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Abstract

The more spatially and/or temporally distant a collection is from its culture of 
origin, the harder it is to apply culturally appropriate processes for its use and 
management. This is of particular relevance to the repatriation of First Nations 
cultural materials. While collections managers may have close relationships with 
certain First Nations individuals and communities that have been the subject 
of their research and collections projects, they often lack detailed knowledge 
of other spatially and temporally distant cultures and communities. As a result, 
when working on a repatriation request, they may be at a loss to know where to 
start and what to watch out for.

This chapter describes the general methodologies that are applied in the re
patriation of central Australian secret/sacred and significant objects by the Repa-
triation team at the National Museum of Australia1. It is intended to provide an 
introductory guide to non-Australian collectors and collecting institutions seek-
ing to either initiate, or respond to, requests for repatriation of such objects to 
First Nations peoples in Australia.
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Principes fondamentaux (Résumé)

Plus une collection est éloignée spatialement et/ou temporellement de sa culture 
d’origine, plus il est difficile d’appliquer des processus culturellement appropriés 
pour son utilisation et sa gestion. Ceci est particulièrement important pour le rapa-
triement du matériel culturel des Premières nations. Si les gestionnaires de collec-
tions peuvent avoir d’étroites relations avec certaines personnes et communautés 
des Premières nations qui ont fait l’objet de leurs recherches et de leurs projets de 
collecte, ils manquent souvent de connaissances détaillées sur d’autres cultures et 
communautés éloignées dans l’espace et dans le temps. Par conséquent, lors du 
traitement d’une demande de rapatriement, ils ignorent parfois par où commen-
cer et ce à quoi il faut faire attention.

Ce chapitre décrit les méthodologies générales appliquées par l’équipe de ra-
patriement du musée national d’Australie pour le rapatriement d’objets secrets/
sacrés et significatifs du centre de l’Australie. Il s’agit d’un guide d’introduction 
destiné aux collectionneurs et aux institutions de collecte non australiens qui sou-
haitent initier ou répondre à des demandes de rapatriement de ces objets aux 
peuples des Premières nations d’Australie.

Introduction 

The title of this paper – First Principles – is intended to address a basic, but 
very important, issue in repatriation: “Where do I start?”

There is a considerable body of readily available research that addresses 
the cultural significance and contexts of Central Australian secret/sacred and 
significant objects.2 These cultural values are the primary reasons behind of 
the desire for such objects to be returned to their Traditional Owners. How-
ever, there is little information available as to how museums might initiate, 
or respond to, a repatriation activity. Determining where to start is the focus 
of this paper.

Initial requests from Australian First Nations3 communities, or their re
presentatives, to museums, institutions, and individuals, for the repatriation 
of secret/sacred and significant objects, can be intimidating. The request it-
self may be courteous but raises an issue about which the curator has little or 
no previous experience or knowledge. Requests for repatriations by commu-
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nities can also occasionally be phrased in forceful, direct, and often legalistic, 
language, which is the standard communication style for those experienced 
with repatriation requests, but which is, again, a totally new experience for 
the unaware and inexperienced curator.4 

It is also not unusual for western collection managers of First Nations 
cultural materials to have a very limited knowledge of many of the cultures 
represented in their collections. Early collecting practices gathered objects 
world-wide, and many First Nations cultures are represented in any single 
institution. However, the collection manager, no matter how experienced in 
the culture of their special interest group, cannot be expected to identify and 
understand all the social and historical contexts of all the materials of all the 
cultures represented in their collections.

