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This chapter was written by Claudia Andratschke and Nzila M. Libanda-Mubusisi.
In the first part, Andratschke uses the example of three individuals whose re-
mains were returned from the State Museum Hanover, Germany, to the Republic
of Namibia in 2018 to illuminate the discussions around anthropological investi-
gation prior to a repatriation that were taking place in Germany at the time. This
section also shows that, when dealing with human remains, the moral-ethical re-
sponsibility does not end with their return. On the one hand, the role of German
institutions and disciplines in the unethical and illegal transfer of human remains
as well as in the formation and distribution of racist stereotypes in the colonial
era and afterwards must be examined and made transparent. On the other hand,
it is important to start a dialogue with the now preserving institutions and cura-
tors in Namibia.

The second part, by Nzila M. Libanda-Mubusisi, shows that the collection of
human remains preserved in the National Museum of Namibia has more than
doubled in the last ten years between independence and the present day, follow-
ing the return of ancestral remains and cultural objects from the Charité Uni-
versity Hospital and other collections in Germany in 2011, 2014 and 2018. As a
result, a growing number of human remains and objects of cultural and historical
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significance are now accumulating in various storage facilities at various Namibian
institutions, including the National Museum of Namibia, the National Archives
of Namibia, and others. These returns have raised awareness in the Namibian
culture and heritage sector regarding the challenges of managing human re-
mains and heritage objects. Restitution debates can therefore assist in develop-
ing comprehensive guidelines on how human remains and other cultural objects
can best be handled. This chapter urges that countries should be obligated to
ensure the proper restitution and repatriation of looted and illegally acquired
human remains, objects and related material culture currently held in foreign
museums, institutions, and other places, that originated in nowadays Namibia.

Ce chapitre a été rédigé par Nzila M. Libanda-Mubusisi et Claudia Andratschke
qui, dans la premiére partie, utilise I'exemple de trois individus qui ont été ren-
voyés du musée de Hanovre (Allemagne) a la République de Namibie en 2018 afin
d'illustrer les discussions qui ont eu lieu a I'époque en Allemagne sur les enquétes
anthropologiques préalables a un rapatriement. Cette partie indique également
que la responsabilité morale et éthique dans la gestion des restes humains ne s’ar-
réte pas a leur restitution : d’une part, le réle des institutions et des disciplines
allemandes dans le transfert contraire a I'éthique et illégal de restes humains ainsi
que dans la formulation et la diffusion de stéréotypes racistes a I'époque coloniale
et ensuite doivent étre analysés et portés a la connaissance de tous jusqu’a au-
jourd'hui. D’autre part, il estimportant d’entamer un dialogue avec les institutions
de conservation et les conservateurs de Namibie.

La deuxiéme partie, rédigée par Nzila M. Libanda-Mubusisi, montre que la col-
lection de restes humains conservée dans le Musée national de Namibie a plus
que doublée au cours des dix dernieres années, depuis I'indépendance jusqu’a
aujourd’hui, a la suite du retour des restes ancestraux et des objets culturels de
I'Hépital universitaire Charité et d’autres collections en Allemagne en 2011, 2014
et 2018. En conséquence, un nombre croissant de restes humains et d’objets d’im-
portance culturelle et historique s’accumulent aujourd’hui dans des entrepéts de
différentes institutions namibiennes, notamment le Musée national de Namibie,
les Archives nationales de Namibie et d’autres institutions. Ces restitutions ont sen-
sibilisé le secteur de la culture et du patrimoine namibien aux défis que représente
la gestion des restes humains et des objets du patrimoine culturel. Les débats sur
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la restitution peuvent donc contribuer a la mise en place de lignes directrices sur
la maniere dont les restes humains et autre objets culturels peuvent étre gérés le
plus efficacement possible. L'article insiste sur le fait que les pays devraient étre
obligés de garantir la bonne restitution et le rapatriement des restes humains, des
objets et de la culture matérielle qui ont été pillés et obtenus illégalement dans la
Namibie d’aujourd’hui, conservés dans des musées étrangers, des institutions et
d’autres lieux.

