Afterword: Material reckonings with military histories
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Dividing the Spoils was devised and extensively discussed at a time when the question of
provenance research and reckoning with the colonial past of collections, through prominent
amongst a number of scholars and museum professionals, was not subject to the heightened
attention that has more recently surrounded them. The context in which this volume will
appear is noticably different.

In 2017-19, the circumstances that galvanised the questions of colonial spoils and their
fates into the forefront of public discourse were an unlikely synergy between international
politics and popular culture. In November 2017, the debate was triggered politically by a
speech by French President Emmanuel Macron, in Oagadougou, Burkina Faso. In an
unprecedented move for a European statesman President Macron announced that it was no
longer acceptable that African cultural heritage had a larger foothold in museums in Paris than
in Dakar, Lagos and Cotonou and suggested the need for a serious reconsideration of issues
around the current retention of such objects in national collections across Europe. !

Consistent with the high intellectual standards of French public life, President Macron
shortly thereafter commissioned a report on the question of colonialism, collections and return
from two prominent scholars, Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy, who set about the task
through extensive international consultation.? This intervention, unique for a European head
of state, was quickly buoyed in the public imagination by the Afrofuturist filmic event that
was Black Panther, released by Marvel Studios in February 2018. Notable here was a
relatively short early scene, commented on and quickly shared across social media, in which
the hero’s nemesis (Killmonger) stands in a museum, gua the British Museum, and gazes

intently at the content of key African displays. He proceeds to question, correct and possibly



permanently incapacitate, the arrogant (female) curator by poisoning her cup of coffee.
Killmonger then seizes his ancestral objects, an action that is described within the terms of the
film (and echoed as such widely outside) as a long-overdue act of redistributive justice.® The
barely concealed Docklands location with some rather poor signage does not convincingly
stand in for one of the most prestigious museums in the European world, located in its own
historic building in Bloosmbury - but that is hardly the issue. The point being made, and
widely understood, is that the question of imperial or colonial collecting is no longer reserved
for the privileged or exclusive discussion and adjudication by the scholarly community and
museum directors.

In July 2018, these events were followed by the German Museums Association
(Deutscher Museumsbund) publication Guidelines on Dealing for Collections from Colonial
Contexts, funded by the Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and the Media, and
subsequently publicly endorsed by the German Federal Minister of Culture.* This thorough
document seeks to provide a professional guide to those in the museum sector working with
colonial collections, where colonialism is defined as a relationship based on domination in
which the colonised lose self-determination.’ The German Guidelines provide a nuanced
history and lengthy summary as a framework for working through the circumstances that have
yielded German museum collections, providing a threefold differentiation regarding
collections and their colonial circumstances: collections that reflect formal colonial rule; those
that reflect informal colonial rule and those that reflect colonialism.® The Guidelines evoke
the systematic methodology previously applied to another category of highly contested object,
namely the type of provenance research used to track and trace things through multiple hands
in order to establish a near continuous chain of possession for personal property alienated
during the Second World War era (1933-1945) in Europe and thus eligible for restitution

claims under the processes put in place after the agreement of the Washington Principles in



1998.7 The German Guidelines provide definitions, a glossary and short essays, as well as
reading lists in order to provide wider contextual understanding of museological history in
Germany.® This move towards addressing German colonial history is part of a wider trend to
renew German ethnological museums at a moment when their collections have finally settled
in their home institutions following reunification in 1990. As noted by Sarr and Savoy, it is
also nestled within the evolving controversy surrounding the rebuilding of a Prussian Palace
(Hohenzollern palace or Stadtschloss) in Berlin to house the former ethnological and Asian art
collections now known as the Humboldt Forum.” This city footprint was formerly occupied
by the Palace of the Republic built in 1973-6 which served as a public and representative
space under the former German Democratic Republic. The Palace of the Republic was a
building iconic to many but was nevertheless levelled to make way for a new vision of the
Federal Republic of Germany with Berlin as its capital. The imperious overtones of this
gesture, with its eradication of a difficult history, were not lost on a number of inhabitants of
the formerly divided city, the location of the 1884-85 conference in which European powers
set about formalising their self-styled division of Africa. In tone and content, the German
Guidelines is a measured undertaking with what appears to be significant economic and
political traction. Greater alignment is displayed amongst various agencies and interests now
in Germany with a seemingly more informed media and clear ministerial and financial
support being aimed at the issue of colonial heritage defined as a necessary aspect of
processing the German past.'? The matter is conceived of as having an important role in the
‘common social culture of rememberance’ which is described as the basis on which German
civil society can grow and be maintained. '

