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Abstract 
 
This thesis examines the nature of engagements between the British Museum and Nigerian 

Antiquities Service from 1945 to 1970. In the years directly following the Second World War, staff 

in the British Museum’s Department of Ethnography and the emerging national museum network 

in Nigeria were actively engaging with each other to build collections, deliver training and mount 

exhibitions. Taking place in the years preceding and following Nigerian independence in 1960, 

these events were entangled with the tentative, contradictory and extended process of 

decolonisation. Until now, remarkably little research has explored these early relationships which 

are notable as the first examples of contact between the British Museum and national museums in 

Nigeria. The British Museum serves as a useful focus because it was the main and most significant 

point of museum ‘collaboration’ between Nigeria and the UK, and to some degree continues to 

be so today. This research offers new understandings of this relationship by exploring diverse 

modes of relationality – social, material, and conceptual – that were forming around various 

collection-based practices in the mid-twentieth century. Archival research has been supplemented 

with secondary methodologies of oral history and participant observation, and approaches to the 

study of relations have been borrowed from sociology and anthropology. ‘Networks’ and 

‘meshworks’ have been identified as useful theoretical frameworks to track the organisational 

heterogeneity of interactions, and the concepts of ‘collaboration’, ‘correspondence’ and ‘friction’ 

are used to analyse the complex nature of inter-museum engagements.  

 

This research contributes to an emerging body of work that explores the changes taking place in 

European museums holding non-European collections in the years of constitutional 

decolonisation. It demonstrates that museum practice at this time mirrored the shifts and 

inconsistencies of colonial policy, and was reactive, inventive and adaptable, with consequences 

that continue to shape debates concerned with Nigerian collections today. This thesis argues that 

it was not only British Museum structures, processes, and interests that influenced the new 

Nigerian museum service, but that the creation of the first museums in Nigeria also shaped 

practices, interpretation and collections at the British Museum. The relationship between the 

British Museum and Nigerian Antiquities Service is shown to be mutually constitutive, albeit 

asymmetrical. Finally, this research enhances our understanding of the nature of ‘collaborative’ 

museum practice in a historical, late-colonial context. This provides useful coordinates for 

reflections on present-day museum processes, at a time when institutions in Africa and Europe 

are once again under pressure to re-define their relationship and ways of working together. 
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Chapter 1  . Introduction  
 

1.1 Summary of the research project 
 

This thesis examines a set of museum practices and engagements that were emerging between the 

UK and Nigeria from 1945 to 1970. Taking place in the years preceding and following Nigerian 

independence in 1960, these events can be understood as manifestations of the tentative, 

contradictory and extended process of decolonisation. Using the British Museum and National 

Museum Lagos as key points of reference, this research focuses on the social, material and 

conceptual relations resulting from, as well as underpinning, a dynamic and often ambiguous set 

of collaborations, frictions and correspondences. More specifically, it argues that by examining the 

diverse modes of relationality that were forming around practices of collecting, training, and 

exhibiting novel insights into the shared history of British and Nigerian museums may be 

generated. This analysis offers useful coordinates to reflect on present-day museum processes, at 

a time when institutions in Africa and Europe are under pressure from researchers, practitioners, 

stakeholders and activists to reconfigure their ways of working together.  

 

Museums have been part of global networks since the nineteenth century, organising flows of 

people, objects and expertise.1 International museum ‘collaborations’ between institutions in 

European countries and former colonially administered territories are generally understood as a 

late-twentieth century development, emerging in response to post-colonial, and more recently 

decolonial, critiques.2 Yet in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, the years that saw the rapid, formal 

dismantling of the British Empire, staff in the British Museum’s Department of Ethnography were 

already working with institutions and individuals in Nigeria’s emerging national museum network. 

British Museum staff were seconded to Nigeria to deliver training and conduct fieldwork; Nigerian 

artists, archaeologists and anthropologists conducted placements and paid work at the British 

Museum; objects were sold, exchanged and loaned, ostensibly to support developing collections 

in Nigeria. Until now, remarkably little research has explored these early relationships which are 

notable as the first examples of contact between the British Museum and national museums in 

                                                
1 Tony Bennett, “Exhibition, Difference and the Logic of Culture,” in Museum Frictions: Public Cultures/Global 
Transformations, ed. Ivan Karp et al. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 48. 
2 Thomas Laely, Raphael Schwere, and Marc Meyer, “Rethinking Museum Cooperation between Africa and Europe: 
Do We Need a New Paradigm?,” in Museum Cooperation Between Africa and Europe: A New Field for Museum Studies, ed. 
Thomas Laely, Raphael Schwere, and Marc Meyer (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2018), 17. 
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Nigeria. This research starts with a set of questions designed to better understand these historical 

events: What was the nature of the British Museum’s engagement with individuals and institutions 

in Nigeria in the years surrounding Nigerian independence? Why did ‘collaborative’ practice take 

place in this context, what forms did it take and how did it change during this period? Finally, how 

can a better understanding of these historical events inform our approach to contemporary, 

transnational museum practice?  

 

By exploring the intricate and interconnected forms of relationality facilitated through practices of 

training, exhibiting, and collecting, this thesis will argue that the British Museum’s relationship 

with the Nigerian Antiquities Service in the mid-twentieth century was dynamic and formative for 

both institutions. Although engagements were often framed as benevolent acts to benefit the new 

Nigerian museums, shaped by development discourses of the day, this period brought 

unprecedented opportunities for British Museum staff to develop new connections, knowledges 

and collections. At the same time, this period also brought some of the first sustained challenges 

to British claims over both Nigerian material culture and its interpretation, while questions also 

emerged regarding the relevance of museums in Nigeria. Relations between the two institutions 

were often contradictory, containing moments of both rivalry and alliance. However, the high 

frequency of exchanges suggest that this relationship was productive, not in spite of its ambiguous 

and tense nature, but because of it. Although the establishment of Nigerian museums was not a 

priority for colonial government, these relations were inevitably shaped in various ways by the end 

of colonial rule in Nigeria. Engagements saw personal, professional and political interests collide 

and adapt in ways that were often contradictory and unstable, ranging from examples of alliance 

to conflict. The end of formal colonial rule did not spell the end of connections between the two 

institutions, but they were diminished due to other factors, including stricter attitudes to the export 

of material and information from Nigeria, the increasing role of UNESCO, and growing 

preference for academic qualifications instead of museum-based training. This thesis will conclude 

that echoes of the events examined can be observed in contemporary examples of collaborative 

museum practice between British and African museums.  

 

This work is first and foremost a historical study. However, its subject holds particular salience in 

the present moment. During the course of this project, discussions regarding the future of African 

collections in European institutions, and relationships between European and African museums, 

have evolved at an unprecedented speed. Although this subject has been debated for many 
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decades,3 the issue was brought back into the spotlight by events in 2017, when French president 

Emmanuel Macron announced that ‘African heritage can no longer be the prisoner of European 

museums’.4 Macron commissioned a report on the restitution of African objects in French 

museums, which was delivered in 2018 by scholars Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy.5 Perceived 

by many as a polemic, this document sent shock waves through the museum sector. It called for 

a new relational ethics between African and French museums based on definitive restitution. 

Around the same time, Ryan Coogler’s blockbuster film Black Panther was released and its depiction 

of a thinly disguised version of the British Museum sparked new debates around questions of 

provenance, repatriation, and representation. More broadly, over the past five years, several major 

European museums have redisplayed the African sections within their permanent ethnographic 

exhibitions.6 Projects concerned with African collections in UK museums have been launched, 

such as ‘Rethinking Relationships and Building Trust around African Collections’ and ‘Devolving 

Restitution: African Collections in UK Museums Beyond London’.7 Debates have been driven 

forwards by the Black Lives Matter movement and increasingly formalised efforts to ‘decolonise’ 

museums.8 Meanwhile, on the African continent multiple new museums have been establish such 

as the Museum of Black Civilisations (Senegal, 2018) and the Palais de Lomé (Togo, 2019). 

 
Notably for this thesis, the British Museum’s continued possession of material looted from Benin 

City in Nigeria by British forces in 1897 has played a central role in public debates regarding 

                                                
3 Bénédicte Savoy, Africa’s Struggle for Its Art: History of a Postcolonial Defeat, trans. Susanne Meyer-Abich (Princeton 
and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2022). 
4 Bénédicte Savoy, “The Restitution Revolution Begins,” The Art Newspaper, February 16, 2018. 
5 Bénédicte Savoy and Felwine Sarr, “The Restitution of African Cultural Heritage. Toward a New Relational 
Ethics,” trans. Drew S. Burk, November 2018, http://restitutionreport2018.com/sarr_savoy_en.pdf. 
6 World Cultures collections and African sections in the following museums reopened on these dates: Vienna 
Weltmuseum 2017, Horniman Museum 2018, Royal Museum for Central Africa Tervuren 2018, Linden Museum 
Stuttgart 2019, Grassi Museum Leipzig remains closed at time of writing,  
7 Rethinking Relationships (2019-2021) was funded by the Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport and ran 
across the Horniman Museum in London, the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, the Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology, Cambridge and the World Museum in Liverpool. The project developed new practice around the 
Kenyan and Nigerian collections at partner museums and worked collaboratively with partners in Kenya, Nigeria 
and the UK. Devolving Restitution (2021-2022) is funded by the Open Society Foundations, Oxford University and Art 
Fund, and is based around a programme of research and public events that aim to build an understanding of the 
scale and diversity of African collections in British non-national museums outside London. Partner museums have 
worked collaboratively with African-based organisations, researchers, heritage professionals and communities to 
amplify their calls for the return of African heritage. See: Anonymous, “Rethinking Relationships and Building Trust 
around African Collections,” Horniman Museum, accessed May 18, 2022, 
https://www.horniman.ac.uk/project/rethinking-relationships/; Anonymous, “Devolving Restitution: Launch,” 
Pitt Rivers Museum, n.d., https://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/african-restitution. 
8 For example, the Museums Association (MA) launched its guidance on Supporting Decolonisation in Museums in 
November 2021: Anonymous, “Supporting Decolonisation in Museums,” Museums Association, November 2021, 
https://ma-production.ams3.digitaloceanspaces.com/app/uploads/2021/11/07135807/Supporting-decolonisation-
in-museums-final-version.pdf. 
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cultural restitution, repatriation and the decolonisation of museums.9 After many decades of 

unproductive efforts, the return of Benin material from other European museums has slowly 

begun and in 2020, plans were unveiled for the new Edo Museum of West African Art in Benin 

City.10 Against this backdrop of rapid change and intense debate, the specific historical, 

geographical and institutional context of this thesis provides a platform to reflect on questions 

pertaining to museum relations between museums in the UK and Africa. 

 

1.2 Scope of research 
 

This project was developed within the framework of a collaborative doctoral award between the 

University of Brighton and the British Museum.11 Research began by collating and interrogating 

archival material and interviews with former museum staff to identify traces of exchanges between 

the British Museum, Nigerian and Ghanaian museums in the years surrounding West African 

independence. Through this initial stage of research, three prominent modes of relationality were 

identified which directed and narrowed the focus of the study: collecting, training and exhibiting. 

As we will see, there is a great deal of crossover within these modes, for example, training of staff 

was often conducted alongside, and as part of, negotiations over the acquisition or loan of objects. 

For the purposes of this thesis, these themes have necessarily been artificially defined and 

separated in order to unpack some of the complexities of specific events.  

 

In the early stages of research, the focus was refined to the UK-Nigerian context and the British 

Museum and National Museum Lagos were identified as starting points for analysis.12 This decision 

                                                
9 This material is commonly referred to as the ‘Benin Bronzes’. This term encompasses a diverse group of material 
dating from the 16th-17th century made of brass and bronze, but also ivory, including decorated plaques, 
commemorative heads, animal and human figures, items of royal regalia, personal ornaments, and carved elephant 
tusks. This material was made by specialist guilds working for the royal court of the Oba (or king) of Benin City and 
was looted from shrines and associated compounds by British forces in 1897. There are currently over 900 objects 
from the historic Kingdom of Benin in the British Museum’s collection and in recent years the museum’s continued 
possession of these objects, despite their known provenance and widespread calls for return, has been the subject of 
intense criticism. A key generator of much heated debate on this subject has been the publication of Dan Hicks, The 
Brutish Museums: The Benin Bronzes, Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution (London: Pluto Press, 2020). 
10 Simon Stephens, “Plans Unveiled for Edo Museum of West African Art,” Museums Journal, November 13, 2020, 
https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/2020/11/plans-unveiled-for-edo-museum-of-west-
african-art/. 
11 Reflections on the process are included in the methodology chapter. 
12 Today this museum is referred to as the ‘Nigerian National Museum’ or the ‘National Museum Lagos’. Directly 
preceding and following its opening in 1957 it was referred to variously as the ‘Museum of Nigerian Antiquities, 
Traditional Art and Ethnography’, the ‘Nigeria Museum’, the ‘Nigerian Museum’, and the ‘Nigerian Museum, 
Lagos’. The name ‘Nigerian Museum, Lagos’ or ‘Nigerian Museum in Lagos’ will be used for the historical subject of 
this thesis.   
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was based on three main factors. Firstly, the British Museum serves at the main UK site of analysis 

because it offers a particularly rich and heterogenous set of exchanges to examine. Although this 

research has found evidence of mid-twentieth century cooperative activity occurring between 

Nigerian museums and other UK institutions, they were solitary occurrences or less frequent and 

do not present such fruitful case studies.13 Secondly, initial research quickly identified that the UK-

Nigerian context was highly complex and offered diverse and rich opportunities for research, from 

archival collections to oral histories. In order to conduct an in depth study, Nigeria was taken 

forwards as the main focus, with Ghana providing comparative material, which will be expanded 

upon further in the methodology. Finally, because the staff and collections of the National 

Museum Lagos (opened 1957) were often prominent in the events studied, this will serve as the 

primary Nigerian site through which relations are examined. However, it should be noted that this 

was just one of eight museums established in Nigeria from 1944 to 1960 under the Nigerian 

Antiquities Service.14  The British Museum and National Museum Lagos were only two sites in 

much larger national and regional museum networks across the UK and Nigeria, and indeed across 

the world, but a full exploration of these has not been possible within the limits of this PhD. 

Relevant engagements between other museums and individuals will be presented where they 

illuminate aspects of the events examined and areas identified for future work will be outlined in 

the conclusion.  

 

The time frame of 1945-1970 has been chosen because it bookends two major developments at 

the British Museum which marked important turning points in the relationship with their Nigerian 

collections and with Nigerian museums. Firstly, following the Second World War, collections were 

returned from their evacuation sites and Ethnography as a collection and group of staff was 

granted departmental status, marking a new era for the organisation and display of Nigerian 

material. Most importantly, in 1946, Hermann Justus Braunholtz, Keeper of the newly established 

Department of Ethnography at the British Museum, embarked on an eleven-week survey to assess 

museum needs in ‘British West Africa’.15 Although the trip included the Gold Coast (now Ghana), 

The Gambia and Sierra Leone, the majority of time was spent in Nigeria. This tour represents the 

first significant interaction between British Museum staff and fledgling Nigerian Antiquities 

                                                
13 For example, some links existed through British archaeologist Frank Willett who was a Keeper at the Manchester 
Museum from 1950 and went on to work for the Department of Antiquities in Nigeria during the late 1950s and 
early 1960s as archaeologist and curator of the Ife Museum. Kenneth Murray, Surveyor of Antiquities in Nigeria 
(1946 to 1957), attempted to forge links with the Royal Scottish Museum which resulted in the secondment of a 
technician to Nigeria and a donation of material from the Royal Scottish Museum to the Nigerian Museum in the 
early 1950s. 
14 The other seven were: Benin 1944, Esie 1948, Jos 1952, Ife 1954, Owo 1957-58, Oron 1959, Kano 1960. 
15 ‘British West Africa’ was the collective name for British colonies in West Africa during the colonial period. 
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Service and therefore has been taken as the starting point of this thesis. 1970 has been chosen as 

the end point of this study because it represents a rupture in the history of Nigerian collections at 

the British Museum, with the physical relocation of the Department of Ethnography from the 

main Bloomsbury site to the Museum of Mankind in Burlington Gardens. A thorough examination 

of the years following this move and the immersive contextual display genre pioneered at the 

Museum of Mankind are beyond the scope of this project. Throughout the course of this research 

it has become clear that much museum activity and extant historical documentation dates from 

the late 1940s and early 1950s. Although later developments have been explored, it should be 

noted that a reduction in activity and a lack of archival sources mean that the late 1950s and 1960s 

have yielded far less material for analysis. This period is nevertheless included because it still 

presents important analytical potential regarding the transition from the colonial to independence 

era. Even limited investigations of this period highlight that relations did not cease with Nigerian 

independence in 1960, but did gradually become more complex due to a range of personal, 

professional, and political factors. 

 

The British Museum is the focus of this study because it was the main and most significant point 

of museum collaboration between institutions in Nigeria and UK in the mid-twentieth century, 

and to some degree continues to be so today.16 As a national institution in the metropole its 

connection to museums in Nigeria held particular symbolic value and its collection of Nigerian 

material was to become the largest in Britain. As previously indicated, although the Nigerian 

Antiquities Service did occasionally collaborate with other UK museums, personal and 

professional relationships with staff at the British Museum resulted in a particularly active, long-

term, and varied set of exchanges that influenced international developments in the study 

of African art history. These events have provided a rich site for analysis and have required detailed 

research. However, it is also important to acknowledge the limits of taking the British Museum as 

the focus of this study. Firstly, as noted above, the British Museum was part of a much wider 

network of national, regional and university museums across the UK and by restricting attention 

to one specific institution other important connections have potentially been neglected. The 

British Museum’s size and status means that this study reflects a highly localised history that is not 

representative of other UK museums. This perpetuates the London-centrism that is typical of many 

analyses of UK museum histories. Increasingly, it is being acknowledged that current debates regarding the 

                                                
16 When this project began the British Museum’s ‘collaborative’ relationship with museums in Nigeria was the most 
active within the UK museum sector. However, recent repatriation actions have seen an increasing number of UK 
museums engaging directly with Nigerian institutions. 
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return of African material culture held in UK museums needs to be extended from London to take into 

account the specific contexts and conditions of a wider range of museums,17 and historical studies that 

reflect this broader perspective would also contribute to more nuanced discussions and understandings. 

Finally, although this research has attempted to move away from centring on the careers of senior 

British staff, by taking the British Museum as its focus this thesis inevitably maintains the 

dominance of British and anglophone narratives of this history.  

 

1.3 Literature review 
 

This research is situated within the field of museum studies, at the intersection of three main bodies 

of literature that can be defined in terms of their temporal, geographical and relational focus. 

Firstly, this work contributes to growing number of studies that are concerned with the 

transformations and transitions that European museums with non-European collections 

underwent in the mid-twentieth century in the decades that saw the formal dismantling of long-

standing European empires. The activity of British institutions around non-European collections 

in the mid-twentieth century remains an under-researched area to which this thesis will contribute. 

The second body of literature that this study will draw from and speak to can broadly be described 

as the history of colonial era museums in Africa. This research will build on some existing studies 

that look at the colonial origins and post-independence functions of cultural institutions in Nigeria. 

These two fields of literature generally restrict their attention to institutions either in Europe or 

Africa and although they are arguably closely related, they are rarely discussed together. The main 

contribution that this thesis will make to both fields is a focus on social, material and conceptual 

exchanges between museums in the UK and Nigeria and the analysis of shared history and mutual 

influence.  

 

In addition to the geographical and historical focus outlined above, this thesis is concerned with 

museums as relational entities. As such, it engages with two groups of museum studies literature 

that look at different forms of relationships that infuse and shape museums and deal with themes 

of interaction, connection, transaction and collaboration. The first is made up of studies that 

explore the social and material networks in which museums are embedded, predominantly through 

                                                
17 Highlighted by the recent Devolving Restitution project (2021-2022). Funded by the Open Society Foundations, 
Oxford University and Art Fund, the programme of research and public events aims to build an understanding of 
African collections in British non-national museums outside London. Pitt Rivers Museum website, “Current 
Research on African Restitution” https://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/african-restitution, last accessed 24 April 2022 
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the formation and movement of collections. The second group consists of investigations of 

collaborative processes in contemporary museum practice. This research builds upon the existing 

literature - which mainly focuses on field collectors and donors, and collecting and display practices 

-  by analysing relationships between museum staff in the UK and Nigeria and by paying attention 

to diverse forms of museum practice as collaborative paradigms. The sections that follow will first 

outline how this project draws from, and contributes to, studies that focus on mid-twentieth 

century museum practice and the history of Nigerian and British museums. It will then go on to 

place this research within a field of studies that addresses museum relations and collaborative, 

international museum practice.  

 

1.3.1 European museums in the mid-twentieth century 
 

This thesis is concerned with forms of relationality emerging between the British Museum and the 

first Nigerian museums in the mid-twentieth century. As such, it builds upon a well-established 

body of critical museology that is concerned with both the past and present role of European 

museums with ‘anthropological’ and ‘ethnographic’ collections acquired through colonial 

expansion and rule.18 Influential studies such as Reinventing Africa by Annie Coombes (1994) and 

Colonialism and the Object by Tim Barringer and Tom Flynn (1998) have persuasively analysed 

museums of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, including the British Museum, as 

authoritative, albeit contradictory, sites implicated in the maintenance and reproduction of imperial 

control, through mechanisms of collecting, exhibiting and educating.19 Other studies have explored 

strategies of post-colonial reinvention, renaming and relocating employed by European 

ethnographic museums from the late twentieth century.20 For example, the British Museum’s 

Sainsbury African Galleries, opened in 2001, have received critical attention from Annie Coombes 

and Ruth Phillips, who examine their role in maintaining neo-colonial relationships.21 Even though 

                                                
18 There is also a large amount of literature that focuses on museums in North America and the Pacific, but these 
often have distinctly different histories and concerns as settler nations with local, indigenous populations. 
19 Tim J. Barringer and Tom Flynn, eds., Colonialism and the Object: Empire, Material Culture, and the Museum (London: 
Routledge, 1998); Annie E. Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture, and Popular Imagination in Late 
Victorian and Edwardian England (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994). 
20 Felicity Bodenstein and Camilla Pagani, “Decolonising National Museums of Ethnography in Europe: Exposing 
and Reshaping Colonial Heritage (2000–2012),” in The Postcolonial Museum: The Arts of Memory and the Pressures of 
History, ed. Alessandra De Angelis et al. (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2014), 39–49; Anthony Shelton, “European 
Ethnography and World Cultures Museums. Positioning Ethnological Museums in the 21st Century,” Museumskunde 
81, no. 1 (2016): 20–27. 
21 Annie E. Coombes and Ruth Phillips, “Introduction: Museums in Transformation: Dynamics of Democratization 
and Decolonisation,” in Museum Transformations, ed. Annie E. Coombes and Ruth Phillips, The International 
Handbooks of Museum Studies 4 (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015), xxxiii–lxiii; Ruth Phillips, “Exhibiting Africa 
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both the colonial roots of European museums with non-European collections and their late-

twentieth-century legacies have been extensively discussed in museological discourse, a thorough 

investigation of their activity during the turbulent and formative years of the mid-twentieth century 

is only just beginning. It is specifically to this burgeoning field of research that this thesis will 

contribute, by providing analysis of activities around African collections in one UK museum 

during the understudied 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. 

 

In the majority of European museums, the accumulation of non-European collections has been a 

direct result of imperial conquest and consolidation.22 As such, the fate of these institutions and 

collections were inextricably connected to, and shaped by, the decline of European empires during 

the mid-twentieth century. Studies that examine French, Belgian, Dutch and British institutions 

have tracked their ‘metamorphosis’ from the colonial to post-colonial era, revealing a variety of 

decolonising approaches and processes between countries and museums. For example, Donna 

Mehos, Robert Aldrich, Christina Kreps and Mary Bouquet have examined the remaking of the 

Dutch Colonial Institute into the TropenMuseum and the reframing of its collections in the 

context of ‘third world development’ and international cooperation.23 Daniel Sherman and Robert 

Aldrich have looked at the Musée de l'Homme, Musée des Colonies, Musée National des Arts 

d'Afrique et d'Océanie and Musée du Quai Branly, describing how formerly colonial collections 

were reinterpreted within art historical, aestheticising and partly anthropological contexts.24 In the 

UK, Mark Crinson and Claire Wintle have examined how the Imperial Institute (founded in 1888) 

was reimagined as the Commonwealth Institute (1962) and some of the collections eventually 

transferred to the British Empire and Commonwealth Museum (2002).25 These studies are all 

useful context for this research because they explore the strategies of avoidance and denial that 

                                                
after Modernism: Globalization, Pluralism, and the Persistent Paradigms of Art and Artifact,” in Museums after 
Modernism: Strategies of Engagement, ed. Griselda Pollock and Joyce Zemans (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 90–103. 
22 Robert Aldrich, “Colonial Museums in a Postcolonial Europe,” in Museums in Postcolonial Europe, ed. Dominic 
Thomas (Oxon: Routledge, 2009), 14. 
23 Donna Mehos, “Colonial Commerce and Anthropological Knowledge: Dutch Ethnographic Museums in the 
European Context,” in A New History of Anthropology, ed. Henrika Kuklick (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), 173–90; 
Aldrich, “Colonial Museums in a Postcolonial Europe”; Christina Kreps, “Changing the Rules of the Road: Post-
Colonialism and the New Ethics of Museum Anthropology,” in The Routledge Companion to Museum Ethics: Redefining 
Ethics for the Twentieth-Century Museum, ed. Janet Marstine (London: Routledge, 2011), 70–84; Mary Bouquet, 
“Reactivating the Colonial Collection: Exhibition Making as Creative Process at the Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam,” 
in Museum Transformations, ed. Annie E. Coombes and Ruth Phililips, The International Handbooks of Museum 
Studies 4 (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015), 133–55. 
24 Aldrich, “Colonial Museums in a Postcolonial Europe”; Daniel Sherman, “Peoples Ethnographic: Objects, 
Museums and the Colonial Inheritance of French Ethnology,” French Historical Studies 27, no. 3 (2004): 669–703. 
25 Mark Crinson, “Imperial Story-Lands: Architecture and Display at the Imperial and Commonwealth Institutes,” 
Art History 22, no. 1 (1999): 99–158; Claire Wintle, “Decolonising the Museum: The Case of the Imperial and 
Commonwealth Institutes,” Museum & Society 11, no. 2 (2013): 188–90. 
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European museums employed in relation to their colonial history. This study will contribute to 

our understanding of how European museums navigated their entanglement with colonial agendas 

as empires were formally dismantled, and the inherent contradictions and uncertainties within this 

process.        

 

Until recently, the mid-twentieth century in the UK museum sector has generally been dismissed 

as a time of decline and ‘intellectual barrenness’.26 This has been attributed to diminishing 

anthropological interest in ethnographic collections, out-dated displays, lowering prestige of 

museum jobs, static collecting policies, destruction wreaked by the Second World War, and post-

war austerity.27 Catherine Pearson, for example, has suggested that the economic and social fallout 

of the conflict delayed museum reconstruction until the 1960s.28 Anthony Shelton has argued that 

British museums with ethnographic collections suffered neglect and a loss of direction, relying on 

outdated justifications of salvage ethnography until the 1980s.29 Similarly, historian Randolph Starn 

asserts that museums of ethnography were ‘comfortably authoritative, rather dusty islands in the 

museum archipelago’ until the 1980s, when racial, cultural and disciplinary tensions built into their 

institutional profile came under pressure.30 However, a steadily growing body of literature is 

proposing that this period of museum history was not characterised by stagnation and 

complacency, but rather adaptability and transformation. Alice Stevenson has questioned the 

‘dismal picture’ of the museum sector during this time, observing that post-war deaccessioning 

habits in UK museums created international opportunities for objects to be sent to newly 

independent countries.31 Furthermore, Claire Wintle argues that UK world art institutions in the 

mid-twentieth century represented ‘dynamic spaces’ where forms of decolonisation were enacted 

and trialled, laying the foundations for more ostensibly ‘collaborative, egalitarian’ museum 

practices.32 Like these studies, this research provides a more nuanced picture of UK institutional 

activity during the mid-twentieth century, one marked by new relationships and developing 

expertise and collections.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

                                                
26 Anthony Shelton, “Museums and Anthropologies: Practices and Narratives,” in A Companion to Museum Studies, ed. 
Sharon Macdonald (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 72. 
27 Shelton, 72. 
28 Catherine Pearson, Museums in the Second World War: Curators, Culture and Change, ed. Suzanne Keene (London: 
Routledge, 2017), 7. 
29 Shelton, “Museums and Anthropologies: Practices and Narratives,” 72. 
30 Randolph Starn, “A Historian’s Brief Guide to New Museum Studies,” American Historical Review 110, no. 1 
(February 2005): 87. 
31 Alice Stevenson, Scattered Finds: Archaeology, Egyptology and Museums (London: UCL Press, 2019), 205, 184. 
32 Claire Wintle, “Decolonising UK World Art Institutions, 1945-1980,” OnCurating 35 (December 2017): 106–22. 
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The majority of existing studies in the area outlined above focus on overtly ‘colonial’ institutions 

established at the height of European imperialism with the specific aim of promoting colonial 

interests. As Aldrich has noted, many were called ‘institutes’ rather than ‘museums’, suggesting 

‘scientific’ agendas that included the exploration of colonial resources.33 However, critical 

museology has made clear that it was not just ‘avowedly’ colonial institutions that contained 

colonial collections; the vast majority of European museums contain objects obtained through 

imperial ‘engagement’ with the rest of the world.34 Despite this, processes of mid-twentieth century 

decolonisation taken by institutions with less clear cut imperial mandates and more ambiguous 

agendas has not been examined in museum studies in detail.35 This study will be one of the first to 

examine the changes UK museums with ethnographic collections underwent during the years of 

decolonisation.36 It will also be one of the few studies that focus specifically on the history of the 

British Museum’s activity around their Nigerian collections. Despite sustained public scrutiny of 

the museum’s holding of African objects in recent decades, particularly in relation to the ‘Benin 

Bronzes’ of Nigeria, surprisingly few thorough examinations of the history of the West African 

collections exist. Exceptions include seminal work by Coombes and more recent analysis by 

Staffan Lundén and Dan Hicks.37 This thesis aims to nuance our understanding of the history of 

museum practice surrounding the British Museum’s African collections at a time when its future 

and symbolic value is the subject of much public debate.  

 

It is important to acknowledge here the usage of the term ‘decolonisation’, which within 

contemporary museum studies is most often used to describe reformative practices that interrogate 

institutional complicity in imperial histories, continued legacies of colonial systems, and attempts 

at more egalitarian forms of representation and engagement.38 Heavily influenced by the concept 

                                                
33 Aldrich, “Colonial Museums in a Postcolonial Europe,” 14. 
34 Aldrich, 14. 
35 For the US context, see Claire Wintle’s investigation of processes of decolonisation in the 1950s and 1960s at the 
Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of Natural History, which focused on the curation of the African and 
Asian collections. Claire Wintle, “Decolonizing the Smithsonian: Museums as Microcosms of Political Encounter,” 
The American Historical Review 121, no. 5 (December 2016): 1492–1520. 
36 Claire Wintle, “Exhibition Making in Crisis: Professional Identity and Radical Museum Exhibition Design in 
Britain after the Second World War,” Journal of Design History, June 24, 2021, https://doi.org/10.1093/jdh/epab018. 
37 Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture, and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and Edwardian 
England; Hicks, The Brutish Museums: The Benin Bronzes, Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution; Staffan Lundén, 
“Displaying Loot: The Benin Objects and the British Museum” (PhD diss., University of Gothenburg, 2016). 
38 Coombes and Phillips, “Introduction: Museums in Transformation: Dynamics of Democratization and 
Decolonisation”; Amy Lonetree, Decolonizing Museums: Representing Native America in National and Tribal Museums, First 
Peoples  : New Directions in Indigenous Studies (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012); John 
Giblin, Imma Ramos, and Nikki Grout, “Dismantling the Master’s House: Thoughts on Representing Empire and 
Decolonising Museums and Public Spaces in Practice An Introduction,” Third Text 33, no. 4–5 (September 3, 2019): 
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of decoloniality, most commonly associated with scholars Anibal Quijano and Walter Mignolo, 

current debates are concerned with untangling forms of knowledge production from Eurocentric 

modes of being and thinking, and social liberation from exploitation, discrimination and 

domination.39 In contrast, many historians use the term decolonisation to refer to the end of the 

historical period of territorial domination by European powers. As Raymond Betts writes, 

decolonisation was foremost considered a form of global political change, ‘most intense and 

successful in the three decades following World War II.’40 In the context of former British West 

Africa, for example, independence was gained by Ghana in 1957, Nigeria in 1960, Sierra Leone in 

1961 and The Gambia in 1965. At the same time, historians recognise ‘decolonisation’ as a process 

that cannot be reduced to a particular political movement or clearly defined era.41 Since the 1970s, 

examinations of decolonisation have been extended to economics, culture and events in the former 

European centres of power.42 This thesis refers to decolonisation primarily as the historical era 

and political shifts following the Second World War and consults relevant literature to illuminate 

the wider political context of the museum developments examined.43 However, it also 

acknowledges that themes of cultural decolonisation and decoloniality are key to many of the 

events investigated. Museum studies literature addressing decolonisation, for example, informs 

this research because it underpins many of the assumptions that we hold about international 

museum practice today.44 Although not a central aim of this project, this study nevertheless sheds 

light on the extensive and varied processes of decolonisation. 
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Heaton, A History of Nigeria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Frederick Cooper, Africa since 1940: The 
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1.3.2 Colonial era museums in West Africa 
 

This research also speaks to a field of literature that is broadly concerned with the history of 

museums established in colonial territories. In the mid-1990s, Bernard Cohn identified colonial 

museums beyond Europe as significant ‘instrumentalities of rulership’; however, specific attention 

to this topic did not begin until over a decade later.45 Two of the most notable volumes in this area 

are Museums and Empire: Natural History, Human Cultures and Colonial Identities by John Mackenzie 

(2009) and Curating Empire: Museums and the British Imperial Experience edited by Sarah Longair and 

John McAleer (2012). Mackenzie’s study of museums in Canada, South Africa, Australia, New 

Zealand, India and South-East Asia suggests that museums in colonial settings functioned as ‘tools 

of empire’, made by and for Europeans, providing justification for expansion and a means for 

measuring the sophistication of indigenous populations. Building on Mackenzie’s insights, Longair 

and McAleer have collated studies of colonial museums in the UK, Australia, New Zealand, India, 

Sierra Leone and Zanzibar.46 Like Longair and McAleer, this research has found great value in a 

close analytical reading of site-specific collecting and exhibition activity, the agency of individuals, 

tensions in museum policies and the wider political landscape in which institutions are situated. In 

terms of geographical and temporal focus, the majority of existing studies based on the African 

continent concern South Africa, where settler populations influenced the establishment of 

museums in the nineteenth century.47 This thesis will add to the few studies of West African and 

Nigerian museums, and extend the period under investigation from the colonial to independence 

era.  

 

Museums in former British West Africa did not emerge until the mid-twentieth century and final 

years of British colonial rule in the region.48 National institutions in the Gold Coast/Ghana, 

Nigeria and Sierra Leone all opened in 1957. For this reason, many existing studies of museums 
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46 Sarah Longair and John McAleer, eds., Curating Empire: Museums and the British Imperial Experience (Manchester: 
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in West Africa focus both on their colonial roots and post-independence functions, sharing the 

same mid-twentieth century time frame as this thesis. The most frequently studied museum in the 

region is the National Museum of Ghana in Accra, which has been analysed by Mark Crinson, 

Janet Hess, Arianna Fogelman, Sophie Mew, and Kwame Labi.49 These studies track the 

institution’s emergence from an embryonic archaeological collection in the 1920s, to modernist 

symbol of a new nation state opened on the eve of independence. These studies, alongside a few 

analyses of museums in Sierra Leone, the Congo/Zaire and Mali, have provided useful regional 

and historical context for this research.50 

 

Despite being the largest on the continent, the national museum network of Nigeria has received 

relatively little attention in museum studies literature. Notable theoretical studies that deal with the 

colonial origins and history of Nigerian museums include work by Flora Kaplan, Ekpo Eyo, Paul 

Basu and Amanda Hellman, in addition to practice-based and historical articles by Bernard Fagg, 

Keith Nicklin, Frank Willett and Emmanuel Arinze.51 Studies by Basu and Hellman provide useful 

context for this thesis because they explore both the political and personal conditions surrounding 

the establishment of museums in Nigeria. Basu, for example, illuminates how from 1938 to 1948, 

the colonial office considered a formal museum policy across West Africa, which was ultimately 

rejected as too low a priority to justify the cost.52 Hellman’s doctoral thesis, ‘Developing the 

                                                
49 Mark Crinson, “Nation-Building, Collecting and the Politics of Display,” Journal of the History of Collections 13, no. 2 
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Role of Objects in National Identity, ed. Flora Kaplan (Leicester: University of Leicester Press, 1994), 330–50; Basu, “A 
Museum for Sierra Leone?”; Amanda H. Hellman, “The Grounds for Museological Experiments: Developing the 
Colonial Museum Project in British Nigeria,” Journal for Curatorial Studies 3, no. 1 (2014): 74–96; Keith Nicklin, “The 
Epic of the Ekpu: Ancestor Figures of Oron, South-East Nigeria,” in The Politics of the Past, ed. P. W. Gathercole and 
David Lowenthal (London: Routledge, 1994), 291–301; Frank Willett, “Museums: Two Case Studies of Reaction to 
Colonialism,” in The Politics of the Past, ed. P. W. Gathercole and David Lowenthal (London: Routledge, 1994), 172–
86; Bernard Fagg, “The Museums of Nigeria,” Museum International 16, no. 3 (December 1963): 124–48. 
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Colonial Museum Project in British Nigeria’, explores how antiquities legislation and museum 

practice in Nigeria was both an extension of and departure from British museum purpose and 

policy, arguing that it was based on models taken from the British Museum and Pitt Rivers 

Museum. Although connections with British Museum staff have been highlighted by previous 

studies including Hellman’s, none have investigated these relationships in depth or taken 

cooperative practices of collection, exhibition and training as an interpretative lens. Additionally, 

this research reverses the north to south focus to explore how Nigerian museums also influenced 

the British Museum and its staff. By doing so, it expands the focal point from British individuals 

to consider the role and influence of Nigerian museum staff, artists, archaeologists, 

anthropologists, historians, students, and traditional leaders in this history.  

 
Also relevant to this research is analysis of the post-independence functions and activities of 

Nigeria’s museums by Flora Kaplan and Amanda Hellman. Kaplan’s study is valuable because it 

not only provides an overview of the origins of Nigerian museums and key British figures, but 

points to the ‘emerging group of indigenous museum professionals, historians, and archaeologists’ 

who would lead the museum service after independence.53 However, the role of these individuals 

and their relationships with British predecessors are not given detailed attention and the period of 

transition is not explored. Hellman’s study, although focusing on the 1940s and 1950s, does sketch 

out post-independence developments in a little more detail, highlighting how the actual handover 

of the museum service into entirely Nigerian leadership was a protracted affair. This thesis will 

build on these insights to consider how British Museum engagements with Nigerian museums 

were impacted in the decade following independence. It will reverse the existing focus on what 

independence meant for Nigerian museums, to consider the simultaneous implications for the 

British Museum. 

 

In order to analyse the legacies of historical relationships examined in this thesis, studies that 

examine late twentieth-century and early twenty-first museum practice in West Africa have been 

identified and consulted. Many are concerned with practical and ethical issues, for example Ekpo 

Eyo’s various works on the repatriation of cultural heritage and the contemporary relevance of 

African museums.54 Others are concerned with how to ‘Africanise’ museums in the region.55 For 

example, the Museums in West Africa book series by the West African Museum Programme 
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(WAMP) was founded in 1982 with the aim of stimulating and fostering the development of 

museums in the region.56 Similar themes have been addressed in publications by Kwame Labi, 

Enid Schildkrout and Malcolm McLeod, who have examined practical considerations of new 

museums in Ghana.57 More recently, West African museums have been discussed in the context 

of international development by Malcolm McLeod, Paul Basu and Johanna Zetterstrom-Sharp.58 

Also relevant are studies of heritage management in colonial and contemporary Africa by Derek 

Peterson, Ray Silverman and Kodzo Gavua.59 These studies are useful for this research because 

they all highlight the enduring ways in which museums are enmeshed within heritage regimes and 

development processes that shape social relations of power. This thesis will draw on these insights 

to reflect on what the historical events studied can tell us about contemporary, collaborative 

museum practice between Nigeria and the UK.  

 

1.3.3 Museums as relational entities - collecting histories  
 

During the past three decades, a growing body of scholarship has explored the complex histories 

of interactions from which museum collections originate and highlighted the diverse, international 

networks of people, objects and disciplines involved in their creation.60 This literature can be 

considered as part of the ‘material turn’ across the social sciences and humanities, which has 

generated multiple perspectives on materiality, the nature of objects and networks between them.61 

Of particular note is pioneering work by Nicholas Thomas (1991, 1994), who adopted a material 

culture approach to explore ‘entangled’ interactions among colonising and colonised people and 
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objects.62 Thomas challenged theories that portrayed colonialism as monolithic in nature, and 

posited that the encounters it engendered were far more diverse and ambiguous than generally 

assumed. Since then, work by Enid Schildkrout and Curtis Keim (1998), Michael O’Hanlon and 

Robert Welsh (2000), Chris Gosden and Chantal Knowles (2001), Byrne et al. (2011), Harrison et 

al. (2013), Claire Wintle (2013), Karen Jacobs, Chantal Knowles, and Chris Wingfield (2015) and 

Zachary Kingdon (2019) have analysed multiple cross-cultural encounters through processes of 

collection and display. Generally focusing on the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they 

draw attention to examples across Africa, the South Pacific, North America, South Asia and 

Europe that highlight how collecting and display practice was shaped by a diverse range of actors, 

receptions and motivations. Increasingly, researchers are also studying the histories of collections 

through the lens of transnational circulation and dispersal, demonstrating how from the nineteenth 

century, social networks established through travel and interpersonal relationships have resulted 

in scholarly collaboration, material exchanges and political negotiations in museums across the 

world.63 Like these studies, this research highlights how collecting and display was shaped by a 

diverse range of agents, drawing attention to the fundamentally relational and mobile nature of 

museum collections. This thesis builds on the few studies that examine histories of engagement 

between West Africa and the UK through material culture, and the even smaller number that are 

concerned with the mid-twentieth century.64 

 

The focus of this study is institutional relationships, not museum objects, and this project differs 

from the majority of collecting histories literature because it does not have a distinct collection as 

a starting point. Nevertheless, the relational perspective and analytical frameworks proposed by 

object-based studies have still been extremely useful. Of note is the pioneering work of the 

‘Relational Museum’ project at Pitt Rivers Museum and publications edited by Sarah Byrne, Anne 
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Clarke, Robin Torrence and Rodney Harrison.65 These studies all draw on network and meshwork 

metaphors, and the work of Bruno Latour and Tim Ingold, as a starting point to research 

connections between museums and various communities around the world. The ‘Relational 

Museum’ project mapped the history and nature of relationships that composed the Pitt Rivers 

Museum by analysing the history of its collections. Using archival and statistical research, it 

employed network analysis to visualise associations between the thousands of collectors, donors 

and artefacts that shaped the institution from 1884 to 1945. This research is on a much smaller 

scale, but also approaches the museum as a ‘trans-cultural artifact’ composed of multiple 

relations.66 Also highly relevant are two edited volumes that conceptualise the museum ‘not merely 

as material assemblages but also social collections.’67 Drawing on the metaphors of networks and 

meshworks (to be discussed in due course), they explore the wide range of social and material 

agencies that have created, shaped and reworked museum collections in the late-nineteenth and 

early twentieth century. They explore how museum collections have been, and still are, active in 

forming social relations between varied people and groups, who are in turn shaped by interactions 

with each other and material objects.68 These approaches have been useful for this project because 

they allow us to imagine museums in the UK and Nigeria as simultaneously social and material 

entities and encourage the consideration of diverse and heterogeneous actors and agencies.  

 

By attending to diverse agencies, collecting histories’ literature has complicated our understanding 

of the fragile and mutable relations between ‘colonisers’ and ‘colonised’ people.69 This work is 

underpinned by a concern, as voiced by Frederick Cooper, that ignoring nuances, and emphasising 

colonial binarism, runs the risk of reproducing it.70 Accordingly, many studies of historical 

collecting have served to counteract assumptions that local people in formerly colonised parts of 
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the world had little or no agency in the processes that were responsible for the creation of 

ethnographic collections. For example, Zachary Kingdon argues that the transfer of hundreds of 

objects from present day Ghana and Sierra Leone to museums in northwest England from around 

1850 to 1916 cannot simply be viewed as the product of imperialism, looting or coercion.71 Instead, 

they represent a ‘two-way process of cultural collaboration’ between British and West African 

individuals.72 Similar work has been conducted in anthropology, for example by Lyn Schumaker 

who explored how the apparently white-dominated Rhodes-Livingstone Institute in Zambia was 

shaped by Africans and the African context.73 Likewise, multiple studies on colonial era African 

‘intermediaries’, such as interpreters and clerks, have attempted to explore relationships and move 

away from the dichotomy of resistance and collaboration.74  

 

Attention to diverse actors and agencies has been crucial for this thesis because it has drawn 

attention to the involvement and influence of Nigerian individuals in the events studied, in addition 

to the varied and sometimes contradictory interests and motivations of their British colleagues. 

James Clifford has described how his attention to the writing/inscribing practices of ‘informants’ 

working with anthropologists is not intended to ‘assert a naive democracy of plural authorship’.75 

Instead, his intention is to loosen ‘the monological control of the executive writer/anthropologist 

and to open for discussion ethnography’s hierarchy and negotiation of discourses in power-

charged, unequal situations.’76 Similarly, the intention here is not to ‘assert a naive democracy of 

plural authorship’ in the museum context. British colonial officials and senior British curators 

dominated colonial era museum practice in Nigeria and their role has been well documented,77 but 

this study is also interested in exploring the participation of Nigerian museum staff as relevant and 

significant figures in this history. This is not a strategy to underplay or obfuscate the histories of 

violence, exploitation and processes of racialisation that are known to underlie collections of 
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Nigerian material culture in the British Museum.78 The structural asymmetry in which these events 

took place is vitally important, and this research attempts to better understand how power 

dynamics worked in this context, and how they played out through various operational museum 

practices. In doing so, this thesis also attempts to begin to counteract the overwhelming focus on 

the role of senior British staff and British influence in Nigerian museums that has previously 

characterised studies on this topic.79 The majority of staff working at Nigerian museums since their 

establishment were Nigerian citizens and by beginning to explore their experiences and actions 

this thesis hopes to shed light on previously unknown or unacknowledged aspects of this formative 

period in museum history. Within the limits of this project it has not been possible to complete 

this work in its full detail and it remains an important area for further research. Nevertheless, this 

study does begin to consider how both Nigerian and British museum staff, and key figures such 

as the Ooni of Ife (the traditional ruler of Ile-Ife and the spiritual head of the Yoruba people), 

were active in the events studied, and how they came from a variety of backgrounds and disciplines 

with disparate interests, attitudes and approaches that shaped relations and practices.  

 

Like many collecting histories, this project is interested in challenging monolithic narratives that 

homogenise colonial processes and relationships underlying museum structures, by exploring the 

complex system of connections that museums represent and the material and social transactions 

involved in their creation. However, it departs from existing studies in two main ways. Firstly, the 

main focus here is not on collectors, donors, and producers of objects, but the relations between 

museum staff and their associates. As Sarah Byrne et al. have noted, museum professionals are 

generally marginalised in accounts of collecting networks and their histories remain poorly 
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understood.80 Exceptions include studies by Byrne, Philps, Wingfield and Nichols who 

demonstrate that staff were pivotal agents in the creation of collections, influenced by a range of 

material and social actors.81 However, these studies generally pivot on one institution, collection 

or staff member and do not examine international relations between multiple museum staff in 

different countries. Secondly, although this research acknowledges the central role that 

accessioned objects and collections play in the history that it examines, it does not assume that 

collections and collecting were the only sinews holding people, institutions and ideas together. 

Instead, it attempts to consider the role of additional operational museum practices, such as 

conservation, loans, cataloguing and reproduction, in addition to materials such as letters, 

photographs and registers, which can, through aspects of their form and function, reveal important 

details about the networks that produced them. A more thorough examination of these theoretical 

underpinnings and approaches will be given in the methodology chapter. 

 

1.3.4 Museums as relational entities - contemporary collaborative museum practice 
 

Finally, this thesis builds on a field of inquiry that is concerned with ‘collaborative’ paradigms of 

museum practice. Emerging primarily from debates around ethnographic and anthropological 

collections since the 1980s, the ‘collaborative turn’ or ‘collaborative shift’ is now recognised by 

scholars as a major museum methodology.82 A series of foundational studies in this subject are 

important for this research, including the trilogy Exhibiting Cultures (1991), Museums and Communities: 

The Politics of Public Culture (1992) and Museum Frictions: Public Cultures/Global Perspectives (2006), and 

several other edited volumes such as Museums and Source Communities (2003), Museums and 

Communities: Curators, Collections and Collaboration (2013) and Museum as Process (2015), and Museum 

Cooperation Between Africa and Europe (2018). Although adopting various approaches and prioritising 

different concerns, these studies are all relevant to this thesis because they analyse forms of 

relations generated between museums and the ‘communities’ or countries from which collections 

originate. They approach museum collaboration as both a methodology and ontology and highlight 

                                                
80 Byrne et al., “Networks, Agents and Objects: Frameworks for Unpacking Museum Collections,” 17. 
81 Sarah Byrne, “Trials and Traces: A. C. Haddon’s Agency as Museum Curator,” in Unpacking the Collection: Networks 
of Material and Social Agency in the Museum, ed. Sarah Byrne et al. (New York, NY: Springer, 2011), 307–25; Chris 
Wingfield, “Donors, Loaners, Dealers and Swappers: The Relationship behind the English Collections at the Pitt 
Rivers Museum,” in Unpacking the Collection, ed. Sarah Byrne et al. (New York, NY: Springer, 2011), 119–40; Philp, 
“Hedley Takes a Holiday: Collections from Kanak People in the Australian Museum”; Nichols and Parezo, “Social 
and Material Connections: Otis T. Mason’s European Grand Tour and Collections Exchanges.” 
82 Ivan Karp and Corinne A. Kratz, “The Interrogative Museum,” in Museum as Process: Translating Local and Global 
Knowledges, ed. Raymond A. Silverman (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), 281; Ruth Phillips, “Introduction,” in Museums 
and Source Communities, ed. Alison K Brown and Laura Peers (London: Routledge, 2003), 157; Shelton, “Heterodoxy 
and the Internationalisation and Regionalisation of Museums and Museology,” xvii. 
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the extent to which ‘collaborative’ practice has become an accepted, if contested, relational 

paradigm in the museum sector. Also valuable is their attention to the messy and conflictual nature 

of collaborative work and the processes of translation and transfer that it entails. This important 

analytical background will be expanded upon further in the theoretical framework section.  

 

The origin of collaborative museum practice is consistently traced back to the New Museology 

movement, the crisis of representation in the social sciences, and late-twentieth century debates 

on the colonial legacy and civic function of museums.83 Emerging from academic, political and 

social developments in the Americas during the 1980s, collaborative shifts in museums were due 

to an increasing awareness of how objectifying displays of material culture perpetuated colonial 

power relations, and the struggle of indigenous peoples to represent themselves in all domains.84 

Developments were further compounded by a series of highly publicised conflicts around 

controversial exhibitions and the passing of the Native American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act in 1990.85 The first ‘collaborative’ exhibition and knowledge making models 

emerged from attempts to establish ‘respectful partnerships’ between museums and ‘indigenous’ 

communities.86 These events were happening in parallel with, and were informed by, debates 

within ethnography that problematised the colonial histories and dynamics of relations between 

anthropologists and the peoples they studied.87 Indeed, many practitioners writing about 

collaborative museum practice are anthropologists by training and draw on theory from the sub-

disciplines of collaborative anthropology, collaborative ethnography, public anthropology and 

                                                
83 Early texts included: Duncan F. Cameron, “The Museum, a Temple or the Forum,” Curator: The Museum Journal 
14, no. 1 (March 1971): 11–24; James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and 
Art (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988); Ivan Karp and Steven Lavine, eds., Exhibiting Cultures 
(Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991); Michael Ames, Cannibal Tours and Glass Boxes: The 
Anthropology of Museums (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1992). 
84 Karp and Kratz, “The Interrogative Museum,” 282; Shelton, “Heterodoxy and the Internationalisation and 
Regionalisation of Museums and Museology,” xvii. 
85 These included: Glenbow Museum’s The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canadas First Peoples (1988) and the Royal 
Ontario Museum’s Into the Heart of Africa (1989). Fierce debates led to the boycott of the Glenbow Museum’s The 
Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canadas First Peoples (1988) and the Royal Ontario Museum’s Into the Heart of Africa 
(1989). The latter prompted violent demonstrations and was accused of being racist and offensive. Although it was 
intended as a critical take on colonial collecting practices, Into the Heart of Africa was perceived by the public as a 
glorification of colonialism. See Enid Schildkrout, “Ambiguous Messages and Ironic Twists: Into the Heart of 
Africa and The Other Museum,” Museum Anthropology 15, no. 2 (May 1991): 182; Ruth Phillips, “Re-Placing Objects: 
Historical Practices for the Second Museum Age,” Canadian Historical Review 86, no. 1 (March 1, 2005): 86; Karp and 
Kratz, “The Interrogative Museum,” 284. 
86 Phillips, “Re-Placing Objects: Historical Practices for the Second Museum Age,” 87. 
87 James Clifford and George E. Marcus, Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California press, 1986); Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New 
York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1983); George Stocking, George Stocking, Observers Observed: Essays on 
Ethnographic Fieldwork (Madison, MI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1983). 
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engaged anthropology.88 Literature from these allied fields have informed my understanding of the 

relations examined in this thesis and provided a certain vocabulary to discuss the events studied. 

Through this literature, I have identified the concepts of ‘collaboration’, ‘correspondence’ and 

‘friction’ to aid analysis and these will be expanded upon in the theoretical framework section. 

 

Since the turn of the twenty-first century, collaborative practice has been recognised as a key 

feature of museum work and continues to be an important growing trend in professional practice.89 

The majority of literature on the subject is based on experiences in Australia, New Zealand, 

Canada, and the United States, where museum work has been shaped dramatically by colonial 

histories as so-called settler societies and the geographic proximity of indigenous populations.90 

Perhaps for the same reason, the majority of attention on the African continent is directed towards 

South African institutions, for example the District Six Museum.91 In the UK and other former 

centres of European empires, collaborative museum practice has been influenced by the presence 

of diaspora and migrant populations and debates on the postcolonial function of museums.92 

Nevertheless, there are very few studies that deal with collaborative relations generated around 

Nigerian collections in UK museums. One notable exception is an account by Anthony Shelton 

of the co-curation of the African Worlds gallery at the Horniman Museum and Gardens in London 

in the late 1990s, which promoted ‘research and collecting with its sister institutions in Africa.’93 

As we will see, such approaches were occurring many decades earlier, albeit in a very different 

context. The most recent published account of collaborative work surrounding West African 

collections in UK cultural institutions comes from the Museum Affordances project, which has 

been conducted since this PhD project began. Museum Affordances created partnerships between 

West African and British cultural institutions to explore new ways of ‘re-mobilising’ colonial era 

collections of West African objects and archive materials made by British anthropologist 

                                                
88 Raymond A. Silverman, “Introduction: Museum as Process,” in Museum as Process: Translating Local and Global 
Knowledges, ed. Raymond A. Silverman (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), 10. 
89 Phillips, “Re-Placing Objects: Historical Practices for the Second Museum Age,” 83–84; Richard Sandell and 
Eithne Nightingale, “Introduction,” in Museums, Equality and Social Justice, ed. Richard Sandell and Eithne Nightingale 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), 4. 
90 Alison K Brown and Laura Peers, “Introduction,” in Museums and Source Communities, ed. Alison K Brown and 
Laura Peers (London: Routledge, 2003), 14; Michael Ames, “Cultural Empowerment and Museums: Opening up 
Anthropology through Collaboration,” in Objects of Knowledge, ed. Susan Pearce (London: The Athlone Press, 1990), 
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91 See Ciraj Rassool, “Community Museums, Memory Politics, and Social Transformation in South Africa: Histories, 
Possibilities, and Limits,” in Museum Frictions: Public Cultures/Global Transformations, ed. Ivan Karp et al. (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2006), 286–321. 
92 Phillips, “Introduction,” 157; Brown and Peers, “Introduction,” 4. 
93 Anthony Shelton, “Curating African Worlds,” in Museums and Source Communities, ed. Alison K Brown and Laura 
Peers (London: Routledge, 2003), 183. 
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Northcote W.  Thomas.94 These accounts demonstrate the ongoing relevance of the historical 

events studied, as evolving forms of relationality continue to be developed around West African 

collections in UK museums. It also highlights the expectations placed on such activities, the hope 

for reparative connection, and the inherent contradictions, conflicts and tensions therein. This 

thesis will contribute to this work by providing some historical contextualisation through an 

exploration of how the first UK-Nigerian museum interactions played out and the types of 

relationality that occurred.  

 

This study departs from most literature in this field by taking the analysis of museum-museum 

interactions as the central subject of study. The prevailing concern in the majority of collaborative 

museum theory is practice between museums and external groups of people with various 

connections to collections.95 This research, like a small number of other studies, argues that 

museum-‘community’ relations are just one relationship that museums traverse, and cross-museum 

networks are also worthy of analysis.96 The focus here is on how contradictory tensions can arise 

in the priorities between institutions, and between staff within the same institution. Museum Frictions 

was one of the first studies to pay attention to how museums are also inevitably connected and 

related to other cultural and display institutions across the world and to consider the ‘complexity 

of relations, pressures and incentives’ involved in these dynamics.97 A few studies attest to the fact 

that international cooperation and exchange amongst museums is not new,98 particularly in relation 

to the formation of collections, but despite this, analyses of relations between museums are still 

uncommon. This thesis builds on existing literature by taking inter-museum (and arguably intra-

museum)99 engagements as the primary subject of study and examining a range of collaborative 

modes, such as training, loans and conservation, in addition to exhibition making projects. In doing 

so, it builds upon a relatively under researched area that is increasingly receiving attention, as 

evidenced by the publication Museum Cooperation Between Africa and Europe (2018). Described by its 
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95 Exemplified by Alison K Brown and Laura Peers, eds., Museums and Source Communities (London: Routledge, 2003). 
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editors as ‘a new field for museum studies’, this volume represents the most comprehensive body 

of literature to date that deals specifically with relations between museums on the two continents. 

Through case studies it explores ‘opportunities, challenges and modalities’ that emerge from 

contemporary cooperative museum practices. The editors argue that cooperation, although 

requiring reconsideration and critical reflection, holds potential for destabilising forms of 

European hegemony that continue to shape transcontinental museum interactions. Notably for 

this thesis, it provides some analysis of recent British Museum activity with African countries 

through the Africa Programme (2005-2016), a subject which has received scant academic 

attention.100 In addition to raising interesting parallels with historical activities, chapters in that 

volume provide useful insights into the workings and implications of contemporary, transnational 

practice from the perspective of African museum professionals. The volume highlights the extent 

to which collaboration is now an established and privileged mode of museum relationality, as well 

as its contested nature, and the importance of gaining a better understanding of the processes 

involved. This thesis contributes to this work by providing historical context to international 

museum networks between Africa and Europe, and in particular, historical precursors of more 

recent engagements such as the British Museum’s Africa Programme. It demonstrates how various 

forms of exchange were already being enacted in the final years of British colonial rule in Africa 

and how echoes of these practices are still visible in transnational museum relations today. 

