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Introduction

Ethnographic collections and museums have been at the centre of public debate 
for several years now. In various European countries, new museum projects have 
acted as crystallisation points for the discussion – such as the establishment of 
the Humboldt Forum in Germany or the restructuring of the Africa Museum, 
Tervuren, in Belgium. From a scholarly point of view, restitution discourse has 
been stimulated by a new critical engagement with the colonial past and its  
aftermath, as well as by postcolonial studies, and more generally by strong activist 
voices in a number of European states. Together with firm demands for the resti-
tution of artefacts and repatriation of human remains from former colonies, this 
debate has been closely linked to that around how to address the colonial past.1

Provenance research has been an important aspect of such efforts. While 
dealing with the genesis or history of collections has always been a signifi-
cant part of museum work, recent developments have fostered an intensive 
discussion on how the history of ownership, custody and translocation of 
objects has been shaped, from their production through their use to their 
later storage in museums.2 Provenance research, whose focus in Germany 
after 1998 was predominantly on the identification of Nazi looted property, 
has increasingly turned to ethnographic collections from colonial contexts 
and opened up the debate to include collections of natural or archaeological 
specimens acquired in colonial contexts.3
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This young and highly dynamic field of research has been further defined 
by numerous research projects, events and publications since the first con-
ference, which explicitly addressed questions of provenance on colonial-era 
collections at the Museum Fünf Kontinente in Munich in 2017.4 After the 2018 
“Restitution Report” by Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy for President Em-
manuel Macron in France,5 an unprecedented public debate arose around 
ethnographic collections, which had a profound impact on the professional 
community. A working group at the German Museums Association wrote a 
“Guide to Dealing with Collections from Colonial Contexts”, for example, 
which was first published in 2018 and updated for the third time in 2021. 
In addition, the Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and Media 
(Staatsministerin für Kultur und Medien), the Minister of State at the Feder-
al Foreign Office for International Cultural Policy (Staatsministerin im Aus
wärtigen Amt für internationale Kulturpolitik), the Cultural Affairs Ministers 
of the Länder, the Länder Senators for Cultural Affairs and representatives of 
the municipal umbrella organisations drew up first “Framework principles” 
in March 2019 as a political declaration of intent regarding collections from 
colonial contexts.6 In the same year, the German Cultural Council (Deutscher 
Kulturrat) published “Recommendations for Dealing with Collections from 
Colonial Contexts”,7 and the German Lost Art Foundation (Deutsches Zentrum 
Kulturgutverluste) expanded its funding lines to include colonial contexts. A 
“Contact Point for Collections from Colonial Contexts” was established to co-
ordinate exchanges with the countries of origin as well as the initiated “3-road 
strategy” for the digitisation and transparent online presentation of ethno-
graphic collections in Germany. A database was created on the Benin Bronzes 
held in museums in Germany, and these are now gradually being returned fol-
lowing the joint declaration on their restitution between the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany and the Federal Republic of Nigeria in 2022.8 And the portal 
Collections from Colonial Contexts was launched via the German Digital Library 
(Deutsche Digitale Bibliothek) in 2021, to be rendered multilingual by 2024.9

But it is not only in Germany that the debate has had a massive impact 
on the museum community. In the Netherlands, an “Advisory Committee 
on the National Policy Framework for Colonial Collections” was established 
in 2019, which presented its recommendations in 2021. In Belgium, an in-
dependent expert group presented “Ethical Principles for the Management 
and Restitution of Colonial Collections in Belgium” in 2021, and in Austria 
a panel of experts was established to develop recommendations for a legal 
framework for possible restitutions – just to name a few examples.10
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In recent years, the discussion around the new research field of prov-
enance research has been advanced through conferences, essays and books, 
and since 2022 the field has also had its own journal: Transfer: Journal for Prov
enance Research and the History of Collections.11 The PAESE project (Provenienz
forschung in außereuropäischen Sammlungen und der Ethnologie in Nieder
sachsen/Provenance Research in Non-European Collections and Ethnology 
in Lower Saxony), from which this volume has emerged, was located in this 
dynamic field; this book not only presents the initial research results of our 
subprojects and partners, but also aims to contribute to the further discourse.