The Repatriation of Three Individuals from the State
Museum Hanover, Germany, to the Republic of Namibia in 2018

Human remains in public collections require an even higher level of careful
handling as sensitive objects,! being the mortal remains of ancestors or indi-
viduals whose origins often date back to contexts of colonial injustice or vi-
olence, such as assassinations, martial conflicts or the desecration of graves.
Moreover, after their entry into the collections in Europe where many still
continue to be preserved, human remains frequently became “objects” or
the subject of racial anthropological research and were thus additionally dis-
honored and misused for colonial or colonial-revisionist racist purposes.? In
Germany, there have been various recommendations or other publications
on the handling and the repatriation of human remains since 2013.% In con-
trast to the still very different and controversial handling of claims for the
restitution of objects, there is political and public consent on the repatriation
of mortal remains to their countries of origin, and indeed such remains have
been returned — mainly to Australia, New Zealand and Namibia - over the
past decade.*

First of all it is important to note that human remains are not at the focus
of the various PAESE subprojects in collections in Lower Saxony, but have
been or are being studied in separate projects.’ For the Lower Saxon State
Museum of Hanover (Landesmuseum Hannover), where a position for prov-
enance research was established in 2008, this has been the case since 2011.
The department of Ethnology, for example, decided not to exhibit human
remains at the permanent exhibition which opened in 2015, and returned
the remains of a young woman to Australia in 2017. Subsequently, the de-
partment of Natural History repatriated the remains of three individuals to
Namibia in 2018.¢



RECENT CASES OF REPATRIATION AND RESTITUTION FROM GERMANY TO NAMIBIA 281

Unlike university, medical or anthropological collections the State Mu-
seum of Hanover has never actively collected or conducted research on hu-
man remains. In fact, for a long time there was not even a systematic collect-
ing strategy concerning the ethnographic collection, other than the general
effort in the colonial period to preserve objects from the colonies.” Only a
few human remains therefore entered the museum in the colonial period
as incidental “additions” from collectors who were mainly offering animal
preparations (taxidermy) and ethnographic objects, or through exchanges
with other museums. In the case of Namibia, these were three skulls donated
to the then Provincial, later State Museum of Hanover by a merchant named
August Rautenberg (1872-1932) in 1909 and 1913.%

Traces of August Rautenberg, who was an authorised signatory for the
Lideritzbucht Company L. Scholz & Co (Ltd.) from Berlin in a branch office
in Keetmanshop,’ can be found in the museum and the municipal archives
of Hanover as well as in several sources of the colonial records.’ The museum
received the first gifts from him in 1905 and then from 1909 onwards, and
thus always in periods when Rautenberg spent some time in his hometown
before going back to Keetmanshoop.

The presence of these skulls and the general willingness to return them have
been repeatedly reported by the museum to the relevant authorities, such as the
Foreign Office or the Namibian embassy, since 2011.1> But it was only when the
third of the three repatriations mentioned above were being discussed in 2018
that the skulls were finally taken under consideration, and then repatriated fol-
lowing a ceremony in the French Cathedral at Gendarmenmarkt in Berlin on
29 August 2018. Before the repatriation, research was carried out in collabora-
tion with the Namibian embassy, accompanied by a controversial discussion
about anthropological investigations that, while they used non-invasive meth-
ods, drew on literature and methods that reproduced colonial and racist stereo-
types.”® But for the historical research it was important to at least be able to
name the gender of the person in the report, with the aim of rehumanising the
skulls after they had been turned into “objects” in the museum with inventory
numbers and labels. The museum therefore decided to have an anthropologist
look at the skulls.* The anthropological report revealed a number of contra-
dictions with the museum records. According to the information provided by
Rautenberg and documented on the index card, the skull was supposed to have
belonged to a “warrior” who had “attacked” a “farmer during a riot” and then
had been “shot by him”. It turned out, however, to be the upper skull of a young
woman that had been assembled with the lower jaw of a young man.”
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From 1909 until 2018, the remains had been regarded as one individual
but then proved to be those of two individuals with traces of earth and sand.
The latter indicated that both had lain in the earth and therefore must have
been illegally exhumed or graves had been desecrated.’* According to the cur-
rent state of research, however, it remains unclear whether August Rauten-
berg appropriated the individuals in the colony of German Southwest Africa
from an unknown person or mediator with a false indication of origin, or
whether it was Rautenberg himself who gathered them from a burial site, put
the remains of two individuals together and handed them over to the mu-
seum with an invented “bloody” story.

