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Colonial Entanglement,
“South Sea” Imaginations and
Knowledge Production
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My chapter focuses on a collection that came to Germany from Pacific Islands
during the German colonial period. It was named the “South Sea Collection” by
Wilhelm Knappe (1855-1910) and is housed by the Museum of Thuringian Fol-
klore (Museum fir Thiringer Volkskunde) in Erfurt. Knappe was a German diplo-
mat and colonial official.  am interested in different epistemic practices through
which knowledge is produced in dealing with these objects in historical and con-
temporary contexts, including the everyday cultures from which they originat-
ed. The chapter examines the practices of collectors and dealers, curators and
scholars who have gathered these objects from their everyday or ritual contexts
(sometimes using force and power), mobilised them, shipped them to Germany
and sold, stored, researched, curated, and still curate them in the context of mu-
seums. How are and were these objects remembered and forgotten, conceived
and classified, produced and used, stolen or exchanged, researched and exhibit-
ed? In conclusion | will address current questions concerning the collection.
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Mon chapitre est axé sur une collection qui est arrivée en Allemagne en provenance
des iles du Pacifique pendant la période coloniale allemande. Cette collection a
été nommée la «Collection de la mer du Sud» par Wilhelm Knappe (1855-1910)
et est conservée au musée du folklore de Thuringe (Museum fir Thiringer Volks-
kunde) a Erfurt. Wilhelm Knappe était un diplomate allemand et un fonctionnaire
colonial. Je m’intéresse aux différentes pratiques épistémiques par lesquelles les
connaissances se développent lors de la gestion de ces objets dans des contextes
historiques et contemporains, notamment dans les cultures quotidiennes dont ils
sont issus. Ce chapitre se penche sur les pratiques des collectionneurs et des mar-
chands, des conservateurs et des spécialistes, qui ont rassemblé ces objets dans leur
contexte quotidien ou rituel (en ayant parfois recours a la force et au pouvoir), qui
les ont mobilisés, qui les ont expédiés en Allemagne et vendus, qui les ont stockés,
qui ont fait des recherches, qui les ont conservés et qui les conservent toujours dans
le contexte des musées. Comment ces objets sont-ils et ont-ils été perpétués et ou-
bliés, congus et répertoriés, produits et utilisés, volés ou échangés, recherchés et ex-
posés ? En conclusion, j'aborderai les questions actuelles concernant la collection.

Introduction

The current public and critical discourse on how to deal with objects from colo-
nial contexts addresses political questions but also the need for European mu-
seums to reappraise their holdings. In addition to provenance research;! that is,
the reconstruction of object biographies, other perspectives, such as collabora-
tive research with people from the societies of origin or participant observation
in the field, are relevant for the collections concerned.? This chapter contrib-
utes to the decolonisation of knowledge production through museum collec-
tions. The perspective is interdisciplinary in nature, as it has implications for
ethnology, museology and historical studies, as well as for cultural and social
anthropology in the narrower sense, and draws on the theoretical and method-
ological foundations of the aforementioned disciplines. In addition to a global,
transnational perspective, this chapter contributes to work critical of power and
domination, with a special focus on postcolonial structures.?
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The Collection

This chapter focuses on a group of 900 objects in the ethnographic museum,
which came into a German collection during the colonial period. They origi-
nate from what is now called Papua New Guinea (PNG), Marshall Island, Sa-
moa and other islands of the Bismarck Archipelago, then German colonies.*
The group of objects form the so-called “South Sea Collection” appropriat-
ed by Wilhelm Knappe (1855-1910),° a German colonial official, and it is
housed by the Museum of Thuringian Folklore in Erfurt.

I am interested in different epistemic practices that produce knowledge
in dealing with these objects — both in the historical and contemporary
contexts. The everyday cultures from which they originally came; as well as
in relation to the practices of collectors and traders, curators and scientists
who took these objects out of their everyday or ritual contexts (sometimes
using force and power), mobilised them, shipped them to Germany and sold,
stored, researched and curated them in museums to this day.®* How are these
objects made and forgotten, conceived and classified, manufactured and
used, stolen or exchanged, researched and exhibited? I use a broad, compar-
ative concept of knowledge in the sense of Fredrik Barth,” which not only
includes academically produced knowledge, but all knowledge that people
use to interpret and act in the world — models of and models for — as Clifford
Geertz says.?