 

Collaborative museum theory is also useful for its ontological reimagining of the museum. For 

example, Fiona Cameron describes the museum as a ‘complex adaptive system’ with ‘liquid’, 

‘mobile’, ‘relational’, ‘porous’ qualities and an ‘open-ended institutional structure’.101 These recent 

vocabularies allow us to think creatively about the museum, and to move away from the idea of a 

‘stolid and solid’ institution with ‘hard, disciplinary, authoritative powers.’102 Such interpretations 

follow in the footsteps of  re-conceptualisations of the museum as ‘forum’ in the 1980s, and 
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perhaps most famously, James Clifford’s theorisation of the museum as ‘contact zone’ in 1997.103 

Clifford drew on Mary Louise Pratt’s term to imagine institutions as lively intersections where 

contestation and collaborative activity can occur, where subjects were ‘constituted in and by their 

relations to each other’.104 Although remaining influential, the ‘museum as contact zone’ concept 

has been critiqued over the years, for example by Kratz and Karp, who argue that it creates a sense 

of boundedness which does not accurately portray the way tensions and debates occur both 

internally and externally to the museum and are often grounded in other contexts, institutions and 

processes.105 Like these studies, this thesis understands the museum as an ever changing relational 

entity with capacity as a flexible organisation stretching beyond the limits of its own walls. 

 

The influential anthology, Museum Frictions, has been particularly important for this thesis because 

it argues that museums are intrinsically protean, transnational sites of cross-cultural interactions 

with varied and frequently contradictory goals.106 Kratz and Karp conceptualise the museum as a 

‘social technology’ and a ‘set of practices, processes and interactions’, subject to multiple and 

conflicting ‘relations, pressures and incentives’ from a range of stakeholders. They propose 

‘museum frictions’ as a useful term which shifts attention towards ‘ongoing complex social 

processes and transformations that are generated by and based in museums’.107 Like the essays in 

the Museum Frictions volume, this thesis uses a range of perspectives, from macro to mezzo to 

micro, to analyse different facets of museum practice and consider international museum processes 

and connections. It considers how structural and institutional dynamics, and social, material, and 

conceptual actors and agencies shape, and are shaped by, museological processes and museum 

‘frictions’. It explores the ‘entanglements, contradictions and opportunities’ that arise.108 Although 

Karp and Kratz acknowledge that ‘museums and the professionals who staff them have been 

international actors and part of various global orders for a long time’, they argue that ‘international 

connections and global orientations’ have emerged as a major trend in museum and heritage 

practice since the turn of the twenty-first century.109 This highlights how the workings and 

implications of historical international museum practice are relatively unexamined and remain 
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poorly understood. This thesis will contribute to existing work by examining how museums have 

historically traversed new connections and conflicts with emerging groups of stakeholders. By 

examining how museum practices transferred and transformed under shifting institutional 

configurations during the final years of the British Empire, it will contribute to our understanding 

of how museums have functioned as sites of connection, contest and tactical maneuver at pivotal 

points in colonial history. Karp and Kratz’s concept of ‘friction’ has been identified as a useful 

starting point to unpack the dynamics of the events studied and will be expanded upon in the 

theoretical framework section of this chapter, alongside the work of anthropologist Anna Tsing. 

 

1.4 Original contribution to knowledge  
 

The primary contribution made by this thesis comes from applying a relational perspective to the 

study of historical exchanges between museums in the UK and Nigeria. As we have seen, colonial 

era museums in both countries are generally examined separately, with an emphasis on how 

influence has travelled from north to south, from ‘metropole’ to ‘colony’. However, as Stoler and 

Cooper remind us, ‘Europe was made by its imperial projects, as much as colonial encounters were 

shaped by conflicts within Europe itself.’110 By considering relations between museums in the two 

countries, this thesis recasts the relationship as mutually constitutive, albeit asymmetrical. In other 

words, this thesis argues that it was not only British museum structures and processes that 

influenced the new Nigerian museums, but the creation of the first museums in Nigeria also shaped 

practices, interpretation and collections in the UK. This research builds on previous literature that 

explores the social and material ‘networks’ and ‘meshworks’ in which museums are embedded by 

focussing on the role of museum professionals and extending the focus from collection building 

to include other operational museum practices, such as training in collection management practices 

and loan exhibitions. In doing so, this thesis reframes the way we conceptualise this period of 

history in UK museums with African collections. Rather than inert and uneventful, museum 

practice during the years of formal decolonisation was dynamic, contested and inventive. For 

example, the British Museum and Nigerian Antiquities Service struck an uneasy yet active alliance 

in order to build their respective collections; they embarked on training initiatives that resulted in 

the transfer and adaptation of museum technologies and processes; and they negotiated with 

Nigerian lenders to borrow important Nigerian objects and mount experimental exhibitions in 
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London. Many of these relationships, events, and developments had consequences that continue 

to shape inter-museum relations between Nigeria and the UK to this day. 

 

1.5 Theoretical framework 
 

Much of the theoretical work of this thesis has been concerned with identifying ways in which to 

first locate and then analyse shifting and multifaceted relations between the British Museum and 

Nigerian museums. As Fiona Cameron observes, museums are ‘entangled in many mobile, 

intertwined, and heterogeneous forces, embedded in many systems; organizations; processes; [….] 

that necessarily predispose many different types of material, social, human-human, and human-

nonhuman processes and relations.’111 Finding ways to trace and interpret the form and nature of 

connections, without minimising their complexity, has been a central theoretical concern for this 

project. As mentioned previously, this has been particularly challenging because the investigation 

does not centre on a distinct collection, staff member or institution. In response, this thesis has 

employed two sets of theoretical tools to aid investigations. Firstly, in order to trace socio-material 

connections, this thesis has identified ‘networks’ and ‘meshworks’ as useful theoretical tools to 

track and analyse the organisational heterogeneity of interactions. These concepts are increasingly 

familiar metaphors within museum studies and useful aspects of existing research have been drawn 

upon to inform this project.112 Approaching relations as ‘networks’ or ‘meshworks’ helps us to 

visualise and describe social, material and conceptual connections and encourages us to think 

about the medium that exchanges are made of. Secondly, this project has identified three concepts 

that illuminate different aspects of the multifaceted and frequently contradictory nature of 

engagements studied. These are ‘collaboration’, ‘correspondence’ and ‘friction’. These three 

concepts are not competing or mutually exclusive, but instead provide different perspectives on 

events and reveal various modes of relationality within these complex encounters and 

entanglements. The three terms are not intended as definitive descriptions of events studied, but 

rather as lenses through which to examine them. They are useful taken together because they 

illuminate the blindspots left by the others and foreground different aspects of relations. The 

sections that follow will unpack these theoretical approaches in more detail and consider their 
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limits, beginning with ‘networks’ and ‘meshworks’, and ending with ‘collaboration’, 

‘correspondence’ and ‘friction’. 

 

1.5.1 Networks  

 

Over the last twenty years, the network has become an increasingly popular analytical tool 

employed within museum studies.113 As discussed in the literature review, the Relational Museum 

project at the Pitt Rivers Museum (2002-2006), and two edited volumes, Unpacking the Collection 

(2011) and Reassembling the Collection (2013), are key examples of this approach. Like these studies, 

this project has found the network metaphor a useful way of conceptualising the intricate sets of 

relationships that constitute, and are constituted by, museums. This thesis has not employed 

network analysis as a methodology - no diagrams have been generated - but has taken the network 

concept as a theoretical framework to begin unpicking socio-material interconnections, identify 

stable patterns of connection, and provoke analysis. 

 

In their most basic sense, ‘networks’ can be envisaged as structures made up of people (points) 

connected by relationships or transactions (lines).114 As Frances Larsen, Alison Petch, and David 

Zeitlyn have explained, network analysis allows researchers to envisage large sets of complex 

relationships and identify important areas for further investigation.115 However, the network 

concept also contains important theoretical qualities that have made it particularly well suited to 

museum studies. Particularly influential here is Actor-Network Theory (ANT) which was 

developed by scholars working in the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS), and is 

perhaps most commonly associated with Bruno Latour and John Law.116 ANT proposes that 
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everything in the social and natural world exists in constantly shifting ‘networks’ of relationships. 

Objects, ideas, processes, and other ‘radically different types of entities’ are seen as ‘actors’ and 

equally important as humans in the creation of social situations.117 Latour terms this approach a 

‘sociology of associations’.118 Although controversial, this concept has interesting effects for 

museum studies in particular, because it means that objects can be viewed as having agency within 

networks of relations.119 As Chris Gosden and Frances Larsen point out, ‘[it] is not just that objects 

illuminate the relationships that created the Museum, but that many of these connections were 

created through objects and because of them.’120 The distribution of agency that ANT allows for 

also supports the view that museums have multiple ‘authors’, even if not all of them are willing or 

aware of their contribution.121 As Byrne et al. observe, one advantage of viewing social practice in 

a non-hierarchical manner is the ability to recognise forms of agency that have not previously been 

considered.122 They demonstrate the value that this approach has for analysing the involvement of 

‘creator communities’ in the formation of collections.123 Crucially, as Latour explains, ‘a network 

is a concept. It is a tool to help describe something, not what is being described’.124 

 

ANT provides useful theoretical concepts for this thesis because it draws attention to the 

heterogenous constellation of actors present in museum relations between Nigeria and the UK. 

Importantly, this perspective highlights the previously unacknowledged activity of non-curatorial 

museum staff, Nigerian archaeologists, artists and anthropologists, and influential Nigerian 

individuals in the historical events studied. Additionally, it has extended the consideration of 
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accessioned museum objects to include alternative materials held in museums, such as letters and 

photographs. This has provided increased analytical opportunity for studying how these networks 

operated. Additionally, ANT provides useful methodological pointers that this research has 

utilised. For example, Latour argues that in order to understand the social, we must trace networks 

of connection, and to do this we must ‘follow the actors themselves’.125 He argues that agents are 

only identifiable by their ability to leave a ‘trace’, or to produce a transformation on the world: to 

argue that something has agency, you have to provide an account of its actions and identify the 

observable traces that it has created.126 Within museum studies, it is usually museum objects which 

are identified as ‘traces’, or agents in themselves, or perceived to contain ‘traces’ of human 

agency.127 This research has found that an enhanced sensitivity to the different types of entities 

including but also beyond accessioned objects circulating between the UK and Nigeria reveals the 

analytical possibilities of different material and semiotic ‘traces’, such as collection management 

technologies or paperwork. In particular, this has been a useful starting point when faced with a 

scarcity of records and first-hand accounts of the activities of Nigerian museum staff. For example, 

catalogue drawings in the British Museum registers completed by Nigerian museum staff in 1960 

can serve as a starting point for investigation. These processes will be expanded upon in the 

methodology chapter. 

 

1.5.2 Meshworks 
 

Although analysing the material and social ‘networks’ in which museums are embedded is now a 

familiar strategy within museum studies, the idea of the ‘meshwork’, developed by anthropologist 

Tim Ingold, has not yet been applied to the same extent. Ingold proposes the metaphor of the 

meshwork as an alternative to the idea of networks. As he explains, the lines of a network ‘join the 

dots’, ‘they are connectors’ and they make a ‘network of intersecting routes’.128 In contrast, the 

lines of the meshwork are ‘the trails along which life is lived’.129 Ingold urges us to think of the 

meshwork being constituted through an ‘entanglement of lines’, rather than a ‘connecting of 

points’.130 Unlike the flattened, 2D plane of a network, entities in the meshwork are not fused 
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together, rather they ‘interweave’131 to form an ever-extending tangle. Rather than stable 

connectors, these are lines of ‘movement and growth’.132 This concept is appealing for this thesis 

because it adds an additional layer of complexity by drawing attention to the way the world is 

constituted of movements, rather than fixed connections between static entities. Visualising a 

mesh-like structure allows us to imagine unequal and shifting relations: lines can fluctuate and 

contract at different rates, some lines tug harder than others and pull the mesh in different 

directions, lines can disunite or separate while remaining entangled. This sense of movement and 

differing forces is more appropriate in the context of this study. For example, in the colonial 

context, British museum staff experienced a more fluid mobility between the UK and Nigeria than 

their Nigerian colleagues, which creates a discrepancy in the density of ‘entanglements’ that 

individuals were able to make. 

 

Ingold proposes the term ‘correspondence’ to denote the affiliation of lifelines in the meshwork. 

‘Correspondences’ are the process by which entities answer to one another over time, ‘for example 

in the exchange of letters or words in conversation, or of gifts’.133 As Ingold writes, the medium is 

a ‘condition of interaction’, and therefore ‘the quality of that interaction will be tempered by what 

is going on in the medium’.134 This idea is useful here because it encourages us to pay attention to 

the medium of exchanges, and the particular qualities that these mediums possess. For example, 

British Museum conservators delivered training for Nigerian museum staff that taught ways of 

using conservation chemicals that ensured the physical stability of objects. During training, these 

chemicals were used on Nigerian material culture that was historically allowed to decay. By paying 

attention to the particular qualities of the medium and the effect that it had on objects we can 

better understand the nature of the training as a transfer of European values to the Nigerian 

context that did not take into account local perceptions of material culture. Similarly, Carl 

Knappett has observed that there is great value in Tim Ingold’s entreaty to ‘follow the materials’.135 

He writes that the view of things as ‘moving and flowing’ allows a deeper understanding of 

technological practice and encourages an attention to ‘the detailed unfolding of activities’, which 

in turn avoids generalisations.136 Additionally, he argues, this approach requires the researcher to 
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inhabit the world in three dimensions, ‘[y]ou cannot follow if you do not move, bodily.’137 This 

idea is particularly apt in this project where research required a following of archival materials, 

between institutions in the UK, West Africa and the US, tracing the same movements as the 

subject of study.  

 

In summary, this project has found both network and meshwork metaphors useful because they 

allow us to think about different aspects of the relationality of museums in Nigeria and the UK. 

The idea of network, for example, highlights the contingency of heterogenous actors in the form 

of people, practices, objects and ideas, whereas visualising relations as meshworks draws attention 

to the mobile, undetermined, unequal and unstable quality of connections. These concepts have 

been drawn on at different points throughout this thesis according to the events examined. For 

example, chapters four and six have drawn on ideas related to meshworks, whereas networks have 

proved useful in chapter five. In Reassembling the Collection, Rodney Harrison argues that both 

concepts have particular value for museum studies, however the use of both in conjunction 

remains relatively underexplored.138 The value of this strategy has been recognised elsewhere, by 

archaeologist Carl Knappett for example, who argues that ‘it is in the articulation of these different 

ontologies and topologies [of network and meshwork] that we can find many of the more telling 

dynamics of material culture and how it is caught up in our everyday lives.’139 

 

Despite these benefits, it has also been important to remain vigilant and mindful of the many 

legitimate critiques levelled at the network concept in particular. Simon Potter, for example, has 

insisted that imperial connections were more like systems than networks, ‘dominated by a 

restricted number of powerful organizations, whose interests together dictate more formal, 

entrenched and limited patterns of interconnection.’140 Similarly, Joseph Hodge has warned of the 

dangers of conceptualising ‘networked’ colonial relations as ‘reciprocal, multiple and fluid’ because 

it risks neglecting the ‘inequalities of power and the importance of institutional and economic 

factors.’141 This research has endeavoured to keep in sight the uneven and unequal power 

structures that shaped these relationships, rather than flattening them. For example, Nigerian 

museum staff were paid considerably less than their British counterparts, even when they had 
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undertaken more comprehensive and relevant higher education. However, this project maintains 

that there is value in detailed studies such as this one that help us understand how and why certain 

practices and cultures developed and were maintained. Useful here has been Latour’s response to 

criticism that ANT ignores power and domination, where he stated that: ‘it is just because we wish 

to explain those asymmetries that we don’t want to simply repeat them […] Power and domination 

have to be produced, made up, composed. Asymmetries exist, yes, but where do they come from 

and what are they made out of?’142 This research is interested in using meshwork and network 

concepts to help us explore how museum practices function as relationships, how they made and 

maintained power dynamics, and how contingent encounters transformed museum practice 

between the UK and Nigeria. 

 

1.5.3 Collaboration 

 

As outlined in the literature review, the subject of this research shares common features with 

contemporary museum work that is often discussed under the rubric of  ‘collaborative’ practice. 

For this reason, ‘collaboration’ initially appeared as a useful concept to aid analysis of the relations 

examined. In order to do this effectively, this research began with a careful unpacking of the term. 

For the purpose of this thesis, I am approaching ‘collaboration’ as an umbrella term that covers 

multiple concepts, including ‘cooperation’ and ‘coproduction’. These terms are frequently used in 

museums in a variety of ways without precise definition, although they generally denote 

collaboration between museum staff and a variety of stakeholders.143 Although considerable 

attention has been paid to the subject of collaboration in museum theory since the 1990s, it 

remains an ambiguous concept that allows for conflicting and often contradictory meanings, 

interpretations and assumptions. The sections that follows will attempt to outline some of these 

inconsistencies and explain why viewing ‘collaboration’ as a process provides a useful, albeit 

limited, analytical lens for the subject of this thesis.  

 

As we have seen, contemporary collaborative museum practice emerged from social, political and 

academic developments in the 1980s that saw museums called upon to critically examine their own 
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longstanding systems of dominance, authority and ideology and to counteract power imbalances.144 

These developments evolved in parallel with concerns in the discipline of anthropology, where 

collaborative work was seen as a way to reform colonial dynamics and ‘aton[e] for the past sin of 

not recognizing collaboration in traditional fieldwork’.145 Accordingly, as Kratz and Karp argue, it 

is striking that the majority of collaborative museum practice has been initiated ‘in the face of a 

grievance the museum sought to redress’.146 This is true of African-European museum 

partnerships, and recent studies demonstrate that ‘redressing grievance’ is the most prevalent basis 

for engaging in relations. Museum Cooperation Between Africa and Europe, for example, presented the 

development of cooperative projects between museums in Africa and Europe as a strategy to 

reflect on, and overcome, colonial legacies.147 Ironically, collaborative projects are often perceived 

to fail due to the very dynamics they seek to redress, such as financial inequality and hegemonic 

knowledge systems.148 This is important here because the framing of collaborative projects as 

reparative determines how we understand the nature of collaboration in the museum context. 

 

The overwhelming majority of studies in both museum theory and anthropology highlight that 

collaborative projects are rarely sure paths to harmony or equality. Partners are not always clear-

cut entities with common goals that are easy to identify and align or translate into practices and 

decisions. Projects are often subject to divergent interests, denials and refusals, which sometimes 

result in premature endings and modes of relational detachment and disconnection. Conflicts and 

differences frequently arise, within and between institutions and across wider groups and 

networks. These create tensions and divisiveness that reproduce some of the dissonances that 

collaboration seeks to diminish. In the context of European-African museum collaborations, many 

projects fail to live up to post-colonial and decolonial critique as they struggle to establish equal 

access to resources and collective decision-making processes.149 Literature on this topic also 

highlights the sheer diversity of stakeholders and the discord and contradiction that can arise from 

such a variety of viewpoints and motives; from international donors, to regional and national 

authorities, local and diaspora populations, custodians, chiefs, politicians, scientists and 
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academics.150 Although collaborative museum work across the globe shares some common 

principles, projects are always unique because they respond to specific circumstances, individual 

relationships, and are always dependent on particular institutional structures. Collaboration can 

thus be understood as a complicated and situated process, subject to often unresolvable tensions, 

disagreements and contradictions. 

 

Despite the multitude of studies that attest to its difficult and fallible nature, collaboration in 

museum work is still viewed with a great degree of optimism by practitioners and academics.151 

There is a general consensus that since the 1990s, new collaborative forms of exhibition making, 

curating and knowledge production, particularly in anthropological museums, have seen an 

‘unprecedented improvement’ in the relationship between museums and those whose material 

culture they hold.152 Within museum studies, the common understanding of a ‘successful 

collaboration’ is an equitable participatory experience from which all those involved derive 

something positive.153 The vast majority of studies that examine collaborative museum processes 

agree that they possess egalitarian potential, despite their sometimes fraught nature.154 Meyer, Laely 

and Schwere, for example, argue that long-term, cooperative partnerships are the best way to 

‘redefine’ problematic relations between African and European museums, despite acknowledging 

that the majority remain characterised by ‘far-reaching European hegemony’.155 These hopes are 

often based on the belief that ‘to enter into a collaborative process is to engage in pluralities.’156 

The process raises questions, highlights sensitivities and opens up spaces for debate, facilitating 

‘active dialogue on difficult contested histories’.157 A plurality of perspectives necessitate a dialogic 

exchange between different world views and the negotiation of dilemmas and differences, which 
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all challenge the stable categories and claims to authority on which museums are based. Viewed 

from this perspective, the nature of collaboration is potentially transformative, with the capacity 

to relocate authority and challenge and destabilise long standing practices.  

 

As we have seen, within museum studies and anthropology, ‘collaboration’ is predominantly 

presented as a benevolent operation. However, in its most literal sense, the term is more 

ambiguous. The Oxford English Dictionary’s definition reveals a janus-faced concept, meaning 

both to ‘work jointly on an activity or project’ and ‘cooperate traitorously with an enemy’. This 

dual nature is shared by the related term of ‘cooperation’, which can be defined as ‘the action or 

process of working together to the same end’, but also ‘complying readily with requests’.158 The 

notion of complicity functions as a central theme in these concepts, meaning that collaboration 

and cooperation always carry ‘more than a whiff of betrayal’.159 Diverse and competing factors can 

shift collaboration into the terrain of collusion.160 This dubious quality has been drawn out in 

several studies, which question the nature and appropriateness of ‘collaboration’ in the museum 

context.161 Perhaps most famously, Robin Boast has described the ‘dark underbelly’ of 

collaborative museum projects as ‘persistently neocolonial’.162 He returned to Pratt’s original 

concept, which depicts the contact zone as a deeply unequal space, provided by a dominant culture 

for ‘cultural exchange, negotiations, and transactions necessary to the maintenance of the 

imperialistic program.’163 Encounters are made on the terms of those in power and marginalised 

groups represent themselves ‘in ways that engage with representations others have made of 

them.’164 He argues this inherent asymmetry is overlooked by much museum theory, which instead 

focusses on reciprocity and mutual benefit.165 These critiques demonstrate that collaboration is not 

a straightforward concept with exclusively positive connotations. It possesses an ontological 
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slipperiness, where it is unclear whether the goal is to produce the same outcome more efficiently, 

or transform the nature of what is produced.166 Its nature is contested and mutable, with the 

capacity to bring both harm and benefit.  

 

It is clearly impossible to define the nature of collaboration as one homogenous philosophy. For 

this reason, this thesis has found it useful to approach ‘collaboration’ as a process. Ray Silverman’s 

attention to collaborative museum practice as ‘fundamentally processual in nature’ has been 

particularly informative here.167 Silverman argues for the value of viewing process as product, and 

is therefore less interested in the outcomes of partnerships than in critiques of collaborative 

strategies and the ‘messiness’ of engagements.168 According to Silverman, collaborative museum 

work functions as a ‘translation of knowledge’ between parties, which allows us to understand 

collaboration’s simultaneously creative and destructive potential.169 Quoting James Clifford, 

Silverman observes: ‘Translation is not transmission ... something is brought across, but in altered 

forms, with local differences. There is always a loss or misunderstanding along the way. And 

something is gained, mixed into the message.’170 He argues that ‘there is much to be learnt in 

failure’ and that the most important element is what we learn along the way.171 Similarly, this thesis 

is less interested in determining whether engagements were ‘successful’ in the eyes of the museum 

sector, or even whether they could be described as strictly collaborative in either the egalitarian or 

traitorous sense of the term. Instead, it attempts to understand the dynamics of the process and 

‘how knowledges are apprehended, translated, negotiated and shared.’172 Thus, collaboration here 

is not understood as a set of values or an ideology, but rather as a complex and conflictual process 

shaped by multiple, contradictory forces. By examining interactions through the lens of 

collaboration, we can examine dynamics and exchanges from different viewpoints in order to 

better understand their nature. 

 

As mentioned previously, this project was originally approached with an emphasis on the notion 

of ‘collaboration’. This early framework has posed two main challenges to this research that should 
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be noted. The first is regarding the application of a contemporary term to historical museum 

practice. As the literature review makes clear, the ‘collaborative turn’ in museum practice emerged 

from the 1980s and was based on post-colonial and post-modern ideals of questioning and 

destabilising authority and power. Although this thesis has found some evidence of mid-twentieth 

century museum interactions being referred to as collaborative and cooperative when they took 

place, it was not yet a defined practice in museums. At the same time, it would be possible to argue 

that ‘collaborative’ relations have always been embedded in Nigerian collections, even if they went 

unacknowledged. After all, histories of anthropology have shown us that collections of objects 

and associated knowledge production would not have been possible without cooperation from 

local people, even if their role was not recognised in anthropologists’ accounts.173  

 

However, to argue that historical practice was collaborative in the sense that it is used now would 

miss vital points about the profoundly altered conditions under which contemporary practice is 

negotiated. Douglas Holmes and George Marcus have observed that ethnography today is very 

different from everything that came before it, despite outward similarities.174 They argue that this 

is due to the underlying intent present and the dynamic role that collaboration plays in the 

‘concepts, analytics, and imaginary’ of practice.175 The same can be said of contemporary 

collaborative museum work, which is very different in practice and ideals from any historical forms 

that involved cooperation with multiple actors and external groups. This raises the question of 

how valuable it is to apply the term ‘collaboration’ to the historical examples of museum practice 

in this study. In response, this study has consulted historian Patricia Seed’s argument that 

employing words from the present to describe an apparently analogous situation in the past can 

be legitimate.176 Seed argues that such ‘tacitly comparative history’ usefully exposes familiar and 

unfamiliar aspects of the past and the ‘shared vocabulary of the present’ acts as a cohesive force 

in discussions.177 This research has found this approach to be useful because it reveals both the 

unique dimensions of past practice and its echoes in contemporary contexts. Additionally, recent 

theory raises useful and applicable questions for past practice, such as who is collaborating and 

why? What are the personal and political desires that incite and sustain relations? How does 
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collaboration challenge but also perpetuate hierarchical practices and knowledge production? 

What are the contradictions, limits and potentials of interactions? 

 

The second challenge posed by the emphasis on ‘collaboration’ is the implications of pre-defining 

historic interactions in a specific way, in particular one that holds largely positive connotations in 

the present. As we have seen, it is generally assumed within museum studies that collaborative 

practices make institutions ‘more responsive and engaged’ and promote a ‘just and humane 

society’.178 For this reason, the project’s use of ‘collaboration’ as a framing concept for mid-

twentieth century, colonial era relationships could rightly appear problematic and inaccurate. 

Given the current scrutiny the British Museum faces from critics in relation to their Nigerian 

collections, surely it is in their institutional interests to identify former practices as collaborative? 

At the very least, it could be argued that defining relations in such a way runs the risk of 

confirmation bias, prompting a search for examples that support pre-determined narratives. This 

project’s affiliation with the British Museum clearly makes this a point worth addressing. 

Unpacking the complexities, ambiguities, and nuances inherent in collaborative practice has been 

a crucial part of this research and as we have seen in the preceding sections, this process has shown 

collaboration to be an unstable and ambiguous concept that provides a productive lens through 

which to begin investigations. The point here is not to determine whether historic interactions 

were or were not collaborative in nature. Instead, the concept helps us to understand the 

complexity of the situations described without diluting or reducing their multiple elements. 

Nevertheless, at multiple points throughout the research it became clear that the capacities of 

‘collaboration’ have not been sufficient to analyse the relations that emerged in this period. For 

this reason, additional processes have been drawn upon to extend analytical potentials and provide 

alternative perspectives. The main two that will be introduced here are ‘friction’ and 

‘correspondence’. 

 

1.5.4 Friction 
 

Studies of collaborative practice often highlight that projects are most productive and politically 

transformative at points of ‘tension and disharmony’.179 Museums are urged to move beyond their 

‘comfort zone’, to become spaces of contestation that give equal visibility and importance to 
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multiple, contradictory sources.180 Some argue that collaborative projects should be judged on their 

ability to endure tensions rather than tangible or measurable outputs.181 Perhaps as a result, it is 

notable that collaborative museum dynamics are often shaped by antagonism, and this was also 

evident in mid-twentieth century inter-museum relations. To explore this aspect of interactions, 

the metaphor of ‘friction’ has proved particularly useful. Within museum studies, this notion has 

most notably been applied by Ivan Karp and Corrine Kratz in their anthology Museum Frictions. 

Museums, they argue, are subject to a wide range of roles, definitions, and cross-institutional 

relations, which entail ‘conjunctions of disparate contingencies, interests, goals and 

perspectives’.182 These conjunctions produce ‘debates, tensions, collaborations, contests, and 

conflicts of many sorts at many levels - museum frictions that have both positive and negative 

outcomes.’183 Their notion of ‘museum friction’ is useful here because it shifts attention towards 

an ‘ongoing complex of social processes and transformations that are generated by and based in 

museums’ but also ‘museological processes that can be multi-sited and ramify far beyond museum 

settings.’184 In the same volume, Buntinx and Karp introduce the term ‘tactical museology’ to 

describe the way museums manoeuvre with and against other institutions.185 Underlying many of 

the essays in their book are issues of difference in power and authority and explorations of the 

tensions inherent in their mediation. Similarly, in Reassembling Ethnographic Museum Collections, 

Rodney Harrison draws upon the metaphor of friction to describe ‘messy, sticky engagements that 

characterize the historical exercising of agency […] and the contemporary processes of cross-

cultural contact and collaboration within museum meshworks.’186 Likewise, this thesis is interested 

in how institutional ‘frictions’ shape historical museum relations, practices and understandings in 

the context of international debates and exchanges.  

 

This project has drawn on anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing’s work on friction to further 

unpack and understand the term.187 Tsing challenges the common narrative that globalisation 

creates a ‘clash’ of cultures, and instead develops the metaphor of friction to understand the diverse 
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and conflicting social interactions that construct the contemporary world. According to Tsing, the 

‘grip of encounter’ in global connections is friction.188 She describes how friction not only slows 

down flows of people, things and ideas, but also acts as creative force through which cultures are 

continually co-produced.189 This happens despite the ‘awkward, unequal, unstable, and creative 

qualities of interconnections across difference.’190 As she explains: 

 
A wheel turns because of its encounter with the surface of the road; spinning in the air as it goes. 
Rubbing two sticks together produces heat and light; one stick alone is just a stick. As a metaphorical 
image, friction reminds us that heterogeneous and unequal encounters can lead to new arrangements 
of culture and power.191 

 

Tsing’s conception of friction is particularly useful because it does not discount the inherent 

asymmetry in situations such as the colonial era museum relations examined in this thesis. She 

extends this analysis to collaboration, writing that ‘[c]ollaboration is not a simple sharing of 

information. There is no reason to assume that collaborators share common goals. […] 

Collaboration creates new interests and identities, but not to everyone’s benefit.’192 Like Tsing, this 

research is interested in learning how ‘contingent encounters’ made and maintained certain forms 

of knowledge and practices. Acknowledging the productive capacity of friction shows us that 

social, material and conceptual encounters between museums in the UK and Nigeria must always 

have shaped institutional cultures.  

 

1.5.5 Correspondence 
 

Along with collaboration and friction, this research has identified the concept of correspondence 

to assist the analysis of relations, in particular the material and temporal aspects of exchanges. The 

notion of correspondence was immediately relevant because the majority of original research was 

conducted in ‘correspondence’ papers in museums and archives, where letters, telegrams, notes 

and memoranda  represent a material ‘connective tissue’ between institutions, people, objects and 

ideas in the UK and Nigeria.193 To unpack some of the theoretical implications of the term 
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‘correspondence’ we can think with the work of anthropologist Tim Ingold and sociologist Liz 

Stanley.194 This thesis does not strictly adhere to the conception of the term proposed by either 

Ingold or Stanley, and the point is not to create a synthesis of the two, but rather to borrow useful 

perspectives from both. Ingold’s work on ‘correspondence’ is part of his wider theorisations on 

‘meshworks’, in which he imagines every living being as a line or a bundle of lines.195 He proposes 

the term ‘correspondence’ to denote the affiliation of these lifelines and writes that 

‘[c]orrespondence, in this sense, is the process by which beings or things literally answer to one 

another over time, for example in the exchange of letters or words in conversation, or of gifts’.196 

Thinking about correspondence in this way, encourages us to pay attention to the medium of 

exchanges, and the particular qualities that these possess. After all, correspondence in its most 

literal sense not only denotes the process of communication, but also the material of exchange in 

the form of letters, notes and cards.197 Stanley’s work on correspondence as a form of gift exchange 

highlights this quality as well. She writes that letters are signifiers of relations, ‘the material 

expression of connection and continuing relationship.’198 

 

Also useful is for this research is Ingold’s description of the difference between ‘interaction’ and 

‘correspondence’ where he concludes that ‘[i]nteraction is between; correspondence in-between’.199 

He explains:  

 

[i]nteraction goes back and forth as agents, facing each other on opposite banks of the river, trade 
messages, missiles, and merchandise. But to correspond, in my terms, is to join with the swimmer in 
the midstream. It is a matter not of taking sides but of going along. Thus where interaction is 
transverse, correspondence is longitudinal.200  
 

Here we can imagine correspondence, much like friction, as a productive force where institutions 

and people are shaped in the process of responding together, of co-responding. Building on this 

concept, it is useful to consider Stanley’s observation that ‘correspondence requires a reciprocity’, 
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however, ‘this may not necessarily be equal.’201 Although correspondence, like collaboration, is 

fundamentally dialogical in nature, it also accommodates asymmetrical dynamics of power and 

interests. Stanley writes that correspondence is circulatory, producing ‘continuous flows and 

multifaceted networks, in which the hope or expectation of response comes to take on an 

obligatory and constraining character.’ 202 Here we see that correspondence also has a complex 

nature and that agreeing to participate, tacitly or explicitly, ‘involves binding oneself to 

observance’.203 Therefore, correspondences always have what Marcel Mauss described as a 

‘burden’ attached.204 

 

The concept of correspondence is also valuable for its capacity as a ‘durable condition’.205 It would 

be easy to focus on moments of exchange and encounter as distinct events, particularly through 

the lenses of friction and collaboration. However, as Stanley observes, ‘a correspondence is an 

exchange persisting over time’.206 The histories that this thesis examines are part of ‘longitudinal’ 

relations that shape-shift over decades. This suggests that museums in the UK and Nigeria are 

fundamentally entangled by social, material and conceptual connections, even during periods of 

disconnection, disagreement and distance: as Ingold writes, ‘[h]istory is correspondence’.207 The 

term ‘museum correspondences’ has been used in the title of this thesis because this encapsulates 

both the notion of correspondence as a distinct form of relationality and signals how these 

histories are composed of literal acts of social and material correspondence traced through 

epistolary archives. 

 

1.6 Contemporary relevance 
 

A previously mentioned, this research is primarily a historical study of mid-twentieth century 

museum practice. However, the events investigated provide a platform from which to consider 

questions related to contemporary engagements between museums in the UK and Africa and these 

reflections will comprise part of the conclusion chapter. This aspect of the research has drawn 

from studies that propose treating colonialism as a ‘living history that informs and shapes the 
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present, rather than as a finished past.’208 Ann Laura Stoler has usefully termed this quality of 

extension from the past to the present as ‘duress’.209 She and Frederick Cooper are critical of the 

term ‘colonial legacy’, claiming it contains an assumption that the ‘oppressive coordinates’ of that 

legacy are recognisable and unchanging.210 They argue for the importance of analysing a wide range 

of different engagements with colonial projects, in order to understand ‘colonialism’s durable 

presence’,211 and how these events continue to shape our experiences today in complex and 

unpredictable ways.212 Over the past four decades, museum studies has made clear that colonial 

era meanings of institutions, along with their practices and cultures, did not end with formal 

decolonisation, but instead continued, sometimes reconfigured, into the present. For example, in 

2022, art historian Bénédicte Savoy asserts that ‘museums with non-European art in the heart of 

Europe are walk-in showcases of colonial appropriation practices.’213 This thesis responds to Stoler 

and Cooper’s argument that ‘if we are to treat colonial studies as a history of the present, then we 

need a richer understanding of the colonial situation itself.’214 It aims to contribute to the work of 

identifying those colonial processes that have shaped postcolonial contexts and have been 

reinvented within them.215  

 

1.7 Chapter summaries 
 
This thesis is comprised of seven chapters, including this introduction and a conclusion containing 

contemporary reflections. Next comes the methodology chapter, which will provide an overview 

of the specific sources and sites where research was conducted and the practical and theoretical 

challenges involved. It will introduce and discuss the primary and secondary methodologies used 

(archival, oral history and participant observation) and will conclude with a summary of 

positionality and research ethics. This is followed by chapter three, which ‘sets the scene’ with a 

broad overview of the political and institutional contexts in which the exchanges central to this 

study took place. First, it will map out the political landscape between Britain and Nigeria from 
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1945 to 1970, and then narrow its focus to examine the conditions surrounding the establishment 

of the first museums in Nigeria and post-war developments at the British Museum’s Department 

of Ethnography. The majority of this project’s original research is presented in chapters four, five, 

and six. 

 

Chapter four will explore one of the most familiar museum functions – collection-building – via 

examples of ‘collaborative’ collecting activity conducted by staff in the British Museum and 

Nigerian Antiquities Service. This subject provides a rich site to analyse the shifting and 

contradictory nature of relations between the two institutions and their staff. It will outline the 

progression from a period of intense but fraught exchange in the late 1940s and early 1950s, to 

cooling relations and dwindling activity from the late 1950s onwards. The first half of the chapter 

examines examples of collaborative collecting activity undertaken by staff at the British Museum 

and Nigerian Antiquities Service in order to build a national collection for the planned Nigerian 

museum service. These events were mostly initiated by Kenneth Murray, a colonial official and the 

first surveyor of Antiquities in Nigeria. This period in time saw an increase in the amount of 

Nigerian material becoming available for purchase or donation, and staff in the two institutions 

struck an uneasy alliance to obtain material from dispersals, auctions, and private sales. The second 

half of the chapter explores how this relationship allowed the British Museum to simultaneously 

build their own Nigerian collections, predominantly during fieldwork trips conducted by Keeper 

and Deputy Keeper Hermann Braunholtz and William Fagg in Nigeria in 1946, 1949-1950, 1953, 

and 1958-1959. As regulations controlling the export of material from Nigeria became stricter, 

British Museum staff sought alternative ways to ‘collect’ through photography and information 

which informed their own scholarship. By exploring the circumstances, motivations and subject 

of these collection-building activities it becomes clear that events were shaped by notions of 

benevolent paternalism in addition to the personal and professional interests of staff. Although 

the agreement was initially framed as ‘courteous cooperation’, it was increasingly complex and 

fraught as museum staff from both institutions sought to obtain the most desirable objects. This 

chapter concludes that although relations were marked by friction and rivalry, they were generative 

of new collections and interests. 

 

Chapter five shifts the focus to a lesser studied mode of inter-museum engagement: training 

placements and secondments. These predominantly took place in the lead up to the opening of 

national museums in Nigeria and were ostensibly arranged for Nigerian museum staff. This 

provides an important opportunity to trace and analyse the involvement of Nigerian museum staff 
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in this history. The chapter is organised around the two types of collection management activity 

that training activity was designed to disseminate, firstly ‘technical’ preservation skills and secondly 

‘curatorial’ practices of ordering through cataloguing and classification. These skills, technologies 

and processes provide a lens through which to further analyse the nature of the dynamics at play, 

and how new hierarchies of ‘expertise’ were created, adopted, adapted and rejected. The chapter 

begins by analysing the secondment of British Museum conservator Leslie Langton to Nigeria in 

the early 1950s. It then proceeds to explore British Museum placements completed by three 

Nigerian museum staff members between 1953 and 1960: artist Justus Akeredolu, archaeologist 

Ekpo Eyo and anthropologist Philip Nsugbe. By examining the conditions under which these 

events were organised, we see that although characteristic of colonial development policy of the 

time, they were not organised according to any formal policy or procedure. Reliance on training 

services from the British Museum declined following independence, partly due to a new UNESCO 

training school established in Nigeria in 1963, but also because of a growing preference in Nigeria 

for academic qualifications for museum staff. The events examined in this chapter provide us with 

new perspectives on the nature of Nigerian museum staff’s engagement with late colonial era 

museum practice, and highlight that secondments and placements also provided British Museum 

staff with new skills and knowledges. 

 

Chapter six takes ‘international’ loan exhibitions of Nigerian material as its starting point to 

examine relations between the British Museum, Nigerian Antiquities Service and associated 

Nigerian individuals. Although the British Museum’s permanent ethnographic galleries underwent 

renovation and rearrangement between 1946 and 1970, these processes were slow moving and 

poorly documented. This chapter will instead focus on three temporary exhibitions of Nigerian 

material arranged by British Museum staff that took place in London in 1948, 1949 and 1951. 

These were particularly dynamic and influential events that provide novel insights into the 

developing nature of inter-museum relations and some of the ways that Nigerian individuals 

outside of the museum intersected with this history. The chapter is divided into two parts that 

examine separate aspects of the relational nature of these exhibitions: firstly, the loan agreements 

that allowed them to take place and secondly the display experiments that they facilitated. The 

negotiations surrounding loans were complicated due to the fact that many important Nigerian 

objects were owned privately and not by the Nigerian Antiquities Service. We see how loan 

agreements were shaped by shifting colonial policy, but also personal and professional interests, 

and institutional factors. The exchange of display ideas are traced through documentation of the 

exhibitions and the correspondence that accompanied them. This highlights that the exhibitions 
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served as sites for display experiments that framed Nigerian material culture as both aesthetic art 

object and scientific artefact, stimulating both an exchange of ideas and debate between staff in 

Nigeria and the UK. The Nigerian Antiquities Service became less inclined to loan throughout the 

1950s and the opening of museums in Nigeria marked an end to active exchanges of display ideas. 

However traces of these early exhibitions and the debates that accompanied them can be located 

in later permanent displays at the British Museum. Paying attention to how the trajectories of 

different institutions, museum staff and lenders intersected to create these exhibitions highlights 

how they were profoundly relational and contingent events. 
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Chapter 2  . Methodology 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 

As we have seen in the introduction, this research has required finding ways to identify and analyse 

a set of social, material and conceptual exchanges that took place between museums in the UK 

and Nigeria from 1945 to 1970. Conceptualising connections as ‘networks’ and ‘meshworks’ has 

provided a useful starting point from which to describe the mutually constitutive, yet asymmetrical, 

relations that were emerging and evolving during this period. This approach also has 

methodological implications, because it encourages a consideration of a wide range of actors, an 

attention to the medium that exchanges are made of and the material and semiotic traces that are 

left behind. This chapter will provide a more detailed account of the specific approach taken to 

locating these traces, the sources and sites where research was conducted, and the practical and 

theoretical challenges involved. It will do this by first introducing and discussing the three research 

methods utilised for this project – archival, oral history and participant observation – and conclude 

with a section that addresses issues of positionality and research ethics.  

 

The three methodologies adopted in this research are well established in existing literature that 

investigates museums as relational entities. As outlined in the literature review, ‘collecting histories’ 

often use an object-centred approach to examine historical relationships formed between people 

and collections, drawing on archival and other material sources.216 In contrast, analysis of 

contemporary ‘collaborative’ projects within museum spaces tend to use interviews and participant 

observation, approaching the museum as ‘field-site’.217 The vast majority of this thesis is based on 

archival research in an expansive sense, not only encompassing typical material such as paperwork, 

reports, and correspondence, but also a range of other material records, such as photographs, 
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casts, card indexes and object registers. Oral histories and participant observation have proved 

useful secondary methodologies that provide new perspectives on historical and contemporary 

museums relations. Although they were conducted in parallel and informed each other 

significantly, the following sections outline these three components of the research separately.  

 

2.2 Primary methodology – archival research 
 

The main part of this research has been conducted in what Jean Allman describes as a 

‘transnational network of repositories’.218 The network of this specific project has spanned the UK, 

West Africa and US. Archival material has been examined in museums, universities, professional 

organisations, state depositories and personal collections. The archives of the British Museum in 

London and the Nigerian National Museum in Lagos have served as principal starting points. 

Within these collections, correspondence files have been key and details have been cross-

referenced with annual reports, trustee minutes, pictorial collections, acquisition files, conservation 

records and exhibition catalogues. Collections of personal papers, correspondence and 

photographs belonging to William Fagg (Deputy Keeper/Keeper of Ethnography at the British 

Museum, 1938-1974) and Kenneth Murray (Surveyor of Antiquities in Nigeria, 1946-1957, 1963-

1967) at the Royal Anthropological Institute (RAI) and West Sussex Records Office have provided 

vital source material. Likewise, much relevant information has been located in the personal papers 

of former staff of the Nigerian Department of Antiquities: Philip Allison at the Bodleian Library, 

Frank Willett at the University of Glasgow and Marilyn Houlberg at the Smithsonian’s Eliot 

Elisofon Photographic Archives. Annual reports, accession registers and exhibition 

documentation at National Museums Scotland have contributed important details of object 

exchanges, exhibitions and staff placements. The National Archives in Kew and the Nigerian 

National Archives in Ibadan have provided useful Colonial Office material in the form of internal 

memos, ‘Nigerianisation’ files, correspondence, reports and personnel records. The Smithsonian 

Institution Archives and Eliot Elisofon Photographic Archives at the National Museum of African 

Art in Washington DC have been consulted for the photographic collection of William Fagg, 

personal papers of former British Colonial Officer Ian Brinkworth and correspondence from 

Ekpo Eyo, the first Nigerian-born Director of the Nigerian Department of Antiquities. The only 

known transcription of William Fagg’s Nigerian fieldwork notebooks have been examined at the 
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Ryerson and Burnham Archives at the Art Institute Chicago along with copies of Murray’s 

original index cards from the Nigerian Museum, Lagos. 

 

As noted in the introduction, research in Ghana has also played a key role in the production of 

this thesis. For this reason, it is important to acknowledge the five weeks spent in archives at the 

National Museum of Ghana, the Department of Archaeology and Balme Library at the University 

of Ghana, and the Public Records and Archives Administration in Accra, during the first year of 

this project. Although the majority of archival findings have not been used directly in this thesis, 

they constituted an important part of the research process. Importantly, finds in Ghana served to 

highlight the comparatively dynamic and complex relationship between the British Museum and 

Nigerian museums. For this reason, in addition to the sheer volume and richness of material 

gathered in Lagos and Ibadan, the focus of the project was narrowed to Nigeria during the second 

year of the project in order to study relations in close detail. As Michael Burawoy reminds us, ‘the 

lore of objectivity relies on the separation of the intellectual project from its process of 

production.’219 Although no research can ever be objective, there is still value in acknowledging 

the data that was amassed but never used, abandoned theories, dead ends and diversions. In this 

project, the fieldwork conducted in Ghana and hours spent analysing this material was a key part 

of the ‘process of discovery’.220  

 

2.2.1 Working with colonial era archives 

 

The archives listed above were, almost without exception, produced in the final years of British 

colonial rule. To study the sources found in these repositories, approaches have been borrowed 

from critical archive studies concerned with the analytical potentials and limits of colonial era 

archives.221 Many of these methodologies are indebted to the Foucauldian analysis of the archive 

as an artefact of knowledge production. For Foucault, the archive is not a physical institution that 

holds documents or a static collection of material, but a metaphor for the law that decides what 

can be said.222 It is the system of records that evidences, documents, legitimises and authorises 
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historical knowledge. Accordingly, seminal postcolonial texts have conceptualised the archive as a 

technology of power and its collection and ordering of ‘knowledge’ as an instrument of colonial 

governance.223 In response, scholars have developed strategies to circumvent and resist the colonial 

logic and structures of archives. These include reading ‘against the grain’ of the archive by paying 

attention to absences and silences, or ‘along the grain’ of the particular form and context of 

collections and the material practices in which they are embedded.224 These ‘reading strategies’ 

have both been employed at different times during the course of this project and the following 

sections will expand on how and where they have shaped this research.225 

 

Much attention has been paid to the ways in which colonial era archives function as both 

‘documents of exclusions’ and ‘monuments to particular configurations of power’.226 Michel-Rolph 

Trouillot, for example, has examined the silence in our historical narratives and analysed what was 

recorded, omitted, remembered or forgotten, and what these discrepancies tell us about 

inequalities of power.227 These discrepancies have been highly significant in this project, 

particularly during research in the Nigerian National Museum in Lagos and British Museum in 

London. In Lagos, the collection available to researchers examining the early history of the 

museum is the ‘Kenneth Murray papers’. Murray was a British colonial official, the first Surveyor 

of Antiquities in Nigeria, and the perspectives that this material offers is therefore limited. The 

dependence on material created by and for Murray influences the stories that can be told and 

reproduces power relations related to colonialism by maintaining his dominance in accounts of 

the museum’s history. In London, occlusion and silences have been encountered in the cases of 

Nigerian museum staff who spent many months at the British Museum in the 1950s and 1960s. 

These individuals are almost invisible in the official museum records and details have only been 

located in personal correspondence and stray paperwork. This reflects what many other studies 

have shown us, that non-European colonial employees have frequently been written out of 

histories, highlighting the relationship between the archive, ‘experts’ and colonial knowledge 
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production.228 In an attempt to counter this asymmetry, this study has read ‘against the grain’ of 

the archive, a methodology conceptualised to work against archival effacements and absences. 

This technique, made famous by members of the Subaltern Studies Collective in the 1980s, 

attempts to reverse silences by foregrounding what has been marginalised in official records. 

Although reading ‘against the grain’ of the archive has been useful to bring attention to the 

relatively undocumented careers of some Nigerian museum staff, the use of this material has been 

considered carefully in light of criticisms of this approach. Gayatri Spivak, for example, has 

questioned the desire to give ‘voice’ to the supposedly ‘voiceless’ and argues for a more self-

reflexive analysis of the instrumentality of scholarship that seeks subaltern subjects.229 Questions 

of research ethics will be addressed at the end of this chapter, but it should be noted here that this 

project was not attempting to tap into subaltern narratives as the main subject of study. Instead, it 

attempts to bring more balance to a shared history that is often examined solely through the lens 

of British colonial power or in relation to British individuals. 

 

The second strategy that this thesis has employed to read colonial era archives has been described 

by Ann Laura Stoler as reading ‘along the grain’. How is it possible, asks Stoler, to move against 

the archival grain without first moving along it?230 Moving ‘against’ risks making assumptions about 

what will be found, relying on familiar narratives and diminishing analytic possibilities.231 Instead, 

Stoler argues that we should pay attention to the peculiar placement and form of archives, reading 

them for ‘regularities, densities, distributions, consistencies, misinformation, omission and 

errors’.232 Much can be learnt by pausing at conventions, organisation, rules of placement and 

reference.233 As advocated by Stoler, this research has attempted to re-configure its use of colonial 

archives by paying attention to where and how material is located. This is the case, for example, in 

chapter four, where we consider Fagg’s Nigerian fieldwork photographs which were made under 

the auspices of the British Museum but taken by Fagg on his retirement to use as a personal archive 

to support his scholarship.  
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2.2.2 Working with archives of decolonisation  

 

The archival reading strategies discussed so far have been developed by scholars whose focus was 

almost exclusively on the colonial archive as constituted by the imperial state. This presents 

methodological considerations for this study because the sources examined could perhaps be more 

accurately described as ‘archives of decolonisation’.234 Produced from around 1945 to 1970, they 

span the decades in the mid-twentieth century that saw the formal dismantling of long-standing 

European empires. As Jordanna Bailkin has observed, ‘sources pertaining to the dismantling and 

reconfiguration of imperial power – as opposed to its creation – have received very little 

attention.’235 Like Bailkin, this thesis has found that archives often became more, not less, 

complicated in the context of decolonisation, in both UK and Nigerian contexts.236 This finding is 

shared by historians of post-colonial Africa. Samuel Fury Childs Daly, for example, observes that 

while scholars of the colonial era can read along or against the grain, those who study the period 

after independence must ‘look well beyond state archives, as there is often no grain to follow.’237 

Daly attributes this paucity in a variety of factors, including unsystematic record keeping in the 

decades after independence and a lack of commitment to funding and maintaining archival 

repositories.238 Like Daly, this project has found that although these fragmented and incomplete 

records present great challenges, they also provide opportunities for innovative research through 

‘omnivorous’ methods that utilise personal memoirs, historical ethnography, oral histories and the 

interpretation of material culture.239 Additionally, the dispersed quality of archival records 

pertaining to the events studied can reveal important details about how transnational museum 

practice worked in the mid-twentieth century. For example, the fact that copies of Murray’s 

museum index cards from Lagos can now be found in archives in Chicago reflects how scholars 

from the US became more involved with the Nigerian museum service from the 1960s. This is 

reminiscent of what Jean Allman has described as the ‘hidden corridors and unlikely repositories’ 

of the post-colonial African archive residing in a ‘transnational shadow archive’ located in multiple 
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locations across the globe.240 According to Allman, this propels us to track ‘new evidentiary 

pathways’ that are not always obvious.241 Indeed, physically following traces left by museum staff 

in sometimes unexpected archives across West Africa, the UK and US has highlighted the 

extended and entangled networks and points of accumulation that were generated at this point in 

history. 

 

2.2.3 Working with museum archives 

 

The primary source of this research has been museum archives. Although this project 

acknowledges the ambiguous border between ‘state’ and ‘museum’ archive,242 its investigations 

have found there to be striking differences between the collection missions, infrastructure, 

functions, responsibilities and educational requirements of, for example, the departmental archives 

of the British Museum and the National Archives at Kew. The National Archives are concerned 

with collecting and preserving government records for future generations and making them 

accessible to the public.243 In contrast, the British Museum departmental archives are generally 

made up of inconsistent accumulations of material pertaining to the department and its collections 

that have been retained or abandoned by staff over many generations, often haphazardly and 

generally not with the intention of them becoming accessible to the public. These differences often 

mean that reading ‘against’ or ‘along’ the grain of museum archives is extremely difficult. For 

example, as Elizabeth Edwards and Christopher Morton have highlighted in relation to collections 

of anonymous and unregistered photographs, archival material has a confused history of status 

within the museum.244 Despite being integral to museum processes, much archival material is rarely 

fully inventoried, let alone catalogued.245 This may be because the accessioned objects are perceived 
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as the primary collection of the museum, and all associated records considered peripheral. For this 

reason, applying an ‘archaeological’ approach to the various collections of material spread across 

the museum has been useful. Chris Wingfield has described the value of bringing an ‘archaeological 

sensibility’ to the study of museums, by which he means paying attention to the different material 

forms taken by institutions, and the processes that have brought these different elements together 

over time.246 Rodney Harrison has also advocated for treating museums as archaeological sites, 

exploring the processes that led to their formation as an ‘archaeological assemblage’.247 In this 

study, the ‘assemblage’ is a heterogeneous collection of material remains in the form of objects, 

archival documents, registers, photos, casts, and correspondence. The archaeological approach 

draws attention to how the reconstructions of past events are aided by a ‘rapid burial of artifacts’, 

but made more difficult by ‘long periods of exposure to cultural and natural processes.’248 In this 

way, we understand how a constant restructuring and dispersal of museum archives and collections 

has made the task of reassembling museum histories more difficult and conditioned in particular 

ways. 

 

The UK’s Collections Trust defines two distinct groups of museum archives: ‘true archives’ and 

‘archival material’.249 ‘True archives’ are described as ‘an accumulation of unpublished historical 

records containing primary source documents’ that ‘show the function of that person or 

organisation.’250 These documents are generally a product of ‘legal, commercial, administrative or 

social activities.’251 In contrast, ‘archival material’ usually consists of ‘groups of objects, such as 

photographs, diaries, and posters’ sometimes with tenuous or non-existent connections and 

may be kept alongside objects.252 This research has found the distinction between the two 

groups to be unclear and the borders of the museum archive ambiguous and unstable. In the 

case of the British Museum, archival material consulted during this project was located in 

various sites across the museum and was often fragmentary and inconsistent in nature. 
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Physically locating relevant material was sometimes a complex task and depended on the advice 

and institutional memory of long-serving staff. The central archives mostly pertain to a wider 

institutional history whereas departmental records contain material related to their collections. 

These departmental ‘archives’ have been subject to decades, if not centuries, of relocation, 

reorganisation, renaming and rationalisation. From 1945 to 1970, the Department of Ethnography, 

now Africa, Oceania and Americas (AOA), did not keep systematic ‘true archives’ of documents 

such as reports, but did accumulate ‘archival material’ associated with objects in files or registers.253 

The ‘correspondence’ boxes that serve as a key source for this project are made up of the contents 

of private files kept by keepers during their tenure and are therefore subject to personal editing 

and erratic record keeping. Many finds have been serendipitous, such as the photographs of 

Braunholtz’s trip to Nigeria, which were originally deposited in the library and later moved to the 

AOA pictorial stores. These were only identified because correspondence between Murray and 

Braunholtz contains frequent references to them. Similar relocation has occurred with the 

Department of Ethnography’s conservation records, which were previously allocated to the 

department, but are now held in the Conservation Science library, separate from the collections to 

which they pertain. Material is also scattered across different institutions: for example, although 

some of Fagg’s personal papers remain at the British Museum, the majority were donated to the 

Royal Anthropological Institute (RAI). These archival collections do not represent untouched 

stratum: material has been added and disturbed, fragments have been displaced and perhaps 

removed. Approaching them as field sites has raised useful questions about their ‘composition, 

structure and function’ and about the diverse agencies and histories of relations that they 

embody.254 Additionally, it has been useful to keep in mind an expansive idea of what can be 

analysed as ‘archival’ material and adopt alternative ways of approaching the materials identified, 

with a particular attention to their materiality.  

 

2.2.4 Archives and materiality 

 

Although most object-centred museum studies acknowledge that additional archival material has 

contributed to findings, it is usually valued for its ability to provide context for accessioned objects 
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and collections.255 Material such as letters and registers are typically mined for content and treated 

as inert carriers, although there are notable exceptions in the case of photographs, auction 

catalogues, object labels, and most recently, documentation systems.256 Although not underplaying 

the significance of accessioned objects and collections, this study has paid particular attention to 

the various other materials that can be found in museum repositories. Many of these materials 

were exchanged more frequently and profusely than objects intended for accession and reveal 

rarely seen aspects of the museum knowledge system. As Jane Bennett writes, by enhancing our 

receptivity to the materiality of the world around us, we can ‘generate a more subtle awareness of 

the complicated web of dissonant connections.’257 Letters, documents, drawings, photographs, 

plaster casts, registers, and index cards were all key parts of correspondence-based networks 

between Nigeria and the UK in multifarious ways, and have provided vital source material for this 

research. They are the medium through which exchanges became physically reciprocal and reflect 

important details about the nature of the networks through which they flowed. Following Latour, 

they operated as artefacts that mobilised networks of ideas, persons and technologies.258 More than 

mere bureaucratic steps in museum processes, these materials can be viewed as the ‘connective 

tissue’ of mid-twentieth century museum practice.259 This approach has been informed by a range 

of scholarship that highlights that a focus on materiality, use, and function, in addition to content, 

can open up useful new ways of studying archival material.260 It marks a confluence of critical 

museum history and critical archive studies that views archival materials not only as a support for 

alternative narratives, but also as key sites to think about the material relations performed in and 

across museums.   

 

At first glance, inter-museum relations are perhaps most evident in museum archives in the form 

of document trails. Departmental reports, conservation records, object lists, Crown Agent bills of 
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shipping, and cast order forms have all helped to illuminate aspects of the networks of which they 

were part and provide a useful entry point into examining historical museum methods. To analyse 

this material, this thesis has drawn on media history studies which demonstrate the value in 

studying practices through documents and paperwork.261 Annelise Riles has usefully termed this 

material ‘artifacts of modern knowledge practices’.262 As she observes, everything from tickets to 

applications to archived letters are ubiquitous features of modern life and documents are integral 

to the constitution of modern bodies, institutions, states and cultures.263 Indeed, relations between 

Nigeria and the UK are in part traceable through documents generated by arrangements put in 

place for the establishment of the first Nigerian museums. These documents highlight how 

museum staff worked, what they valued and crucially, as Riles reminds us, ‘[c]ollaboration is both 

a means and an end of most projects of document production.’264 The documents identified by 

this research were often the material of communication that resulted from and generated various 

forms of museum exchange. Diverse paperwork such as object packing lists sent between museum 

sites, to records of conservation treatment applied to loaned objects, can tell us something about 

historical connections between museums and their staff, as well as continuities and stoppages in 

museum practices and technologies. With these factors in mind, this thesis has been attentive to 

the administrative paperwork and various types of documentation that make up the bulk of the 

museum archives examined.  

