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Abstract

There is more to say about a rattle than that it is a rattle. In her article Hannah 
Stieglitz traces the documentation on three East African rattles in the Ethno-
graphic Collection of the Georg-August-University Göttingen and the stories 
revealed. By questioning how the rattles of the Wagogo, the Wanyakyusa and 
the Wafipa became objects of the collection, it becomes clear that the knowl-
edge preserved is fragmented and tells us more about the collectors than the 
collectables. It is shown that three seemingly similar objects have been classified 
in differing ways in relation to these collectors. The gaps in the documentation 
refer to the absence of stories which enable the questioning of the processes of 
(colonial) knowledge production.
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Devenir des objets ethnographiques. Trois hochets d’Afrique  
de l’Est dans la collection ethnographique de l’université de  
Göttingen et leurs histoires (manquantes) (Résumé)

Un hochet n’est pas seulement un simple hochet. Dans son article, Hannah Stie-
glitz présente trois hochets d’Afrique de l’Est dans la collection ethnographique de 
l’université Georg-August de Göttingen, ainsi que les histoires qu’ils révèlent. En 
se demandant comment les hochets des Wagogo, des Wanyakyusa et des Wafipa 
sont devenus des objets de collection, il apparaît clairement que les informations 
recueillies sont fragmentées et nous renseignent davantage sur les collectionneurs 
que sur les objets de collection. Nous constatons que trois objets apparemment 
similaires ont été classés de manière différente en fonction de ces collectionneurs. 
Les lacunes dans la documentation renvoient à l’absence de récits qui permettent 
de remettre en question le processus de production de connaissances (coloniales).

Introduction 

Stories matter. Many stories matter. Stories have been used to dispossess and 
to malign, but stories can also be used to empower and to humanize.1

Chimanda Ngozi Adichie 

In her well-known Ted talk on “the danger of a single story” Adichie found 
an inspiring way of elucidating how speaking and hearing about others es-
tablishes realities which are bound to power relations. What we know and 
what we think there is to know about others is dependent on the narratives 
constructed about them. Adapting her thoughts to cultural artefacts in col-
lections, I suggest that ethnographic objects from colonial contexts become 
representations of the colonised other that are constituted in discursive prac-
tices in which some stories are established at the cost of others.

The Namibian designer and researcher Cynthia Schimming gave impres-
sive insights in these processes when she shook a whole room of conference 
participants with her narratives on objects from Namibia in the Ethnograph-
ic Museum Berlin in July 2019.2 Taking them on an “emotional journey”3 
she showed that the ethnographic objects in the collection had once been  
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personal things involving individual persons, who had made them, appreci-
ated them, lived with them, and were attached to them. In the cases shown in 
her presentation people had things taken from them in situations of colonial 
structural and direct violence. After the Panel she was giving her talk in, she 
elaborated in an interview: “I think I actually spoke about how these objects 
are haunting you: How bad it was of people to take objects, giving them the 
wrong names or even no names at all, giving them numbers, not telling us 
where they come from, who brought them and how they got them”.4 

When things become part of a collection as objects, something happens. 
As objects they “do not have essential and stable meaning(s)”.5 In processes 
of cultural construction and knowledge production, they are negotiated as 
representations of what is to know about the world depending on perspective 
and time. They are removed from one place and brought to another, they 
become (re)interpreted, conceptualised, categorised, inventoried, labelled, 
ordered, stored and/ or exhibited. Their manifold meanings are created by 
the stories told and those untold or missing and strongly depend on who is 
narrating and on who is listening. 

In this article I focus on three East African rattles with colonial prov
enances in the Ethnographic Collection of the Georg-August-University Göt-
tingen. First, I will explicate why of all things I am writing about the Wagogo, 
the Wanyakyusa and the Wafipa rattle as they became objects of interest in 
the context of a research exchange initiated by the PAESE Project in 2019. Af-
ter then giving some information on the historical context of the collection 
itself and the corpus of available sources I will discuss the material on the 
three rattles one after another. I will show that in the collections` documen-
tation on these objects diverse stories can be explored and many are missing. 
While interpretations from the societies of origin linked to the objects and 
their history are absent in the sources of the collection, we can trace ways of 
how they became ethnographic objects. There are stories about the people 
and practices related to the collectors, donators and institutions linked to 
this process. The practices of creating knowledge on these rattles can be seen 
as part of a discourse which is also crucial for understanding colonialism and 
colonial contexts as past politics and as a living past. Thinking about the pro-
cesses, practices and people who produced the archived documents in and 
on the collection rather than looking at them as objective things, enables us 
to question the making of colonial knowledge6 and the gaps we experience 
in provenance research.
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Why Rattles? Becoming Objects of Interest 

