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Das Buch versammelt die Beiträge zur gleichnamigen Tagung am 7./8. April 2017 
– veranstaltet von der AG Museum der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Sozial- und 
Kulturanthropologie (DGSKA) und dem Museum Fünf Kontinente, München. He-
rausgeberinnen und Autor_innen behandeln darin u.a. die Frage nach einer 
sinnvollen Systematisierung und Institutionalisierung von postkolonialer Prove-
nienzforschung, nach internationaler Vernetzung, insbesondere zu den Her-
kunftsländern und -gesellschaften, und stellen aktuelle Forschungs- und Aus-
stellungsprojekte zum Thema vor.

The book collects the contributions to the conference of the same name that 
took place on 7th/8th April 2017, and was organised by the Working Group on 
Museums of the German Anthropological Association and the Museum Fünf 
Kon tinente, Munich. Editors and authors discuss issues such as meaningful sys-
tematization and institutionalization of postcolonial provenance research, inter-
national networking and collaboration, in particular with regards to source 
countries and communities, and present current research and exhibition proj-
ects on the subject. 
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The Importance of Working 
with Communities
Combining Oral History, the Archive and Institutional 
Knowledge in Provenance Research.  
A Repatriation Perspective

Amber Aranui 

Provenance research, whether in relation to objects or ancestral human re-
mains, can be a daunting process for any museum curator. Knowing where to 
start, confirming accession information, and identifying the country, specific 
location, and even the communities or cultures of origin can seem too difficult 
a task to achieve at times. This paper looks at the various types of research ave-
nues I have ventured down in my role as repatriation researcher for the »Karan-
ga Aotearoa Repatriation Programme«, at the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa 
Tongarewa. 

As this paper looks at working with communities it is important to gain an 
understanding of how and why our repatriation programme was formed. The 
practice of repatriation of ancestral remains from outside of Aotearoa (New 
Zealand) had its beginnings in the 1980s with the international exhibition Te 
Māori (1984−1987). This exhibition was pivotal in increasing the understanding 
and global importance of repatriating human remains as it highlighted the fact 
that Māori, a living culture, were still very much connected to their past, as the 
past is a direct link to their ancestors (Karanga Aotearoa Repatriation Program-
me/KARP 2005a: 1). The exhibition was also an important event in which Māori 
culture came to be seen as central to New Zealand’s identity both in New Zeal-
and itself as well as in the way it was represented overseas. Moreover, it raised 
awareness towards matters relating to the exhibition and care of taonga Māori 
(Māori treasures) and their mātauranga (knowledge associated with the taonga) 
(McCarthy 2011: 60–61). Following from this the first international repatriation 
took place in 1985, with the return of the Chief Tupāhau from the Natural His-
tory Museum in Austria. The remains of Tupāhau along with those of an infant 
had been taken from an ana kōiwi (burial cave) at Kāwhia (located on the west 
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coast of the North Island), by naturalist and collector Andreas Reischek (Reis-
chek 1952) in the 1880s. 

The late Maui Pomare was one of the most influential people in New Zeal-
and relating to the early work in the repatriation of kōiwi tangata (human skeletal 
remains). He spent much of his life dedicated to this work with a focus on Toi 
moko (preserved tattooed Māori heads). Pomare was on the National Museum’s 
Board of Trustees from 1978 to 1992 and involved in the National Museum (Te 
Papa’s predecessor) which eventually became the national repository for kōiwi 
tangata (KARP 2005a: 1). A special wāhi tapu (sacred space) was set aside speci-
fically so that ancestral remains were separated from the rest of the museum 
collections. Throughout the 1990s, the National Museum continued to carry out 
the work which Pomare started. In 1999 a meeting was held with iwi (tribe or in 
this context tribal) representatives, Te Papa as well as other regional museums, 
and New Zealand government agencies regarding international repatriation. 
The meeting confirmed that the return of kōiwi tūpuna (ancestral remains) from 
overseas was a significant issue for Māori; that Te Papa was the most appropria-
te body to undertake this work and should continue as a kōiwi tangata repository; 
that Māori should be involved throughout the process; and that the Government 
should have a facilitative/funding role only (KARP 2005a: 2).