 

Attention has also been paid to different types of records that fall outside both the museum’s 

accessioned collection and ‘true archives’ of institutional and departmental records. These could 

be loosely described as ‘archival material’ according to the Collection Trust description.265 These 

include Kenneth Murray’s card index system for Nigerian antiquities, descriptions and drawings 

in museum registers, dislocated photographs of Nigerian fieldwork trips, and plaster casts. As Ala 

Rekrut observes, such materials are a ‘physical manifestations of the culture(s) that produced and 

used them’ and an improved ‘material literacy’ can help us understand physical aspects of records 
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as a source of information.266 Analysing these extended archival materials and exploring the 

different ‘regimes of value’267 within which they circulate highlights that they functioned as 

exchange objects between the UK and Nigeria, affording skills development and knowledge 

construction, in addition to being valued objects themselves. This approach builds on seminal 

work by Elizabeth Edwards and others on collections of photographs in museums.268 Edwards 

highlighted the lacuna in critical engagement with photographs as objects in their own right and 

subsequent studies have explored photograph collections as a ‘critical museum ecosystem’.269 

These studies demonstrate how thinking through the role, function and life of photographs held 

in museum collections can reveal new sets of institutional values, practices and histories. 

Thousands of photographs taken in Nigeria by British Museum staff in the 1940s and 1950s have 

been important in this project as ‘key sites to think about the material performances of knowledge 

within the museum.’270  

 

Similarly, recent attention to the history of casts and reproductions in museums and the role of 

drawing in anthropology have helped to identify analytical potential and methodological starting 

points for this study.271 For example, Tatjana Bartsch, Marcus Becker and Charlotte Schreiter have 

drawn attention to the multi-layered processes of negotiation and transformation generated by cast 

making.272 These insights can be applied to the British Museum’s casting of important Nigerian-

owned objects in the late 1940s, which sheds light on the nature of relations involved in the 

process. Likewise, Michel Taussig’s work on drawing as a logic of discovery has provided another 

useful lens for studying drawings in register entries.273 Finally, a ‘renewed sensitivity’ to the 

materiality of correspondence files has also been useful for this project.274 As Maryanne Dever 
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observes, bonds between people are evident in the accumulated weight of paper they exchange.275 

This idea helps us to interpret the correspondence between museum staff members as material 

evidence of varying patterns of interaction. This project has also drawn on scholarship that 

investigates the reciprocity of correspondence and imagines the circulation of letters as a form of 

gift exchange with built-in obligations and implicit rules.276 The aim here was not to study 

correspondence, drawings, and casts in order to learn about the collections and objects they 

document, or to understand them as a collection in themselves. Instead, it was to explore them as 

mediums of connection between museums in Nigeria and the UK, as a way to analyse the various 

material, social and conceptual facets present in these relationships. 

 

2.3 Secondary methodologies – oral history and participant observation 
 

As this chapter has made clear so far, information found in archives has been fragmented and 

partial. Although assembling a comprehensive history will never be possible, the research process 

has been supplemented with additional sources in the form of oral history interviews and some 

elements of participant observation. Most importantly, this has included interviews with forty 

former and current museum staff and associated individuals in the UK, US, Nigeria, and Ghana 

(see Appendix 1). Interviewees were predominantly individuals employed as museum staff in West 

Africa and the UK in the 1950s to 1970s, or museum staff in West Africa, the UK and US who 

have taken part in contemporary, collaborative museum programmes. Interviews have also been 

conducted with collectors in Lagos, Nigerians that took part in the Festac ‘77 campaign to return 

the Queen Idia mask from the British Museum, and former colleagues of British and Nigerian 

curators in the US. Interviews with fourteen former curators, ethnographers, archaeologists, and 

conservators have informed and directed research of the historical events examined in this thesis, 

and twenty-six interviews with current museum staff and associated individuals have shaped 

reflections on the contemporary relevance of this history and the nature of collaborative museum 

work more broadly.  

 

In addition to archival and oral history research, this project has included elements of participant 

observation, made possible by institutional access afforded by the AHRC’s Collaborative Doctoral 

Partnership (CDP) programme. At the British Museum, events attended have included the 2017 
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official visit by the Ooni of Ife and the 2019 Building Future Museums in Africa colloquium, an 

invitation-only event that included discussions with Nigerian architects, heritage professionals, 

politicians and Benin royal family members. It was also possible to take part in some International 

Training Programme sessions from 2017 to 2019, attended by museum staff from across the 

African continent. The following sections will discuss the approach taken to these two strands of 

research and some of the challenges that they have posed.  

 

2.3.1 Oral history 
 

The interviews conducted for this project have provided unique insights and perspectives not 

found in textual sources, but also pose significant challenges and limitations that need to be taken 

into account. Oral history testimony is fragile, shifting and illimitable in nature, and to understand 

and work with these elements, oral history theory concerned with issues of subjectivity, 

intersubjectivity, memory, silences and distortions has been consulted.277 The interview procedure 

involved the completion of research ethics paperwork and approval, after which semi-structured 

interviews were conducted and audio recorded where permission was granted. On subsequent 

listening, notes were compiled but transcriptions were not completed due to time constraints and 

on the understanding that part of the value of these sources lies in their orality, such as tone of 

voice and non-verbal signs.278 Semi-structured interviews were chosen because rigidly structured 

interviews run the risk of reinforcing what a researcher already knows or suspects by excluding the 

possibility of learning previously unknown elements.279 Where possible, interviews attempted to 

gain spontaneous replies by asking open questions; follow up questions sought clarification and 

‘reason why’ questions helped elicit additional details.280 Sample questions were provided in 

advance, allowing additional time for reflection and the recovery of certain details. However, casual 

asides and off the cuff observations during interviews were often more illuminating than the well-

prepared narratives that sample questions tended to elicit. Oral history testimony is unfinished and 

partial in nature, and therefore repeat interviews were conducted where possible, which often 

revealed interesting recurrences and occlusions that identified significant moments.281 In this 

project, interviews have been approached as ‘events of communication’ and strategies have been 
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developed to comprehend ‘not just what is said, but also how it is said, why it is said and what it 

means.’282 

 

The past four decades have seen oral history writing experience two key ‘moments’.283 The first 

can be described as a ‘recuperative’ approach that sought to recover neglected voices and hidden 

histories and was closely linked to shifts in cultural history and movements for social justice and 

equality. The second can be understood as a ‘subjective’ approach, influenced by poststructuralist 

theory and concerned with the complex nature of subjectivity, memory and identity.284 This project 

has borrowed from both methodologies, which overlap in many cases, but also present 

opportunities for distinct insights and oversights. For example, oral sources have proved essential 

for recording poorly documented histories and otherwise ignored lived experiences since the mid-

twentieth century. This is particularly useful for this research, which deals with the nature of 

relationships and events that have proved difficult to trace and locate in official and textual archives 

and have received little academic attention. At the same, it has been important to keep in mind 

those features that are frequently perceived to make oral sources unreliable - deterioration of 

memory, nostalgia and personal bias.285 To manage the potential inconsistencies and omissions 

present in interviews, sources were cross referenced where possible and the intrinsic characteristics 

of oral sources - subjectivity, narrative form, silences - were approached as analytical opportunities, 

as opposed to problems.286  

 

Ann Laura Stoler and Karen Strassler remind us that interviews are ‘constructions of and for the 

present’.287 This has been important to keep in mind throughout this research project which deals 

predominantly with historical events. Today’s narrator is not the same person that took part in the 

historical events which they are recounting.288 Changes may occur in personal subjective 

consciousness, social position and financial condition, political opinions and contexts evolve, and 

actions or approaches considered legitimate or necessary in the past may be considered 

                                                
282 Abrams, Oral History Theory, 1. 
283 Joan Sangster, “Politics and Praxis in Canadian Working-Class Oral History,” in Oral History Off the Record, ed. 
Anna Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2013), 58–59. 
284 Sangster, 58–59. 
285 Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson, “Critical Developments: Introduction,” in The Oral History Reader, ed. Robert 
Perks and Alistair Thomson (London: Routledge, n.d.), 3. 
286 Portelli, “The Peculiarities of Oral History.” 
287 Ann Laura Stoler and Karen Strassler, “Memory Work in Java: A Cautionary Tale,” in The Oral History Reader, ed. 
Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (New York, NY: Routledge, 2015), 375. 
288 Stoler and Strassler, 375. 



 78 

unacceptable in the present.289 This may result in omissions or modifications: details may be left 

out, past attitudes reconstructed to correspond with current beliefs, or former selves ‘objectively’ 

judged by present ethical or political standards.290 This was notable in interviews with former 

British curators where issues of representation and repatriation were met sometimes defensively 

or with justifications of past actions. Such reactions are probably shaped by current debates and 

reflect contemporary attitudes, not opinions held sixty years ago. This subjectivity can prove useful 

however,291 and accounts of historical practice obtained during this research reveal ‘not just what 

people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, what they now think 

they did.’292 Portelli reminds us that although historians are interested in reconstructing the past, 

narrators are more interested in ‘projecting an image.’ 293 This means that interviewees often gather 

together ‘bundles of meaning, relationships and themes, across the linear span of their lifetimes’ 

instead of following a linear, chronological sequence.294 During interviews conducted for this 

project it was notable that some of the most informative interviews were with those who had not 

spoken about their experiences for many decades and did not work in museums following their 

time in West Africa. Their accounts were often rich in specific details and adhered closely to 

evidence found in letters, reports, or documentation. In comparison, those who were more 

accustomed to interviews appeared to revise accounts more heavily and link events with 

subsequent moments in their career. 

 

The combination and comparison of information from interviews with archival material has been 

particularly useful. For example, historical meeting minutes may have identified the dates of a 

collecting trip and number of objects collected, but more details about the motivation behind and 

consequence of the trip may have been ascertained in an interview. However, as Luisa Passerini 

has observed, the combined use of oral and written sources often reveals confusion, contradictions 

and variations and it is the researcher’s job to identify connections and consider varied 

interpretations of these differences.295 Important to remember is the fact that many written sources 

are simply uncontrolled records of lost oral sources and are therefore subject to the same potential 
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distortions.296 Passerini urges oral historians to develop specific conceptual approaches that do not 

simply ‘mine’ interviews for factual data.297 She asserts that apparent irrelevancies in the form of 

silences, jokes and anecdotes are all meaningful. Similarly, Portelli observes that the most precious 

information can be ‘what the informants hide (and why they hide it), rather than in what they 

tell.’298 During interviews conducted for this project particular attention was paid to such 

occurrences, alongside subtle shifts in topic, evasions, formulaic responses and choice of language.  

 

Interviews have been used in this project because they have the ability to widen the horizon of 

historical research by opening up unexplored areas of lived experience.299 Traditionally, research 

conducted through interviews has been associated with attempts to democratise history writing 

and counteract distortions created by the ‘ruling classes’ who typically held control over written 

records.300 For this project, the potential distortions created by a dominance of sources from White 

British, male, middle-class individuals have been significant. In response, it was originally hoped 

that interviews with former Nigerian museum staff would help to counter this asymmetry, but this 

has not been possible within the scope of this project. Responsible factors include constraints on 

time and funding, the large geographical network of the National Commission of Museum and 

Monuments, the frequent reallocation of staff and the fact that many former Nigerian museum 

staff had retired to rural areas to which travel was not possible in the time available.301 Attempts 

were made to widen the spectrum of interviewees where possible, for example by locating the first 

female employee of the Department of Ethnography and several Ghanaians who had worked in 

museums in the 1960s. While keeping in mind Passerini’s warning against the risk of ‘facile 

democratisation’ inherent in such work,302 locating Nigerian actors in the histories examined here 

remains an important area for further research. Similarly, most interviews have been with curators 

and senior staff members and the experiences of technicians, secretaries, conservators, cast makers 

and security guards in both the UK and Nigeria remains an area where much information could 

be recovered. More time and resources would have made it possible to encompass additional 

perspectives that may have enriched the findings. The limited scope of these interviews means 
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they have been used as supplementary sources, often to identify areas for focused archival 

investigation, instead of acting as central material. 

 

2.3.2 Participant observation  

 

In addition to archival and oral history research, this project has included elements of participant 

observation, in large part made possible by institutional access afforded by the CDP programme. 

Participant observation has been defined as ‘establishing a place in some natural setting on a 

relatively long-term basis in order to investigate, experience and represent the social life and social 

processes that occur in the setting.’303 It is distinct from other research techniques because ‘the 

researcher not only observes the life of the subjects being studied, but also participates in it.’304 During 

this project, the British Museum and museums in West Africa have acted as ‘field-sites’ where the 

researcher has been involved in complex social relations and examples of contemporary 

interactions. At the British Museum, this took place consistently between October 2016 and 

February 2020,305 and in Ghana and Nigeria from August to November 2017. In this way, the 

researcher became part of the social phenomenon studied: their presence was a consequence and 

extension of these relationships and provided unique insights into personal and institutional 

dynamics. This work has been beneficial for several reasons: it has facilitated involvement in 

sensitive museum activities that researchers generally would not see, it has contributed to the 

development of relevant questions, and it has enhanced understandings of relationships and 

encounters that has informed interpretation. As a CDP student, involvement in the day-to-day life 

of the institution has inevitably informed the content of the project. However, obtaining research 

ethics consent from every single member of staff and visitor encountered was not possible. For 

this reason, in addition to the historical focus of the study, participant observation was used to 

make general observations and identify individuals for interview. 

 

Participant observation is an ethnographic method that was developed in anthropology at the 

beginning of the twentieth century in order to study so-called ‘primitive’ societies.306 Since then, 
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anthropologists and sociologists have applied the method to studying groups of people within 

their own culture, typically distinct communities and subcultures. Museums are an obvious subject 

for such research, because they represent ‘social arenas’ that contain multiple networks of social 

relationships.307 As Mary Bouquet observes, going behind the scenes of museums opens up new 

perspectives on institutional ‘life support systems’, staff and collections.308 Since the 1990s, 

multiple studies have adopted a participant observation approach to gain new insights into the 

nature of museum practice. For example, Sharon MacDonald’s 2002 study of exhibition making 

at the Science Museum is one well-known example of an ethnographic examination of complicated 

processes of authorship in museums.309 In traditional participant observation, the researcher ‘steps 

into the field’ and immerses themselves in the social context that is being studied. The goal is to 

develop a ‘vision from within’ in order to describe and gain a better understanding of the context 

or phenomenon under study.310 The combination of additional strategies such as interviews is 

recognised as a way to increase the validity of findings, an approach adopted by this project.311 The 

participant observation conducted here was arguably not immersive or comprehensive enough to 

form the basis of a rigorous study. Instead, these experiences were intended as complementary to 

the main, historical body of research. In particular, listening to how understandings, hopes and 

assumptions about contemporary activities are articulated has provided novel perspectives on the 

nature of collaborative museum practice. Additionally, observing the tensions surrounding these 

events often stimulated new ways of thinking about historical moments. 

 

2.4 Ethical considerations and positionality 
 

The subject, nature, and structure of this collaborative doctoral award, in addition to the 

methodologies utilised, have raised particular ethical and practical issues for this research that need 

to be addressed. Additionally, certain facets of my positionality - such as being a White British, 

female, postgraduate student undertaking a CDP project at the British Museum and University of 

Brighton – have significantly shaped the research process. In the sections that follow, I will briefly 

explore some of the most notable impacts of these factors on my research. 
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For the purpose of this thesis, ‘positionality’ is understood as the concept articulated by Linda 

Alcoff in 1988: 

  

namely that gender, race, class, and other aspects of our identities are markers of relational positions 
rather than essential qualities. Knowledge is valid when it includes an acknowledgment of the 
knower's specific position in any context, because changing contextual and relational factors are 
crucial for defining identities and our knowledge in any given situation.312 

 

Acknowledging positionality involves both looking ‘inward’ to the researcher’s own identity and 

‘outward’ to their relationship with the ‘wider world’.313 As Kim England observes, ‘we need to 

locate ourselves in our work and to reflect on how our location influences the questions we ask, 

how we conduct our research, and how we write our research.’314 This project has demonstrated 

how research can inhabit multiple and intersecting positions that have a bearing on knowledge 

construction. For example, at the British Museum, my CDP student status meant that I found 

myself as both an insider and outsider on different levels at different times. I was not a museum 

employee, but I was still a recognised presence and was granted security clearance, a swipe card 

and key allocation, office space, an institutional email address, access to staff facilities, object 

handling and database training. I was invited to departmental meetings and social events and took 

part in museum activities and events. As such, I was probably perceived as a British Museum 

employee by many West African museum staff. Despite this, I was principally an academic 

researcher and therefore accompanied into archives and the pictorial stores with access to the 

collections requiring prior clearance and supervision from a curator. While my position at the 

museum allowed me to observe processes and practices not visible to an external researcher, the 

relationships formed with staff over several years also put me at risk of bias and make academic 

criticality more complicated. I had extended periods of time to study archival documents in the 

CDP office, but locating material in the first place often depended on asking the right person the 

right question. Like any ‘fieldwork’, my power in these situations was negotiated, not given, and 

opportunities relied a great deal on relationships built with individuals. As Daniel Neyland 

observes, the longer the researcher remains at the organisation, the more things begin to seem 
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familiar and the more effort needs to be made to analyse situations.315 For this reason, my extended 

exposure to the British Museum compared to museums in Nigeria and Ghana should be noted.  

 

Conducting research in Nigeria and particularly at the National Museum in Lagos raised an entirely 

different set of research experiences and ethical concerns. As Farhana Sultana reminds us, 

‘conducting international fieldwork involves being attentive to histories of colonialism, 

development, globalization and local realities, to avoid exploitative research or perpetuation of 

relations of domination and control.’ 316 As a White British individual conducting research in a 

country formerly colonised by Britain, the importance of being mindful to these relations was 

evident. Although recognising the power relations in such situations does not remove them, 

attempts were made to form ethical relationships that were critically aware, materially grounded, 

and institutionally sensitive.317 This was because agency is not something that is possessed, but 

rather something maintained in relation to a social field inhabited with other social actors, and 

therefore highly dependent on specific social situations.318 Care has been taken throughout this 

research process to adhere to some of the theories of reciprocal and collaborative practice being 

studied, such as attempting to minimise the researcher’s authoritative voice, responding to 

expectations of reciprocity and ‘giving back’ where possible.319 For example, the Chief Curator at 

Lagos gave me permission to take photographs of archival documents free of charge. This was 

not usual practice for non-Nigerian researchers, and was most likely influenced by the project’s 

British Museum affiliation and desire to maintain good relations. Following discussions with staff 

about what would be considered a useful form of exchange, it was agreed that a hard drive 

containing copies of the photographs of material would be given to the museum. This was deemed 

more practically useful than a copy of the final thesis and the material has already been distributed 

to visiting researchers, making the fragile collection more accessible. This decision was based on 

the acknowledgement that ‘coloniality impinges on research resources and endowments’320 and it 
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was hoped that the sharing of these digital materials would provide opportunities for less mobile 

scholars, particularly within Nigeria. To date, it appears that only White European academics have 

accessed this material, which serves as a reminder that there are wider structures and forces at play 

that influence who studies these histories.321 This project shares Richa Nagar’s hope that 

transnational research can be productive if researchers are mindful of critiques and share their 

‘locational, material and institutional privileges’ where possible.322  

 

One of the most difficult ethical and practical issues to navigate throughout this project was that 

by travelling between the British Museum and national museums in Nigeria and Ghana, I became 

entangled in the relationships that I was studying. This was represented in material form by the 

small gifts I was asked to carry from museum staff in the UK to those in West Africa and vice 

versa. Presented as informal and personal tokens of friendship, these gifts created connective 

bonds and fortified personal and professional relationships. However, after Mauss, they clearly 

had the potential to create relationships structured by debt where some form of reciprocity was 

expected.323 In the context of the recent termination of the British Museum’s Africa Programme 

(a ‘collaborative’ training and knowledge exchange initiative with museums on the African 

continent, running from 2003-2016) it could be argued that they were intended as reminders of 

perceived obligations. Such ‘off the record’ experiences provided new perspectives on the 

historical relationships at the centre of this study, revealing dynamics that were echoed in many 

historical correspondences between Nigerian and British staff. A particular challenge of this 

research has been understanding the implications and ethicality of my position within these 

relationships, and the relevance of such micro-level analysis within broader cultural issues and 

debates. 

 

The research methodologies used, such as oral history interviews, also raised particular ethical 

considerations. Unlike written sources that exist whether or not the researcher is aware of them, 

oral testimonies are only called into existence by the researcher.324 This means that ‘the data 

extracted from interviews will always be a result of a selection produced by the mutual 
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relationship.’325 This project’s affiliation to the British Museum was highly significant in this regard, 

particularly during interviews with West African museum staff about contemporary collaborative 

programmes. Due to time constraints, it was necessary to make contact with interviewees via 

British Museum contacts and senior management in West African museums. My relationship with 

these gatekeepers, although essential for gaining access, was both advantageous and detrimental 

to research, and raised ethical issues.326 For example, the gatekeeper’s position in the organisation 

carried significant connotations for other informants and refusing to take part may have resulted 

in negative repercussions. During this study, interviewees were informed that the researcher was 

not employed by the British Museum, that research was university-based and that testimonies 

could be anonymised. However, it was notable that West African museum staff gave uniformly 

positive feedback about collaborative programmes with the British Museum and almost all refused 

to identify failures. Paying close attention to some of the vagaries and contradictions in accounts 

and sudden changes of topic suggest that the programme was not only experienced as successful, 

although this was never explicitly articulated. This points to the fact that participants were keenly 

aware that their answers had political stakes. Important to remember was the fact that interviews 

are fundamentally unequal interactions: it is the researcher who decides that there will be an 

interview and the interviewee who divulges potentially sensitive aspects of their life. Although, as 

Alexander Freund observes, interviews are also guided by the interviewees objectives and it is 

ultimately they who decide which silences are enforced.327 For these reasons, negotiating and 

weaving together connections and interpretations has been a difficult and fragile process.  

 

Although this research addresses a shared history between the UK and Nigeria, it has been 

important to maintain an awareness of the political and ethical issues of a White British individual 

researching and writing African histories.328 We know that the study of Africa is an example of a 

historically Eurocentric field of scholarship, rooted in colonial relations of exploitation, and 

inscribed in struggles over relevance, authority and identity.329 While acknowledging this fact, I 

agree with Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni’s argument that ‘when it comes to who has to research, write, 

and publish on African studies, the field cannot be ring-fenced by the very problematic of race 
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itself.’330 This project cannot be described as ‘decolonial’, due to its interdependence with the 

processes and structures of power that it is studying. However, this research does share some goals 

of the decolonial project, namely those articulated by Paul Gilroy: the desire to approach ‘treasured 

and error-strewn forms of knowledge’ in a new way, to supplement them with new perspectives 

and commentaries, remaining mindful of the historical factors that formed them.331 The extent to 

which this can be achieved within the framework of this study is debatable, but as Ndlovu-

Gatsheni observes, we must confront the inevitable ‘contradictions and ambivalences’ endemic to 

the exercise.332 
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Chapter 3  . Setting the Scene 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter will provide a broad overview of the political and institutional contexts in which the 

events investigated in this study take place. It will start by mapping out the political landscape 

between Britain and Nigeria from 1945 to 1970. This period saw drastic and rapid shifts in relations 

between the two countries as they transitioned from the late colonial to independence eras. As we 

will see, factors including Britain’s colonial development policies and systems of indirect rule had 

important implications for the relations studied in this thesis. The chapter will then narrow its 

focus to the institutional context of the two main sites of investigation: the British Museum’s 

Department of Ethnography and the first museums established by the Nigerian Antiquities 

Service. This section will give an overview of the establishment and early years of museums in 

Nigeria and the extent to which these developments were influenced by British colonial policy. It 

will also present what was arguably the first interaction between museums in the two countries, 

the 1946 tour made by the Keeper of the Department of Ethnography at the British Museum, 

Hermann Justus Braunholtz, which set a precedent for the engagements that followed. The chapter 

will conclude with a broad account of the UK museum sector and British Museum in the post-

war years and relevant developments that shaped the Department of Ethnography from 1945 to 

1970. This context forms an essential basis for the more detailed investigations that follow in 

subsequent chapters. 

 

3.2 Political context 
 

3.2.1 The decline of British colonial rule in Nigeria 

 

Scholars of decolonisation are increasingly paying attention to the networked and connected 

histories of empire and its reverberations in the contemporary world.333 The huge changes that 

took place across the British Empire during the mid-twentieth century are no longer understood 
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from analysis of British actions alone, but also economic, political and social changes in colonial 

territories, in addition to the reconstruction of Western Europe and growing rivalry between the 

United States and Soviet Union.334 This research acknowledges that the events studied were part 

of much larger networks, but the following sections will highlight some of the most significant 

developments from a necessarily simplified perspective.   

 

The events examined in this thesis took place between 1945 and 1970 in the context of a dramatic 

unravelling of British imperial authority. After three centuries of global expansion, the British 

Empire weathered the turbulence of warfare and economic depression during the first decades of 

the twentieth century, but began to fragment from the late 1940s, and by the mid 1960s was 

reduced to a relatively small number of islands and dependencies.335 Former colonies became a set 

of independent nation states with a new relationship of ‘legal equality’ with Britain, many as 

members of the Commonwealth of Nations.336 Most importantly for this thesis, these years saw 

the rapid end of British colonial rule in Nigeria, which had officially begun with the annexation of 

Lagos in 1861.337 By the end of the Second World War, an increasingly organised and demanding 

Nigerian nationalism was emerging, pressing for unity and self-governance.338 This coincided with 

a new Labour government in Britain, which would be in power from 1945-1951, and which was 

more sympathetic to the agenda of Nigerian nationalists than previous administrations. Although 

few imagined that events would accelerate at such pace, in 1960, Nigeria was the second country 

to gain independence in former British West Africa, preceded by Ghana in 1957, and followed by 

Sierra Leone in 1961 and The Gambia in 1965. Official colonial narratives of the mid-twentieth 

century proposed that these independence events represented a voluntary ‘self-liquidation’ of the 

British empire, which had served its purpose of creating modernised societies that could ‘stand on 

their own two feet’.339 However, histories of decolonisation have shown us that these events were 

a far more complicated process than a simple transfer of power and were in no way synonymous 

with the ‘end’ of empire. John Hargreaves for example, has suggested that decolonisation could 

be defined as ‘the intention to terminate formal political control over specific colonial territories, 

                                                
334 Nicholas J. White, Decolonisation: The British Experience Since 1945 (London: Longman, 1999), 3, 61. 
335 White, 1. 
336 White, 1. 
337 Falola and Heaton, A History of Nigeria, 85, 995. 
338 Falola and Heaton, 146. 
339 This wording was used by Colonial Secretary Malcolm MacDonald in a notorious statement to the House of 
Commons in 1938, where he suggested African independence would take ‘generations, or even centuries’. See John 
D. Hargreaves, The End of Colonial Rule in West Africa (London: Longman, 1988), 7. 



   
 

 89 

and to replace it by some new relationship’.340 Similarly, John Darwin proposed that the process 

could be described as ‘a partial retraction, redeployment and redistribution of British and 

European influences in the regions of the extra-European world’.341 It is this redefinition and 

reworking of relations in the museum context that serves as the central subject of this thesis.  

 

3.2.2 Post-war British colonial policy  

 

During the 1930s, Britain’s relationship to its colonies was gradually re-orientated to one of welfare 

and development.342 Building on the concept of ‘trusteeship’ defined in the The Dual Mandate in 

British Tropical Africa by F.D. Lugard, Governor of Northern Nigeria, Britain positioned itself as a 

‘trustee’, ‘custodian’ and ‘guardian’ of its colonial territories. From around 1940 and under the 

influence of figures such as Arthur Creech Jones, a founding member of the Fabian Society 

Colonial Bureau,343 a new ‘developmental’ programme in British colonial policy began to be put 

into action.344 This new approach attempted to reconfigure the relationship between metropole 

and colony as one of ‘partnership’, casting Britain as a paternalistic guide, aiding colonies towards 

eventual self-rule through development and education.345 The new focus on development was 

partly due to welfarist policy under Clement Attlee’s Labour government, but this approach was 

also envisaged as a potential solution to Britain’s post-war economic crisis.346 Implemented 

through the Colonial Development and Welfare Acts of 1940 and 1945, development projects of 

industry, agriculture, healthcare, and education provided the Colonial Office and Colonial 

Secretary Arthur Creech Jones with a new ‘creative’ way to engage with the colonial territories.347 

Paul Basu has observed that museums and material culture were initially imagined as playing a part 

in this project, albeit a small one, in both West Africa and Britain, a point that will be expanded 

upon in later in the chapter.348 Historians Anthony Low and John Lonsdale have termed this phase 

of colonial rule the ‘second colonial occupation’, suggesting that it represented a reassertion of 
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imperial power through an increase in government activity and personnel in colonial territories.349 

Similarly, John Hargreaves has described this period of colonial transformation as ‘the second 

colonial invasion’, noting how educational policies in particular drew more Africans into direct 

contact with agents of the colonial state than ever before.350 This aspect of history is particularly 

important for this thesis, because it demonstrates the extent to which ‘development’, especially 

‘technical’ training, came to characterise colonial relations in the post-war years. This provides an 

important backdrop to events in chapter five in particular.  

 

Another feature of post-war colonial policy that is highly relevant to the subject of this thesis was 

the new economic and geopolitical importance attached to African territories. This new attention 

was in large part a response to the loss of the Indian empire, increasing political agitation across 

Africa, and Britain’s declining international standing.351 By the 1950s, Nigeria’s population was 

approaching 50 million, making it the largest colony in the empire and therefore particularly 

significant for Britain.352 In 1947 a ‘new policy’ for Africa was introduced, essentially a project of 

‘political advancement and community development’, setting African countries on the road to self-

government.353 Importantly for this research, these shifting relations resulted in high profile events 

that intersected with museum activity in London, such as the African Conference at Lancaster 

House in 1948 that involved important Nigerian figures such as the Ooni of Ife.354 This conference 

was intended to demonstrate Africa’s new prominent position within the British Empire and 

Labour’s new African policy,355 but as we will see, Nigerian leaders used their visit to London to 

subtly assert their presence and autonomy, partly achieved through the loan of their material 

culture for exhibition at the British Museum. This era is also characterised by a series of uneven 

phases that occurred as successive British governments adjusted their external relationships.356 The 

‘Ambiguous Fifties’, as they have been called, saw policy swing between a desire to hold power 
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and a growing desire for rapid withdrawal from overseas territories.357 In Nigeria, the years 

following the Second World War saw successive moves towards independence through 

constitutions that brought in representative and federal systems. Macmillan’s ‘cost-benefit analysis’ 

of 1957 suggested that Britain could withdraw from African territories with little economic loss, 

marking a renewed move towards formal decolonisation.358 This coupled with concerns over 

Soviet influence and a desire to build positive relationships with elites who would be sympathetic 

to British interests, and on 27 October 1958 Britain agreed that Nigeria would become an 

independent state on 1 October 1960.359 Martin Lynn has argued that the period from 1951-1959 

was a distinctive era in the history of British decolonisation that represented both ‘retreat and 

revival’ of colonial interests.360 The decade began with dreams of imperial reassertion and ended 

with the withdrawal from African colonies. Lynn concludes that these years were characterised by 

ambiguity, contradictions, and conflicting aims and objectives.361 As we will see in the following 

section, this era also saw developments in governance structures and regionalisation in Nigeria that 

had repercussions for the creation of museums, and the ownership, categorisation and display of 

material culture.  

 

3.2.3 Colonial era Nigeria  

 

From 1861 to 1903, British colonial intervention in Nigeria had replaced a system of pre-existing 

autonomous states with three main regions, which were amalgamated into the modern state of 

Nigeria in 1914. Although the populations of these regions had been interconnected to some 

degree for centuries, both culturally and though trade, they had not experienced political 

unification of this kind before. This unification was particularly notable because the population of 

Nigeria was, and remains today, highly diverse, consisting of over 200 different ethno-linguistic 

groups, with 250 indigenous languages spoken.362 In the 1940s, the majority of the population fell 

into three main groups: the Hausa from the northern regions, the Yoruba from the southwest and 

the Igbo from the southeast, with multiple minorities populating the same regions, such as the 

Fulani, the Ijaw, the Kanuri, the Ibibio, the Nupe and the Tiv.363  From 1916, ‘Indirect Rule’ was 
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applied as a solution to the ‘problem’ of governing Nigeria’s vast territories with few staff and little 

funding.364 Formalised by Lugard, it worked by delegating routine tasks of local government to 

‘traditional authorities’.365 In theory, local chiefs and elites were allowed to maintain their local 

authority, while submitting to the centralised system of British colonial administration.366 In 

practice, indirect rule was a deeply flawed system that met particular challenges in Nigeria due to 

varying dispersals of authority across societies that were often uncentralised, with no single head 

or chief, in addition to the marginalisation of an emerging Western educated elite.367 This system 

was significant for the events studied in this thesis because it influenced who museum staff worked 

with and who controlled access to and ownership of certain types of material culture.  

 

3.2.4 Independence era Nigeria  

 

By 1951, political ‘advancement’ saw the old system of Indirect Rule come to an end with the 

introduction of a ‘semi-responsible government’.368 This was followed by internal self-government 

granted to regional governments and finally independence on the 1st October 1960, with Abubakar 

Tafawa Balewa as prime minister and Nnamdi Azikiwe as governor-general. It has been argued 

that by the 1950s Nigeria’s political landscape was dominated by the vying interest of four ethnic 

groups, the Hausa and Fulani in the Northern Region, the Yoruba in the Western Region and the 

Ibo in the Eastern Region.369 These were represented by associated political parties: The National 

Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons, the Action Group and Northern Peoples’ Congress. 

Ronald Hyam argues that British determination to preserve the integrity of a unified Nigeria 

bequeathed a fundamentally unstable structure.370 The nationalist government that won 

independence chose to retain Nigeria’s borders and govern the territory as a federated republic.371 

Ethnic and religious tensions grew into the 1960s, ultimately resulting in Nigeria’s first military 

coup in 1966 and the Igbo-dominated Eastern region declaring independence in 1967 which 

precipitated a civil war from 1967-1970.372 These wider events inevitably impacted on museum 
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development in Nigeria and relations with the British Museum. In particular, we will see how 

regional competition and ethnic tensions all would have an influence on decisions surrounding the 

loan, categorisation and display of material culture. 

 

3.3 Establishment of museums in Nigeria 
 

Methods of collecting, preserving and displaying material culture, usually associated with ‘Western’ 

museum practice, are known to have pre-dated colonial rule in West Africa. In Nigeria, royal 

collections such as those of the Oba of Benin and Emir of Argungun contained ceremonial objects, 

regalia, charms, musical instruments and diplomatic gifts that served multi-layered and multivocal 

purposes.373 Silas Okita has suggested that these pre-colonial collections did share some qualities 

with late-twentieth-century museums, namely providing access, albeit limited and restricted, to a 

privileged ‘public’, acting to substantiate and disperse particular historical narratives and the 

presence of designated custodians.374 Joseph Eboreime has argued that groups with non-

centralised political systems also had institutions that performed the role of museums, albeit in a 

modified manner.375 For example, the Igbo, the Ogoni, the Ijos and the Koma had secret societies 

which stored objects in club houses for education and entertainment.376 Similarly, the Ekine Club 

House of the Ijo and the Ekpe House of the Efiks acted as ‘contemplative political venues’ for 

‘traditional elites’ and a space where sacred spears, instruments, masks and costumes were kept 

and displayed.377 Heads of families and priests often served as custodians of important objects and 

simple methods of conservation were known and practiced, through smoking, dying and storing 

in the rafters.378 Eboreime proposes that, like ‘Western’ museums, these examples of ‘indigenous’ 

museums display embedded notions of education and entertainment, egalitarianism and elitism, 

research and conservation.379 Although methods associated with museum practice had clearly been 

present in Nigeria for many centuries, the institutions that are now widely recognised as museums 

did not come into being until the 1940s and 1950s. Purpose built, secular facilities containing 

‘national’ or ‘regional’ collections were opened to the public in the two decades preceding 
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independence. 

 

3.3.1 Colonial policy and museums in West Africa 
 

The history of museums in Nigeria is closely entangled with broader developments that occurred 

across West Africa in the late colonial era. Between 1938 and 1948, the British colonial government 

considered adopting a formal policy of museum establishment in the region, and this interest was 

closely related to the developmental paradigm in colonial policy outlined earlier in this chapter.380 

The interwar period had seen an increased emphasis on the educational potential of museums,381 

and the 1943 Asquith and Elliott Colonial Higher Education Commissions took a particular 

interest in colonial research institutes.382 In 1944, two proposals for museums in West Africa were 

submitted to colonial government.383 One was written by biologist Julian Huxley, who had served 

on the Elliott Commission for Higher Education in West Africa, was a member of the Fabian 

Colonial Bureau and would later go on to become the first Director of UNESCO.384 Huxley viewed 

the development of museums as an important element of the decolonisation process, a way of 

inculcating national identity and pride, and forming a ruling class that would share European 

values.385 However, the economic hardship created by the Second World War meant that museum 

proposals were met with a muted reception at the Colonial Office.386 Lord Hailey, Chairman of 

the Colonial Research Committee, believed that there was ‘little or nothing in local sentiment about 

these matters which might make it politically desirable to follow such a course’.387 Revealing a 

loyalty to Victorian cultural evolutionist thinking, he suggested that ‘a sense of history’ was a very 

late development ‘even in Western Civilisation’.388 The implementation of museum policy across 

West Africa in the post-war period was ultimately considered of too little importance to justify the 
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cost, and as a result, was never supported by any coherent government policy.389 

 

3.3.2 Individuals involved in museum building in Nigeria 
 

Despite the lack of systematic government support, museums did eventually get built in West 

Africa, with national institutions opening in Nigeria, present day Ghana, Sierra Leone, and The 

Gambia by 1957.390 That institutions of this nature were realised, despite government scepticism, 

is widely attributed to the efforts and enthusiasm of a few ‘uncommon British expatriates’ working 

in Nigeria at this time.391 Events in Nigeria were central to these developments, in particular the 

role played by three colonial officials: Edward Duckworth, Director of Education and editor of 

Nigeria magazine; Bernard Fagg, Nigeria’s first government archaeologist; and perhaps most 

notably, Kenneth Crossthwaite Murray, an art teacher who would go on to be Nigeria’s first 

Surveyor of Antiquities. Murray was referred to as ‘the father of Nigerian antiquities’ during his 

lifetime,392 and still is by some in Nigeria today.393 Kenneth Murray left Oxford University without 

completing his degree in order to study art in Birmingham.394 He arrived in Nigeria in 1927 to 

teach art, and taught in the government colleges at Lagos, Ibadan and Umuahia.395 One of his first 

students was Ben Enwonwu who would later become one of Nigeria’s most celebrated modernist 

artists (as will be discussed in chapter six). In 1934, the colonial government tasked Murray with 

training prospective teachers in ‘traditional crafts’.396 He later reported that it was this experience 

that first made him aware of what he perceived to be the widespread destruction of Nigerian 

material culture.397 According to Murray, the main culprits for the loss he was witnessing were 

‘climate, pests, mission work leading younger people to despise their old work and education not 

creating appreciation’.398 Convinced that it was a handicap for Nigeria to have ‘no collection’ of 

traditional work to reference, Murray began to collect, accumulating objects to form the nucleus 
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of a national collection.399 By the time Murray enlisted in the West African Forces in 1941, he had 

collected over 200 woodcarvings and terracottas, which he sent to South Africa for safekeeping 

during the conflict.400 He would later donate his collection of over 600 objects to the Nigerian 

museums.401 Running in parallel with this collecting activity, Murray and Duckworth began to 

mount a campaign for museum provision in Nigeria.402 In 1937, Murray organised an exhibition 

of his students’ work at Zwemmer Gallery in London to ‘convince officials that art did and could 

exist in Nigeria.’403 The Secretary of State for the Colonies delivered the opening speech and 

Murray persuaded him to mention Nigeria’s need for a museum.404 

 

Despite these early efforts, it was the discovery of seventeen brass and copper heads and the upper 

half of a brass figure at Ife in 1938-1939 that served as deciding factor in the story of Nigerian 

museum development.405 These objects, dated to the mid-fifteenth century, were part of the 

ancestral heritage of the Ooni of Ife and were perceived as his lawful property.406 The finds 

generated huge interest internationally and proved a turning point in the development of Nigerian 

museum policy. Following the discovery of the Ife heads, Murray and Duckworth became 

increasingly concerned that without embargoes on export, the artefacts would be taken out of the 

country. They appealed directly to the Secretary of State, Malcolm MacDonald.407 This resulted in 

the issue of a customs order prohibiting the removal of antiquities without permission from the 

Nigerian government and assurances that museum provision would be considered.408 Despite 

these efforts, three of the heads were taken out of the country, one of which was subsequently 

donated to the British Museum.409 As we will see in subsequent chapters, such conflicts of interest 

would continue to be central to the relationship between the British Museum and emerging 

Nigerian museum system throughout the 1940s and 1950s. Further lobbying by Duckworth and 

Murray resulted in key figures in the UK visiting the colonial office to press for urgent action, 
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which apparently ‘activated’ the local colonial authorities into action.410 As a result, the Governor 

of Nigeria supported an application to the Carnegie Corporation for a small museum in Ife and 

the Nigerian Antiquities Service was inaugurated.411  

 

Murray was appointed the first Surveyor of Antiquities in Nigeria in 1943, becoming the Director 

of the Department of Antiquities from 1946 to 1957, and again from 1963 to 1967 (Figure 3.1).412 

Amanda Hellman has argued that these developments of museum policy and antiquities legislation 

in Nigeria were influenced by early museum policy in Britain, mainly those set out by the British 

Museum and the Pitt Rivers Museum, such as the Antiquities Act of 1882 proposed by Liberal 

politician John Lubbock and implemented by ethnologist Augustus Henry Lane-Fox Pitt-Rivers.413 

This Act had installed an inspector in the UK, Pitt-Rivers, who surveyed and recommended 

monuments in Britain for protection.414 As Surveyor for Nigeria, Murray also toured the country 

to catalogue ‘antiquities’, which were defined as all objects made before 1918, any work made 

specifically for religious purposes, and all archaeological artefacts.415 It was during this survey that 

Murray met Bernard Fagg (Figure 3.2), an assistant district officer stationed in Jos with a degree in 

archaeology and anthropology from Cambridge. As an archaeologist, Fagg was excited by the Iron 

Age artefacts, most famously the Nok terracottas, frequently uncovered in the tin mining areas 

around Jos. Fagg would become a key part of the Antiquities Department, taking up post as 

Government Archaeologist in 1947, establishing the Jos museum complex in 1952 and becoming 

Director of Antiquities from 1957-1963, leaving in 1963 to become Director of the Pitt Rivers 

Museum. Importantly for this thesis, Bernard Fagg had a brother, William Fagg (Figure 3.3), who 

served as Deputy Keeper and Keeper of the Ethnography collections at the British 
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Museum (1938-74).416 William Fagg had graduated from Cambridge in 1936 in classics, archaeology 

and anthropology and would go on to be recognised as a world leading authority on the arts of 

Africa. As we will see, relations between these figures and the inherent tensions and contradictions 

therein form an integral part of this thesis. 

 

3.3.3 British Museum involvement in the assessment of museum needs in Nigeria 
 

Although the Colonial Office ultimately refused to pass any official policy on museum provision 

in West Africa, their involvement is still notable for the subject of this thesis. Lord Hailey had 

concluded that expenditure on a programme of museum building in West Africa would expose 

the government to criticism that money would be better spent elsewhere.417 However, he did 

concede that failure to act would possibly attract criticism that the UK was allowing the US and 

Germany to ‘undertake all the research on the antiquities of West Africa.’418 For this reason, he 

considered it reasonable to make provision for investigations into the preservation of 

archaeological and artistic sites and objects and suggested that the British Museum should be 

approached to suggest someone to go to West Africa.419 As a result, on 29th January 1946, Hermann 

Justus Braunholtz (Figure 3.4), Keeper of the Department of Ethnography, embarked on an 

eleven-week survey of former British West Africa. Funded by provisions made by the Colonial 

Development and Welfare Act, the objective of the survey was to investigate the preservation of 

‘archaeological and artistic sites and objects’ and assess museum needs in the region. This tour is 

highly significant for this thesis, because it marks the first substantial interaction between British 

Museum staff and Nigerian museums. Due to war-time staff shortages, it was not until early 1946 

that Braunholtz was able to leave London, and he spent six weeks in Nigeria, twelve days in the 

Gold Coast, five days in The Gambia, and four days in Sierra Leone. As Paul Basu observes, this 

allocation of time during the tour reflects how the majority of museological attention was directed 
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towards Nigeria, which was not only the largest and most populous territory, but was also 

perceived to have the richest archaeological and artistic heritage.420 

 

Although the Colonial Development and Welfare Act funded the trip, it was Kenneth Murray who 

meticulously planned much of the visit to Nigeria. Murray viewed this visit as an opportunity to 

gain official backing for museum plans and organised an intensive six-week tour, covering the 

West, East and North of the country, visiting a wide range of people from potters and weavers, to 

the Governor General of Nigeria and traditional rulers. Braunholtz would not complete his 

‘Report on the Preservation of Antiquities and on the Establishment of Museums in British West 

Africa’ for another two years (Figure 3.5). He finally submitted it in late 1948, following several 

months of pressure from the Colonial Office.421 In the report, Braunholtz stressed the significance 

of West Africa’s ‘antiquities and arts’ and argued that their loss would constitute ‘a grievous loss 

to the world as well as to West Africa in particular’.422 Braunholtz’s report has been described by 

Basu as the ‘fullest expression of colonial museology on the eve of decolonisation.’423 In particular, 

the following extract of his report summarises his rationale: 

 
In the political and educational spheres [antiquities] are the indispensable means of creating in the 
African a balanced perspective of his own place in history. Properly interpreted they should be the 
means to give him a sense of pride in and continuity with his own past, from which will spring 
confidence in his future progress. The realisation that he has a solid background of indigenous 
culture should help to counter the bewilderment and instability engendered by the sudden impact of 
alien values and ideals.424 

 

This statement demonstrates the way in which the museum related to discourses of development 

and ‘progress’ that were prevalent at this time, and also how these ideals were grounded in 

evolutionary thinking that assumed Africans, once ‘educated’, would share European values.425 

Braunholtz stated that Nigeria should be prioritised because it represented the most ‘numerous 

antiquities and works of art of importance’. He laid out four key areas that he considered essential 
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to the implementation of his proposals: the completion of fieldwork, the establishment of 

museums and storehouses, the creation of legislation, and the training of museum staff.426 As we 

will see, although he did not volunteer the British Museum’s assistance in any of these areas, some 

of these activities would form the basis of engagements in the years to come. The suggestions in 

Braunholtz’s report were rejected by the Chief Secretary to the West African Council amidst 

deepening economic crisis and new waves of anti-colonial agitation.427 Despite the fact that this 

report did not ensure official Colonial Office backing, Murray would later stress that it had been 

invaluable for putting pressure on local government.428 The tour remains significant for the subject 

of this thesis, because it generated professional relationships that would have a long-term impact 

on relations between museum staff in the UK and West Africa.  
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Figure 3.5: Front page of Braunholtz’s “Report on the Preservation of Antiquities and on the Establishment 
of Museums in British West Africa” by Hermann J. Braunholtz, 1948, Department of Africa, Oceania and 
the Americas, British Museum, London. 
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3.3.4 The establishment of museums in Nigeria 

 

The Nigerian Antiquities Service was inaugurated on 28 July 1943, which led to the foundation of 

the Department of Antiquities in 1946.429 The remit of the department was described by Fagg as 

‘discovering, preserving and studying the traditional material culture of the diverse peoples of 

Nigeria of the present day and backwards in time to the remotest past, in all its aspects and 

manifestations, and for presenting and publishing the results of this work.’430 As we have seen, the 

creation of these bodies was closely linked to efforts to protect art, antiquities and monuments, 

stimulated by the removal of the Ife heads in the late 1930s. Despite the issue of customs orders 

prohibiting the removal of antiquities, it was not until 1953 that the Antiquities Ordinance was 

made into law.431 This made provision for the establishment of a seventeen-member Antiquities 

Commission with powers covering the declaration of monuments and antiquities, the control of 

archaeological excavations, the export of antiquities, and the authority to approve or refuse 

museum plans.432 The chair of the Commission was a Nigerian scholar of African history, 

Professor Kenneth Onwuka Dike.433 The Antiquities Service acted as an ‘executive arm’ of the 

Commission, in particular for the prevention of the illegal export of antiquities.434 From this point 

in time, it became obligatory to gain export permission for any Nigerian object being removed 

from the country.435 From its creation in 1943 until independence in 1960, the Department 

established two national museums: Jos Museum (1952) and the Nigerian Museum, Lagos (1957) 

and six regional museums: Esiẹ Museum (1944/1948), the Ife Museum (1954), the Oron Museum 

(1959, reopened in 1977), the Owo museum (1957-1958, reopened 1983) the Benin Museum 

(1944/1960, reopened 1973), and the Gidan Makama Museum, Kano (1960).436  Every one of 

these museums was established under different circumstances and built around a collection of 
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objects.437 Each was site-specific, apart from Lagos which was strategically placed in the capital 

(Figure 3.6).438 
 

 
 
Figure 3.6: Nigerian museums located on a map from 1962. United States Central Intelligence Agency. Nigeria, 
Administrative Divisions, [Washington, D.C.: Central Intelligence Agency, 1962] Map. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/94686058/ 

 

3.3.5 The national museums in Lagos and Jos 

 

Although designs for the national museum in Lagos had been submitted in 1948, it was not until 

1953 that the plans were approved, and the museum was eventually opened to the public in 1957.439 
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Situated in the George V Memorial Park on Lagos Island, it was close to some of the most 

important government buildings in the city.440 The two-storey building included exhibition 

galleries, workrooms, a basic conservation laboratory, a dark room, and air-conditioned object 

storage facilities (Figure 3.7).441 Upon opening in 1957, the national collections of ‘traditional art 

and ethnography’ were housed in the stores, and only ten percent of the 6,000 objects in the 

collection were on display.442 The first-floor gallery displayed a collection of Benin bronze and 

ivory objects, most of which had been returned through purchase or donation from overseas 

museums.443 One of the ground-floor galleries displayed works of art made of ‘perishable organic 

materials’ such as wood carvings.444 Many of these objects were extremely rare, had not been 

actively collected before, and could not be found in museums outside of Nigeria (Figure 3.8).445 

Another ground floor gallery contained Nigerian metal work and pottery, including Nok 

terracottas, and an Ife bronze head.446 The contents of these galleries are notable, as these 

collections formed the basis of many of the tense negotiations that will be examined in chapter 

four. Bernard Fagg reported that the ground floor galleries were arranged mainly on a typological 

basis, and that almost all objects were exhibited behind glass with interior lighting.447 The museum 

also included a library and a card index system documenting the ethnographic survey being carried 

out in Nigeria.448 The museum had additional galleries added in 1960, and in 1963 many more 

additions were planned, including a ‘musicological studio’, a substantial conservation research 

laboratory, and an aquarium.449  
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Figure 3.7: Exterior of the Nigerian Museum, Lagos. Photograph from: Anonymous, “The Nigerian Museum,” 
Museums Journal, 57, no.1 (April 1957): 9. 

 
Figure 3.8: Gallery of Nigerian Museum, Lagos. Photograph from: Bernard Fagg and Kenneth Murray, Preserving the 
Past (Lagos: Federal Information Service, 1959): 9. 
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Although the Lagos complex was imagined as the ‘central’ Nigerian museum, the first national 

museum to open in Nigeria was in fact at Jos in 1952 (Figure 3.9). Bernard Fagg attributed the 

establishment of this museum to the discovery of the Nok figurine culture in 1944, following 

which funding was made available to construct the small research museum.450 This site was 

imagined as the archeological wing of the national museum, intended to hold a research collection 

of excavated material.451 It contained mostly archaeological material from the local mine fields, but 

there were also wood carvings from across Nigeria, an Ife bronze head, and some Benin and 

Yoruba brass work.452 Due to lack of funds and staff, Bernard Fagg oversaw the planning and 

building of the museum himself.453 One of the most unusual features of the Jos Museum was 

Bernard Fagg’s approach of using it to carry out ‘museological experiments’ by creating an 

‘interdisciplinary museum complex.’454 In addition to the archaeological collections, over the next 

twenty years it grew to include a pottery museum, the Museum of Traditional Nigerian 

Architecture, a zoo, botanical gardens, a technological museum, and a restaurant. When Fagg took 

over the Directorship of the Department of Antiquities in 1957, he moved the departmental 

headquarters to Jos. Most notably for this thesis which examines training activity in chapter five, 

from 1963 the museum site also housed the UNESCO training centre for museum technicians 

that hosted museum staff from across the African continent. 

 

Amanda Hellman argues that the building of Jos and Lagos museums, overseen by Fagg and 

Murray respectively, reflected their different approaches and concerns.455 While Murray fought 

through official channels for funding, staff and legal authority, Bernard Fagg raised funding for 

the Jos Museum through private donations, and carried out much of the work independently.456 

According to Hellman, Fagg put his efforts into archaeological excavations and accessible public 

displays, in contrast to Murray’s emphasis on acquisition and repatriation.457 Fagg viewed Jos as ‘a 

public amenity’ for the Nigerian public and even aimed to make it ‘an amenity of universal interest’ 

to develop an international interest in Nigerian culture.458 In contrast, Murray primarily viewed the 
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museum as a space to store and archive what he perceived to be fast disappearing ways of life.459 

As we will see, these two approaches, and the tensions between them, would influence relations 

with the British Museum in various ways. 

 

 
Figure 3.9: Jos Museum. Photograph from: Bernard Fagg and Kenneth Murray, Preserving the Past (Lagos: Federal 
Information Service, 1959): 10. 

 

3.3.6 Regional museums at Ife, Benin, and Oron 

 

Kenneth Murray felt strongly that although a national museum must be opened in Lagos, this 

should be complemented by smaller regional museums with specialised collections.460 Reportedly, 

Murray’s motivation for creating a museum network across the country was partly to justify the 

refusal of export permits for apparently common items; even when the national museum 

storerooms were filled to capacity, it could be argued that objects were needed elsewhere.461 

Regional institutions are notable for this thesis because the relationships that they necessitated 

with local leaders would influence relations between the Nigerian Antiquities Service and the 

British Museum. One of the most relevant examples of this was the Ife Museum, which had 
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originally been planned in the late 1930s, and was eventually opened to the public in 1954.462 It 

housed the famous bronze heads, in addition to terracotta sculpture and other archaeological 

material that had been excavated by the Department of Antiquities.463 The museum site consisted 

of a main exhibition gallery, a workshop, curator’s office, storage rooms, and a dark room.464 

Because the Ooni of Ife owned the objects, the museum was built in a corner of the grounds of 

the Afin, or royal palace, and for this reason it fell under the jurisdiction of the Western Region 

Government, although the Antiquities Service, as part of Central Government, was responsible 

for managing it.465 This complicated legal status, and relationships established with the Ooni of 

Ife, will be discussed throughout this thesis. Also of note was the museum at Benin. This had its 

beginnings in a room set aside for the Iwebo Society in the Oba of Benin’s palace.466 Here Oba 

Akenzua II assembled works, where they were looked after by the Court Historian of Benin, Chief 

Jacob U. Egharevba.467 Due to increasing public interest and desire for access, the Local Authority 

moved the collection to a small room attached to a police-post close to the palace in the mid-

1940s.468 Egharevba reportedly persuaded many of the minor chiefs to loan their heirlooms on 

temporary or permanent basis.469 However, the majority of objects were on loan from the Oba, 

and Fagg reported that these were some of the earliest, finest and historically most significant 

Benin pieces in existence.470 In 1958 a new site overlooking the Royal Square was acquired for a 

new museum, planned in the ‘traditional style’ of Benin architecture, based on documentary and 

archaeological evidence.471 It was argued that this backdrop would ‘enhance Benin sculpture and 

traditional Benin material culture by displaying it against the background of the traditional builder’s 

art’.472 In 1960, as part of the Independence celebrations, a temporary museum was opened by the 

Department of Antiquities in an old Post Office building.473 This subsumed and enlarged the 

collections from the Local Authority museum and provided new display cases with internal 

lighting.474 This temporary museum stayed in place until the planned museum was opened in the 
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early 1970s, under the impetus of the military governor Colonel S. Osaigbovo Ogbemudia.475 The 

conditions surrounding the establishment and evolution of these regional museums remind us that 

the events and relations studied in this thesis were dependent on the social and political context 

from which they emerged.  

 

Also of note for the chapters that follow, and very different in character to the museums at Benin 

and Ife, was the museum at Oron. This museum had been designed specifically to house the 

collection of more than 400 ekpu ancestor carvings which had been assembled in a temporary 

shelter in the late 1940s.476 Kenneth Murray was particularly interested in these objects, which he 

believed to be the oldest surviving form of woodcarving in Nigeria.477 The carvings belonged to 

local families and were carved to perpetuate the memory of ancestors of a lineage group.478 Murray 

faced much hostility during his attempts to ‘save’ the figures, but eventually he gained support 

from the Clan Council in Oron and collected several hundred carvings for the planned museum.479 

The permanent museum eventually opened to the public in 1959, and as the first museum set up 

in the Eastern Region, it served as a base for the ethnographic survey of the region in the 1960s.480 

During the Nigerian Civil War of 1967-70, also known as the Biafran War, the museum was badly 

damaged, first occupied by Biafran troops, and later made into a refugee camp by the Federal 

forces.481 British anthropologist Keith Nicklin reported that it was at this later stage that many of 

the ekpu were used for firewood, and following the war only 116 out of 661 figures survived.482 

Oron museum is also a good example of developments in the museum network implemented 

under Nigerian archaeologist Ekpo Eyo’s directorship. Eyo superseded Murray in 1967 as the first 

Nigerian born Director of the Department. From 1971, the Department of Antiquities (which 

became the National Commission for Museum and Monuments in 1977) attempted to rebuild 

Oron museum with a more ‘national’ character than the previous one.483 Partly in response to the 

Biafran War, this was characteristic of Eyo’s vision to use museums as a nation building tool, 

through his ‘Museum of Unity’ concept. With the creation of states in the 1970s, each national 
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museum adopted the same format, with local cultures on the ground floor, statewide displays on 

the first floor, and dominant national cultures on the second floor, with the aim of integrating all 

three political tiers.484 Oron opened as one of Nigeria’s first ‘Museums of Unity’ in 1977.485 The 

developments at Oron demonstrate the extent to which some Nigerian museums were entangled 

with shifting political landscapes, and the pace at which these changes occurred from the 1940s to 

1970s. It should be noted that although the Biafran War was a hugely significant event that no 

study of Nigeria in the 1960s can overlook, this research has not identified ways in which it directly 

impacted relations between Nigerian museums and the British Museum.486 For this reason, it will 

not be discussed in the core chapters four, five, and six. 

 

3.4 The British Museum 1945-1970 
 

Previous studies of the emerging Nigerian museum network have considered the influence of the 

British Museum on Nigerian museums. Amanda Hellman for example, applies John Mackenzie’s 

argument that museums in colonial territories were viewed as ‘an extension of museums in the 

metropole’.487 She argues that Nigerian museums were both an extension of, and departure from, 

the way British museums were used for social and political purposes.488 However, less attention 

has been paid to how this Nigerian ‘extension’ may have influenced the British Museum in return, 

and the fact that the British Museum itself, and indeed the entire UK museum sector, was 

undergoing significant changes throughout this period.  

 

3.4.1 The British Museum and the Second World War 

 

Following the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, the British Museum was thrown into a 

state of great upheaval and by the time bombing began, the majority of collections had been 
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evacuated.489 Collections were sent to country houses in Nottinghamshire, an underground railway 

tunnel in Aldwych, a quarry in Aberystwyth, and a castle in Yorkshire.490 Between 1939 and 1945, 

the museum was hit by a total of seven high explosive bombs, one destroying the Research 

Laboratory. However, it was dozens of small incendiary bombs that caused the most damage, most 

notably in May 1941 when fires grew out of control and destroyed multiple galleries, staircases, a 

temporary exhibition and 150,000 books (Figure 3.10).491  

 

 
Figure 3.10: Second World War Blitz damage to the Greek and Roman Galleries, Room 69 towards 70, British 
Museum. © The Trustees of the British Museum. Shared under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) licence. 

