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Abstract

What is the aim of a provenance research on objects from colonial contexts, what 
can it achieve and what does it have to provide? How can the study be con-
ducted so that it produces results that are relevant to museum practice, historio-
graphy and the societies of origin? How can it possibly withstand the tension of 
expectations? Using the example of a portrait figure that a Hanoverian colonial 
officer gave to the institution that was to become today’s Lower Saxony State 
Museum, it will be shown to what extent combined methods allow a complex 
picture of interpretations around the figure’s biography to emerge. To assemble 
diverse narratives and interpretations of the object and its changing ownership, 
as well as to be able to frame and evaluate contemporary questions about its 
where abouts and handling, both anthropological and historiographic methods 
are applied. With the help of approaches of both disciplines historical conditions 
and social practices are reconstructed as well as contemporary attitudes and in-
terests with regards to the object’s past and future were revealed. The diversity 
of interpretations of the object’s appropriation and corresponding conclusions 
that can be drawn for contemporary practice demonstrate the complexity of a 
provenance research on objects from colonial contexts and raise the question of 
what it is ultimately about. 
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De quoi s’agit-il ? Tentatives d’interprétation de la Biographie 
d’une statue de la région ouest du Cameroun (Résumé)

Quel est le but d’une recherche de provenance sur des objets issus du contexte colo-
nial, que représente-t-elle et que doit-elle apporter ? Comment l’étude peut-elle être 
menée afin de livrer des résultats pertinents pour la pratique muséale, l’historiogra-
phie et les sociétés d’origine ? Comment peut-elle résister à la tension des attentes ?  
À partir de l’exemple d’une statue qu’un officier colonial hanovrien a offert à l’ins-
titution qui allait devenir l’actuel Musée National de Hanovre, nous allons décou-
vrir dans quelle mesure les méthodes combinées permettent de dresser un tableau 
complexe d’interprétations autour de la biographie de cette statue. Des méthodes 
ethnologiques et historiographiques sont employées pour réunir divers discours et 
interprétations de l’objet et de son changement de propriétaire, ainsi que pour pou-
voir définir et évaluer les questions contemporaines relatives à sa localisation et à sa 
conservation. Grâce aux approches des deux disciplines, les conditions historiques et 
les pratiques sociales ont été reconstituées et les attitudes et intérêts contemporains 
vis-à-vis du passé et de l’avenir de l’objet sont révélés. La diversité des interprétations 
de l’appropriation de l’objet et les conclusions qui en découlent pour la pratique 
contemporaine témoignent de la complexité d’une recherche de provenance sur des 
objets issus de contextes coloniaux et soulèvent la question de sa finalité.

This paper presents my attempts to interpret the biography of a portrait figure 
from the West Region of Cameroon and the questions that came up during 
my research.1 One of the essential questions, I would say, still is, what is the 
essence and the aim of provenance research on objects from colonial con-
texts? In recent years, the topic has been increasingly discussed in Ger many, 
research structures have been created and numerous projects have been 
launched to deal with historically sensitive collections.2 But what questions 
do we need to raise and answer so that the research is not solely self-referen-
tial, that it does not only serve the interests of the museums as a justification 
for their collections, or remain nothing but another form of knowledge pro-
duction for European museums? As Geertz urges, the task of anthropology “is 
not to answer our deepest questions, but to make available to us answers that 
others […] have given, and thus to include them in the consultable record of 
what man has said”.3 I often asked myself, what are the interests of the “socie-
ties of origin”4 regarding objects from colonial contexts? What questions are 
crucial for them and what kind of research is needed so as not to launch yet 
another paternalistic project, a new kind of “salvage anthropology”.
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In Germany, provenance research on ethnographic collections often fo-
cuses on the question of the constitution of colonial relations and how con-
tact and exchange took place. Is the reconstruction of the actual appropria-
tion processes just as relevant for the descendants of the previous owners or 
is it necessary to find and follow new paths? The spectrum of possibilities of 
an object’s appropriation and its present-day evaluation is large. The ques-
tion is, however, whether the specific contact situations and appropriation 
modalities of most objects can be reconstructed at all and who ultimately 
decides on the legitimacy of the appropriation. My approach focuses on how 
provenance research on objects from colonial contexts can be conducted to 
deliver results that are relevant for museum practice, a historiography as well 
as for the societies of origin.