Australian First Nations collections held in overseas holdings are often 
treated by managing curators as separated in both time and space from their 
associated cultures. Collections from the First Nations groups often came to 
a halt in those institutions many decades ago. They are typically displayed as 
relics of a bygone age; of people, cultures and practices that no longer exist, 
cultures frozen in time, or of groups who no longer practice those lifestyles 
represented in an institution’s collections. They are presented as curios from 
a lost past. They are also often displayed generically, with a mix of objects 
from culturally distinct groups presented under the umbrella term of “Aus-
tralian Aboriginal Culture”.5

Living Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people do not necessarily see 
old and remote collections in this way. There are many Australian First Na-
tions cultural groups, and as many opinions as to the contemporary cultural 
status and value of collections. There are those who demand repatriation, 
and there are those who are happy for objects to remain where they are, such 
as in museums, galleries, university, or individuals’ collections. However, 
based on my experience, all see the objects as part of their cultural heritage, 
whether they previously knew of the existence of the collections or not. All 
First Nations peoples also have something to offer in understanding the cul-
tural and historic backgrounds of those materials, whether they have direct 
experience with them or not. Considerable knowledge still exists and is con-
tinuously transmitted through active cultural processes and practices. This 
knowledge includes the symbolic, such as the inherent meaning conveyed 
through artistic iconography, and the practical, such as the manufacture and 
use of technologies.
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Museums tend to be conservative places, with a culture of their own. The 
mystique of the museum explorer persists in some spaces – even in Australia. 
The idea is that the curator must do the field research and consultation – an 
expensive and long-term proposition. For the purpose of repatriation discus-
sions, such travels are not essential, although face-to-face contact between 
claimants and curators is always rewarding, personally and professionally, for 
participants of both groups. The opportunity to meet in-person, to discuss 
matters of interest without mediation, such as through media or bureaucratic 
time-managers, and to see the lands from which the people, and collections, 
come, is an invaluable experience. 

Nonetheless, we can’t all travel, and we are not all experts in the cultures 
represented in our collections. As an example, while I have a good generalist 
knowledge of Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, and 
the cultural contexts of certain material culture that originated in Australia, 
I have limited knowledge of African societies. What I do know is that, in the 
event of a request for repatriation from an African source, is that I will need 
expert local advice before I respond or engage at length. Therefore, what I 
advocate in this paper is for prospective practitioners to do some homework 
and seek expert ‘local’ advice first.

Doing homework 

The starting point to engagement with Australia First Nations peoples, is to have 
an idea of the significance of secret/sacred objects in the cultures of origin. Do-
ing homework is relatively simple. As noted above, there are numerous pub-
lished historical and scholarly research-based descriptions of Australian secret/
sacred objects and their cultural contexts. Many of these are available through 
institutional libraries. Caution is required in their use, especially of earlier his-
torical reports, because they invariably reveal restricted images and informa-
tion. This is information that would not, in both traditional and contemporary 
cultural contexts, be made available to uninitiated men, to women and chil-
dren (in the case of men’s objects), or men (in the case of women’s objects).

But historical texts alone are not sufficient to understand the significance 
of such objects to today’s communities. Indeed, relying on historical texts 
to develop a cultural template can be both misleading and inappropriate.  
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Today’s First Nations communities may have different cultural reasons for 
seeking repatriation. The request may be based on historical significance rather 
than religious significance, or vice versa. However, the requests are genuine, 
and have been arrived at through legitimate processes of cultural change and 
community consensus as to significance. As a result, it is also necessary to 
understand contemporary cultural contexts and significance for material cul-
tures collections. Strangely, the most up-to-date and readily available sources 
for such information is through mainstream news media. Many repatriation 
activities are well-covered by news media events,6 particularly in Australia, 
and many First Nations speakers communicate their reasons for desiring the 
return of objects through such media. The next step is, ask the “experts”.

Experts 

Who are the experts, and what are they experts in? Of course, the Traditional 
Owners and Custodians of the objects under consideration must be acknowl-
edged as the Experts in their own cultures. But identifying and engaging with 
the appropriate First Nations people can be a major challenge for researchers 
outside of Australia.

I work as a museum curator and repatriation officer. I am an “expert” in the 
practical processes of repatriation. I am knowledgeable about, but do not con-
sider myself an expert in, the deeper cultural contexts of secret/sacred objects in 
Australian First Nations groups. As well as First Nations Elders, there are many an-
thropologists and heritage agencies staff and professionals who, due to their long 
local engagement with First Nations communities, have greater knowledge of the 
past and current cultural contexts and significance of the objects in question. It is 
part of my job to know who these agencies and individuals might be.