Obijects can have different meanings for different actors. From a museum
perspective, they can be semiotic characters. From an anthropological point
of view, for example in Marilyn Strathern’s works or in actor-network theo-
ry,’° they are active actors. What were their meanings for their societies of
origin? The epistemic practices of different groups of actors produce different
“truths” and ontologies. I am interested in the hierarchical order of these
truths and their interactions with power.

I examine the connections of knowledge or knowledge production with
positions of power in terms of the “situated knowledges”'® regarding the
so-called South Sea Collection in Erfurt.! The incorporation of historical
and ethnological methods and approaches practiced in this work suggests
that the Global South and the Global North must be seen simultaneously
and as part of a globally intertwined modernity, although they participate in
it under asymmetrical conditions.”? In this context, a differentiated view of
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Figure 1 | Cover page “Descriptions and Explanations” 1891 by Wilhelm Knappe
(Source: Beschreibungen und Erliuterungen des Konsuls a.D. Herrn Dr. Knappe zu den von ihm in den
Jahren 1885-1889 auf den Inseln der Stidsee gemachten ethnographischen Sammlungen, Erfurt 1891)

© (Photo: Katharina Nowak)
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(historical) colonisation is necessary: for example, racist settlement colonies
proceeded differently to former plantation economies.

Source and archive material supports the reconstruction of the history®
of the collection. I then analyse the interests and attributions of value of
Knappe from the sources of the museum archive. There are also inventory
books and inventory cards in Erfurt.

The descriptions of the collection published by Knappe in 1890 imply that
he was interested in the stories behind the people and things, addressing as-
pects such as the manufacture and materiality of the objects in his self-writ-
ten catalogue of 1890 and descriptions and explanations of 1891." Presum-
ably, however, he wished to secure the (scientific) value of the collection.

There is also relevant archival material in the city archives of Erfurt, such
as newspaper clippings, correspondence in the form of letters and contracts,
and digitised photos of glass plates. In order to carry out a broader contextu-
alisation of the objects in the colonial setting and from different perspectives,
I am also working with colonial and oral history sources from the 1960s and
1970s, which I hope to find in the National Archive in Port Moresby, PNG. Ad-
ditional important sources include the exhibition catalogue, newspaper ar-
ticles and the exhibitions themselves. Other archival sources of importance
to the project are located in the Political Archive of the Federal Foreign Office
in Berlin.

Epistemic Practices

The original 900 objects have been in Erfurt since 1889." These objects were
appropriated in 1885-86 by the colonial official Wilhelm Knappe.’* From
1886 to 1887, Knappe was the first Imperial Commissioner of the Marshall
Islands at Jaluit and from 1888 to 1889 the Consul in Samoa.” Today the col-
lection still consists of about 600 objects from Melanesia.”® Knappe appropri-
ated cultural materials at the Huon Peninsula and the Bismarck Archipelago,
among other places. In 1886 he travelled up a stretch of the Kaiserin Augus-
ta River (Sepik River in PNG)? and, with Carl Schrader (Astronomer, 1852-
1930), Max Hollrung (Scientist, 1858-1937) and Georg von Schleinitz (Ger-
man Naval Officer, 1834-1910), he travelled 300 nautical miles (555.6 km)
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inland along the Sepik, aboard the steamer Oftilie.?° He also took part in a
number of expeditions, including the research trip of the German New Guin-
ea Company from 28 July to 10 August 1886.

Upon Knappe’'s return to the “South Sea” as a colonial official in 1889, he
left the collection in his hometown of Erfurt,? where it remains part of the
Museum of Thuringian Folklore today. In a publication from 2005 the mu-
seum stated that the collection came to Erfurt through “civic engagement”.??
The objects are utilitarian and cult objects such as musical instruments, jew-
ellery and weapons.? Knappe also created an extensive photographic archive
with photographs from his stay in Samoa and the Marshall Islands. Some ob-
jects were exchanged with the Royal Ethnographic Museum (Kénigliches Mu-
seum fiir Volkerkunde) Berlin in June 1928,% including the ancestor board, leaf
paintings and a feather shield. Previously, the collection had already been
requested by Felix Luschan (1854-1924) himself for the first German colo-
nial exhibition?® in Berlin-Treptow, but was rejected.?¢

The objects were initially presented in the Grofie Hospital, now the Mu-
seum of Thuringian Folklore.?” Unfortunately, there is no documentation for
this beyond sketches for the display tables.?® But the objects remained acces-
sible in the order of the first exhibition in 1890. However, if one reads the
exhibitions of the time as sources, there are three narratives, each set in the
period and telling of the different exhibitions.