Developing the PAESE Project 

The Lower Saxony-wide PAESE project was actually planned before these  
most recent developments. When the founding of the Network for Prov-
enance Research in Lower Saxony was initiated by the Ministry of Science 
and Culture in 2014/15,12 there was no national funding for provenance re-
search on collections from colonial contexts, so work on these could only be 
carried out on an ad-hoc or project-specific basis.13 Besides the Lower Saxony 
State Museum of Hanover, other members of the network with ethnographic 
collections, such as in Göttingen, Oldenburg, Hildesheim or Brunswick, also 
saw an urgent requirement for provenance research in this field.14 The need 
for systematic provenance research on collections from colonial contexts15  
inspired the establishment of a joint project with the aim of conducting co-
operative research on the origins of the five major ethnographic collections 
in Lower Saxony. PAESE was funded by the Volkswagen Foundation as of 
2018, and this book represents the end of the project even if its work con-
tinues in a number of capacities.

The PAESE project was an interdisciplinary and multi-perspective collabora-
tion, unique in this form so far,16 with a total of nine sub-projects at museums 
and universities in Lower Saxony: State Museum of Hanover, the Ethnographic 
Collection of the Georg August University of Göttingen, Landesmuseum Natur 
und Mensch Oldenburg, Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum Hildesheim, Bruns wick 
Municipal Museum, Evangelical Lutheran Mission in Hermannsburg, the Law 
Department of Leibniz University Hannover, and the History Department and 
Institute of Ethnology of the Georg August University of Göttingen.17
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The objective of the project was, first, to conduct basic research on the origins 
of ethnographic collections in Lower Saxony; second, networking and coopera-
tion with representatives of the countries or societies of origin as well as with 
comparable projects in the German-speaking and European regions; and third, to 
engage in transparency and dialogue regarding the origin of the objects and their 
future handling. From 2018 onwards, the project was able to establish coopera-
tion with a number of institutions and individuals from the countries of origin.

None of our partners in Lower Saxony had collaborated on such a scale 
before and the network had to be built up from scratch. We encountered a 
diverse field – from museum organisations that already had experience in 
the field to those for whom this type of cooperation was new. In Namibia 
we worked with the National Museum and MAN (Museums Association of 
Namibia), in Cameroon with the Musée Royale du Batoufam, the Université de 
Dschang, and the Institute of Fine Arts of the University of Douala, in Tanza-
nia with the National Museum and Fahari Yetu/Iringa Boma Museum and 
University of Iringa, in Papua New Guinea with the National Museum & Art 
Gallery, and in Australia with AIATSIS (Australian Institute of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Studies), the Central Land Council (CLC), and the Streh-
low Research Centre. And we exchanged ideas with many more, both in the 
context of the overarching PAESE project and within its subprojects.

Figure 1  |  Visit of N. M. Mubusisi, National Museum Namibia, to the Roemer- and Pelizaeus Museum 
Hildesheim (with A. Nicklisch) © The Authors
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Core Topics of PAESE 

Basic Research

The selection of topics, regions and collections to be researched was based on 
the assessments of the respective partner institutions. The subprojects were 
planned mainly as PhD projects with a view to promoting the qualification 
of early-career scholars in this still largely unresearched field. We focused on 
various types of objects, regions and issues. The subprojects at the Municipal 
Museum Brunswick and the Lower Saxony State Museum Hanover focused 
on collections from Cameroon. Isabella Bozsa researched the (post)colonial 
acquisition histories and meanings of objects of Kurt Strümpell’s Cameroon 
Collection from the German colonial period, and Bianca Baumann inves-
tigated the appropriation contexts of two collections (Wilko von Frese and 
Julius Konietzko). 

