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The Legal and Moral Conscience  of Justice in the European  Collection of 

Colonial Provenance:   The  Quest for Restitution and Reparations. 

• By Chief Charles A. Taku 

Brief Introduction  

 An Intercultural Approach to the Problem of European Collections of Colonial 

Provenance is at the heart of a lively but difficult debate in Africa.. I have been 

involved in the debate since April 1991 when Chief MKO Abiola delivered a keynote 

address on the subject during the Biennial  Conference of the Bar Association.   

 This debate should not be difficult due to the fact that the provenance of the arts in 

the European Collections is not in serious controversy. Nevertheless, it is  

complicated. This complication arises from the capricious nature of law which is  

both a bane and a balm in resolving matters in controversy,  

Ownership of the Bangwa artefacts’  

The ownership of the Bangwa artefacts in European colonial possession,  

particularly  the Bangwa Queen is not in serious controversy.  The German historical 

record discloses that the  Bangwa artefacts which are in the National Museum in 

Berlin from where some  were proliferated to other Museums in New York, the 

Netherlands and France  belonged to  my great grandfather, Fontem Asonganyi, the  

Bangwa Lebang King.   The Bangwa Queen is in Dapper Foundation in France while 

the Bangwa King is in the Metropolitan Museum in New York.  

The historical record. 

 The historical record also establishes that a contingent of  German expeditionary 

forces led by Lt Kurt Strumpell carried out  in a punitive  campaign which 

commenced on February 8, 1900 to avenge the death of a German colonial agent 

Gustav Conrau.   During the violent attack, he committed war crimes and crimes 

against humanity, among them collective punishment and the looting of artifacts of 

great spiritual value which he brought back to Germany.  Under the laws and 

customs of war and the principle of proportionality the degree of devastation that was 

caused and the looting that occurred cannot be deemed legal. Not then and not  

now.  
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Some of the trustees of European Museums which are hosting the colonial 

possessions have asserted among other reasons that some of artifacts were  gifts 

and others were procured through commercial transactions with some African 

monarchs. Gustav Conrau revealed in his letters that he collected the Bangwa 

Queen with the permission of the King Fontem Asonganyi.1   This account is 

contradicted by the extensive looting of several other Lefem objects of high spiritual 

value by Gustav Conrau who, the historical record shows, was an unreliable person 

with a criminal mindset. Other records established that one of the reasons for the 

conflict between Fontem Asonganyi was about looted artifacts and human trafficking 

of hundreds of Asonganyi’s subjects to the German plantation along the Atlantic 

Coast.2  

   The controversial death of Conrau in the Bangwaland invited a violent response by 

the German expeditionary force during which atrocity crimes such as collective 

punishment, forced labour, murder, torching of the King’s palace and looting of 

artifacts of spiritual value and a all objects which enhanced the authority of the King 

and his ability to wage war.3 

The conclusive  right of ownership may not  be settled by the historical record alone. 

The validity of such records while acknowledged, is no longer as conclusive as it was 

during the colonial era  when it was established. The original owners did not 

participate in the establishment of the record.   

  The criminal colonial context. 

 The civilized world is conscious that, the partition of Africa among European colonial 

powers provided a justification for violations in which these arts were appropriated. 

The appropriation of these arts was an integral part of colonial policy. The former 

colonial masters are therefore, not innocent bystanders on this matter. Persons who 

appropriated the artefacts were their agents. They bear primary responsibility for  the 

appropriation and for the return of the arts to their legitimate owners. 

 
1 Evelien Compfens; The Bangwa Queen: Artifact or Heritage? Evelien Campfens, International Journal of 

Cultural Property (2019) 26:75–110. Printed in the USA. Copyright © 2019 International Cultural Property 

Society doi:10.1017/S0940739119000043 p.84 
2 Compfens p.84. 
3 Compfens p.84 
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        African heritage  

European Collections are part of African heritage and patrimony. The museums in 

which these arts are on display did not directly appropriate or loot them. The laws of 

individual colonial countries guaranteed them property rights over this African 

patrimony. This  included the Bangwa Queen, the Bangwa King and the personal 

symbols  of power and authority of my great grandfather.  

   The right of restitution and reparations. 

 International law  expect state parties to respect their treaty obligation, especially 

obligations towards former colonies at independence and thereafter. Former colonial 

powers have done little to encourage dialogue between contesting parties in the 

European collections. They have not paid reparations  and restituted these arts to 

the rightful owners.  They have not encouraged or organized intercultural 

discussions  to resolve contesting claims.  

This conference offers an opportunity to begin a discussion which many of the 

museums and private holders have hesitated to engage in.  The fact that I have 

come forth more  than a century and two decades after the German punitive 

expedition  to seek the restitution and the payment of reparations for our arts  

establishes the fact that  our cry for justice will not abate.   

          The legal context. 

I recognize the fact that the capricious nature of  law makes the exploration of other 

means of attaining justice, worthwhile. The United Nations Human Rights Advisory 

Committee adopted Resolution 20002/5 of  August 12, 2002 on the recognition of 

responsibility and reparation for massive and flagrant violations of human rights 

which constitute crimes against humanity and which took place during the period of 

slavery, colonialism, and wars of conquest. The resolution recommended other 

avenues of obtaining justice without going through costly litigation. In its point 3, the 

resolution requested all countries concerned to acknowledge their historical 

responsibility and the consequences which follow from it to take initiatives which 

would assist, notably through debate on the basis of accurate information, in the 

raising of public awareness of the disastrous consequences of periods of slavery, 

colonialism and wars of conquest and the necessity of just reparation. The United 
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Nations Human Rights Advisory Committee in this resolution recognized state 

responsibility in providing a solution to this and other historical wrongs.  

      Conclusion 

The  intercultural approach which is on discussion in this conference appears 

attractive and should be sufficiently explored. It can offer an avenue and perspective 

for the realisation of the goals of the United Nations Human Rights Advisory 

Committee which I share. The intercultural approach will provide the opportunity for 

the   contestants to the European Collection  to present a new image  and message   

to a world which represents the true face of humanity on this matter.  It may provide 

an opportunity for Dapper Foundation in France, the National Museum in Berlin  

across European  others to  provide us access to our spiritual symbols and our 

symbols of power which are their custody.  

 