 

During the war, the museum was closed for the most part although the general museum work of 

correspondence and cataloguing did continue at a reduced rate. As staff were gradually called up 

for service, a skeleton staff ran the museum, managed the depositories and were trained and acted 

as firefighters. It has been argued that the British Museum received more damage than any other 
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national museum during the course of the Second World War, and recovery would take well over 

twenty years due to government neglect.492 This was the result of the same post-war debt and 

austerity that made the colonial government reluctant to fund Nigerian museum plans. National 

reconstruction saw successive governments focusing their finances elsewhere, the museum 

remained underfunded and understaffed and shortages of fuel and materials meant it was dimly 

lit, poorly heated and badly scarred.493 This history is relevant because it sets the scene for the point 

at which this research begins. The British Museum had, in parts, been reduced to rubble and with 

its collection scattered across the UK, it was beginning a slow process of recuperation (Figure 3.11 

and 3.12). This was occurring in parallel with the museum developments in Nigeria outlined in the 

previous section. 

 

 
  
Figure 3.11: Round Reading Room Roof, Second World War damage, South West quadrant. © The Trustees of the 
British Museum. Shared under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC 
BY-NC-SA 4.0) licence. 
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Figure 3.12: Prehistoric Saloon at the British Museum, Second World War damage. © The Trustees of the British 
Museum. Shared under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-
SA 4.0) licence. 

 

3.4.2 Departmental status for the ethnography collections 
 

Within the British Museum, the Department of Ethnography serves as the focus of this research 

because it was the site of most interactions with Nigerian museums during the period of study. 

This was the historical predecessor of the current Department of Africa, Oceania and the 

Americas, where the majority of Nigerian material at the British Museum continues to be held. 

Until 1945, the ethnographic collection was a subsection of larger departments, for example the 

Department of Ceramics and Ethnography (1921-1933) and the Department of Oriental 

Antiquities and Ethnography (1933-1945).494 In 1945, nearly 200 years after the museum’s 

establishment, ethnography was granted departmental status.495 Hermann Braunholtz, who had 

been working with the ethnographic collections since 1913, was appointed Keeper, alongside 
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William Fagg as Assistant Keeper and Adrian Digby as Deputy Keeper. It has been suggested that 

this separation was a belated recognition of the fact that public interest had shifted away from 

classical antiquities.496 However, this move has also been described as an attempt at departmental 

‘rationalisation’, suggesting that it was motivated by a desire for efficiency, possibly resulting in the 

dispensing of some personnel.497 It is also probable that the change in status was due to the sheer 

scale of the ethnography collections and storage problems that these posed, which following the 

evacuations of the First and Second World War had become increasingly apparent.498 This change 

to departmental status had practical repercussions for the events examined in this thesis. For 

example, internal competition with other departments for funds and resources would influence 

the willingness of staff in the Department of Ethnography to assist museums in Nigeria. 

 

3.4.3 Wider UK museum sector 

 

Events at the British Museum must be considered in the wider context of the UK museum sector 

in the post-war era. Catherine Pearson has argued that despite the multiple difficulties, museums 

went through a dynamic and popular period during the Second World War, with a new focus on 

educational functions and public service.499 However, in the post-war period, museum services 

were not a priority for government. Faced with wider political and economic upheaval, such as 

new commitments to the welfare state, the potential benefits that museums offered, for example 

social control or cultural welfare, were not considered sufficient to justify support and funds.500 

From the early 1950s, costs associated with the Korean War were added to the ongoing costs of 

the Cold War and atomic defence which diverted funds from domestic reform.501 Museums, 

including the British Museum, faced funding cuts and from 1951 to 1952 staff levels were reduced 

as part of Civil Service retrenchment.502 These cuts also resulted in delays to rebuilding, with 

construction materials and labour often diverted to housing projects.503 This was particularly 

problematic for the British Museum, which had been so severely damaged that by the end of the 
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war only a single exhibition gallery was left unscathed.504 First-hand accounts of the museum in 

the 1950s describe it as dark, damaged, and dirty: 

 

Those galleries that were open were dimly lighted, but many were still in their bombed-out state or 
closed and used for storage. In winter the London smog filtered through the imperfectly fitting 
windows and spread a greasy dampness on cold surfaces. Due to lack of warding staff and perennial 
fuel crisis, the upper galleries were divided into two groups and closed on alternate days. There was 
no public restaurant, no information desk [.…] The Museum craftsmen had just discovered 
plasterboard and cream paint, and were busy covering up scars […] Behind the scenes, dirt and dust 
were augmented by the smell of the feral cats who lived - and died - in the under floor conduits of 
the semi defunct central heating system.505 

 

Indeed, the post-war condition of the British Museum was considered so serious that concerns 

were raised that it would give a poor impression of Britain’s post-war recovery to international 

visitors.506 This was a sensitive issue considering the rapid dismantling of the empire and new 

concerns over Britain’s place in the world.507 Even in 1960, as Nigeria gained independence, 

reviews of the British Museum described an institution reigned by inertia.508 One visitor reported 

that ‘war damage is still unrepaired and signs of neglect are everywhere – in peeling paint, dirty 

walls and unimaginative use of space.’509 It was not until the late 1960s and 1970s that the British 

Museum began to recover physically, with mounting public demand for more sophisticated and 

accessible displays.510 This coincided with wider UK museum service developments in the 1960s, 

which were being implemented amidst a more optimistic economic outlook.511 Museums, and the 

arts more widely, became election issues for the first time in the run up to the General Election in 

1959, with both the Conservative and Labour parties promising increased provision.512 Catherine 

Pearson argues that museum reform became part of a wider series of measures aiming to deal with 

social change that resulted from the abolition of National Service in 1960.513 Amid rising concerns 

about the behaviour and moral values of young people, spending on museums, libraries, and the 

arts doubled between 1961 and 1967.514 
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3.4.4 Changing practices of collecting, conservation, and exhibition  

 

Reports of institutional inertia at the British Museum in the post-war era are confirmed by staff 

reports. For example, in his final report to the Trustees in 1953, Braunholtz recounted a 

catalogue of difficulties the Department had faced since 1946.515 He claimed that the 

reinstatement of the ethnographic exhibitions had been hampered by limited gallery space, 

insufficient storage and scattered distribution of collections, lack of office space, the urgent 

need for additional staff and general lack of funds.516 However, as this thesis will demonstrate, 

the Department of Ethnography in the post-war period was not only characterised by lack of 

resources and inaction. In fact, as has been observed elsewhere, this period of apparent 

dormancy also harboured opportunities for new, creative museum practices.517 One of the most 

notable areas of activity in the Department of Ethnography in the post-war era was that of 

collection building. In fact, this had even continued during the Second World War, with items 

from Ghana, Nigeria and the Ivory Coast obtained with the assistance of benefactors.518 

Following the end of conflict, many museums in the UK undertook a drastic ‘downsizing’ of 

their holdings, resulting in mass deaccessions and disposals.519 This has been attributed to post-

evacuation unpacking, which made museum staff aware of the sheer scale of collections, in 

addition to changes in collecting tastes, and post-war austerity.520 In contrast, the Department 

of Ethnography continued actively building its collections. As chapter four will explore, much 

of this was conducted within the UK and stimulated by new tax burdens, returning colonial 

personnel, and large-scale disposals from other institutions.521 However, new connections with 

the Nigerian museum service also played a role in this phase of activity. Although the British 

Museum did not undertake mass disposals, its actions did reflect changing attitudes to the 

integrity of museum collections that were present throughout the UK at this time.522 
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Another notable feature of post-war activity that will be touched upon in chapter five was the 

increasing importance of scientific conservation. The evacuation of objects into a Holborn tunnel 

during the First World War had resulted in damp, mildew, efflorescent crystals, and staining, the 

remedy of which was far beyond the expertise of departmental technicians.523 As a result, the 

Research Laboratory had been established in 1922, and in 1924, a chemist named Harold J. 

Plenderleith was employed to work on the collections. Plenderleith went on to develop new 

preventive conservation methods and guidance that focused on storage conditions, temperature, 

humidity, light, dust and biological attacks.524 Along with Paul Coremans of Belgium, he was a 

pioneer of developments that saw conservation become established as an international field of 

expertise from the 1950s.525 It has been argued that by the late 1950s Plenderleith was recognised 

as the world leading expert in museum conservation.526 The Department of Ethnography had a 

dedicated member of Plenderleith’s team to work on their collection, Leslie R. Langton. As we 

will see in chapter five, this specialism became a basis for many interactions between the British 

Museum and emerging museum network in Nigeria.  

 

Although the lack of resources did not severely hinder collecting and conservation activity, it did 

have a significant impact on the Department of Ethnography’s galleries. Despite its new 

departmental status, the permanent ethnographic exhibitions were not reinstalled until the early 

1950s, and often depended on external funding sources. For example, material shortages meant 

that ethnographic wall cases were only re-shelved after a gift of Swedish timber was received in 

1951.527 New galleries were designed by the Ministry of Works in ‘reluctant’ consultation with 

departmental staff.528 Staff felt that the space allocated to the ethnography collection was 

inadequate, little more than it had been in 1886.529 The post-war display policy of the Department 

was to show fewer objects to make galleries more ‘logical’ and ‘attractive’.530 Before the war, staff 

                                                
523 Wilson, The British Museum, 213. 
524 Simon Lambert, “The Early History of Preventive Conservation in Great Britain and the United States (1850–
1950),” Connaissances et Reconnaissance Du Conservateur-Restaurateur 9 (2014), 
https://journals.openedition.org/ceroart/3765#text. 
525 Lucia Allais, Designs of Destruction, The Making of Monuments in the Twentieth Century (Chicago, Ill: University of 
Chicago, 2018), 180. 
526 Andrew Oddy, “Harold Plenderleith and The Conservation of Antiquities and Works of Art,” Intervención Revista 
Internacional de Conservación Restauración y Museología 1, no. 1 (May 1, 2010): 56–62; Allais, Designs of Destruction, The 
Making of Monuments in the Twentieth Century, 180. 
527 Wilson, The British Museum, 259. 
528 Wilson, 263–64. 
529 Hermann J. Braunholtz, “History of Ethnography in the Museum 1753-1938 (Pt. II),” The British Museum 
Quarterly 18, no. 4 (December 1953): 109–20. 
530 Braunholtz, 119. 



   
 

 120 

estimated that anything from a quarter to half of the entire collection had been on display, but in 

the post-war galleries it was as little as 1-8%.531 This ‘decluttering’ approach was in line with post-

war display developments that aimed to increase the educational potential of museums.532 Despite 

these changes, staff reported that the exhibits were still too densely packed and severely limited by 

antiquated wall cases dating from the early 1800s.533 As chapter six will explore, these constraints 

did not mean significant exhibition practice was entirely absent during this time, although it was 

often occurring in temporary exhibitions away from the Bloomsbury site. 

 
By 1960, display limitations were considered such a problem that moves were being made to make 

changes. In March of that year, Bryan Cranstone of the Department of Ethnography conducted a 

tour of ethnographic museums in Switzerland to observe their methods of collection, exhibition 

and storage.534 A report on his findings stated that ‘I saw no cases as unattractive and difficult to 

arrange as the wall cases in our Ethnographical Gallery’.535 This visit informed a proposal for an 

experimental exhibition room that the Department of Ethnography put forward in May 1960, 

which was intended to inform the ‘final reconstruction’ of the galleries.536 Storage space was also 

limited because the reduction of material on display had resulted in an increase of objects in 

reserve, and collections were spread across sixty storerooms.537 This created security issues, and 

thefts of Nigerian material in the 1950s were attributed to the difficulty posed in keeping watch 

over a collection scattered across the museum.538 David Wilson asserts that proposals to provide 

better storage for the vast ethnographic collections had been floundering for over a hundred years, 

but with the British Museum Act of 1963, change was finally possible.539  

 

The British Museum Act of 1963 emerged from attempts to reform the museum that had begun 

in 1952.540 Central to these attempts was a growing recognition of the inadequacies of the Trustee 
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system, which had been established under the British Museum act of 1753.541 The new Act 

reshaped the entire institutional structure, with the old board of fifty-one Trustees - perceived as 

lumbering, idiosyncratic, and ineffectual - replaced by a board of twenty-five.542 Fifteen of these 

were appointed by the Prime Minister, who also confirmed the Director.543 The new structure 

reportedly resulted in members taking meetings more seriously, meaning that business was 

streamlined, and significant changes could be brought in.544 Most importantly for the Department 

of Ethnography, a more liberal approach was taken to ‘out-stations’ which allowed exhibition and 

storage limitations to be eased by their temporary separation from the Bloomsbury site.545 It also 

contained new guidelines on the disposal of objects, which will be mentioned in chapter four. 

 

3.4.5 The creation of the Museum of Mankind 
 

A new site for the Department of Ethnography was found at Burlington Gardens, in a building 

that had formerly housed the British Academy and the Civil Service, and was named the Museum 

of Mankind (Figure 3.13).546 There were fifteen rooms suitable for exhibition, of various sizes from 

450 to 3,600 square feet, increasing gallery space by around two thirds.547  One perceived flaw in 

the new arrangement was that the collections were split, with the departmental headquarters and 

exhibitions at Burlington Gardens, and the study collections housed at Orsman Road in 

Shoreditch.548 The Museum of Mankind was never considered as a permanent home for the 

Department, but rather was treated as a way to pilot experimental exhibitions for eventual 

inclusion in permanent galleries.549 The move to the new premises took place in November 1970 

and there was a period of around six months cross-over, where the old exhibitions were still on 

show in Bloomsbury.550 This highlighted a drastic change in display policy, which saw permanently 

changing sets of exhibitions focusing on individual ‘cultures’.551 In contrast, William Fagg 

described the old galleries as presenting ‘virtually all the main tribes and culture areas’ present in 

                                                
541 Wilson, 267. 
542 Wilson, 269. 
543 Wilson, 269. 
544 Wilson, 269. 
545 Wilson, 269. 
546 Fagg, “A Museum of Mankind: Ethnography in Burlington Gardens,” 149. 
547 Fagg, 149. 
548 Fagg, 149. 
549 William Fagg, “New Department of Ethnography,” The British Museum Society Bulletin, November 5, 1970. 
550 Fagg. 
551 Fagg. 



   
 

 122 

the collection, in what he perceived to be a de-contextualised and tokenistic manner.552 The 

museum had employed their first designer in 1964, and the design brief for the new galleries 

outlined how it should not be in the form of finished cases, but rather a ‘kit of parts’ that could be 

moved, combined, and dismantled.553 Alongside the Museum voor Volkerkunde in Leiden, the 

Museum of Mankind is remembered for pioneering an immersive contextual display genre through 

reconstructions and ethnographic naturalism.554 This approach was exemplified by its first major 

exhibition, Divine Kingship in Africa. Displaying the British Museum’s complete collection of Benin 

objects, the exhibition featured a reconstructed courtyard of the Oba’s palace at Benin, with a 

shingled roof surrounding a courtyard.555 Staff noted that the continually changing exhibitions 

would reveal any gaps in the collection, which in turn could be filled by objects collected during 

field research trips.556 The Museum of Mankind saw a surge in British Museum-funded fieldwork 

and collecting trips which was increasingly viewed as an ‘essential’ form of research through which 

to bring exhibitions to life.557 This is turn marked the beginnings of explicit ‘collaborative’ and 

diplomatic practices with groups of people associated with specific forms of material culture, 

present in exhibitions such as Asante: Kingdom of Gold (1981) and Madagascar: Island of the Ancestors 

(1986).558 The Museum of Mankind remained the home of the Department of Ethnography for 

nearly thirty years, with its eventual return to the Bloomsbury site in 1997. 
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Figure 3.13: The Museum of Mankind, Burlington Gardens. © The Trustees of the British Museum. Shared under a 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) licence. 

 

3.5 Conclusion  
 

This chapter first sketched out the shifts in relations between the UK and Nigeria as they 

transitioned from late colonial to independence era. Next, it gave an overview of how the 

establishment of Nigeria’s Department of Antiquities took place within this context and provided 

a summary of the first national museums in Nigeria. Finally, it outlined the evolution of the British 

Museum’s Department of Ethnography from 1945 to 1970. As we will see in subsequent chapters, 

this context of post-war damage, development and reconfiguration produced a set of dynamic 

exchanges between the Department of Ethnography and Nigerian Antiquities Service. In order to 

study facets of these engagements in more detail, the following three chapters will focus on three 

modes of collection-based practice: cooperative collection building, collection management 

through training activity, and exhibiting collections through loan exhibitions. 
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Chapter 4  . Building Collections: Returning and 

Retaining   
 

4.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter examines collection building as a site of engagement between the British Museum 

and the emerging Nigerian museum system from the late 1940s to the 1960s. It will investigate 

how and why collaborative collection-building practices were initiated by British and Nigerian 

museum staff and the alliances, rivalries and contradictions that these generated. It will do so in 

two stages. Firstly, it will focus on joint efforts to obtain Nigerian material for Nigerian museums 

from institutions and individuals in Europe, through auctions, distributions and exchanges, and 

the relations that both enabled and hindered these attempts. The second section of the chapter 

addresses examples of collection-building undertaken for the British Museum in Nigeria, and 

analyses how the interests of different parties influenced these activities. It should be noted that 

all the events explored in this chapter were entangled in a huge meshwork of concurrent 

negotiations, not only related to the acquisition of original, duplicate and replica objects, but also 

preservation work, loans, training, exhibitions, museum and legislation plans. Correspondence 

from the late 1940s and 1950s never mentions one element of these museum processes in isolation, 

but for the purpose of this chapter, some of the accession-related exchanges have been separated 

out in order to focus on collection-building practices. It is also important to acknowledge, as Sarah 

Van Beurden observes, that the term ‘collecting’ obfuscates a variety of ways of obtaining material, 

including violent appropriation and coercion.559 In the Nigerian context this is extremely poignant 

and has received significant scholarly attention in recent years.560 This chapter does not seek to 

diminish the importance of these histories, but its main focus is the action of collaborative 

collection-building between museum sites and staff. By examining historical museum engagements 

in this way, it aims to enhance our understanding of the internal practices through which enduring 

dynamics between museums in the UK and Nigeria were established and maintained. 
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Scholarship on the formation of museum collections has shown us that object exchange has long 

been used by institutions and their staff as a means to build comprehensive museum collections 

and to generate networks of obligation and reciprocity.561 Although the majority of studies 

investigate the series of contexts that objects passed through on their way into museums, more 

recent work has shown that shifting the focus to ways in which objects are deaccessioned or 

circulated is equally valuable.562 For example, in the context of the post-war UK museum sector, 

Claire Wintle and Alice Stevenson have both demonstrated how the repurposing of collections 

contributed to a dynamic and nuanced period of institutional activity.563 This chapter adopts a 

similar perspective, focusing its investigation on a series of transactions between the British 

Museum and Nigerian museums in the two decades preceding Nigerian independence, that saw 

objects move in and out of institutional collections. Additionally, by centring primarily on the role 

of museum staff in these histories, this chapter contributes to our understanding of the role of 

keepers and curators in the formation of collections. As Sarah Byrne has argued, the role played 

by these individuals, compared to field collectors, is often neglected in histories of collecting.564 

However, because museum staff are pivotal agents around which museum collections are built, 

‘factors motivating their intentions, desires and opinions warrant further academic attention.’565 

This chapter will examine these factors through examples of collaborative collection-building 

practices that were stimulated by the establishment of the Nigerian museum network.  

 

As discussed in chapter one, museum scholars Ivan Karp and Corrine Kratz argue that museums 

are caught up in ‘conjunctions of disparate contingencies, interests, goals and perspectives’, which 

produce ‘debates, tensions, collaborations, contests, and conflicts of many sorts at many levels.’566 

Karp and Kratz describe these conjunctions as ‘museum frictions’ that have both negative and 

positive outcomes.567 As we will see, this analytic perspective brings to the fore certain qualities of 

the nature of inter-museum relations that are particularly useful for understanding engagements 

examined in this chapter. Indeed, although the Nigerian Antiquities Service was established under 
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British colonial rule, its interests were not synonymous with and aligned to those of the British 

Museum, and staff at the two institutions both collaborated and competed to obtain important 

material. Moreover, Anna Tsing’s articulation of ‘friction’ as a productive force that generates 

movement, action, and effects helps us to better understand the nature of dynamics at play in these 

events.568 We will see how, for example, frictions in the form of obstructions, competition, and 

conflict over desirable objects often generated alternative forms of exchange and acquisition, 

shaping collections in Nigeria and the UK. Additionally, thinking about these collaborative 

activities with Ingold’s notion of ‘meshworks’ in mind highlights how the building of collections 

saw many different and divergent interests come together, intertwine, and ‘co-respond’.569 These 

were not interactions defined by a simple back-and-forth between museum sites, as the logic of 

the ‘network’ might suggest. Instead, these relations were messy, uneven and inconsistent, 

characterised by the entangled interests of museum staff and associated individuals, including 

collectors and dealers. Both of these theoretical perspectives - friction and meshworks - can 

illuminate how collection-building activities were not the result of coherent, consistent and linear 

processes, but instead the consequence of interplays between multiple and contradictory forces. 

Even here, however, Latour’s concept of networks can still tell us something useful, and therefore 

should not be entirely abandoned.570 In this case, his attention to the agency of materiality can alert 

us to the way objects of various kinds (e.g., internationally renowned ivory and bronze sculptures, 

plaster casts, ‘commonplace’ items such as wooden dolls, photographs, and card indexes) were not 

external to these relations, but rather played a part in their very unfolding. 

 

4.2 Building a collection for Nigerian museums 
 

From the late 1940s to the early 1950s, a significant proportion of correspondence passing between 

staff at the British Museum and the Nigerian Antiquities Department hinged on securing Nigerian 

objects for the collections of the planned Nigerian Museum, Lagos. Important to make clear is 

that this was colonial-era endeavour, and the senior staff in both institutions were British. In 

addition to local collecting, Murray had embarked on a campaign to return valued Nigerian 

antiquities from overseas.571 This effort focused on three main categories of objects: Benin, Ife 

                                                
568 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection. 
569 Ingold, “On Human Correspondence.” 
570 Latour discusses the concept of networks in: Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. 
571 During this project it has become clear that the various terms used to describe object returns, most commonly 
‘repatriation’ and ‘restitution’, are complex and contested. For example, repatriation is commonly understood as the 
process by which cultural objects are returned to a nation or state at the request of a government. This may not be 
appropriate in cases where claimants belong to disenfranchised populations who do not recognise a government or 



   
 

 127 

and ‘ethnographic’.572 In 1947, the Colonial Government in Nigeria granted Murray £2,500 to buy 

important works and supported by an increasingly official legal framework, Murray approached 

museums, collectors and dealers to buy, negotiate and coerce the return of antiquities.573 Forging 

relations with British Museum staff proved an essential part of this plan and he enlisted Fagg and 

Braunholtz to inform him of private sales and distributions, to bid on his behalf at auctions, and 

to prevent the export of important Nigerian antiquities from the UK. Additionally, through a 

combination of coercion and strategic exchange, Murray negotiated the return of ‘duplicate’ 

objects from the British Museum collections. This relationship would prove useful for all involved, 

but it also created much friction, both between and within institutions. Murray, Braunholtz and 

the Fagg brothers were often both allies and rivals in their attempts to obtain Nigerian objects and 

the relationship would prove a fine balancing act that disintegrated over time.574  

 

In July 1950, a box weighing over a ton arrived in Ibadan from England, containing purchases and 

gifts of Nigerian objects.575  The box contained so many items that the temporary storage facilities 

were stretched to breaking point and it was not possible to get enough timber for the new shelves 

that were needed.576 This was just one of many similar shipments occurring in the early 1950s, 

largely brought about by Murray’s active campaigning for the return of Nigerian material. As we 

will see in this chapter, the British Museum was perhaps the most important contact Murray had 

in the UK, but it was by no means the only museum that Murray approached to obtain material. 

The accession registers in Lagos record multiple donations, purchases, and loans from British 

institutions, ranging from regional to national level. For example, in 1947, Newbury Museum made 

a gift of three objects.577 In 1953, fourteen objects were bought from Littlehampton Public Library 

and Museum, ten objects were gifted by the Royal Scottish Museum, one object was gifted by the 

Stirling Smith Arts Institute, one was exchanged with the Art Gallery and Museum in Perth, ten 
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were gifted by the Public Museum Art Gallery and Library in Worcester, and one was loaned from 

Dumfries Burgh Museum.578 In 1954, around sixty objects arrived from Poole Museum.579 This 

was a significant collection of Benin material that had been donated to Poole in 1925 by Herbert 

Child, a Senior Officer most likely active in the sack of 1897.580 Kenneth Murray reported that it 

was fortunate Poole Museum had agreed to the gift before a highly publicised sale of Benin 

material went ahead, otherwise they would been aware of the value of the collection and may have 

withdrawn the offer.581  

 

Murray’s account of the gift from Poole Museum demonstrates two important yet contradictory 

elements that shaped the collection building practices examined in this chapter. Firstly, these 

events occurred in an era of significant disposals of UK museum collections. Precipitated in great 

part by the damage, upheaval, and austerity caused by the Second World War, this rationalisation 

was also influenced by evolving attitudes to the permanence of museum collections.582 Secondly, 

this era saw steep increases in the market value of African art, especially pieces from Benin.583 This 

situation reminds us, as Kratz and Karp observe, that museums’ relations are always shaped by 

wider economic and political processes.584 Although the Department of Ethnography at the British 

Museum did not undertake large disposals, it did make some significant deaccessions from its 

extensive Nigerian collection. British Museum staff also had important connections with auction 

houses, dealers and private collectors. These factors, in addition to the British Museum’s status 

and personal connections between staff, meant that the British Museum was perhaps the most 

important partner for the Nigerian Antiquities Service in collection-building activity, that would 

lead to moments of alliance but also conflict.   

 

4.2.1 Uneasy alliances 
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Kenneth Murray felt particularly strongly about the return of objects looted from Benin and this 

motivated many of his efforts to obtain material from overseas collections, however he was not 

the first to attempt this. In 1935, Oba Akenzua II had started investigations into retrieving throne 

stools from a German museum, although this was ultimately unsuccessful.585 Ten years later, in 

1945, Murray wrote to the Colonial Office and reminded officials that ‘Benin was looted by us in 

1897: now there are over two thousand specimens of old Benin art in public collections in Europe 

and America and many more in private collections; but in Benin there are scarcely sixty badly 

damaged pieces.’ 586 Such a situation, claimed Murray, ‘makes nonsense of British claims to have 

benefitted the African.’ 587 Thus began a series of manoeuvres instigated by Murray to initiate the 

return of Benin material. He made arrangements with the British Museum to obtain their 

‘duplicate’ pieces and for them to purchase Nigerian material on sale in the UK on his behalf.588 

These negotiations were often complicated by a conflict of interests, but they did serve as the first 

significant challenge to the British Museum’s ownership of this material. It is important to note 

that although Murray’s activity was singular in its volume and duration, Nigerian individuals were 

also active in securing returns of Benin material at this time. For example, in 1951, Mr Lazarus 

Okeje visited the Pitt Rivers Museum and was ‘astonished’ to see the collection of Benin items 

taken in 1897.589 Reportedly, Okeje was invited by the curator to select an object from a collection 

presented in 1910 by an administrative officer, Mr Archer.590 He chose a bronze horn and gifted it 

to the Nigerian museum in 1953.591  

 

Murray first turned his attention to obtaining Benin material from German collections and the 

question of obtaining ‘duplicate’ specimens from the British Museum was closely bound up with 

these efforts. Six months before Braunholtz departed for Nigeria, Murray wrote to the Colonial 

Office stating that ‘I understand from Professor Braunholtz of the British Museum that it is 

probable that the British Museum will be able to help the Nigerian collections from their duplicate 
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specimens.’592 Murray was using this agreement to extract assistance from the Colonial Office to 

pursue collections of Nigerian material in Germany, noting that ‘the fact that the British Museum 

will spare work for Nigeria should strengthen our case.’593 Murray anticipated that collections in 

Berlin and Frankfurt had been scattered and their former museums destroyed with little chance of 

rebuilding for many years. He predicted that Germany would find it necessary to dispose of large 

parts of its collections and urged the British Government to make claim on these ‘on behalf of the 

Colonies’.594 He went on to propose that ‘[i]n view of German conduct during the war it might be 

insisted that part of the large duplicate collections that Germany had should be sold to the British 

Government for the colonial collections. German museums had, for instance, over one thousand 

pieces from Benin; surely 250 could be spared for Nigeria?’ 595 British Museum Director John 

Forsdyke advised Murray that it would be possible to recover objects from Germany as ‘restitution’ 

to Britain (objects stolen during the present war which could be identified and recovered), 

‘restoration’ (taking objects equivalent to those destroyed or stolen by German action) but not 

‘reparation’ (part of the cost of the war paid by Germany to the Allies).596 Braunholtz and Fagg 

were both highly interested in these developments because it offered them opportunities to collect 

too. In 1947 Murray and Fagg both travelled to Germany separately to locate collections of West 

African material. Murray visited a private collection that was for sale and wrote to Braunholtz that 

the collection was of little interest for Nigeria, but offered to purchase some on behalf of the 

British Museum.597 Fagg visited Frankfurt and advised both Braunholtz and Murray that it would 

be possible to obtain casts of Nigerian material ‘by purchase or exchange’.598 These events show 

that both the Nigerian Antiquities Service and the British Museum used the chaos of the post-war 

period to attempt to obtain Nigerian objects. By cooperating with each other they positioned 

themselves ‘against’ German museums, a move made easier by anti-German sentiment at the 

time.599 These events should be understood within a longer context of British rivalry with Germany 

over Benin items, which dated back to the late 1800s. At this time, there had been much ill feeling 

at the British Museum when German museums, which benefitted from generous state funding, 
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were able to buy large parts of the collection at auction.600 According to Annie Coombes, the fact 

that the Benin material, which was perceived to have been acquired through British triumph over 

Edo barbarity, was lost to Germany created a wave of nationalist indignation in Britain.601 By the 

late 1940s, however, in the context of Britain forging ‘new’ relations with African colonies, the 

question of where the Benin material belonged was far more contentious. Murray’s provocation 

that it rightfully belonged in Nigeria, albeit a British-controlled Nigeria, can be understood as the 

one of the earliest, although not the first, example of calls for return that continue to this day.602 

 

In the UK museum sector, the post-war years were characterised by large scale disposals of 

collections, both from war-damaged institutions, but also from private collectors faced with new 

tax burdens and the return of colonial officers and missionaries in the final years of empire.603 This 

meant a large amount of Nigerian material was coming onto the market in Britain, and staff at the 

British Museum were well placed to hear of it. Murray relied on their assistance to identify, select 

and bid on objects coming up for sale. One the earliest opportunities to collect came with the 

distribution of the Wellcome Historical Medical Museum. This collection of over a million items 

had been accumulated by Henry Solomon Wellcome (1853-1936) and was slowly dismantled by 

the Wellcome Foundation following his death.604 The main ‘ethnographic’ collection was 

distributed to interested museums in ten batches between 1949 and 1960.605 These dispersals were 

overseen by Hermann Braunholtz and in 1945 the British Museum received approximately 1,300 

cases and 5,000 cubic feet of uncased Wellcome material (Figure 4.1).606  
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Figure 4.1: Weapons, spears and shields, originally belonging to the Wellcome Historical Medical Museum, laid out at 
the British Museum (Duveen Gallery) for selection by various third party museums. Ethnographic collection: 
Wellcome Historical Medical Museum. Wellcome Collection. Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0) 

 

Although the British Museum were to take overall priority in selecting items for their own 

collections, they would also suggest suitable locations in the UK and the British Empire for the 

remaining material. In 1949, Edgar Underwood, Director of the Wellcome Historical Museum, 

had expressed the wish that UK museums should be given the following priority: 1) Liverpool 

Museum, 2) Horniman Museum, 3) Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology and 

Anthropology, 4) Royal Scottish Museum and Glasgow University Hunterian Museum, 5) Leeds 

City Museum.607 However, Fagg and Braunholtz pressed to give Nigeria ‘overall priority’ on 

Nigerian material.608 Indeed, during the first distribution of 1949, Murray was the first to be allowed 

to make selections from the material at the British Museum. In 1949, the Nigerian Department of 

Antiquities accessioned around seventy-two items from the Wellcome Historical Medical 

Museum.609 Of these seventy-two objects, at least twenty-three were from Benin and included 
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figures, armlets, bells, plaques and ivory tusks.610 In 1953, of thirty-eight items taken there were six 

listed items from Benin, including two pairs of triangular brass panels, a fragment of a plaque, an 

ivory armlet, a sword and a wand.611 There were another nine distributions before 1955 and when 

Murray or Bernard Fagg could not attend, they requested that British Museum staff make 

selections on their behalf.612 In 1957 Pitt Rivers Museum staff tried to gift Ibo pillars, fishtraps and 

house panels from the Wellcome collection to the Lagos museum, but the Wellcome Historical 

Medical Museum stopped the transfer. They insisted the objects be either returned, or remain at 

Pitt Rivers or the British Museum.613 This suggests that Nigeria may not have been given ‘overall 

priority’ over Nigerian material had it not been for the British Museum’s intervention. This episode 

also highlights the particular relationship that existed between the British Museum and Nigerian 

Antiquities Service at this time. Although Braunholtz was keen to assist other ‘Commonwealth’ 

museums, institutions in the former Gold Coast and Southern Rhodesia were only included from 

the third instalment on the request of their senior staff members A.W. Lawrence and E. 

Goodhall.614 Museums in South Africa, Northern Rhodesia and Uganda were not included until 

the fourth instalment and Sierra Leone not until the tenth.615  

 
This arrangement often created a complicated terrain, as demonstrated by one sale that took place 

in June 1952. Bernard Fagg, then Government Archaeologist in Nigeria, wrote to Kenneth Murray 
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Ghanaian museum staff member studying in London, was called upon to make selections for the new museum in 
Accra. See: Correspondence from A.W. Lawrence to Hermann Braunholtz, 07 September 1950, Department of 
Ethnography correspondence files, 1950, British Museum, London; Correspondence from A.W. Lawrence to 
Hermann Braunholtz, 04 April 1951, Department of Ethnography correspondence files, 1951, British Museum, 
London; In relation to Southern Rhodesia, see: Correspondence from Elizabeth Goodhall to Edgar Underwood, 06 
February 1951, Third instalment, WA/HMM/TR/Eth/A., Wellcome Historical Medical Museum and Library, 
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/qnzv2jkx. 
615 For the fourth instalment see: Correspondence from Edgar Underwood to Hermann Braunholtz, 06 January 
1951, Fourth instalment, WA/HMM/TR/Eth/A.5., Wellcome Historical Medical Museum and Library, 
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/xwfgrh7f; Correspondence from Margaret Trowell to Edgar Underwood, 05 
February 1951, Fourth instalment, WA/HMM/TR/Eth/A.5., Wellcome Historical Medical Museum and Library, 
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/xwfgrh7f; For the tenth instalment see: Edgar Underwood to Sir Robert 
Hall, 19 October 1954, Tenth instalment, WA/HMM/TR/Eth/A.11, Wellcome Historical Medical Museum and 
Library, https://wellcomecollection.org/works/y22mjhke. 



   
 

 134 

to update him on a recent Sotheby’s auction that he had attended at short notice with his brother 

William Fagg and collector Webster Plass.616 The first twenty lots contained Benin antiquities and 

Bernard had sought advice from his brother and Braunholtz on which items to bid for. Reportedly, 

William had advised him to bid up to £300 for the head of a ‘Queen Mother’ and up to £100 for 

a leopard pendant mask. Bernard was interested in a figure described in the catalogue as an 

‘executioner’, however William advised against bidding for it because it was ‘very crude’. William 

informed him that neither the British Museum nor Webster Plass were interested in anything, 

particularly as dealers from America were attending and would raise the prices. However, Bernard 

claimed that soon after the sale began it became clear that both Plass and the British Museum were 

in fact very interested in the ‘executioner’. Bernard’s description of the scene in the auction house 

gives an impression of the entangled interests surrounding bids for Nigerian objects: 

 

I [Bernard] tried in vain to find out more about the executioner, but all I could get out of him 
[William] was a plea not to bid against Plass – he would tell me why afterwards… He finally urged 
me to carry on when Plass left off. I was properly intrigued by this time, especially as the thing had 
been belittled and neither the B.M. nor Plass were supposed to be interested in making any purchases! 
When the bidding had started briskly and there was no doubt that it was out of Plass’s range, Billy 
passed me a small card to me with the following pencilled legend: “This is the only known figure in 
Europe in the style of Udo, Zom. West of Benin. I think you shd. go to at least £200 if not £300 or 
more.” I hardly had time to glance at this before I was busily bidding for the thing. I finally let it go 
to Hewitt for £340: even at that I thought I was taking a risk! […] Having satisfied his conscience 
by doing his best to get the Udo thing for the B.M. Billy has done his best to get it back for us. […] 
After the sale Billy ascertained that Hewitt has bought it on behalf of Klejman (also in the saleroom), 
so on Friday I went up to meet Klejman who was coming to the Museum to see B’holtz and Billy 
about buying duplicates. Klejman agrees to our having the figure – at a price.617 

 

Bernard reported that only William recognised the importance and rarity of the ‘executioner’ and 

had wanted Webster Plass to buy it because he would eventually bequeath it to the British Museum. 

Once this was out of the question however, the British Museum appear to have facilitated 

negotiations with the American dealer John Klejman to obtain the ‘executioner’ for Nigeria. In 

1952 and 1953 the British Museum did exchange at least two Benin plaque ‘duplicates’ and an 

ivory tusk with Klejman for multiple objects, but it has not been possible to ascertain whether the 

executioner was included in these exchanges.618 At the Sotheby’s auction outlined above, Bernard 

                                                
616 Correspondence from Bernard Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 29 June 1952, Bernard Fagg folder, correspondence 
files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as Bernard Fagg to Kenneth 
Murray, 29 June 1952.) 
617 Bernard Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 29 June 1952. 
618 See details of Af1953,19.5 and Af1952,11.1 at British Museum collection management database, “Museum 
Number Af1952,11.1,” accessed May 26, 2022, https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/E_Af1952-11-1; 
British Museum collection management database, “Museum Number Af1953,19.5,” accessed May 26, 2022, 
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bought an ivory tusk for £200 and the pendant mask for £110.619 The ‘Queen Mother’ head for 

which he had been willing to pay £300 sold for £680, and a head of an Oba was sold for £720.620 

This episode demonstrates the conflict of interests generated by these events, and the extent of 

the complicated negotiations that took place to obtain material from Benin between museum 

representatives, collectors and dealers. The fact that many objects were being sold for prices far 

beyond the reach of the Nigerian Antiquities Service and the British Museum was an important 

factor that would encourage both museums to pursue more affordable collecting, by purchasing 

directly from private owners, and via fieldwork in Nigeria, which required working together. 

 

Fagg’s account of the auction also demonstrates how collection building activity took place within 

a meshwork of interdependent actors, incorporating not only museums and their staff, but also 

private collectors and dealers. This was complicated and dialectical relationship, as Sarah Van 

Beurden has observed in the Belgian context, that proved an intricate balancing act.621 On the one 

hand, collectors were competitors in the acquisition of desirable pieces. On the other hand, they 

were vital sources, often donating or selling objects to institutions. At the same time, museums 

also influenced the market value of privately owned objects by establishing their value through 

research and exhibition.622 These blurred boundaries are further demonstrated by the fact that 

William Fagg, following his retirement from the British Museum in 1974, would become a 

consultant for Christie’s auction house until 1990. This demonstrates, as Kratz and Karp observe, 

that museums have always contended with economic, social, political flows and processes which 

are interconnected in complex and varying ways.623 Because of this, collection-building 

engagements between Nigeria and the UK, and their consequences, can never be viewed as distinct 

and definitive, but only as part of a knotty arrangement of interwoven relations that stretched far 

beyond museum sites.  

 

 

                                                
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/ E_Af1953-19-5; Anonymous, “Lot 34, African and Oceanic 
Art from The Renee and Chaim Gross Foundation,” Sotheby’s auction listing, May 15, 2009, 
https://www.sothebys.com/en/ auctions/ecatalogue/2009/the-sculptor39s-eye-african-and-oceanic-art-from-the-
renee-and-chaim-gross-foundation-n08549/lot.34.html. 
619 Bernard Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 29 June 1952. 
620 Bernard Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 29 June 1952. 
621 Van Beurden, Authentically African, Arts and the Transnational Politics of Congolese Culture, 39. 
622 Van Beurden, 39. 
623 Karp and Kratz, “Introduction,” 6. 
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4.2.2 Rivalry, conflict and strategic exchanges 
 

Despite examples of cordial alliance, relations between the Nigerian Antiquities Service and the 

British Museum were not always amicable. A veneer of ‘courteous cooperation’624 veiled a strong 

rivalry over Nigerian material, with both sides hoping to obtain the most desirable pieces. One of 

the earliest and most notable examples of this competition came in 1947 when the so-called 

Rawson collection came up for sale. This was a particularly extensive, unusual and symbolic 

collection inherited by the family of Harry Holdsworth Rawson, a Senior Officer in the British 

Royal Navy who oversaw the 1897 sack of Benin. Braunholtz had been in contact with the 

Rawsons for some time, tracing them to Kenya, and he spent two days travelling to see the 

collection in Plymouth.625 He informed Murray of the sale and Murray was quick to warn him that 

he intended to bid for the entire collection, pitting the Nigerian Antiquities Service in direct 

competition with the British Museum.626 Braunholtz suggested ‘joint action’ and included a 

description of all the Rawson pieces the British Museum was interested in. These included unique 

objects that would complement the existing collection, including ivory bells, a ‘sacrificial’ plaque 

depicting a tree,627 an ivory pedestal bowl, ivory armlets, an ivory trumpet, a wooden drum and a 

painted Ijo mask.628 Murray claimed he had not received Braunholtz’s request for joint action and 

proceeded with the entire purchase for £2000.629 In the many tense letters that followed this 

incident, Braunholtz complained bitterly that ‘I had thought that we could cooperate in this 

business as I gave you all our information and put my cards on the table.’630 Murray assured 

                                                
624 Correspondence from Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 03 July 1948, Hermann Braunholtz folder, 
correspondence files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as Hermann 
Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 03 July 1948.) 
625 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 03 July 1948. 
626 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 22 October 1947, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1947, British Museum, London. 
627 This probably refers to an image of a tree that was reportedly used for sacrifices or public executions in Benin 
city. 
628 Correspondence from Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 05 August 1948, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1948, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 
05 August 1948.) 
629 Braunholtz noted later, perhaps rather sourly, that he considered this price too high, and that he had assessed the 
collection ‘rather generously’ at £1,500. Murray was adamant that Nigeria was justified in paying a high price 
because the need in Nigeria for good Benin pieces was great and there were so few left in private collections. 
Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 05 August 1948. 
630 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 03 July 1948. 
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Braunholtz that he would have found it very difficult not to cooperate if the letter had arrived.631 

As Liz Stanley observes, letters represent a material expression of connection and any breaches to 

the process of writing and replying signify the state of the social relations involved.632 Murray’s 

denial of the letter’s receipt could be read as a strategic disregard of the British Museum’s requests, 

perhaps reflecting his growing sense that engagements with the British Museum were not 

equitable. This being said, no such letter was identified in the archives in Lagos, which points to 

the possibility that it was indeed lost, highlighting the precarious nature of transnational 

correspondence at this point in time, and the potential this held for misunderstandings. 

 

Murray was politely apologetic about the breakdown in communication, but defended his decision, 

arguing that Nigeria deserved full ownership:  

 
I am most sorry that I should have come into competition with you and the British Museum over it, 
but when I heard that Ohly [a dealer based in London] knew about the collection and was in 
correspondence with Rawson it seemed probable that he would buy the lot and try to sell it to us at 
a very stiff price. I therefore suggested to Rawson a direct deal to our and his advantage. The 
“sacrificial” plaque would have much interest here because it shows a still remembered ceremony: 
the tree last used for it fell down not many years ago. I feel very strongly indeed that Nigeria ought 
to have first class Benin pieces and every effort should be made to secure them. Nigeria has had to 
pay excessively high prices to buy back a few Benin works, none of which except for the Lewis 
Clarke heads, the ivory cuff with gilt decoration and perhaps a pendant, is of first class importance. 
I find it somewhat pathetic to see the interest and admiration Nigerians show for the ten bronze 
panels now being exhibited in Lagos, for I know what poor specimens they really are compared with 
the very many good examples in the British Museum, the Pitt Rivers and Germany. Benin works are 
much more needed in Nigeria than in Europe and the British people, if they have any belief in the 
Empire ought to see that. Is there any country that has been so denuded of its ancient work of art 
as Nigeria has been? Greece and Egypt are not quite comparable for their old works belong to a 
dead culture, while Nigerian culture is still not quite dead, in spite of what the British have done or 
have neglected to do for it.633 

 

This letter demonstrates the full range of justifications that Murray was deploying to legitimise 

returns, from the rising market prices, local relevance of objects, and paternalistic moral duty. 

Murray’s assertion that he knew what Nigeria ‘needed’, in addition to his contempt for the 

                                                
631 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 20 September 1948, Department of 
Ethnography correspondence files, 1948, British Museum, London. 
632 Stanley, “The Epistolary Gift, the Editorial Third-Party, Counter-Epistolaria: Rethinking the Epistolarium,” 139. 
633 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 23 July 1948, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1948, British Museum, London. 
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‘pathetic’ appreciation shown by Nigerians for ‘poor’ works, highlights his fundamentally 

paternalistic approach to Nigerian people and an assumption of his superior understanding.  

 

Braunholtz was quick to counteract this implicit criticism by stating ‘I hope I did not give you the 

impression (in my previous letter) that I grudge Nigeria the possession of its own works of art.’ 634 

He stressed that he understood Murray’s point of view and appreciated that he wished ‘to do the 

best for Nigeria, which is only right’. 635 However, he also encouraged Murray to help the British 

Museum improve its collections and stated that ‘[c]ourteous cooperation will, I am sure, be 

advantageous to both.’636 The use of the term ‘cooperation’ in these exchanges is particularly 

notable because, as discussed, much like the closely related concept of ‘collaboration’ it contains a 

double meaning. To cooperate can mean the process of working together to the same end, but 

also the action of complying readily with requests or orders. When read with this dual meaning in 

mind, the exchanges between Braunholtz and Murray reveal an inherent tension and ambiguity. 

Braunholtz’s assertion that ‘courteous cooperation’ would be advantageous to both sides could be 

read as chastisement of Murray’s actions. It could also be understood as a veiled threat of the 

pitfalls of not cooperating with the British Museum’s requests. At the same time, it may have been 

a genuine appeal to work together and not against each other. In any case, this communication 

demonstrates that calls for cooperative practice were in some instances a direct consequence of 

British Museum staff failing to obtain material that they wanted and their right to claim ‘first class’ 

Nigerian pieces being challenged. This is not surprising if we remember that studies of 

collaborative practice often highlight that projects are most productive and transformative at 

points of ‘tension and disharmony’.637 

 

These frictions generated a new phase of negotiations that centred on the desirable Rawson pieces. 

Braunholtz suggested that the British Museum could offer ‘something good’ in return, for 

example, a bronze plaque of the Oba.638 Murray was open to exchanges but questioned whether 

the British Museum would ever really want to exchange things of equal value. He complained that 

                                                
634 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 05 August 1948. 
635 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 05 August 1948. 
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638 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 05 August 1948. 
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Braunholtz only offered ‘third rate objects’, that ‘the BM will always want to take the cream’, and 

pointed to the fact the British Museum had not shared the large 1944 donation of Benin antiquities 

from Beasley’s widow.639 Murray wrote that ‘I always have high hopes of helping the B.M. with 

their Nigerian collections eventually when I get somewhere to sort the things here and I have been 

trying to buy where possible duplicate specimens with that intention.’640 He eventually granted 

permission for the British Museum to borrow the collection that had been bought from the 

Rawsons before it was shipped to Nigeria for ‘study, photography and casts’ to be made.641 In this 

way, permission to create replicas served to ease tensions over disputed items, and friction was 

generative of new material forms. 

 

This episode not only created friction between the British Museum and Nigerian Antiquities 

Service, but also within these institutions. Bernard Fagg disagreed with Murray’s hard line on 

returns and attempted to encourage a more flexible approach in relation to the collection bought 

from the Rawsons. He wrote to Murray:  

 

I wonder whether in the long run it would not be expedient to try and “meet” the B.M. to some 
extent over the Rawson collection? B’holtz felt rather pained over the affair but recovered a little 
when he heard you had not had his letter explaining which of the pieces he was hoping to get. I 
entirely agree with you that any remaining Benin works on the market should go to Nigeria, but it 
seems to me that the B.M. are in such a good position to hear of any small collections there may still 
be (and quietly acquire what they want without telling us) that concessions now would give greater 
yields later on. There are only a few of the Rawson pieces he is really interested in and would regard 
no doubt the chance to exchange B.M. pieces for them on terms favourable to us, and also let us 
have casts of the pieces exchanged, as a satisfactory compromise. I have I should add defended our 
point of view and neither Bill nor B’holtz know that I am proposing to you any change.642 
 

Fagg was particularly mindful of future relations because Braunholtz had recently made him aware 

of a collection of Nigerian material that dealer and collector William Oldman possessed.643 Of 
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640 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 20 June 1948, Department of Ethnography 
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641 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 05 August 1948. 
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particular interest, he reported to Murray, was Oldman’s ‘small but exceptionally fine collection of 

Benin bronzes and ivories.’644 Oldman had recently sold his entire Oceanic collection to the New 

Zealand Government following secret negotiations, and Fagg proposed photographing the Benin 

collection as a way to begin negotiations for its purchase. 645 He reminded Murray that they would 

need the British Museum onside if they hoped to obtain it.646 Murray did not take Fagg’s advice. 

He agreed that the British Museum had a certain advantage of gaining prior information, but 

insisted that ‘Nigeria is in quite a strong position for really the BM stands to gain as much from 

cooperation with Nigeria as Nigeria does by co-operating with the BM. We can eventually help 

the BM a great deal in improving their general Nigerian collections’.647 Fagg’s fears were realised 

when Oldman passed away in 1949. The British Museum’s Department of Ethnography acquired 

the whole of the African and American portions of Oldman’s collection which totalled nearly 

3,000 items. Murray complained to Bernard Fagg that ‘Oldman is dead. The BM is keeping very 

quiet. I am afraid they will get it all, and after the Rawson incident Braunholtz will probably be 

disinclined to help us.’ 648 He began to consider whether it would be worth ‘sacrificing Nigeria’s 

interests slightly to maintain the good will of the BM’ and mentioned the Rawson ivory double 

gong as a potential bargaining chip.649 Murray asked Braunholtz if Nigeria could join in the 

purchase and began a renewed diplomatic assault, suggesting that he might be able to assist William 

Fagg in obtaining a lorry for his upcoming trip to Nigeria and signing off ‘thank you for your help 

in the endeavour to protect Nigeria’s antiquities.’650 Here we can see how Murray mobilised the 

paternalistic rhetoric of this era in order to support his collection-building aims. In 1951 the British 

Museum did offer part of the collection to Nigeria for £750 along with five or six supposedly 
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correspondence files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos. 
648 Kenneth Murray to Bernard Fagg, 10 July 1949. 
649 Kenneth Murray to Bernard Fagg, 10 July 1949. 
650 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 06 September 1949, Department of 
Ethnography correspondence files, 1949, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Hermann 
Braunholtz, 06 September 1949.) 



   
 

 141 

duplicate bronze plaques.651 Although it’s unclear whether this sale went ahead, there is evidence 

that at least four Oldman pieces were sent to Nigeria.652 

 

The so-called ‘Rawson incident’653 was also notable because it stimulated new discussions on the 

return on ‘duplicate’ bronze plaques to Nigeria in 1949. Following the disappointment of failing 

to secure any of the collection, Braunholtz informed Murray that he had suggested to the Trustees 

of the British Museum that they should ‘give’ two or three plaques to Nigeria, on the agreement 

that Nigeria put up suitable housing for them. This was imagined by Braunholtz as a way to put 

pressure on the Nigerian government to invest in museums.654 Murray was surprised but glad, 

reporting that ‘I had thought the BM would only loan Benin works or exchange them for other 

Nigerian works, so the possibility of getting outright gifts is very pleasing.’655 Murray suggested 

that Nigeria would make a ‘reciprocal gift’ and that under the circumstances, he would consider 

allowing the British Museum to have the ‘sacrificial’ plaque featuring a tree that he and Braunholtz 

had been particularly keen to obtain.656 In 1949, one shipment of the collection from the Rawsons 

was sent to Nigeria from the British Museum, and the packing list records that eight objects were 

remaining in London ‘to be negotiated’, including the plaque featuring a tree.657 Around the same 

time, Murray also began to hint of future collecting opportunities, suggesting that when William 

Fagg visited Nigeria it might be possible to find some carvings in the Nigerian government 

collection that the British Museum would like, and he mentioned that he was making triplicate 

collections of masks for the same purpose.658 This episode demonstrates how Murray strategically 

used sought-after objects and the promise of collecting opportunities as a way to foster good will 

and negotiate the acquisition of valuable objects for Nigeria.  
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It is not entirely clear whether the British Museum ever did gift Benin plaques to Nigeria.659 In 

1950, ten plaques were sold to Nigeria for £1,500 with the intention of putting the proceeds 

towards the purchase of the important Oldman collection.660 The following year Braunholtz wrote 

to Murray ‘[w]e will look into the question of further sales of Benin plaques. We have a few more 

available, but it now appears that all the money acquired by sale of duplicates has to go into the 

general Museum Reserve, and if we want to use it Departmentally a specific proposal for purchase 

has to be made at the time of sale. We shall therefore have to adjust the time of our own sales of 

duplicates carefully to suit our Departmental interests.’661 This suggests that relations with the 

Nigerian Antiquities Service were also shaped by frictions within the British Museum, such as 

interdepartmental competition for funds. By the early 1950s, the Trustees had become aware of 

the potential value of the Benin material and in 1951, because they did not want to put objects up 

for auction, they conducted a ‘test sale’ via dealer Sydney Burney.662 Burney sold four plaques for 

£1,100 and the museum received £876 after commission.663 Bernard Fagg reported to Murray that 

following this sale, the Nigerian Antiquities Service would still be able to buy more plaques, 

although at ‘market price’ rather than ‘very cheaply’ as they had done previously.664 Deaccessioning 

of the Benin plaques continued. In 1951, the Nigerian Antiquities Service bought a further thirteen 

to fifteen ‘duplicates’ from the British Museum collection and exchanged another one or two, 

buying a final plaque in 1952 or 1953.665 Nigerian Antiquities Service records suggest that the cost 

                                                
659 It has not been possible to clarify this point due to COVID-19 related access restrictions. A visit was planned for 
this purpose in March 2020 but had to be cancelled.   
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accounts of these sales by Lundén (2016) and Bailey (2002) vary slightly. Accession records at Lagos suggest that in 
1951-1952 there was a sale of thirteen plaques for £915, with individual plaques ranging from £15 to £150, but it 
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of individual plaques varied between £15 to £150.666 These prices appear to have been lower than 

the market value established through Burney’s sale, but it was still a large percentage of the 

Nigerian Antiquities Service budget and they were kept at the British Museum until Nigeria could 

pay for them.667 Murray reported that the British Museum had been ‘generous’ to ask such low 

prices for the plaques, but he also noted that it would have been a ‘shame’ if they only offered 

them at full price because relations should be kept ‘in the spirit of commonwealth partnership’.668 

This comment reflects how the wider political developments of this era manifested in the museum 

context, with a reworking of relations that contained inherent contradictions. For example, 

although the British Museum ostensibly assisted the creation of a national collection for the 

planned Nigerian museums, this also enabled them to procure funds to extend their own 

collections and they stopped short of any action that would be detrimental to their own interests. 

These events also highlight, as Karp and Kratz have observed, that ‘museum frictions’ are 

comprised of ‘contests and debates’ that arise from both within and outside the museum.669 In this 

case, it was both interdepartmental competition at the British Museum and rising market prices of 

Benin objects that influenced the willingness of staff to deaccession Benin plaques for the Nigerian 

Antiquities Service.  

 

The role of ‘duplicates’ in this history is not surprising in light of recent scholarship that makes 

clear that their exchange has long been a central part of international museum practice and the 

construction of disciplinary knowledges.670 Important to note is Catherine Nichols’ observation 

that ‘duplicate’ is a contingent classification, and crucially that ‘[e]xchangeability necessitates 

duplicate status’.671 As she observes, the opposite of duplicates are ‘unique’ or ‘type specimens’ 

which are prohibited from being exchanged. Important to remember in the context of this study 

is that ‘unique’ objects serve as the basis on which museums establish their claims to scientific 
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authority.672 In this way we can see how the British Museum sending ‘duplicates’ to Nigeria did 

not necessarily represent an equal division of resources, but rather served to strengthen their own 

authority by establishing their ownership of the ‘unique’ original.  

 

It is also important to note that the period of ‘duplicate’ deaccessions being obtained for Nigerian 

museums was short lived. By 1955, the Nigerian Antiquities Service resorted to buying fifteen casts 

of important Nigerian items from the British Museum, mostly Benin plaques, but also a cast of an 

Ife head and quartzite stool.673 However, this did not mean that the British Museum had stopped 

selling ‘duplicate’ Benin items. In 1958 a British Museum bronze was sold to John Klejman for 

£450, and in 1960 a plaque was auctioned at Sotheby’s and acquired by a Swiss collector.674 The 

disposal of duplicates was still possible under the British Museum Act of 1963,675 and indeed Fagg 

utilised this in 1972 when he made a financially advantageous exchange with Robin Lehman, the 

son of the head of Lehman Brothers investment bank.676 Fagg exchanged two Benin plaques for a 

bronze horseman, a move that was reportedly viewed as morally dubious by his colleagues in the 

Department of Ethnography at the time.677 It is all the more notable then, that no more British 

Museum ‘duplicates’ were obtained by Nigerian museums after the mid 1950s. This suggests that 

sending ‘duplicates’ to Nigeria in the early 1950s had been closely related to concurrent 

negotiations and friction over Benin objects, and at least partly motivated by a desire to enhance 

the British Museum’s Nigerian collection, either through direct exchange or indirect obligations of 

reciprocity. This episode also demonstrates the flexible approach that some museum staff took to 

apparently rigid institutional regulations, and how it was possible to circumvent rules when it suited 

their purpose.  

 

                                                
672 Nichols, 171. 
673 “Purchase made by the Nigerian Government from the British Museum: Plaster Casts of Benin Antiquities: 
(Indent 0783/53-54 (CA4402). P.V. ANT 9/12/55-56” entry in “Accession Register, 1935-1960,” Curator’s Office, 
Nigerian National Museum, Lagos. 
674 Bailey, “British Museum Sold Benin Bronzes.” 
675 UK Public General Acts, “British Museum Act 1963, 5, 1a” (1963), 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1963/24/section/5. 
676 Bailey, “British Museum Sold Benin Bronzes.” 
677 John Picton (former curator, Nigerian Museum, Lagos and British Museum, London), telephone interview with 
author, 26 March 2020. 



