
1 

[X]position, Vol. 4, 2019 

Tina Naston, Art History & Classics, cnaston@hamilton.edu  

WHEN REPATRIATION IS NOT POSSIBLE: 
COLONIALIST TROPHIES IN THE FORM OF WORLD 

ART AND WHAT TO DO WITH THEM 

Naston, Tina 

(Submitted April 2019; Reviewed June 2019; Accepted August 2019) 

ABSTRACT 

The topic of repatriation –returning art and artefacts, including human remains, to their place and people of 
origin – is hotly debated in several subject areas, from art history to classics to archaeology. As western 
countries have begun to recognise their colonial pasts, the question of what to do with art acquired during 
periods of colonisation has become an important and pressing issue. While many call for the repatriation of 
all art and artefacts, such a task remains a significant challenge due to a number of legal and logistical 
obstacles. This article explores potential uses for world art collections in museums and how we might come 
to a compromise that is both respectful to indigenous cultures and maximises the educational potential of 
these objects. Opening channels of communication between institutions and cultures could allow greater 
mobility of objects and knowledge through loans, educational programming, and mutually beneficial 
relationships between institutions and people.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

A large percentage of world art on display in museums in 
Western Europe and North America was obtained through 
violence and suppression of indigenous and local cultures, 
acquired during periods of colonisation. While we might 
consider the inclusion of world art in major western museums a 
method of bolstering widespread appreciation for non-western 
art, there are many who argue this art should be taken off 
display and repatriated or returned to its country of origin. 
Issues of cultural heritage, ethical acquisition of artwork, and 
material culture, and what to do about looted objects in museum 
collections have become much-debated topics for a number of 
reasons, including more famous repatriation cases, such as the 
Parthenon Marbles and Euphronios Krater, as well as social 
justice movements in favour of Native and Indigenous peoples. 
While popular opinion currently trends toward repatriation, a 
universal policy of returning all world art to its country of origin 
may have unintended negative consequences. Using the 
London Missionary Society and Rockefeller Collection in New 
York, this paper examines how museums use their world art 
collections in the modern age in order to evaluate positive and 
negative uses of colonially acquired artwork, examine the 
complexities and pitfalls of 100% repatriation, and discuss 
potential strategies cultural institutions might employ to de-
colonise collections. 

MISSIONARIES, MUSEUMS, AND MARKETS 

In 1797, the newly formed Christian group, the London 
Missionary Society (LMS), known then simply as ‘Missionary 
Society’, set out for Tahiti (Hooper, 2006). It had been less than 
20 years since the death of colonialist Captain James Cook in 
Hawai’i, and Londoners were still brimming with curiosity 
about far away, newly explored parts of the world, especially 
Oceania. As more indigenously made objects brought back 
from the Cook voyages were deemed ‘idols’, Protestant groups 
saw an opportunity for missionary work all over the globe. 

When the LMS - and other missionary groups, but perhaps none 
with so much fervour as the LMS - returned from their missions, 
they would bring back more ‘idols’ (Fig. 1), supposedly 
surrendered by Natives as tokens of their conversion to 
Christianity. Modern art historians now understand that many 
of these supposed idols did not serve any religious purpose 
whatsoever; the LMS misunderstood depictions of, and 
veneration for ancestors in particular, as idolatry. Other times, 
they may have bought traditional objects which had been 
reproduced by locals to be sold to Europeans. 1814 marked the 
opening of the LMS Museum in London, where these ‘artificial  
 
 

 
 

Figure 1: A’a, presented by the people of Ruruturu to the 
London Missionary Society upon their conversion to 

Christianity, made in the 17th century. British Museum. 
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curiosities’ would be displayed so that white Protestants in 
London could see what other white Protestants had around the 
world. Most importantly though, they became tangible evidence 
of the success of missionaries in Polynesia, which garnered 
spiritual and monetary support for their missions and inspired 
other missionaries and missionary groups (Seton, 2015). In 
1910, the LMS donated their collection to the British Museum, 
where it remains today.  
 
Other prominent world art collections do not have such blatant 
colonial ties; the Rockefeller Collection in the Arts of Africa, 
Oceania, and the Americas (AAOA) department at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art is composed of over 3,000 gifts 
from the Rockefeller family. These were likely purchased at one 
of the numerous ‘primitive art’ markets and auctions; these 
enjoyed enormous popularity, especially during the world art-
inspired Primitivist movement (Errington, 1998). Evidence in  
turn suggests this art was accumulated as a result of worldwide 
colonialist activities by western Europeans, whose chain of 
ownership is so complicated that the travesties of colonialism 
which contributed to its place in the Metropolitan Museum 
might go unrecognised.   