At the University of Göttingen, Sara Müller’s focus was on trade net-
works and routes in Papua New Guinea, while Hannah Stieglitz researched 
not only the provenance of objects from nowadays Tanzania but also their 
use in university collections and teaching.18 In 2020, Olaf Geerken, also at the 
University of Göttingen, began his subproject on Provenances of Tjurunga, re-
searching the latter in the collections of the Evangelical-Lutheran Mission of 
Lower Saxony Hermannsburg, Hanover and Brunswick. At the Landesmuseum 
Natur und Mensch of Oldenburg, Jennifer Tadge focused on the collection of 
the Langheld brothers (especially their collection from Tanzania), including 
natural history specimens.19 Sabine Lang, at the Roemer and PelizaeusMu
seum Hildesheim, researched several collectors’ networks. And Christoph-Eric 
Mecke, from the History of Law department of the Leibniz University Han-
nover, did not research the provenance of a collection but inquired into legal-
histori cal, juridical and legal-ethical perspectives on colonial collections.

Continuous interaction between the subprojects was facilitated – among 
others – by an academic coordinator at the Lower Saxony State Museum of 
Hanover; each year there were several meetings, workshops and PhD collo-
quia at the universities involved, held in Göttingen (History: Prof. Rebekka 
Habermas; Ethnology: Prof. Elfriede Hermann), Hanover (African History: 
Prof. Brigitte Reinwald; Law: Prof. Stephan Meder) and Oldenburg (History: 
Prof. Dagmar Freist) in which the progress of the PhD theses as well as the 
historical, ethnological and juridical methods used were discussed.
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Exchange and Collaboration

A second aspect of provenance research on objects acquired in colonial con-
texts, exchange and collaboration, is one that the PAESE project considers cru-
cial. The aim was not simply to increase the German museums’ knowledge 
about the objects, but also to explore the objects collaboratively – within a 
given framework – and to initiate an open dialogue about them. 

As early as 1997, James Clifford published his essay on “Museums as Con-
tact Zones”, in which he describes how the museum can serve as a place 
where different actors and museum staff come together to engage in a dia-
logue about objects.20 A few years later, Robin Boast critically examined this 
optimistic perspective, arguing that museums were originally colonial insti-
tutions and are still not neutral spaces of exchange. This neocolonial asym-
metry must be reflected in any collaboration.21 While international collabo-
ration for museums has been discussed for a number of years, the question 
of what collaboration might look like, especially for provenance research, is 
the subject of an intense debate.22

The PAESE project has used these debates to reflect on its own work and 
also in an effort to engage in a dialogue around these issues. For example, at 
the beginning of the project, in 2019, we held a workshop in collaboration 
with the German Lost Art Foundation (Deutsches Zentrum Kulturgutverluste) 
on “Transnational Provenance Research in Ethnographic Collections”, to 
which we invited a number of projects currently working in the field in Ger-
many. We were thus able to bring together actors from Cameroon, Gabon, 
Namibia, South Africa, Tanzania and Papua New Guinea, and representatives 
of collections in Basel, Berlin, Brunswick, Bremen, Göttingen, Hamburg, 
Hanover, Hildesheim, Lübeck, Oldenburg and Stuttgart (with the participa-
tion of the Federal States Working Group and the Ministry of Science and Cul-
ture in Lower Saxony, the Museums Association, the Network for Provenance 
Research in Lower Saxony, and the Working Group Colonial Provenances).23 
While this event was primarily an internal exchange within the museum 
community, we also placed value on actively contributing our experience to 
the research debate, for which the panel “Opportunities and Challenges of 
Cooperative Provenance Research” at the conference of the Association for 
African Studies in Germany (VAD) offered us the opportunity in 2021.24
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Figures 2 and 3  |  Workshop “Perspectives of Transnational Provenance Research in Ethnographic Collec-
tions in Germany”, PAESE in cooperation with the German Lost Art Foundation, 14–15 September 2019 
© Lower Saxony State Museum Hanover (Photos: Kerstin Schmidt, Lars Müller)
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Our cooperation rested on two pillars. First, on visits by partners from Cam-
eroon (Albert Gouaffo, Richard T. Fossi, Paule-Clisthène Dassi, Rachel Ma-
riembe, Hervé Youmbi, Tevodai Mambai, Ndzodo Awono, Prince Legrand 
de Bangoua Tchatchouang), Namibia (Nzila M. Libanda-Mubusisi, Werner 
Hillebrecht), Tanzania (Flower Manase, Jimson Sanga, Jan Küver), and Papua 
New Guinea (Tommy Y. Buga). Even when the COVID-19 pandemic severely 
restricted international travel, we were able to invite our partners to conduct 
joint collection surveys and discuss objects. The second pillar consisted of 
visits by our staff to Australia, Cameroon and Tanzania. Nevertheless, the 
pandemic still rendered some visits impossible.25

