has moved up the priority list. As a result, more than
5,000 archacological objects have been recovered, most of which
are related to the pre-Hispanic empires. The majority had been
stolen recently, a smaller number much longer ago. Mexico has
notyet succeeded in retrieving from the Weltmuseum in Vienna
the world-famous headdress that the Aztec emperor Moctezuma
is said to have worn before he was captured by the conquistador
Cortés in 1520. The Weltmuseum continues to reject any request
for this.

The Mexican government is not always as committed to the
return of lost objects that belonged to the minorities in their
own country. The documentary The Yagui Case, commissioned
by the Museum of World Cultures in Gothenburg (2023), pro-
vides evidence. The Yaqui are a small minority who have long
felt discriminated against and receive little support from the
government in reclaiming a number of objects that disappeared
in the 1930s and ended up in Gothenburg. In the end, it was the
Swedish museum that provided support to the Yaqui. However,
once the return was secured, says an insider in Sweden, political
forces in Mexico City were suddenly interested in the return and
used it for their own political purposes.

For a long time, Peru made little progress in claiming lost
treasures, writes Blanca Alva Geurrero (‘Repatriation of Cultur-
al Properties, 2009). From 2006 to 2017, she was responsible for
Peru’s heritage at the Ministry of Culture. For years, her coun-
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try had submitted claims, but ‘the procedures often stagnated’
due to high costs, complicated procedures, and lack of storage
space. This changed in 2007, when President Alan Garcia allo-
cated money for restitution. More than a thousand objects were
returned in 2008 alone, and in 2011, Garcia agreed with his US
counterpart Barack Obama on the return of 4,000 archaeologi-
cal objects. Between 1912 and 1916, the explorer Hiram Bingham
was permitted to take them from Machu Pichu to Yale Univer-
sity for research, on the condition that he would return them
afterwards. Peru had to wait a century for this.

Peru also obtained from Sweden some 2,000-year-old tex-
tiles, which robbers had removed from graves on the Paracas
peninsula in the early twentieth century. Archacologists and
others in Paracas would have liked to have seen them returned to
the peninsula, but the textiles remained in the national museum
in Lima.

In East and Southwest Africa, Tanzania (called Tanganyika until
1964) and Namibia play a prominent role. The two countries
suffered similarly under German colonialism. Massive carnage
occurred: in Tanganyika during the Maji-Maji uprising, between
75,000 and 300,000 people died; in Namibia, tens of thousands
of Nama, Herero, and San perished. In both Tanzania and Na-
mibia, the conquest of skulls and ritual and ceremonial objects
was part of the colonial violence. Both African countries made
claims on Germany, but one made faster progress than the other.

Afteryears of wrangling, the German federal government rec-
ognized the Namibia massacre as genocide in 2021 and offered
reparations and the repatriation of skulls and objects. Whether
Germany will also recognise the colonial crimes in Tanzania as
genocide remains to be seen. The first breakthrough occurred
in late 2023, when German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier
visited President Samia Suluhu Hassan of Tanzania. He asked
descendants of the Maji-Maji ‘forgiveness for what Germans
did to your ancestors’, proposed having ‘open negotiations’ on
this ‘dark chapter’ in the history of both countries and promised
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repatriation of ancestral remains and artefacts (Deutsche Welle,
31 October 2023).

Why the situation in Namibia moved faster than that in
Tanzania cannot be said with certainty. Perhaps Namibia was
able to combine its national forces better, formulate its demands
more forcefully, and insist on them more steadfastly. Howev-
er, Namibia’s government is facing a domestic problem: it is yet
to come to an agreement with the population groups that have
suffered most from the German presence — the Nama, Herero
and San — over who will get what share of the reparations and
who will take care of the recovered ancestral remains and objects.
Descendants of the genocide victims feel they were not given
enough leverage in negotiations with Germany.

WILL RESTITUTION BECOME THE NEW NORMAL?

It is difficult to say in general terms how far the restitution de-
bate has progressed, and in any case the answer to this question
must come from two sides: from the global south and the glob-
al north. There is no denying that there has been progress but
neither can it be denied that progress is slow. An increase in
provenance research does not mean an increase in the number
of restitutions. Those involved in the north must be careful that
their assessment of this progress is not clouded by success stories
that are now emerging, because it is only one side of the coin.
Because there is another.

I was confronted with these two sides at the Second Global
Summit of Research Museums, held in October 2022 in Munich.
On the first day, Radio 1 of the Netherlands called me for a re-
action to the announcement of Indonesia’s claim to eight collec-
tions in Dutch museums; I was asked to respond to the statement
on this by director Marieke van Bommel of the Wereldmuseum
(which had most of these collections). To my surprise, Van Bom-
mel responded very positively. She assumed that the museum
would give up pieces — the research into them had already largely
been completed — and said she was open to more claims. In my
own reaction I could only echo her positive tone. I added that
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European countries — if they want to complete the restitution
file properly — need strong counterparts in the former colonies
and that the Tim Repatriasi in Jakarta is an example. The trust
between the Netherlands and Indonesia is beginning to grow
slightly, making cooperation smoother. In Jakarta, there is now
alonglist of objects currently in Dutch museums that may be of
interest to Indonesia. So, something has been achieved, but a lot
of work remains to be done. This is how far we have progressed.

The next morning, I was confronted with the other side of
the coin, in the conference speech by Rachel Warren from the
Catholic University in Malawi, the former British colony’s first
female anthropologist and archacologist. Warren spoke after the
director of the Museo Galileo in Florence. The latter, suited and
booted, did so standing from behind a lectern and enlivened his
text with beautiful images of ancient museum exhibits in tall,
well-maintained rooms. When Warren was given the floor, she
remained seated. She had no images and supported her argu-
ment with small gestures of her hands. I wrote down her first
sentences: ‘T have nothing to show. Colonialism obliterated us.
Literally. We no longer exist, we have nothing, everything has
been taken from us. We have no idea where it is in Europe and
North America. At the same time, caring for our cultural herit-
age is not a priority for our government. It has other concerns on
its mind. Malawi is one of the poorest countries in the world.

Warren’s call for audience members to help search Western
museums for objects and ancestral remains from Malawi was
received with loud applause, but also had something painful
about it. She and the people who applauded her realized that
this search has yet to begin and her country hardly has the re-
sources or (wo)manpower to do it. Rachel Warren did not sound
victim-like; she portrayed the situation in her country as it is. She
wanted to work on it with some other women in Malawi. At the
time of writing, it is now almost a year and a half after the Mu-
nich conference, and as far as I can tell, little progress has been
made. Malawi is certainly not the only country in this situation.
So, this is also how far we have progressed.



Demands for restitution will continue to reverberate for decades
to come, and the time when all parties involved will have shaken
off the empty showcase syndrome is still a long way off. Gov-
ernments and major museums in some European countries are
working on it. However, other heritage institutions, private col-
lectors, and art dealers in those same countries hardly make any
positive moves, or even resist. Many former colonies had already
lost confidence that they would ever regain their missing treas-
ures. Because some former colonizers are now moving, however,
confidence is returning in some countries seeking restitution.

The restitution discourse is old and has known its peaks and
valleys. In most former colonies it started long before their in-
dependence. Independence brought a new impetus, which led
to some limited returns. Now, both sides — former colonies and
former colonizers — seem to be entering a new phase.

Governments, museums, and individuals in European coun-
tries need not fear. There is enough here, so much has been taken
away. They will have to let several showpieces go, but they in-
creasingly realise that tainted objects smell. They need to face
this and curb their fear of empty showcases. These countries and
institutions must take actions that give their partners in the glob-
al south confidence in their willingness to help redistribute the
cultural heritage taken from colonial regions.

Governments and others involved in the claims by former
colonies need to insist on equal standing and become stronger
counterparts, actively claim collections, and trust that empty
showcases will gradually become something of the past. Giving
back heals wounds and restores relationships. There is still a
long way to go, but it must become the new normal. This way,
there will be two winners — and the world will become a little
better.
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NOTES

1 'The empty showcase syndrome is a nod to the empty nest syndrome, which
parents can experience when their children leave home.