During the Weimar Republic in the 1920s, the aim had been to rearrange
the collection, but this plan was abandoned due to lack of personnel and
postponed to the early 1930s. During the Third Reich in 1941, the collection
attracted the attention of a city official who advocated for a profound expan-
sion.?® The objects were increasingly given a propagandistic function, where
their scientific value was superseded by a pedagogically deployed display of
strength. Knappe’s influence, which had already diminished, was lost entire-
ly when the “Knappe Collection” was renamed the “South Sea Collection”,
thus shifting the focus to the territory to be conquered or regained. The no-
tion of colonisation was to be symbolised by a future colonial museum and
the popularisation of the colonial idea was to be guaranteed by appealing to
the youth.

The objects had very different missions to fulfil: As ethnological objects
they were to educate, as “exotic” objects they were to entertain, and as colo-
nial objects they were to enhance the prestige of the city.3° “The colonial” was
thus variously consumable at the exhibitions without always being interpret-
ed as such. Less mutable were the colonial stereotypes, which in Knappe’s
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case also corresponded to contemporary narratives of the “original primitive
peoples”.®! These followed the idea that the people in the colonies were fun-
damentally different from the population in the Global North. The culture of
the “others” was perceived to be inferior in this respect because it could only
exist in contact with its European counterpart.

In the post-war period, the collection was not forgotten, but was exhibited
again in 1966 and 1873.%2 After the museum brought back individual pieces
to the Grofie Hospital in Erfurt, the South Sea Collection was shown on new
premises and on the first floor in 1966.

The Collection was also exhibited in a similar constellation in 1973, at the
“request of many citizens”3* as a newspaper article claimed. The “Stone Age
motif” was almost completely dropped in the newspaper articles, which in-
stead emphasised the lack of contact with the outside world and the prehistor-
ic classless form of society. The people originally from these territories other-
wise tended to be side-lined. Narratives about them served only to distinguish
them from the hegemonic group in question. In this context, explicit refer-
ence was made to the over-modelled ancestral skulls and “the large outrigger
boat with mast and sail — the only one of its kind in the East Germany”3*, sup-
porting the narrative of the “primitive stranger”. It is noticeable in the photos
of the exhibition space that more objects were exhibited than in 1966.%° The
fact that the new exhibition would display “more extensive material”* had al-
ready been announced. This was also intended to offer scientists in particular
a “rich field of activity”¥, but no reference is made to youth.

Even though the collection then disappeared again into the depot in Er-
furt, the regional museum landscape of East Germany continued to show in-
terest in the subject. In 1977, part of the collection was loaned to neighbour-
ing Gotha for two years, where the museum there displayed it together with
objects from other collections under the title “Oceania — Cultures of Distant
Peoples”.3® Once again, the outrigger boat was pointed out as a special attrac-
tion, set up in Gotha for the first time complete with sails, and has since been
touted as a jewel of the collection.*

Today, the Museum of Thuringian Folklore exhibits the South Sea Collec-
tion in the so-called Benary-Speicher, a warehouse building built in 1887 as a
storage facility for the Benary seed company. It was not until the beginning
of the year 2000 that the objects moved there on a long-term basis,* having
undergone extensive restoration before the exhibition opened its doors in
March 2001.# Individual exhibits were prepared in display cases and on ta-
bles, while the majority — as in most museums — were stored in boxes.*? In the
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years that followed, the collection was open to visitors almost every Wednes-
day afternoon and sometimes on other days; with quarterly guided tours and
smaller special exhibitions. Then, in a special exhibition, the South Sea Col-
lection was made partly accessible to the public together with artworks from
the Erfurt Art Gallery (Kunsthalle) under the title “Journeys to Paradise — The
Erfurt South Sea Collection reflected in art”. Although the aim of the exhi-
bition was to break with the stereotype of the “South Sea paradise”*, in fact
the exhibition and publication both reproduced this stereotype rather than
deconstructing it.** Both the title and the catalogue of the exhibition suggest
the colonial ideas and exotic fantasies of the “South Sea paradise”, which fail
to indicate a critical examination from a postcolonial perspective. Unfortu-
nately, the exhibition and the catalogue were only partially successful.