We also felt a responsibility to contribute the project’s findings to a broad-
er public discourse and so also placed value on organising and participating 
in panel discussions. We also conducted interviews with Cameroonian stu-
dents on objects kept in Europe and made these exchanges available online.26 
We also sought to contribute to the wider debates in the countries of our 
partners, especially in Cameroon, where two of our colleagues were carrying 
out their research.27

We considered it important not to focus this work on the history of objects 
in general, and thus “merely” increase the knowledge of German museums 
about the objects in custody or work towards the returns of specific artefacts, 
but rather to initiate an open-ended dialogue. This open approach was and 
continues to be reflected in many ways in further activities. Opening up the 
collections via visits by our partners or transparent online inventories of the 
museums’ holdings led to a more intensive discussion around restitution, for 
example, with consequential demands made to PAESE institutions for spe-
cific returns. The topic was debated following the visit of Werner Hillebrecht 
(Namibia) to the Municipal Museum Brunswick and is now likely to lead to 
the return of the belt of the freedom fighter Kahimemua Nahimemua.28 In 
another case, Isabella Bozsa contacted the Bangwa community in Cameroon 
and the Royal Family of Fontem. Consultations with Chief Charles Taku and 
George Atem, both descendants of Fontem Asunganyi and Bangwa title hold-
ers, culminated in a visit by King Asabaton Fontem Njifua with a delegation 
to Brunswick and, shortly afterwards, a request for restitution.29 The planned 
return of the belt (at the time of writing the final decision is pending), can 
thus be considered a direct output of practical provenance research and co-
operation within the PAESE framework.
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The PAESE Database – A Step towards More Transparency

One of the goals of the project was the transparent documentation of the re-
searched holdings in a publicly accessible database.30 As there was no compa-
rable database of collections from colonial contexts available in Germany at 
the time, this was developed during the first two years of the project and made 
available online in 2020.31 Although digitisation projects in which a muse-
um worked together with a specific community were already under way,32 the 
PAESE project planned a database that would be multiregional – and thus, in 
perspective, global –, open to natural history collections as well, and with a 
particular emphasis on the provenance data. This undertaking faced several 
challenges: five museum and university institutions fed data sets from differ-
ent source databases (from different disciplines and institutional cultures, and 
thus with different recording standards, data fields, object, material and tech-
nical thesauri, etc.) into the PAESE database, continuously reflecting on ques-
tions of standardised documentation of metadata as well as the possibilities 
and limits of digital transparency in collections from colonial contexts.

The results were discussed at conferences and workshops. Designation and 
attribution became an area of crucial focus, including sensitivity to vocabu-
laries and to the importance of avoiding images of sensitive objects. The new 
field of “cultural attribution” was established in order to critically address and 
find alternatives for previous attributions that had often been racist and mis-
leadingly unambiguous, and first attempts were made to define methods or 
types of “acquisition” (not indicating a position, but a change of ownership) 
for objects from colonial contexts. All this work was always openly commu-
nicated; all decisions and terms are explained in an “Introduction to the Da-
tabase” on the website.33 Ultimately, the database brings together all relevant 
information from the basic data to the known or researched provenance, in-
cluding scans of the inventory book entries, index cards or other relevant ma-
terials as well as transcripts. The focus is on documenting the provenance of 
the objects, indicating both known and unknown information, and the latter 
can be contextualised, discussed or problematised via free text fields.
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The aim was to be as transparent as possible, as a precondition for dialogue 
on the further handling of the objects. The exchange with experts from the 
countries of origin so far has already shown that there are more sensitive ob-
jects than expected and that a large percentage of object descriptions made 
by collectors or later by museum staff that are overly generalising, incom-
plete, erroneous or wilfully false.34