2 Researchers agree that the kris was part of the spoils of war, but do not agree
about what exactly happened. In A Short History of Bali (2004, p. 106), Robert
Pringle assumes that the 1908 puputan was one of many that took place in Bali
from 1906 onwards, in which a total of 1,100 Balinese are said to have died. In
Koloniale Oorlogen in Indonesié (Colonial Wars in Indonesia, 2018, p. 377),
Piet Hagen questions this, writing that the king and his entourage had thrown
themselves ‘dancing into a rain of colonial bullets. This is not suicide, but rath-
er, being killed. In a Provenance report regarding Staatsickris (2022) about this
dagger, Tom Quist concludes that it cannot be determined whether the kris
was confiscated on the battlefield or later in the royal palace. It is therefore
uncertain whether the kris was used for suicide. It is not even known whether
the kris belonged to the Balinese monarch himself or to someone close to him.

3 In ‘Restitution Day: Remembrance and Reckoning’ (10 November 2023),
Kwame Opoku also emphasizes this need for greater respect for the remains
of ancestors lingering in Western heritage institutions, and the need for their
repatriation.

4 On 25 April 2023, the Siidwestrundfunk reported that the municipal council
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of this German city had decided to return these two heads, along with another
Maori head from the collection of the Reiss-Engelhorn Museums in Mann-
heim, to New Zealand.

The history of the rule of Nubian pharaohs over parts of Egypt was also dis-
cussed twenty years carlier at the exhibition The Black Pharaohs in the Nieuwe
Kerk in Amsterdam (1 October 1997-1 February 1998).

Since fighting broke out between the Sudanese Armed Forces and the para-
military Rapid Support Forces in April 2023, the National Museum of Sudan
and several other museums in Khartoum (the Sudanese capital), and also in
Omdurman, on the other side of the Nile, have been in the danger zone. The
Sudan National History Museum is known to have been damaged in shoot-
ings. This was reported by Sara Saced, director of the Sudan Natural History
Museum in the capital and repeated in the Cultural Heritage Monitoring Lab
Rapid Report of 17 May 2023. At the time of writing, the pyramids of the city
of Meroé are still outside the combat zones.

Nanette Snoep, Grassi Museum, Leipzig; Laura van Broekhoven, Pitt Rivers
Museum, Oxford; Maricke van Bommel, MAS, Antwerpen; Steven Engels-
man, Weltmuseum, Wenen; Taco Dibbits, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam; Stijn
Schoonderwoerd, Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen; Pauljac Verhoeven,
Museum Bronbeek, Arnhem.

Some authors cite 1942 as the last year of the Aceh War. Skirmishes took place
for decades. Resistance to the colonial ruler never ceased (Hagen, 2018, p. 477).
In February 2024, the library of Leiden University decided to examine col-
lections of manuscripts from colonial territories. Among them is much mate-
rial ‘collected’ by the Royal Dutch East Indies Army during the Aceh War of
around 1900.

There is a complication, Mirjam Shatanawi reports: the Quran of Teuku Umar
is not part of the national collection but property of the municipality of Rotter-
dam (the owner of the entire collection of the Wereldmuseum Rotterdam). The
State Secretary is therefore not authorized to take the decision as to whether
the Quran is to be returned; this decision requires the municipality’s consent.
China protested against the auction, but a French judge found the Chinese
arguments insufficiently substantial, so the auction continued. Finally, China’s
Cai Mingchao bid the highest amount. His refusal to subsequently pay the
offered amount was international news. Ultimately, the wealthy French Pinault

family put money on the table and thus secured its own commercial interests in
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China. This case study has been described in Treasures in Trusted Hands (2017,
p- 26). In the episode of the BNN/VARA TV-documentary Roofkunst (Erik Di-
jkstra and Hans Pool, 16 June 2023), on the looting from the Summer Palace,
the rat and the rabbit also appeared in detail.

This event has been widely covered in the French and international media. A
provisional summary appear in Amandla on s December 2023: https://aman-
dlanews.com/gabon-secks-return-of-rare-fang-mask-sold-in-france-for-over-
e4-million/.

Several media outlets pointed out the King wore a tie with a pattern based
on the Greek flag in the days following the row between Prime Minister Ri-
shi Sunak and Greek president Kyriakos Mitsotakis, over a cancelled meeting
about the Parthenon Marbles scheduled for 28 November 2023. Buckingham
Palace said it had been just arandom choice of ties. See, for instance, BBC News,
‘King’s Tie Features Greek Flag after Elgin [Parthenon] Marbles Row” https://
www.bbc.com/news/uk-67589075 (11 December 2023). In February 2024, the
Royal House agreed to Westminster Abbey’s Dean’s idea to return a Tabot to
Ethiopia. The abbey is a ‘Royal Peculiar’ outside the control of the Church of
England and technically under thejurisdiction of King Charles. The sacred tab-
let had been looted by British troops in 1868. See, for instance, The Telegraph,
13 February 2024, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/02/13/westmin-
ster-abbey-tablet-to-ethiopia-consulting-with-king/ (15 February 2024).

The fire in September 2023 that damaged parts of the Museum Nasional Indo-
nesia in Jakarta must have been very painful for the Indonesian government. It
announced shortly afterwards that 817 objects had been affected; some could
be restored, others had to be considered lost. There were no objects among
these that had already been returned by the Netherlands, as State Secretary
Uslu immediately reported. Such disasters do not only occur in former colo-
nies, but also in the countries of the former colonizers, as evidenced by reports
from August 2023 about the theft of over two thousand objects from the British
Museum in London. See https://www.britishmuseum.org/our-work/depart-
ments/recovery-missing-items (15 February 2024).

There was hardly any of this friction with the return to Indonesiain 2023 of war
booty from the Moluccan island of Lombok. This is remarkable, given that this
transfer was not about a single object, but hundreds. The reason may be that
a segment of the people on Lombok in 1894, when the Netherlands captured

the treasure, had little regard for the Balinese king who ruled the island. This is
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still the case today. So far, no descendants have claimed the treasures. The West
Nusa Tenggara State Museum in Kota Mataram, part of the Museum Nasional
in Jakarta, may display some of the treasures in the future.

See https://www.pulse.com.gh/news/filla/otumfuo-osei-tutu-ii-receives-looted-
royal-artefacts-from-us-museums/1v8ps4m?fbclid=IwAR1oxjpswsNbiuYz_oK-
c7atKN8J TXD OsKwAMhNNwYCGBjdpOEjJsDumgM4E (15 February 202.4).
My translation from Dutch.

The appointment of Jean-Luc Martinez was particularly notable because, in
May 2022, he was accused of laundering trafficked antiquities for the benefit of
the Louvre Abu Dhabi in the period 2014~2018. In November 2023, the charge
against him was still pending. The case was widely reported. See, for instance,
https://news.artnet.com/news/louvre-antiquities-case-high-court-2394978
(accessed s December 2023).

The British government and the British Museum use the term ‘Elgin Marbles,
after Lord Elgin, who claimed to have received permission from the Ottoman
rulers to take away parts of the Parthenon in the early nineteenth century. The
Ottomans had then colonized Greece. According to this version, they were
taken legally. Greece speaks of the ‘Parthenon Marbles. Accordingto the Greek
view, the pieces were stolen and should not be named after a robber (Elgin).
They lost them at a time when the Ottomans, the British, and the French dom-
inated southeastern Europe and the Near East. Greece puts the loss of the Mar-
bles in the same category as other extensive losses during the colonial period.
Since UNESCO also speaks of the ‘Parthenon Marbles) that term is used here.
See hetps://www.primeminister.gr/en/2023/11/26/3309s (30 November 2023).
Alexander Herman emphasizes the argument of reunification in Zhe Parthenon
Marbles Dispute (2023).

See hteps://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/rethinking-relationships (accessed 8 Decem-
ber 2023).

www.digitalbenin.org.

Some countries in Central and South America also hold regional consultations
on the issue of restitution, although not on a regular basis. Countries in South-
east Asia do the same, but their discussions focus more on curbing contemporary
theft and smuggling of their heritage, and less on retrieving treasures lost during
the colonial period. Cambodia and Thailand are taking the lead in this initiative.

Indonesia is more concerned with recovering items stolen during colonial rule.