   
 

 145 

4.3 Building British Museum collections from Nigeria 
 

Although the post-war period brought many financial and practical challenges, the British 

Museum’s Department of Ethnography was still actively collecting. In fact, the late 1940s and early 

1950s saw a peak in activity, with 4637 Nigerian objects accessioned between 1945 and 1954 

(approximately 2700 excluding Wellcome material), compared to 970 between 1955 to 1964, and 

642 between 1965 to 1975.678 Indeed, departmental acquisitions were reported to have reached a 

record high between 1939 and 1966.679 These numbers were swelled by distributions from the 

Wellcome Trust and Kew Gardens, and the influx of private collections from individuals such as 

William Oldman and Mr and Mrs Webster Plass.680 However, collections made in Nigeria by 

British Museum staff also contributed to these figures. As can be seen in Figure 4.2, increases in 

Nigerian acquisitions closely followed staff trips to Nigeria in 1946, 1949-1950, and 1958-1959. It 

should be noted that the accession spike in 1954, although following a staff trip to Nigeria in 1953, 

is largely comprised of the Wellcome material, which totalled approximately 1935 objects.681 Figure 

4.2 also shows that in comparison, acquisition increases from other countries such as Ghana were 

not as significant. The following section will explore collecting activity completed by British 

Museum staff during ‘fieldwork’ trips in Nigeria, ostensibly conducted to assist the emerging 

museum network in Nigeria. The first was Braunholtz’s tour of 1946, and this was followed by 

four trips completed by William Fagg in 1949-1950, 1953, 1958-1959, and 1971.682 These events 

were not only shaped by the frictions outlined in the first half of this chapter, but also by the 

evolving priorities of the Nigerian Antiquities Service, the developing anthropological and art 

historical interests of staff in London, and by the owners and custodians of Nigerian material 

culture. 

 

 

 

                                                
678 Data extracted from the British Museum’s database Merlin/MuseumIndex+ in 2018/2019. More in depth 
examination of these records, in particular the identification of ‘acquisition events’, a methodology outlined by Chris 
Wingfield, was planned for Spring 2020. Due to COVID-19 it has not been possible to gain access to the museum 
to complete this work. See: Wingfield, “Donors, Loaners, Dealers and Swappers: The Relationship behind the 
English Collections at the Pitt Rivers Museum,” 126–27. 
679 Wilson, The British Museum, 290. 
680 Wilson, 290. 
681 This is a rough estimate based on data extracted from the British Museum’s Collection online. A more thorough 
investigation has not been possible due to COVID-19 access restrictions outlined above. 
682 The 1971 trip, completed with John Picton, falls just outside the time frame of this study and will not be 
discussed in this chapter. 
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Although the Department of Ethnography would not establish a formal acquisition policy until 

1974,683 during the 1940s staff articulated a clear plan to conduct focused collecting in order to 

build a ‘comprehensive’ collection. This involved obtaining objects from donors and private sales 

in the UK, but also directly from sources such as colonial officials, due to their potential access to 

and familiarity with the material culture of specific regions.684 For example, in 1947, William Fagg 

wrote to an amateur collector working in Sierra Leone for Barclays Bank, to request he make 

collections for the British Museum.685 Fagg informed him that the museum already held a very 

extensive collection from West Africa, including a ‘great many fine pieces’. However, these had 

been developed in a haphazard way via sporadic gifts and bequests, there had been little 

opportunity to plan collections in advance and collections were inconsistent.686 Fagg stressed the 

importance of a systematic approach and full documentation; narrative accounts of ceremonies 

and technological processes were also highly desirable and so were photographs, or drawings if no 

camera was available.687 These aims closely aligned with statements made by Braunholtz in his first 

presidential speech at the Royal Anthropological Institute and were clearly shaped by 

anthropological concerns.688 Braunholtz was influenced by functional analysis, and voiced the hope 

that the British Museum ethnographic collection could become the ‘natural repository for the more 

material fruits of the “functional school”.’689 He reported that the British Museum’s ethnographic 

section was concentrating on obtaining ‘commonplace’ items and processes of manufacture, 

illustrated not only by the finished product, but also by the stages of its construction and the tools 

used by the maker.690 It was these concerns and collecting interests that would shape the 

department’s first interaction with Nigerian museums during Braunholtz’s 1946 tour. 

 

 

 

                                                
683 Wilson, The British Museum, 290. 
684 Hermann J. Braunholtz, “Presidential Address, 1938. Ethnographical Museums and the Collector: Aims and 
Methods,” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland 68 (June 1938): 13. 
685 Correspondence from William Fagg to Mr Brown (Barclays Bank, Sierra Leone), 18 October 1947, Department 
of Ethnography correspondence files, 1947, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as William Fagg to Mr Brown, 
18 October 1947.) 
686 William Fagg to Mr Brown, 18 October 1947. 
687 William Fagg to Mr Brown, 18 October 1947. 
688 Braunholtz, “Presidential Address, 1938. Ethnographical Museums and the Collector: Aims and Methods,” 13. 
689 Braunholtz, 13. 
690 Braunholtz, 13. 
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4.3.1 Hermann Braunholtz’s survey of Nigeria, 1946 
 

Although framed as a benevolent survey of West African needs, characteristic of the paternalistic, 

development ideologies of the time, this tour would provide Braunholtz with opportunities to 

collect objects, information and important new contacts for the British Museum. There is no 

evidence to suggest how collecting became part of the remit of this tour, but it is likely that British 

Museum staff were keen to take advantage of the opportunity in line with their interest in building 

‘comprehensive’ collections, and Kenneth Murray would have facilitated this in order to generate 

good will. Collecting was clearly imagined as an integral part of the trip from the outset, because 

Murray and Braunholtz travelled with a lorry and purchased boxes, paper, and straw as packing 

materials for Braunholtz’s collection to be shipped to London.691 At the end of the tour there were 

eleven boxes and one crate of material that Murray sorted, packed and listed in his own house 

before shipping to the British Museum, reflecting the increasingly strict controls that he was 

exerting on the removal of material culture from Nigeria. Although it is unclear whether the 

incentives of collecting were ever explicitly offered in lieu of the time Braunholtz would spend 

away from post, the benefit to the British Museum was acknowledged by Edgar John Forsdyke 

(British Museum Director). Following the trip, Forsdyke wrote to Arthur Richards (Governor of 

Nigeria) to thank him and report that Braunholtz was ‘enabled to collect much information and 

many specimens of native handicrafts, which will be of value to the British Museum.’692   

 

Murray was fiercely protective of Nigerian antiquities and in light of the customs order issued 

following the finds at Ife,693 it was very unlikely he would have allowed the removal of anything he 

considered valuable. Despite this, he voiced dismay at Braunholtz’s collecting interests, which were 

‘pottery, music, carving – in that order’.694 Braunholtz was interested in ‘craft’ and seeing things 

being made. Many of their trips involved visiting potteries, weavers, metal workers, carvers and 

markets. He collected drums, raffia mats, pots, cloth, carved calabashes, mandala boards and beads 

and was particularly interested in objects such as tools and utensils in ‘various states of 

                                                
691 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, 18 March 1946, Box 35, Accession 9601, 
Murray papers, West Sussex Record Office, Chichester (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite 
Murray, 18 March 1946.) 
692 Draft letter from Director of the British Museum to Governor of Nigeria, 1947, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1947, British Museum, London. 
693 Tignor, “W. R. Bascom and the Ife Bronzes,” 429. 
694 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, 01 March 1946, Box 35, Accession 9601, 
Murray papers, West Sussex Record Office, Chichester. 
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manufacture’.695 He also made drawings, wrote narrative accounts and took photographs. Murray 

indulged these interests, while making sure they also visited the ‘antiquities’ that he was concerned 

with. He wrote to his mother ‘I hope B will not be so intent in studying the present day crafts that 

he will miss the older things, but he claims that he is also concerned with things that will be 

antiquities in 100 years, which is justifiable.’696 Their different approaches to collecting were 

exemplified by the purchase of raffia mats, which Murray intended to use for his kitchen and 

Braunholtz intended for the British Museum collections. His proximity to contemporary, everyday 

forms of material culture meant that Murray placed less value on them. However, possibly by 

observing Braunholtz’s collecting habits and interests he began to view such objects as potential 

collaborative currency. In 1946 he donated a set of eight dolls in various stages of manufacture to 

the British Museum, and in 1947 he donated a similar set of three to the Royal Scottish Museum 

(Figure 4.3).697 This was probably related to his interest in sending Nigerian museum staff to train 

in national institutions in London and Edinburgh, as we will see in the next chapter.698 A few years 

later, Murray made similar gifts of low market value to the British Museum amidst negotiations 

over ‘duplicate’ Benin plaques.699 These carved calabash bowls and ladles would have been the type 

of everyday articles Braunholtz was interested in, and as they were readily available to buy in 

markets, Murray did not object to them leaving Nigeria. These events should be understood in the 

context of the multiple negotiations outlined in the previous section, and in relation to exchanges 

of services that will be explored in the following two chapters. These gifts can be understood as a 

way of creating relationships and obligations of reciprocity, with no explicit agreement on what 

the form of return would be.700 

 

                                                
695 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, 25 February 1946, Box 35, Accession 9601, 
Murray papers, West Sussex Record Office, Chichester (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite 
Murray, 25 February 1946.) 
696 Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, 25 February 1946. 
697 At the British Museum, see objects Af1946,17.1 to Af1946,17.8. At National Museums Scotland, see objects 
A.1948.389, A.1948.390, A.1948.391. 
698 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 13 August 1950, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1950, British Museum, London. 
699 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 21 February 1951, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1951, British Museum, London. 
700 After: Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies. 
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Figure 4.3: Three carvings showing various stages in the manufacture of a doll, gifted to the Royal Scottish Museum 
by Kenneth Murray in 1947. Photograph by Nikki Grout, 2019, courtesy of National Museums Scotland. 

 

Braunholtz’s collecting interests meant that he was brought into contact with a wide range of 

people from across the social spectrum, providing important contacts for the British Museum. 

Murray planned the trip meticulously, but gaining access to villages, houses, shrines, geological 

formations, workshops, potteries, markets, dances and masquerades depended on contacts that he 

had nurtured during the previous two decades. A crucial factor in this was the system of Indirect 

Rule, which saw the so-called traditional rulers responsible for local administration and governance 

within their domain. These individuals held important regalia and courtly objects that Murray was 

interested in preserving, but in many cases they also oversaw local affairs and granted permission 

to view villages, shrines and objects (Figure 4.4). This meant the tour was mediated by local 

authorities and Braunholtz was taken to meet the Ooni of Ife, the Oba of Benin, the Emir of 

Katsina and many other local chiefs and kings, including the Alake of Egba, the Olowo of Owo 

and the Ogoga of Ikere. Although visits to these individuals did not offer Braunholtz much in the 

way of tangible collections, they did allow him to establish relationships which would provide 

access to privately owned objects. For example, one of the most notable outcomes of the tour was 

Braunholtz’s meeting with the Ooni of Ife, where it was agreed that the Ife heads would be sent 

to the British Museum to be ‘cleaned’, cast and exhibited. In this way, such meetings allowed 

British Museum staff to enhance their own collections through copies and gain a better 
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understanding of them through study. The value of such meetings was recognised by William Fagg, 

who reported to the Trustees following a trip to Nigeria in 1949 that he had made ‘numerous 

personal contacts’ which would be of ‘much value to the Department of Ethnography in the 

future.’701 Such meetings were not always straightforward however, and Murray reported that when 

he and Braunholtz visited the Ooni and the bronze heads, they were given drinks and then sent 

away with instructions to come back the following day to see the objects.702 This assertion of the 

Ooni’s authority demonstrates the subtle power dynamics at play, and how access to objects and 

collecting activity was entwined in a meshwork of local politics and colonial power in Nigeria. 

These factors will be discussed in relation to object loans in chapter six. 

 

 
Figure 4.4: Kenneth Murray, villagers and ‘Native Authority’ Police Officer, Ikot Ekpene, Nigeria. Photograph by 
Hermann Braunholtz, 1946, Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas pictorial stores, British Museum, 
London. © The Trustees of the British Museum. 

 

                                                
701 British Museum Trustees’ Meeting Minutes, 01 April 1950, central archives, British Museum, London (hereafter 
cited as British Museum Trustees’ Meeting Minutes, 01 April 1950.) 
702 Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, 18 March 1946. 
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The 1946 tour was also significant in relation to collection-building practices because it introduced 

Braunholtz to the frictions present in the private ownership of some high-profile Nigerian objects, 

which he would later mobilise as a reason for retaining material in the UK. Nigerian rulers were 

generally more receptive to museum plans than Colonial Government, as demonstrated in 1944, 

when Murray reported that the ‘Native Authorities’ (comprised of traditional leaders) were ahead 

of the colonial Legal Department having already prohibited the export of objects used in 

ceremonies.703 Although Murray’s ideal scenario was removing important objects to the ‘safe’ 

environment of a museum, he sometimes had to concede to objects remaining in situ with their 

owners, and would often provide cloths and boxes for their storage.704 Some objects remained 

private property, but were loaned to museums, such as the Ife heads, ekpu ancestor figures, Jebba 

and Tada bronzes.705 Murray was often critical of the way in which antiquities were treated, even 

in contexts where they had been cared for by a group of people for many decades or even centuries. 

For example, he took Braunholtz to visit the Oba of Benin and reported that they saw a coral robe 

and a crown that had previously been on loan to the British Museum from a trader, but had been 

returned to the Oba before the war.706 He complained that ‘it was not being kept too well’ and 

claimed that other objects in the palace were ‘neglected as usual’ and that some were missing.707 

Braunholtz would later use these comments as a line of argument for retaining material in the UK. 

When the British Museum failed to secure some of the Rawson collection, Braunholtz suggested 

that until ‘adequate museum conditions’ were provided in Nigeria, objects would be safer in 

Europe.708 He went on to argue that such unique pieces would be ‘safer and better preserved’ at 

the British Museum and asked Murray ‘[d]o you regard the Benin museum as 100% safe?’.709 These 

comments are particularly brazen considering the recent history of conflict in Europe and the 

bombed out state of the British Museum at this point in time. Braunholtz went on to enquire 

‘[d]oes the Oba of Benin not claim that all the antiquities are really his property and is there no 

risk that he might one day decide to remove the things from the Benin museum and even sell 

them?’710 Ironically, Braunholtz may not have arrived at these points if Murray had not insisted 

                                                
703 “Report on Nigerian Antiquities” by Kenneth Murray, 1944, Early Reports folder, Kenneth Murray papers, 
Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as Murray, “Report on Nigerian Antiquities”). 
704 Murray, “Report on Nigerian Antiquities”. 
705 Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 06 September 1949. 
706 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, circa February-March 1946, Box 35, 
Accession 9601, Murray papers, West Sussex Record Office, Chichester (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Kate 
Crosthwaite Murray, circa February-March 1946.) 
707 Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, circa February-March 1946. 
708 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 05 August 1948. 
709 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 03 July 1948. 
710 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 03 July 1948. 
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that objects in the Benin palace were ‘neglected’.711 The argument that Benin objects would be 

better cared for in European museums, and that they should be publicly accessible, instead of 

placed in the Oba’s palace, would continue surfacing as objections to return for many decades to 

come.712  

 

4.3.2 William Fagg’s trips: 1949-1950, 1953, 1958-1959 

 

Although Braunholtz was the first member of the British Museum staff to collect over a significant 

period of time in Nigeria, it was William Fagg who would make the largest collections and visit 

most often. Fagg’s first trip came in December 1949, when he was invited to the International 

West African Conference in Ibadan as the official representative of the British Museum.713 He 

made this conference trip into a four-month tour of West Africa, spending three months in 

Nigeria, five days in present day Benin and three weeks in present day Democratic Republic of the 

Congo.714 Upon his return it was reported to the Trustees that he had ‘carried out his object of 

studying West African art, and made a considerable collection of Ethnographical specimens.’715 In 

June 1950, seven cases filled with Fagg’s collection were shipped to the British Museum from 

Nigeria, containing around 234 Nigerian items.716 These were predominantly ‘everyday’ objects 

such as pottery, basketry, body ornaments, stools and textiles, although he also obtained a number 

of masks, ibejis and headdresses.717 The second trip came in January 1953, when Fagg set off for 

Nigeria on behalf of the British Museum to work on archaeological excavations and ethnological 

                                                
711 Murray’s disinclination to return Benin material to the Oba is a complex and important subject, but beyond the 
scope of this chapter to explore thoroughly. It appears that from a very early stage Murray only intended the Oba to 
have casts of the Benin material that he was retrieving from overseas, and staff at the British Museum were aware of 
this, evidenced by a letter written by William Fagg to Braunholtz in 1949: ‘I met with the Oba with whom I had a 
long talk: it appears that he still wants all Benin antiquities back (but KCM only intends to give him casts).’ 
Correspondence from William Fagg to Hermann Braunholtz, 14 December 1949, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1949, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as William Fagg to Hermann Braunholtz, 14 
December 1949.) 
712 For example, see Frank Willett, “Restitution or Re-Circulation: Benin, Ife and Nok,” Journal of Museum 
Ethnographers 12 (2000): 125–27. 
713 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 17 October 1949, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1949, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 
17 October 1949.) 
714 Memo from John Forsdyke, Director and Principal Librarian of British Museum, circa 1950, Box 8, William Fagg 
papers, Royal Anthropological Institute, London. 
715 British Museum Trustees’ Meeting Minutes, 01 April 1950. 
716 Correspondence from Bernard Fagg to Mr Ruston (United Africa Company Limited), 29 June 1950, Box 8, 
William Fagg papers, Royal Anthropological Institute, London. 
717 For example, see British Museum objects Af1951,12.58, Af1951,12.102, Af1951,12.4, Af1951,12.233, 
Af1951,12.221, Af1951,12.220. 
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research alongside Bernard Fagg and Kenneth Murray at Ife.718 Although Murray took a much 

stricter approach to exports from this trip, Fagg did collect a series around twenty-six adire cloths 

for the museum, in addition to a mask and set of three dolls.719 Finally, from 1958 to 1959, William 

Fagg spent six months in Nigeria as a consultant art historian for two research projects at the 

University College Ibadan. These were the Yoruba Historical Research Scheme directed by Dr. 

Saburi Biobaku and the Benin Historical Research Scheme directed by Professor Kenneth Dike 

(Figure 4.5). Fagg also worked in affiliation with the Nigerian Antiquities Service, of which his 

brother Bernard had become Director in 1957.720 Fagg was based at Ife but toured extensively, 

covering 20,000 miles and visiting eighty towns and villages. On his return he reported that he had 

collected around 300 specimens which had been left at Lagos Museum awaiting consideration of 

the Antiquities Commission, and he predicted around two thirds would be sent to the British 

Museum.721 Before embarking on the tour Fagg had informed Adrian Digby (then Keeper of the 

Department of Ethnography) that ‘needless to say, all work done in the course of such a field trip 

would be of the greatest and most direct benefit to my Museum work, and moreover would 

provide excellent opportunities for collecting of the kind which you and I agree is the most 

valuable.’722 Fagg was most probably referring to focused collecting accompanied with information 

about the source, production and use of objects. It should be noted that during these trips Fagg 

also collected on behalf of the Nigerian Antiquities Service and it is likely that this ‘service’ 

represented an important factor in collecting permissions. During his 1958 -1959 trip, for example, 

Fagg reported that he had collected with the needs of the Nigerian museum in mind and that 

around 100 out of 300 objects would remain in Nigeria.723 Fagg did not return to Nigeria until 

1971, making further trips in 1974 and 1981.724 

                                                
718 Correspondence from Hermann Braunholtz to whom it may concern, 10 January 1953, Box 14, William Fagg 
papers, Royal Anthropological Institute, London (hereafter cited as Hermann Braunholtz to whom it may concern, 
10 January 1953.) 
719 See British Museum objects Af1953,17.27.a-c, Af1953,17.1- Af1953,17.25. 
720 Correspondence from William Fagg to Saburi Oladeni Biobaku (Yoruba Historical Research Scheme), 23 April 
1958, Box 24, William Fagg papers, Royal Anthropological Institute, London. 
721 Correspondence from William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 29 April 1959, Box 26, William Fagg papers, Royal 
Anthropological Institute, London (hereafter cited as William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 29 April 1959.) 
722 Correspondence from William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 20 November 1957, Box 22, William Fagg papers, Royal 
Anthropological Institute, London; William Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 03 October 1958, Box 24, William Fagg 
papers, Royal Anthropological Institute, London. 
723 William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 29 April 1959. 
724 Frank Willett, “Obituary: William Fagg,” The Independent, July 13, 1992. 
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Figure 4.5: William B. Fagg and team, Ibadan, Nigeria. Photograph by William B. Fagg, 1959. WBF 1959/111/9. 
William B. Fagg Archive, Gift of Paul and Ruth Tishman. EEPA 1985-014. Eliot Elisofon Photo Archives, National 
Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institution. © Royal Anthropological Institute, London, UK. 

 

Fagg used the promise of collecting as an incentive to encourage the Trustees to grant approval 

for his special leave in Nigeria.725 Probably due to the funding cuts experienced by the majority of 

UK museums in the post-war era,726 Fagg’s trips and collecting activity were not fully funded by 

the British Museum. Fagg’s trip of 1949 was only possible with the financial assistance of private 

collector Webster Plass, a fact which further highlights the entangled nature of the British 

                                                
725 Correspondence from William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 04 July 1958, Box 24, William Fagg papers, Royal 
Anthropological Institute, London (hereafter cited as William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 04 July 1958.) 
726 Pearson, Museums in the Second World War: Curators, Culture and Change, 228. 
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Museum’s relationship with collectors and dealers at this time.727 During the trip of 1958-1959, 

Fagg obtained three months paid leave from the British Museum and the Yoruba Scheme defrayed 

his costs for the remaining time, with some input from the Benin Scheme.728 Fagg purchased 

objects with his own funds, but promised to offer them ‘at cost’ to the British Museum on his 

return.729 This represented a complicated, informal, and opportunistic form of collecting, 

conducted by Fagg on a personal basis, partly in order to secure leave from the British Museum, 

while being paid by a Nigerian university for his work. Fagg reported that he had paid around £250 

for 300 objects, and that 200 of these would be offered to the British Museum for around £100-

£150.730 He informed the Trustees that the value of the same collection on the international market 

would be ten times that sum, which reveals a key motivation for collecting in Nigeria.731 Collecting 

in countries of origin presented a more affordable option than auctions, and more control than 

relying on private donations. Observing that making his Nigerian collection would not have been 

possible without personal funds, Fagg pointed out to the Trustees that few fieldworkers would be 

in this position. These events can be understood as a direct forerunner, and potential influence on, 

British Museum-funded fieldwork and collecting trips that were organised by staff in the 

Department of Ethnography from the 1960s. Bryan Cranstone (Deputy Keeper) and D. J. Lee 

(Museum Assistant) led the first British Museum-funded field expedition to New Guinea from 

1963-64. Cranstone reported that: ‘the total cost of the expedition was only about three fifths of 

the highest saleroom price recorded (at the date of writing) for a single Benin bronze plaque.’732 

This comment highlights how Fagg’s Nigerian trips would have presented a cost-effective 

alternative to purchasing material at auction. Collecting activity taking place during fieldwork trips 

would continue to increase at the Museum of Mankind during the 1970s.733 

 

Correspondence from Fagg’s trips reveal that collecting activity in Nigeria became more and more 

difficult over time and also led to conflict with Kenneth Murray. Before Fagg’s departure in 1949, 

Kenneth Murray had warned Braunholtz that collecting would be ‘a little difficult’ because he 

could not justify letting anything go that would be important to keep in Nigeria.734 Fagg was 

                                                
727 British Museum Trustees’ Meeting Minutes, 01 April 1950. 
728 William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 29 April 1959. 
729 William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 04 July 1958. 
730 William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 29 April 1959. 
731 William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 29 April 1959. 
732 Bryan A.L Cranstone, “The British Museum Ethnographical Expedition to New Guinea, 1963 – 64,” Museums 
Journal 65, no. 4 (March 1966): 291. 
733 Gustaaf Houtman, “Interview with Malcolm McLeod,” Anthropology Today 3, no. 3 (June 1987): 4. 
734 Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 17 October 1949. 
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interested in varieties of types of traditional wood carving, and Murray argued that Nigeria needed 

these more than the British Museum.735 Despite Murray’s reservations, Fagg did collect 

extensively736 and made his principal collection in the Nupe community where he collected a set 

of blacksmiths’ products and tools and a group of around twenty-four carved women’s stools.737 

Fagg was particularly pleased with the stools, reporting that ‘the way we collected them is a story 

in itself and they form good material for studying decorative variations.’738 Friction arose however 

when Fagg brought this collection to Kenneth Murray’s house in Ibadan for examination and 

listing before shipment to the British Museum. This was in accordance with the customs order 

that had been issued in response to the excavation of the Ife heads.739 The order prohibited the 

removal of antiquities from the country without permission from the Nigerian government, but it 

was only in 1953 with the passing of the Antiquities Ordinance that this became law, creating a 

rather grey area for the export of material at this time.740 Fagg later reported that Murray had ‘taken 

a liking’ to two of the stools and wanted to keep them for the department.741 Fagg protested 

because he claimed they were not subject to export regulations and complimented the other 

designs that he had chosen. He argued that Murray should commission his own collection in 

Shonga. Murray did not stand down and kept the two stools in Nigeria, entering them in the 

museum acquisition register as ‘export permit refused’.742 British archaeologist Frank Willett later 

sent a photograph to Fagg which showed one of the stools on display in Lagos with a label that 

read ‘gifted by William Fagg’. 743 When Fagg returned to Nigeria in 1958 he sought to retrieve 

them. This was complicated by the fact that his brother Bernard was now head of the department 

and William agreed to ‘make an honest Director of him’ by donating the better stool to the 

Nigerian museum. He took the remaining stool back to the British Museum.744 In the 1960s Fagg 

and John Picton, the curator at Lagos at the time, corresponded further on this incident but agreed 

not to raise it with Murray to avoid ‘raking old fires’.745 Although apparently minor, these events 

                                                
735 Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 17 October 1949. 
736 His letters suggest he collected in Nok, Wamba, Keffi, Nasarawa, Abuja, Bida, Mokwa, Jebba, Shonga and 
Abeokuta 
737 William Fagg to Hermann Braunholtz, 14 December 1949. 
738 William Fagg to Hermann Braunholtz, 14 December 1949. 
739 Tignor, “W. R. Bascom and the Ife Bronzes,” 429. 
740 Fagg, “The Museums of Nigeria,” 124. 
741 Correspondence from William Fagg to John Picton, 05 February 1964, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1964, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as William Fagg to John Picton, 05 February 
1964.) 
742 William Fagg to John Picton, 05 February 1964. 
743 William Fagg to John Picton, 05 February 1964. 
744 William Fagg to John Picton, 05 February 1964. 
745 William Fagg to John Picton, 05 February 1964. 
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characterise the growing friction between Murray and British Museum staff, which was 

exacerbated by the fraught negotiations over objects outlined in the first half of this chapter.   

 

Part of the reason that friction was increasing was Fagg’s growing interest in collecting carved 

wooden items, especially those by known makers. As with the stools, these items were not strictly 

covered by export legislation, but Murray valued them and was reluctant to see them leave Nigeria. 

In 1951, Fagg sent Murray a list of objects that he had seen in Nigeria and was hoping to obtain. 

These included a mask made by the carver Bámgbóyè of Odo-Owa, and ibejis and a mask by the 

carver Dada Aerogun.746 Fagg proposed that these objects could be easily copied so there should 

be no problem getting enough for both British and Nigerian museums.747 This request would bring 

tensions to a head, specifically in relation to the mask by Bámgbóyè. Fagg had seen the mask in 

Bámgbóyè’s house in 1950 and was particularly keen to acquire it for a temporary exhibition that 

he was planning in London (which will be discussed in chapter six), claiming it would be the only 

one of its kind in the UK.748 Fagg tried to persuade Murray to obtain it, reminding him that he had 

previously liaised with a Chief on Murray’s behalf to secure a different carving by Bámgbóyè. Fagg 

also reported that he had persuaded Braunholtz to exchange a Benin plaque for the mask, although 

this offer would later be withdrawn.749 Negotiations continued unfruitfully and in 1953 Fagg asked 

Margaret Plass to apply for a permit to export the mask on his behalf. Braunholtz corresponded 

with Fagg via letter about these arrangements and voiced disapproval: ‘[p]ersonally, I should prefer 

to ask for it directly for the B.M. I dislike these “circulatory” tactics and I doubt whether K.C.M. 

[Kenneth Murray] would be more inclined to let Mrs. Plass have it than us (though she thinks so). 

Anyhow it seems rather a transparent device for getting it here eventually, which K.C.M will see 

through.’750 Braunholtz expressed sympathy for Murray’s actions: ‘[m]uch as I should like this fine 

mask, I can quite understand K.C.M’s attitude as the protector of Nigerian art for Nigeria. He is 

only doing precisely what you or I would try to do to stop important works of art from leaving the 

U.K.’751 Murray had suggested that a ‘duplicate’ Benin plaque could be offered in lieu of the £70 

                                                
746 Correspondence from William Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 06 December 1955, William Fagg folder, 
correspondence files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as William Fagg to 
Kenneth Murray, 06 December 1955.) 
747 William Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 06 December 1955. 
748 Correspondence from William Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 29 May 1953, William Fagg folder, correspondence 
files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as William Fagg to Kenneth 
Murray, 29 May 1953.) 
749 William Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 29 May 1953. 
750 Correspondence from Hermann Braunholtz to William Fagg, 28 February 1953, Box 13, William Fagg papers, 
Royal Anthropological Institute, London (hereafter cited as Hermann Braunholtz to William Fagg, 28 February 
1953.) 
751 Hermann Braunholtz to William Fagg, 28 February 1953. 
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export fee, but Fagg and Braunholtz agreed that this set a bad precedent, describing it as an 

unreasonable levy against the license and tantamount to blackmail.752 Following this, Fagg began 

to put pressure on Murray to issue the permit with explicit threats to withhold further assistance: 

 

I enclose an application for a license for the Bamgboye mask on behalf of Margaret Plass and I hope 
that you will be able to recommend it and get it through quickly. It would be a great pity if it were 
held up by general considerations about relations between the BM + Nigeria. I cannot help feeling 
that you place a most peculiar interpretation upon our conduct, but even if it were a true one, you 
ought to remember that if we were unfriendly, or even if we abstained from going out of our way to 
help you in the future, Nigeria would be greatly the loser. For example, the possibility of more Benin 
plaques for Nigeria depends entirely on my recommendation to HJB [Hermann Braunholtz] and his 
to the trustees on the question of duplication, and if our efforts to strain our consciences in this field 
only result in our being accused of infamous conduct, you cannot expect us to be so ready to expose 
ourselves in the future, much as we are anxious to help you. As it is, although Bernard told HJB that 
if I were allowed to come I could collect (within the framework of your antiquities ordinances), I am 
going back empty handed except for a dozen adire cloths – not even an ibeji!753 

 

Following this letter, Fagg appears to have shifted to a more conciliatory tone: 

 

I perhaps gave you the impression that we could not offer you any quid pro quo for letting it out of 
the country, but in fact I have no doubt (and HJB agrees with me) that we can take it into account 
in some way satisfactory to you in our future dealings. We are interested in reciprocal goodwill, and 
shall certainly not want you to feel you are getting the worst of the bargain in this or any other 
transaction. What we cannot do, of course, is to recommend to the Trustees that any particular pieces 
be given to Nigeria in consideration of the granting of a license for the Bamgboye mask; that would 
be a very fishy transaction for either you or us to engage in and would, if known, damage both our 
reputations.754 
 

These letters reveal several interesting facets of the British Museum’s relationship with Nigerian 

museums at this time. Firstly, the claim that Nigeria had more to gain from the relationship and 

would be ‘greatly the loser’ if the relationship were to break down is contradicted by the fact that 

objects were not flowing easily into the UK. Murray was exerting a fairly successful limit on the 

export of material and the British Museum stood to gain much through collection-building 

opportunities and the development of expertise through fieldwork. The fact that Fagg claimed to 

be ‘straining’ his conscience in relation to the plaques suggests that he and Braunholtz were aware 

that these objects were not strictly duplicates and they understood their actions to be detrimental 
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to the interests of the British Museum. Indeed, Fagg later admitted that the bronze plaques in 

question were only considered ‘duplicates’ because the figures on them featured, often in different 

configurations, on other plaques.755 For example, if there were two bronzes with an image of a 

leopard, one could be deemed a ‘duplicate’ even though they were individually modelled and 

cast.756 Useful to recall here is Catherine Nichols’ observation that exchangeability requires 

duplicate status,757 which highlights that Fagg’s motivation for deeming certain objects ‘duplicate’ 

was probably linked to his interest in obtaining other material by exchange. British Museum curator 

Nigel Barley would later describe these deaccessions as a ‘curse’, claiming that because the plaques 

were cast in matching pairs, with the same motif displayed on either side of doorways, the loss of 

one made exhibition difficult.758 Although there was possibly an altruistic element to the return of 

these bronzes, this episode demonstrates clearly that they were also used as a bargaining tool to 

obtain objects which were more useful to William Fagg. These would help him to build the 

expertise that he would become well known for during his career. This episode also demonstrates 

how friction occurred between staff within the same institutions, with Braunholtz disagreeing with 

Fagg’s tactics and sympathising with Murray. It is important to remember that these negotiations 

were not occurring in isolation and were part of much larger sets of relations. For example, Fagg’s 

letters also spoke of texts that he had written for the Ife Museum, advice on display, and 

arrangements for British Museum conservators to spend time in Nigeria, which will be examined 

in the following two chapters. 

 

4.3.3 Alternative forms of collection building 
 

So far, this chapter has focused on the collection of one type of material – objects intended for 

accession into museum collections. However, it should be noted that these were not the only 

significant collections of material passing between the British Museum and Nigerian museums at 

this point in time. During his tour of 1946, Braunholtz made a series of photographs which now 

reside in the British Museum’s archive.759 Many of these featured deteriorating objects (Figure 4.6), 

presumably to substantiate his recommendations for the provision of museums in Nigeria, but 

also include documentation of ‘craft’ processes such as pottery making (Figure 4.7), and 

landscapes. Fagg’s trips to Nigeria produced even larger and arguably more significant collections 
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of photographs. Between 1949 and 1959, he compiled extensive notes and took around 3,000 

photographs, although not all of the negatives survived.760 The great majority of these photographs 

were of objects (Figure 4.8), although portraits of leaders in traditional regalia (Figure 4.9), and 

landscapes, also featured as distinctive groups.761 While the content of these photographs captures 

important evidence of who and what was valued in interactions, their volume, organisation, 

exchange and disposal reveals details about institutional structures, practices and value systems. 

 

 
Figure 4.6: Deteriorating wooden carvings. Photograph by Hermann Braunholtz, Nigeria, 1946. Department of Africa, 
Oceania and the Americas pictorial stores, British Museum, London. © The Trustees of the British Museum. 

                                                
760 Deborah Stokes, “Documentary Observations: The African Photographs of William B. Fagg, 1949-1959,” 
African Arts 36, no. 4 (2003): 58. 
761 Stokes, 64–69. 
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Figure 4.7: Pottery making. Photograph by Hermann Braunholtz, Nigeria, 1946. Department of Africa, Oceania and 
the Americas pictorial stores, British Museum, London. © The Trustees of the British Museum. 

 

 
Figure 4.8: Five Elefon masks, Agbedebede, Illa-Orangun, Nigeria. Photograph by William B. Fagg, 1949-1950. WBF 
49-50/42/12. William B. Fagg Archive, Gift of Paul and Ruth Tishman. EEPA 1985-014. Eliot Elisofon Photo 
Archives, National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institution. © Royal Anthropological Institute, London, UK. 
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Figure 4.9: Elese of Ilese, in crown with veil, Ilese, Nigeria Photograph by William B. Fagg, 1959. WBF 1959/10/10 
William B. Fagg Archive, Gift of Paul and Ruth Tishman.EEPA 1985-014. Eliot Elisofon Photo Archives, National 
Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institution. © Royal Anthropological Institute, London, UK. 

 
Fagg clearly imagined photography as a crucial element of his practice, reporting to the Trustees 

that he was carrying various cameras to Nigeria ‘as part of his scientific equipment’.762 During his 

first trip in 1949 he took at least 800 photographs,763 but the most significant collection was made 

during his trip of 1958-1959. Before departing, Fagg reported to the Trustees that: ‘I shall be 

primarily concerned to take photographs and other records of the objects that I see’.764 Indeed, 

this trip resulted in a collection of over 2,000 photographs and huge amounts of ‘diachronic 
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data’.765 On his return, he noted that the photographs and data would provide enough material for 

more than one book and many articles.766 Deborah Stokes has observed that along with his 

handwritten field notes, the photographs served as both a daily record which allowed Fagg to 

reconstruct his experiences and observations, but also as mnemonic devices that he consulted 

when writing his interpretive scholarly prose.767 It is likely that Fagg’s huge collection of 

photographs represented a way of collecting objects he could not physically take with him, made 

partly in response to the increasingly strict bans on export, providing him with an alternative way 

of ‘collecting’ objects for study. The value that Fagg placed on this collection was demonstrated 

by the fact that he did not leave the photographs at the British Museum on his retirement. He took 

the collection with him, keeping the negatives in a box, indexed by date, and he used this for 

reference, pulling out images to consult or to use in publications.768 This demonstrates, as 

Christopher Morton and Elizabeth Edwards have observed, that the ambiguous status of 

photographs, which lie outside the formal structures of curatorship and accession, have made them 

vulnerable to the re-organisation of collections and curatorial territories.769 However, as sociologist 

Paul Starr argues, information ‘out of place’ can be highly revealing.770 Applied to this context, we 

can see that the way in which Fagg took these photographs, made under the auspices of the British 

Museum, without leaving copies, hints not only at his ambivalent attitude to the interests of the 

British Museum, but also at the ambiguous status of the fieldwork trips themselves. Their 

successful removal and donation to the RAI suggests that the British Museum had no particular 

interest in retaining this material, highlighting how ‘institutional expertise’ is contingent on the 

efforts and subjective interests of staff. 

 

Elizabeth Edwards has highlighted how photographs in, and of, ethnographic collections, have 

long been socially salient objects that reflect complex and wide reaching scientific and social 

networks.771 This is clearly demonstrated by Fagg’s collection of photographs, particularly in the 

way that they played a role in material exchanges. Fagg sent contact prints and copies of 

photographs taken during the trips to Murray, including images of the Ooni and other chiefs to 
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be given to them as gifts.772 He also reported that he gave away around thirty pictures taken with 

his Polaroid Land Camera which ‘played their part in bringing goodwill’.773 In this way, 

photographs were very literally part of the networks that enabled him to collect other objects for 

the British Museum collection. This was also typical of a longer tradition that saw photographs 

made and exchanged by individuals who authored collections of photographs according to their 

interests.774 Perhaps more significantly, Fagg’s collection of photographs both informed, and was 

informed by, his developing scholarly concern with the systematic study of African art. This 

approach developed from his education in the Classics and Western art history but was also heavily 

influenced by Kenneth Murray’s work on the ‘absolute’ Yoruba form.775 Fagg recalled that 

‘[Murray] had been gathering his great collection of field data on Yoruba art for twenty years when 

he initiated me into the Yoruba mysteries in 1949. He came on many trips with me to the bush, 

gave me free use of his documentation systems, and above all, passed on to me his concept of the 

individual artist’.776 The documentation system that Fagg was referring to was an encyclopaedic 

card index that Murray had been compiling from as early as 1927. He recorded not only the objects 

he had collected, but all those of importance that he came across.777 Each object was 

photographed, and the image attached to a card with relevant information, including assumed 

‘tribe’, exact find location, type of object, significance, material, measurements, owner, and maker. 

This is relevant for Fagg’s photograph collection because Deborah Stokes has observed how Fagg 

simulated Murray's method of photographing the same object from multiple perspectives, creating 

almost 3D documentation to study distinctive carvings (Figure 4.10).778 Indeed, this learning 

process can be traced through Fagg’s fieldwork photographs, as he often photographed Murray at 

work (Figure 4.11). In this way, the photographs not only taught Fagg about the objects he studied, 

but also methods for studying them. Once in the UK, he used his comprehensive collection of 

images to systematically identify regional and individual elements of design across a huge sample 

of Yoruba carved sculpture.779 This in turn contributed to his thesis of ‘tribality’, which was based 

on the notion that sculptural form could be mapped to geographic regions, much like language 
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distribution.780 In this way, these collections of photographs furthered research into the British 

Museum’s collections, by providing context and comparative material. It is also probable that they 

informed Fagg’s UK-based collecting practices, by enhancing his ability to identify material of 

interest that was being sold or gifted. As we will see, although Murray was initially supportive of 

the collection of photographic documentation, this too would be affected by the rising tensions 

outlined so far. 

 

 
Figure 4.10: Four ibeji, Illa-Orangun, Nigeria. Photograph by William B. Fagg, 1949-1950. WBF 49-50/43/6. William 
B. Fagg Archive, Gift of Paul and Ruth Tishman. EEPA 1985-014. Eliot Elisofon Photo Archives, National Museum 
of African Art, Smithsonian Institution. © Royal Anthropological Institute, London, UK. 
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Figure 4.11: Kenneth Murray, Owo, Nigeria. Photograph by William B. Fagg, 1949-1950. WBF 49-50/56/12. William 
B. Fagg Archive, Gift of Paul and Ruth Tishman. EEPA 1985-014. Eliot Elisofon Photo Archives, National Museum 
of African Art, Smithsonian Institution. © Royal Anthropological Institute, London, UK. 

 
 
4.4 Post 1960s developments 
 

Collaborative collection building between the British Museum and Nigerian museums decreased 

significantly from the late 1950s due to several factors. Although it might be assumed that Nigerian 

independence played a significant role in this decrease, this does not appear to have made an 

immediate difference, demonstrated by the continued British domination of senior posts in the 

Antiquities Service until the late 1960s. One significant factor was the opening of the National 

Museum in Lagos in 1957, which in principle at least, marked an end to Murray’s initial drive to 
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create a national collection for Nigeria. Collecting activity was also impacted by increasing tensions 

surrounding the export of Nigerian objects and a renewed focus on collecting within Nigeria. This 

began in the late 1950s, when Murray proposed that all exports should be temporarily banned.781 

This approach was not supported by Nigerians on the Antiquities Commission, who argued that 

the problem would be exacerbated by driving collectors underground.782 Professor Kenneth Dike, 

for example, argued that Nigeria would not gain anything by ‘completely prohibiting the export of 

her art abroad.’783 William Fagg and Kenneth Murray fell out over this development, and members 

of the Antiquities Commission lamented that it was a great pity that the two men ‘who have 

contributed so much to knowledge of Nigerian traditional art, should disagree rather bitterly on 

matters of procedure.’784 Eventually it was decided to leave the rules as they were, but the 

Department of Antiquities was urged to increase collecting activities and to employ more 

ethnographers to assist with fieldwork, presumably to monitor and deter the activity of dealers.785 

The disagreement between Murray and Fagg, combined with the subsequent increase of collecting 

activity within Nigeria, is probably one of the main reasons why collaborative collection building 

practices diminished in the post-independence era.  

 

Throughout the 1960s, collections in Nigeria increased rapidly with acquisitions made by 

ethnographers and curators attached to the Nigerian Museum. These were often British 

individuals, such as Tim Chappel, John Boston, John Picton, Philip Allison, and Susan Connell,786 

but also Nigerian museum staff, Simon Okeke, Ekpo Eyo, George O. Shogbola, Bakare 

Gbadamosi,787 and increasingly Peace Corps volunteers involved with the Antiquities Service.788 

Former colonial officials also took up collecting activity, such as the forester Phillip Allison, who 

was employed to collect throughout 1960 and 1961.789 The effect that this had on collection-

building practices is evident if we compare the accessions registers of the Nigerian Museum from 
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1953 and 1963. In 1953, the museum accessioned around 200 objects from twenty-eight 

‘acquisition events’.790 Many of these were British sources assisted by British Museum contacts, 

including Berkeley Galleries, Sotheby’s, and the Wellcome distributions. In contrast, a decade later 

in 1963 saw around 300 accessions from twelve recorded ‘acquisition events’. These were almost 

entirely made by ethnographers and curators attached to the Nigerian museum, with 276 of the 

300 objects acquired by Tim Chappel, John Boston and John Picton. Increasingly, from the 1960s, 

there were also acquisitions in the form of objects that had been refused export permits or 

confiscated at customs.791 At the British Museum, the 1960s also brought changes to accession 

patterns of Nigerian material, although these were characterised by a drastic reduction rather than 

expansion. Whereas the years 1950 to 1959 had seen 4,330 Nigerian objects accessioned 

(approximately 2395 excluding Wellcome material), the period from 1960 to 1969 saw only 482. 

Although post-war deaccessions in the UK, such as the Wellcome distribution, were partly 

responsible for the peak of acquisitions in the early 1950s, it is likely that these declining numbers 

also reflect diminishing connections with the Nigerian Antiquities Service.792 This gradual 

disengagement was probably a result of the various conflicts that had arisen over the acquisition 

of Nigerian material, in addition to the Nigerian Antiquities Service’s focus on localised forms of 

collecting in the post-independence era.  

 

The decline of collaborative collecting building practices did not only affect objects intended for 

accession. Although Murray had supported the documentation of Nigerian material culture in the 

1950s, as evidenced by Fagg’s collections of photographs, his attitude appears to have changed 

significantly in the 1960s. When Bernard Fagg left Nigeria in 1963, Murray was reinstated as 

Director of the Antiquities Service and became increasingly possessive not only over objects, but 

also of information that could be used for research purposes. In 1964, William Fagg enquired 

whether Tim Chappel would be interested in co-authoring a publication on ibejis and Chappel 

responded that it would be very difficult due to Murray’s ‘anti research’ bias. He explained that: 

 

although his definition of ‘research’ as opposed to ‘non research’ work is somewhat vague he would, 
I think, label most of my work over the past year – apart from the preventative work – as ‘research’. 

                                                
790 I have borrowed this term from work by Chris Wingfield and his observation that studying ‘acquisition events’, 
as opposed to object totals, provides more potential to explore the relationships that lie behind museum collections. 
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791 For example see series 64.5 in “Accession Register, 1963-1966,” Curator’s Office, Nigerian National Museum, 
Lagos. 
792 As previously mentioned, these figures are based on objects totals extracted from the British Museum collection 
management database in 2018. More in depth examination of these records, in particular the identification of 
‘acquisition events’, has not been possible due to COVID-19. 
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Indeed, I have already been accused of working secretly for a PhD! An attempt to look at ere ibeji 
in their social context, in some depth, has been the major cause for suspicion. The use of a tape-
recorder to collect oral literature & case histories, and for interviews, has been frowned upon 
‘because Meek didn’t need one’ etc.etc! KCM seems convinced that I will use the material collected 
for my own ends – the deadliest sin of all. At present I am preparing as much of it as possible for 
entry onto his cards.793  

 

Chappel complained that most of the information he was collecting would disappear into the 

museum records, inaccessible to all apart from ‘a privileged few whose slates are clean’.794 He 

claimed that following an attempt to send a stool to the UK, possibly one of the Shonga stools 

that Fagg had not been able to export in 1949, Murray had accused him, along with Bernard Fagg 

and John Picton, of being ‘in league with the BM’.795 Murray’s apparent resentment of research 

was due to the fact that it served to promote Nigerian material culture internationally, thereby 

attracting dealers and collectors. Indeed, he refused to publish from his huge and extensive body 

of research because he feared it would fuel ‘collectability’ and the market value of traditional 

African sculpture.796 In this way, the 1960s under Murray’s directorship saw a gradual cessation, 

not only of negotiations over objects, but also of the exchange of alternative materials such as 

photographs.  

 

The first Nigerian Director of the Department of Antiquities, Ekpo Eyo, who took up post in 

1967, would continue and expand Murray’s attempts to retrieve Nigerian material from abroad, 

although his approach favoured international organisations rather than networks of personal 

contacts. These developments were closely related to UNESCO’s 1970 Convention on the Means 

of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural 

Property. Eyo reported that the first official attempt to retrieve material came in 1973, when the 

Nigerian delegation of the General Assembly of the International Council of Museums (ICOM) 

submitted a request for donations to the new Benin City National Museum, which did not receive 

any responses.797 As we will see in the next chapter, the developing role of UNESCO for museums 

of the African continent was not only significant for joint collection-building practices between 

Nigeria and the UK, but also for other modes of collaborative activity such as training 

programmes.  
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4.5 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has demonstrated that engagements between the British Museum and Nigerian 

Antiquities Service in the mid-twentieth century often took the form of collection-building activity. 

Post-war damage, austerity, tax burdens, and changing attitudes precipitated a period of object 

disposals from museum and private collections, which combined with rising market prices of 

Nigerian objects and developing scholarly interests created the conditions for a set of dynamic 

exchanges centred on the acquisition and exchange of objects. By examining examples of 

collaborative collecting conducted through auctions, distributions, purchases, exchange, and 

fieldwork, we have seen how relations between the newly established Nigerian museums and the 

British Museum were marked by friction. They were complicated and shifting, containing 

moments of both complicity and conflict. We have also seen how these fraught yet productive 

relations deteriorated over time, mainly due to conflict over the acquisition of material, increasingly 

strict attitudes to the export of Nigerian material, a growing focus on local forms of collecting 

within Nigeria, and eventually the emerging role of UNESCO in relation to illicit trafficking of 

cultural property. 

 

The period from 1951-1959 has been described as a distinctive era in the history of British 

decolonisation, represented by both a ‘retreat and revival’ of colonial interests.798 In line with this 

observation, the engagements examined in this chapter display an inconsistent and contradictory 

nature. In the context of collecting activity, we have seen attempts to reframe Britain’s relationship 

with Nigeria as one of guardian. The British Museum, through Kenneth Murray’s intervention, 

ostensibly assisted with the creation of a national collection for the planned Nigerian museums. 

However, these engagements also enabled the maintenance and extension of UK-based interests, 

through the enhancement and interpretation of the British Museum’s collection. At the same time, 

the creation of museums in Nigeria created a situation where the British Museum’s right to own 

important Nigerian material was effectively challenged for the first time. This demonstrates, as 

Anthony Shelton has argued, that colonial museums did not provide a coherent, legitimising 

narrative, but instead mirrored ‘historical shifts, uncertainties and contradictions’ well into the 

post-colonial period.799 Crucially, the efforts to build a national collection ‘for’ Nigeria were typical 

of the development approach adopted in British colonial policy at this time that assumed Africans, 

                                                
798 Lynn, “Introduction,” 11. 
799 Shelton, “Museums and Anthropologies: Practices and Narratives,” 73. 
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once ‘educated’, would share European values.800 It is important to keep in mind that the building 

of public museums in Nigeria was not led by Nigerian individuals, but British colonial officials. 

Although Murray’s challenges to British Museum ownership of Nigerian material may appear 

radical, even by today’s standards, his claim and assumption that this material was needed for 

Nigerians was underpinned by a fundamentally paternalistic approach to colonial territories and 

people.  

 

Previous studies have argued that the institutionalisation of anthropology in university 

departments triggered a decline in the ‘significance and interest’ in ethnographic collections during 

the mid-twentieth century.801 It has been argued, for example, that before the 1980s British 

Museum staff were seldom able to conduct field collections and those that did were driven by the 

outmoded notions of salvage ethnography.802 This chapter complicates this understanding and 

contributes to an emerging body of research that demonstrates how the repurposing of non-

European collections in the post-war era created a period of creative and dynamic museum 

practice.803 During the 1940s and 1950s, changing attitudes and upheaval caused by the Second 

World War resulted in disposals, sales, and deaccessions, which created the conditions for new 

forms of cooperation between the British Museum and emerging Nigerian museum network. 

Strategic exchanges and negotiations were used by both institutions to obtain highly valued objects, 

build comprehensive collections, and conduct focused collecting to support scholarly interests. 

Although the salvage mentality was present, particularly in the case of Braunholtz’s 1946 tour, we 

have also seen how William Fagg’s collecting activity was driven by his developing systematic study 

of African art and individual makers. In this way, building collections was foundational to new 

disciplinary approaches that would shape inter-museum relations for many years to come. 

Although collecting during fieldwork in Nigeria was not officially sponsored by the British 

Museum in the 1940s and 1950s, it is likely that these events highlighted that it represented a cost-

effective way to obtain specific material, which informed active collecting and fieldwork policies 

introduced in the Department of Ethnography from 1963.804 

 

                                                
800 Basu, “A Museum for Sierra Leone?,” 164. 
801 Shelton, “Museums and Anthropologies: Practices and Narratives,” 71; Bouquet, Museums: A Visual Anthropology, 
6. 
802 Shelton, “Museums and Anthropologies: Practices and Narratives,” 71. 
803 Wintle, “Decolonising UK World Art Institutions, 1945-1980”; Stevenson, Scattered Finds: Archaeology, Egyptology 
and Museums. 
804 Cranstone, “The British Museum Ethnographical Expedition to New Guinea, 1963 – 64,” 291. 
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This chapter has demonstrated how collection-building activity between the British Museum and 

Nigerian Antiquities Service in the mid-twentieth century was comprised of multiple divergent 

contingencies, pressures, incentives, motivations and perspectives. Ingold’s ideas of 

correspondence and meshworks help us to understand the relational dynamics at play, 

foregrounding their mutable arrangement and unfolding. Indeed, we have seen that the 

connections under scrutiny here were not fixed, static or predictable, but rather undetermined, 

unequal and unstable in nature. For example, although shaped by the rapid changes in the political 

landscape, relations between museum staff in the UK and Nigeria were also deeply subjective: this 

is not to say they were the sole product of autonomous individuals, but rather that they were  

influenced by varied and contradictory personal and professional interests, sometimes at odds with 

larger-scale arrangements and policies. At the same time, these relations co-responded with other 

external and internal factors and forces, such as interdepartmental competition for funds, the 

actions and interests of collectors and dealers, and the market value of Nigerian material. This 

highlights how inter-museum relations functioned as a meshwork in which the interweaving of 

lines was also productive of, and conducive to, their continual differentiation.805 These factors all 

led to moments of alliance, rivalry and conflict, or, to borrow Karp and Kratz’s term, ‘museum 

frictions’. As they observe, frictions emerge and are highlighted when museums remodel 

themselves and negotiate amongst various projects and definitions derived from different spheres 

of involvement and identity.806 It is no coincidence that these events took place in the years 

preceding Nigerian independence, and the British Museum’s efforts to reconfigure their 

relationship through collaborative collection building can be understood as an attempt to negotiate 

and, more importantly, manage the conflicting ‘pushes and pulls’807 that were generated by this 

moment.  

 

This history of collection building is particularly notable if we consider that today the British 

Museum’s Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas holds 13,201 objects from Nigeria, 

which constitutes around 18% of the entire African collection and the largest collection from any 

single sub-Saharan country.808 These findings suggest that around a third of the entire Nigerian 

                                                
805 Ingold, “On Human Correspondence,” 11. 
806 Karp and Kratz, “Introduction,” 7. 
807 Karp and Kratz, 5. 
808 AOA currently holds a total of 72,056 objects from Africa. These figures exclude c. 23,000 digital photographs 
of rock art from across Africa, originally from the Trust for African Rock Art (TARA), which are counted as 
registered items. The total number of Africa objects including TARA is 95,202, and the total number of Nigerian 
objects including TARA is 13,431. Information provided by: Helen Anderson (curator, Africa Section, British 
Museum), email correspondence with author, 06 May 2022. 
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collection was made in the 1950s. Although, as we have seen, these numbers included significant 

collections from large distributions and donations, the relationship with the Nigerian Antiquities 

Service was not insignificant. Also important to remember is that these numbers do not include 

the thousands of photographs made by Fagg. This points to the fact that these relations were 

highly productive, perhaps not in spite of their ambiguity, but because of it. Indeed, studies of 

collaborative practice often highlight that projects are most productive and transformative (not 

necessarily in ‘favourable’ terms) at points of ‘tension and disharmony’.809 This dynamic can be 

accounted for by returning to the notion of friction, particularly as articulated by Anna Tsing, 

which she describes as the ‘awkward, unequal, unstable, and creative qualities of interconnections 

across difference.’810 Despite the different orientations and objectives of museum staff in Nigeria 

and the UK, the relations examined here were generative, although not necessarily in a positive 

sense. Again, it should be emphasised that the events analysed here were part of a colonial-era 

endeavour, and senior staff in both Nigeria and the UK were British. Nevertheless, friction 

generated by these collaborations resulted in the reconfiguration of collections, dispersals and 

deaccessions of ‘duplicate’ objects, the creation of replicas, and accumulations of photographs. It 

was generative of new associations with collectors and dealers, inventive gift-giving practices, and 

new forms of fieldwork collecting. Friction also stimulated the development of new interpretation 

and relationships. This again highlights how inter-museum relations functioned as a meshwork, 

which came into being through processes of movement and growth. 

  

                                                
809 Osterweil, “Collaboration: Translation.” 
810 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, 3. 
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Chapter 5  . Managing Collections: Training 

programmes and practices of preservation and order 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 

Collection-building was not the only form of cooperative practice conducted by the British 

Museum and Nigerian Antiquities Department during the mid-twentieth century. This chapter will 

argue that ‘training’ placements and secondments designed to teach collection management 

practices became equally important sites of social, material and conceptual engagement.811 It will 

do this by investigating two examples of training activity that took place between 1950 and 1960: 

the secondment of British Museum staff to Nigeria and placements for Nigerian museum staff at 

the British Museum. The chapter will begin by examining secondments and placements that were, 

ostensibly, arranged to disseminate ‘technical’ preservation techniques, in the form of scientific 

conservation and reproduction. It will then go on to examine examples of staff exchange that were 

concerned with so-called curatorial strategies of ordering, through classification and cataloguing 

practices.812 The chapter will conclude with a summary of Nigerian staff training developments 

post-1960, which reveals how new concerns and connections reduced the relevance and demand 

for British Museum placements and secondments. Taken together, the events examined in this 

chapter demonstrate how early training activity was informed by a network of personal, 

professional and political factors, and was generally improvised, informal and inconsistent in 

nature. Additionally, exploration of the material implementation of collection management 

practices reveals how training activities did not simply replicate knowledge and techniques, but 

rather created sites of friction where personal and scholarly interests and understandings were 

explored and contested, resulting in continuities and fractures in the transfer of practices and 

technologies. 

 

                                                
811 The term ‘training’ is used throughout this chapter because this is how the activity was conceptualised at the 
time. It was assumed that Nigerian staff members were being taught, and British Museum staff were delivering 
instruction. However, as we will see, these events also shaped British Museum based knowledge, skills and practices. 
812 The terms technical and curatorial have been used here because these were the descriptors used during the 1950s 
and 1960s. Although there was inevitable overlap, they broadly referred to two types of museum work: 1/ ‘technical’ 
usually referred to tasks for junior members of staff pertaining to physical work on collections, such as conservation 
practice. 2/ ‘curatorial’ work was deemed higher responsibility and related to the intellectual interpretation and 
management of collections.  
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The placements and secondments examined in this chapter could be identified as ‘collaborative’ 

museum processes. Indeed, since the late-twentieth century, training ‘partnerships’ between 

European and African museums are often described in this way.813 Important to remember 

however, as outlined in chapter one, is that ‘collaboration’ is an ambiguous concept that contains 

conflicting and often contradictory meanings, interpretations and assumptions. For this reason, 

Ray Silverman’s attention to collaborative museum practice as ‘processual in nature’, as a shifting 

form of relationality, is a useful perspective to apply to the events examined here.814 This chapter 

will pay attention to the processes surrounding and catalysed by placements and secondments, 

exploring who is collaborating and why; which personal, professional and political interests 

motivated relations, and how training activity perpetuated or challenged hierarchical practices and 

knowledge production. The idea of relationships as processes aligns closely to Ingold’s concept of 

‘meshworks’, as discussed in the previous chapter, however this chapter has instead predominantly 

drawn on the idea of museum relations as ‘actor-networks’. This perspective, indebted to Latour’s 

formulation, is particularly useful here, because it foregrounds the multiplicity and heterogeneity 

of agents at play in the events examined. This allows us to consider actors that have often been 

overlooked in previous studies regarding the establishment of the Nigerian Antiquities Service, 

which have almost exclusively focused on the impact and motivation of senior British figures such 

as Kenneth Murray and William Fagg. Although these individuals are undoubtedly important in 

this chapter, this research builds on existing literature by beginning to explore museum relations 

through the experiences of the first Nigerian-born museum staff and ‘technical’ staff members at 

the British Museum. It has done this by identifying the ‘observable traces’815 left by these 

individuals, for example in correspondence archives and accession registers. Although it is vital to 

keep the inherent asymmetry of the colonial context in mind,816 this chapter highlights that the 

nature of museum networks were not only defined by senior, British staff members, but rather 

emerged from interactions between multiple figures, factors, and forces.  