The German Guidelines nevertheless received a comparatively muted reception when
set against the Sarr and Savoy publication which was eagerly anticipated by the international
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Patrimoine Africain’? is a deftly aimed polemic targeted at a French public largely convinced
of the benefits of viewing non-western art within a value system defined by the high call of
Arts Premiers, and thus more wedded to artistic movements which remain of value in France
such as Modernism and Primitivism.'? This habitual mise en valeur distinguishes French
attitudes to the objects emerging from a colonial context in an ever expanding European
debate, as the French cultural establishment continues to hold firmly to the aesthetic value of
objects and their connective role in French national public life.'* Arguably, the French also
remain institutionally more phlegmatic about the process whereby the colonial and post-
colonial life histories of objects have largely involved the stripping away of identities in order
to insert them into new narratives of value.!® Indeed a broad critique levelled at the Sarr and
Savoy report is that it gives no weight to the accrual of heritage value and personal feelings
that attach themselves to objects and collections over time as they move from one location to
another, and as they are accessioned into private lives and museum collections and that their
transcultural roles, identities and histories are therefore overlooked.

Different ways of doing things are in evidence across the European context as they
consider some of the more ignoble chapters in several national histories. Just before the high
level announcement by Federal and State Ministers for culture in Germany, consciously
intended to follow that of President Macron, the Siiddeutsche Zeitung'® contrasted approaches
between Germany, the Netherlands and France, arguing that the French with their elaborate
proposals and the Germans with their extensive Federal structure had been slightly caught off
guard by the pragmatism of the Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen, the museum in the
Netherlands whose March 2019 publication Return of Cultural Objects: Principles and
Process!” seemed to offer a swifter approach to these difficult questions on more generous
terms. This perceptive summary of European methodology noted that each country proffered
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down) while museums in the Netherlands were seeking to influence the Dutch state (bottom
up)'® such that the Dutch Minister of Culture, Education and Science swiftly laid plans in
March 2019 to set up a commission for a national conversation, subsequently confirmed in
October 2019 and scheduled to report in September 2020.'° As the issue continues to be
publicly discussed, the thoroughness of the German museological approach remains in
evidence with the amended and expanded edition of the German Guidelines, enhanced by
non-European and indigenous perspectives, followed in July 2019 barely a year after first
publication in 2018.%°

Each initiative attempts a nationally salient reshaping of the relationship between
claimants, nation states and museums in the context of national imperial histories and
contemporary realpolitik. In the United Kingdom where museums are part of the cultural
sector and a devolved matter, run at the national level as non-departmental government bodies
by governing Boards of Trustees (for the nation), institutional attitudes remain obscure, with
clear direction being taken solely in the arena of human remains.?! British museums have
remained relatively silent throughout the recent debate despite the fact that the “bronzes” and
ivories that came onto the world art market as a consequence of the punitive Benin Expedition
of 1897, a British naval-military colonial intervention (see Mack, Chapter 2), remain the most
frequently cited instance of colonial spoils and gains considered ill-gotten. The conspicuous
position of the “Benin Bronzes™ as exemplars of the issues in question is derived from their
ubiquitous presence as status objects in the collections of the world’s major art museums, as a
consequence of the British practice of selling prize at auction (see Spiers, Chapter 1), a fact
conspicuously referenced in the Black Panther narrative.