144


https://www.pulse.com.gh/news/filla/otumfuo-osei-tutu-ii-receives-looted-royal-artefacts-from-us-museums/1v8ps4m?fbclid=IwAR1oxjp5w5NbiuYz_oKc7atKN8JTXDOsKwAMhNNwYCGBjdpOEjJ5DumgM4E
https://www.pulse.com.gh/news/filla/otumfuo-osei-tutu-ii-receives-looted-royal-artefacts-from-us-museums/1v8ps4m?fbclid=IwAR1oxjp5w5NbiuYz_oKc7atKN8JTXDOsKwAMhNNwYCGBjdpOEjJ5DumgM4E
https://www.pulse.com.gh/news/filla/otumfuo-osei-tutu-ii-receives-looted-royal-artefacts-from-us-museums/1v8ps4m?fbclid=IwAR1oxjp5w5NbiuYz_oKc7atKN8JTXDOsKwAMhNNwYCGBjdpOEjJ5DumgM4E
https://news.artnet.com/news/louvre-antiquities-case-high-court-2394978
https://www.primeminister.gr/en/2023/11/26/33095
https://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/rethinking-relationships
http://www.digitalbenin.org

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

he three questions I have tried to answer in this book — about

control over provenance research, the visibility of colonial
collections in the private sector, and the frictions between gov-
ernments and regional actors in ex-colonies — are not the easiest
ones to answer. In recent years I have tested my answers during
speaking engagements and in conversations. Numerous experts
from Europe, Asia, the Pacific, Africa, Latin America, and the
Caribbean have spoken with me in person or remotely. The gene-
rosity of many who allowed me to share their knowledge made me
feel extremely privileged and I am immensely grateful. With their
help I was able to sharpen my answers and transform the writing
of this book from a reflection of my own thoughts and their re-
actions into an ongoing and unfinished thought process. After
many conversations, I immediately went back to the computer to
make adjustments. This was certainly the case when responding to
the comments of the co-readers. In the hope that no one will be
forgotten, I list these people below in alphabetical order.

I am very grateful to May Meurs, my editor at the Walburg
Pers, which published the Dutch version of The Empty Show-

145



case Syndrome, and to Ilse Lazaroms, my editor at Amsterdam
University Press, publisher of this volume. Your dedication,
constructive criticisms, and patience with this impatient author
have been a great help. Victoria Blud, you deserve a lot of credit
for the meticulous way in which, as with my earlier book Zncon-
venient Heritage, you improved my English translation. Sabien
Stols, thank you for your pleasant and efficient collaboration on
the PR for both books. I very much appreciate that the State
Agency for Cultural Heritage (Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel
Erfgoed) has subsidized the Open Access edition of this book.
The RCE likewise subsidized Inconvenient Heritage (AUP, 2022),
and thanks to this support, thousands of readers worldwide have
been able to read the book.

Thanks also to many friends, acquaintances, and relatives — I
am very grateful to all of you for your support. I would like to end
with our sons, Olmo and Benji: thank you for your continuing
help, and even more to my wife, Louise Boelens. Once again,
you have provided great encouragement and with her time, ana-
lytical thinking, and patience you have helped to make the book
better. Many thanks, love!

Despite the input of so many, I am of course solely responsi-
ble for its content.

Co-readers:

Sadiah Boonstra (historian and curator, Jakarta)

Caroline Drieénhuizen (historian, Open University)

Andrea Kieskamp (museum consultant, Netherlands)

Mirjam Shatanawi (provenance researcher, Reinwardt Academie,
Amsterdam)

And further:

Ajeng Ayu Arainikash (Universitas Indonesia, Jakarta)

Amber Aranui (Te Papa Tongarewa Museum of New Zealand,
Wellington)

Board members, Natuurhistorisch en Volkenkundig Museum

Oudenbosch (Oudenbosch)

146



Sarah van Beurden (historian, Ohio State University, Columbus)

Vincent Boele (curator, MAS, Antwerp)

Francine Brinkgreve (curator, Wereldmuseum, Netherlands)

Hans van de Bunte (Malaysia expert, museum consultant, Neth-
erlands)

Lies Busselen (historian, AfricaMuseum, Tervuren)

Evelien Campfens (heritage lawyer, Leiden University)

Staci-Marie Dehaney (heritage expert, University of West Indies,
Jamaica)

Joost Depuydt (curator, Museum Plantin-Moretus, Antwerp)

Nusi Lisabilla Estudiantin (curator, Directorate General of Culture,
Jakarta)

Tom Gillingwater (Anatomical Museum, University of Edinburgh)

Guido Gryseels (former director, AfricaMuseum, Tervuren)

Nancy Jouwe (culture historian, Netherlands)

Naazima Kamardeen (lawyer, University of Colombo, Sri Lanka)

Menucha Latumaerissa (Budaya Kita, Netherlands)

Wim Manuhutu (heritage expert, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam)

Cees Maris (legal philosopher, University of Amsterdam)

Wayne Modest (director of content, Wereldmuseum, Netherlands)

Adriana Mufioz (curator, Museum of World Cultures, Gothenburg)

Deneth Piumakshi (artist, Sri Lanka)

Jan Pronk (former cabinet member, Netherlands)

Restitution Belgium (group of critical academics and museum
professionals)

Laurens de Rooy (curator and director, Museum Vrolik, Am-
sterdam)

Jimson Sanga (curator, Iringa Boma Regional Museum, Tanzania)

Arjanti Sosrohadikoesoemo (museologist, RM* [restitution mat-
ters))

Bastiaan Steffens (curator, Drents Museum, Assen)

Harm Stevens (historian, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam)

Klaas Stutje (researcher, NIOD, Amsterdam)

Fenncke Sysling (historian, Leiden University)

Dilip Tambyrajah (Friendship Association Netherlands-Sri Lanka)

Rita Tjien Fooh (director, National Archive Suriname, Paramaribo)

147



Helmut Trischler (head of reserach, Deutsches Museum, Munich)

Bonnie Triyana (secretary, Tim Repatriasi, Jakarta)

Eva van der Veer (director of collections, Naturalis, Leiden)

Wouter Veraart (legal philosopher, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam)

Johannes Vogel (director, Naturhistorisches Museum, Berlin)

Sjoerd de Vries (art dealer, Amsterdam)

Rachel Warren (anthropologist, Catholic University of Malawi)

Rodney Westerlaken (Westerlaken Foundation, Kabupaten Ba-
dung, Bali)

Paul Wolff Mitchell (anthropologist, Pressing Matter)

Dickie Zebregs (art dealer, Amsterdam)

148



SOURCES CONSULTED

Allen, Rose Mary, Captain, Esther, Rossum, Matthias van, and Vyent, Urwin (eds.),
Staat en Slavernij: Her Nederlandse koloniale slavernijverleden en zijn doorw-
erkingen (Amsterdam: Athenacum-Polak & Van Gennep, 2023).

Ayim, Nana Oforiatta, ‘Repatriation Is Changing but Colonial Dynamics Remain;
Museums Journal, s May 2023, https://www.museumsassociation.org/.

Belgisch Raadgevend Comité voor Bio-ethick, Advies nr. 82 van 9 januari 2023 betref-
fende het statuut van menselijke resten in museale, wetenschappelijke en particuliere
collecties (Brussels: Belgisch Raadgevend Comité voor Bio-ethiek, 2023).

12th Berlin Biennale for Contemporary Art, Present! Still (catalogue) (Berlin: Kul-
turstiftung des Bundes, 2022).

Beurden, Jos van, ‘Onderzockers Derde Wereld bepalen voortaan eigen agenda, I-
ternationale Samenwerking (Den Haag: Ministerie van Ontwikkelingssamenw-
erking, September 1995), pp. 10-12.

Beurden, Jos van, The Return of Cultural and Historical Treasures: The Case of the
Netherlands (Amsterdam: K1T Publishers, 2012).

Beurden, Jos van, Treasures in Trusted Hands — Negotiating the Future of Colonial
Cultural Objects (Leiden: Sidestone Press, 2017).

Beurden, Jos van, Herplaatsing collectie voormalige Museum Nusantara Delft: Lering
en vragen 2013-2018 (Delft/Leiden: Museum Prinsenhof/Nationaal Museum van
Wereldculturen, 2019).

Black Archives, Surinaamse Inheemsen van Kalinya Terewuyn Natie eisen menselijke
resten van voorouders terug van Nederlandse Staar & Tropenmuseum, September
2022, https://www.theblackarchives.nl/blog/surinaamse-inheemsen-van-kalin-
ya-terewuyu-natie-eisen-menselijke-resten-van-voorouders-terug-van-nederland-

149


https://www.museumsassociation.org/
https://www.theblackarchives.nl/blog/surinaamse-inheemsen-van-kalinya-terewuyu-natie-eisen-menselijke-resten-van-voorouders-terug-van-nederlandse-staat-tropenmuseum
https://www.theblackarchives.nl/blog/surinaamse-inheemsen-van-kalinya-terewuyu-natie-eisen-menselijke-resten-van-voorouders-terug-van-nederlandse-staat-tropenmuseum

se-staat-tropenmuseum.