Methodological Approach 

I have taken a historiographical and anthropological approach to prov-
enance research. To reconstruct the historical circumstances, various archi-
val sources have been analysed such as documents of the German colonial 
administration, historical journals, travel literature and documents of the 
museum archives. However, these sources exclusively reflect the viewpoint 
of the colonisers. I have counteracted this problem by including diverse per-
spectives from Cameroon. Hence, I have conducted interviews with kings, 
notables, princes, museum experts, curators, scholars, students and the el-
der population to capture present-day evaluations and interpretations of the 
objects, the colonial past in general and the appropriation circumstances in 
particular as well as to find out their views on how to deal with objects from 
colonial contexts in European museums. 

Collaboration with Cameroonian experts both in Cameroon and in Ger-
many offered further access to research. By including individual views from 
the regions of origin, the ethnocentric and one-dimensional narrative of co-
lonial history could be broken up and local knowledge was included in the 
analysis. Participant observation in Cameroon allowed a multifactorial insight 
into the meaning of material culture in Cameroon today and its social signifi-
cance. However, the starting point of my investigation of colonial interactions 
was the object itself, its biography, social contexts, and relational settings. 
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Portrait Figure  

One of the central objects of my research is a wooden figure from the West Region 
of Cameroon that is currently held at the Lower Saxony State Museum (Figure 1).

Figure 1  |  Portrait Figure, Cameroon, Bakoven, held at Lower Saxony State Museum in Hanover,  
Ethnographic Collection © Lower Saxony State Museum Hanover (Photo: Kerstin Schmidt)
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All Cameroonian experts and cooperation partners I have talked to, con-
firmed during the work with the collection, that this was a royal portrait 
figure that would clearly represent a king of West Cameroon. It is common 
practice for kings in the region to have a portrait figure made upon their ac-
cession to the throne. Such sculptures illustrate the history of the kingdom 
and continuity in politics, society and culture.

It is one of the few objects for which background information was provid-
ed by Wilko von Frese (1882–1915), a lieutenant of the German colonial forces 
who was based in Dschang. He sent the statue to the museum in 1910 and 
stated the figure was a “[g]ift of a chief, probably the portrait of his father”5. 
Likewise, “Bakowen”6 was noted as the exact place of origin. No other object 
that von Frese gave to the museum in Hanover had such detailed information 
about its provenance. But to what extent does this seem credible? Would a 
king give such a portrait of his father as a gift?

Portrait figures are usually kept with those of their predecessors in a spe-
cifically designated house or room in the palace, often referred to as the “roy-
al treasury”.7 The figures are regarded as evidence of the claim to the throne 
and are prestige objects that serve as cultural, but also religious symbols of 
authority. The king is responsible for preserving, conserving as well as pro-
tecting the material heritage of the kingdom and is not allowed to sell them 
or make them personal property as they belong to the community. However, 
he is allowed to pass them on as gifts or use them in diplomatic negotiations.8

Moreover, since the king acts as a link to the ancestors, the portrait figures 
are believed to move equally between the human and spiritual realms. With 
each enthronement, the new king builds a bridge to his ancestors. The ances-
tral figures are thus understood as the material embodiment of the ancestors 
and their spirit respectively.9 

Taking these functions and ascriptions of meaning of the figure into ac-
count, it seems questionable that such a representation of a dignitary should 
have been passed on voluntarily, as transmitted by von Frese in the archives 
of the Lower Saxony State Museum. Such a portrait figure is considered in-
alienable as it is part of the cultural heritage of a kingdom, as all experts 
confirmed. It is not meant to ever leave it. According to Nicholas Thomas10 
and Igor Kopytoff,11 inalienable things are only passed on in emergencies or 
exceptional situations and often must be kept secret. Was such a situation 
present in this case?