In 2019 I was part of the PAESE research exchange and got to work, amongst 
other inspiring people, with Flower Manase, curator for the history depart-
ment at the National Museum of Tanzania in Dar es Salaam.7 She visited the 
Ethnographic Collection in Göttingen and together we unpacked and looked 
at objects from colonial contexts – among them the three rattles – which 
originated in East Africa, specifically in today’s Tanzania. We exchanged per-
spectives on the objects themselves and looked at the knowledge kept and 
produced in the collection’s documentation.

Figure 1  |  The three East African rattles © Ethnographic Collection of the Georg August University 
Göttingen, Inventory Numbers Af 116, Af 1151 and Af 228 © Ethnographic Collection, Georg August 
University Göttingen (Photo: Hannah Stieglitz)
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When the three rattles lay on the table, they seemed comparable. Because 
they were all rattles, they all came from today’s Tanzania and their shapes 
and materials are similar. But they did not just happen to be there. I had se-
lected them among 45 other objects from today`s Tanzania in preparation 
for the research exchange to provide a list of objects to work with. In this 
process I wanted to choose a range of objects that could represent the Tanza-
nia holdings of the Ethnographic Collection. The goals were to give insights 
in the collection’s holdings and documentation, to yield differentiated per-
spectives on colonial contexts and provenance research in the collection and 
give as many inducements for discussion as possible. Therefore, my selection 
criteria were diversity oriented: I wanted to portray the variety of object cat-
egories and materials, the heterogeneity of contexts in which objects were 
made and appropriated and in which they became objects of the collection 
in Göttingen as well as the variability of documentation status and extent. 
In order to do so I tried to include objects from different categories, collec-
tors/ donators, different materials, things that I thought might be compa
rable somehow (like the rattles), things I knew had a conflictive background 
(such as a bow which was taken as war booty in the maji maji war or a kiboko 
whip) or such things I didn`t really know anything about but I was sure were 
embedded in colonial contexts.8

When Flower Manase came to Göttingen she chose from this list and, 
among other objects, the three East African rattles became objects of interest 
as part of present research and collaboration practices at the Ethnographic 
Collection Göttingen. Their stories are yet to be retold. But before presenting 
the findings from the rattles’ documentation, I think it is crucial to contex-
tualise them in the historical embeddedness of the collection they are part of 
today and the available sources related to their stories.

Researching Stories in the Ethnographic Collection of the 
Georg-August-University Göttingen, Germany

The Ethnographic Collection is part of a whole landscape of academic col-
lections at Göttingen University.9 Today approximately 18 000 objects define 
the collections inventory. They were made, used, collected or donated, sold, 
or gifted by a vast variety of people and institutions with diverse agendas and 
interests. Its long history goes back to the 18th century when the Royal Aca-
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demic Museum was founded as a University Museum in 1773. In this institu-
tion collections from various departments, which have developed into dis-
tinct disciplines today, were gathered as materials for academic teaching and 
research. As the university disciplines had not yet been separated as clearly 
as they seem to be today and Social and Cultural Anthropology had not yet 
been institutionalised as an independent subject at all, the Ethnograph-
ic Collection was cared for among other collections by physicians, geogra-
phers, and zoologists. Until today it is mainly known for convolutes from the 
times of enlightenment deriving from the South Seas (“Cook/Forster Collec-
tion”) and the Arctic polar region (“Baron von Asch Collection”) obtained by 
the director of the Royal Academic Museum Johann Friedrich Blumenbach 
(1752–1840 ).10 Since then, items from all over the world have become objects 
of this collection via manifold ways. Different collecting practices were pur-
sued, and possible, different bureaucracies were in place shaping discourses 
on (ethnographic) knowledge, but it was until 1928, when “Völkerkunde” was 
first taught as a distinct university subject by Professor Hans Plischke (1890–
1972). During his tenure colonial revisionism was especially articulate in the 
“Institut für Völkerkunde” at Göttingen University as its members then ac-
tively debated connecting ethnographic research with (regaining) German 
colonial ambitions.11 Plischke was drawn to Göttingen from the Grassi Mu-
seum in Leipzig not at last because here was the opportunity to perpetuate 
the Ethnographic Collection and shape it as the first ethnographic expert in 
charge. Due to his influence the collection was moved into a new building in 
December 1936 which was inaugurated as a museum and meant as a place for 
academic research and studies as well as a place for public education on “Bil-
dungswerte der Völkerkunde”.12 The rattles and the sources related to their 
entrance in the collection are mainly related to these early eras as their dates 
of entrance go back to 1902, 1931 and 1934. 