Reasoned scepticism in the face of an enthusiastic media attention and multiple
government initiatives may be consistent with an awareness that there are levels of mimickry
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purpose may be driven by ideas of repair and the moral health of civil society, but the
consequences of this revisionist impetus are still uncertain and may possibly even result in
new assymetries of power or new forms of convenient historical erasure. Given the extent and
complexity of European colonial history, the primary focus on sub-saharan African
collections in the articulation of this debate seems unnecessarily restrictive, and may indicate
the influence of a rapidly reconfiguring global geo-political landscape noticably at play on the
African continent. The scramble to address colonial histories and the possibility of return to
Africa (a continent whose countries compose twenty five per cent of the member states of the
United Nations) should be viewed against the new political and economic realities and
anxieties in Europe, not least that of maintaining a foothold in resource-rich former colonial
territories while China’s and Russia’s influence continues to grow.

Although many of the documents and initiatives mentioned above seek to widen and
bring nuance to ideas of colonial collecting, in the popular imagination this is a phenomenon
almost entirely rooted in the idea of looting, thus illicit acts of appropriation (or ‘abduction’,
as used by Mack this volume). This perception further perpetuates an undifferentiated
interpretation of all museum collections deriving from beyond Europe as being the direct
result of imperious governments and vengeful armies seizing artworks to distribute or
potentially defray military costs, or of greedy soldiers secreting objects in their knapsacks for
the purposes of gift giving, private pleasure or profit. Surprisingly then, the public and
international discussion which addresses colonial wars and their institutional afterlives,
accords few, if any, column inches or ministerial statements to the question of military
museums or their collections. This ommission further highlights the paucity of understanding
of how the military collected and appropriated, of how objects were dispersed and
apportioned between national public institutions, military museums and private owners, and

of the role of objects in military culture.



A further gap in understanding concerns the variation of practices across Europe.
British museums, for example, benefitted by commissioning collections from those who
accompanied military expeditions (for example see Spiers, Chapter 1 and Mack, Chapter 2) or
from buying at auctions where prize was sold (see Spiers, Chapter 1 and Tythacott, Chapter
8). Dutch museums, in relation to Indonesian collections, benefitted from direct allocations
once key objects were placed in the primary collection of what is now the National Museum
of Indonesia in Jakarta,?? and were thus retained after Independence in 1949 by the Republic
of Indonesia. Senior military officers and Government officials of both countries during the
colonial period reserved especially important trophies and gifts to be sent to their sovereigns
as symbols of national-imperial victory?® (see Voigt, Chapter 11). In the post-colonial period,
national museums in both countries repatriated (though rarely in the quantities requested) or
sold back objects linked to looting on military expeditions.?*

This neglect of military history and an apparent lack of interest in how military codes
and conventions have historically framed and legitimised the taking of objects on military
campaign is a factor which constrains future interpretation and understanding of the nature
and sources of these objects in their current museum settings. There is a critical impact on the
ability to do the research on the provenance of objects that is required in a reasoned, thorough
approach to these issues: the need to compare categories of objects; to establish networks of
people;, and to create likely chains of circumstances and possession in a context where the
original posessor, be they individual or communal, may not have been recorded, may not
easily be established and, in the case of certain cultural contexts, may not necessarily be
considered the recognised or legitimate owner.?

If there is any logical consequence to the current interest in colonial collecting it is that
curators working on non-European material culture will, in the immediate future, have to
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with the challenges that new kinds of provenance research will require of them. In the British
context this means an appreciation that the British army?® was a fluid and ever-changing
entity, whose identity is heavily based its history of campaign service, perpetuated through
regiments that retain their relationship with these past events even as the army structure
evolves. This, as Kirke and Hartwell show (Chapter 5), is a culture guided by formal and,
equally importantly, informal rules whose history is kept alive through transferred memory,
with war service in the past requiring that respect and honour is served to earlier generations
of combatants who are emphatically remembered through activities that anthropologists might
describe as ritualised. The culture of memory is constructed in one respect around the military
officers’ or sergeants’ mess as a domestic and semi-public space, important because it
embodied the sense of home for a peripatetic regiment and as such was the former home of
many regimental collections.