Following the recommendations of this meeting, the New Zealand Govern-
ment acknowledged that »The return of koiwi from overseas institutions is a 
significant issue for Maori who regard koiwi as a taonga protected under the 
Treaty of Waitangi« (Cabinet Policy Committee 2003a: 2). In 2003, a policy was 
passed in which the Government mandated Te Papa to act as the crown agent 
to facilitate the return of ancestral remains back to their iwi (Cabinet Policy 
Committee 2003b). And so the »Karanga Aotearoa Repatriation Programme« 
was created and a kōiwi tangata policy was formally put in place. An expert ad-
visory panel was to be established to provide support to the project team. This 
panel is currently made up of eight well known and respected Māori and Mori-
ori leaders who bring a wide range of expertise to the programme. Their role of 
support and guidance in our research and repatriation processes is of utmost 
importance for the programme. We also receive support from our many iwi 
(tribal groups) around the country with whom we keep regular contact through 
regional meetings and via our panel members who also come from a variety of 
iwi throughout the country (KARP 2005b: 2).

Though this paper focuses on kōiwi tūpuna, the process of provenance re-
search relates to objects of all types. Initially, for me at least, it is important to 
be clear about why I am doing provenance research, and identify my aims and 
objectives. It is also useful to have research questions in mind to keep the re-
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search focused. As an example: The aim of my research is to identify where 
each tupuna (ancestor) was taken from. My objectives are to obtain copies of all 
relevant information relating to each ancestor and any associated collectors and 
institutions. Research questions would include: 

 – How did the ancestors come to be at the institution?
 – Who was responsible for their theft, acquisition, trade, sale, exchange?
 – When were they taken?
 – Where were they taken from?
 – Why were they taken? 
 – What does this ancestor consist of, (i.e. does this ancestor consist of a full 

skeleton, a cranium, or miscellaneous bones)?
 
It is important to note that provenance information does not survive solely 
within museum archives. Information can be obtained from a number of sour-
ces and be found in a number of different countries. For example, in 2015 
KARP repatriated over 100 ancestral remains from the American Museum of 
Natural History in New York. A large number of these ancestors were formally 
part of German anthropologist Felix von Luschan’s private collection. The 
available provenance information in New York was minimal with many of the 
New Zealand locations being misspelt, and only basic information relating to 
where von Luschan obtained the remains from. I was able to locate a catalogue 
written in German but held in New Zealand relating to the collections of Arthur 
Baessler and von Luschan (von Luschan 1907), which gave me much more va-
luable information with regards to where the remains were taken from and 
who took them. Further research with regards to these ancestors will likely 
need to be done in Germany. 

Other sources of information include shipping records which can provide 
some very interesting details relating to merchants, agents and even ship cap-
tains who were involved in the trafficking of human remains and cultural ob-
jects. Sources such as oral histories, mōteatea (laments), waiata (songs), whaka-
papa (genealogy), Māori Land Court records and Waitangi Tribunal reports 
provide valuable information from a tribal and community level. This is parti-
cularly useful with regard to Toi moko research as information pertaining to si-
gnificant battles are recorded and in some instances the names of those who 
were killed during those battles and subsequently traded or taken from ana 
kōiwi (burial caves) are identified. This has aided significantly in the ongoing 
research of the trade of Toi moko from Kāpiti (located at the south eastern part 
of the North Island), where the research has been able to identify which iwi 
some of the Toi moko likely belong to. Acquisition and accession records, collec-
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tion information, old survey maps, donor information, personal diaries, archa-
eological site records, and old newspapers of the day are also valuable sources 
for provenance research. 

The most important prerequisite for returning the kōiwi tūpuna (ancestral 
remains) back home to Aotearoa (New Zealand) is the research. Without it we 
would not be able to identify and confirm where they were taken from and there-
fore could not return them home. Most difficulties arise when there is no prove-
nance information at all. In the case of Toi moko, this is quite common because 
they were taken at a time when writing down the details of where and when they 
were obtained was not considered important. They were seen as curios by many. 
Kōiwi tangata (human skeletal remains) on the other hand were taken during a 
time when scientific inquiry was at its peak and as a result much more detail as 
to their provenance was recorded (Smith and Aranui 2010). Figure 1 shows the 
journey of the ancestors from the time they were taken up until they ended up 
in an institution. The black arrows show this journey; the red arrows show, that 
research is usually carried out the other way round, i.e. starting from their pre-
sent location all the way back to the past. [fig. 1] Some ancestors changed hands 
many times before they ended up at the institution from which we repatriate, 
while others were taken on board a ship and were presented directly to the insti-
tutions. It is also important to note that the provenance research I do is carried 
out in two stages; international and domestic – as seen in figure 1. 