Black Lives Matter, Zwart Manifest, 2021, https://zwartmanifest.nl/.

Boufhieux, Michel, ‘Collection coloniale: trois crines humains mis en vente pub-
lique & Bruxelles, Paris Match, 29 November 2022, https://www.parismatch.
be/actualites/societe/2022/11/29/collection-coloniale-trois-cranes-hu-
mains-mis-en-vente-publique-a-bruxelles-EOR7sYTYWsAZJOSRKVPOK-
sN7CU/.

Brinkgreve, Francine, “W.0.J. Nicuwenkamp en zijn vorstelijk lecuwendoosje; Azia-
tische Kunst, 36.3 (2006), 2-1s.

Cabrita de Palma, Micaela, Janse van Rensburg, Francois, Cheung, Karwin, and Lai,
Laetitia, Prowking Provenance, VVorkz'ng Paper van Pressing Matter #1 (Amster-
dam / Leiden: Pressing Matter, 2023).

Captain, Esther, Rossum, Matthias van, Vyent, Urwin Vyent (eds.), Staat en Slavernij:
Het Nederlandse koloniale slavernijverleden en zijn doorwerkingen (Amsterdam:
Athenacum-Polak & Van Gennep, 2023).

Chakrabarty, Dipesh, Provincializing Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2000).

Clippele, Marie-Sophie de, Restes humains et patrimoine culturel : de quel droits? (Li-
mal: Anthemis, 2023).

Clippele, Marie-Sophie de, and Bert Demarsin, ‘Pioneering Belgium: Parliamentary
Legislation on the Restitution of Colonial Collections, Santander Art and Culture
Law Review, 2 (2022), 323-340.

Curry, Andrew, ‘Are Museums Celebrating Cultural Heritage — or Clinging to Sto-
len Treasure?, National Geographic, 23 February 2023, https://www.nationalgeo-
graphic.com/magazine/article/museums-stolen-treasure-feature.

Curtis, Neil G. W, and Scholten, Steph C., ‘Repatriation from Scottish Museums,
Santander Art and Culture Law Review, 2 (2022), 427-442.

Deutscher Bundestag, Antrige zur Kulturpolitik und gegen Riickgabe der Benin-
Bronzen abgelebnt (debate report) (Berlin: Deutscher Bundestag, 19 January
2023).

Deutsche Welle, Germany to Address ‘Dark’ Colonial Legacy in Tanzania (Berlin/
Bonn, 31 October 2023).

Digital Benin, https://digitalbenin.org/, Hamburg, Museum am Rothenbaum, and
Benin City, Institute for Benin Studies, 2020.

Dijk, Frans Van, and Rita Tjien Fooh, “The Repatriation of Surinamese Archives from
the Netherlands, in Disputed Archival Heritage, ed. by J. Lowry (London/New
York: Routledge 2023), pp. 282-303.

Dijkstra, Eric, and Hans Pool, ‘De diamant van Banjarmasin] Roofkunst, BNN/VARA,
26 May 2023, 10.20pm.

Dimitrijovska-Jankulovska, Anita, and Denkovska, Milica, ‘Postcolonial “Other-
ness”, SCIENCE International Journal, 2.1 (2023), 47-50. DOI: 10.35120/science-
jo20147dUDK.

Directors of seventeen museums in Europe and North America, Declaration on the Im-
portanceand Value of Universal Museums 2002 (Washington DC: Us Archive, 2002).
See https://ia8o4708.us.archive.org/33/items/cmapr4 492/20030000%:20lInfor
mation%20Declaration%200n%20the%20lmportance%20and%20Value%20

150


https://www.theblackarchives.nl/blog/surinaamse-inheemsen-van-kalinya-terewuyu-natie-eisen-menselijke-resten-van-voorouders-terug-van-nederlandse-staat-tropenmuseum
https://zwartmanifest.nl/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/article/museums-stolen-treasure-feature
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/article/museums-stolen-treasure-feature
https://digitalbenin.org/
https://ia804708.us.archive.org/33/items/cmapr4492/20030000%20Information%20Declaration%20on%20the%20Importance%20and%20Value%20of%20Universal%20Museums.pdf
https://ia804708.us.archive.org/33/items/cmapr4492/20030000%20Information%20Declaration%20on%20the%20Importance%20and%20Value%20of%20Universal%20Museums.pdf

of%20Universal%2oMuseums.pdf.

Driceénhuizen, Caroline, ‘Koloniale collecties, Nederlands aanzien: De Europese elite
van Nederlands-Indié belicht door haar verzamelingen, 1811-1957" (unpublished
doctoral thesis, Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2012).

Drieénhuizen, Caroline, ‘Een “lelijk vuil ding”: een diamant in het Rijksmuseum en
de doorwerking van koloniaal denken’, blog post, 26 September 2017, https://car-
olinedrieenhuizen.wordpress.com/.

Drieénhuizen, Caroline, ‘Het “thuiskomen” van een kris? De geschonken krissen van
Mangkuadiningrat, de panembahan van Madura, aan de gouverneur-generaal,
blog post, 4 March 2023, https://carolinedricenhuizen.wordpress.com/.

Drieénhuizen, Caroline, ‘De kris aan de muur van de woonkamer. Particulier verzam-
elen en het restitutiedebat, Dossier Roofgoed, Koninklijk Nederlands Historisch
Genootschap,  https://www.historici.nl/dossier-roofgoed-de-kris-aan-de-muur
-van-de-woonkamer-particulier-verzamelen-en-het-restitutiedebat/, 23 March
2023.

Dricénhuizen, Caroline, and Fenncke Sysling, ‘Java Man and the Politics of Natural
History: An Object Biography), Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde,
177.2-3 (2021), 290311

ecowas Commission, Concept Note for International Symposium on Approaches to
the Restitution of African Cultural Property (Dakar: ECOWAS, 20-23 March 2023).

Engelshoven, Irene van, Beleidsvisie collecties uit een koloniale context (Letter to Parlia-
ment, 29 January 2021) (Den Haag: Rijksoverheid).

Federal Republic of Germany and Federal Republic Nigeria, Joint Declaration on the
Return of Benin Bronzes and Bilateral Museum Cooperation (Berlin: Ministerium
fiir Auswirtige Angelegenheiten, 1 July 2022).

Federal Republic of Nigeria, ‘Notice of Presidential Declaration — on the Recognition
of Ownership, and an Order Vesting Custody and Management of Repatriated
Looted Benin Artefacts in the Oba of Benin Kingdom), Official Gazette, s7.110
(March 2023), A245-247.

Ghosh, Amitav, The Nutmeg’s Curse: Parables for a Planet in Crisis (London: John
Murray, 2021).

Goethe Institut Tanzania, National Museum of Tanzania et al., Beyond Collecting:
New Ethics for Museums in Transition (conference report) (Dar es Salaam: Goethe
Institut, 2020).

Guerrero, Blanca Alva, ‘Repatriation of Cultural Properties: The Peruvian Experi-
ence, Museum International, Return of Cultural Objects: The Athens Confer-
ence), 61.1-2 (2009), 145-149.

Hagen, Piet, Koloniale oorlogen in Indonesié: Vijf eenwen verzet tegen vreemde over-
heersing (Amsterdam/Antwerpen: Arbeiderspers, 2018).

Hauser-Schiublin, Brigitta, “Wo sind die Benin-Bronzen hin?, Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung, 28 February 2023, https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/be-
nin-bronzen-in-gefahr-wie-ein-welterbe-verloren-geht-18709784/gestohlen-ge-
funden-18709787.html.

Hauser-Schiublin, Brigitta, “War das der Sinn der Restitution?, Frankfurter Allge-
meine Zeitung, s May 2023, https://www.faz.net/akeuell/feuilleton/debatten/
benin-bronzen-werden-privatbesitz-des-oba-war-das-der-sinn-18872272. heml.