Provenance research in the broader museological context will equally require a more
flexible appreciation of what constitutes military material culture, beyond weapons, the latter
assiduously collected during the colonial period and deposited in many national museums, but
which, in the post-colonial period, have been of diminishing interest and are now rarely
displayed in world culture galleries or exhibitions, or indeed researched by their holding
institutions.?” However, as the chapters in this book suggest, and as new research findings
within a larger follow-up project is increasingly evidencing, an approach based on material
culture theories and provenance methodologies, aware of military history and culture, offers a
new appreciation of what at first glance appears to the outsider to be the idiosyncratic and
disparate nature of military colonial collections. Unsurprisingly, military hierarchies of
collecting and display do not conform to the canonical categories that are classically
associated with ‘ethnographic’ objects,?® even if the sources of the collections heavily

intersect. Questions of how materiality and value perform in a military context are key,



especially if we are to consider properly the role of things as they move from the closed,
quasi-domestic comfort of the mess to the public setting of the military museum. Regimental
museums have, until recently, been most consciously targeted at an audience of military
personnel, featuring a requisite pilgrimage at the beginning of a military career seen as
fostering an esprit de corps which helps to preserve the inherited history of a regiment or
corps through generations, and that might later on serve to promote cohesion and resolve in
combat situations.

Museum collections of non-European and indigenous cultures have been developed in
the nineteenth and twentieth century through a number of channels, and there are plentiful
theorisations that pertain to collectors in which the missionary and the military are recognised.
For the professional collecting of ethnography Michael O’Hanlon has provided a convenient
characterisation of primary, secondary and circumstantial to codify the role of collecting
within a given field expedition. This threefold categorisation helps chart the relation of
academic anthropology to fieldwork which has typified British social anthropology since the
early twentieth century, and is sometimes understood to have provided the best documented
museum collections.?’ Nevertheless, during the 1990s much was written about tourist art and
souvenirs in historic collections, putting forward the view that objects now resting in museum
collections express a variety of social and political entaglements, presented (as gifts) or made
to be sold (as souvenirs) rather than taken (as loot).

As one reviews this literature on collecting histories, it is clear that military collections
are both absent and distinctive. Ethnographic collecting has traditionally had aspirations to
collect in order to represent cultures or cultural forms that are extant: living, in the midst of
transition or change or in decline. The material culture or artforms that it seeks to extract —
traditional and contemporary — stand for aspects of culture that are judged salient to

understanding of a culture as a larger series of processes including how it expresses itself



materially (or immaterially). Military collecting takes place in the midst of heightened
political circumstances, in extremis amidst conflict and death, as well as amongst fallen
combatants — friends or foe. The special nature of this environment with its associations of
sudden and premature termination of life explains a number of unusual features of the value
systems embodied in military collections which on the surface appear abberant when
compared to ‘ethnographic’ collecting and display practices.

A distinctive factor is the tangible influence of what might be termed ‘sentiment’.
Military collections and military displays are unexpectedly emotional assemblages with their
own hierarchies of value, intimately associated with people: heroes, fellow combatants,
worthy opponents, despised enemies, the named and the unnamed. They are especially tied to
campaign histories, to traditions of warfare therefore, and to a sense of community within
military organsisations. They are part of the living history and memory culture of the
regiment. Key events are extensively and repeatedly memorialised, a practice clearly evident
in the prevalence of Colours, or standards, and the reason why those enemy standards that are
captured take pride of place in military displays (see Kirke and Hartwell, Chapter 5).
Trophies, momentoes and souvenirs are distinctive features of military collecting. However
this memorialising culture is more especially evident in the repeated presence in military
museum collections of things best described as relics and reliquaries. Steven Hooper, who has
long worked with the material culture of the Pacific has provided a useful theory of relics.**
His distinction between body, contact and image relics®! provides a means to begin to
appreciate the emotional nature, and ritualised function, of military museum collections that
can appear on the surface to be both idiosyncratic and disparate.>? In particular, Hooper
discusses the type of relic-related behaviour and artefacts that are linked to national heroes

including fallen heroes such as Vice-Admiral Lord Nelson. His discussion of the afterlife of



hair removed from Nelson’s body transports us quickly, in form and intention, to a military
example of recent salience related to this volume.