At the beginning of July 1913 Rautenberg handed over another human
skull which, according to the files of the Natural History department, came
from a burial ground at “Anichab bei Liideritzbucht, Deutsch-S. W. Afrika”,
was inventoried as male and “cleaned”. This skull turned out to be the re-
mains of a female individual.”

Soitdid prove important to have an anthropologist briefly examine the skulls be-
fore repatriation. The anthropological examinations provided the decisive clues
with which to ascertain for the first time that the remains were of two unrelated
individuals, to address the bones as male or female persons, and thus to “rehu-
manise” them at least in basic terms, and finally to be able to expose the story of
a shot warrior that had been handed down for decades in the archives of the mu-
seum as false. Similarly, the skull from Liideritzbucht, supposedly belonging to
an Indigenous man, was attributed to a female person. Without this brief anthro-
pological research, the State Museum of Hanover would have returned only two
skulls, with incorrect information, instead of the remains of three individuals,
and would have repeated the false story that Rautenberg told in 19009.

The act of the illegal desecration of graves and transfer of remains to Ger-
many is of course no “better” than the false story of a shot warrior, but it is
just another story. At the time of the handover, it presumably gave the skull
the additional meaning, questionable from today’s perspective, of a “trophy”
from the colony, which says a lot about the actors on the side of the colonis-
ers and the institutions and people who profited from them, including mu-
seums. While their names and activities can be reconstructed at least to some
extent, the fates of the three ancestors whose remains were unlawfully taken
to the then German Empire by a merchant and subsequently preserved in
Hanover for over a hundred years until their repatriation to Namibia remain
completely unknown to us.
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This inequality is ultimately one of the many consequences of the colo-
nial asymmetries and the “colonial archive”. These continue to have an
effect in European collections to this day and their reappraisal constitutes
a task to which the State Museum of Hanover has actively dedicated itself
within the framework of its own provenance research as well as in special
exhibitions and projects like PAESE. In this regard, the moral-ethical respon-
sibility when dealing with human remains does not end with their return or
repatriation. On the one hand, it is the duty of each institution to research
and render transparent the involvement of local actors in the illegal transfer
of human remains from the countries of origin as well as its own role in the
subsequent formation and distribution of racist stereotypes in the colonial
era and afterwards. It is their task to help make the public aware of these in-
glorious episodes and to distance themselves from it.”® In the State Museum
of Hanover, for example, a “colonial exhibition” and a “Provincial Office for
Demographic and Racial Studies” (Provinzialstelle fiir Bevilkerungskunde und
Rassenpflege) were affiliated to the department of Archaeology in the 1930s,
at the time of colonial revisionism. Both propagated racist terminology and
evolutionary models, and are now being investigated by the department of
Provenance Research.”

In the case of the skulls from Namibia, the results of both the anthropo-
logical and historical research were recorded in a report and handed over
together with the remains to the Namibian embassy and representatives of
the National Museum of Namibia on 29 August 2018.2° All human remains
returned from Germany since 2011 have been preserved there until today.