In order to work with its holdings today there is a variety of tools and sources 
that enable insights on individual items, convolutes and related persona in 
the Ethnographic Collection Göttingen. For my selection of items in 2019 I 
used the inventory catalogue listing the Africa holdings of the collection, the 
inventory cards of the individual objects, archival materials and documents 
as well as the collections’ databases to select objects for the research exchange. 
While the preprinted inventory cards were introduced during the process of 
rearranging the collection in the course of its move to a new building in 1935/ 
36,13 the inventory catalogues were published in the 1980s and early 1990s14 
and each of them lists the objects deriving from one continent in a table.
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The inventory catalogue listing the collections holdings from Africa and 
basic information on these objects is structured by cardinal regions (North 
Africa, Northwest Africa, Northeast Africa, etc.), then nation states and “unde-
fined” (e.g., “East Africa undefined”). The objects assigned to a state are then 
categorised in so called “functiongroups”. It is highly probable that the infor-
mation in the catalogue was transferred from the inventory cards but for both 
documentations it is very rarely possible to tell who exactly worked on what 
kind of information and when. Prior to both systems the old index system 
withheld the information deemed important and has been preserved. The 
latest date for an object entry in this system refers to a purchase in 1936. The 
archival materials used for this research could mainly be found in two of nine 
folders containing a conglomerate of historical documents from object lists 
to correspondences or historical labels. One of them is dedicated to purchases 
1927–1935, as the other holds a chronicle of the collection 1868–1935.15

Tracing the leads of the collection’s documentation on the three East Af-
rican rattles we can question the revealed information as institutionalised 
knowledge. Despite the gaps and insecurities in the sources there are stories 
that can be told, enabling us to learn about ways in which knowledge has 
been created.

Finding Stories – Documentation Status of the Wagogo,  
the Wanyakyusa and the Wafipa Rattle16 

 
The Wagogo Rattle

The rattle with the Inventory Number Af 116 is listed in the inventory cata
logue as a musical instrument deriving from Tanzania and related to the Gogo 
People. The table shows that the rattle became part of the collection in 1934 
and names the collector as “Peter”. The short description depicts the item 
as a “wooden bar/ on each side a globular fruit, filled with berries/ Length: 
15,2 cm / calibre: 4 cm”.17 None of these descriptions gives a colonial con-
text straight away and “Peter” is a very common German first and surname 
and therefore not especially informative. The inventory card for Af 116 sub-
stantiates the rattle as “gifted 1934”18 but there is no further correspondence 
on this process preserved. The collector is here indicated as “A. Peter” who 
can be identified as Gustav Albert Peter (1853–1937), a professor for botany 



225B ecoming     Ethnographic            O bj  ects 

and director of the botanical garden in Göttingen. His full title is given in the 
archival material, namely a convolute of handwritten historical object labels 
and a typed object list “Verzeichnis afrikanischer Sammlungsgegenstände von 
Herrn Geh. Rat. Prof. Dr. A. Peter”. The indication on the inventory card for 
the rattles’ place of origin “Northern German East Africa Ugogo (?)”19 matches  
the descriptions on the object list from Peter. The language here clarifies 
the colonial context of the item, but says little on the function, use or other 
culturally relevant contexts of the object itself. The historical label only says 
“Rassel für Tanzzwecke aus Ugogo” (“Rattle for danceuses from Ugogo”) but 
this information was not transferred to the inventory card. Here the descrip-
tion of the object is mainly focusing the outer characteristics:

Rattle: on a wooden bar, two ball-shaped scalloped fruit attached via two 
plug-wholes. Besides the fruit are provided with many little circularly ordered 
wholes. The fruit are filled with half red, half black chinaberries.