Until March 2019, the National Army Museum (NAM) had in its collections a
composite object linked to Emperor Tewodros II and the punitive attack on his city fortress at
Maqdala, Ethiopia by a British military expedition in 1868. This artefact was acquired in 1959
through a private donor.** It was formed of three separate things. A letter in Amharic with the
Emperor’s seal functioned as a background to a small piece of card positioned on the bottom
right of the letter on which writing in pencil identified the pieces of hair attached (sewn) to the
card as that of Emperor Tewodros II (known to the British as Theodore). The Emperor’s letter
has been translated, and its content is known to be linked to the capture and retention of a
British envoy and prisoner Hormuzd Rassam who was moved to Maqdala®* as a hostage, one
of the reasons used by the British to justify the 1868 military intervention. The ‘gruesome
souvenir’®> was noted to have been acquired after the Emperor’s suicide by Lieutenant
Colonel Cornelius James (1838-89) of the Bombay Staff Corps of the British Indian army
while creating his unofficial posthumous watercolour portrait of the Emperor.*® The material
assemblage was given to the National Army Museum in 1959 with the following details:
‘Framed letter bearing the great seal of Emperor Theodore, also a lock of Theodore’s hair
taken after death, with translation and six other documents’.>” As a composite object it can
only be understood through the idea of a reliquary and relic: the combination of letter and
mounted hair samples are layered presentational codes that serve to ritualise and which are
associated through touch and body with a vanquished enemy. Looking at the National Army
Museum’s collection, James appears to have acquired two such locks of hair. The composite
relic was one of two artefacts held by the museum that contained hair samples from Emperor
Tewodros II: the other was a lock of hair, also mounted on card and seemingly a gift handed

by James to his future wife and her female relatives, possibly consistent with the role of hair



as a loving memento (part of a Victorian language of mourning, courtship and friendship)
linking the living and the dead.>®

In 2018, recognising the relevance of the 150th commemoration of the storming of
Maqdala, there were two iniatives that sought to address this moment in the British imperial
past, one in a national museum, and one in a military museum. According to their current
documentation the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) acquired Ethiopian ritual items and
clothing through various official channels including the Foreign Office (1868) and also
connected to the imprisoned civil servant Hormuzd Hassam, the Secretary of State for India
(1869), H. M. Treasury (1872),% as well as the sale of articles from Major Trevenen James
Holland of the Bombay Staff Corps (1869) who, with his colleague Sir Henry Montague
Hozier of the 3™ Dragoon Guards, provided the only official account of the expedition on the
orders of the Secretary of State for War.*® A small display, Magdala 1868, was created by the
V&A for the 2018 anniversary using twenty pieces from the collection. The display was
located in the museum’s silver gallery which while apparently incongruous in light of the
contested history context, was institutionally consistent with classification of some of the
work as part of a decorative art collection, *! in particular the ritual items, such as the
eighteenth century gold alloyed crown*? and the gold chalice*’ probably from the Church of
Our Lady of Qwesqwam, near Gondar. The interpretation within the display covered
Ethiopian cultural history at the time, the history of the campaign and, most affectingly, the
poignant personal stories of the members of the Ethiopian Royal Family whose clothes,
photographs and jewellery, all featured. In a non-military context the fate of Emperor
Tewodros II, his second wife Queen Terunesh, who died a captive, and of their son only
serves to emphasize the unsettling nature of colonial histories, eliciting justifiable empathy
given that Prince Alemaheyu Tewodros’s destiny, after his parents’ death, was to be one of a

number of ill-fated child wards** of Queen Victoria (see also Voigt, Chapter 11). Dying



prematurely in his enforced exile, after the clash with the British Empire had deprived him of
both his parents, and in the care of those in whose name the military campaign against his
dynasty was conducted. Prince Alemaheyu Tewodros’s remains are buried at Windsor.