151


https://ia804708.us.archive.org/33/items/cmapr4492/20030000%20Information%20Declaration%20on%20the%20Importance%20and%20Value%20of%20Universal%20Museums.pdf
https://carolinedrieenhuizen.wordpress.com/
https://carolinedrieenhuizen.wordpress.com/
https://carolinedrieenhuizen.wordpress.com/
https://www.historici.nl/dossier-roofgoed-de-kris-aan-de-muur-van-de-woonkamer-particulier-verzamelen-en-het-restitutiedebat/
https://www.historici.nl/dossier-roofgoed-de-kris-aan-de-muur-van-de-woonkamer-particulier-verzamelen-en-het-restitutiedebat/
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/benin-bronzen-in-gefahr-wie-ein-welterbe-verloren-geht-18709784/gestohlen-gefunden-18709787.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/benin-bronzen-in-gefahr-wie-ein-welterbe-verloren-geht-18709784/gestohlen-gefunden-18709787.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/benin-bronzen-in-gefahr-wie-ein-welterbe-verloren-geht-18709784/gestohlen-gefunden-18709787.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/benin-bronzen-werden-privatbesitz-des-oba-war-das-der-sinn-18872272.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/benin-bronzen-werden-privatbesitz-des-oba-war-das-der-sinn-18872272.html

Haviser, Jay (ed.), Report of the Statia Heritage Research Commission (SHRC) for the
Government of St. Eustatius, Netherlands Caribbean, 10 January 2022 (St. Eustati-
us: Executive Council of St. Eustatius, Netherlands Caribbean).

Herman, Alexander, The Parthenon Marbles Dispute (London: Bloomsbury Publish-
ing2023).

Hilbert, Martin, “The Bad News Is that the Digital Access Divide Is Here to Stay:
Domestically Installed Bandwidths among 172 Countries for 1986-2014), Téle-
communications Policy, 40.6 (2016), 567—581. See https://www.martinhilbert.net/
the-bad-news-is-that-the-digital-access-divide-is-hereto-stay/.

Hoek, Anne-Lot, and Kleij, Ewald van der, ‘De prijs van onathankelijkheid: Hoe Ned-
erland profiteerde van Indi€, De Groene Amsterdammer, 19 August 2020, hteps://
www.groene.nl/artikel/de-prijs-van-de-onafhankelijkheid.

Huffer, Damien, and Shawn Graham, “The Insta-Dead: The Rhetoric of the Human
Remains Trade on Instagram), Internet Archaeology 45 (2017), https://intarch.
ac.uk/journal/issue4s/s/index.heml.

Huffer, Damien, and Shawn Graham, ‘Fleshing Out the Bones: Studying the Human
Remains Trade with Tensorflow and Inception) Journal of Computer Applications
in Archaeology, 1 (2018) s5—63. See https://journal.caa-international.org/arti-
cles/105334/jcaa 8.

1coM Ad hoc Committee for the Return of Cultural Property, Return of Cultural
Property to their Countries of Origin: Bangladesh (Paris: 1cOM, 1980).

1coM, Code of Ethics for Museums (Paris: ICOM, 2017).

1coM France, Restitution: Les musées parlent aux musées (Paris : 1IcOM France, 2019).

Jain, Jyotindra, ‘Objects and their Journeys: In Pursuit of the Provenance of Things,
Stiftung Humboldt Forum, (Post) Colonialism and Cultural Heritage (Berlin:
Stiftung Humboldt Forum, 2021), pp. 119-135.

Indonesian Team of Experts and Dutch Team of Experts, Joint Recommendations by
the Dutch and Indonesian Team of Experts, concerning Cultural Cooperation in the
Field of Museums and Archives including Transfer of Objects, Jakarta, 22 November
197s; reprinted in Van Beurden, Treasures in Trusted Hands (Leiden: Sidestone
Press, 2017), pp. 150-153.

Jansen Reventlow, Nani, ‘Righting Imperialism’s Wrongs, Past and Present, Project
Syndicate, 12 July 2023, https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/address-
ing-the-living-legacy-of-colonialism-by-nani-jansen-reventlow-2023-07 ?barri-
er=accesspaylog.

Jonge, Nico de, et al., Vergeten eilanden: Kunst en cultuur van de Zuidoost-Molukken
(catalogue) (Leiden: Museum Volkenkunde, 1995).

Jouwe, Nancy, ‘Een misdaad tegen de menselijkheid: Nederlandse lokale politici en
burgemeesters, in Staat en Slavernij: Het Nederlandse koloniale slavernijverleden
en zijn doorwerkingen, ed. by Rose Mary Allen et al. (Amsterdam: Athenacum -
Polak & Van Gennep, 2023), pp. 39-49.

Kamardeen, Naazima, and Jos van Beurden, ‘Law, Provenance Research and Restitu-
tion of Colonial Cultural Property: Reflections on (In) Equality and a Sri Lan-
kan Object in the Netherlands, Santander Art & Culture Law Review, 2 (2022),
169-194.

Kleiweg de Zwaan, Jan Pieter, “Tanimbarschedels’ in Volkenkundige Opstellen, ed. by ].

152


https://www.martinhilbert.net/the-bad-news-is-that-the-digital-access-divide-is-hereto-stay/
https://www.martinhilbert.net/the-bad-news-is-that-the-digital-access-divide-is-hereto-stay/
https://www.groene.nl/artikel/de-prijs-van-de-onafhankelijkheid
https://www.groene.nl/artikel/de-prijs-van-de-onafhankelijkheid
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue45/5/index.html
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue45/5/index.html
https://journal.caa-international.org/articles/10.5334/jcaa.8
https://journal.caa-international.org/articles/10.5334/jcaa.8
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/addressing-the-living-legacy-of-colonialism-by-nani-jansen-reventlow-2023-07?barrier=accesspaylog
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/addressing-the-living-legacy-of-colonialism-by-nani-jansen-reventlow-2023-07?barrier=accesspaylog
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/addressing-the-living-legacy-of-colonialism-by-nani-jansen-reventlow-2023-07?barrier=accesspaylog

P. Kleiweg de Zwaan, H. F. E. Visser, J. Kreemer, and Peter Drabbe, Mededeeling
9 (Amsterdam: Koloniaal Instituut, 1917).

Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde (k1TLV), Nederlands Instituut
voor Militaire Historie (NIMH) en N10D Instituut voor Oorlogs-, Holocaust- en
Genocidestudies, Onafhankelijkbeid, dekolonisatie, geweld en oorlog in Indonesie,
1945-1950 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2022).

Kraaijenoord, Myrthe, and Eva Thielen, ‘Interviews: Multiperspectiviteit in het pub-
licke slavernijdebat) in Staat en Slavernij: Het Nederlandse koloniale slavernijver-
leden en zijn doorwerkingen, ed. by Rose Mary Allen et al. (Amsterdam: Athenae-
um - Polak & Van Gennep, 2023), pp. 72-81.

Kurella, Doris, Bergen, Martin and Castro, Inés de (eds.), in cooperation with the In-
stituto Nacional de Antropologfa e Historia (INAH), The Aztecs (Munich: Hirmer
Vetlag, 2020).

Kurzwelly, Jonatan, ‘Bones and Injustices: Provenance Research, Restitutions and
Identity Politics, Dialectical Anthropology (2022), 45-56, https://link.springer.
com/article/10.1007/51062.4-022-09670-9.

Linebaugh, Riley, and James Lowry, “The Archival Colour Line: Race, Records and
Post-colonial Custody’, The Journal of Archives and Records Association, 3 (2021),
284-303.

Latumaerissa, Menucha, and Jacqueline Saija, “Tribal Art or Cultural Heritage of
Maluku’ (unpublished conference presentation, University of Michigan, 2022).

Liu, Zuozhen, The Case for Repatriating China’s Cultural Objects (Singapore: Springer,
2016).

Losson, Pierre, ‘Claiming the Remains of the Past: The Return of Cultural Heritage
Objects to Colombia, Mexico, and Peru’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, City Uni-
versity of New York, 2019).

Mahbubani, Kishore, The New Asian Hemisphere: The Irresistible Shift of Global Power
to the East (New York: Public Affairs, 2009)

Maris, Cees, and Jos van Beurden, ‘Restitutic van koloniale collecties volgens de ethick
van Jos van Beurden), Filosofie & Praktijk, 44.1 (2023), pp. 74-97.