Consequently, one of the aims of my first research in Cameroon in No-
vember 2019 was to find “Bakowen”, to trace the figure’s history and seek 
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what is remembered of the German colonial past. The purpose was to identi-
fy undocumented contexts and perspectives of the descendants of the former 
owners. Together with Paule-Clisthène Dassi Koudjou, the PAESE coopera-
tion partner and at that time museum director of the Batoufam Palace Muse-
um, and Patrick Momo, who acted as intermediary and translator, we found 
Bakoven. In the conversation with H.M. Tchientcheu Kameni Gabriel, the 
King of Bakoven, he told us that the Germans initially recognised the king-
dom, marked the borders between the kingdoms, but were strict and ruthless. 
Bakoven had been a large, influential kingdom, and both his grandfather and 
father had maintained good relations with the Germans.12 

When I showed him a photo of the portrait figure, he said it was the statue 
of the former King of Bakoven. When asked how it might have fallen into the 
hands of Wilko von Frese, he replied: 

At first, when the Germans came, they were very strict because they wanted 
to stay. But as they stayed in the region, they started to be kind with the popu-
lation and had a good relation with them and the chefferie, so that the Chief 
would give statues as gifts to the Germans […] for the good relationship.13

This statement did indeed come as a surprise. Despite the confirmation of the 
gift of the figure, the King of Bakoven expressed his expectations: He would wel-
come its return, as well as the construction of a museum or financial support.

During my next research stay in Cameroon, a further, now announced 
conversation took place in which the Notables of Bakoven also took part. In 
both conversations, the good relations between the Germans and the people  
of Bakoven were emphasised again and again. Although the gift was always 
confirmed, the conditions of a gift were attached to it. The grandparents had 
created a bond between Bakoven and Germany and this had to be main-
tained. A fulfilment of the alliances thus established was expected and ex-
tended to the museum – which after Sahlins would be defined as a general-
ised reciprocity:14 They mentioned that for example infrastructure should be 
built. My background certainly influenced the request, as German construc-
tions such as roads and bridges are renowned by many in Cameroon for their 
supposed sturdiness. Though, my influence was considerably overestimated.
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Historical Context of the Object Appropriation

Wilko von Frese stayed in Cameroon between 1908 and 1910. During this 
time, he was involved in what the German colonisers called the “pacifica-
tion of the Nkam-Nun region” – the area where Bakoven is located. This 
region was little known to the German colonial administration until 1907, 
as it was a mountainous territory that was difficult to access and considered 
dangerous. The intention was to build transport routes to be able to exploit 
natural resources of the so-called Hinterland, but the passage was not con-
sidered safe. This area was declared a restricted zone in October 1907 because 
the population was considered “not subdued” and Governor Theodor Seitz 
(1863–1949) started a military operation in October 1909.15

If one places the appropriation of the object in this context, it would be 
obvious that the figure was seized. The report of the expedition shows that 
punitive payments were made, and that the region was “cleansed of the ene-
my”.16 The taking of objects or even contact with the population in Bakoven 
was not documented. The suspicion of an unethical removal of the figure 
has been supported by the lieutenant’s biography and the colonial archive 
but this is contradicted by the statements of the dignitaries in Bakoven itself. 

In this region which is today called the Haut-Nkam, the colonial admin-
istration was first established during von Frese’s time. The area consisted 
of numerous autonomous, centralised micro-states, which had their own 
borders, identities and founding histories.17 The situation thus proved to be 
extremely complex: the Germans had to establish relations with each king-
dom and the strategies of how the different groups confronted the colonial 
power were correspondingly diverse: Some practised direct resistance, others 
used passive forms of resistance and, for example, were not present when the 
Germans came. The King of Bana in contrast cooperated with the Germans, 
even before the military operation and the kingdom became an important 
base for them.18 After the operation had ended a military post was established 
here, where Wilko von Frese was stationed for a short time.19 This implies that 
the figure was not necessarily appropriated during the military operation but 
perhaps during Frese’s later deployment as Bana is not far from Bakoven.

Therefore, the assessment of the object’s appropriation, based on the co-
lonial archive, is only partially successful as there are too many missing links 
that leave room for interpretation. A link to the military action may be possi-
ble but is not inevitable. The question remains as to who ultimately receives 
the interpretative sovereignty over the appropriation of the object and to 
what extent this is decisive for dealing with the object in the future.
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Gifts in West Cameroon 

Gift exchange played an important role pre-colonially in the region: gifts of-
fered the possibility to establish or reaffirm inter-ethnic alliances and poli-
tical relations, to express loyalty to the ruler or served as welcome gestures. 
This practice was continued in the colonial period by several rulers in contact 
with Europeans.