My approach to a repatriation event is, therefore, to firstly identify or con-
firm that the potential claimant has prima facie right to make the request and, 
in most cases, that they have a formal responsibility and legal accountability 
to represent First Nations stakeholders.

In Australia, the major museums often have close relationships with Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the management and representa-
tion of their cultures. This engagement has come about through “doorstep 
activism” on the part of First Nations people. 



373First    P rincipl       e s

Because museums, museum staff and First Nations peoples are immediate 
neighbours, and because debates over First Nations and non-First Nations re-
lationships occur daily. The decision by Australian museums to engage with 
Australian First Nations people is not a fearful response to intimidation. The 
thorough arguments and debates that have been generated through engage-
ments has led to a greater appreciation of the continuance and vitality of 
Australian First Nations cultures, and recognition of their right to be involved 
in the management of their cultural heritage – old, current, and emerging.

Australia’s publicly funded Federal, State and Territory museums have a 
long-standing commitment to repatriation of Ancestral Remains and secret/
sacred objects7. The Australian Government has an explicit policy supporting 
the return of remains and secret/sacred objects,8 and provides some support 
funding for repatriation activities through the Office for the Arts.9 

Australian museums have been engaging for decades with the First Na-
tions communities represented in their collection holdings, and in their state 
or territory in particular. They have built up a wealth of knowledge, experi-
ence, and relationships, and can usually advise on which First Nations groups 
or representative agencies to contact.

It is not hard to engage with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, 
either directly, or through their authorised representatives. Advice as to who 
to contact over issues of First Nations heritage is readily available through 
numerous agencies, including: 

	� State and Territory Museums10

	� Land Councils11

	� Native Title Representative Bodies12

	� Legal Aid Services13 
	� Community Councils14

	� Art and Cultural Centres15 
	� State and territory government heritage offices16 
	� Universities17

	� Researchers18

Any of these sources can either provide advice or refer you to who you should 
contact. They are discoverable through an online search, or through indi-
vidual and museums’ industry contacts,19 and are contactable by phone and 
e-mail. Publicly funded agencies such as museums and government heritage 
agencies often have an obligation to provide some ‘entry level’ information 
and advice free of charge. In many cases, it is not necessary to go to Australia 
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to trace contacts – there are researchers across the world who work with First 
Nations people in Australia and can assist directly or provide advice and fur-
ther contacts. The products of such engagements can be many and varied. In 
all scenarios, however, the result is the sharing of information. 

There is no guarantee that engagements will be successful. There are some 
issues that require cautious management and appreciation. There is also no 
obligation on any First Nations person or agency to assist. In addition, there 
may be internal community politics that may affect or complicate an engage-
ment. It may be difficult to identify a relevant culturally authorised spokes-
person. While repatriation is an important issue for them, other social issues 
such as health, education, and housing, will also take priority.

Working through representative agencies provides an extra level of pro-
tection for museums. Such agencies usually have strong internal systems of 
governance and accountability, acknowledging their role in representing 
First Nations interests over the interests of their employed individuals. For 
example, on rare occasions, individual researchers, may ask favoured and 
sympathetic informants for advice or decisions about cultural materials, 
knowing they will get the advice the researcher personally prefers. This is 
convenient for the researcher, but risky for the distanced museum. Working 
with agencies to ensure community consensus helps avoid such problems.

Representative agencies, however, as legally established organisations, 
have accountability. Both to their First Nations clients and to official proto-
cols of corporate governance. Working with such agencies, at least in the be-
ginning, provides a degree of insurance for the participating museum and 
serves as a demonstration of ethical practice20. 