Figure 4  |  PAESE Database, Elephant mask, Municipal Museum Brunswick, inv. No. SMBS 1709-0007-00 
© PAESE, The Authors
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The Conference 

This volume compiles the contributions to the International Conference on 
Provenance Research on Collections from Colonial Contexts: Principles, Approach
es, Challenges, which was held from 21 to 23 June 2021 at the Leibniz Universi-
ty Hannover in a hybrid format. The aim of the conference was to summarise 
what the project members and cooperation partners of PAESE had done over 
the three years, to situate the questions, methods, and preliminary results 
of the PAESE project within the field of provenance research on collections 
from colonial contexts, to discuss them publicly from various perspectives, 
and to give impetus for further discussion. The conference rationale was  
developed by the members of all PAESE sub-projects in collaboration with 
their coopera tion partners from the countries of origin. In compiling the 
conference programme – and this volume – much importance was attached 
to the broadest possible methodological and thematic scope.

Figure 5  |  The PAESE Conference, Closing Session © The Authors
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The present volume continues this approach.35 A core objective of the con-
ference – as well as of this book – has been to hear the voices of our part-
ners from the countries of origin. With this in mind, we were delighted that 
Syowia Kyambi agreed to deliver the keynote address. Equally, her contribu-
tion to this book not only provides valuable insight into her engagement 
with colonial contexts but also offers an artistic perspective on the topic. 

The following eight chapters correspond with the panels of the confer-
ence, starting with contributions on methodological approaches of post-
colonial provenance research (Section I). The second section addresses the 
collectors and trade networks that are the focus of many European projects 
conducting provenance research on collections from colonial contexts (Sec-
tion II). And the following sections discuss the management and use of, and 
research on, objects in collections (Section III) and transdisciplinary ap-
proaches to provenance research (Section IV). One chapter explores the chal-
lenges and opportunities of restitution focussing on Namibia and Cameroon 
(Section V). Multiple perspectives were important in this panel as well as in 
the next chapter on cooperation projects between European and Cameroo-
nian experts and scholars (Section VI). Section VII deals with the handling of 
sensitive Aboriginal collections from Australia in comparison with sensitive 
collections from Cameroon (Section VII). The last section, “Law vs. Justice”, 
presents legal-normative and moral-ethical approaches to the evaluation of 
colonial collecting from various international perspectives (Section VIII). 
Each chapter is introduced by the chair of the respective panel.

The cooperation partners of the PAESE project, as well as colleagues from 
other national and international museums and universities, were also involved 
in the planning and implementation of the conference. Through the coopera-
tion between museums and universities in Lower Saxony and colleagues from 
the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Canada and above all from Australia, 
Cameroon, Gabon, Kenya, Papua New Guinea, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, Namibia 
and Uganda with different disciplinary backgrounds, the conference was able 
to establish an academic and multi-perspectival exchange. The equal space 
given to German/European scholars and experts from the regions or countries 
of origin, which had already been taken into account in the planning and was 
expressed in all the panels, was crucial here, as well as the diversity in gender 
and career status, ranging from representatives of societies of origin and acti-
vists to museum practitioners, and from PhD students to professors.

In line with the project’s rationale, Michael Kraus proposed placing the 
closing remarks in the hands of our cooperation partners from the countries 
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of origin. During this highly instructive session, they discussed the inte-
gration possibilities and the polyphony of sources, chances and limits of 
co operation and their sustainability, to the future handling of objects and 
forms of restitution from their perspectives, and from historical, ethnologic-
al, regional and legal approaches. We are grateful that all participants of this 
discussion, Albert Gouaffo, Flower Manase, Tommy Y. Buga and Nzila M. 
Libanda-Mubusisi, submitted their statements to this volume and that the 
chair of this closing session, Richard Tsogang Fossi, provided a summary of 
the discussion (Section IX). This final discussion clearly shows that we do 
not yet have definitive answers to many of the questions that postcolonial 
provenance research has raised, and that dialogue between the various par-
ties continues to be crucial. With the insights presented in this volume, we 
hope to contribute to the further discussion.