Recent Cases of Repatriation and Restitution from
the Perspective of a Namibian Curator

The National Museum of Namibia is the repository institution of cultural
and natural heritage resources. The collection of human remains preserved
there has more than doubled in the last ten years between independence and
today. The first return of the remains of 20 individuals in 2011 received inter-
national publicity due to the direct and well-documented link between these
and the 1904/08 Herero and Nama genocide in Namibia.?! Photographs of
some seventeen decapitated heads that had been used for research and pub-
lished in a German scientific journal in 1913 were republished in the media.
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The heads had been taken from prisoners held in the notorious concentra-
tion camp on Shark Island at Liideritz for racial studies.??

In 2014 the human remains of a further 35 individuals were returned.
These had been collected between 1898 and 1913; here not only the human
remains of Herero and Nama but also of San, Ovambo, and Damara indi-
viduals were repatriated. In 2018 the remains of a further 27 persons were
returned. Therefore, a total of 82 individuals has, to date, been returned to
Namibia, which means that there is now a total of 137 individuals in the col-
lection of the National Museum of Namibia.

The Witbooi Bible and Whip

In February 2019, two sacred heritage objects — a Bible and a whip that had
belonged to the famous anti-colonial resistance leader, Captain Hendrik
Witbooi (c. 1830-1905) — were returned by the Linden Museum in Stuttgart,
Germany, to Namibia.?® The official handover, in a State Ceremony, took
place on 1 March 2019, in Gibeon, Hardap Region, at the former residence
of Captain Hendrik Witbooi and during the coronation of the Nama Chief
in Gibeon.?* After the handover to the Nama Traditional Chief, the Bible
was deposited at the National Archives in view of its national significance
and value.? The whip was deposited at the National Museum of Namibia for
safekeeping.

The Hendrick Witbooi Bible and whip were exhibited to the public un-
der unsuitable conditions — harsh weather and sun - during the handover
ceremony. Here, a compromise was made in favour of public exposure. Af-
terwards and now in the National Museum the sacred objects are treated
following scientific principles of conservation to stabilise and prolong their
lifespan. Managing knowledge about the whip created opportunities for the
production of knowledge, access to historical objects and engagement with
the communities.
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The Stone Cross from Cape Cross

Additionally, a more than 500-year-old Portuguese stone cross from Cape
Cross, erected in 1486 and removed by the German colonial powers in 1893,
was returned to Namibia in August 2019 from the German Historical Muse-
um in Berlin, Germany. This restitution was a result of years of discussion
and a symposium which took place in Berlin in 2018 and sought to deter-
min where the cross belonged and whether Namibia’s claim for restitution
was justified.?® The stone cross arrived in Namibia on 6 August 2019. Bilateral
consultation was held between the Federal Republic of Germany and the Re-
public of Namibia regarding an official handover, which did not take place,
however, with the result that the cross remains in a storage — in its box.#”

Conclusion

One consequence of the various returns and repatriations to date has been that a
growing number of human remains and objects of cultural and historical signifi-
cance are now accumulating in various storage facilities at Namibian institutions,
including the National Museum of Namibia, the National Archives of Namibia,
and others across the country. These returns have therefore raised awareness in
the Namibian culture and heritage sector regarding the challenges of managing
human remains and heritage objects. The inventorying, verification and authen-
tication through curation of human remains, associated objects and significant
heritage objects in regional and foreign institutions should therefore be a collabo-
rative work — and considered before or during repatriation and restitution pro-
cesses. Debates around the latter can therefore assistin developing comprehensive
guidelines on how human remains and other cultural objects are best handled.

Accordingly, provenance research should be a cooperative task of the
countries involved and those countries should be obligated to ensure prop-
er repatriation and restitution of looted and illegally acquired objects from
nowadays Namibia and related cultural material. As the Namibian nation
and or communities can demonstrate a genuine link to the human remains
and to heritage objects which have over time become of demonstrable value
to the nation and or the communities in question, there is, finally, no need to
call them “so-called” societies of origin.?®
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