Secret/Sacred Objects 

In its repatriation activities over its 27 years, the National Museum of Australia 
has relied heavily on the support of many of these representative agencies 
in its successful repatriation of Ancestral Remains and secret/sacred objects. 

In 2004, three hundred and eight secret/sacred objects were returned to 
Western Australian communities through a multi-museum collaboration.21 
State museums were approached by the National Museum regarding ob-
jects in their care available for repatriation. The Western Australian Museum 
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agreed to contact communities in Western Australia with whom it had long 
standing relationships, good knowledge, and reputation. At the instruction 
of communities, objects were sent to the Western Australian Museum for re-
distribution to First Nations communities. These communities were repre-
sented in their claims by legally and culturally accountable heritage agencies 
such as the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Culture Centre and Wangka Maya 
Language Centre in the Pilbara. A condition of the repatriation was that the 
Western Australian Museum was assisting the communities, and not being 
given legal possession of the objects. The objects were returned to communi-
ties over time as resources and facilities became available.

In 2006, fifty-four secret/sacred objects were returned to Central Austral-
ian communities through the National Museum engaging the Central Land 
Council to carry out consultations.22 Consultations can be time consuming 
and cannot always happen in a compressed or consecutive time frame. If the 
options are to engage a private consultant for 50 consecutive days – or engag-
ing a representative agency such as the Land Council for 50 non-consecutive 
days over a year, then the latter option is far more sympathetic to cultural 
time frames, the need for group discussions, seasonal disruptions, and travel 
over long distances. 

At the time of writing, consultations are ongoing between the National 
Museum, Central Australian, and Northern Australian communities over a 
further 20 secret/sacred objects. Because of COVID-19 lockdowns and trav-
el bans, face to face engagements have been restricted, but teleconferencing 
and e-mail has allowed continued consultation.

An important aspect of these consultations has been that they rely on con-
sensus. Through community discussions, claims will be endorsed or chal-
lenged, knowledge will be shared, decisions will be thoughtful. Consensus is 
important. There are examples of repatriation related events (not necessarily 
secret/ sacred) where individual researchers have sought responses that re-
flect their own views on repatriation or, even more concerning, received “ap-
provals” for unsanctioned research by working with individuals who are not 
fully informed of the possible consequences of the research.23
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Cautionary tales 

Whether or not the approached institution supports or opposes repatriation 
of secret/sacred objects, it still has a professional obligation to be informed 
about the cultural context of such objects. This will better enable them to tell 
the appropriate stories about those objects and, I hope, through self-educa-
tion resulting in better awareness of the cultures involved, lead them to the 
conclusion that repatriation may be the appropriate action. To use opposi-
tion to repatriation as an excuse to avoid learning about the cultural signifi-
cance of the objects in their care is basically unethical. Some examples.

Bad story 1: The National Museum of Denmark

In the exhibition Ethnographical Treasure Rooms at the National Museum, 
you can see collections from Micronesia, including a warrior from the Gilbert 
Islands, boats, fishing tools, ceremonial equipment, objects made from raffia 
and jewellery, together with others relating to hunting, war, daily life and the 
cults of the Aborigines of Australia.24

In 2018, the author visited the National Museum of Denmark. The exhibition 
of Australian First Nations people included a small, mixed selection of ob-
jects from Central Australia, the Northern Territory, North Western Australia, 
Queensland and South Australia, with secular and secret/sacred items inter-
mingled. Dozens of language groups were represented in the one exhibition 
case, without any care taken to distinguish or explain the variety of signifi-
cance. A significant number of the objects were secret/sacred and sensitive 
religious, ceremonial, and sorcery objects that would normally be restricted 
from view in Australian First Nations groups.