Most recently, in 2012, the museum organised an exhibition together
with the Iwalewa House of the University of Bayreuth entitled “In Dialogue:
Contemporary South Sea Art and the South Sea Collection of the Museum
of Thuringian Folklore”.*> The closures, re-openings and varying scopes of
exhibitions recorded between 1890 and 2005 indicate changing interests and
opportunities. Currently, the South Sea Collection can only be visited upon
prior request and there are no fixed opening hours.*®

Conclusion

In examining which and how knowledge about the objects was produced;
for example, what knowledge about Europeans the local producers of objects
(during the colonial period) had, this chapter has explained the changes in
meanings and functions of the objects. What functions will the objects have in
the future? To answer this question, the collection must be digitally accessible
and contact must be made with Melanesia to inquire about their needs and
wishes. But in PNG as well as in Europe, there is often a lack of financial re-
sources for everyday museum practice. These findings from ethnographic and
historical research seek to visualise different epistemic practices. They ask how
these different practices are related to each other and how their articulation
might be appropriately, innovatively and symmetrically represented in exhi-
bition projects and in museum work. The analysis from different perspectives
is not possible without cooperation with actors from the societies of origin.
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It would be neocolonial to once again use the societies of origin for our
interests, under the guise of science, to interrogate and enrich ourselves with
their knowledge, under the pretext of “cooperation”. Will the Indigenous
people there really be helped if German scientists go there without speaking
the language, without knowing what they are triggering, both emotionally
(re-traumata) and socially (disputes about land and jurisdiction). Moreover,
research projects are usually limited in time. The restitution debates of re-
cent years, triggered by the Humboldt Forum in Berlin, are putting museums
under pressure. Quick action is demanded. We have finally learned to listen
and acknowledge the injustice. Of course, the cultures wish to see their cul-
tural material returned. Of course, there are scientists and sometimes mu-
seums in the societies of origin. Yes, there are also legal hurdles. But that is
not what this is about, it’s about our collaborative partners from Oceania. We
are holding privileged debates about colonialism and the collecting mania of
the Europeans.

Provenance research, once the local source study has been completed,
should primarily involve collaboration with partners from the objects’ coun-
tries of origin. Collaboration can illuminate the meanings and histories of
the objects and shed light on knowledge production. Ontological contextu-
alisation can bring forth an understanding of reciprocal appropriations and
transnational exchanges. Reconstructions allow for knowledge production
that also allows for resistance and brings to light local as well as colonial
stereotypes and classifications. Challenges in collaboration, such as differing
levels of access to digital media and infrastructure, must be overcome in order
for postcolonial provenance research to decolonise knowledge production.
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Archival documents

BArch Berlin: Federal Archives of the Federal Republic of Germany
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MTfTV: Archive Museum for Thuringian Folklore Erfurt, therein:
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PA AA Berlin: Political Archive of the Foreign Office Berlin, therein:
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= P1:7534,P1:7537,P1: 7538, P1 7539, P1 7541, P1 7542, P1 7544.

StArch Erfurt: City Archive Erfurt, therein:

= 1-2/322-3843 Museum of Natural History, General.

= 1-2/322-4838 South Sea Collection (Knappe).

= 1-2/322-4898 Museum, advertising.
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= 4-0 11 B 128 Descriptions and explanations: Beschreibungen und Erlduterungen des Konsuls a.D. Herrn

Dr. Knappe zu den von ihm in den Jahren 1885-1889 auf den Inseln der Siidsee gemachten ethnogra-

phischen Sammlungen, 1891 by Wilhelm Knappe, Ohlenroth’sche Buchdruckerei Erfurt, Erfurt 1891.

4-0 E 8/ b 30 Communications of the Vereins fiir Geschichte und Alterthumskunde

6_0_18A7_003 Photo: Reopening Knappe-Sammlung.

7/141-202 Floor plans of the rooms of the GroBe Hospital.

5/5 Museums in general, therein: South Sea Collection.
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Provenance research is a concept of the Global North that is infused with Western notions of
property and the individual. | would like to distance myself from this in order to provide a different
perspective. Use of the term “provenance research” here only serves to understand the method,
which | in turn try to decolonise through collaboration in my PhD project.
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