Peter’s allowance20 shows, that he had given lectures on colonial crops and 
products on different occasions21 and had been planning research and col-
lecting expeditions in order to gain “eigene Anschauung überseeischer 
Länder, insbesondere auch der Deutschen Schutzgebiete”22 which he de-
scribes as necessary in the course of maintaining authenticity as an academic 
teacher. In 1913 he set off for his first expedition to what was then German 
East Africa where he collected and travelled until 1919. As he returned to Ger-
many in the aftermath of World War I, there were some incongruities with 
the transport of his collections and many of the boxes containing collected 
items and equipment never reached Göttingen. Albert Peter could not over-
come the loss of his collections and spend the following years preparing a 
second expedition. In 1925/26 he travelled to what was then the East Africa 
Protectorate under British colonial rule in order to regain the materials that 
had been lost. The reports on both of his quests, published in the magazine 
Koloniale Rundschau, show that Peter moved through different colonial con-
texts managing to use the German as well as the British infrastructures and 
local skills and knowledges for his own agenda.23

Unfortunately, his descriptions don’t reveal much on individual collect-
ed items. He does mention that besides his botanical collections there was 
a range of “Museumsgegenstände” (museum things) among the lost goods.24 
But as today it is unclear, why there are more than 200 objects in the Ethno-
graphic Collection in Göttingen attributed to Peter, how and when they were 
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collected and how exactly they became part of the collection. 218 objects 
from the African continent, 182 from what is today Tanzania, are ascribed to 
Albert Peter making this the largest Tanzania convolute from one collector. 

Af 116 is objectified mainly by mentioning the plant-based materials it is 
made of – this might be a reference to the collector being a botanist and there-
fore representing a botanical collection focus. This seemingly neutral way of 
describing a thing as an object can also be seen as a representation technique 
in a scientific discourse. As only the outer characteristics are described, only 
“objective” knowledge is preserved. As an effect the Wagogo rattle becomes 
classified as an object and, although it is retained in an ethnographic col-
lection, the indigenous cultural knowledge and interpretations are not part 
of the index system. It is unclear when, by whom and for what reasons the 
knowledge on the rattle became this fragmented. But the gap is there. The 
stories missing are not only provenance-stories concerning the rattles origin, 
ownership and its way to Göttingen. There is also a lack of stories on Wagogo 
interpretations, on music and dance, on social gathering, cultural meaning 
and connections to the people who made it.

The Wanyakyusa Rattle

The rattle with the Inventory Number Af 228 is listed in the inventory cata-
logue as a rattle related to the Nyakyusa People in “Konde-Land”, Tanzania. 
It is subordinated under the category “body hygiene and medicine” and the 
short description concretises the item as “’salwe’/ For finding the source of 
an illness (ancestors/ witchcraft)/ a filled fruit on a long wooden stick”. 

Further the table shows that it was collected by “Jansa” and became part 
of the Collection in Göttingen in 1931.25 The information given on the in-
ventory card, however, gives some more details on the persons related to the 
rattle naming the collector as “missionary A. F. Jansa” and stating that the 
Wanyakyusa rattle entered the collection and became object Af 228 in the 
year 1931 in which it was “gifted by privy council Mirbt”.26 

Among the archived materials of the Ethnographic Collection Göttingen 
is a folder which contains some correspondence between Jansa and Plischke 
as well as two lists of objects referring to two boxes in which the items were 
sent to the collection. The heading on the list of the first box shows the send-
er as “Moravian Mission” and “Kyimbila n. Tukuyu. Tanganyika Territory”. 
The document is signed by “A F Jansa”. Although Alexander Ferdinand Jansa’s 
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(1869–1957) vita has not been researched comprehensively yet, it is safe to 
say that he had been serving the Moravian mission in different stations in 
East Africa since 1899.27 Carl Mirbt (1860–1929) was a professor for church 
history at Göttingen University and was connected to protestant mission 
agencies around the globe.28 In one of the archived letters Jansa states that 
the collection of ethnographic objects had been initialised by Mirbt but that 
he had died before witnessing it happen. He also closes the letter mentioning 
that it would be in the interest of the belated Mirbt that the collection would 
serve the aims of “heathenmission”29 therefore reminding of the educational 
function he intended for the objects he had gathered and sent. At the same 
time there is no further contextualisation of this notion and he left it to Plis-
chkes imagination in what ways the objects would be of service for Christian 
mission. Most definitely this task was not connected to the persons and the 
people who had made and used the things from Jansa’s list. 