LEGAL ISSUES 

Over time, members of the public and scholars alike have 
developed a growing discomfort with world art collections, 
which Wingfield calls ‘scarcely more than a colonialist trophy 
case’ (Wingfield, 2012). The Parthenon Marbles, Euphronios 
Krater, and other famous repatriation cases, ongoing and 
settled, have created a substantial interest in the question of 
whether art should be returned to its country of origin. While 
there is legislation on cultural heritage and property, the laws 
governing repatriation are few and faulty. Many of these were 
written after World War II with the purpose of returning art 
stolen by Nazis; consequently, art which was stolen before 
World War II often is unaffected by these laws. Still, more 
recent laws, specifically designed to benefit cultures from 
whom world art originates, fall short. The Native American 
Graves and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) is an example of such 
a law; when it was being written, indigenous people were 
largely left out of the conversation (Pensley, 1990). Moreover, 
now that it has gone into effect, a large percentage of those 
doing the work of repatriation are Native Americans; museums 
often fail to complete the tasks in the repatriation process for 
which they are responsible, such as notifying tribes and 
societies when museums might own something belonging to 
them. The results of a survey conducted in 2012 by Colwell-
Chanthaphonh show that, although NAGPRA is generally 
considered successful in Native communities, the process is an 
enormous emotional and psychological burden on Native 
people (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2012). Testimonials from 
indigenous NAGPRA workers tell of the anger and sadness they 
feel when they see their ancestors’ remains on display and the 
brevity of the relief and happiness they feel upon their reburial, 
because they know they have much work ahead. Vincent E. 

Randall, an Apache tribal leader, responded to the survey with 
the following comment: 

 
I and my team have had several positive and uplifting 
experiences with museums and NAGPRA claims early on. 
We have also had very negative experiences. Often times, 
we are essentially called liars about our own history. This 
leads to anxiety amongst our elders who work on these 
claims, because they know that in many cases in which 
museums refuse to repatriate holy objects, those objects 
languish far away from their rightful home, and this has an 
ill effect on everyone, including not only our own people, 
but museum staff as well. (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2012) 

 
The work of repatriation, while important and often rewarding, 
creates further distress for people who have already experienced 
immeasurable trauma at the hands of the people and institutions 
who hold the objects they are working to reclaim; the survey 
showed that native workers doing the work of repatriation 
considered NAGPRA a ‘spiritual burden’ (Colwell-
Chanthaphonh, 2012). Hence, a law which was meant to help 
has, in many ways, hurt. 
 
Unfortunately, complete and total repatriation represents a 
potentially impossible task due to a number of logistical factors. 
The provenance of many of these objects is documented poorly 
or not at all, and shifting borders and boundaries cast doubt on 
to whom this art belongs. For example, the modern country of 
Benin is not located where the Benin Kingdom was during the 
production of the famous palace plaques (Fig. 2). Might the 
modern country of Benin make a claim to these items? As they 
share a name, might they also feel that their heritage lies with 
the Benin Kingdom?  
 
Further, how do we account for diaspora and the effects of 
western imperialist action on historic borders? Several nations 
might be able to lay claim to an object or set of objects and that 
combined with museums’ resistance to repatriate objects in the 
first place would likely result in numerous long legal battles, 
draining resources for all involved, regardless of who initiated 
the repatriation process. Genetic and cultural connections may 
not necessarily provide any clear solutions; a so-called ‘transfer 
of victimhood’ may be based on linguistic, geographic, 
religious, or other factors, and only becomes more difficult over 
time (Björnberg, 2015). In other words, the provenance of these 
objects has become so convoluted that any attempt to repatriate 
them might result in further complicated legal battles, which are 
costly and emotionally taxing for all involved. Given the large 
collections of world art in many museums and the 
recommendation by cultural heritage lawyers that repatriation 
be considered on a case by case basis, the work of repatriation 
could easily take decades (Björnberg, 2015). This certainly does 
not mean that some degree of repatriation should not be 
attempted, but it does remind us that it remains an incredibly 
difficult task.  
 



 

   

 

 

   

 

 
 

Figure 2: Brass Plaque showing the Oba of Benin with 
Attendants, 16th century. British Museum. 