Martinez, Jean-Luc, Patrimoine partagé : universalité, restitutions et circulation des
auvres dart — Rapport A lattention de M. le Président de la République (Paris :
Gouvernement de France, April 2023).

Mattez, Anais, Restitution of Cultural Property: The Rise and Fall of a Cosmopolitan
Ideal; International Journal of Heritage Studies (London: Taylor & Francis, 2023).
DOI: 10.1080/13527258.2023.2284715

Meyer, Andrea, and Bénédicte Savoy, Atlas der Abwesendbeid: Kameruns Kulturerbe
in Deutschland (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag, 2023).

Modest, Wayne, and Faber, Paul, Onverwachte ontmoetingen: Verborgen verhalen uit
eigen collectie (catalogue) (Amsterdam: Tropenmuseum, 2012).

Mooren, Jona, Stutje, Klaas, and Vree, Frank van, Clues: Research into Provenance
History and Significance of Cultural Objects and Collections Acquired in Colonial
Situations — Final Report Pilotproject Provenance Research on Objects of the Colo-
nial Era (PPROCE) (Amsterdam: N1IOD, 2022).

Musée du quai Branly, Recherches sur Ubistoire des collections du musée du quai Branly :
Jacques Chirac est Uhéritier de 200 ans d'histoire, denvichissement, détude et de con-

153


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10624-022-09670-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10624-022-09670-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2023.2284715

servation de collections publiques (Paris : Musée du quai Branly, September 2022).

Museumvereniging en Ethische codecommissie voor musea, Advies inzake het ver-
zamelen en tentoonstellen van menselijke resten (Amsterdam: Museumvereniging,
23 November 2007).

Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen (NMVW), Return of Cultural Objects: Princi-
ples and Process (Leiden: NMVW;, 2019).

National Museums of World Culture (Virldskulturmuseerna), The Yaqui Case: Re-
patriation from Multiple Perspectives (Goteborg, 2023), https://www.varldskuleur-
museerna.se/en/collections/return-of-objects-from-the-collections/the-yaqui-
case/#

Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Naturalis and the Indonesian Repatriasi Commission
Will Collaborate Closely (press release), 12 July 2023.

NIOD Instituut voor Oorlogs-, Holocaust- en Genocidestudies, Koninklijk Instituut
voor Taal, Land- en Volkenkunde (k1TLv) and Nederlands Instituut voor Militaire
Historie (NIMH), Beyond the Pale. Dutch Extreme Violence in the Indonesian War
of Independence, 1945-1949 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2022).

Opoku, Kwame, ‘Does Affirmation of the Rights of the Oba in Benin Artefacts
Confuse some Western Museums?, Modern Ghana, » May 2023, heeps://www.
modernghana.com/news/1193895/restitution-day-remembrance-and-reckoning.
html.

Opoku, Kwame, ‘Restitution Day: Remembrance and Reckoning, Modern Ghana
(Accra: Modern Ghana, 10 November 2023).

Perrot, Xavier, ‘Colonial Booty and its Restitution: Current Developments and New
Perspectives for French Legislation in this Field, Santander Art and Culture Law
Review, 2 (2022), 355-370.

Piso, Willem, and Marcgraf, Georg, Historia Naturalis Brasiliae (Leiden/Amsterdam:
Franciscus Hack, 1648).

Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, https://oxfordandcolonialism.web.ox.ac.uk/pitt-
rivers-museum.

Pringle, Robert, A Short History of Bali: Indonesia’s Hindu Realm (Crows Nest, New
South Wales: Allen & Unwin, 2004).

Quist, Tom, ‘Provenance report regarding Staatsickris [ Ceremonial Kris] (rV-3600-
193); in Clues: Research into Provenance History... (PPROCE), by Mooren, Jona et
al. (Amsterdam: N1OD, 2022).

Raad voor Cultuur, Advies over de omgang met koloniale collecties (Den Haag: Raad
voor Cultuur, 7 oktober 2020).

Research Initiatives Bangladesh, https://www.rib-bangladesh.org/.

Reybrouck, David van, Revolusi: Indonesié en het ontstaan van de moderne wereld
(Amsterdam: De Bezige Bij, 2020).

Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel Erfgoed (RCE), Onderzock naar sporen van slaverni en
bet koloniale verleden in de collectieregistratie (Amersfoort: RCE, 2021).

Rijksvoorlichtingsdienst (RvD), ‘Onafhankelijk onderzoek objecten met koloniale
herkomst in Koninklijke Verzamelingen, Koninklijk Huis Nieuwsbericht (press
release), 10 November 2022.

Réell, Guus, and Zebregs, Dickie, Uit verre streken (sales catalogue) (Amsterdam:
Réell & Zebregs, 2022).

154


https://www.varldskulturmuseerna.se/en/collections/return-of-objects-from-the-collections/the-yaqui-case/
https://www.varldskulturmuseerna.se/en/collections/return-of-objects-from-the-collections/the-yaqui-case/
https://www.varldskulturmuseerna.se/en/collections/return-of-objects-from-the-collections/the-yaqui-case/
https://oxfordandcolonialism.web.ox.ac.uk/pitt-rivers-museum
https://oxfordandcolonialism.web.ox.ac.uk/pitt-rivers-museum
https://www.rib-bangladesh.org/

Sapardam, Wieske, “The Return of Cultural Property and National Identity in Post-
colonial Indonesia, in Returning Southeast Asia’s Past: Objects, Museums and Resti-
tution, ed. by Louise Tythacott and Panggah Ardiyansyah (Singapore: NUS Press,
2021), pp. 213-234.

Sarr, Felwine, and Bénédicte Savoy, The Restitution of African Cultural Heritage: To-
ward a New Relational Ethics (Paris: Ministére de la Culture, 2018).

Schopp, Kerstin, Laura Schelenz, Jessica Heesen, and Maria Pawelec, ‘Ethical Ques-
tions of Digitalization in the Global South’, TATuP Zeitschrift fiir Technikfolgen-
abschitzung in Theorie und Praxis, 28.2 (2019), 11-16.

Schrikker, Alicia, and Boogaart, Doreen van den, ‘Provenance report regarding Sin-
galees Kanon of Lewuke’s Kanon), in Clues: Research into Provenance History...
(PPROCE), by Jona Mooren et al. (Amsterdam: NIOD, 2022).

Selter, Elke, ‘Returning the Gods to the People: Heritage Restitution in Nepal,
Santander Art & Culture Law Review 2 (2022), 115-13 4.

Sen, Amartya, The Idea of Justice (London: Penguin, 2009).

Sens, Angelie, De kolonieman: Johannes van den Bosch 1780—1844 — Volksverbeffer in
naam van de koning (Amsterdam: Balans, 2019).

Shatanawi, Mirjam, Making and Unmaking Indonesian Islam: Legacies of Colonialism
in Museums (unpublished doctoral thesis, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, 2022).

Shatanawi, Mirjam, Handleiding herkomstonderzoek (Amsterdam: N10D, forthcom-
ing)

Silva, P. H. D. H. de, 4 Catalogue of Antiquities and Other Cultural Objects from Sri
Lanka (Ceylon) and Abroad (Colombo: National Museums of Sri Lanka, 1975).

Sleigh, Dan, Stemmen uit Zee (Amsterdam: Querido, 2004).

Smith, Laurajane, Uses of Heritage (London: Routledge, 2006).

Smithsonian Cultural Rescue Initiative, Cultural Heritage Monitoring Lab Rapid
Report. Damage to the Sudan Natural History Museum (New York: Smithsoni-
an Cultural Rescue Initiative), https://smithsonian.figshare.com/articles/on-
line_resource/_strong_Cultural_Heritage_Rapid_Report_Damage_to_the_Su-
dan_Natural_History_Museum_17_May_2023_strong_ /22932470  (accessed
15.02.2024).

Stevens, Harm, Bitter Spice: Indonesia and the Netherlands from 1600 (Amsterdam/
Nijmegen: Rijksmuseum Amsterdam/Vantilt Publishers, 2016).

Stienne, Angela, Mummified. The Stories behind Egyptian Mummies in Museums
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2022).

Stiftung Humboldt Forum, (Post) Colonialism and Cultural Heritage: International
Debates about the Humboldt Forum (Munich: Hanser Verlag, 2021).

Stutje, Klaas, Provenance report regarding The Banjarmasin Diamond; in Clues: Re-
search into Provenance History... (PPROCE), by Jona Mooren et al. (Amsterdam:
NIOD, 2022).