The list for the first box has five categories for the items on it: hammered 
works, plaited works, things for heathen [or domestic; handwritten addition] 
use, wood works, diverse items. The second box contains a conglomerate of 
objects that didn’t fit into the first one or had special customs regulation for 
transport. The category “things for heathen [or domestic] use” has the most 
positions representing individual objects or small convolutes and in this part 
the descriptions are the longest. the Wanyakyusa rattle has position 29 and 
is recognisable by the handwritten inventory number it has in the collection 
today. Its description says: “1 clatter (rattle [in engl.]) called ‘salwe’, to learn if 
an illness or any other mishap was caused by the ancestors or by witchcraft”.30 
There is no information on the language the word “salwe” originates from. 
Flower Manase suggested that it might be Kinyakyusa but the meaning could 
not yet be translated. The rattle is one of the objects related to witchcraft and 
healing belonging to the equipment of a healer or some healers. It is yet un-
known who this person was, if it was one or more persons from whom these 
tools were acquired and how this happened. We do not learn in which context 
and how the rattle would be used. Only the aim to explore the cause of an 
illness or a mishap is stated, but it is not explained by whom the rattle would 
be played, if there would be other instruments or equipment or people in-
volved or if it would need a whole ceremony or ritual, a special place to hap-
pen or any other cultural contexts in which it is believed that ancestors or 
witchcraft have the ability to cause calamities and disorder. On the inventory 
card this description is transferred, only slightly rephrased, without explicitly 
mentioning that it was given by the collector. Again, this could be explained 
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with work efficiency reasons as the given information was simply transferred 
from the list to the inventory card. The effect is that the depiction of a mission-
ary who classified the Wanyakyusa rattle as an object for “heathen” practices 
is objectified in the index system as it takes some consideration to regain the 
context of this knowledge on Af 228. Back to the inventory card this descrip-
tion is followed by a specification of the outer characteristics, as the length 
of the wooden stick, the calibre of the round fruit, that is filled with smaller 
ligneous fruit and that it is an oncoba fruit. The bibliographic reference to an 
expedition report by Karl Weule (1864–1926) leads to some remarks on toys 
called “Kakale”, clatters for male children that would also be part of initiation 
rites of Wakonde boys. Weule states that the rattling part of the item was made 
from an oncoba fruit which seems to be the reference to Af 228.31

On the backside of the inventory card is another reference for “images 
of the object”. Following it leads us to Karl Paul Kollmann’s (1865–1925) 
account on “The Victoria Nyanza. The land, the races and their customs” 
from 1899 and here to page 207, where some drawn images of musical in-
struments have been printed. One of the pictures shows two “gourd rattles”, 
one of them resembling the Wanyakyusa rattle. The description of figure 369 
is part of a chapter on Masai culture and places the rattles among other in-
struments belonging to a healer, here called “medicine man”. This person 
would use such rattles for “exorcisms” in which they would be accompanied 
by iron bells producing “tremendous noise”. The text goes on about charms 
and places these spiritual practice as “common to all [N*]32 races”.33 The text 
from 1899 is embedded in the racist notions of its time and the description 
remains generalising as there is no specific cultural context given. It was 
probably chosen as a start for research and comparison to similar rattles used 
in similar contexts from available publications in the seminar library. Both 
references do not refer to Wanyakyusa practices but to Masai and Wakonde 
without explicitly mentioning why or how a comparison would make sense. 
Both texts were published when Germany claimed colonial territories.

As I have noted above the compilation of the inventory cards in Göttingen 
in the 1930ies was embedded in the colonial revisionist mentalities in which 
Plischke himself repeatedly wrote that he saw the future of Völkerkunde in fu-
ture German colonial politics.34 It is therefore also possible that the remark in 
the text homogenising a form of spiritual practice as a race specific practice was 
accepted and chosen as a legitimate reference for a further description of the 
object. However, it remains unclear who decided on the references and why 
as there is no information on who generated the inventory card, under what 
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conditions and when exactly. It seems that the information deemed important 
for the index system, mainly relied on finding relatively comparable objects in 
publications of fellow (White) scholars and in this case available in the semi-
nar library. Preserving cultural meanings from the perspective of the commu-
nities of origin was, either due to a lack of availability or of willingness, not 
prioritised for this purpose as there is an absence of indigenous stories.