Colonial gifts were remembered repeatedly by my conversation partners: 
In Bana for example, I talked to the king, two of the oldest notables and the 
barber of the royal dynasty, all of whom consistently emphasised the good re-
lations with the Germans. When I asked one of the notables how the objects 
might have come to Germany, he stated that they were not taken by force, but 
given as gifts and as such they were not supposed to be returned, an answer I 
have received several times, especially by the elder population. However, the 
good relations between Germans and the people of the West Region is a nar-
rative one encounters often. The German colonial period is overshadowed 
by the French and its long and brutal independence conflict to which the 
Notables of Bakoven also referred. 

In the academic discourse in Cameroon, by contrast, the humanist para-
digm is predominantly at the centre and restitutions are expected: colonial-
ism is related to the hegemonic imbalance, the excessive violence and racist 
ideology that formed the basis of the colonial project. Exchange on eye-level 
is highly questioned and ethical as well as moral questions regarding the ap-
propriation and displacement of objects are brought into focus. Thus, the 
colonial gift exchange is also strongly questioned and leaves room for inter-
pretation as to how far gifts were given voluntarily.20

By stating that the King of Bakoven gave von Frese a gift from the heart, 
as the notables said, his agency was emphasised. He is presented as an equal 
partner who would have passed on his portrait, similar to the way the Ger-
mans distributed portraits of the Kaiser during the colonial period which, 
however, carried completely different meanings and implications. In Came-
roon, gifts rather emphasised the social relations, whereas the Germans were 
more concerned with presenting equivalent counter-gifts that corresponded 
to the value of the original gift, as one can find out in the colonial archive.21 
The cultural relativity of a symbolic act comes to light in the colonial ex-
change of gifts. One and the same event is thus interpreted differently from 
different perspectives and divergent reactions are expected.

The dignitaries of Bakoven aimed to build on the solidarity they assumed, 
by emphasising the exchange of gifts as a sign of the good relationship. By 
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doing so, they intended to get help launching projects in the kingdom. Re-
claiming the statue itself was not the focus. Rather, they left it up to the Ger-
man side to decide what would be offered in return.

Conclusion 

It has been my intention to show that depending on a particular source or 
perspective, completely opposite conclusions can be drawn regarding an 
object’s appropriation. The question is, what is ultimately crucial for future 
steps and engagements? A multi-perspective and multi-sited approach can 
help to weigh different possibilities of an appropriation. Plurality of perspec-
tives and interpretations can help to conceive the subject in its complexity.

By combining anthropological and historiographical methods, it was pos-
sible to capture the historical context and depth as well as to embed and re-
flect on sources accordingly. What anthropology can contribute to, through 
a change of perspective and the inclusion of different knowledge systems, is 
to culturally situate and interpret modes of appropriation, to classify present 
perspectives and ascriptions of meaning as well as to find out about the ques-
tions and interests of the societies of origin.

In this case, it is not decisive whether the figure was forcibly removed or 
taken away with consent. In the end, there are expectations imposed on the 
museum in Hanover, as gifts are equally binding, and the relationship should 
be maintained today. Thus, the reactivation of the bond is at the centre of the 
demand. The museum object acquires a value as a link to the former ties. It is 
seen as an ethical duty of the museum to take responsibility and to negotiate 
solutions with the King of Bakoven as the dignitary claims a moral obligation 
to maintain the social relations.

In this regard, the example opens up the great potential that lies in  
provenance research on objects from colonial contexts in using the objects as 
a connection that brings the societies of the present place-of-repository and 
the former place-of-use into relation with each other and in renegotiating and 
re-evaluating the past and the future. Clifford’s call for museums to function 
as contact zones, where “different cultural visions and community interests 
are negotiated”, could finally be implemented.22 It is above all today’s gen-
eration of the societies of origin with whom discussions on dealing with the 
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objects must be initiated and with whom a consensus must be found. Hence, 
hearing their perspectives and attitudes on how to deal with these objects, 
what their wishes are and taking them seriously should, in my opinion, be a 
constitutive element of any provenance research on objects in ethnographic 
collections.
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