The V&A sought to structure its interpretation of the Maqdala collections in three
ways - through documents of the time (conveyed in black labels), through contemporary
community narratives (red labels) and in the institutional voice (white labels). Through
balance in size and adjacency, this colour coding approach signalled the equivalence of
different categories of interpretative voice, thus representing the simultaneity of different
perspectives revolving around this difficult and intertwined history. Magdala 1868 texts cited
oppositional British views of the time recorded by Hansard, notably from William Gladstone,
the then Prime Minister, who voiced disquiet at the abduction of sacred items during a
military campaign but ultimately did nothing to rectify the injury (see also Spiers, Chapter
1).% The V&A’s 2018 display prompted renewed demands for return of objects from the
Government of Ethiopia, originally made in 2008, which were answered in public by a
proposal by the V&A for long term loans and better dialogue.*®

More quietly, but ongoing since April 2018, the questions of the National Army
Museum’s composite Tewedros relic, and in particular the hair samples, were being discussed
between the museum’s management and the Ethiopian Government. In March 2019, the two
sets of hair samples were transferred in a small ceremony by the Director, Justin Maciejewski,
DSO, MBE to Her Excellency Dr Hirut Kassaw, Ethiopia’s Minister of Culture, Tourism and
Sport. The hair samples were handed over, contained in a small box draped with the flag of
the Republic of Ethiopia (and thus reminiscent of military funerals) to be transferred in the
Ethiopian National Museum prior to being interred with the remains of the Emperor. The
press release and media reports *’ that accompanied this gesture in the context of wider

discussion about colonial collections included some understated, but intringuing clarifications



regarding the thinking behind this act of return. The NAM worked within the terms of
existing English legislation, namely The Human Tissue Act (2004) rather than under a broader
understanding of restitution or repatriation. This required two perceptual shifts. Firstly, a
generous and permissive interpretation of the 2004 Act was mobilized as this normally
excludes hair, nails and teeth, as body parts that naturally separate from the body in life. This
recognised the deliberate act of retrieval in a situation of war, which is known to have taken
place in this case. The identification of hair as a pertinent human remain in this case was
tacitly acknowledged when the NAM Director was quoted saying 'We very much look
forward to the occasion when we can hand over these symbolic human remains to the people
of Ethiopia.' *® Secondly, to allow for the hair, and the hair alone, to be returned, the
composite relic had to be disassembled. Only the was presented in the small coffin to
Ethiopia’s Minister of Culture, Tourism and Sport. The frame, the letter and the card mounts
on which the hair samples had originally been placed for both the composite relic and the
other item were retained and remain in the possession of the museum. This accommodation
could be seen in a narrow sense as a bureaucratic interpretation of an existing piece of
legislation to allow a national institution to return an element of its collection in response to a
powerful request linked to a well-known and contested historical episode. It can also be seen
in a more straightforward sense as a gesture of good will, a demonstration of mutual
recognition and regard; an affective link between the National Army Museum and the
claimants. The intersection here revolves around the understanding of these items as
reliquaries and relics, having heightened sentimental and symbolic value. The combination of
paper items (be they letters or mounts) and the hair are simultaneously contact and body relic
and, permanently entangled in questions of national history, tragedy, heroism and martyrdom,
wherever they are placed. The editors of this volume would argue this intriguing case study

implies a shared understanding on behalf of the military, represented by the museum, and the



claimants and recipients of the object, represented by the Ethiopian Government, of the
emotional power and value of the fragments, and in particular of the composite object,

holding a letter, and the mounted hair lock as a material encapsulation and embodiment of a
complex transcultural history. As noted by Hooper (and Mack, Chapter 2) the disentangling of
person/object is not always easily achieved,*’ even if the gesture of return in this instance
required precisely such an action. One interpretation of this case of return was a tacit
agreement to divide the spoils which for both parties have invested political, emotional and
ritual value, with the transfer of the hair as body relics out of the NAM collection, but the
retention of the papers and mounts as touch relics within it.

Opening up the field of military collecting to more forensic investigation, testing the
proper understandings of historical circumstances and setting out an appreciation of military
collections and the performance of material culture brought back from campaigns overseas
requires a critical attentiveness, not a comfortable acceptance of long-held assumptions. As
historian and anthropologist James Clifford has recently noted, a commitment to complexity
and to interdisciplinarity requires detailed provenance research, a certain quality of ironic
distance, a sense of the longue durée of these issues and their contingent conclusions, as well
as a particular a form of transgressive hope.>® The hope is that we can trust ourselves and
others to challenge historical orthodoxies, to value the work that we mutually undertake and
to proceed objectively but with sensitivity and respect. In so doing we may produce fuller
understandings of the legacies that these transcultural histories bestow on us and that the

resulting collections require us to address.
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