The presentation probably reflects an old exhibition staying on display 
for decades, rather than a more recent exploration of Australian First Nations 
cultures – noting, however, that a more recent “Indigenous themed” art mu-
ral in the exhibition foyer demonstrates an acknowledgement of the need to 
occasionally upgrade exhibition spaces. As with many museums, some ex-
hibitions remain up for far too long due to shifting priorities and resources. 
While the current interpretation of this old exhibition style is to show diversity 
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of Australian cultures, the exhibition does little, if anything, to educate visi- 
tors about those cultures. Again, in the light of debates about what is the ap-
propriate way to manage such sensitive objects and the ready availability of 
advice through literature, web searches, professional journals, or consulta-
tion, there is no reason such exhibits should persist. That the exhibition is 
old and was prepared ‘before we knew what we know now’ is no excuse.

Bad Story 2: The Museum of Tomorrow, Brazil 

In 2015, the Museum of Tomorrow opened in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. A feature of 
this museum is a gallery displaying a single item: an Australian Aboriginal secret/
sacred object, probably from north-western Australia. The object is one that was 
traditionally restricted in viewing and contact. Here it is displayed to all. It is pre-
sented without description of its original cultural context; rather it has a cultural-
ly un-informed interpretation by curators and designers. The website text states:

The area called Us, the last part of the Main Exhibition, features a light and sound 
display. The setting is based on an ‘oca’. An indigenous house of knowledge, 
where the elders share cultural information and wisdom with younger genera
tions. The ‘tjurunga’, an object used by Australian aborigines to symbolize the 
passing on of knowledge, is central to this area. It is among the most ancient 
artefacts ever created and is the only physical object in the main exhibit.25

And continues:

General director of the Roberto Marinho Foundation, Hugo Barreto, sees the 
‘tjurunga’ as a symbol of the museum itself. Like the museum, its shape is elon-
gated and it transmits knowledge. Mr. Barreto explains, ‘The exhibits are our 
‘inscriptions’ in the museum, which help visitors understand the connection 
between the past and the future.’

This is an exhibition of wilful ignorance, unforgivable today. The object has 
been appropriated, its cultural and religious context lost and desecrated, to 
the point where it is displayed in a gallery inspired by Amazonian First Nations 
longhouses, mixing at least two distinct and unrelated cultural traditions. Its 
meaning reinterpreted by designers and architects. The promotional image 
for the Museum is now the main image for the Wikipedia entry for “Tjurunga”.26 
At the bottom of the page in very small print is the statement:
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“Aboriginal readers from Central and Western Desert regions are respect-
fully advised that viewing or displaying images of sacred objects may be con-
sidered inappropriate by their communities.”

Good Story: Museum Natur und Mensch, Freiburg

But now let me wrap up on a happier note. In 2020 the Freiburg Museum Natur 
und Mensch opened an exhibition of objects celebrating its 125th anniversary. 
The museum approached the National Museum of Australia seeking a sug-
gestion as to what objects might be suitable for display. The listing included 
(but was not limited to) Central Australian secret/sacred objects. Given my spe-
cialist interests in secret/sacred objects, I suggested a display in which secret/
sacred objects were a focus, but not displayed. Rather, the display includes the 
narrative that, due to the advocacy of Australian First Nations communities, 
Australian museums now consider it inappropriate to display such objects. The 
museum courageously accepted this suggestion, although safer object options 
were available. The exhibition was successful and curator Stefanie Schien sub-
sequently advised me that this approach proved quite entertaining, stating: “It 
enriches the exhibition, making it all the more surprising and fascinating!”27

In their catalogue28 they deliberately left a blank where the image would 
have appeared. Whether or not the museum chooses to pursue or respond to 
future repatriation requests, its educational resources and internal exhibition 
and research processes have hopefully improved through taking this approach.

Conclusion 

It is not hard to develop a better understanding of the past and contemporary 
cultural place and significance of secret/sacred objects, indeed all cultural 
materials, that relate to Australian First Nations peoples. Simple e-mails and 
phone calls will do the job, and people are generally happy to chat and share 
their knowledge and experience in a positive and generous manner. Austral-
ian public museums, in particular, are spending on the public purse, and as-
sisting with inquiries about such issues all the time. If we can’t provide advice 
and assistance, we can refer you quickly to those who can.29
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