 

THE BENEFITS OF WORLD ART COLLECTIONS 

Despite the discomfort we might feel about the origins of these 
collections, they have undergone a transformation that makes it 
clear that world art serves an important purpose in museums, 
further complicating debates on repatriation. In recent years, 
pieces from the Rockefeller wing have become staples in 
museum guidebooks, including the MetKids programming, 
which includes several pieces from the AAOA department 
(Family Map, 2011). Meanwhile, world art plays a rather small 
role in British Museum guidebooks and children’s programs, 
but their representation in tours and museum-supplied curricula 
indicates an attempt to at least invite people into the world art 
department. These collections expose students to non-western 
cultures in a way that frames them as individual, unique cultures 
worth learning about on their own merit, not just as people 
conquered by Europeans. Despite school curricula trending 
toward broader cultural inclusion, AAOA is vastly 
underrepresented, even within advanced curricula, and 
certainly would not have been present in the education of older 
generations – except perhaps as primitive curiosities, which was 
the same purpose they served in the early days of world art 
collections (AP Central, 2015). Modern treatment of these 
collections provides representation for these cultures in a 
museum context and exposes Westerners to the art of people 
who did not come from Europe and who they might not think 
of as producers and consumers of art and culture, simply 
because it is not something they are regularly exposed to. The 
more people see world art, the less ‘other’ it becomes, 
especially when it stands on its own rather than as a reference 

to the Cook Voyages (as it was in a 2019 exhibition at the 
British Museum) or how it was used by European primitivists 
to create their own famous styles (as it has been used in 
countless exhibitions on Picasso and his oeuvre).  

 

Aside from the legislative difficulties, there are many other 
arguments against total repatriation policies, many of which 
advance agendas of diversity and globalisation in their own 
ways. World art collections in museums prove that world art is, 
in fact, art; it substantiates its place among the Greek kylikes 
and Roman sarcophagi, and the Monets, Picassos, and 
Botticellis. If world art is included in major collections such as 
the Metropolitan Museum, the British Museum, and the Louvre, 
it is included in the ranks of the greatest art in the world. After 
all, the majority of cultures from which such art comes have 
concepts of art which they apply to the objects we now find in 
museums; ‘art’ itself is vague and culturally dependent, 
‘linguistically and cognitively’ (Bowden, 2006) Logically, it 
makes sense for these objects to be categorised as art as they 
share a number of similarities with western art – many of them 
are objects which are utilitarian in function but have 
aesthetically pleasing and interesting designs. For example, a 
waka huia box used to store feathers in Oceania (Fig. 3) and an 
ornate box from the ancient Mediterranean (Fig. 4) share 
several obvious similarities. Many western art collections, 
particularly ancient ones, contain a large number of utilitarian 
objects, from amphorae and perfume flasks to grave stones.  

 

 
Figure 3: Waka Huia (Treasure Box), Maori people, 1850s. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

 

 
Figure 4: Box with Sleeping Eros, Roman or Byzantine, 300-
400. Metropolitan Museum of Art.  
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World art objects were made with the intent of being 
aesthetically pleasing and often have an important 
representational purpose, all of which are motifs prevalent in 
western art. Thus, world art is art, and therefore must be treated 
with the same respect as western art. 
 

When faced with the dilemma of what to do about colonially 
acquired art in museum collections, there is also a  struggle to 
find a compromise between sensitivity and accessibility. If all 
world art were repatriated to its place of origin, it would be 
difficult for people from elsewhere to actually see it. These 
objects might be seen by a billion people each year in museums 
in Europe, simply due to population density; however, in 
Polynesia or West Africa, these numbers begin to dwindle. 
Even for those willing to travel to see art in its original location, 
traveling outside of Europe and North America presents a 
number of financial and logistical difficulties. Those with 
enough money might be able to afford travelling to see such art 
if it were in a museum context or public collection, but other 
individuals of all ages and incomes interested in world art and 
cultures might struggle to find a way to see these objects. Few 
people will deny the impact of seeing art in person rather than 
on a projector screen, and, while the increased interest in 
making art accessible to all is important, admirable, and 
necessary, it also complicates the debate on repatriation 
(Gathercole, 1981). 