 

                                                
813 For example, the Swedish-African Museum Programme (SAMP) discussed in: Elisabet Olofsson, “Museums 
without Limits; Collaboration between Swedish and African Museums,” Nordisk Museologi 2 (1995): 81–96. 
814 Silverman, “Introduction: Museum as Process,” 2. 
815 Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, 53. 
816 As noted in chapter one, Latour’s flattening of agency is not particularly well-equipped to attend to this 
unevenness and the network concept has received criticism for this reason. For example, see: Hodge, “Science and 
Empire: An Overview of the Historical Scholarship,” 20. 
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During the course of this research, no thorough studies pertaining to the professional development 

of African museum employees in the late colonial era were identified.817 Indeed, compared to 

collecting and exhibition activity, surprisingly little museological literature has investigated 

museum training schemes in general.818 In lieu of context from similar studies, this chapter has 

borrowed useful perspectives from literature concerned with the role of colonial subjects in the 

construction and function of colonial disciplines. Lyn Schumaker, for example, has demonstrated 

how Zambian ‘assistants’ and ‘informants’ of British anthropologists played a central role in the 

production of anthropological knowledge in the 1950s and 1960s.819 Similarly, Benjamin N. 

Lawrance et al. argue that it was not only African leaders and elites, but also Africans in the lower 

echelons of colonial bureaucracy that served as lynchpins of colonial rule.820 In doing so, they 

respond to Frederick Cooper’s earlier call to overcome the binary of collaboration and resistance 

to show colonial rule as a complex, albeit violent, process, by exploring the varying social origins, 

agendas and cultural strategies of these individuals.821 Despite the lack of official support from 

senior government officials during its establishment,822 the Nigerian Antiquities Service was a part 

of colonial government and was statistically dominated by low-ranking Nigerian employees from 

the late 1940s.823 By examining the contradictions, opportunities and constraints of their roles, and 

their UK counterparts, through the training and practices they took part in, we gain a new 

perspective on the nature of late colonial era museology and inter-museum relations.  

 

Additionally, an actor-network perspective draws our attention to the material basis of training 

placements and secondments, allowing us to understand museums as simultaneously material and 

social entities. This highlights that museum practices were not taught as abstract philosophies, but 

as everyday operations and practices, relying on materials such as conservation chemicals, plaster 

                                                
817 The one exception that begins to address the training courses at the Institute of Archaeology is: Alice Stevenson, 
“The Class of 1951–2: The Institute of Archaeology and International Students,” Archaeology International 23, no. 1 
(December 30, 2020): 148–62. 
818 Minor mentions of the British Museum Africa Programme can be found in: Rassool, “Building a Critical 
Museology in Africa,” xxiii; Abungu, “Connected by History, Divided by Reality. Eliminating Suspicion and 
Promoting Cooperation between African and European Museums,” 37. 
819 Schumaker, Africanizing Anthropology: Fieldwork, Networks, and the Making of Cultural Knowledge in Central Africa. 
820 Lawrance, Osborn, and Roberts, “Introduction  : African Intermediaries and the ‘Bargain’ of Collaboration.” 
821 Cooper, “Conflict and Connection: Rethinking Colonial African History.” Although Cooper flattens the 
complexity of the term ‘collaboration’, by referring to it in the pejorative sense of ‘traitorous cooperation’, his 
perspective is still concerned with the multi-faceted nature of relations, and therefore lends itself well to the subject 
of this chapter. 
822 Basu, “A Museum for Sierra Leone?,” 153–57. 
823 For example, in 1951, the Surveyor and Assistant Surveyor of the Department were British but the remaining 
staff, including one clerk, three caretakers, four watchmen, two craftsmen, two drivers and six museum technical 
assistants were all Nigerian. “Annual Report of the Antiquities Branch 1950-51,” Museum Box, Nigerian National 
Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as “Annual Report of the Antiquities Branch 1950-51,” Lagos.) 
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casts, accession ledgers and card indexes. As Latour reminds us, ‘things might authorize, allow, 

afford, encourage, permit, suggest, influence, block, render possible, forbid’.824 We will see how 

certain materials were integrated into knowledge networks, and how they were circulated and 

exchanged, providing scaffolding for and direction to relations. By including them in the analysis 

of the organisation of placements and secondments, we can begin to explore how they functioned 

in the development of ideas and practices. It is worth noting that Anna Tsing’s notion of friction 

will also continue to be useful here, because it highlights how developments, transfers, and 

reworkings of museum practices and technologies were generated in the ‘sticky materiality of 

practical encounters’.825  

 

5.1 Summary of training events 
 

In 1960, the year of Nigerian independence, a two-part feature on the British Museum appeared 

in the West African Review, a journal dedicated to politics and culture. It included a photograph of 

Philip O. Nsugbe, a Nigerian anthropologist, sitting at a desk in the museum (Figure 5.1). The 

image was captioned: 

 
The Museum has always maintained a generous tradition of scholarship and affords every facility for 
study to scholars from all over the world. Here, Mr. Nsugbe, from Nigeria, is seen at work in the 
keeper’s office of the Ethnographical Department. He has just completed a course of study in 
Holland and, after a few months with the British Museum, will return to Nigeria and an appointment 
in the Department of Antiquities.826  

 

Philip Nsugbe was completing a placement to acquaint him with ‘museum work’ and returned to 

Nigeria in the days leading up to Independence to take up his post as ethnographer. This article is 

one of the few published traces of an active period of staff exchange between the British Museum 

and Nigerian Antiquities Service in the mid-twentieth century. Archival evidence shows that from 

1950 to 1960, at least five Nigerian artists, anthropologists and archaeologists - Justus Akeredolu, 

Ekpo Eyo, Philip Nsugbe, Simon Okeke, Abayomi Barber - spent several months attached to the 

British Museum’s Department of Ethnography for placements. As we will see, these were arranged 

in various ways and differed significantly in scope, content and status. At the same time, British 

Museum staff members were spending extended periods of time in Nigeria, taking an active role 

in the establishment of Nigerian museums and the training of staff. As we saw in the previous 

                                                
824 Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, 72. 
825 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, 1. 
826 Brinkworth, “Treasure Chest of History: Conclusion of a Two-Part Article on the World’s Greatest Museum.” 
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chapter, William Fagg made several visits to Nigeria between 1949 and 1959, and this chapter will 

demonstrate that although not described or perceived as training activity, these trips were 

nevertheless influential in the shaping of classification and cataloguing practices in Nigeria. This 

chapter will also introduce the secondment of Leslie R. Langton (Conservation Section, 

Department of Ethnography) to the Nigerian Antiquities Department in 1951-1952. Although this 

was described by Braunholtz as a ‘great concession to Nigeria’s needs’,827  we will see how it 

provided Langton with opportunities for professional development, which in turn benefitted the 

British Museum. 

 

 
Figure 5.1: Philip Nsugbe in the keeper’s office of the Ethnographic Department of the British Museum in 1960. 
Photograph from: Ian Brinkworth, “Treasure Chest of History: conclusion of a two-part article on the world’s greatest 
museum,” West African Review (August 1960) 

 

                                                
827 Correspondence from Hermann Braunholtz to Thomas Kendrick (Director of The British Museum 1950-1959), 
21 April 1951, Department of Ethnography correspondence files, 1951, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as 
Hermann Braunholtz to Thomas Kendrick, 21 April 1951.) 
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Hosting placements for staff from museums in colonial territories was not a unique phenomenon 

between the British Museum and Nigeria at this time. During the 1950s and 1960s, the Department 

of Ethnography at the British Museum hosted multiple museum staff members from Ghana, 

Uganda, and Cameroon.828 It has not been possible to confirm exact numbers due to the 

inconsistent manner in which such placements were officially recorded.829 Evidence has often been 

found serendipitously in correspondence archives, and actual figures are likely to be higher. Staff 

placements were frequently conducted as part of, or in addition to, more formal education 

programmes, such as university degrees in anthropology and archaeology, certificates in 

conservation from the Institute of Archaeology, and the Museums Association Diploma. This 

research has also found evidence that other UK institutions hosted placements for Nigerian 

museum staff, for example the Horniman Museum, Pitt Rivers Museum, Cambridge Museum of 

Archaeology and Anthropology, Birmingham City Museum and Art Gallery, Glasgow Art Gallery 

and Museum, Bristol City Museum, the Royal Scottish Museum, and the National Museum of 

Wales.830 The temporary transfer of Leslie Langton to Nigeria in 1951-52 to deliver ‘technical’ 

training is notable as one of the earliest examples of a staff member from a UK museum being 

seconded to Nigeria. Correspondence suggests that one staff member from the Royal Scottish 

Museum, R.A. Kennedy, delivered training in Nigeria following Langton, and there were attempts 

                                                
828 E.G.M Ndawula, Uganda (circa 1953/54); Richard Nunoo, Ghana (1954); J.O. Kufuor, Ghana (1955); Justus 
Akeredolu, Nigeria (1953 – 1958); Ekpo Eyo, Nigeria (1960); Philip Nsugbe, Nigeria (1960); Simon Okeke, Nigeria 
(1960); Abayomi Barber, Nigeria (early 1960s); Isaac Paré, Cameroon (1962); Kwasi Myles, Ghana (1963);  J.D. 
Nkrumah, Ghana (1965); See: Recommendation letter for E.G.M Ndawula by William Fagg, 1958, Box 24, William 
Fagg papers, Royal Anthropological Institute, London (hereafter cited as Recommendation letter for E.G.M 
Ndawula by William Fagg); Correspondence from Richard Nunoo to William Fagg, 30 January 1954, Box 51, 
William Fagg papers, Royal Anthropological Institute, London; Correspondence from A.W. Lawrence to William 
Fagg, 28 June 1955, Box 18, William Fagg papers, Royal Anthropological Institute Archives, London; “Third 
Annual Report of the National Museum of the Gold Coast,” 7 May 1954, BW 90/439, The National Archives of 
the UK (TNA); Correspondence from Justus Akeredolu to William Fagg, 09 June 1954, Department of 
Ethnography correspondence files, 1954, British Museum, London London (hereafter cited as Justus Akeredolu to 
William Fagg, 09 June 1954); “Department of Ethnography Annual Report of Work Done in the Department 
during 1959,” internal memos and reports folder, Department of Ethnography correspondence files, 1960, British 
Museum, London (hereafter cited as “Department of Ethnography Annual Report of Work Done in the 
Department during 1959”); Correspondence from Adrian Digby to J.H. Sprackling (Ministry of Overseas 
Development), 27 July 1965, Department of Ethnography correspondence files, 1965, British Museum, London; 
“Ghana Museums and Monuments, Annual Report for the year ended 31st December 1964,” Ghana Museums and 
Monuments Board files, National Museum of Ghana, Accra; Correspondence from William Fagg to Miss Birchall 
(British Council), 4 July 1962, Department of Ethnography correspondence files, 1962, British Museum, London 
(hereafter cited as William Fagg to Miss Birchall, 4 July 1962); Freeborn O. Odiboh, “Creative Reformation of 
African Art Traditions: The Iconography of Abayomi Barber Art School,” African Arts 42, no. 2 (June 2009): 79.  
829 A final review of figures had been planned for March-April 2020, which would have been focused around several 
British Museum Standing Committee Meeting minutes. This could not go ahead due to COVID-19 restrictions. 
830 See multiple memos by Adrian Digby, June 1960, Department of Ethnography correspondence files, 1960, 
British Museum, London; Justus Akeredolu to William Fagg, 09 June 1954; Nicholas Thomas (Institute of 
Archaeology alumni, former curator, Devizes Museum), telephone interview with author, 26 July 2018. 
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to organise a similar secondment for a V&A staff member in 1953.831 From the 1960s, Technical 

Assistance programmes saw more UK museum staff seconded to museums in former colonies.832 

Although it is beyond the scope of this chapter to examine these events in detail, it should be 

noted that the placements and secondments examined here were part of wider trends occurring 

across the UK in the mid-twentieth century.833 Although the British Museum was not the only 

institution involved in such exchanges with museums in colonial territories, this chapter will 

demonstrate how a combination of personal connections, extensive collections and conservation 

expertise made it a particularly important partner for the Nigerian Antiquities Service. 

 

The training activities examined in this chapter can be broadly understood in the context of the 

‘developmental’ programme in British colonial policy that began to be put into action following 

the Second World War, as outlined in chapter three. Britain was now supposed to be working 

‘with’ its colonial territories to build advances in industry, agriculture, healthcare, and education, 

with the purported goal of creating states that would eventually support self-government, or even 

independence.834 However, unlike developments in agriculture and health, training in the museum 

sector was not implemented through any coherent policy. Indeed, by the mid-1950s, lack of 

governmental support in the training of museum staff ‘in the colonies’ meant that several curators 

from colonial museums requested assistance from the Council of the Museums Association in the 

UK.835 As a result, a day was set aside from the 1957 Annual Conference to address the issues 

faced by ‘overseas’ museums and the ‘problem’ of how to train museum personnel featured heavily 

in discussions.836 Participants included individuals involved with museums in Borneo, Canada, 

Sierra Leone, Ghana, New Zealand, Nigeria, South Africa, India, and Malawi, in addition to UK 

institutions in Manchester, London, Dumfries, Bristol, Liverpool and Reading. Kenneth Murray 

was representing Nigeria and Frank Willett who had conducted archaeological fieldwork in Nigeria 

was also present. Although the value of academic qualifications in subjects such as ‘ethnology’ was 

                                                
831 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Harold James Ruthven Murray, 14 February 1954, Box 36, Accession 
9601, Murray papers, West Sussex Record Office, Chichester; Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Harold 
James Ruthven Murray, 24 July 1953, Box 36, Accession 9601, Murray papers, West Sussex Record Office, 
Chichester. 
832 E.g. D.A. Bassett, “Technical Aid for Museum in Tanganyika,” Museums Journal 64, no. 4 (March 1965): 312; 
Frank Greenaway, “A Basic Science Museum: Reflections on a Mission to Ghana,” Museums Journal 64, no. 4 (March 
1965): 316. 
833 Wintle, “Decolonising UK World Art Institutions, 1945-1980,” 107; Stevenson, “The Class of 1951–2: The 
Institute of Archaeology and International Students.” 
834 Charlotte Lydia Riley, “‘Tropical Allsorts’: The Transnational Flavor of British Development Policies in Africa,” 
Journal of World History 26, no. 4 (2016): 862. 
835 Donald Harden, “Museums in the Commonwealth,” Museums Journal 57, no. 6 (July 1957): 132. 
836 Harden, 132. 
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recognised, it was also argued that ‘museum practice makes perfect’ and this could be obtained 

through placements in UK museums.837 Museum staff from UK institutions agreed that assistance 

should be given to museums overseas, but they warned there was still much to be done in the UK 

and many were struggling with lack of funding and staff.838 Indeed, the early 1950s saw political 

consensus to avoid commitment to museum reconstruction and reform.839 Britain’s economic 

situation had deteriorated, partly due to the cost of the Korean and Cold War, and in response 

public services were cut, including staff at national museums.840 It was against this background that 

the events in this chapter unfolded, and we will see how requests from Nigerian museums, and 

reported lack of resources experienced at the British Museum, would create a conflict of interest. 

Partly as a result of this friction, placements and secondments were negotiated, and were often 

entangled with other demands, obligations, and opportunities. 

 

Running parallel to the events examined in this chapter were UK-based developments in museum 

training, which had significant consequences for the professionalisation of the sector.841 In 1934, 

the Museums Association had established its Diploma scheme, a programme of museum training 

available to those already in museum service, which aimed to set a standard of professional 

competence.842 During the Second World War, Diploma training ceased and in the immediate 

post-war years, low pay was a problem across the sector, meaning staff were unable to afford 

training or development opportunities, resulting in many leaving the profession.843 In response, in 

1948, the Diploma was revised in order to establish curatorship as a recognised profession, with 

the hope that this would command appropriate salary levels.844 From the early 1950s, increasing 

numbers of museum employees took the Diploma and a certificate for technical workers was 

introduced.845 This professional development led to increasingly specialised jobs in museums, with 

conservation, education and design beginning to emerge as specialist roles.846 Important here is the 

fact that training in museum subjects in the post-war era was closely tied to bids to get better 

salaries and working conditions, a key motivation which also emerges in the placements and 

                                                
837 Harden, 142. 
838 Miss Tankard from the Liverpool Museum, for example, complained that she had to complete all technical tasks, 
installation, report writing and curatorial work. Harden, 142. 
839 Pearson, Museums in the Second World War: Curators, Culture and Change, 225. 
840 Pearson, 225. 
841 Pearson, 189. 
842 Pearson, 56. 
843 Pearson, 188. 
844 Pearson, 189. 
845 Pearson, 189. 
846 Pearson, 189. 
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secondments examined in this chapter. However, Pearson asserts that although the Museums 

Association Diploma remained the main qualification for museum staff in the UK, its significance 

for museum staff in colonial territories was challenged by the formation of the International 

Council of Museums (ICOM) at UNESCO’s first conference in 1946.847 This chapter will 

demonstrate that the relevance of UNESCO for museums in Nigeria was not clear-cut, with the 

British Museum still called upon for assistance in the form of secondments and placements for 

Nigerian museum staff throughout the 1950s, although the Diploma rarely featured in these plans. 

This chapter will show that from the early 1960s UNESCO did eventually play a role in the training 

of Nigerian museum staff, but before this training plans were opportunistic in nature, and relied 

heavily on personal and institutional contacts in the UK. 

 

In Nigeria, plans to recruit and train local museum staff had developed from the mid-1940s 

alongside efforts to establish museums. In his report from the 1946 tour, Braunholtz had listed 

the training of museum personnel as one of four essential requirements for the establishment of 

museums and storerooms.848 Because it was not possible to study ‘museum subjects’ in Nigeria, 

Braunholtz advised that curators should be Europeans with experience, although he acknowledged 

that Africans would need to be ‘trained’ for these posts eventually when appropriate courses 

became available.849 In the meantime, he suggested that ‘suitable men’ should be sent to England 

for technical, scientific and practical experience.850 According to Braunholtz, this would prepare 

them for ‘their future duties as museum assistants and ultimately for the higher responsibility of 

curatorship.’ 851 This supposition that Nigerian museum staff would first take junior roles, and only 

later be ready for the ‘responsibility’ of curatorship, reflected Britain’s approach to African colonies 

in the late 1940s. Africans, it was claimed, first needed to be taught how to manage their affairs, 

and slowly, only if shown worthy, granted the responsibility of ‘self-governance’.852 Braunholtz’s 

proposal also demonstrates a hierarchy applied to museum work at this time, with ‘practical’, 
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‘scientific’ and ‘technical’ work deemed entry level, and tasks related to ‘curatorship’ reserved for 

experienced senior staff. In line with Braunholtz’s suggestions, Kenneth Murray and Bernard 

Fagg’s first efforts to recruit and train museum personnel were primarily concerned with museum 

technical assistants, and the first Nigerian employees were selected partly based on their previous 

roles as masons, carpenters and mechanics.853 From 1948, they sought to hire a technical instructor 

to train these new museum assistants, in addition to helping with the establishment of Jos museum 

and completing conservation work on existing collections.854 It was not until 1955 that an assistant 

curator, John Boston, was appointed to carry out museum work that Murray and Fagg had 

previously conducted alone. Both the technical instructor and assistant curator roles were imagined 

as posts for suitably qualified Europeans and the British Museum was heavily involved with 

recruitment.855 Although Nigerian staff members far outnumbered British individuals in the 

Department of Antiquities from the late 1940s, they were restricted almost entirely to junior roles, 

such as clerks, caretakers, watchmen, craftsmen, drivers and assistants, well into the 1960s.856 

 

5.2 Practices of Preservation  
 

Rodney Harrison has highlighted how ethnographic museum collecting in the early twentieth 

century was troubled by the ‘spectre of risk’ to cultures, an ‘ominous, creeping threat of 

vulnerability to loss.’857 He argues that this sense of risk and loss can account for the accumulation 

of ethnographic collections at this time.858 In Nigeria, the same narratives of endangerment and 

destruction underpinned Murray’s urgent calls for the establishment of museums from the 1930s. 

For example, in 1947, Murray wrote an article about the ekpu figures of Oron which he believed 
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to be the oldest surviving form of woodcarving in Nigeria.859 He warned that ‘it would be hard to 

exaggerate the tragedy of these carvings or the speed of their destruction. They have reached their 

final stage of decay and only speedy action could save those that are left.’860 The reasons for the 

destruction, according to Murray, were ‘the rigours of tropical conditions and human neglect’.861 

The ‘rigours of tropical conditions’ in the form of humidity, mould, and insects, had been a major 

concern of Murray’s since he began collecting in the 1930s and his letters home were filled with 

descriptions of these hostile elements.862 During Braunholtz’s 1946 tour, Murray judged the 

success of their visits on the level of physical deterioration of objects witnessed. For example, he 

described how a trip to see some slit drums had been very successful because Braunholtz was able 

to see them ‘in just the state of decay that I wanted him to see’.863 At Oron, Murray showed 

Braunholtz some of the ekpu figures and wrote ‘[t]his was very successful as B was properly 

shocked by the decay that still goes on.’ 864 Indeed, as mentioned in the previous chapter, many of 

Braunholtz’s photographs from the trip are of deteriorating wooden objects, serving as proof of 

the harmful climate and the need for preservation (Figure 5.2). 
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evening”. See: Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, 08 October 1935, Box 35, 
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Figure 5.2: Ekpu ancestor figures, Nigeria. Photo by Hermann Braunholtz, 1946. Department of Africa, Oceania and 
the Americas pictorial stores, British Museum, London. © The Trustees of the British Museum. 

 

From the late 1940s, Murray began to search for a European technical instructor to teach 

preservation methods to new Nigerian employees in Nigeria.865 He believed that having an 

instructor teach in Nigerian ‘conditions’ would be more useful than sending apprentices to UK 

museums.866 The technical instructor’s job description made clear that the role was multifaceted: 

‘protection is needed against the ravages of insect pests, fungoid growths and the effects of 

physical and chemical change. High standards of technical skill and artistry are necessary. A 

knowledge of moulding and casting and of photography will be useful.’867 The primary focus on 

the material stabilisation of objects made the British Museum’s Research Laboratory a unique and 

important partner for the emerging Nigerian museum network, one that could offer scientific 
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conservation practices. Additionally, the museum’s ability to create reproductions represented 

another ‘tool’ in the long-term preservation of fragile material culture.868 As outlined in chapter 

three, the Research Laboratory had been established in 1922 following damage sustained to the 

collections in emergency storage during the First World War. A chemist named Harold J. 

Plenderleith was employed to work on the collections and went on to develop new preventive 

conservation methods and guidance that focused on storage conditions, temperature, humidity, 

light, dust and biological attacks.869 By the late 1950s he was recognised as the world-leading expert 

in museum conservation.870 This context is important because from 1951 to 1952, Leslie 

R. Langton, a colleague of Plenderleith, was seconded to the Nigerian Antiquities Service as a 

Technical Instructor. Langton had joined the British Museum in 1935 and from 1946 built up the 

Conservation Section in the Department of Ethnography.871  

 

5.2.1 Leslie Langton’s secondment to the Nigerian Antiquities Service, 1951-1952 
 

Langton’s secondment was not a straightforward agreement and initially created some rivalry 

between the British Museum and the Nigerian Antiquities Service. In June 1950, Bernard Fagg and 

Kenneth Murray had both identified Langton as their first choice for a Technical Instructor, 

although a chemist named Brunt who was based in Nigeria was also considered.872 Murray was 

probably particularly interested in getting a conservator from the British Museum because he 

owned copies of Plenderleith’s guides and practiced simple conservation on the objects he 

collected.873 Bernard suggested that Langton was keen to apply and could be convinced to stay on 

permanently, partly because his pay at the British Museum was so poor and he would receive more 

in Nigeria.874 Indeed, low pay was a problem for all staff in museums in the post-war years and 
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technical staff were amongst the worst affected.875 This was exacerbated in the early 1950s by new 

cuts to public services.876 However, Murray was concerned that ‘taking’ Langton would offend 

the British Museum and make things ‘awkward’.877 Indeed, when Langton eventually applied and 

was offered the post, this caused some consternation at the British Museum’s Department of 

Ethnography, who risked losing their only conservator. Langton decided to take the job, but only 

on secondment basis, mainly because he did not want to lose his pension at the British Museum. 

Bernard Fagg reported to Kenneth Murray that:  

 
The Crown Agents then asked the B.M how long he could be spared for; their reply was twelve 
months – clearly a compromise in order not to lose Langton. The alarm caused by Langton’s 
application has been fascinating to watch. We have certainly done him a good turn by forcing an 
official acknowledgement of his indispensability.878 

 

By April 1951, it had been agreed that Langton would be seconded to Nigeria for six to nine 

months, despite the ‘manifest disadvantages’ to the British Museum. ‘I think it should be clearly 

recognised’, wrote Braunholtz, ‘that it is a great concession to Nigeria’s needs and involves real 

sacrifice to ourselves’.879 In 1952, Braunholtz refused to extend Langton’s secondment due to 

impending expenditure and staffing cuts at the British Museum.880 Perhaps propelled by the fear 

of losing him to Nigeria, permanently Braunholtz recommended that Langton be promoted and 

upon receiving news of his regrading, Langton agreed to return to the British Museum in June 

1952.881 In 1960, Bernard Fagg would request another six-month secondment for Langton from 

Adrian Digby, which was refused due to the ‘general situation of the museum’.882 This episode 

demonstrates how the lack of government commitment to museum reconstruction at this time 

directly impacted inter-museum relations. Although senior staff at the British Museum paid tribute 

to the idea of supporting museum development in Nigeria, there was a reluctance to take 

responsibility for it with their own resources. Due to the lack of funding and personnel, it was not 
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only objects, but also the services of skilled staff that formed the basis of exchanges and created 

productive friction between the two institutions. 

 

Langton eventually arrived in Nigeria in September 1951 and stayed until June 1952. His main role 

was training seven museum assistants and in line with his experience at the British Museum, much 

of the work he carried out was focused on conserving mainly wooden and metal objects requiring 

‘urgent’ treatment.883 He also advised on the establishment of museum laboratories and brought 

with him equipment and chemicals.884 In January 1952, Langton collected eighteen carvings at 

Oron and brought these back to Jos for experimental treatment with the museum assistants.885 

These were the ekpu figures that Murray had previously warned had ‘reached their final stage of 

decay.’886 In 1948, Murray had collected 502 carvings and placed them in temporary storage.887 He 

reported that ‘a good deal of work is needed on the carvings in cleaning, repairing and treating 

them against dry rot’.888 Without a technical instructor, Murray lacked the knowledge to carry out 

this work and two years later he reported again that ‘no thorough preservative treatment is yet 

possible’.889 As an interim measure, Murray had been treating wooden objects with linseed oil and 

cutting out areas ‘infected’ with rot.890 Under Langton’s guidance, the ekpu figures were given 

chemical ‘preservative’ treatment with Bedacryl.891 This treatment was typical of new developments 

in conservation practice at this time that aimed to ensure the material and chemical stability of 

objects.892 These new methods moved away from organic conservation materials, such as egg 

whites and wax, to synthetic ones, such as epoxy glue.893 Conservation staff at the British Museum 

have been identified as protagonists in this mid-century shift from ‘passive’ to ‘active’ 
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conservation.894 Langton’s time in Nigeria would have meant the Nigerian Antiquities Service had 

access to some of the most contemporary conservation practices at this time and that techniques 

were being adapted to suit the particular materials and conditions met in Nigeria.  

 

The ‘active’ conservation methods taught by Langton created a focus on how but did not take into 

account questions of why objects were being preserved in Nigeria. This approach reflected wider 

developments in conservation science in the post-war era, that saw debates switch from a focus 

on the rationale to the means.895 Under Langton’s instruction, ‘tropical climate’ and ‘human 

neglect’ were approached as risks to overcome with scientific solutions.896 However, this approach 

created friction in relation to the role that certain types of material culture continued to play in 

communities. Amanda Hellman argues that Murray’s approach imposed a colonial agenda on 

Nigerian objects and failed to take into account the social role of ekpu figures, which were supposed 

to decay.897 She reports that deterioration formed an essential part of the life cycle of the objects 

and their veneration for their ancestors.898 Here it is useful to refer to Ingold, who reminds us that 

the medium of exchange is a ‘condition of interaction’, and therefore ‘the quality of that interaction 

will be tempered by what is going on in the medium’.899 By applying Bedacryl, this process served 

to freeze the objects in a material statis and thereby disable their original function. Indeed, Murray 

was aware that his views were not shared by people in Oron, and frequently reported facing 

hostility over the inspection and collection of ekpu.900 Although the Clan Council in Oron 

eventually appointed a committee to assist Murray in collection, he reported how ‘some individuals 

and other villages were hostile and hid their carvings and even threatened me and the members of 

the Council committee’.901 Even though Murray’s attempts to ‘save’ the ekpu were supported by 

some members of the community, his actions betrayed a disregard for the ontological status he 

knew these objects held for many of their owners. His focus on material stabilisation shifted 

attention from why objects were being saved, and for whom, to how this should be done. This 

focus created a new material basis for engagement between the Nigerian Antiquities Department 

and the British Museum, but one that failed to take into account more fundamental questions 
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about the work being conducted and diverted attention away from the role that such objects 

continued to play in society. 

 

However, just because certain modes of collection management practice were taught or 

experienced, it does not mean that they were implemented. As Olúfémi Táíwò observes, a teacher 

cannot control what a student does with their tuition or how they decide to exert her agency.902 

Following Langton’s secondment, Murray wrote to Bernard Fagg to complain that the museum 

assistants were: 

 

going a bit astray with their work – many things started and nothing finished and not sufficient care 
with keeping records of what the articles are. I was shocked with the wooden “shield” that Haruha 
was doing, and I think it has been somewhat ruined as an exhibit as he was having great fun in 
making a new work of art painted brightly in oil colours. It was said that Langton’s instructions were 
being followed but I feel that the principle of preservation was being departed from too much: oil 
colour should not have been used. The Olowo’s swords are causing some difficulty. Abrasives were 
being used on them (again on Langton’s instructions?) and the blades were being scratched, again 
departing from the principle of preservation.903 

 

The claim that Nigerian museum staff were either incapable or unwilling to follow the ‘principle 

of preservation’ were not unusual at this time.904 Langton reported that the seven museum 

assistants he oversaw were ‘pleasant but trying’ and to leave them to work on objects without 

supervision after only nine months training would be ‘dangerous’.905 These accounts can be 

understood as examples of racist stereotyping of the African work ethic that served to support 

many of the colonial ‘development’ narratives of the mid-twentieth century, and had served to 

justify colonial exploitation for much longer.906 Here, Helen Tilley’s observation regarding African 

technical experts in other fields is particularly pertinent:  

 

In the face of pejorative assumptions about their abilities and knowledge, these individuals often had 
ambivalent relationships to colonial ideologies and structures of rule. Their livelihoods usually 
depended on remaining in the good graces of their employers, but that did not stop them from 
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expressing their own criticisms or from simply ignoring epistemological perspectives with which they 
disagreed.907 

 

Although Murray’s account of the Museum Assistants’ work could be read as proof of a disinterest 

in the ‘principle of preservation’, it could also be understood as a description of how conservation 

practices were being adapted to different epistemological perspectives. The effort required for 

repainting or scrubbing could suggest that these were attempts to maintain alternative elements of 

the objects’ value. Here we can apply Raymond Silverman’s description of collaborative museum 

practice as a ‘translation of knowledge’ between parties, which allows us to understand the 

simultaneously creative and destructive potential of these activities.908 Quoting James Clifford, 

Silverman observes: ‘Translation is not transmission ... something is brought across, but in altered 

forms, with local differences. There is always a loss or misunderstanding along the way. And 

something is gained, mixed into the message.’909 In some cases the ‘translations’ of practices were 

more direct, and accounts also exist of Nigerian museum staff actively adopting preservation 

techniques. For example, in 1952, Bernard Fagg reported that Okon Ala, a caretaker at Oron 

museum, was voluntarily treating the carvings with hot wax and zinc number plates to preserve 

them.910 These accounts demonstrate how the teaching of preservation techniques created frictions 

that saw methods variously disregarded, adopted and adapted, in line with the manifold interests 

and perspectives of individual museum staff. 

 

Despite Braunholtz’s claim that Langton’s secondment represented a great concession to Nigeria’s 

needs,911 it also provided various benefits to both Langton and the British Museum. As we have 

seen, the competition for Langton stimulated his promotion, however, benefits also came in the 

form of skill development. Following his time in Nigeria, Langton developed a specialist interest 

in West African material, in particular the lost-wax method of bronze casting.912 This was beneficial 

to the museum as Langton was able to apply his new skills directly to the Department of 

Ethnography’s collections. It also brought international recognition, for example in 1967, when 

Langton was asked to restore fragments of a Benin bronze plaque by the University Museum 
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Philadelphia and published on his work.913 Although this specialism reflected well on the British 

Museum, Langton did not receive institutional support to continue working with the Nigerian 

Antiquities Service and completed work on a ‘private’ basis. For example, in 1954, he was sent 

some Igbo bronzes and worked on these from home, and similar arrangements continued well 

into the 1960s.914 This situation reflects the inconsistency of inter-museum relations at this time, 

and how professional connections were sometimes maintained through informal and improvised 

practices.  

 

5.2.2 Justus Akeredolu’s placements at the British Museum, 1953 -1958 

 

At the same time as Langton’s secondment was being negotiated, it was agreed that one Nigerian 

should travel to England with a scholarship to study ‘museum work’.915 This was partly in response 

to increasing pressure for African representation in government posts, but also the lack of a 

permanent technical instructor. Murray and Fagg imagined that this individual, once qualified, 

would take over the training of junior staff in Nigeria.916 The scholarship was advertised in the 

Civil Service Commissioner’s Office and eventually given to Justus Dojumo Akeredolu, a Nigerian 

artist who at the time was best known for being a sculptor of miniature ‘thorn carvings’.917 

Akeredolu had sought the post, and Murray wrote to Braunholtz at the British Museum to inform 

him of developments and to enquire if a placement could be arranged at the British Museum: 

 

the Yoruba thorn-carver, Akeredolu […] expressed a wish to do museum work so the proposal was 
made with my support that he should be trained in England as the Technical Instructor and then be 
appointed. He is a good, careful and patient craftsman. He however has not had a secondary school 
education, although he is intelligent, nor has scientific knowledge. But when we got no applicants 
for this post it did seem that he might turn out a good substitute and one in keeping with the wish 
for Africanisation. I have suggested that if he is accepted he should go to England for 4 years to 
study museum technique in the treatment of archaeological and ethnographical material, methods of 
dealing with insects etc, temperature etc control, making of casts, photography, museum 
administration, cataloguing, methods of display, types and organisation of museums, relation of 
museums to education and an introductory course in social anthropology and prehistoric 
archaeology. I have written to the Royal Scottish Museum to see whether they could take him there. 
Do you think there would be any chance of taking him at the British Museum? If in London he 
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could also go to the Institute of Archaeology and attend lectures at London University. Perhaps he 
could spend 2 years in Edinburgh and two in London?918 

 

Murray’s letter highlights that at this point in time, there was no formal process to train museum 

staff from colonial territories in the UK. His letter to Braunholtz must be understood within the 

meshwork of multiple negotiations outlined in the previous chapter regarding the purchase, gifting 

and collecting of Nigerian material. This request for training can be understood as an element of 

negotiations, training would have been a service that could be exchanged for other favours. There 

is no evidence that Akeredolu was ever at the Royal Scottish Museum, most probably because they 

lacked a conservation laboratory.919 However, he would spend many months at the British Museum 

during the 1950s. 

 

Officially, Akeredolu’s funded training in ‘museum work’ was comprised of a course at the 

University of London Institute of Archaeology from 1951-53, after which he was awarded a 

certificate from the International Institute for the Conservation of Museum Objects. On Murray’s 

suggestion, Akeredolu made contact with William Fagg as soon as he arrived in London,920 and 

Fagg introduced him to collectors Mr and Mrs Webster Plass and advised him to complete the 

Museums Association Diploma.921 Although completing the Diploma alongside studies was 

deemed unfeasible by Gordon Childe, Director of the Institute of Archaeology, Akeredolu would 

go on to gain ‘practical’ museum experience through multiple placements in different museums. 

Akeredolu’s time at the British Museum began in 1953, although the arrangements were both 

informal and unstable. In August 1953, organised by William Fagg, Akeredolu began spending 

time at the British Museum photographing Nigerian masks.922 Fagg wrote to Murray to update him 

and warn him of difficulties in obtaining agreement for future placements: ‘Akeredolu has started 

photographing Nigerian masks etc. I hope you are still thinking of putting him to work with us for 

a few months. If so, may I suggest that you get it fixed up before Braunholtz goes, as I have 

persuaded him with difficulty to accept ‘volunteers’, but do not feel the same confidence about 

                                                
918 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 15 August 1950, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1950, British Museum, London. 
919 Letter on behalf of the Director, 12 August 1949, Box.1.10, Directors Papers Royal Scottish Museum, National 
Museums Scotland, Edinburgh. 
920 Correspondence from Justus Akeredolu to William Fagg, 25 June 1951, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1951, British Museum, London. 
921 Correspondence from Justus Akeredolu to William Fagg, 04 July 1951, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1951, British Museum, London. 
922 Correspondence from William Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 06 August 1953, William Fagg folder, correspondence 
files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as William Fagg to Kenneth 
Murray, 06 August 1953.) 
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Digby.’923 Indeed, Adrian Digby, the new Keeper of the Department of Ethnography was far less 

supportive of such placements. In 1954, following Braunholtz’s retirement, he attempted to cancel 

a pre-arranged placement of a Ghanaian museum staff member due to existing work pressures on 

the department.924 Even Braunholtz had not seen the British Museum as a suitable training institute 

and in his report of 1946 had recommended that trainees be sent to the British Museum (Natural 

History) or the National Museum of Wales.925 In contrast, William Fagg seems to have welcomed 

placements and possibly even worked with Murray to circumvent the resistance put up by senior 

staff. In a 1953 letter discussing the possibility of getting another British Museum technician ‘on 

loan’, Murray asked Fagg directly: ‘B.M. rules or regulations, with view of adapting them to 

Nigerian requirements. Has the BM got any?’926 This suggests that placements had the potential to 

create frictions within the Department of Ethnography, not just between the British Museum and 

Nigerian Antiquities Department. Although senior staff such as Digby were reluctant to host 

placements, regarding them as a drain on time and resources, other staff members such as William 

Fagg were perceived by Murray to be more amenable to finding ways of making them happen, 

which probably entailed working against senior staff members. This may have been because such 

exchanges created an obligation of reciprocity that Fagg could use to obtain permissions (for study 

and to make collections). Indeed, many letters between Fagg and Murray at this time discuss 

provisions for Akeredolu alongside negotiations over ‘duplicate’ Benin pieces, authorisation to 

make casts of the so-called Rawson collection, and Fagg’s attempts to export objects that he had 

collected in Nigeria.927 Here again, we can see how friction over the acquisition of objects was 

generative of new forms of relations, in this case training placements.                                                                                                                                                               

 

Although the Department of Ethnography viewed such placements with ambivalence, other 

museums welcomed them and Akeredolu would spend time at other UK institutions which 

intersected with his experience at the British Museum. For example, in 1954 Akeredolu completed 

an internship as conservator at Devizes Museum for one term, conserving pottery in the British 

                                                
923 William Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 06 August 1953. 
924 Correspondence from A.W. Lawrence to Adrian Digby, 23 March 1954, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1954, British Museum, London. 
925 Braunholtz, “Report on the Preservation of Antiquities and on the Establishment of Museums in British West 
Africa”. 
926 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to William Fagg, 02 September 1953, William Fagg folder, 
correspondence files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as Kenneth 
Murray to William Fagg, 02 September 1953.) 
927 For Kenneth Murray to William Fagg, 02 September 1953. 
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prehistory collection,928 a skill he would later use during excavations in Nigeria929 (Figure 5.3).930 

This was arranged through his friendship with British archaeologist Nicholas Thomas, with whom 

he had studied at the Institute of Archaeology. Thomas reported that Akeredolu’s time and skills 

were viewed as a ‘gift’ at Devizes, which was a small regional museum lacking resources and 

personnel.931 Akeredolu would also spend time at the Horniman Museum and National Museum 

of Wales.932 In 1954, despite the reluctance of Adrian Digby to take on extra ‘volunteers’, Edward 

Pyddoke, Secretary of the Institute of Archaeology, arranged for Akeredolu to spend more time 

at the British Museum.933 Akeredolu wrote to William Fagg ahead of his placement, explaining 

that: ‘I would like to spend the whole one month remaining at my disposal at the British museum, 

in your Dept where I will have the advantage of handling material from Nigeria and thus become 

acquainted with them.’934 This highlights that despite the apparent unwillingness of senior staff in 

the British Museum’s Department of Ethnography to host Nigerian museum staff, it remained a 

sought-after host museum because it held the largest collection of Nigerian material in the UK.  

 

                                                
928 Nicholas Thomas, telephone interview with author, 26 July 2018. 
929 Nick Shepherd, The Mirror in the Ground: Archaeology, Photography and the Making of a Disciplinary Archive (Cape 
Town: Jonathan Ball Publishers, 2015), 51. 
930 Shepherd, 51. 
931 Nicholas Thomas, telephone interview with author, 26 July 2018. 
932 Nicholas Thomas, telephone interview with author, 26 July 2018. 
933 Justus Akeredolu to William Fagg, 09 June 1954. 
934 Justus Akeredolu to William Fagg, 09 June 1954. 
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Figure 5.3: Justus Akeredolu (second from left) with staff at Devizes Museum in April 1954. The group from left to 
right: Nicholas Thomas (curator); Justus Akeredolu (placement), Mrs and Mr Cole (caretakers); and Ken Annable 
(assistant curator). Photograph from: Nicholas Thomas, “Alumni Reflections,” Archaeology International, no. 16 (2013): 
144 

 

Although it has not been possible to identify exactly which preservation techniques Akeredolu 

studied during placements at the British Museum, it is highly likely that he spent time working with 

bronze objects from West Africa. As we have seen, Langton developed a specialist interest in this 

material, and there is evidence that Nigerian artists Simon Okeke and Abayomi Barber who 

completed placements in 1960 worked on ‘bronze disease’ and patina in the Research 

Laboratory.935 Indeed, on his return to Nigeria, Akeredolu conducted extensive and highly 

significant preservation work on metal objects, for example during the Ife excavations in 1958. In 

the same year, Akeredolu authored an article for Nigeria magazine about the treatment he had given 

to newly excavated objects. He began the article by explaining: ‘[a]s an artist and museum  

                                                
935 Odiboh, “Creative Reformation of African Art Traditions: The Iconography of Abayomi Barber Art School,” 79. 
“Report to the sub-committee of Trustees - British Museum Research Laboratory – 1960,” Monthly Reports Box, 
Science Library, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as “Report to the sub-committee of Trustees - British 
Museum Research Laboratory – 1960”). 
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Figure 5.4: Justus Akeredolu, “Ife Bronzes,” Nigeria 59 (1958): 347 

 

technologist engaged on the work of restoration, preservation and conservation of antiquities, I 

was assigned the job of restoring and preserving the discoveries.’936 Akeredolu described in great 

detail both the procedures he undertook, and the chemical processes that underpinned these 

treatments: 

 

Many Nigerian works of art find places in household shrines. They had libations of food, drinks and 
blood occasionally poured on them. If a bronze object comes into contact with the oil or salt 
contents of the food offerings, and is exposed to air, a decomposition starts and it becomes covered 
in a bright greenish substance. If it is buried, as was the case with the newly discovered Ife bronzes, 
the action of corrosion is lessened (since air is absent) but the surface is gradually covered with a 
dark greenish substance called “patina” which protects the surface metal [….] I got together materials 
for treating the bronzes. These included a “still” for distilling water, two large bowls and a bucket 

                                                
936 Justus Akeredolu, “Ife Bronzes,” Nigeria 59 (1958): 342. 
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for soaking and washing, four toothbrushes, one hand brush, one shaving brush, a fairly large 
quantity of sodium sesquicarbonate, a small quantity of silver nitrate and nitric acid (for chloride 
tests only), some wax and turpentine.937 

 

This article not only demonstrates the significant role Akeredolu played in the preservation of 

material from important Nigerian archaeological projects, but also how he accepted European 

preservation techniques that in some cases overlooked the ontological complexities of Nigerian 

objects. Additionally, his description of the specific environment of household shrines and the 

effect this had on metal objects highlights that he was tailoring preservation techniques to 

particular material conditions found in Nigeria (Figure 5.4). 

 

Although preservation was a major part of Akeredolu’s role, we have seen how the technical 

instructor’s job specification also included a ‘knowledge of moulding and casting and of 

photography’. 938 Indeed, there is evidence that placements to learn these specific skills were 

arranged for Akeredolu at the British Museum. A notable feature of these was their entanglement 

in negotiations over objects. For example, in 1958, Bernard Fagg corresponded with Adrian Digby 

to arrange training in electrotyping for Akeredolu:  

 

I am writing to ask for your assistance in a project to give some basic training to Mr J.D. Akeredolu 
(our technical officer) in the techniques of electrotyping in the British Museum laboratory [….] 
Would you agree as a first suggestion to exchange electrotypes of your small bronze figure from Bida 
(Oldman collection) for the bronze hipmask from Owo which we have recently purchased from 
Maurice Cockin. I should be obliged for anything you are able to do to help this small project which 
may in the long run be very much to our mutual advantage.939 

 

The ‘mutual advantage’ that Fagg described was the opportunity for both museums to enhance 

their collections through copies, and Akeredolu’s proposed training served to stimulate these 

exchanges. The response from Digby was not positive however, and he reported that the ‘financial 

people’ at the British Museum dictated that the only way to make casts to exchange would be by 

purchasing them with the annual purchases grant.940 Plenderleith claimed that it would be 

‘impracticable’ to train Akeredolu.941 This response could be understood as a reflection of the 

                                                
937 Akeredolu, “Ife Bronzes.” 
938 Job specification document “Museum Technical Instructor,” 1950. 
939 Correspondence from Bernard Fagg to Adrian Digby, 05 August 1958, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1958, British Museum, London. 
940 Correspondence from Adrian Digby to Bernard Fagg, 18 August 1958, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1958, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as Adrian Digby to Bernard Fagg, 18 August 
1958.) 
941 Adrian Digby to Bernard Fagg, 18 August 1958. 
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straitened circumstances of the museum in the 1950s, although it may also betray a gatekeeping of 

skills, in addition to a reluctance to exchange objects and a deliberate blocking of practices that 

would make this possible. 

 

Although no training in electrotyping seems to have taken place, Akeredolu did complete a course 

on plaster casting at the British Museum in 1958. 942 At this time, Nigerian bronzes were a popular 

feature of the casting workshops at the British Museum and many replicas were being made for 

customers in Europe and Nigeria (Figure 5.5). The ability of the Nigerian Antiquities Service to 

create their own casts was highly significant, because they had previously relied on the British 

Museum for this service. For example, in 1948, Bernard Fagg had asked Braunholtz to arrange for 

a cast of a Nok figure to be made very quickly.943 This was given to the miner who found the 

original but had agreed to take a copy in its place. In 1951, when a collection of Ife heads was 

returned to Nigeria, Kenneth Murray first sent them to the British Museum to have casts made as 

a gift for the American museum that returned them.944 Murray also asked for casts of the important 

Queen Idia mask to be made.945 The mask had previously belonged to ethnologist Charles Seligman 

and Murray planned to give casts to wealthy Africans to encourage sponsorship for buying back 

the original.946 In these ways, casts were valuable currency with which the Nigerian Antiquities 

Service could prevent the export of material, encourage museums to return objects, generate 

interest, goodwill and sponsors.947 As we will see in the next chapter, following independence, the 

Nigerian Antiquities Service refused the British Museum permission to reproduce casts of Nigerian 

objects, making cast production a site of control. In this way, Akeredolu’s training in plaster casting 

at the British Museum in 1958 did not represent a neutral transfer of technologies, but a way for 

the Nigerian Antiquities Service to increase autonomy and command over the objects it held.   

                                                
942 Correspondence from Justus Akeredolu to Director of Lagos Museum, 02 October 1958, correspondence files, 
Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as Justus Akeredolu to Director of 
Lagos Museum, 02 October 1958.) 
943 Correspondence from Bernard Fagg to Hermann Braunholtz, 16 May 1948, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1948, British Museum, London. 
944 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 21 February 1951, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1951, British Museum, London. 
945 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Bernard Fagg, 06 August 1948, Bernard Fagg folder, correspondence 
files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Bernard 
Fagg, 06 August 1948.) 
946 Kenneth Murray to Bernard Fagg, 06 August 1948. 
947 Correspondence from Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 14 February 1951, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1951, British Museum, London. 
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Figure 5.5: Newspaper article on the casting workshops of the British Museum from 1957, the year before Akeredolu’s 
placement. The article features three images of Nigerian objects (Benin and Ife bronze heads) being cast and states 
that they are for a customer in Nigeria. Anonymous, “Museum Moulders,” The Sphere (23 March 1957): 458. 
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So far, the potential agendas of the Nigerian Antiquities Service and the British Museum have both 

been considered. However, Akeredolu’s own motivations for taking part in placements were 

equally formative. Akeredolu used his placements as leverage to improve his working conditions 

in Nigeria, writing to Bernard Fagg from London to argue that he should be receiving higher 

wages.948 However, promotion in the museum sector was possibly not Akeredolu’s only motivation 

for conducting placements and it is likely that his interest was connected to his first profession as 

a sculptor of miniature thorn carvings. As we have seen in his Nigeria magazine article of 1958, 

Akeredolu described himself as an ‘artist’ first, and as a ‘museum technologist’ second.949 

Akeredolu had already studied art in London in the 1940s,950 and museum placements provided 

an opportunity for him to make connections, take part in exhibitions, develop and sell his work.951 

For example, during his plaster casting placement in 1958 he also installed his thorn carving 

sculptures in an exhibition for ‘Empire Day’ at the Royal Empire Society.952 Through the extensive 

connections of William Fagg, he made contact with the West African Arts Club, a London-based 

organisation founded in 1950.953 In 1953, an article featuring Akeredolu’s work appeared in Phylon, 

a magazine dedicated to race and culture, established in 1940 by W. E. B. Du Bois. Akeredolu, the 

article suggested, alongside multiple other African artists who had come to London to complete 

their education, had ‘rediscovered themselves and their national assets […] through the treasures 

made by their forebears and seen in museums far away from home’.954 Indeed, Akeredolu cited  

‘handling material from Nigeria and thus become acquainted with them’ as his main objective for 

completing his British Museum placement in 1954.955 Alongside Akeredolu, there is evidence that 

Nigerian artists Ben Enwonwu, Abayomi Barber and Simon Okeke all spent time studying the 

British Museum’s collections as reference for their work.956 Although Akeredolu continued to work 

                                                
948 Correspondence from Justus Akeredolu to Bernard Fagg, 20 December 1955, JD Akeredolu PF/39/VII, FDA 
1/5, Accession List of the Federal Department of Antiquities Lagos, National Archives of Nigeria, Ibadan. 
949 Akeredolu, “Ife Bronzes,” 342. 
950 Olu Oguibe, “Finding a Place: Nigerian Artists in the Contemporary Art World,” in The Nsukka Artists and 
Nigerian Contemporary Art, ed. Simon Ottenberg (Washington, DC: Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, 
2002), 258–59. 
951 Mercedes Mackay, “West African Year in London,” West African Annual, 1955, 112. Akeredolu sold enough 
carvings via exhibitions in London to buy a cup which he sent to Nigeria to be awarded annually to the school of 
the Owo division which produced the best piece of original sculpture in the Nigerian Festival of Arts. 
952 Justus Akeredolu to Director of Lagos Museum, 02 October 1958. 
953 Rosey E. Pool, “African Renaissance,” Phylon 14, no. 1 (1953): 7. 
954 Pool, 5. Although this article may have been attempting to stress the agency of Nigerian artists in the 
‘rediscovery’ and utilisation of their ‘national assets’, this comment does not address the colonial processes that were 
responsible for the mass removal and theft that brought much of this material to museums in London. 
955 Justus Akeredolu to William Fagg, 09 June 1954. 
956 Correspondence from William Fagg to R. Bacon (Illustrated London News), 22 May 1948, Box 4, William Fagg 
papers, Royal Anthropological Institute, London; Odiboh, “Creative Reformation of African Art Traditions: The 
Iconography of Abayomi Barber Art School,” 79. 
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in Nigerian museums for the rest of his life,957 he also continued to produce sculptures and had 

apprentices.958 His sculptures were exhibited internationally, and his work can be still be found in 

collections across the world.959 He was considered an important cultural figure and in 1959 he was 

given a chieftancy title, the Ijanyebokun of Owo, by the Olowo of Owo.960 As was the case for 

many West Africans at this time, an education in the UK served to improve his working conditions 

in Nigeria.961 This in turn supported his career as an artist, which he himself appears to have valued 

just as highly (Figure 5.6).  

 

 
Figure 5.6: Justus Akeredolu in his Owo studio with thorn carvings, 1977. Photograph from: Robin Poynor, 
“Naturalism and Abstraction in Owo Masks,” African Arts 20, no. 4. (1987): 58. 

                                                
957 Willett, “Nigerian Thorn Carvings: A Living Monument to Justus Akeredolu,” 48. 
958 Willett, 98. 
959 Exhibitions include: Berkeley Galleries, London, 1945; Empire Exhibition, Glasgow, Scotland, 1938; Harmon 
Foundation, New York, USA, 1948; British Council, Ibadan, 1960; Dakar, Senegal, November 25 - December 7, 
1980; National Theatre, Lagos, September 26 - October 1, 1985; Mary Porter Sesnon Art Gallery, University of 
California, Santa Cruz, US, May-June 1987; UCLA Museum of Cultural History, UCLA, LosAngeles, USA, February 
7-April 3, 1988; Hunterian Museum, University of Glasgow, Scotland, January 14-April1, 1989.  last accessed 4 May 
2022. Work in collections including University of Birmingham: Anonymous, “Justus Akeredolu 1915–1984,” Art 
UK, n.d., https://artuk.org/discover/artists/akeredolu-justus-19151984; Phoebe A. Hearst Museum of 
Anthropology, see: “Early Tourist Arts of the Yoruba” (Phoebe A. Hearst Museum of Anthropology, Berkeley CA), 
accessed May 4, 2022, https://hearstmuseum.berkeley.edu/tourist-arts-yoruba/; Hunterian Museum, Glasgow see: 
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960 Correspondence from Justus Akeredolu to Mr Brown (Harmon Foundation), 23 January 1961, 2140 – J D 
Akeredolu, FDA 1/1, Accession List of the Federal Department of Antiquities Lagos, National Archives of Nigeria, 
Ibadan. 
961 Aaron Windel, “British Colonial Education in Africa: Policy and Practice in the Era of Trusteeship,” History 
Compass 7, no. 1 (January 2009): 3. 
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5.3. Practices of Ordering 
 

As we have seen, Braunholtz’s report of 1946 emphasised the immediate need for new Nigerian 

museum assistants to be trained in ‘scientific’ and ‘technical’ work. These were considered junior 

roles and Nigerian candidates were selected on the basis of their ‘practical’ abilities, not on their 

formal educational levels. It has been argued, for example, that it was the ‘patience and skill’ 

required for making tiny sculptures that ultimately resulted in Akeredolu’s scholarship to study 

museum work in the UK.962 Despite his extensive training, accounts of Nigerian archaeological 

excavations in the mid-1950s reveal that he was dismissed by senior archaeologists as ‘essentially 

a rather artistic craftsman’ with ‘little power to think things out’.963 This assertion is contradicted 

by Akeredolu’s detailed article describing the Ife excavation.964 However, the same prejudice may 

have been the reason why Akeredolu’s request to be promoted from technician to curator at Owo 

Museum in 1965 was rejected.965 Although Braunholtz’s report had focused on the immediate need 

for junior Nigerian museum assistants, he acknowledged that Nigerians would need to be ‘trained’ 

for senior curator posts eventually, and it was imagined that academic courses were necessary for 

the ‘higher responsibility of curatorship.’966 When this time came, Braunholtz suggested, senior 

African museum staff should study anthropology or archaeology in European or American 

universities, because no ‘museum subjects’ were available in Nigeria.967 Although Kenneth Murray 

and Bernard Fagg’s initial concern had been the recruitment of junior ‘technical’ staff, by the late 

1950s, with independence looming, their attention turned to finding potential candidates for senior 

posts. At the Museums Association conference of 1957, Murray warned that in order to achieve 

rapid Nigerianisation of the Antiquities Service, a nationalistic government might be tempted to 

‘lower standards’ in museums.968 Presumably to avert this perceived danger, he argued that Nigeria 

had a pressing need for museum staff with university degrees in subjects like Ethnology, rather 

                                                
962 Willett, “Nigerian Thorn Carvings: A Living Monument to Justus Akeredolu,” 50. Annual Report of the Antiquities 
Branch, 1950-1951, Kenneth Murray papers, Correspondence files, archives of the Nigerian National Museum, 
Lagos, 1 
963 Cited in Nick Shepherd Shepherd, The Mirror in the Ground: Archaeology, Photography and the Making of a Disciplinary 
Archive, 51. 
964 Akeredolu, “Ife Bronzes.” 
965 Correspondence from Justus Akeredolu to Director of Antiquities, 01 October 1965, 2140 – J D Akeredolu, 
FDA 1/1, Accession List of the Federal Department of Antiquities Lagos, National Archives of Nigeria, Ibadan. 
966 Braunholtz, “Report on the Preservation of Antiquities and on the Establishment of Museums in British West 
Africa”. 
967 Braunholtz, “Report on the Preservation of Antiquities and on the Establishment of Museums in British West 
Africa”. 
968 Harden, “Museums in the Commonwealth,” 140. 
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than a Museums Association Diploma.969 It was most likely the fear of ‘rapid Nigerianisation’ and 

subsequent efforts to recruit ‘qualified’ individuals that resulted in placements for two Nigerian 

museum staff members at the British Museum in 1960. These placements differed from work 

completed by Akeredolu and Langton because they focused on processes of ordering 

(classification, categorisation, cataloguing) – tasks normally reserved for curators or keepers – and 

were completed by Nigerian individuals who had studied, or were about to study, university 

degrees in anthropology and archaeology.  

 

5.3.1 Ekpo Eyo and Phillip Nsugbe’s placements, 1960 

 

In 1960, in the months directly preceding Nigerian Independence, anthropologist Philip Nsugbe 

and archaeologist Ekpo Eyo completed three-month placements at the British Museum’s 

Department of Ethnography.970 Eyo had been working in the Department of Antiquities since the 

early 1950s and was already noted as being very ‘valuable’ to the department by Bernard Fagg.971 

He had received training from Langton in Nigeria,972 and in the late 1950s travelled to London to 

study at the Institute of Archaeology (Certificate of Conservation of Archaeological Materials, 

1957-1958; Postgraduate Academic Diploma in Prehistoric Archaeology, 1958-1960).973 Since his 

arrival in the UK, Eyo had been in frequent contact with William Fagg, often requesting that he 

convey information or queries to Bernard Fagg.974 It is very likely that this personal connection 

was a contributing factor to Eyo’s invitation to complete a paid placement in the summer of 1960, 

before beginning undergraduate studies in Archaeology and Anthropology at Cambridge 

University.  