[fig. 1] Chart showing the collection and provenance research  
process. © Amber Aranui
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The first step in provenance research is to obtain copies, either scans, photoco-
pies or photographs, of all documentation, such as accession records and corre-
spondence, exhibition information, as well as any information relating to asso-
ciated objects which may provide clues or further information. It is important 
to obtain original copies as research has shown that information often changes 
over time particularly when being transferred from one document to another. 
An example of this was identified during the provenance research of tūpuna 
from the Taupō area (central North Island) in which the more recent records 
had identified that this tūpuna was provenanced to »Motutaiko Road«, which 
was initially taken to be Motutaiko Street, of which there are two located, in 
Taupō. [fig. 2] However once the original accession register was located the 
more recent location was shown to have been incorrect. And given the signifi-
cance of »Motutaiko Island« for the local iwi Ngāti Tuwharetoa returning this 
tupuna to the wrong hapū (sub tribe) would have been seen as significant error 
on my part. [fig. 3]

Aside from accession and archival information, institutional knowledge is 
also extremely valuable, as any research that may have been carried out on the 
ancestors can be obtained, especially scientific research such as craniometric 
analysis, DNA or pathological research relating to health and disease. It is im-
portant to know how the ancestors have been used while in particular institu-

[fig. 2] Physical Anthropology card showing the provenance location as being 
»Motutaiko Road«. Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa
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tions, for example: Have they ever been displayed in an exhibition? If so in what 
context? Any associated information relating to loans is also important to ob-
tain, as well as crania and osteological catalogues, collection catalogues, even 
exhibition catalogues – all help to understand the history of that ancestor du-
ring their time away from home. Collecting this type of information from my 
perspective is important because when the time comes to take the tūpuna 
home, their descendants often ask questions relating to how they were used 
while being held in institutions. More generally it provides our programme 
with the context in which Māori and Moriori ancestral remains (kōiwi tūpuna 
and kōimi karāpuna) are utilized by international institutions.

The domestic research aspect identified in Figure 1 focuses specifically on 
what took place before the ancestor left New Zealand, and confirms some of the 
information received from the institution holding the remains. Once the collec-
tor is confirmed we can then check to see if they were in fact in New Zealand, 
and where they travelled to during that time. A good source of information to 
confirm this can be found in the newspapers of the day or journals of people 
who may have travelled with the collector. In many instances remains were 
obtained from museums and exchanged between collectors and other institu-
tions, which was very common, particularly in New Zealand. It is therefore 
important to have a good understanding of where regional museums were coll-
ecting and who they were exchanging with. Early survey maps are a great re-
source for identifying former villages, fortifications and even burial locations. 
They also identify who owned specific sections of land which is helpful as coll-
ectors, such as Reischek, often mention land owners, who they met during 
their collecting trips, in their journals. In Reischek’s case I was thus able to 
identify the section of land and the burial sites, from which he took remains. 
[fig. 4] Archaeological information is often extremely useful and can be used in 
the same way as early survey maps.

[fig. 3] Original Accession Record showing the correct provenance location of 
»Motutaiko Island«, (line 33/34). Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa
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[fig. 4] Pre-1882 survey map of an area of the Wairoa River at Aratapu.  
Map No.1417C. Land Information New Zealand

While much of the domestic research is concerned with following the collector’s 
trail within New Zealand and trying to precisely identify the location from 
which the ancestors were taken, there is also a degree of confirmation which 
must take place. Any information which we receive from an institution must be 
confirmed by myself. Over the years I have found that information specifically 
relating to provenance locations can often be incorrect. This is why it is vitally 
important that copies of original documentation are obtained. Once the infor-
mation has been confirmed I then produce a report which outlines the research 
and includes copies of all relevant information including accession records and 
other research which may have been carried out. This report provides the com-
munity with the context in which their ancestors were taken and provides space 
for them to comment, add to and/or correct the research which has been done 
so far. Community and iwi input focuses in most cases on confirming the na-
mes of locations identified in the report as well as identifying burial locations 
described by collectors. Acknowledgement of iwi input is always included in the 
reports we produce. It is important when returning ancestors to their commu-
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nities that we know as precisely as possible where they were taken from. This 
information can be identified and confirmed by the descendant communities, 
as noted above, who have knowledge of burial places and other locations which 
may be identified as archaeological sites, such as the locations of important 
battles that may hold not only the remains of their own people but also in some 
cases the remains of their enemies. These locations (aside from battle sites) can 
also confirm tribal affiliation which is important especially when they are close 
to tribal boundaries, or when more than one tribal group has affiliations to a 
particular place. Communities can also often confirm that particular collectors 
were in their area at the time.