Sudarmadyi, Tular, ‘Between Colonial Legacies and Grassroots Movements: Exploring
Cultural Heritage Practice in the Ngadha and Manggacerai Region of Flores’ (un-
published doctoral thesis, Vrije Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2014).

Tatwo, Olafémi, Decolonization: Taking African Agency Seriously (London: Hurst,
2022).

Tulun, Teoman Ertugrul, German Colonial Legacy: Tanzania and the Humboldt Fo-

I55


https://smithsonian.figshare.com/articles/online_resource/_strong_Cultural_Heritage_Rapid_Report_Damage_to_the_Sudan_Natural_History_Museum_17_May_2023_strong_/22932470
https://smithsonian.figshare.com/articles/online_resource/_strong_Cultural_Heritage_Rapid_Report_Damage_to_the_Sudan_Natural_History_Museum_17_May_2023_strong_/22932470
https://smithsonian.figshare.com/articles/online_resource/_strong_Cultural_Heritage_Rapid_Report_Damage_to_the_Sudan_Natural_History_Museum_17_May_2023_strong_/22932470

rum (Ankara: Center for Eurasian Studies, AvIM, 2021), Analysis 4.

Tweede Kamer, Uitkomsten onderzocksprogramma Dekolonisatie, onafhankelijkbeid,
geweld en oorlog in Indonesié, 1945-1949” (Den Haag: Tweede Kamer, 30 May
2022).

University of Edinburgh, Ancestral Remains Return to Homeland of Sri Lankan Tribe-
speaple (press release), 22 November 2019.

Uslu, Gunay, Implementatie Beleidsvisie Collecties it een Koloniale Context (Letter to
Parliament, 15 July 2022) (Den Haag: Rijksoverheid).

Uslu, Gunay, Kamerbrief over Grotere rol Rijk bij Collectie Nederland (Letter to Par-
liament, 27 December 2022) (Den Haag: Rijksoverheid).

Veys, Fanny Wonu, Provenance #2, The Benin Collections at the National Museum of
World Cultures (Nnmvw) (Leiden: NMVW, 2021).

Vilsteren, V. T. van (ed.), Mummies: Overleven na de Dood (catalogue: Drents Muse-
um) (Zwolle: Waanders, 2014).

Vilsteren, V. T. van (ed.), Maya’s: Heersers van het Regenwoud (catalogue: Drents Mu-
seum) (Zwolle: WBOOKS, 2016).

Weiwei, Ai, In Search of Humanity (catalogue: Albertina Modern, Vienna, and Kun-
sthal, Rotterdam) (Munich: Hirmer Verlag, 2023).

Wekker, Gloria, White Innocence: Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2020).

Westetlaken Foundation, Yayasan Bali Bersih and the Cultural Heritage Programme
Committee of Indonesia Discussed Returning the Kris Puputan as Part of the
Low-Hanging Fruit List to Puri Klungkung (press release), 21 December 2022.

Willén, Julia, ‘Do Objects Have a Home? Repatriation Discourses from a Critical
Perspective’ (unpublished master’s thesis, University of Gothenburg, 2011).

Wolft Mitchell, Paul, and Laurens de Rooy, Human Ancestral Remains from Papua
in Museum Vrolik: An Inventory and Forensic Provenience Report (Amsterdam:
Museum Vrolik and Pressing Matter, 2023) (internal report; ongoing research).

Wulff, Andrea, Invention of Nature: The Adventures of Alexander von Humboldy, the
Lost Hero of Science (Wordery Online Bookshop, 2016).

Yahya, Andsi F,, and Sanders, Nico, Archipel: Koninkrijken van de zee (catalogue: La
Boverie, Li¢ge) (Gent: Europalia, 2017).

Yayasan Bali Bersih/Westerlaken Foundation, https://www.westerlakenfoundation.
org/.

Zebregs, Dickie, and Guus Réell, Uit verre streken (sales catalogue) (Maastricht/Am-
sterdam: Zebregs & Roell, 2023).

Zimmerer, Jirgen, ‘Oba von Benin erhilt Benin-Bronzen: Warum der vermeintliche
Skandal keiner ist} der Freitag, no. 19, 23 May 2023.

Zweers, Louis, Buit: De roof van Nederlands-Indisch cultureel erfgoed 1942-1950 (Am-
sterdam: Boom, 2020).

156


https://www.westerlakenfoundation.org/
https://www.westerlakenfoundation.org/

INDEX

Abyssinia, see Ethiopia

Adivasi/Vedda, Sri Lanka 104-106, 118

Africa conference, Berlin (1884-188s)
56

Aranui, Amber 32

Arsip Nasional, Jakarta 41

Art Loss Register 94

Auction House, Bridport 95-96

Australia 42, 106, 127

Austria 44, 131

Badu Bonsu II, king 97

Bangladesh 71-72, 87-88

Banjarmasin, sultan 109, 110-112, 116,
118

Baud, J. C. 19, 91

Belgium 9, 41, 44,50, 97, 98, 99, 108,
113, 121, 127-129

Benin Dialogue 43, 60, 122, 133-134

Black Lives Matter 48

Bommel, Marieke van 138

Bosch, Johannes van den 18-19

Bosma, Martin 47

Brazil 78

British Museum, London 42, 125-126,
132, 133, 143, 144

Broekhoven, Laura van 142

Budaya Kita 114-116, 117

Buhari, Muhammadu, president 133

Bunte, Hans van de 81

Burkina Faso 44, 136

Burrell Collection, Glasgow 31

Cameroon 47, 112, 118, 131

Caribbean islands 10, 38, 40, 48, 53,
7377

Ceylon, see Sri Lanka

Chatles ITL, king 99, 142, 143

China 56, 90, 125, 143

Chinese State Agency for Cultural
Heritage 90

Coen, Jan Pieterszoon 57

Colonial Collections Committee 238,
29, 43, 46

Colonial Collections Consortium
9, 46

Council for Culture (Raad voor Cul-
taur) 9, 43, 46, 49, 100, 118

157



Demang Lehman 97

Democratic Republic of the Congo
41, 97, 99, 108, 118, 127-129

Denmark 41

Dibbits, Taco 69, 82, 89, 142

Diponegoro, prince 39, 40, 50, 91

Drents Museum, Assen 24, 30-33, 89

Dubois, Eugene 23, 24-29, s0

Dutch United East India Company
(VOC) 16, 18, 41

Dutch West India Company (WIC) 78

ECOWAS 135-136

Egypt 31, 32-33, 71, 142

Engelshoven, Ingrid van 9, 40, 44, 50,

Engelsman, Steven 42-43, 142

Ethiopia (Abyssinia) 20, 95-96, 112,
118, 126, 143

Farid, Hilmar 37, 38, 49, 110-111
Field Museum, Chicago 132

France 9, 41, 44, 50, 56, 90, 94-95, 98,
121, 123-125, 128, 135, 142, 143

Garcia, Alan, president 137
Germany 9, 38, 41, 44, 47, 56, 78,
100, 121, 129-131, 132, 133-13 4, 135,
137-138
Ghana 20, 75, 97, 118, 126, 127, 135
Gongalves-Ho Kang You, Lilian 9, 46
Great Britian, see United Kingdom
Greece 125-126, 136, 143, 144
Greenland 41

Haq, Enamul 88

Hashemi, Syed 72, 79

Hassan, Samia Suluhu, president 137
Heutsz, ]. B. 109

Hueting, Joop 89-90

Humboldt, Alexander von 57
Humboldt Forum, Betlijn 129-132,

Iceland 41

Indonesia (> 150 x)

Instituto Nacional de Antropologia ¢
Historia (INAH), Mexico 34, 136

158

International Council of Museums
(ICOM) 88, 124

ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums
96,97

Iringa Boma Regional Museum,
Tanzania 79

Italy 9, 131

Java Man 8, 25-27, 29, 39, 40,
Joint Recommendations 38, 39, 40, 89

Ka’apor, Brazil 78, 8o

Ka’apor, Valdemar 78

Kalinya, Suriname 8o, 116-117, 118

Kamardeen, Naazima 16-17, 20, 61,
68-69,73,7s, 82

Kingdom of Benin (incl. objects) 7, 12,
42-43, 47, 49, 67, 92, 108, 112, 121,
122, 126, 127, 129, 131-134