Both at the conference and while editing this book, we once again became 
aware of how the language we use shapes our work. We repeatedly found our-
selves facing the challenge of finding a balance between language that on the 
one hand describes the historical conditions and, on the other, avoids per-
petuating colonial or racist language and thus reproducing violence. We en-
deavoured to clearly mark problematic terms as source terms when their use 
could not be avoided for reasons of clarity or reference to former research. 
While the final decision was left up to the author in each case, we would like 
to express our sincere thanks to them for the instructive dialogue on these 
aspects, as well as to Wendy Anne Kopisch, who provided critical comments 
during the editorial process while proofreading several chapters.36 

Beyond PAESE 

This volume marks the formal end of the PAESE project and of the funding 
period by the Volkswagen Foundation. However, in our institutions and be-
yond we have initiated discussions and projects that have deepened our ques-
tioning and carried our activities further. We were particularly surprised by 
the rapid developments in the area of databases. To ensure the continuation 
of the work beyond the funding period granted by the Volkswagen Founda-
tion, the Network for Provenance Research in Lower Saxony has maintained 
the PAESE website and database since 2022 and has already taken up objects 
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for further research projects.37 In this regard, the database has already paved 
the way for a research infrastructure in Lower Saxony from which projects at 
regional or municipal museums can draw, initiated thanks to national fund-
ing since 2019.38 

The PAESE database was also an important precondition for the nomina-
tion of the five PAESE institutions for their participation in the pilot phase of 
the “3-road strategy” of the federal and state governments by the Lower Saxo-
ny Ministry for Science and Culture mentioned above.39 Furthermore, the 
PAESE facilities are thus among the 25 institutions that published records on 
the platform “Collections from Colonial Contexts” of the Digital Library in 
Germany in 2021, and who are now participating in various working groups 
preparing a new platform, scheduled to go online in 2024. At the same time, 
many of the discussions held among the PAESE network are now being con-
tinued at national and international level. 

We are aware of the technical and financial framework conditions of 
the PAESE database as well as the fact that many other online databases but 
also other projects for the digital compilation of colonial holdings are under 
way. Collections from Kenya, Benin and Namibia with a regional focus have 
been published or will be published soon. The “Atlas of Absence” (Atlas der 
Abwesenheit) was recently made available and presents holdings from Cam-
eroon in German collections, impressive both in terms of academic research 
and in its visualisation of the data.40 The objective to present collections in 
a transparent way is also discussed and reflected in a number of guidelines 
and working papers that publish information about objects and collections 
in order to foster dialogue. The PAESE project has endeavoured to contribute 
meaningfully to this debate.41

Postcolonial provenance research is now firmly established in the PAESE 
institutions, and further joint applications are planned as the collections 
continue to work on other projects in this field. Hildesheim and Hanover are 
working on objects acquired in China, and a Lower Saxony-wide project on 
objects from the South Pacific is in the planning phase.42 

In other cases, the collaboration also had an impact on the exhibitions. 
Interventions were set up at the museum in Brunswick, for example, and the 
reorientation of the permanent exhibitions there and in Göttingen has been 
sustainably influenced by the project. New joint, temporary exhibitions have 
also been designed, for example via collaboration between the museum in 
Hildesheim and partners in Namibia, an exhibition of the Lower Saxony 
State Museum Hanover with the Kamerunhaus, Berlin or the revision of the  
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permament exhibition under new collaborative aspects at the Municipal Mu-
seum in Brunswick.43 We are particularly delighted that some of our partners 
from African countries and PNG have also established contacts with other 
German museums and that projects are continuing here. This supports our 
hopes that the PAESE project has provided incentives that will continue to 
have an effect even after its formal end.
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