 

Philip Nsugbe’s introduction to the British Museum was slightly different. He had completed a 

degree in Social Anthropology at the University of Edinburgh and went on to complete 

                                                
969 Harden, 142. 
970 In the same year, Mr Okeke of the Jos Museum, Nigeria, was trained for a period of two months in the special 
techniques required for the conservation of Nigerian bronzes from the Igbo excavation. He was based in the British 
Museum Laboratory and I will not expand on this case study here. “Report to the sub-committee of Trustees - 
British Museum Research Laboratory – 1960” 
971 Bernard Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 16 June 1951. 
972 Correspondence from Bernard Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 19 September 1951, Bernard Fagg folder, 
correspondence files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos. 
973 Correspondence from J.C. Muller (principal of centre for museum technicians) to Archibong (federal ministry of 
education), 27 April 1964, AF/286/S3 – UNESCO seminar on museum 1964 (62-65), FDA 1/2, Accession List of 
the Federal Department of Antiquities National Archives Lagos, National Archives of Nigeria, Ibadan. 
974 Correspondence from Ekpo Eyo to William Fagg, 09 October 1958, Box 24, William Fagg papers, Royal 
Anthropological Institute, London. 
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postgraduate work at The Hague Institute of Social Studies.975 In 1959, he wrote to William Fagg 

from the Netherlands, explaining that he had been offered a post of Ethnographer by the Director 

of the Department of Antiquities in Nigeria. He enquired if it would be possible to arrange ‘a short 

practical training’ in the Ethnographic Department of the British Museum.976 Fagg was slow to 

agree and Nsugbe wrote again in January 1960, complaining of the ‘uncertainty and suspense’ that 

the unconfirmed placement was causing him.977 Plans were eventually decided however, and 

Nsugbe conducted his placement in the summer of 1960, alongside Eyo. The importance of 

personal connections was evident, and the fact that Eyo was invited and paid for his role, whereas 

Nsugbe requested his post and was there on a voluntary basis, points to the inconsistent manner 

in which British Museum staff selected and treated ‘temporary assistants’, as they were described 

in the departmental reports.978 It could be argued that Eyo’s previous experience with the Nigerian 

Antiquities Service was being recognised and valued, however this may also have been a strategic 

move on the part of Bernard Fagg, ensuring that an individual that he favoured was able to 

continue studying and would return to work alongside him in Nigeria. Indeed, Eyo wrote to 

William Fagg from Cambridge after embarking on his studies, thanking him for the employment 

and stating that it had greatly improved his financial position.979  

 

When Eyo and Nsugbe arrived at the British Museum, the Department of Ethnography was 

undertaking substantial work to impose order on its collections in storage. These had long suffered 

from insufficient space and disorganisation, and these problems were exacerbated by war time 

evacuations, vast numbers of new accessions and a drastic reduction of material on display in the 

post-war galleries.980 Following the rearrangement of the permanent galleries in the early 1950s, 

attention had turned to the reserve collections which were spread across sixty storerooms.981 In 

1959, the annual report noted that the emphasis of departmental work continued to be on storage 

and classification, rather than exhibition.982 This work entailed sorting, arranging, and labelling 

                                                
975 Correspondence from Philip Nsugbe to William Fagg, 14 October 1959, Box 26, William Fagg papers, Royal 
Anthropological Institute, London (hereafter cited as Philip Nsugbe to William Fagg, 14 October 1959.) 
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977 Correspondence from Philip Nsugbe to William Fagg, 25 January 1960, Box 28, William Fagg papers, Royal 
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Anthropological Institute, London. 
980 Wilson, The British Museum, 282. 
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objects in the basements and cellars, classifying the collection for the Category Index of Specimens 

(by ‘tribe’ and typological category), and entering all new acquisitions into a paper register.983 It 

was these tasks that Eyo and Nsugbe were asked to carry out, in particular the classification of the 

Nigerian collections, as outlined in the Annual Report of 1960: 

 

the sorting of the Nigerian collections by tribes and typological categories has been continued, and 
in the case of the following cultures has been completed: Benin, Yoruba, Ibo, Hausa, Fulani, Kanuri 
and other Moslem peoples of Northern Nigeria, and most of the Pagan tribes of Northern Nigeria. 
This work has been carried out in part with the temporary assistance of Mr. Ekpo Eyo and Mr. P. 
O. Nsugbe, both of the Nigerian Antiquities Service.984  

 

William Fagg later described how this work involved the physical rearrangement of the collections 

in boxes on the shelves of the storerooms, ‘in the first place by tribes of origin, and in the second 

place by types of objects.’985 New racks and storage installations were put in place, and objects 

were arranged by type, such as spears, shields, or arrows.986 Additionally, once Eyo and Nsugbe 

had brought the collections to a ‘suitable state of classification’, they made category indexes of 

‘tribes and categories’.987 They also made a final selection from the Ibo and most of the Ibibio 

material in the Wellcome collection.988 These ‘training’ activities are highly relevant because, as 

Hannah Turner reminds us, cataloguing and classification is as much a practice as a set of rules, 

situated not only in a philosophy, but in everyday, routine work.989 Eyo and Nsugbe’s placements 

demonstrate how particular systems of reductive ordering, organised around notions of ‘tribe’ and 

typological category, were put into practice. Moreover, their placements demonstrate how these 

practices and attendant philosophies were potentially transferred from the UK to museums in 

colonial territories.  

 

It is highly likely that Eyo and Nsugbe’s placements were partly agreed to in order to alleviate the 

organisational burden of storage and classification. The previous year, ‘unpaid voluntary helpers’ 

including Phillip Allison, a colonial forestry officer formerly based in Nigeria, and Phillip Dark, a 

scholar of Benin material, had been taken on to complete similar work.990 However, it is also 

                                                
983 “Department of Ethnography Annual Report of Work Done in the Department during 1959”. 
984 “Department of Ethnography Annual Report 1960”. 
985 William Fagg to Miss Birchall, 4 July 1962. 
986 “Department of Ethnography Annual Report 1960”. 
987 “Department of Ethnography Annual Report 1960”. 
988 “Department of Ethnography Annual Report 1960”. 
989 Turner, Cataloguing Culture: Legacies of Colonialism in Museum Documentation, 15. 
990 “Department of Ethnography Annual Report of Work Done in the Department during 1959”. 
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possible that William Fagg was interested in having Eyo and Nsugbe’s input into classification, 

categorisation, and selection tasks because he assumed their ethnic background would give them 

knowledge of particular groups of material culture. For example, Eyo was born near Calabar and 

identified as Efik,991 a geographical neighbour of the Ibibio people who share cultural and linguistic 

roots.992 It is perhaps for this reason he was called on to make selections from Ibo and Ibibio 

material in the Wellcome collection. Indeed, this motivation was explicitly articulated two years 

after Eyo’s placement, when the Department of Ethnography hosted Isaac Paré of the Foumban 

Museum in the Republic of Cameroon. William Fagg noted most of the Nigerian collections had 

been sorted in the previous three years, and it would be useful to work with the Cameroonian 

collections in the same way, concluding that ‘I have no doubt that Mr Paré will be able to identify 

many pieces for us from his own knowledge.’993 In fact, many of the categories for Nigerian 

material had been defined in 1959 by Phillip Allison and Phillip Dark. Both men had spent 

extended periods of time in Nigeria and their ‘expertise’ was therefore considered legitimate.994 

Although it could be argued that Eyo and Nusgbe’s presence and work at the museum represented 

a subtle challenge to ingrained power dynamics, we can see how placements channelled their 

interpretation into pre-existing systems of differentiation and representation. Here Robin Boast’s 

criticism of contemporary collaborative museum projects can help clarify the dynamics at play.995 

Drawing on Mary Louise Pratt’s descriptions of autoethnographic representation, Boast argues 

that such encounters are made on the terms of those in power and marginalised groups are formed 

to represent themselves ‘in ways that engage with representations others have made of them.’996 

 

Recruitment based on perceived ethnic background and assumed knowledge of specific material 

culture was also prevalent in Nigerian museums and Bernard Fagg and Kenneth Murray actively 

selected Nigerian museum staff based on their ethnicity. For example, in 1951, Murray requested 

                                                
991 Babatunde Lawal, “Eye Du Ke Esit Nyin Ke Nsinsi!: Remembering Ekpo Okpo Eyo (1931–2011) 
Administrator, Archaeologist, Scholar, Teacher, Mentor, and Friend,” African Arts 50, no. 3 (September 2017): 48–
61. 
992 Philip Afaha, “Interrogating the Breakdown in Efik-Ibibio Relations in the 20th Century,” Lapai Journal of 
Humanities 7, no. 2 (2013): 67–79; Joseph O. Charles, “Social Relations and the ‘Trinity’ in Ibibio Kinship: The Case 
of Ibibio Immigrants in Akpabuyo (Efikland), Nigeria,” Journal of Anthropological Research 61, no. 3 (2005): 337–56; 
Kathleen Kuiper, ed., “Efik,” in Encyclopedia Britannica, 2016, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Efik. 
993 William Fagg to Miss Birchall, 4 July 1962. 
994 The annual report of 1959 records that the Nigerian collections had been classified into the following ‘tribal’ 
groups by ‘voluntary helpers’ including Allison and Dark: ‘Benin, Yoruba, Ibo, Hausa, Fulani, Kanuri, Tuareg, 
Moslem cultures (unclassified), and the majority of Northern Pagan tribes (viz. Afo, Agatu, Angas, Birom, 
Ganawuri, Gwari, Ham, Igale, Igbira, Jarawa, Kagoro, Kaje, Kamantam, Katab, Kibyen, Koro, Kuleri, Mada, 
Montoil, Nasarawa area, Numane, Nungu, Nupe, Ogugu, Rukuba, Seyawa, Sura, Warji, Yergum).’ “Department of 
Ethnography Annual Report of Work Done in the Department during 1959”. 
995 Boast, “Neo-Colonial Collaboration: Museum as Contact Zone Revisited,” 63. 
996 Pratt, “The Arts of the Contact Zone,” 34. 
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that Bernard Fagg look for ‘a Yoruba + a Bini + 2 more Northerners’ to fill museum assistant 

posts, to which Fagg agreed, concluding that it would be ‘a great boon to have “experts” at various 

crafts.’997 It may be that the advantage of working with ‘local’ knowledge to interpret collections 

was a strategy that William Fagg had partly learnt from, or at least observed in, the Nigerian 

Museum system. Indeed, during his trip of 1949 Fagg reported spending two days ‘under the 

guidance’ of Edo historian Jacob U. Egharevba at Benin.998 Fagg reported that Kenneth Murray 

had suggested bringing Egharevba to England ‘to work over the big Benin collections (BM+PR) 

[British Museum and Pitt Rivers Museum] so that his information can be recorded before he dies 

or gets too old.’999 Fagg concluded, ‘I heartily agree; I think there is a good deal of solid fact in his 

information but one can only isolate it by constant observation of him with the specimens.’1000 

This comment reflects Fagg’s perception of the dynamics at play in these scenarios and the way in 

which he cast himself as an essential interpreter. Fagg’s assertion contrasts sharply with Kenneth 

Murray’s accounts of working with Egharevba, who he consulted on historical questions for many 

decades.1001 Murray and Egharevba co-authored a 1970 catalogue for the Benin museum, and 

Murray noted in the preface that the catalogue ‘was originally crafted by Chief Egharevba nearly 

twenty years ago. I proposed to collaborate with him’.1002 Fagg’s approach also diverged notably 

from Murray’s when it came to the application of ‘tribal’ categories in collections. Although Murray 

noted the names of assumed ‘tribe’ in records, this functioned more as a shorthand or 

                                                
997 As a result, the first set of Nigerian Museum Assistants reportedly included individuals from 
the Bolewa, Efik, Goemai, Ibo, Tiv, and Yoruba ethnic groups. See: Bernard Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 16 June 
1951; Leslie Langton to Hermann Braunholtz, 12 January 1952. 
998 Correspondence from William Fagg to Hermann Braunholtz, 08 December 1949, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1949, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as William Fagg to Hermann Braunholtz, 08 
December 1949.) 
999 William Fagg to Hermann Braunholtz, 08 December 1949. 
1000 William Fagg to Hermann Braunholtz, 08 December 1949. 
1001 Murray often asked about the relevance of particular historical details pertaining to imagery on Benin material, 
for example the symbolic difference between a ‘house’ leopard and a ‘bush’ leopard. See: Correspondence from 
Kenneth Murray to Jacob Egharevba, 06 January 1970, Chief Egharevba folder, correspondence files, Kenneth 
Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos. 
1002 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Jacob Egharevba, 25 April 1970, Chief Egharevba folder, 
correspondence files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos. The publication of this catalogue 
deserves critical attention which unfortunately is beyond the scope of this chapter. Murray’s original preface 
mentioned that the delay in publication had been due to Egharevba’s ill health. Egharevba fiercely contested this 
claim, writing ‘this descriptive catalogue was written by me in 1954, and I sent a copy to you. At first, you wrote a 
foreword to it, afterward you said we should do it jointly to which I agreed. You promised to publish it as quickly as 
possible, but ever since you did not […] We have been dealing together about 30 years and I do not reckon you to 
be the type of man who will say that the delay of publishing was due to my ill health.’ Correspondence from Jacob 
Egharevba to Kenneth Murray, 08 April 1970, Chief Egharevba folder, correspondence files, Kenneth Murray 
papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos. Egharevba’s use of the term ‘dealing together’ as opposed to Murray’s 
use of ‘collaborate’ hints that this relationship was experienced very differently by the two men. 
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descriptor,1003 and he banned their use in labels and other explanatory material relating to the 

objects on display.1004 Instead, objects were identified by the geographical locations from which 

they came, and were illustrated with a map.1005 John Picton and Frank Willett have argued that 

Murray did this in order to counter cultural ‘tribalism’, which he perceived as a political threat to 

Nigerian political unity.1006 Indeed, the creation of ‘tribal’ divisions was central to systems of 

indirect-rule in late-colonial Nigeria, and their divisive potential has been well discussed.1007 

 

In addition to manually sorting and classifying the reserve collections by ‘tribe’ and typological 

category, Eyo was tasked with entering new acquisitions into the accession registers. This involved 

listing objects in the paper ledgers with an accession number, short description and a detailed 

drawing. It has been observed that although mundane, this type of record keeping represented an 

essential part of the museum documentation system that allowed objects to become ‘specimens’, 

renamed and reimagined in a specific discourse.1008 As Turner argues, ‘what was transformed was 

not the object itself, but the object as a metonym for entire communities or ideas. Specimens – 

supported by bureaucratic practices – became valuable because of their records.’1009 As such, we 

can understand Eyo’s entries as one of the most significant material ‘traces’ left behind by his 

placement, one that permanently altered the status of Nigerian objects. This demonstrates how 

‘documents serve not merely as containers of content, but as active agents in episodes of 

interaction and schemes of social organization.’1010 Eyo took over this register from British 

anthropologist John Picton, who left the British Museum to become Curator at the National 

Museum in Lagos. Working from William Fagg’s fieldnotes, both men catalogued a collection 

made by Fagg in Nigeria in 1959, parts of which remained in the Nigerian museum.1011 Like  

 

 

                                                
1003 John Picton (former curator, Nigerian Museum, Lagos, and British Museum), telephone interview with author, 
26 March 2020. 
1004 John Picton, “Modernism and Modernity in African Art,” in A Companion to Modern African Art, ed. Gitti Salami 
and Monica Blackmun Visonà (Oxford: John Wiley & Sons, 2013), 312. 
1005 Picton, 312. 
1006 Picton, 312. 
1007 Mahmood Mamdani, Citizen and Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2018), 51–52. According to Mamdani, indirect rule created a form of ‘decentralised 
despotism’ particular to late colonial rule in Africa. He explains that ‘frozen into so many tribes, each under the fist 
of its own Native Authority, the subject population was, as it were, containerized.’ 
1008 Turner, Cataloguing Culture: Legacies of Colonialism in Museum Documentation, 19, 66. 
1009 Turner, 67. 
1010 Lindsay Prior, “Repositioning Documents in Social Research,” Sociology 42, no. 5 (October 2008): 824. 
1011  John Picton, personal interview with author, British Museum, London, 27 July 2018. 



   
 

 211 

 
Figure 5.7: Top image: John Picton’s drawings in the accession register of the British Museum. Bottom image: Ekpo 
Eyo’s drawings beginning on the subsequent page. Accession register 17, 1959: 71-72. Department of Africa, Oceania 
and the Americas, British Museum, London. 
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Akeredolu’s proposed electrotype placement, Eyo’s work in the register reflects how placements, 

and the services they ostensibly provided, were deeply entangled with concurrent collecting 

activity. They also demonstrate, as Annelise Riles reminds us, that ‘[c]ollaboration is both a means 

and an end of most projects of document production.’ 1012  

 

The transition from Picton to Eyo’s entries is discernible in the pages of the register through 

differences in handwriting, but the striking similarities in their content and style highlights that 

they were following a prescribed format (Figure 5.7). This is interesting if we consider Turner’s 

description of the catalogues as a ‘performative informational space’.1013 Both individuals recorded 

the accession number, a brief physical description of the object, dimensions, acquisition source, 

and a drawing of the object. John Picton has described himself and Eyo as generational successors 

to Murray and Fagg and proposed that this work at the British Museum taught them certain ways 

to study objects and what information to record.1014 This reminds us that although Eyo completed 

the registers that permanently altered the status of Nigerian objects, he did not create the systems 

into which objects were entered and he had very little opportunity to alter them. Eyo’s work on 

the register demonstrates how museum placements served to perpetuate totalising categories, and 

how practices of standardisation could become established and normalised in the museum setting. 

The catalogues represented ‘machines of thought processes’ and Eyo’s work in them was a 

‘mechanized and routinized’ organisation of knowledge.1015 

 

Although it has not been possible to locate a first-hand account of Eyo’s experience working on 

the registers, John Picton has described how the task was formative to his understanding of the 

collections he encountered in Nigeria.1016 This was partly because he had been given tours of the 

British Museum storerooms with William Fagg and Phillip Allison, who introduced him to the 

collections and the vocabulary associated with them. As Fagg had collected for the Nigerian 

Museum too, similar objects and categories were present in the storerooms in Lagos. However, 

Picton proposes that it was drawing objects at the British Museum that taught him the most about 

Nigerian material culture. By drawing William Fagg’s recently acquired collection, he learnt about 

different types of objects and their characteristics, for example ‘the difference between an ibeji 

                                                
1012 Riles, Documents: Artifacts of Modern Knowledge, 27. 
1013 Turner, Cataloguing Culture: Legacies of Colonialism in Museum Documentation, 21. 
1014 John Picton, personal interview with author, British Museum, London, 27 July 2018. 
1015 Turner, Cataloguing Culture: Legacies of Colonialism in Museum Documentation, 21. 
1016 John Picton, personal interview, 27 July 2018. 
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from Osogbo, an ibeji from Oyo, and ibeji from Abeokuta.’1017 Picton reports that the practice of 

sustained observation ‘burnt’ objects into his mind, providing him with coordinates to navigate 

the collections in Lagos.1018 This capacity of drawing has been described by anthropologist Michel 

Taussig, who writes that ‘drawing is like a conversation with the thing drawn, likely to involve 

prolonged and total immersion […] A line drawn is important not for what it records so much as 

what it leads you on to see.’1019 For Picton, drawing allowed him to study and compare the visual 

form of the objects, and his vocabulary for talking about them was informed by the categories and 

typologies that he observed at the British Museum.   

 

Fagg valued assistants that could make ‘clear and recognisable’ register drawings,1020 and Picton 

recalls that he applied ‘dissection’ type illustrations to the registers, a skill he had learnt during 

biology classes at school.1021 Picton’s choice of the term ‘dissection’ is notable, because the 

‘dissection’ of artworks is a strategy associated with connoisseurship, and William Fagg is 

remembered for applying this art historical approach to study formal qualities of Nigerian 

sculpture.1022 Employing the stylistic-anatomical approach of Frans Olbrechts, Fagg determined 

attribution of style areas, substyles, and individual carvers through the analysis of posture, 

proportions, scarification, eyes, ears, mouth, nose, hands, feet, and attachments.1023 In this way, 

the drawings that Eyo and Picton entered into the register can be understood not only as records 

for identification, but also aides to plot and compare Nigerian objects according to developing 

scholarly interests. Although acknowledging the laborious nature of hand drawing collections, 

Picton still argues for its value in familiarising museum staff with collections. It has not been 

possible to confirm how Eyo responded to the experience, however in 1972 he corresponded with 

colleagues at the Institute of Archeology about the possibility of Nigerian museum technicians 

completing drawing training at the British Museum.1024 This practice was obviously closely related 

                                                
1017 John Picton, personal interview, 27 July 2018. 
1018 John Picton, personal interview, 27 July 2018. 
1019 Taussig, I Swear I Saw This: Drawings in Fieldwork Notebooks, Namely My Own, 22. 
1020 Recommendation letter for E.G.M Ndawula by William Fagg. 
1021 John Picton, personal interview, 27 July 2018. 
1022 See Sarah Van Beurden’s reference to strategies of ‘dissection’ applied to African material culture in Van 
Beurden, Authentically African, Arts and the Transnational Politics of Congolese Culture, 46. 
1023 Stokes, “Documentary Observations: The African Photographs of William B. Fagg, 1949-1959,” 62; Picton, “A 
Tribute to William Fagg, April 28, 1914-July 10, 1992,” 27. From this approach, Fagg developed his thesis of 
‘tribality’, which was based on the notion that sculptural form could be mapped to geographic regions, much like 
language distribution. 
1024 Correspondence from Ekpo Eyo to E. Pyddoke (Registrar, Institute of Archaeology), 18 February 1972, 264/S1 
Vol. II - Training Schemes Information about Course and Procedure 1958-1972,  FDA 1/2, Accession List of the 
Federal Department of Antiquities Lagos, National Archives of Nigeria, Ibadan. 
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to his background in archaeology, but it also reveals how particular museum practices can imbue 

epistemic loyalty. This is how specific ways of studying objects, favoured by staff at the British 

Museum, became ‘stabilized in material technologies and practices’1025 that transferred between 

museum sites with the movement of staff. 

 

5.3.2 The influence of cataloguing practices from Nigeria 

 

Although Eyo and Nsugbe’s classification work at the British Museum was ostensibly preparing 

them for museum practice in Nigeria, the Nigerian Antiquities Service already had rigorous 

documentation systems in place. One of the most notable features of these was Murray’s card 

index (Figure 5.8), as discussed in the previous chapter.1026 Card index systems were by no means 

new to museums,1027 and the British Museum’s Department of Ethnography had maintained one 

until the early 1900s.1028 However, correspondence suggests that the classification work embarked 

on in the 1950s in the Department of Ethnography included a ‘new card-index of tribes and 

categories’ and that staff were actively looking to other museums to inform their system.1029 For 

example, in 1957, Fagg spent one month of special leave working on the African collections of the 

Ethnographical Museum in Gothenburg and sent Digby a detailed report on their card indexing 

system, noting everything from card size to information recorded.1030 Most importantly, as we saw 

in the previous chapter, Fagg was well aware of Murray’s card index, and wrote of the influence 

that these ‘typewritten cards with photographs’ had on his work.1031 The interest in card indexes is 

not surprising if we consider media historian Markus Krajewski’s observation that the card index 

became the ‘centre of organizational attention’ in the mid-twentieth century.1032 He argues that it 

replaced the book as the favoured depository of knowledge, because it represented a more 

                                                
1025 Turner, Cataloguing Culture: Legacies of Colonialism in Museum Documentation, 14. 
1026 During research in Nigeria it was not possible to see the original card index, which was primarily made by 
Kenneth Murray in the 1940s and 1950s. The cards pictured in Figure 5.8 are copies of the original card index, made 
by William Fagg and Deborah Stokes in the 1980s during a research trip to Nigeria and later donated to the Art 
Institute of Chicago by Stokes. 
1027 Turner, Cataloguing Culture: Legacies of Colonialism in Museum Documentation, 99. 
1028 Braunholtz, “History of Ethnography in the Museum 1753-1938 (Pt. II),” 114. 
1029 “Department of Ethnography Annual Report of Work Done in the Department during 1959”. 
1030 Correspondence from William Fagg to Adrian Digby, 03 October 1957, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1957, British Museum, London. Fagg reported that ‘the working files of the museum are in the 
form of cards about 7” x 4 ½”, the left half of which is devoted to a drawing of the specimen concerned made by a 
draughtsman especially employed for the purpose and generally giving a faithful idea of the nature of the specimen; 
on the right is all relevant information about the donor or vendor, the description and use of the object, its place of 
storage, etc.’ 
1031 William Fagg, The Living Arts of Nigeria (London: Studio Vista, 1971), 5. 
1032 Markus Krajewski, Paper Machines: About Cards & Catalogs, 1548-1929 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011), 3. 
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adaptable and ‘mobile memory’.1033 In 1946, Murray reported that he had mounted photographs 

onto 300 cards, and that by the time he had finished there would be around 3,000.1034 He reflected 

that this process made the information ‘more accessible and more useful’.1035 Importantly, as 

Krajewski observes, the card index depended on an ‘organiser’ who was responsible for the 

conceptual work of the system, but who could train other users with precisely laid out 

instructions.1036 Indeed, Murray’s letters record that from 1950 he was employing a Nigerian 

museum assistant to work on the index and stick photographs to cards.1037 The card index system 

allowed him to delegate some of the administrative burden of cataloguing, but retain control over 

what was recorded and how it was organised. The use of photography presumably also removed 

the risk of inconsistency and subjectivity in drawing. This highlights that much like Eyo and 

Nsugbe’s work on ‘tribal’ categories, their work in the card indexes was subsumed by pre-existing 

systems. 

 

              
Figure 5.8: Copies of index cards from the Nigerian Museum, Lagos. William B. Fagg Archive, Ryerson and Burnham 
Art and Architecture Archives, The Art Institute of Chicago. 

 

Although following a rigid structure, Eyo and Nsugbe’s work on the card indexes is significant if 

we consider that these systems probably influenced the development of Fagg’s scholarship. Fagg 

wrote about his use of index cards in Nigeria, noting that ‘in the field, armed with [Murray’s] data 

on named artists, I immediately found it easy to identify more pieces by the same artists, and then 

                                                
1033 Krajewski, 128. 
1034 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, n.d. 1946, Box 35, Accession 9601, 
Murray Papers, West Sussex Record Office, Chichester (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite 
Murray, n.d. 1946.) 
1035 Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, n.d. 1946. 
1036 Krajewski, Paper Machines: About Cards & Catalogs, 1548-1929, 128–29. 
1037 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Kate Crosthwaite Murray, 08 February 1950, Box 35, Accession 
9601, Murray papers, West Sussex Record Office, Chichester. 
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new artists’’.1038 These reflections demonstrate one of the main advantages of the card index system 

that Krajewski has identified: information was ever available on ‘separate, uniform and mobile 

carriers’ that could be arranged and processed according to strict systems of order.1039 This mobile 

quality had the potential to stimulate thought and create new ‘mental constellations’ between 

entries.1040 Although Fagg had begun to record the names of makers in the British Museum’s 

accession registers following his first trips to Nigeria (Figure 5.9), the card index provided a more 

versatile cataloguing technology. It could be argued that this system contributed to developments 

in Fagg’s scholarship, and this in turn would shape the study of African art for decades to come.1041 

During their placements, Eyo and Nsugbe would have observed and organised the functioning of 

these ‘paradigmatic artifacts of modern knowledge practices.’1042  

 

 
Figure 5.9: Accession register 1951: 60. Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas, British Museum, London. 

                                                
1038 Fagg, The Living Arts of Nigeria, 5. 
1039 Krajewski, Paper Machines: About Cards & Catalogs, 1548-1929, 3. 
1040 Krajewski, 67. 
1041 For an account of Fagg’s importance in the field of African art studies, see: Picton, “A Tribute to William Fagg, 
April 28, 1914-July 10, 1992,” 27. 
1042 Riles, Documents: Artifacts of Modern Knowledge, 2. 
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Arguably, Nsugbe and Eyo’s university degrees in anthropology and archaeology would have been 

far more effective at instilling classificatory methodologies in them than short placements at the 

British Museum. However, there is evidence that the placements were not insignificant for their 

professional development. For example, on his return to Nigeria, Nsugbe was appointed 

Ethnographer for the Department of Antiquities.1043 He arrived on 26th September 1960, four days 

before Independence Day and wrote to William Fagg describing the celebration displays.1044 

Referring to his time at the British Museum, Nsugbe wrote:  

 

it has been a real pleasure to work with you, indeed, you have been largely responsible for the growing 
interest I am developing in my own people’s objects of art and their material culture. This is what I 
can truthfully say by way of thanks. I will probably be going to Oron or to some other station in the 
Eastern Region. On top of my routine tasks I hope to go on with studies of other aspects of the 
living aspects of the traditional culture of some Nigerian community.1045  

 

This statement could be perceived as an act of diplomacy on Nsugbe’s part, both maintaining 

international relations and flattering a senior colleague. However, Nsugbe did indeed go to Oron 

and his time there resulted an anthropological study, Ohaffia: A Matrilineal Ibo People, which was 

published by Oxford University Press in 1974.1046 In the preface, he acknowledged that material 

for the publication had mostly been collected while working as government Ethnographer from 

November 1960 to August 1962 from his station at Oron.1047 As Nsugbe worked with Ibo and 

Ibibio material at the British Museum, it is possible this influenced the focus of his research. 

Nsugbe built a notable career from this early research, becoming the first African Director of the 

Rhodes-Livingstone Institute for Social Research in Zambia in 1968.1048 Like Nsugbe, Eyo also 

went on to become a senior figure in his field, remaining in the Nigerian museum system. 

Returning to Nigeria in 1963, Eyo became the first Nigerian Director of the Federal Department 

of Antiquities (1968-1979) and Director General of the National Commission for Museums and 

Monuments (1979-1986) (Figure 5.10).1049 The fact that Eyo, an individual favoured by Bernard 

                                                
1043 “The Department of Antiquities Annual Report of 1960-61,” AF 249 – Staff Nigerianisation, FDA 1/2, 
Accession List of the Federal Department of Antiquities Lagos, National Archives of Nigeria, Ibadan. 
1044 Correspondence from Phillip Nsugbe to William Fagg, 11 October 1960, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1960, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as Phillip Nsugbe to William Fagg, 11 October 
1960.) 
1045 Phillip Nsugbe to William Fagg, 11 October 1960. 
1046 Philip O. Nsugbe, Ohaffia: A Matrilineal Ibo People (London: Oxford University Press, 1974), 102. 
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Fagg and Kenneth Murray, remained in the Nigerian museum system, whereas Nsugbe pursued a 

career elsewhere, may reflect the lingering presence of British influence in the Antiquities Service 

following independence. 

 

 
Figure 5.10: Ekpo Eyo (far right) showing a terracotta to the Ooni of Ife and onlookers, undated. Museum Box, 
Nigerian National Museum, Lagos. 

 

Although Eyo and Nsugbe worked in Nigerian museums following their British Museum 

placement, it does not mean that they uncritically adopted the structures they had observed. As 

Anna Tsing reminds us, ‘collaborative’ projects bring together different perspectives, but they do 

not necessarily result in consensus.1050 For example, in 1979, Eyo wrote that ‘one only has to glance 

through the ethnographic registers in some foreign museums to see how many objects, [are] 

described simply and derogatorily as ‘fetish’.1051 It is highly possible that this criticism was based 

on his experience at the British Museum and perceived deficiencies in the typological categories 

on which he worked. Indeed, as Maryanne Dever observes, archival papers are moving, not only 

                                                
 
1050 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, 247. 
1051 Ekpo Eyo, “Return and Restitution of Cultural Property,” Museum XXL, no. 1 (1979): 21. 
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in terms of movement from person to person, from individual to institution, but because they 

generate feelings and sponsor actions.1052 Eyo would also challenge William Fagg’s concept of 

‘tribality’, which he perceived as inaccurate and Eurocentric.1053 Two of his main contentions were 

that Fagg had never offered a definition of what a ‘tribe’ was, and his thesis did not account for 

the transfer of ideas and artistic practices between people.1054 ‘For example’, wrote Eyo, ‘Ogbom 

figures of the Bende Igbo in Nigeria are common both to the Igbo and Ibibio, who have a 

contiguous territory with the Igbo.’1055 Eyo built on Murray’s rejection of ‘tribal’ categories in 

Nigerian museums, creating the ‘museum of unity’ strategy as new states were founded.1056 

Although it may be going too far to suggest these actions and observations were based directly on 

his experience of sorting and categorising Ibo and Ibibio material at the British Museum, this 

encounter must have contributed in some way to his views. Similarly, it is possible that Nsugbe’s 

study of hybrid forms of raffia work in 1961 was influenced by observations of the categorisation 

of ‘traditional’ forms and subsequent attribution of value at the British Museum.1057 In an article 

published from his research he argued that such ‘tourist art’ was an example of the ingenuity of 

local people and worthy of respect, an attitude that directly contradicted the connoisseurship 

practiced by William Fagg.1058 These examples demonstrate, as Catherine Trundle has described, 

how modes of disconnection and detachment can emerge from collaborative activity.1059  

 

Eyo’s challenges also extended to the role of preservation. As Lucia Allais has reported, he refused 

the idea that ‘material decay’ was the greatest threat to the preservation of art works, instead 

identifying the disintegration of social structures.1060 Philip Nsugbe would also reflect critically on 

the treatment of the ekpu figures that Murray had been so keen to preserve. Nsugbe argued that 

they were ‘objects of sanctity’, serving as records to protect collective lineage rights, identity, and 

welfare.1061 In 1961, he wrote that: 
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In spite of the “civilising” claims of today, it is difficult to persuade an Oron family to part with any 
of its ekpu figures. To offer money is not only to offend but to add insult into the bargain […] Village 
elders would rather have their ekpu destroyed than compromise the spirit of their fathers by giving 
their ekpu away to strangers, which to them the museum also signifies.1062 

 

Eyo also acknowledged that ‘collecting important art objects and artifacts, some of which were 

still part of active rituals, and locking them up in a building rather resembling a prison, was to 

many, inimical in principle’.1063 However, as Lucia Allais has observed, it is striking that despite 

Eyo’s insightful criticisms of the social assumptions and structures that underpinned the Nigerian 

museum service, under his Directorship the network expanded substantially.1064 Despite their 

colonial origins, Eyo embraced museums as a tool to unite a divided nation.1065 This situation 

highlights how, as Tsing observes, friction is not just about slowing things down: friction keeps 

power in motion, although in doing so it inflects historical trajectories.1066 Although Nigerian 

museum staff were critical of practices experienced directly through British Museum placements 

and secondments, they maintained and extended the role of museums in the decades that followed 

Nigerian independence.  

 

5.4 Post 1960s developments 
 

The relative paucity of Nigerian archival records dating from 1960 onwards has posed challenges 

to researching training placements in the decade following independence. However, the few 

records located provide a general picture of a continued dominance of British staff in the Nigerian 

Department of Antiquities, which served to prolong relations with the British Museum. Ekpo Eyo 

has called the 1950s and 1960s a ‘time for the expatriates’ in Nigerian archaeology, arguing that 

there were no university-trained Nigerians in the field, and excavations were dominated by 

Cambridge graduates such as Frank Willett, Thurstan Shaw, Graham Connah, Robert Soper, and 

Steve Daniel.1067 This situation was mirrored in the Department of Antiquities, which had grown 

from a staff of twenty in 1951, to a staff of forty-eight in 1962.1068 Bernard Fagg served as Director 
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from 1957-1963, and Kenneth Murray returned from retirement to take over from 1963-1967. 

Although individuals such as Eyo and Nsugbe took up posts on their return from the UK, and 

individuals such as Akeredolu and Okeke worked as technicians, many more British individuals 

were appointed as curators, ethnographers, and archaeologists, including John Picton, Tim 

Chappel, Susan Connell, Barbara Priddy, Antony Priddy, and Angela Rackham. As mentioned in 

the previous chapter, the 1960s also saw Peace Corps volunteers becoming involved with the 

Antiquities Service.1069 The prevalence of British employees meant that institutional relations 

between the British Museum and Nigerian Antiquities Service continued partly due to a cross 

current of staff, such as the Fagg brothers, Eyo and Picton, but also individuals such as Phillip 

Allison, who continued working at both the British Museum and Nigerian museums following 

independence.1070  

 

During the early 1960s, the Department of Antiquities was frequently accused by the 

Nigerianisation Division of having insufficient numbers of Nigerians in training for senior 

positions.1071 The Director of the Department of Antiquities responded to these criticisms 

defensively, arguing that they faced difficulties in the recruitment and retention of senior staff due 

to ‘the specialised nature of our work, to the necessity of frequently arduous bush touring, and to 

the lack of opportunity for promotion in the Department which is a direct result of our 

exceptionally low grading.’1072 Indeed, in 1962 multiple Nigerian candidates had dropped out of 

the Department, for example, by pursuing paid work with the BBC once training was complete, 

joining a Methodist Mission, or choosing to pursue studies in mechanical engineering in the US 

instead.1073 Bernard Fagg proposed a departmental bond which candidates for higher education 
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would be required to sign on joining the department, in order to avoid ‘the annual repetition’ of 

wasted money, time and energy in giving preliminary training to ‘people who have secretly set their 

hearts on another career.’1074 This situation was demonstrated by Mallam Liman Ciroma, a friend 

and colleague of Fagg’s and the first Nigerian to gain a university degree in archaeology, preceding 

Eyo by several years.1075 From 1953 to 1959, Ciroma studied archaeology and history at London 

University’s Institute of Archaeology, the South-West Essex Technical College and at Birmingham 

University.1076 Reportedly, in 1961, due to a lack of university-trained personnel in the Northern 

regions, he was headhunted for a senior post in the local government ministry and permanently 

left the Antiquities Service.1077 This highlights how museum training initiatives in the post-

independence era were also influenced by wider pressures and frictions within Nigeria. 

 

The focus on training senior staff meant that the majority of training activity throughout the 1960s 

was directed towards specialised, university-based training and was organised through increasingly 

formal channels, which served to diminish calls on the British Museum for placements. From the 

early 1960s, the Department of Antiquities was required to draw up a training programme for all 

senior posts, for which the Nigerian government awarded scholarships and applied for Technical 

Assistance Schemes from overseas governments.1078 As a result, the early 1960s saw a new wave 

of staff studying degrees in the UK, including A. Oyenuga and P.A. Egom who started courses in 

archaeology, and L.A. Akindele who studied anthropology. The number of countries in which 

training took place also increased, for example, Y.O. Dawodu embarked on a degree in 

Archaeological Chemistry at Liege University in Brussels in 1963, and in 1966, E.E. Essang applied 

for a degree in archaeology or anthropology at the University Museum of Boulder, Colorado, U.S. 

Additionally, Bernard Fagg’s appointment at the Pitt Rivers Museum at Oxford University created 

new connections that could offer more useful qualifications than the British Museum. In 1964, 

Bernard Fagg wrote to Kenneth Murray and reported that he was involved in the reorganisation 

of the academic structure, with plans to introduce a diploma in archaeology, and an honours degree 

in archaeology and anthropology. He explained: ‘Of some interest to Nigeria may be the new 

Diploma in Ethnology which my department has undertaken to run. We have 2 ethnologists, Dr 

Audrey Butt and Ken Burridge. Would you like to send a couple of graduates for specialist training? 
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They must have a good second-class Honours degree. We would naturally hope that you would 

hand pick them from Ibadan.’1079 Bernard Fagg’s move to the UK and the Pitt Rivers Museum 

most likely created a more direct route for the Nigerian Department of Antiquities to obtain 

assistance from a major UK institution, circumventing reliance on the British Museum. 

 

The late 1960s saw a decrease in the number of training proposals approved and in 1970 Ekpo 

Eyo wrote to the Staff Development Division on hearing that training plans for four staff members 

had been turned down due to difficulties in obtaining technical aid. Eyo acknowledged that there 

was an ‘all round shortage of money in this country’ but stressed that:  

 

the delay in training men in this department will perpetuate expatriate domination of its posts. At 
present, more than half the professionals are expatriates. In terms of economics, we lose more by 
employing them rather than train our own men; in terms of prestige, we lose by allowing foreigners 
to study, interpret and teach us our own culture and, in terms of continuity in the department, the 
expatriates are never here long enough to effect it. In fact nothing should stand in the way of giving 
more attention to the Nigerianisation of this department, and I do not think that there is any other 
comparable department in this country with such a large number of expatriates.1080  

 

Perhaps as a result of Eyo’s prompts, records from the early 1970s suggest a new push for overseas 

training, and this often involved new museum roles. This reflects Catherine Pearson’s observation 

that by the 1960s, UK museum work became more diverse as functions such as education, 

conservation and design were taken over by specialist staff, which fragmented the traditional 

responsibilities of curators.1081 This had implications for the significance of the British Museum as 

a training partner. For example, in 1972, a newly appointed Education Officer, E.N. Arinze, was 

attached to museum school services in the UK following a three-month tour in Sweden.1082 This 

was arranged by Eyo through the Museums Association, who arranged for Arinze to spend time 

at the Horniman Museum, the Commonwealth Institute, the Geffrye Museum, the National 
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Maritime Museum, the Science Museum and Liverpool City Museums.1083 Similarly, Education 

Officer Joseph Bassey spent time at the National Museum of Wales in 1972. The absence of the 

British Museum in these tours highlights that other museums probably had more advanced 

services and provided better opportunities for staff training. Indeed, although David Wilson argues 

that the British Museum’s educational services became more proactive by the mid-1960s, an 

education officer wasn’t appointed until 1972.1084 Similarly, although the British Museum was one 

of the first UK museums to appoint a professional designer (Margaret Hall, Exhibitions Officer, 

1964),1085 the Nigerian Department of Antiquities sent a student to study museum display design 

at a university in Switzerland in the early 1970s.1086 This may reflect that other European countries 

were perceived to be further ahead with exhibition design.1087 It may also be due to the reportedly 

fraught relationship between Margaret Hall and William Fagg,1088 and the fact that the Department 

of Ethnography’s move to the Museum of Mankind (1969-1970) would have created major 

upheaval and demands on the design office, amidst which placements were unlikely to have been 

approved. 

 

Although the Nigerian Department of Antiquities focused on university training for senior posts 

in the 1960s, they still required ‘technical’ placements for junior officers and conservators. As we 

have seen, in 1960, Bernard Fagg requested another six-month secondment for Langton from 

Adrian Digby, which was refused.1089 Following this refusal, the Department of Antiquities began 

to seek technical training opportunities elsewhere. For example, in 1961, H.K. Rashid completed 

a course in moulding and plaster casting in the U.S, and in 1963, A.O. Osula studied archaeological 
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drawing in Paris. Another major change came in 1963, when UNESCO’s ‘Bilingual Training 

Centre for Museum Technicians’ opened in Jos.1090 The Centre, which was located directly next to 

the national museum and shared its facilities, was established under UNESCO’s 1963/64 

‘Programme for Africa’ and marked a turning point that saw the organisation begin to play a major 

role in museum practice on the African continent.1091 It was described as ‘the only school in Africa 

which offers courses in both English and French to Museum Technicians in all professional 

aspects of Museum work.’1092 This included theoretical and practical lessons in exhibition 

techniques, photography, sound recording, documentation and registration techniques, 

preventative conservation, taxidermy, and museum administration.1093 Over fifteen years, students 

from around thirty African countries attended courses which lasted from between six weeks to 

eight months.1094 Although Nigerian staff were not given priority for places, the Centre inevitably 

changed the Department of Antiquities’ access to technical training.  

 

Most relevant for the subject of this chapter was the Centre’s teaching on registration and 

preservation. ‘Techniques for the registration of specimens and books’ included ‘methods of 

cataloguing specimens, of preparing individual description cards for them, of assembling the 

various acquisitions and systematic card indexes’.1095 Preventative conservation techniques also 

featured heavily, and practical exercises focused on countering ‘climatic conditions’, including the 

repair or reconstruction of pottery, the treatment of wood damaged by insects, the restoration of 

stone, iron and bronze objects from archaeological excavations.1096 Crucially, the Centre stressed 

that all practical and theoretical teaching had been designed for ‘specifically African conditions’ 

and with particular emphasis on ‘types of material especially common in Africa’.1097 Lucia Allais 

argues that the training centre at Jos is an illustration of how UNESCO erased colonial meanings, 

while salvaging colonial era administrative set-ups.1098 The UNESCO Centre is significant for this 
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chapter because its localised, specialised training courses superseded, in theory at least, the training 

placements in practices of ordering and preserving that the British Museum could offer. This 

development was further demonstrated by the fact that Harold Plenderleith had left the British 

Museum’s Research Laboratory in 1959 to become Director of ICCROM (the conservation body 

of UNESCO), which diminished the British Museum’s prominence as an international centre of 

conservation expertise.  

 

It could be assumed that the location of the Centre, and its close relationship to the Department 

of Antiquities, served to undermine a reliance on technical courses in the UK. Indeed, archival 

records show that Nigerian museum staff were applying for training at the Centre directly, 

suggesting that it was viewed as a convenient route for career progression. For example, in 1971, 

a caretaker from Lagos applied to the Centre and explained: ‘I have served in the Department of 

Antiquities since 27th May 1959 as a Caretaker in the Nigerian Museum in Lagos and would like to 

be considered for basic museum training with a view to taking up a career permanently in the 

museum. I have found my duties as a caretaker interesting but would like to learn more about 

other aspects of technical work carried out in the museum.’1099 However, the limited number of 

spaces at the Centre meant that demand continually exceeded capacity. For example, in 1971, the 

Centre saw applications from sixteen countries, but only nine students were offered a place.1100 

This shortfall meant that many countries, including Nigeria, were still forced to send staff to abroad 

for training.1101 For this purpose, the Department of Antiquities was active in attempts to forge 

new links, for example in 1966, when Kenneth Murray wrote to the Australian Government to ask 

if they could assist in training Nigerian museum personnel.1102 Nigerian museum staff also 

completed training with UNESCO in Italy and Switzerland, in courses such as restoration and 
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museography.1103 These events can be explained by the increasing significance of UNESCO in 

international museum practice and the prevalence of Technical Aid schemes established in the 

independence era.1104 They may also have reflected a growing preference for internationalism and 

relations with commonwealth countries, instead of a continued reliance on former colonial 

connections, which the British Museum may have been perceived to represent. 

 

5.5 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has demonstrated how training placements and secondments designed to teach 

collection management practices served as sites of social, material and conceptual exchange 

between the British Museum and Nigerian Antiquities Department in the mid-twentieth century. 

These activities were generally informal in nature and did not follow any formal procedure or 

structure. Processes and technologies of preservation and ordering were central to these 

endeavours, but transfers were disjointed and inconsistent. Influence often flowed from Nigeria 

to the British Museum, rather than the other way around. Reductions in the frequency of 

‘collaborative’ training activities following Nigerian independence can be interpreted as a rejection 

of British colonial institutions and an embracing of internationalism via UNESCO. However, it is 

important to remember that British individuals continued to dominate senior posts in the Nigerian 

Antiquities Department until the late 1960s. Reductions in training exchanges were most likely 

linked to a growing preference for academic qualifications, lack of funding, and new disciplinary 

requirements which diminished the British Museum’s relevance as a training partner. 

 

Despite emerging in the era of ‘developmental’ programmes in British colonial policy, and at a 

time of increasing professionalisation in the UK museum sector, the secondments and placements 

examined in this chapter were not conducted in accordance with any overarching policy. The lack 
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of formal procedure for the training of museum staff from colonial territories meant that training 

activity was agreed in an ad-hoc and opportunistic manner, and was often entangled with the 

personal and professional interests and desires of museum staff. The British Museum represented 

an important partner for the Nigerian Antiquities Service, because they had access to pioneering 

scientific conservation practices and held the largest collection of Nigerian material culture in the 

UK. However, due to the lack of funding and personnel, training services were not straightforward 

and had to be negotiated. As a result, the services of skilled staff and the hosting of placements 

became a valued basis for exchange. Although these ‘collaborative’ training events were often 

framed as a benevolent action conceding to Nigeria’s needs, this activity generated multiple 

advantages for the British Museum and its staff.  

 

Thinking about the inter-museum relations examined in this chapter as actor-networks has 

revealed essential aspects of their nature. We have seen how secondments and placements had 

multiple ‘authors’, albeit with varying degrees of influence. Although senior figures such as Murray 

and Fagg were critical in the events examined, a network perspective allows us to downplay, 

question, and ultimately de-emphasise their prominence as the sole agents of history. As Latour 

describes, ‘in each course of action a great variety of agents seem to barge in and displace the 

original goals’.1105 Indeed, the very nature of action, according to Latour, is ‘borrowed, distributed, 

suggested, influenced, dominated, betrayed, translated’.1106 The interests, concerns and intentions 

of Murray and Fagg were arguably shaped by interactions with junior and technical staff members, 

both British and Nigerian. Although much more work is required to gain a fuller understanding of 

the involvement of Nigerian museum staff in particular, this chapter begins to give us an idea of 

the complexity and diversity of late colonial-era museum practice.  

 

These findings also remind us that Nigerian museum staff were indispensable to both the 

operation of colonial-era museums in Nigeria and their continuation in the post-independence era. 

In relation to African modernist artists, Chika Okeke-Agulu argues that Nigerians viewed Western 

and African cultures and resources as ‘permutable and fungible elements for the construction of a 

new, hybrid postcolonial subjectivity’.1107 The same argument can be applied to the Nigerian 

museum staff examined in this chapter, who utilised their museum training in combination with 

their identity as artists, archaeologists, and anthropologists to forge careers in the post-
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independence era. We have seen examples of Eurocentric museum practices and processes being 

adopted and adapted, with elements deemed useful and meaningful carried forwards, and others 

disregarded and disowned. This was a history of both integration and disjunction, and individuals 

found ways to navigate and challenge the contradictions and failures of European museum practice 

in the African context. At the same time, it is also important to keep in mind the limits faced by 

Nigerian museum staff in the colonial context, and that these encounters were made on the terms 

of those in power. The duties, rank and pay of Nigerian museum personnel was determined by 

British officials until the late 1960s. 

 

Thinking about training placements and secondments with a network perspective has also 

highlighted the role of non-human actors in this history. The events examined have shed further 

light on the material underpinnings of historical museum practice, and remind us that accessioned 

objects are not the only material basis for exchange between museum sites. By considering the role 

of conservation chemicals, plaster casts, accession ledgers and card indexes, we have seen how 

training resulted in translations, continuities, and ruptures in the transfer of processes and 

technologies between museum sites in Nigeria and the UK. By examining the use of, for example, 

conservation chemicals, card indexes, and even letters, we have seen how they served to support, 

extend, challenge and undermine institutional, professional, and social functions. 

 

As noted in this chapter’s introduction, the placements and secondments examined here could be 

identified as ‘collaborative’ museum processes and indeed many contemporary training 

‘partnerships’ between European and African museums continue to be described in this way.1108 

However, this chapter has demonstrated the mutable, ambiguous and contradictory nature of such 

activity. If we consider who was ‘collaborating’ and why, we find that no single answer can easily 

be identified. Placements and secondments were generated by diverse and contradictory political, 

personal, professional and institutional interests, and this heterogeneity was in fact central to their 

nature. As Anna Tsing observes, thereby complicating more colloquial understandings of 

collaboration, collaborators may or may not have an understanding of each-other’s agendas, and 

may not have a common understanding of the problem and the product.1109 In the case of these 

training activities, we have seen how the teaching of preservation and ordering techniques resulted 

in adoptions, adaptations, and rejections, and the various ways that British Museum staff viewed 

                                                
1108 For example, the Swedish-African Museum Programme (SAMP) discussed in Olofsson, “Museums without 
Limits; Collaboration between Swedish and African Museums,” 92, 93, 95. 
1109 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, 246–47. 
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placements: as a drain on resources, a way to alleviate administrative backlogs, as collaborative 

currency that could result in study and collection permissions in Nigeria. These encounters also 

brought different perspectives of staff and institutions into sharp relief, creating disconnections 

and disengagement and highlighting unresolvable disagreements. Tsing argues that it is in these 

scenarios, characterised by connections across difference, that we can locate productive friction, 

and indeed we have seen how these activities contributed to the evolution of new practices, 

technologies and scholarly interests. The training placements and secondments examined in this 

chapter did not function as ‘well-oiled machines’, but rather operated through a series of ‘sticky 

engagements’.1110 Also useful is Tsing’s reminder that there is no reason to assume that 

collaborations work to everyone’s benefit.1111 Although some of these activities contained the 

capacity to challenge ingrained power dynamics, collaboration in this context perpetuated 

paternalism and the dominance of European understandings and approaches to Nigerian objects. 

  

                                                
1110 Tsing, 6. 
1111 Tsing, 13. 
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Chapter 6  . Exhibiting Collections: Loans and 

Displays 
 

6.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter will examine how ‘international’ loan exhibitions of Nigerian material functioned as 

relational technologies between the British Museum, Nigerian Antiquities Service and associated 

Nigerian individuals in the mid-twentieth century. It will do this by examining three temporary 

exhibitions and considering two aspects of their organisation that are particularly useful for 

examining their relational nature: loan agreements and display strategies. Although the British 

Museum’s permanent ethnographic galleries underwent significant renovation and rearrangement 

between 1946 and 1970, these processes were slow moving and generally poorly documented, and 

will therefore not be the central focus of this chapter. Instead, more pointed attention is directed 

towards three temporary exhibitions that took place in London in 1948, 1949 and 1951. These 

have been chosen because they were particularly well documented, dynamic and significant events 

that provide novel insights into the developing nature of inter-museum relations at this time and 

the legacy of this engagement. However, they were not the only significant exhibitions of Nigerian 

material organised by British Museum staff during this time period, and others will be mentioned 

where relevant. The chapter will conclude with a summary of loan and display developments that 

occurred in the 1960s. The three exhibitions that this chapter will focus on are: Bronzes of Ancient 

Nigeria, held at the British Museum from June to October 1948; Traditional Art of the British Colonies 

held at the Royal Anthropological Institute (RAI) from June to August 1949; and Traditional 

Sculpture of the British Colonies held from May to September 1951 at the Art Gallery of the Imperial 

Institute.1112 The first contained Nigerian material only, and the last two were made up of 

predominantly Nigerian material.1113 The exhibitions were curated by British Museum staff and 

contained loan objects from the British Museum, Nigerian Antiquities Service and Nigerian 

lenders. Documentation of these exhibitions, in addition to the correspondence and publications 

                                                
1112 The 1951 exhibition is widely referred to as both Traditional Art of the British Colonies and Traditional Sculpture of the 
British Colonies. I have chosen to use the latter because this is the title of the official catalogue. 
1113 William Fagg reported that more than half the exhibits in both exhibitions were from Nigeria, which he referred 
to as the ‘largest, most populous and most prolific in art of all the British Colonies’. See: William Fagg, “Tribal 
Sculpture and the Festival of Britain,” Man 51 (June 1951): 73. 
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that accompanied them, allow us to trace the exchange of display ideas between the UK and 

Nigeria and the negotiations surrounding loans.  

 

The first half of this chapter will explore how the exhibitions were organised by exploring loans 

from Nigerian institutions and individuals. The diverging interests and motivations entangled in 

these loans will be unpicked, in addition to processes of conservation and reproduction that served 

to extend the material exchanges. The second half of the chapter will examine how the three 

temporary exhibitions served as display experiments that presented Nigerian material culture as 

objects of art and introduced elements of partially recreated environments. In doing so, this section 

will consider how evolving display paradigms were shaped by an exchange of ideas between 

Nigeria and the UK, and how these may have influenced later permanent museum displays at the 

British Museum. These events were occurring in parallel to the collection-building and training 

activities outlined in the previous two chapters and further elucidate how inter-museum relations 

functioned as a dynamic meshwork of complex and contradictory connections. 

 

Museum studies scholars have long identified exhibitions as fruitful sites to investigate questions 

of politics, representation, cultural production and knowledge production.1114 This has been 

particularly relevant for institutions that feature objects from ‘other’ cultures. Seminal literature 

emerging in the 1990s highlighted how the ‘poetics and politics’ of the exhibition and display of 

ethnographic collections is a highly potent and contested terrain.1115 Based on the understanding 

that exhibitions represent identity, either directly through assertion or indirectly via implication, 

discussions have been concerned with both what is represented and who controls the means of 

representation.1116 As is true of all exhibitions, curation of ethnographic collections is now 

understood as an interpretative action – rather than a merely descriptive one – that entails 

purposeful and motivated decision making that is inseparable from relationships of power.1117 This 

chapter approaches exhibitions as historical, political and social events, but its primary goal is not 

to ‘read’ the finished displays. Instead, exhibitions of Nigerian material culture are examined as 

                                                
1114 For example, see: Sharon Macdonald, ed., The Politics of Display: Museums, Science, Culture (London: Routledge, 
1998). 
1115 Karp and Lavine, Exhibiting Cultures; Henrietta Lidchi, “The Poetics and the Politics of Exhibiting Other 
Cultures,” in Representation: Cultural Representation and Signifying Practices, ed. Stuart Hall (London: Sage, 1997), 151–219. 
1116 Ivan Karp, “Culture and Representation,” in Exhibiting Cultures, ed. Ivan Karp and Steven Lavine (Washington 
and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991), 15. 
1117 Lidchi, “The Poetics and the Politics of Exhibiting Other Cultures,” 163, 184, 185. 
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‘processes to be revealed rather than products to be presented’.1118 It is the engagements that shaped 

exhibitions, as much as the completed displays themselves, that are of importance here. 

 

To date, there have been several notable studies that have examined British Museum exhibitions 

of ethnographic material.1119 Perhaps most relevant for this thesis, the work of Annie Coombes 

has examined the interpretative curatorial strategies adopted by British Museum staff in relation 

to the Benin bronzes, arguing that these have to be understood within the context of a network 

of professional, institutional and popular discourses and national and institutional politics.1120 Most 

studies concerned with displays of African material culture at the British Museum have focused 

on late-nineteenth-century, early twentieth-century or early twenty-first-century exhibitions.1121 

Studies of exhibitions organised between the British Museum and African museums are almost 

entirely restricted to the early twenty-first century.1122 What was occurring at the British Museum 

in the mid-twentieth century remains an understudied topic, despite a growing body of literature 

that highlights the highly political and international forms of exhibition making occurring in 

London during this time.1123 Exhibitions in the newly established Jos and Lagos museums have 

been examined by Amanda Hellman, who argues these were based on geographic and typological 

display strategies employed at the British Museum and Pitt Rivers Museum.1124 This chapter will 

contribute to existing literature by shedding light on British Museum involvement in exhibitions 

of Nigerian material culture in London during the mid-twentieth century. This contribution is 

important because it critically engages with an under-researched period on the British Museum’s 

                                                
1118 Philipp Schorch and N.M.K.Y Kahanu, “Forum as Laboratory: The Cross-Cultural Infrastructure of 
Ethnographic Knowledge and Material Potentialities,” in Prinzip Labor: Museumsexperimente Im Humboldt Lab Dahlem, 
ed. Martin Heller (Berlin: Nicolai, 2015), 248. 
1119 Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture, and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and Edwardian 
England; Lidchi, “The Poetics and the Politics of Exhibiting Other Cultures”; Phillips, “Exhibiting Africa after 
Modernism: Globalization, Pluralism, and the Persistent Paradigms of Art and Artifact.” 
1120 Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture, and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and Edwardian 
England, 44. 
1121 For example, John Mack, Emil Torday and the Art of the Congo, 1900-1909 (Seattle, WA: University of Washington 
Press, 1990); Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture, and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and 
Edwardian England; Phillips, “Exhibiting Africa after Modernism: Globalization, Pluralism, and the Persistent 
Paradigms of Art and Artifact”; Coombes and Phillips, “Introduction: Museums in Transformation: Dynamics of 
Democratization and Decolonisation.” 
1122 For example, Lagat, “The Hazina Exhibition. Challenges and Lessons for International Museum 
Collaboration.” 
1123 Wintle, “Decolonising the Museum: The Case of the Imperial and Commonwealth Institutes”; Crinson, 
“Imperial Story-Lands: Architecture and Display at the Imperial and Commonwealth Institutes”; Becky Conekin, 
“The Autobiography of a Nation”: The 1951 Festival of Britain (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003); Jo Littler, 
“"Festering Britain”: The 1951 Festival of Britain, Decolonisation and the Representation of the Commonwealth,” 
in Visual Culture and Decolonisation in Britain, ed. Simon Faulkner and Anandi Ramamurthy (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2006), 21–42. 
1124 Hellman, “The Grounds for Museological Experiments,” 91. 
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history of exhibiting Nigerian material, and also begins to explore the involvement and presence 

of Nigerian individuals in these events. Additionally, it extends our understanding of the mutually 

constitutive nature of late colonial-era museum practice in Nigeria and the UK by exploring how 

the relationships between staff and associated individuals shaped the value systems underpinning 

curatorial decisions. 