The example of the Wanyakyusa rattle also shows that the categorisation 
of an object can change and that this change also has impact on the notion 
of an object. Categorising an object as “for heathen use” and determined to 
serve Christian mission is a huge difference to “body hygiene and medicine”. 
The conclusions considering notions of healing practices and spirituality 
draw from very different assumptions and questions. The categories are not 
there qua natura. They have been decided on, transferred, and reproduced in 
a process that was influenced by Zeitgeist and individual mindsets as well as 
disciplinary developments. 

The Wafipa Rattle

The rattle with the Inventory Number Af 1151 is listed in the inventory cata-
logue as a rattle, a musical instrument, related to the Fipa People and deriving 
from today’s Tanzania. It is described as a “perforated calabash/ connected 
with a wooden stick/ little pellets inside/ length 30,5 cm”. The table shows 
the “Museum für Völkerkunde Berlin” in the “collector/year” column and 
the date of entrance into the collection as 1902.35 On the inventory card the 
object is described as a “round, perforated pumpkin”. Presumably the dis-
sonance was caused by the aim to be more precise in the description in the 
catalogue. The description of the outer characteristics on the inventory card 
is vague but there are some hints to the objects colonial background besides 
the date. The place of origin is given as “Ufipa, D.O.Af”, the latter is short for 
German East Africa. “Tanzania” as well as the information “Fipa” for the col-
umn on the card designated to “tribe” has been supplemented with a type-
writer more recently. No other references to Wafipa or cultural contexts of 
usage for this rattle are given. There is a reference to the old inventory system 
regarding the denomination of Af 1151 not only as a rattle but as a children’s 
clapper. This old system is referred to as “alter Zettel”36 on the inventory card. 
Now, when I selected the Wafipa rattle from the inventory catalogue for the 
research exchange in 2019, I had not come across that old system yet. In fact, 



230

I had not yet learned about its existence. I mainly considered the object as 
another rattle for comparison, the items entrance date and the institution of 
the Museum in Berlin involved in the process. 

In 1902 Germany claimed vast colonial territories on the globe, the disci-
pline of Völkerkunde was in the making and due to the rapid growth of their 
collections “Germany’s leading ethnographic museums had descended into 
chaos”.37At the same time the academic discipline of Völkerkunde had not yet 
been established at Göttingen university and the ethnographic collection was 
still in the hands of the zoologist Ernst Ehlers (1835–1925). Still, he did acquire 
objects. The collection in Göttingen did not “swell like pregnant Hippos”38 as 
was stated for the bigger museums but, as Plischke stated later, since Germany 
had become one of the European colonial powers the additions that were made 
to the collection during this time mainly derived from the German colonies.39 
The Royal Ethnographic Museum (Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde) in Ber-
lin had a special part in the enmeshment of political colonialism and colonial 
production of knowledge in Ethnographic museums as it was appointed with 
a monopoly for ethnographic objects collected in governmentally funded ex
peditions into the German “Schutzgebiete” by law in 1889.40

At first glance the documentation seemed to create the Wafipa rattle as a 
specimen of a rattle from German East Africa or rather of a colonial doublet in 
the collection in Göttingen. That seemed to be the most important informa-
tion here. As the archived document titled “chronicle for the years 1868–1930” 
shows, the Ethnographic Collection received 27 Numbers “Von der Direction 
des kgl Museum für Völkerkunde aus den deutschen Schutzgebieten” in March 
1902.41 Among these is no rattle listed. Following the hint on the inventory 
card leads us to the old index card where not only is the rattle specified as a toy. 
It is also explicitly described as a doublet from the Schutzgebiete and as part of 
the collection “Lt. Bischoff”42. Looking back at the archival material Af 1151 
can now be identified as the children’s clapper with the old number 1632. Its 
signature in the museum in Berlin was V II A 1115. In 1901 the fifth catalogue of 
colonial doublets “aus den Deutschen Schutzgebieten eingegangenen wissenschaft­
lichen Sendungen” was published listing items from various collectors and terri-
tories from which other German museums could choose. The Wafipa rattle is 
listed on page 8 as part of the collection from a “Lieutenant Bischoff”.43

Presumably this person was Josef Bischoff (1872–1948), on whom, there 
is no extensive research yet. However, there are indications that he was part 
of military colonial violence on a regular basis in what was then German East 
Africa as well as during the genocide in today’s Namibia. 44 The connection to 
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Josef Bischoff arouses special curiosity to the provenance stories of the Wafi-
pa rattle as it remains to be traced in what relation to colonial military prac-
tice and colonialism not only as structural but as direct violence the Wafipa 
rattle was acquired. It does seem logical at this point to assume a connection 
and I am sure there are more stories to be revealed.