Kingdom of Kandy 7, 8, 16-17, 37, 61,
65, 68-70, 76, 81, 82, 105-106, 125

Kingdom of Klungkung 19-20, 37, 109-
111, 116, 118

Kipling, Rudyard ss

Kleiweg de Zwaan, Jan Pieter 114

Koninklijke Vereniging van Vrienden
van de Aziatische Kunst (KV-
VAK), Amsterdam, see Royal
Asian Society

Latumaerissa, Menucha r14-115

Laurent, Louis 99

Layiwola, Peju 132

Leiden University Medical Centre
(LUMC) 97

Liu, Zuozhen 9o

Lépez Obrador, Andrés Manuel,
president 136

Lovink, Tony 39

Lubbers, Ruud 70

Lusinga Iwa Ng'ombe 97

Maarseveen, J. H. van 39

Macron, Emmanuel, president 44,
123-125

Malawi 139



Malaysia 29, 81

Mali 71, 136

Manuwi C. Tokai 116

Maori 32, 128, 134-135, 142

Mexico 24, 34-35, 135-136

Ministry of Education, Culture and
Sciences (OCW), 43, 44, 80

Mitsotakis, Kyriakos 126, 136, 143

Modest, Wayne 117

Moluccan-Dutch 48, 80, 113-114, 143

Multi-annual, Multi-disciplinary Re-
search Programs (MMRPs) 71-73

Musée du quai Branly, Paris 124-125,
128

Museo Galileo, Florence 139

Museum for Natural History, London
27

Museum fiir Naturkunde, Berlin 27

Museum Nasional Indonesia, Jakarta
16, 20, 74, 92, 109-111, 143, 144

Museum of Croydon, London 27

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 32

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa
Tongarewa, Wellington 32, 134,

Museum of World Cultures, Gothen-
burg 136

Museum van het Bataviaasch
Genootschap van Kunsten en
Wetenschappen, Jakarta 92

Museum Vrolik, Amsterdam 113-115

Nalin, David, Peace Corps Bangladesh
87-88

Namibia 130, 135, 137-138

National Archive, The Hague 41

Nationaal Archief Suriname, Paramar-
ibo 41

Nationaal Museum van Wereldcul-
turen, see Wereldmuseum

National Gallery, Singapore 91

National Museum, Addis Ababa 96

Naturalis Biodiversity Centre (Natu-
ralis), Leiden 8, 23, 24-29, 78

Natuurhistorisch en Volkenkundig
Museum, Oudenbosch 82

Nederlandse Organisatie voor Weten-

schappelijk Onderzoek (NWO)
74

Nepal 20, 112, 118

New Zealand 20, 32, 118, 128, 134-135,
142

Nigeria 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 20, 43, 46, 47,
49, 60, 108, 112, 118, 119, 122, 126,
127, 129, 131-134, 135,

Nozick, Robert 60-61

Nubia 32-33, 142

Obama, Barack, president 137

Pak Puja (I Gusti Agung Wesaka Puja)
19-20, 40, 110

PAN, Amsterdam 15, 17-19

Panembahan Mangku Adieningrat
VIII, sultan 18

Papua 438, 80, 98, 113-114.

Papua-Dutch 48, 80, 113-114

Papua New Guinea 42

Peng Lei 90

Peru 71, 130, 135, 136-137

Pilotproject Provenance Research
on Objects of the Colonial Era
(PPROCE) 70, 73-76, 100

Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford 127, 142

Piumakshi Veda Arachchige, Deneth
103, 104-105, 106

Portugal 9, 131

Pressing Matter 73-76, 100

Pronk, Jan 70-71

Raad voor Cultuur, see Council for
Culture

Reiss-Engelhorn-Museen, Mannheim
32,142

Republique of Benin 124, 135

Research Initiatives Bangladesh (RIB)
72

Riebeeck, Jan van 58

Rijksmuseum Amsterdam 7, 8, 16, 19,
29, 38, 46, 65, 68-69, 73, 82, 87-89,
91, 92, 94, 109, 111, 142

Royal Asian Society (KVVAK), 88-89

Royal Belgian Institute of Natural

159



Sciences, Brussels 97

Royal Dutch East Indies Army
(KNIL) 48

Russia 121, 125

Rutte, Mark 49

Saeed, Sara 142

Saint Laurent, Yves 9o

Saleh, Raden 26, 39, 91

Sanga, Jimson 79

Sarawak Museum, Kuching 81

Scandinavian countries 9, 122, 131

Schoonderwoerd, Stijn 142

Shyllon, Folarin 67, 132

Silva, Hemasiri de 105

Snoep, Nanette 142

Sotheby’s 91

Spain 9, s5, 131

Sri Lanka (Ceylon) 8, 9, 10, 15, 16-17,
18,37, 38, 43, 46, 47, 50, 54, 65, 68~
70, 73, 74, 76, 82, 103, 104-105, 118,
125, 128, 13§

Steffens, Bastiaan 32-33

Steinmeier, Frank-Walter, president
137

Sudan 32-33, 142

Sudan Natural History Museum,
Khartoum 142

Sunak, Rishi 126, 143

Suriname 10, 18, 38, 40-41, 45, 53, 80,
104, 116-117, 118

Surinamese Dutch 41, 48, 80, 116-117

Sweden 136, 137

Tambyrajah, Dilip 68

Tanzania / Tanganyika 71, 79, 127, 135,
137-138

Tefaf, Maastricht 93-94

Teuku Umar 90, 142

Tewodros, emperor 95

Tim Repatriasi, Jakarta 10, 19, 21, 25-
28, 38, 93, 109-110, 115, 139

Triyana, Bonnie 27, 38

United Kingdom (UK, Great Britain)
9,18, 41, 44, 49, 95-96, 125-127,
132, 133

United States of America 98, 129, 132
Uslu, Gunay 8, 9,17, 38, 46, 47, 49, 54,
70, 143

Vanderkindere, auction house, Ukkel
99

Venduchuis The Hague 95

Verhoeven, Pauljac 142

Vilsteren, Vincent van 30-32.

VOC, see Dutch United East India
Company

Warren, Rachel 139

Wereldmuseum (ex-Nationaal
Museum van Wereldculturen) 33,
43, 44, 46, 69, 73, 86, 89, 109, 110,
133, 138

Wereldmuseum Amsterdam (Tropen-
museum) 116-117

Wereldmuseum Bergen Dal 42

Wereldmuseum Leiden (Museum
Volkenkunde) 8, 20, 2.4, 29, 32, 34,
38, 40, 42, 43, 49, 67, 78, 92, 107,
109

Wereldmuseum Rotterdam 42, 90,
142

Westerlaken, Rodney 19, 110

White Fathers 82

Wijaya, Shandy 19, 110

Willem Alexander, king 53, 57

Yamin, Muhammad 26, 39
Yaqui, Mexico 136
Yayasan Bali Bersih 19, 110

Zebregs, Dickie 15, 17-19, 20, 92-94, 99



	Cover
	Table of Contents
	To the reader
	1 Three encounters, three questions
	A visitor from Sri Lanka
	A quick sale in Amsterdam
	Conversation in Jakarta

	2 Museums: From looking away to changing
	The Dubois fossil collection
	Collections on loan
	Working together

	3 The Dutch government: A U-turn at last
	Frugal in giving back
	Gradual shift
	The first results
	‘They should never have been in the Netherlands’


	4 Ethical compass: Three principles
	Beware of exaggeration
	Looting as a form of colonial violence
	The three concepts: Trust, equality, and justice

	5 No research about us without us
	Inequality in provenance research
	Surprising approach in the 1990s
	Working towards equality now
	Paradigm shift
	Bumps in the road

	6 Come out, private collector and art trader!
	Growing insight
	Unable to return
	Art dealers, private collectors, and the media
	Interlude: Is it about ‘human remains’ or ‘ancestral remains’?
	What is the Dutch government doing?

	7 Ex-colonies: To whom do the returned objects go?
	An installation that touches
	Who decides what is claimed?
	Friction over a weapon and a gemstone
	Papuan and Moluccan skulls
	Indigenous group claims ‘baby in strong water’
	Weakness in Dutch policy?

	8 Giving back: The new normal?
	Slow steps of European countries
	What does the European-Nigerian Benin dialogue yield?
	How are other former colonies doing?
	Will restitution become the new normal?

	Notes
	Acknowledgements
	Sources consulted
	Index