 

COLLABORATION BETWEEN MUSEUMS & 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

The struggle to find a universally accepted solution for the 
problem of repatriation will continue for quite some time. 
Balancing the needs and rightful claims of ownership from 
indigenous people while promoting globalisation and 
accessibility has proven to be an incredibly complex issue. 
There are many suggestions set forth to clarify and improve the 
process and to improve conditions for world art that remains in 
western collections. The first is that museums should 
communicate in a friendlier and more transparent manner with 
indigenous and non-western peoples, using resources to 
improve collections and accessibility. It would behove major 
museums to repatriate items without great shows of resistance 
and lengthy legal battles, opting instead for cooperation and 
collaboration with people who ask that their cultural items be 
returned. An open line of communication between institutions 
and the cultures to whom world art originally belonged proves 
beneficial to all parties, as is seen in the Penn Museum’s 
‘potlatch loans’ to indigenous people in North America 
(Espenlaub, 2015). These loans are a system in which the 
museum returns items used for potlatch ceremonies, a long 
standing and deeply important cultural tradition in which 
several societies of the Pacific Northwest Coast engage in gift-
giving during major life events, including deaths, births, 
adoptions, weddings –when they are needed. For the rest of the 
year, the museum keeps the objects on display. 

For peoples who do not wish to make repatriation claims, the 
offer of a loan or some form of collaboration on exhibitions and 
gallery labels should be encouraged (Bowden, 2006). Likewise, 
hiring more curators, researchers, and staff with ties to these 
cultures or bringing in guest curators for certain exhibitions 

might make for a better relationship between institutions and 
peoples and improve presentation of world art in museums, as 

 
Figure 5: Kwakwaka’wakw Potlatch Ceremony. Photo taken 
in 1914 by Edward Curtis. 

 

is evident in the case of Louis Shotridge (Pruecel, 2015). As the 
first Tlingit person to be employed by a museum, he was able 
to shape how his culture was depicted for an audience on the 
other side of the country to ensure that it was a respectful and 
accurate depiction which did not play into any stereotyping or 
racist ideas about native people. Another initiative could be to 
invite contemporary artists within those cultures to present their 
work and speak about the art of their culture. 

 

There are further initiatives that might be taken by museums. 
Making archives fully accessible online would be immensely 
helpful, and, as Christen (2011) points out, would allow objects 
‘to exist in multiple places at once’, making them a resource for 
scholars and the people from whom these objects came 
although not a replacement for the physical objects themselves 
(Christen, 2011). It could also be productive for museums to 
fund excavations in countries where their world art collections 
originate. Since institutions that fund archaeological projects 
typically receive a portion of the finds as a courtesy, they might 
be able to repatriate some of the objects they hold in their 
collections and replace them with new, ethically acquired, 
properly documented finds. After all, there is more value in an 
object that has been properly recorded and contextualised 
though this can only truly be done in the context of an 
excavation. Archaeological projects also often directly and 
indirectly supply a number of jobs for locals, including working 
on the dig itself and occupations related to an increased 
population, which creates a need for more people in industries, 
such as food service and hospitality; this might serve as a 
meaningful though minor means of reparations for prior 
damage inflicted to these places by means of colonialist 
activity. 

MOVING FORWARD: WHERE DO WE GO FROM 
HERE? 

Museums cannot be blamed entirely for the difficult 
circumstances of repatriation. As discussed here, the flaws in 
legislation are also a major contributor to the difficulties 
encountered during the process of repatriation; these laws will 
need to undergo a number of changes before they can 
accomplish their objectives. By building on existing legislation 
from individual countries and UNESCO alike, legislators might 
institutions (Cuno, 2014). One improvement would be be able 



 

   

 

 

   

 

to create policies that work for indigenous people and 
eliminating vague language so that laws might be more easily 
enforced; it is much less difficult to understand and successfully 
execute repatriation procedures if they are outlined clearly. 
Another way forward could be allowing groups to self-identify 
to eliminate discourse and discomfort between legislators and 
indigenous people whose self-identifications have been 
questioned or invalidated by institutions and legal systems in 
the past (Appiah, 2009). UNESCO must involve the voices of 
those who will be directly affected by these policies, an area in 
which previous legislation has failed, in order to ensure that it 
is actually beneficial to the people it is supposed to help  
(Pensley, 2005). 

CONCLUSION 

In 1981, Peter Gathercole, one of the most prominent world art 
scholars of the twentieth century, published a comment in the 
Royal Anthropological Institute publication on what might be 
done about repatriation. He pointed out that there is ‘no simple 
solution,’ but called for greater efforts to be made by both 
lawmakers and institutions (Gathercole, 1981). Almost thirty 
years later, we still yearn for solutions. World art collections 
have colonialist pasts that must be reckoned with. While 
complete and total repatriation is logistically unfeasible and an 
academic hindrance, indigenous people, art historians, and 
legislators alike must continue to reconcile the past while 
moving forward. With consistent and persistent work and 
collaboration between indigenous communities and cultural 
institutions, we can both respect indigenous peoples and learn 
about them through the art and artefacts they have created.
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