Again, it is unknown how the inventory card was worked on, when and 
by whom. It is unclear why the information from the old inventory system 
was not transferred or why the children’s clapper became a rattle. Maybe the 
reasons were very profane work efficiency reasons not to repeat information 
already given elsewhere, maybe “rattle” was simply seen as the better clas-
sification. Maybe giving the reference to the museum in Berlin was viewed 
as enough information from which the collector and other information 
could easily be identified if needed. In its in-house documentation, as it was 
the case for the Wagogo and the Wanyakyusa rattle, indigenous stories and 
knowledges on cultural contexts as well as references to individuals related to 
the object’s origin are absent.

Conclusion: Objects and their Stories 

I have shown that the rattle’s stories have become fragmented along the way, 
the documentation is incomplete, and even looking at seemingly similar 
items, the ways in which they are represented in the Ethnographic collection 
are not unified. Therefore, the process of becoming an object is not necessari- 
ly possible to resolve. And still, the question of how the Wagogo, the Wan-
yakyusa and the Wafipa rattle, became represented as objects of the collec-
tion has shown that they have been classified and depicted in various ways 
which reshaped their reality in relation to the people and institutions who 
brought them to Göttingen. Although all of them are described as rattles at 
some point, in this process of being collected and documented they became 
an object mainly characterised by its outer appearance and the materials it 
is made from (the Wagogo rattle), an instrument for “heathen” practices of 
a “witchdoctor” later contextualised in the realm of medicine and body hy-
giene (the Wanyakyusa rattle), and an object characterised mainly by its ori-
gin from a German colony (the Wafipa rattle). These notions are deeply root-
ed in the perspectives, interests, and agendas of the collecting persons. While 
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it is plausible to assume that the Wagogo and the Wanyakyusa rattle were 
incorporated in the collection due to the connections Albert Peter and Carl 
Mirbt had to the University of Göttingen the acquisition of the Wafipa rattle 
is to be seen in the dynamics of a market of its own – the trade with colonial 
doublets. The relationship between Josef Bischoff and the Royal Ethnograph-
ic Museum in Berlin as well as his collecting practices and their relation to his 
military position are yet to be investigated.

Following the leads in the documentation of the three rattles shows us 
more about the collecting than about the objects themselves, the people who 
made them or the exact circumstances in which they became objects in the 
Ethnographic collection in Göttingen. But the leads do help us to ask about 
these gaps and question them in the process of knowledge production. 

The amount of information preserved and given on the rattles in the 
collection is embedded in documenting practices which are difficult, even 
impossible, to reconstruct. For the in-house materials, besides correspond-
ences that have an addressee and a sender, it is simply not known who ex-
actly created what kind of data when. Therefore, it is speculative why which 
information was deemed important, and another was not. Nevertheless, as 
the practices involved in their collection are intertwined with diverse colo-
nial contexts, the stories in the rattles’ documentation can also be seen as 
part of a discourse of colonial knowledge production. Therefore, the missing 
of indigenous stories on cultural contexts that I have constated for the doc-
umentation of all three rattles can be seen in a context of power relations, in 
which collecting practices have contributed to the construction of distance 
and difference to the colonised other.45 In the process of becoming objects the 
knowledge preserved on the rattles has been objectified following the rules 
of a scientific discourse. As an effect the connection to their previous exist-
ence in their communities of origin becomes ever more difficult to trace and 
the gaps mute stories that have been assessed irrelevant to being part of the 
collection as an object. 

When the Wagogo, the Wanyakyusa and the Wafipa rattle became part 
of the research exchange Flower Manase and I found more questions than 
answers, questions about the categories they are described in today and what 
could be other categories for them. We constated that in order to gain more 
balanced stories it would be a start to identify the gaps in the documentation 
and that it would be necessary to get in contact with the communities that 
could enrich the rattle’s stories with their interpretations and knowledge on 
past and present cultural contexts as a next step. In the end knowledge needs 
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people. Being haunted, as Schimming put it in the quotation at the begin-
ning of this paper, is referring to these gaps and the practices of their pro-
duction. Being haunted by the object’s stories also means that they can have 
impact and meaning in the present. Their plurality can help us to narratives 
that might “empower and humanize”46 and challenge established (colonial) 
knowledges. 
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