I think one of the most important aspects in consulting with communities 
is that you get a deeper understanding about how they feel about the theft of 
their ancestors and what it means for them to have them back. Community 
input is just as valuable as the information obtained from institutions. For ex-
ample, in a report I wrote regarding ancestors of my own tribe, I noted that a 
location was difficult to identify and I sought clarification from the community 
about this. They told me that the name was misspelt (Parawhiti) and gave me 
the correct name (Parawhāiti) which I was then able to identify. They also told 
me that they knew exactly where this ancestor was taken from – without their 
knowledge – and were angered to know that a person they had welcomed into 
their community had gone behind their back and stolen their ancestors (Aranui 
2012). This, unfortunately, is a story which is very common in the return of 
ancestors. The sharing of these stories often happens when the community is 
reunited with their tūpuna. I can recall being told these stories by kaumātua 
(elders) while we sat on the mahau (front porch area of a meeting house) with 
the tūpuna as I did during our 2012 repatriation back to several hapū of Ngāti 
Tūwharetoa, in Taupō. Creating relationships with communities makes the 
process of repatriation real. It re-humanises the skull or skeleton when you see 
how the descendants react to their ancestors return. It is no longer a specimen 
on a shelf – it is once again a person who is loved and cared for.

It is thus important to build relationships with communities for two rea-
sons: Firstly and most importantly, it is their ancestors we are bringing home 
and these are the people who will lay them to rest. Secondly, their knowledge 
relating to where the ancestors were taken from is invaluable to the research we 
undertake. It is the communities who hold the knowledge relating to the histo-
ry of the area, to burial locations and other sacred places, as well as to who was 
buried where. It is important for them to know who or the members of what 
family are being returned. There are circumstances in which this information 
can be important for repatriation claims.
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An example of this is the repatriation of the Chief Tūpāhau who was returned 
from the Imperial Natural History Museum in Vienna in 1985 (see above). Prior 
to this, Tūpāhau was known only as the »Kāwhia Mummy«. There were years 
of correspondence between the Austrian and New Zealand governments as well 
as the Imperial Museum with no success. It was not until research was carried 
out to identify who had been removed from the cave, that descendant George 
Kiwi Howe discovered that the »mummy« was in fact the rangatira (chief) 
Tupāhau. Although his discovery took place in the early 1960s it was not until 
the 1970s that the museum agreed to return him, under the condition that no 
other remains could be claimed. (O’Hara 2011). 

As a repatriation researcher, I have found that creating research networks 
is also an extremely important aspect of provenance research. Having net-
works at both the international and domestic levels enables a researcher to 
gain more knowledge than would be possible alone. There is always someone 
who knows something you do not. It is important that information is shared 
and not kept locked away. My networks are spread throughout the world, and 
are made up of museum staff, academics, scientists, community members 
and elders, historians, and archaeologists who cover a variety of research as-
pects. A recent workshop held in Australia confirmed for me the importance 
of these types of research networks. I believe we need these in order for our 
re search to be informative, holistic and meaningful. 

In conclusion, it is important to understand that communities know more 
than they are given credit for. It is naïve of us to think that just because we work 
in museums and have extensive knowledge of the physical object itself (be that 
a cultural object or human remains), we have knowledge or even an understan-
ding of its purpose, its designs and its meanings. In New Zealand the aim of 
provenance research is to return ancestors to their descendant communities, 
and it is important to create meaningful relationships with these communities 
to enable ancestors to return back to the right people who will care for them in 
a manner they feel is appropriate. Linking the ancestors back to a still living 
culture shows there is no separation between the past and the present.
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