 

Within the contemporary museum sector ‘international exhibitions’ are generally understood as 

cultural events developed through international partnership that travel to different countries and 

sites.1125 As Lee Davidson and Leticia Pérez-Castellanos argue, such events are not a new 

phenomenon.1126 Although international exhibitions are often considered synonymous with 

touring ‘blockbuster’ exhibitions of the late-twentieth century such as Treasures of Tutankhamun 

(1972-1981), the world fairs and universal exhibitions of the nineteenth century can be considered 

as their predecessors, both being organised with various political, commercial, and institutional 

objectives.1127 Davidson and Pérez-Castellanos report that it was not until the post-war era that 

international touring exhibitions became routine, when many were organised with the purported 

goal of fostering understanding between nations.1128 The temporary displays at the centre of this 

chapter cannot be described as ‘international’ exhibitions in the strictest sense of the term, because 

they did not travel across geographic borders, although as we will see, one example was closely 

replicated in Nigeria. However, the exhibitions did share many common features with international 

exhibitions – as articulated in museological literature – and considering them as such provides 

useful insights into the nature of the events examined. For example, international exhibitions have 

been defined as events that are developed through international partnerships and mobilise not 

only objects, but also people, bringing museum professionals into contact and generating a host 

of negotiations around political, institutional and museological differences.1129  

 

This chapter will demonstrate that, just like international exhibitions, the three temporary displays 

were part of the transnational work of museums in the late colonial era, implicated in systems of 

cultural relations and politics, and professional, institutional and national diplomatic agendas. It 

                                                
1125 Lee Davidson and Leticia Pérez-Castellanos, Cosmopolitan Ambassadors: International Exhibitions, Cultural Diplomacy 
and the Polycentral Museum (Wilmington, DE: Vernon Press, 2019), 1. 
1126 Davidson and Pérez-Castellanos, 3. 
1127 Davidson and Pérez-Castellanos, 3. 
1128 Davidson and Pérez-Castellanos, 3–4. For a discussion of transnational exhibitions as tool of the nation: Claire 
Wintle, “India on Display: Nationalism, Transnationalism and Collaboration, 1964–1986,” Third Text 31, no. 2–3 
(May 4, 2017): 301–20. 
1129 Davidson and Pérez-Castellanos, Cosmopolitan Ambassadors: International Exhibitions, Cultural Diplomacy and the 
Polycentral Museum, 1. 
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will borrow the approach proposed by Davidson and Pérez-Castellanos by envisaging international 

exhibitions as ‘mobile contact zones’.1130 As the two authors explain, this perspective illuminates 

the way in which such exhibitions function as ‘intercultural spaces in terms of both the processes 

and practices through which they are produced, and their potential impact on those involved.’1131 

Once again, the analytical potential of this perspective is further enhanced if we consider the 

relations examined through Tim Ingold’s notion of  ‘correspondence’.1132 The framework of 

‘correspondence’ draws our attention to the emergent nature of relations and helps us see how 

individuals and knowledges are produced by responding to one another or, better still, by co-

responding. This is part of Ingold’s wider theorisations on ‘meshworks’, in which he proposes the 

term ‘correspondence’ to denote the affiliation of lifelines that ‘interweave’ to form an ever-

extending tangle.1133 Although the idea of actor-networks, as referred to in the previous chapter, is 

useful to attend to actors that are otherwise often overlooked, the idea of meshworks here allows 

us to foreground the temporal dimension of relational entanglements. Ingold imagines 

relationships as evolving over time in a mutual unfolding, and this aspect is particularly relevant in 

this chapter which focuses on temporary exhibitions: transitory events made possible by the 

movement of objects and people, and linked to shifting political landscapes. Although the figure 

of the meshwork draws our attention to the ‘mutual implications’ of relations,1134 it is also 

important to keep in mind the inherent asymmetry of the colonial context examined. For this 

purpose, Anna Tsing’s insights that collaborators in such projects ‘are not positioned in equality 

or sameness’ and there is no reason to assume that collaborators share common goals are 

particularly valuable.1135 Tsing argues that cultures are continually co-produced in interactions that, 

as we have already seen, she calls ‘friction’, or the ‘awkward, unequal, unstable, and creative 

qualities of interconnections across difference.’1136 Taken together, these concepts of 

correspondence, meshworks, and friction can serve to highlight that the loans, exhibitions, and 

displays examined in this chapter were relational events emerging from contingent and ever-

morphing encounters. 

 

                                                
1130 Davidson and Pérez-Castellanos, xi. 
1131 Davidson and Pérez-Castellanos, xi. 
1132 Ingold, “On Human Correspondence.” 
1133 Ingold; Ingold, The Life of Lines. 
1134 Ingold, “On Human Correspondence,” 15. 
1135 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, 246–47. 
1136 Tsing, 3. 
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6.2 Institutional and political context 
 

The temporary exhibitions of 1948, 1949 and 1951 can be understood as a direct consequence of 

the slow and limited rearrangement of the permanent ethnographic galleries at the British Museum. 

As summarised in chapter three, museums were deemed low priority for the post-war government 

and as a result, their rebuilding and repair was delayed, with construction materials and labour 

diverted to housing projects.1137 These factors had a significant impact on the reinstallation of the 

Department of Ethnography’s permanent galleries, which were not completed until the early 

1950s, and often depended on external funding sources.1138 Just like the museum buildings in 

Nigeria, the new permanent galleries were constructed by the Ministry of Works, although assistant 

keepers were responsible for ‘minor’ rearrangements.1139 It is not surprising therefore that museum 

staff took up opportunities to curate temporary exhibitions, either onsite or elsewhere. Indeed, 

Kenneth Murray argued that Traditional Sculpture of the British Colonies (1951) was important precisely 

because the permanent ethnographic galleries at the British Museum had been closed for twelve 

years.1140 In fact, this situation was not unique to the British Museum. As Claire Wintle has shown, 

across the UK the post-war museum crisis stimulated many examples of staff making exhibitions 

beyond the museum, resulting in pragmatic and experimental exhibition design.1141 

 

Institutional inertia was not the only factor at play in the exchanges examined in this chapter 

however, and it should be noted that Bronzes of Ancient Nigeria, Traditional Art of the British Colonies 

and Traditional Sculpture of the British Colonies were entangled with developments in Britain’s post-

war colonial policy. Firstly, Bronzes of Ancient Nigeria, although not officially linked to any Colonial 

Office initiative, was organised to coincide with the arrival of the Ooni of Ife in London to attend 

the 1948 African Conference at Lancaster House. The conference has been described as a publicity 

exercise following the loss of Asian colonies, showcasing the new, privileged position of the 

African colonies and encouraging loyalty amongst British approved leadership.1142 Secondly, 

Traditional Art of the British Colonies took place at the RAI as a contribution to Colonial Month in 

                                                
1137 Pearson, Museums in the Second World War: Curators, Culture and Change, 228. 
1138 Wilson, The British Museum, 259. 
1139 Wilson, 265; Hellman, “The Grounds for Museological Experiments,” 79. 
1140 Kenneth Murray, “Traditional Sculpture from the Colonies,” The Burlington Magazine 93, no. 581 (August 1951): 
260. 
1141 Wintle, “Exhibition Making in Crisis: Professional Identity and Radical Museum Exhibition Design in Britain 
after the Second World War.” 
1142 Tom Rice, Films for the Colonies: Cinema and the Preservation of the British Empire (Oakland, CA: University of 
California Press, 2019), 176. 
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the summer of 1949 and was supported by the Arts Council of Great Britain.1143 Colonial Month 

was a government initiative, mainly devoted to trade, organised as a national education event to 

inform and enthuse the British public about the colonies.1144 Margaret Garlake argues that this was 

particularly important in light of proposed capital investment in Africa which would divert 

economic resources away from domestic reconstruction.1145 Finally, Traditional Sculpture of the British 

Colonies was held at the Art Gallery of the Imperial Institute as part of the nationwide Festival of 

Britain. Celebrating British art, science, technology, and design, the Festival was intended to 

promote a sense of recovery and progress and marked the centenary of the Great Exhibition of 

1851. According to Becky Conekin, the Festival enabled British people to reconcile the 

contradiction of the recent fight against fascism with the continuation of British colonialism by 

celebrating paternalism, exalting Britain’s mission in the colonies as a cultural one, and 

perpetuating radical acts of othering.1146 It is important to keep in mind therefore, that all of the 

exchanges described in the following sections were closely entwined with evolving colonial policy 

in the post-war era. 

 

6.3 Loans 
 

The relationship between the temporary exhibitions and developing colonial policy is perhaps 

most evident when we explore the loans coming from Nigeria in more detail. Bronzes of Ancient 

Nigeria, Traditional Art of the British Colonies and Traditional Sculpture of the British Colonies were notable 

for containing high numbers of loan objects, lent by both the Nigerian Antiquities Service and 

private owners, which involved negotiation and collaboration with British Museum staff. These 

exhibitions also contained loans from other UK museums and private collectors, and were 

therefore entangled with the interests of dealers.1147 Although a full analysis of these local dynamics 

is beyond the scope of this chapter, it is important to point out that the exhibitions examined here 

were often closely linked to the collection building activity in examined in chapter four: sales, 

purchases, and exhibitions had mutual implications that effected the prestige and market value of 

                                                
1143 Fagg, “Tribal Sculpture and the Festival of Britain,” 73. 
1144 Margaret Garlake, New Art, New World: British Art in Postwar Society (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1998), 54. 
1145 Garlake, 52. 
1146 Conekin, “The Autobiography of a Nation”: The 1951 Festival of Britain, 196. 
1147 These included the Pitt Rivers Museum at Farnham, the Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology and 
Ethnology, the Maidstone Museum, the Royal Scottish Museum and the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford. Private 
collectors included Mrs. Beasley, Mr. Bedford, Mrs. Seligman, Maurice Cockin, Webster Plass, Charles Ratton, 
Robert Sainsbury, Leon Underwood, and the Fuller Collection. 
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objects and the contents of collections. The 1948 Ife exhibition at the British Museum was 

comprised almost entirely of objects that were on loan from the Ooni of Ife; the 1949 exhibition 

contained objects on loan from Kenneth Murray and the Ooni of Ife, and the 1951 exhibition 

included loans from the Ooni of Ife, the Olowo of Owo, Chief Oludasa of Owo, and the ‘Benin 

Native Authority’. The legal framework of private ownership of artefacts in Nigeria meant that 

these loans were not straightforward and represented a host of contradictory and competing 

motivations. The following sections will explore the negotiations and interests underpinning these 

loans, the tensions they generated and the new material and conceptual forms of exchange that 

they stimulated, and were stimulated by. 

 

6.3.1 Loans as cultural diplomacy 
 

The first example of a significant loan of Nigerian-owned material to the British Museum came in 

1948 with Bronzes of Ancient Nigeria. This was a direct result of Braunholtz meeting the Ooni of Ife 

in Nigeria in 1946 when the Ooni had agreed to send the heads to England for cleaning, casting, 

photography and exhibition. The loan represented the corresponding interests of the British 

Museum, the Nigerian Antiquities Service and the Ooni of Ife. Crucial to this dynamic was 

Nigerian legislation passed in 1939 and 1943 that had made antiquities of Ife legal possessions of 

the Ooni and subject to strict export regulations. This private ownership meant that the Nigerian 

Antiquities Service acted as an uneasy mediator between the Ooni and the British Museum. 

Braunholtz relied on Murray for diplomatic advice. Their letters reveal political sensitivities and an 

anxious attention to detail.1148 It also meant that the Ooni, although advised by Kenneth Murray, 

had the power to dictate the terms of the loan. Indeed, the Ooni’s control of this process can be 

traced in the organisation of the objects being sent to the UK. The first shipment of Ife heads left 

Nigeria on February 12th 1947 and arrived at the British Museum on the 17th March.1149 Murray, 

who was organising the shipping, claimed that the Ooni had refused to send all of the bronzes at 

                                                
1148 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 17 August 1947, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1947, British Museum, London. Braunholtz had asked for Murray’s opinion on the wording of 
a letter to the Ooni, and Murray advised ‘since he is an educated man’ it would be best to use ‘My Dear Sir’, ‘Dear 
Oni’ or ‘My Dear Oni’. 
1149 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 01 March 1947, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1947, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 
01 March 1947); Correspondence from Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 27 March 1947, Braunholtz 
folder, correspondence files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as 
Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 27 March 1947.) 
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once and insisted on waiting for the first boxes to arrive before sending the second shipment.1150 

Murray requested that a letter of receipt be sent via air to both himself and the Ooni once the 

objects arrived at the British Museum.1151 On the 28th April 1947 the second consignment of heads 

was dispatched and almost a year later Murray reported that he had packed the particularly precious 

Obalufon mask and Olukun head for the Ooni to bring to the UK personally in June 1948, just 

before the exhibition opened.1152 Following the exhibition, Braunholtz informed Murray that the 

objects had been packed, padlocked, and that he had handed the keys to the Ooni personally. 

According to Braunholtz, the Ooni had insisted on taking everything back to Nigeria with him, ‘to 

allay the fears of his people’.1153 This slight friction can be understood as a display of custodianship, 

demonstrating the Ooni’s sovereignty and jurisdiction and most likely intended for the Nigerian 

Antiquities Service and the Nigerian public as much as for British Museum staff.  

 

The Ooni’s presence in London, his agreement to the loan and control of the material should be 

understood within the context of changing colonial policy in the post-war era. As previously noted, 

the exhibition was planned to coincide with the Ooni’s trip to the UK to attend the 1948 African 

Conference.1154 The Ooni, alongside other African Legislative Councillors from ten colonial 

territories, were ostensibly invited to take part in the conference to review larger questions of 

economic, constitutional and local government development (Figure 6.1).1155 In press coverage of 

the event, the Ooni of Ife features heavily, representing a traditional authority figure working with 

the British Government in a new model of imperial partnership.1156 The loan of the Ife heads 

embodied this colonial notion of cooperation and newspaper reports discussed it alongside 

advances achieved under the Ooni’s rule: 

 

                                                
1150 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 13 December 1946, Department of 
Ethnography correspondence files, 1946, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Hermann 
Braunholtz, 13 December 1946.) 
1151 Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 01 March 1947. 
1152 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 12 April 1948, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1948, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 
12 April 1948); Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 28 April 1948, Department of 
Ethnography correspondence files, 1948, British Museum, London; Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to 
Hermann Braunholtz, 20 June 1948, Department of Ethnography correspondence files, 1948, British Museum, 
London (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 20 June 1948).  
1153 Correspondence from Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 06 October 1948, Department of 
Ethnography correspondence files, 1948, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as Hermann Braunholtz to 
Kenneth Murray, 06 October 1948). 
1154 Anonymous, “The Emirs and the Chieftains Converge on Lancaster House,” The Sphere, October 9, 1948, 46. 
1155 Anonymous, 46. 
1156 Rice, Films for the Colonies: Cinema and the Preservation of the British Empire, 178. 
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The Oni of Ife, who arrived in this country on July 5, will attend the African Conference to be held 
in September […] Mr Creech Jones stated in the House of Commons on July 8 that “Britain was in 
these territories [the colonial Empire] to guide them as quickly as circumstances permitted to the 
responsibility of self-government within the Commonwealth” […] The Oni of Ife, who lent the 
magnificent Ife Bronze Portrait Heads illustrated in our issue of July 3 for exhibition in the British 
Museum, was born in 1889, and has been Oni of Ife since 1930. His rule has been marked by many 
advances, especially in education and medicine […]1157 

 

This article highlights how the exhibition was entangled in the paternalism of post-war colonial 

policy, how it served to promote the Ooni and was held up alongside examples of his progressive 

and ‘modern’ leadership. This held political value for traditional leaders at a time when many were 

attempting to secure a place in the shifting political landscape in Nigeria and indirect rule was 

slowly being replaced with ‘semi-responsible government’.1158 As such, the Ooni’s interest in the 

loan and exhibition could be perceived as both politically animated and motivated.  

                                                
1157 Anonymous, “A Territory to Be Guided ‘to the Responsibility of Self-Government’: Scenes in Western 
Nigeria,” The Illustrated London News 213, no. 5700 (July 17, 1948): 67. 
1158 Hyam, Britain’s Declining Empire: The Road to Decolonisation, 1918–1968, 145. 
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Figure 6.1: News coverage of the Ooni of Ife (bottom left) arriving in London for the 1948 African Conference. 
Anonymous, “The Emirs and the Chieftains Converge on Lancaster House,” The Sphere (October 9 1948): 46. 

 

 

Although the African Conference and the Ooni’s participation can be understood as a British 

initiative serving to reconfigure and reassert colonial control, the management of the loan 
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demonstrates how the Ooni used the visit to London as an opportunity to pursue and promote 

his own agenda to a certain extent. As we have seen, this was visible in the logistics of the loan, 

and it was also present in discussions surrounding the display and interpretation of the heads.1159 

For example, the Ooni’s son, who was studying in the UK and was an active member of the 

political group Nigeria Union,1160 had attended the exhibition opening and Braunholtz had taken 

the opportunity to ask for his interpretation of the distinctive lined pattern on the face of the 

Olukan head, which he believed to be scarification marks. Braunholtz reported to Murray that the 

Ooni’s son ‘considers that the face grooves do not represent scarification, but I doubt whether he 

is right, though I have never seen any form of it today which so completely covers the face. Have 

you, + if so, where? I think Aderemi [the Ooni] is anxious to rebut any suggestion of ‘primitiveness’ 

about Yoruba customs.’1161 Although Braunholtz’ surmise should be treated critically, it is possible 

that the Ooni would have been reluctant to be associated with any practices holding negative 

connotations in Britain. More beneficial, presumably, was a focus on the Ife heads as ‘ancient 

masterpieces’ or, as one newspaper dubbed them, ‘Donatellos of medieval Africa’.1162 This 

highlighted both the cultural refinement of the Yoruba people and legitimised the Ooni’s authority 

by emphasising their long history. Braunholtz was keen for the Ooni’s approval, and wrote to 

Murray that: ‘I hope the Ooni will like them [the display of bronze heads]; his son seemed 

pleased.’1163 This attentiveness may reveal, amongst other things, an understanding that the Ooni’s 

good will was required for future loans. It also demonstrates how loans and exhibitions were the 

bound up in multiple, and ‘co-responding’ political, professional and institutional interests.  

 

Objects from Ife were indeed loaned to exhibitions in London again, and bronze and terracotta 

heads featured in Traditional Art of the British Colonies in 1949 and Traditional Sculpture of the British 

Colonies in 1951. As part of Colonial Month and the Festival of Britain respectively, these 

exhibitions also took place in highly politicised contexts amidst the damage, austerity and declining 

imperial power of post-war Britain. In relation to Traditional Art of the British Colonies, Margaret 

Garlake argues that the role of arts was peripheral in post-war colonial politics, but that displays 

                                                
1159 In this chapter the term interpretation is used its most literal sense: an explanation or opinion of what 
something means: Cambridge Dictionary, “Meaning of Interpretation in English,” in Cambridge Dictionary, accessed 
May 27, 2022, https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/interpretation. 
1160 Hakim Adi, West Africans in Britain, 1900-1960: Nationalism, Pan-Africanism, and Communism (London: Lawrence & 
Wishart, 1998), 155. 
1161 Correspondence from Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 03 July 1948, Braunholtz folder, 
correspondence files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos (hereafter cited as Hermann 
Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 03 July 1948.) 
1162 Anonymous, “‘Donatellos’ of Mediæval Africa: The Ifé Bronze Portrait-Heads,” The Illustrated London News 213, 
no. 5698 (July 3, 1948): 24. 
1163 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 03 July 1948. 
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of ethnographic objects and notions of ‘primitive’ societies nevertheless became part of a wider 

political discourse. Objects were perceived to represent the nature of the people who created them, 

and were either interpreted as unconnected to European values, barbarous or child-like.1164 None 

of these qualities, argues Garlake, demonstrated the capability of colonised people to take over 

government.1165 Similarly, Becky Conekin argues that colonial subjects were only represented in 

the Festival of Britain via ‘traditional’, ‘primitive’ or ‘tribal’ sculptures in Traditional Sculpture of the 

British Colonies, which reinforced an image of Britain as an all-white nation and created a stark 

division between the White British viewer and imagined creator of the pieces on display.1166 

Although accurate, these readings of the exhibitions do not consider the motivations of the many 

Nigerian individuals who lent objects to be included in the display. Their participation can be read 

as acts of cultural diplomacy at a time of political change. 

 

More than half of the exhibits in Traditional Sculpture of the British Colonies were from Nigeria. Most 

importantly for this chapter, this included the Ooni of Ife, the Olowo of Owo, Chief Oludasa of 

Owo, and the ‘Benin Native Authority’, who had agreed to lend some of their most valuable 

pieces.1167 According to William Fagg, this ‘greatly increased the importance of the whole 

exhibition’.1168 Much like the exhibition of 1948, the political context in Nigeria provides potential 

insights into the motivation of lenders. As outlined in chapter three, by 1951 Nigeria’s political 

landscape was dominated by the vying interest of three ethnic groups.1169 The Hausa-Fulani in the 

Northern Region, the Yoruba in the Western Region and the Ibo in the Eastern Region were all 

represented by associated political parties: the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons, 

the Action Group, and Northern Peoples’ Congress.1170 With this in mind, the dominance of loans 

from the Western Region is notable, particularly from Owo. Fagg reported that this was the first 

time work from Owo had been exhibited in Europe and singled it out for ‘special treatment’ in an 

article he wrote to accompany the exhibition.1171 Art from Owo, Fagg concluded,  ‘may well prove 

to have an importance in the art history of West Africa comparable with that of Benin and of 

Ife.’1172 This inclusion and promotion of works lent by the Olowo of Owo is interesting because 
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1170 Hyam, 272. 
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1172 Fagg, 74. 
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in the same year his palace became the official base of the Action Group. This political party was 

seeking to mobilise Western Nigerians in the face of control by the nationalist National Council 

of Nigeria and the Cameroons. It is possible therefore, that the Olowo of Owo saw benefits in the 

inclusion and promotion of his material culture in London. Although no evidence has been found 

regarding visitors to the 1951 exhibition, reports records that amongst nearly 2,500 members of 

the public visiting the exhibition of 1949, many were African.1173 This highlights that although the 

exhibition may have been curated with a white British public in mind, they were not necessarily 

the only audience in attendance. Nigerian lenders may have understood that their representation 

in the exhibition would transmit a message of political relevance, not only for a white British 

public, but also for Nigerians residing in London. This situation demonstrates how the formation 

of collaborative endeavours can ‘draw separate groups into common projects at the same time as 

they allow them to maintain separate agendas’.1174 

The Nigerian Antiquities Service’s interest in loaning objects for UK exhibitions was similarly 

animated by their promotional potential. Kenneth Murray viewed exhibitions as ‘propaganda’ for 

the establishment of Nigerian Museums and had been organising temporary displays in London 

since the late 1930s to ‘convince officials that art did and could exist in Nigeria.’1175 In 1949, Murray 

had half of his collection sent to the British Museum from Cape Town, where it had been stored 

at the South African Museum for safe keeping during the war.1176 With no museum buildings in 

Nigeria, Murray intended part of his collection to be included in Traditional Art of the British Colonies 

at the RAI. Of the exhibition he wrote that ‘I hope it will be successful in getting further support 

for the building of a museum in Nigeria. It has been very tiresome that the Nigerian government 

[colonial government] takes so long in doing anything.’1177 As a result, the 1949 exhibition 

contained many of his most prized objects, including one of the ekpu figures from Oron that he 

had been particularly interested in preserving.  

Murray’s enthusiasm for loans of this type was short lived. Increasingly, he perceived the risk posed 

to loan objects as unacceptable. This may have been connected to an incident in 1947, when 

Murray had convinced the Ampetu of Mahin (a ruler in the present day Oyo State) to send an 

                                                
1173 Anonymous, “Traditional Art of the British Colonies,” Man 49 (October 1949): 109. 
1174 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, 246. 
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1177 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Miss Shaw (South African Museum), 26 June 1949, South African 
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‘Edan staff’ with the shipment of Ife heads to be cleaned at the British Museum.1178 The staff was 

apparently lost in transit and both Murray and Braunholtz denied responsibility.1179 This 

precipitated a small diplomatic crisis that saw the Ampetu accuse the British Museum of ‘trickery’ 

and eventually accuse Kenneth Murray of complicity and theft.1180 Murray advised Braunholtz to 

offer money or a replacement to the Ampetu and guided the exact wording of the letter.1181 

Although reluctant and adamant that the staff had never arrived, Braunholtz bought two new staffs 

at auction in London and sent them to Nigeria to replace the lost specimen. Murray took them to 

the Ameptu personally in an attempt to heal the breach.1182 This incident demonstrates how friction 

generated by cross-cultural and cross-institutional loans had the potential to create discord and 

suspicion. This reputational damage was a particular problem for the Nigerian Antiquities Service, 

who worked closely with Nigerian individuals and relied on their good will to obtain access to 

important artefacts. 

 

Despite incidents such as the loss of the Edan staff, Nigerian lenders continued to agree to loan 

to the UK. Increasingly, this brought them into opposition with Kenneth Murray, who by 1951 

was vocal about the unacceptable dangers posed to objects during international loans. When the 

Olukun and Obalufon heads arrived back in Nigeria following a 1948 exhibition at the British 

Museum, Murray complained that the noses had been polished by friction during transit.1183 As a 

result, he advised against lending Ife objects to the exhibition of 1951, although the Ooni did not 

take his advice. Murray expressed regret that the Ooni had agreed to loan the Lajuwa terracotta 

head because he feared it would be damaged.1184 He claimed that the Ooni’s willingness to loan 

objects to the Imperial Institute was due to an ignorance of the risks involved.1185 Additionally, 

Murray argued that plans for the colonial exhibit were a great burden and the exhibition would be 

overlooked with all the other events connected to the Festival of Britain, therefore losing its value 
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as propaganda for Nigerian museum establishment.1186 Murray noted that the Nigerian 

Government had refused money for an excavation expedition to Ife and complained that it ‘would 

have been more valuable than the colonial exhibition and would have cost the Nigerian 

Government less.’1187 These arguments highlight how temporary exhibitions became sites where 

the interests of different parties in Nigeria and the UK collided, corresponded and evolved over 

time. The fact that Murray’s objections were not heeded suggests that the Ooni was determined 

and successful in pursuing his own agenda. The attitude of the Nigerian Antiquities Service 

towards the Ooni’s decision to loan was characteristic of the paternalism of British colonial policy. 

However, this approach was not shared by the British Museum, who stood to gain from loan 

agreements. This highlights the varied and contradictory ways that colonial-era museums 

functioned. 

 

The loan of 1951 also caused friction when the British Museum used it to stage an opportunistic, 

temporary exhibition in Bloomsbury. Following the exhibition at the Imperial Institute, 

Braunholtz asked if loans from Nigeria could be taken to the British Museum for photographing. 

Murray replied that there would be no objection, so long as there was no delay to them being 

returned to Nigeria.1188 Photographs of the King Edward VII gallery at the British Museum from 

1951 show that a temporary exhibition of Nigerian objects had been mounted, including the 

wooden Ram’s Head from Owo (Figure 6.2).1189 The case label read ‘Nigerian Antiquities Lent by 

the Government of Nigeria and several Nigerian chiefs for the recent exhibition ‘Traditional Art 

from the Colonies’ at the Imperial Institute and shortly to be returned to Nigeria’ (Figure 6.3). 

Murray later complained that the British Museum had not returned exhibits, despite promising to 

do so, which was creating issues with insurance.1190 Although it is unlikely that such an exhibition 

would have gone ahead without Murray’s agreement, the delay it created in returning the objects 

clearly caused some problems and may have contributed to Murray’s unwillingness to loan in 

subsequent years.  

 

 

                                                
1186 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 13 August 1950, Department of Ethnography 
Correspondence Files, 1950, British Museum, London (hereafter cited as Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 
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1188 Correspondence from Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 25 September 1951, Department of 
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Figure 6.2: Loan exhibition of 1951 in the King Edward VII gallery. © The Trustees of the British Museum. 

 

 
Figure 6.3: Label of loan exhibition of 1951 in the King Edward VII gallery. © The Trustees of the British Museum. 
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6.3.2 Loans as material exchanges 
 

An important feature of the loan agreements made for Bronzes of Ancient Nigeria, Traditional Arts of 

the Colonies and Traditional Sculpture of the Colonies was the conservation and reproduction of loan 

objects to be carried out at the British Museum’s Research Laboratory. As we saw in chapter five, 

physical preservation of objects was a key concern for Kenneth Murray and a motivating factor in 

his initial agreement to loan. At the same time, the conservation and reproduction of borrowed 

objects provided British Museum staff with an opportunity to study and work with new material, 

allowing them to develop disciplinary specialisms, and gain a better understanding of their own 

collections. However, these material practices entailed negotiation between the British Museum, 

Nigerian Antiquities Service and the Nigerian owners of material, and this was not always 

straightforward. The effects of conservation were not valued by Nigerian owners and the Nigerian 

Antiquities Service in the same way, and permissions to reproduce objects could be withdrawn at 

short notice. 

 

In 1947, Braunholtz wrote to Murray to update him on the Research Laboratory’s  progress on 

the Ife heads. Braunholtz reported that some of the heads appeared battered on their arrival at the 

British Museum, and investigations showed that one had previously been scratched with a chisel 

and altered to ‘a kind of purple’ colour, probably with nitrate of silver.1191 Braunholtz enquired if 

somebody in Ife could have caused these scratches and colour alterations. Harold Plenderleith was 

working on the heads personally and proposed to ‘restore’ their colour and shape. However, this 

required heating and possibly destroying the ‘patina’, so work was held off until it could be 

discussed with Murray.1192 Murray promised to consult the Ooni on whether the shape of the 

‘battered’ heads should be restored. He also agreed to look into why one of the heads had a 

distinctive purple patina.1193 Although permission was granted for the colour of the purple head to 

be restored, Murray reported that when it was received, the Ooni claimed to prefer the old 

colour.1194 It may have been that for the Ooni, ‘restoring’ the colour rendered the object less 

aesthetically pleasing, whereas Murray and the British museum staff valued the ‘authenticity’ that 

restoration produced. Following the loan’s return, Braunholtz wrote reproachfully to Murray that 
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‘it might perhaps be impressed on the Nigerian Govt. that the B.M. has done Nigeria quite a 

considerable service by carrying out all the work gratis. The benefits have in fact been reciprocal I 

hope. But there has been no formal thanks from Nigeria or the Ooni for the cleaning.’1195 In return, 

Murray expressed remorse but also emphasised the fact the ownership of the objects rested with 

the Ooni who may have perceived the situation differently:  

 
Your letter made me very conscious stricken that I have not expressed any gratitude to the BM or 
to you for the cleaning of the Ife bronzes. The thanks of the Nigerian Government might come 
when the museum is opened for at present no one but I have seen them. The Oni would probably 
not realise that thanks were needed: he might even think that thanks were due to him for letting the 
Europeans make use of his property! But it is rather unpardonable on my part [...]1196 
 

This episode demonstrates Tsing’s observation that collaborations have the potential to bring 

misunderstandings into the core of alliance.1197 In the context of these loans, both material 

practices and perceptions of obligation had the potential to highlight differences of opinion 

between the various parties involved. Murray’s comment challenged the assumption held at the 

British Museum that they had endowed a favour on the Ooni, highlighting that it may in fact have 

been the other way around. The Ooni’s reported dislike of the ‘restoration’ of the head suggests 

that scientific conservation, although highly valued by Murray, overlooked some of the aesthetic 

features or ontological complexities of Nigerian objects that mattered to their owners. 

 

Conservation was not the only material intervention that loans entailed. In 1947 and 1948, 

alongside conservation work, the Ife heads went under meticulous examination and reproduction 

through casting and photography which necessitated the negotiation of permission from the Ooni. 

Correspondence from Murray to Braunholtz reports specifically that the Ooni had granted 

permission for the heads to be cast, which suggests that his approval was not taken for granted, 

although it is not clear how his permission was secured. The process was so laborious that the cast 

makers were only able to complete the colouring of seven heads before they were returned. 

Braunholtz informed Murray that the Ooni had offered to lend the heads at another time for the 

work to be completed, which suggests that the Ooni was not dissatisfied with the arrangement.1198 

A second loan was deemed unnecessary by Braunholtz because thorough documentation had been 
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made. This included measurements of the thickness of the bronze, the identification of prior 

repairs, extensive notes and samples of colouring, including colour photographs from every angle 

and watercolour paintings. Braunholtz enquired if additional casts could be made, because 

‘doubtless many museums would like to have them’.1199 Mediating between Braunholtz and the 

Ooni, Murray asked that individual requests for additional casts should be sent for the Ooni’s 

express permission.1200 Murray would later pass on the Ooni’s permission for photographs to be 

shared with other museums as well.1201 This arrangement changed significantly following 

independence, reflecting tighter regulations pertaining to all Nigerian material culture and a new 

relationship between the British Museum, the Nigerian Antiquities Department, and the Ooni of 

Ife. In 1966, Murray informed the British Museum that: ‘the Commission had required me to 

inform you that they wish no casts to be made from the moulds which the British Museum are 

making without the permission of the Antiquities Commission. Replicas should be made solely for 

the commission and not to be distributed to any other institutions. Any institution wanting replicas 

should make application to the Antiquities Commission.’1202 This process demonstrates, as 

observed by Tatjana Bartsch et al., that ‘copies are the motor of manifold cultural exchange 

processes’ through which varied contents and messages are negotiated and communicated.1203 

 

Before permission to make replicas was revoked in 1966, the British Museum made multiple casts 

from the Ife head moulds and used these for various purposes. For example, a cast was gifted to 

Princess Alice, a member of the British royal family, following her visit to Traditional Arts of the 

Colonies.1204 Chauncey J. Hamlin, first President of ICOM, bought a set of casts for the Buffalo 

Museum of Science following his visit to Traditional Sculpture of the Colonies.1205 In October 1948, 

Bernard and William Fagg attended the UNESCO conference in Paris and they took with them 

the seven completed casts of the Ife heads.1206 Casts of the Ife heads were integrated into the 

permanent galleries of the British Museum by 1960.1207 These events demonstrate how the 
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production of casts afforded the British Museum control over the dissemination and promotion 

of Nigerian material, which in turn generated both prestige and income. Additionally, as Bartsch 

et al. remind us, copies carry originals into new settings and new contexts.1208 They observe how 

‘[t]hrough the existence of copies, the understanding, appreciation and specific perception of the 

original is constituted, determined and established.’1209 If an original is indeed ‘a sum of its 

copies’,1210 we can see how the loan exhibition of the Ife heads in 1948, and their subsequent 

casting and reproduction, transformed their status permanently. This demonstrates how loans 

generated potentially long-lasting consequences for inter-museum relations, that did not end when 

the original objects were returned. Here Ingold’s work on meshworks allows us to visualise how 

these relations were constituted of movement and growth, rather than fixed connections between 

static entities.1211 

 

6.4 Displays  
 

Caroline Turner argues that from the 1970s international exhibitions were based on scholarly 

exchange. They allowed staff to connect with international scholarship, research and enhance 

existing collections, test new display strategies and see objects in a new light.1212 However, this was 

also the case for the much earlier Bronzes of Ancient Nigeria, Traditional Art of the British Colonies and 

Traditional Sculpture of the British Colonies. As noted in the introduction, the rearrangement of the 

permanent ethnographic galleries at the British Museum was slow moving in the post-war period. 

The opportunity to curate temporary exhibitions, both onsite and elsewhere, allowed staff to 

develop their scholarly interests through display experiments and in doing so, raise their 

professional and institutional profile. Although Traditional Art of the British Colonies and Traditional 

Sculpture of the British Colonies did not take place at the British Museum, they were curated by William 

Fagg, installed by staff including Leslie Langton, and organisational meetings were held at the 

museum. Whereas the previous discussion of conservation and reproduction explored materially 

grounded forms of exchange facilitated by the loan exhibitions, the following section will trace 
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conceptual exchanges between Nigeria and the UK that manifested in the display methods 

employed.  

 

Although the temporary exhibitions are the main focus of this chapter, the reinstallation of 

permanent displays at the British Museum are also relevant because it is likely that their 

development intersected with the display experiments afforded by temporary exhibitions. 

Following the Second World War, material was returned from wartime storage and the permanent 

ethnographic galleries were rationalised according to new aesthetic and educational considerations. 

As summarised in chapter three, the new permanent exhibitions that opened in the early 1950s 

marked a departure from the tightly packed cases of the pre-war period. Whereas before the war 

up to half of the entire collection had been on show, in the post-war era this was reduced to as 

little as one to eight percent.1213 By 1960, display limitations imposed by lack of space and old-

fashioned cases were considered a growing problem and moves to make changes were made. This 

culminated in November 1970 when the Department of Ethnography was moved to new premises 

in Burlington Gardens. The new site was named the Museum of Mankind and housed a 

permanently changing set of exhibitions, characterised by immersive contextual displays featuring 

reconstructed interiors and environments. In many ways these developments were representative 

of wider display trends occurring in the UK museum sector at the time. Museums responded to 

recommendations in influential sector reports made by Henry Miers (1928) and Frank Markham 

(1938) that called for ‘decluttered’ and educationally rigorous galleries.1214 Post-war 

deconstructions of ‘salon’-style, dense displays also coincided with a surge in popularity of 

dioramas in European museums.1215 There was also an emphasis on choosing materials, such as 

wood or textiles, which ‘harmonised’ in texture and colour and brought out the ‘special qualities’ 

of the objects to be exhibited.1216 From the 1960s, there was a growing debate surrounding the 

design of new museums and ‘repackaging’ of old ones.1217 However, in the context of the British 

Museum, there is evidence that contact with museums and individuals in Nigeria intersected with 

these wider developments, which may have subtly shaped strategies adopted in Nigerian displays 

at the British Museum. 
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It is also important to note that the display paradigms explored in this chapter were part of the 

increasingly complex ‘parallel epistemologies’ of art and ethnographic collections emerging since 

the turn of the twentieth century.1218 Crucially, these exhibitions were part of the entangled 

histories of primitivism and modernism and developments since the 1920s that saw African objects 

exhibited in Europe as ‘art’ with little or no contextual information. A large body of literature 

exists on this topic, and the construction known as ‘primitive art’ has been thoroughly explored 

by a wide range of scholars and critiqued as a Western, ethnocentric, and ideological notion.1219 

Importantly for this chapter, it has been argued that what emerges from this construction is a self-

affirming system where Euro-American collectors, dealers, curators, and institutions have the final 

say in attributing the aesthetic worth, cultural and economic value of objects produced in Africa.1220 

As Sarah Van Beurden has observed in the Belgian context, the mid-twentieth century was a key 

turning point in the commodification of African material that saw European curators locating 

‘masterpieces’ within African collections and raising object profiles though scholarship and 

display.1221 This increased both their cultural and economic value, and stimulated their continued 

circulation.1222 The exhibitions examined in this chapter were part of this movement that produced 

criteria of value and taste in the African art market. Although the following sections will touch 

upon these themes, the focus is on how exhibitions served as a site of encounter between museum 

staff at the British Museum and Nigerian Antiquities Service, and how these played out through 

evolving paradigms of interpretation and display that treated Nigerian objects as both ‘(aesthetic) 

works of art’ and ‘(scientific) cultural artifacts’.1223 

 

6.4.1 Displaying Nigerian objects as art 
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Catherine Pearson argues that during the post-war period British curators revived traditional 

aspects of curatorship dating from the nineteenth century, which were characterised by individual, 

specialist interests.1224 Braunholtz was nearing the end of his career in the post-war period, and it 

was arguably the particular interests of the upcoming generation of curators in the department 

who would prove most influential for display developments. Key amongst these figures was 

William Fagg. Although trained in anthropology and serving as Secretary of the RAI and editor of 

Man, Fagg was convinced of the benefits of working across the disciplines of art, anthropology 

and ethnography. He was particularly interested in ‘promoting the study of art by anthropologists 

and anthropology by artists’.1225 This interest was probably shaped by a meshwork of friends and 

acquaintances, including artists Henry Moore, Jacob Epstein and in particular, Leon Underwood, 

a renowned teacher and promotor of African art.1226 As we saw in chapter four, Fagg also had 

contact with multiple collectors and dealers of non-European objects.1227 The work of museum 

staff in Europe who were placing African art within an art historical canon was also influential, 

and Fagg identified shared interests in the work of Frans Olbrechts.1228 Olbrechts is credited with 

introducing the systematic study of African objects as art.1229 In this way, Fagg’s interests emerged 

from a global shift occurring throughout the 1930s that redefined museum collections of African 

artefacts as art and provided a scientific foundation for their study and classification.1230 However, 

as discussed in chapters four and five, it was also shaped by Kenneth Murray’s work on the 

‘absolute’ Yoruba form and his methods of documentation.1231 Although not a central theme in 

this chapter, Fagg’s early involvement with the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA) and his 

contribution to their important exhibitions 40,000 Years of Modern Art (1948-1949) and Wonder and 

Horror of the Human Head (1953) should be mentioned here as further evidence of his evolving 

interest in displaying African objects as art.1232 The following sections will explore how Fagg’s 

                                                
1224 Pearson, Museums in the Second World War: Curators, Culture and Change, 220. 
1225 William Fagg, “Postscript,” Image 2 (Autumn 1949). 
1226 Picton, “A Tribute to William Fagg, April 28, 1914-July 10, 1992,” 27; Celina Jeffrey, “The Leon Underwood 
Collection of African Art,” Journal of Museum Ethnography, The Leon Underwood Collection of African Art, 12 
(1999): 21–38; Henry Moore, Henry Moore at the British Museum (London: British Museum Publications, 1982). 
1227 These included Sydney Burney, a dealer who had organised ‘Modern and African Sculptures’ in 1928. This was 
the first UK exhibition to display African material culture alongside European art, demonstrating a universal 
aesthetic and presenting African objects in a fine art context.  
1228 Fagg, The Living Arts of Nigeria, 5. 
1229 Olbrechts was Director of the Museum of the Belgian Congo from 1947 to 1958. He wrote Plastiek van Kongo 
(Congolese Sculpture, completed 1939, published 1946). See: Van Beurden, Authentically African, Arts and the Transnational 
Politics of Congolese Culture, 45. 
1230 Van Beurden, 47. 
1231 Stokes, “Documentary Observations: The African Photographs of William B. Fagg, 1949-1959,” 62. 
1232 The significance of these ICA exhibitions for the changing status of ethnographic objects has been examined by 
Lisa Maddigan Newby in her PhD thesis: Lisa Maddigan Newby, “Assemblage in Practice: Artists, Ethnography and 
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developing connoisseurship of African art was not only enabled and informed by contacts in 

Nigeria, but also through opportunities to curate temporary exhibitions of Nigerian material in the 

UK.  

 

The first instance of the Department of Ethnography experimenting with exhibiting Nigerian 

objects as ‘art’ was most probably a four-month-long temporary exhibition of Ancient Bronzes from 

Ife Nigeria in 1948 (Figure 6.4).1233 The fourteen newly cleaned objects from Ife were arranged 

carefully, placed at different angles on plaster blocks and rotated to present and compare 

distinctive features. The heads were bathed in electric light and appeared against a hessian 

background. Braunholtz’s descriptions of the display techniques employed demonstrate that 

aesthetic qualities had been of paramount importance. He wrote to Murray that ‘[w]e took a good 

deal of trouble over the arrangement, and I really think they [the Ife heads] look remarkably fine. 

They are placed at different heights + angles, with electric lighting from above, incl. a spotlight for 

the torso figure, and a warm terracotta background (distempered hessian), which shows up the 

green patina very well.’1234 Similarly, Fagg described how ‘[t]he green patina of the bronze was set 

off by a background of hessian distempered in a warm brick red colour approximating to that of 

the earth at Ife.’1235 Although the reference to the colour of the earth at Ife could be considered a 

form of visual contextualisation, the heads were presented as universally beautiful objects of art, 

without reference to their original origin, purpose, or manufacture.  

 

The 1948 display of the Ife bronzes at the British Museum is also notable because almost identical 

methods were employed in Nigeria several months later (Figure 6.5). In December 1949, shortly 

after the Ife exhibition closed in London, William Fagg assisted with the arrangement of the heads 

at an exhibition at the University of Ibadan. Like the British Museum display, works were carefully 

arranged on plaster blocks and rotated to create a striking aesthetic effect and mounted against a 

fabric backdrop. This could be perceived as an early example of an exhibition touring between 

venues, but there was no reciprocal agreement and the British Museum did not lend to Nigeria. At 

first, the exhibition appears to demonstrate how display techniques could be tested in London and 

applied in Nigeria. However, the previous year, Murray had written to Braunholtz and informed 

                                                
Display in Postwar London (1948-85)” (PhD diss., University of East Anglia, 2017); See also: Garlake, New Art, New 
World: British Art in Postwar Society, 52–53. 
1233 Ancient Bronzes from Ife Nigeria at the British Museum (June - October 1948) preceded the ICA exhibition 40,000 
Years of Modern Art (December 1948 - January 1949). 
1234 Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 03 July 1948. 
1235 William Fagg and Leon Underwood, “An Examination of the So-Called ‘Olokun’ Head of Ife, Nigeria,” Man 49 
(January 1949): 2. 
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him that he had used plaster mounts to display some of the ‘heads’ at Esie museum.1236 Although 

it is unclear who first experimented with blocks to emphasis the singularity of individual Ife heads, 

it is evident that there was an exchange of display ideas between museums in the UK and Nigeria 

at this time. Indeed, in 1953 Fagg was consulted on the arrangement of Ife museum and wrote the 

wall texts, even advising on their font, size and position.1237 Notable similarities in other Nigerian 

museums include the careful use of cloth backgrounds in the Jos Museum, which opened in 1952. 

Bernard Fagg reported that the background of exhibits were ‘designed with locally-woven cloths 

dyed to colours selected to suit the particular specimens’.1238 He noted that the main advantage 

was ‘enhancing the appearance’ of objects.1239 In 1968, Kenneth Murray donated a Nigerian indigo 

cloth to the Royal Scottish Museum which shows clear signs in the form of cotton tape strips and 

pin marks of having been hung as a display backdrop.1240 As mentioned previously, materials which 

‘harmonised’ with the objects to be exhibited were characteristic of wider display trends at this 

time.1241 However, it also suggests that museum staff in the British Museum and Nigerian museums 

were discussing specific techniques and colours, prompted by the installation of temporary 

exhibitions and permanent galleries, and that ‘culturally appropriate’ display material also held 

potential value as exchange currency 

  

                                                
1236 Kenneth Murray to Hermann Braunholtz, 01 March 1947. 
1237 Correspondence from William Fagg to Kenneth Murray, 08 April 1953, William Fagg folder, correspondence 
files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos.  
1238 Fagg, “The Museums of Nigeria,” 132. 
1239 Fagg, 132. 
1240 See National Museums Scotland object A.1968.402. This cloth is notable as the latest donation made to a UK 
museum by Murray that has been identified during the course of this research. It was most probably donated 
following Murray’s retirement and suggests that his relationship with the Royal Scottish Museum was slightly more 
amicable at this time than his relationship with the British Museum. 
1241 Svedberg, “Museum Display,” 859. 
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Despite the novel display strategies explored in the 1948 exhibition, William Fagg complained that 

achieving ‘modern standards’ of exhibition in the post-war galleries of the British Museum was 

made difficult by antiquated wall cases.1242 In contrast, Traditional Art of the British Colonies held at 

the RAI in 1949 and Traditional Sculpture of the British Colonies at the Imperial Institute in 1951 allowed 

him to experiment with ‘artistic presentation’ in spaces unencumbered by physical restrictions.1243 

For example, the 1949 exhibition featured individual masks mounted on the wall and objects 

placed on plinths at different angles and rotated to present distinctive features. Fabric backdrops 

were used and the terracotta heads from Ife were exhibited on small blocks with electric lighting 

from above (Figure 6.6). Both exhibitions also freed Fagg from disciplinary restrictions. In 1951, 

he noted that the display at the Imperial Institute exhibited sculptures ‘primarily as art’ and 

compared this to the permanent galleries of the Department of Ethnography, which were due to 

open, where objects were displayed as ‘ritual and useful objects in their place in the setting of the 

whole material culture of the tribes concerned.’1244 

 

It is important to note that the interpretation and display of African objects as art was not a neutral 

action and closely entangled with colonial power relations. As previously noted, Margaret Garlake 

argues that Traditional Art of the British Colonies exemplified the discourse of primitivism inflected 

by current politics that emerged in the UK following the Second World War.1245 Interpreting 

objects from colonial territories as barbaric or naïve supported claims that colonised people were 

unsuited to the ‘responsibility’ of self-government.1246 Similarly, William Fagg’s emphasis on the 

‘artistic genius’ of colonised people served to draw a strong distinction with Europeans that 

downplayed their ability for ‘progress’: African categories of thought, argued Fagg, ‘tend to be 

‘poetic’ – with emphasis on analogy, metaphor and symbolism – rather than scientific.’1247 

Moreover, he suggested, ‘if they lag behind us in material progress and in various other ways, there 

is still much for us to learn from them in more spiritual and aesthetic spheres such as art’.1248 

Kenneth Murray’s interpretation of the exhibitions was subtly different, but still served to 

downplay Nigerian abilities. Murray wrote that the exhibition of 1951 ‘should remind people of 

                                                
1242 Fagg, “A Museum of Mankind: Ethnography in Burlington Gardens,” 149. 
1243 Anonymous, “Traditional Art of the British Colonies: A Forthcoming Exhibition at the Institute,” Man, May 
1949, 55. 
1244 William Fagg, “Tribal Sculpture in the British Colonies,” Journal of the Royal Society of Arts 99, no. 4852 (July 27, 
1951): 691. 
1245 Garlake, New Art, New World: British Art in Postwar Society, 53. 
1246 Garlake, 52. 
1247 William Fagg, Traditional Sculpture of the British Colonies (London: His Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1951), 4. 
1248 Anonymous, “Traditional Art of the British Colonies,” 109. 
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the quality of the art that was done in the colonies before we started their educational and 

economic development.’1249 Although this comment could  be perceived as a subtle criticism of 

colonial rule, particularly in contrast to the paternalistic narrative of the Festival, it also served to 

undermine the work of contemporary Nigerian artists.1250 In this way, we can see how display 

methods that emphasised historical objects as art served to validate a range of colonial narratives 

in the post-war period. 

 

 

 
Figure 6.6: Traditional Art of the British Colonies, Royal Anthropological Institute, 1949 © The Trustees of the British 
Museum. 

 

 

 

                                                
1249 Murray, “Traditional Sculpture from the Colonies,” 260. 
1250 For further discussion of Murray’s relationship to modern art in Nigeria, see: Okeke-Agulu, Postcolonial 
Modernism: Art and Decolonization in Twentieth-Century Nigeria. 
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For Fagg, the display of Nigerian objects as art was closely linked to his developing interest in 

identifying individual ‘artists’ and ‘old masters’ and, as we saw in chapter four, this was heavily 

influenced by his relationship with Kenneth Murray. In 1971, Fagg wrote that ‘The British 

Museum has played a leading part in breaking down, since the Second World War, the old 

fashioned idée recue that there are no individual artists in African tribal sculpture.’1251 Traditional 

Sculpture of the British Colonies was possibly the first time Fagg experimented with displaying Nigerian 

works attributed to individual makers. In his introduction to the catalogue, Fagg lamented the 

erroneous belief that styles were common across regions and the work of one maker was 

indistinguishable from another.1252 Fagg argued that a careful study of a few pieces would dispel 

this myth: ‘[a] traveller, for example, in north-eastern Yorubaland will quickly learn to identify at a 

glance houseposts and other figures carved by Bamgboye of Odo-Owa, Areogun and Osamuku 

of Osi, Fakeye of Illa, Anyantola of Odo-Ehin, Ajiguna of Iloffa or Agbomiofe of Efon-Alaye’.1253 

Fagg concluded by stating that Africa, just like Europe, had ‘Old Masters’ and that the exhibition 

was presented to ‘honour them and the peoples among whom they arose’.1254 Although it has not 

been possible to confirm how many works were attributed to individual makers in the exhibition 

itself, the catalogue includes an image of an Epa mask that is credited as the work of ‘Bamgboye 

of Odo-Owa’.1255 As discussed in chapter four, Fagg negotiated fiercely to obtain a mask by 

Bámgbóyè of Odo-Owa for the British Museum in the early 1950s and its inclusion in the 1951 

exhibition was cited as a key reason for the accession. This highlights how exhibitions and display 

experiments corresponded with emerging scholarly interests and strategic collecting practices. 

 

Although Fagg claimed in 1951 that the newly rearranged ethnographic galleries of the British 

Museum displayed objects primarily as ‘ritual and useful objects’, as opposed to art,1256 there is 

evidence that display experiments facilitated by temporary loan exhibitions may have gradually 

informed permanent galleries in both London and Lagos. Photographs of British Museum 

ethnographic galleries taken in the mid to late 1950s and 1960s show that the post-war period saw 

                                                
1251 Fagg, The Living Arts of Nigeria, 5. 
1252 Fagg, Traditional Sculpture of the British Colonies, 7. 
1253 Fagg, 7. 
1254 Fagg, 7. 
1255 Fagg, 24. 
1256 Fagg, “Tribal Sculpture in the British Colonies,” 691. 
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an increased aestheticisation of some ‘select’ objects.1257 Although collections were still arranged 

geographically, galleries contained a comparatively small selection of objects arranged carefully to 

highlight aesthetic qualities. In one gallery, objects from Nigeria were placed on plinths in glass 

display cases in well-spaced and well-lit arrangements. The pair of ivory leopards, the head of an 

Ooni, the Commemorative head of the Queen Mother and Queen Idia Pendant mask were 

displayed in a way that highlighted their unique status. In another case, objects are placed against 

a white background (Figure 6.7). The use of white backdrops was characteristic of modernist 

aesthetics that aimed to minimise distraction from the art on display by acting as a frame.1258 Taken 

together, these changes suggest an increased interest in emphasising the objects as art works and 

drawing attention to their aesthetic value through visual qualities. Similarly, images of the Nigerian 

Museum Lagos taken shortly after opening in 1957 suggest the adoption of display techniques that 

highlight the aesthetic properties of objects. For example, in one image we can see a series of three 

wooden sculptures placed individually in glass cases on plinths, allowing visitors to examine them 

from every angle (Figure 6.8). Indeed, in 1962, Murray advised that museums should emphasise 

the artistic quality of the objects because this is where their widest appeal lay.1259  

 

 

                                                
1257 Photographs are labelled “King Edward Gallery Octagonal Case (I) African ‘select pieces’ 1964 dismantled” 
1258 Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space (San Francisco: The Lapis Press, 1986), 15. 
1259 Kenneth Murray, “Some Problems in Exhibiting Traditional Nigerian Art,” Museums Journal 52, no. 1 (1962): 
325. 
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Figure 6.7: Nigerian objects in ethnographic galleries at British Museum, c.1964 © The Trustees of the British 

Museum. 

 
Figure 6.8: Gallery of Nigerian Museum, Lagos. Photograph from: Bernard Fagg and Kenneth Murray, Preserving the 
Past (Lagos: Federal Information Service, 1959): 9. 
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6.4.2 Displaying Nigerian objects as artefacts 

 

Although William Fagg was interested in working across the disciplines of art, anthropology and 

ethnography, he was not an advocate for complete decontextualisation of ethnographic 

collections. He believed that anthropological information was crucial in teaching the European 

public the ‘real aesthetic merits’ of African art. In 1951, he wrote that: ‘[u]nless we are aware of 

what anthropology can tell us of a tribe’s habits and beliefs and the functions of its arts, we are in 

much the same position in relation to its works of art as a completely uncivilised central African 

would be if confronted suddenly with a Rembrandt or a Velasquez’.1260 Importantly for this 

chapter, Fagg’s problematic statement reveals his conviction that anthropological information was 

crucial to gain an appreciation of an African object of art and temporary exhibitions provided a 

site to experiment with these ideas. Fagg reported that the 1949 exhibition attempted to reconcile 

the ‘supposedly conflicting disciplines of art and anthropology’ and similarly, that the 1951 

exhibition demonstrated ‘a proper balance of aesthetic and ethnological considerations’.1261 This 

was partly intended to raise the profile of anthropology, bringing it to the attention of a wider 

public, establishing its relevance to the ‘layman’ with an interest in culture and art.1262 Perhaps for 

this reason, despite having the freedom to pursue purely ‘artistic’ display methods in these 

temporary exhibitions, photographs of the 1949 exhibition suggest that Fagg may have been 

experimenting with introducing small elements of contextual display. For example, the low 

structure displaying bronzes from Benin flanked by carved tusks was reminiscent of ancestral 

shrines at the Oba’s House in Benin City, which Fagg visited and photographed earlier that year 

during his tour of Nigeria (Figure 6.9 and 6.10). Two masks from Cameroon were displayed on a 

flowing fabric mount that suggested the form and movement of a masquerade costume (Figure 

6.11). 

 

                                                
1260 Fagg, “Tribal Sculpture in the British Colonies,” 696. 
1261 William Fagg, “Anthropology and Art,” Nature 164, no. 4161 (July 1949): 174–75; Fagg, “Tribal Sculpture and 
the Festival of Britain,” 73. 
1262 Anonymous, “Traditional Art of the British Colonies,” 109. 
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Figure 6.9: Benin and Ife display, Traditional Art of the British Colonies, 1949, Royal Anthropological Institute. 
Photograph from: Anonymous, “Traditional Art of the British Colonies,” Man 49 (October 1949): 108. 

 
Figure 6.10: Ancestral shrine, House of the Oba, Benin City, Nigeria. Photograph by Eliot Elisofon, 1970. Smithsonian 
Learning Lab Resource, National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
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Figure 6.11: Masks and drum in Traditional Art of the British Colonies, 1949, Royal Anthropological Institute. 
Photograph from: Anonymous, “Traditional Art of the British Colonies,” Man 49 (October 1949): 109. 
 
 

It is highly likely that the exhibitions of 1949 and 1951 were influenced by, and probably 

influenced, Kenneth Murray’s deliberations on the best way to arrange galleries in the planned 

Nigerian museums. In 1951, Murray published an article that discussed the problems of 

satisfactorily exhibiting Nigerian objects: 

 
With objects of European art there is little difficulty, because they are usually intended to be related 
to buildings: a picture to hang on a wall; sculpture, when not part of a building, to stand in a room. 
[…] In the case of works of tribal artists, however, few pieces besides doors and house-posts were 
meant for an architectural setting. Most carvings in Africa, for instance, are kept in obscurity until 
festivals when they are brought out and either stood on the ground, carried round the village, or 
worn as masks. They are part of an ensemble which includes colour, sound, and movement, and 
which has nature for background. A mask hung in an exhibition is only a piece of the complete work, 
a piece from which the most dramatic elements of the whole are missing. A greater effort is needed 
to picture the complete conception than to visualise how a European carving once looked on a 
building.1263  
 

In addition to acknowledging the value of visual contextualisation, Murray also stressed the need 

for contextual information: ‘A true estimate of the importance of works of tribal art depends on 

                                                
1263 Murray, “Traditional Sculpture from the Colonies,” 259. 
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knowing about their use, the intentions of their maker, and what their users felt about them.’ Based 

on these understandings, Murray was critical of the display method employed in Traditional Sculpture 

of the British Colonies. He wrote that ‘[w]orks ranking among “man’s greater artistic achievements” 

need a setting suggestive of weight and permanence, but as shown the bronzes from Ife look more 

like objects in a china shop.’1264 Fagg would have been aware of these arguments and criticisms, 

and it is possible that such considerations influenced the development of his approach to display. 

 

Even after the galleries of the Nigerian Museum in Lagos had been arranged, Murray continued 

to deliberate over best display practices. In 1962, he wrote an article for the Museums Journal entitled 

‘Some Problems in Exhibiting Traditional Nigerian Art’.1265 The main problem Murray described 

was reaching a compromise between ensuring physical safety and providing sufficient contextual 

information. Murray reported that during the installation of the Lagos museum in 1956 ‘an artist’ 

had complained that when sculptures were  ‘glamorised and imprisoned in their glass cases and 

removed from their context they became dead objects.’1266 According to Murray, the artist had 

suggested objects should be left with their owners, providing greater excitement and benefit than 

anything a museum could offer.1267 Murray was sympathetic to this argument but was concerned 

that the traditions associated with many artefacts, such as masquerades that featured masks and 

headdresses, were dying out and could not be relied on to ‘preserve’ objects.1268 He also described 

examples of festivals that damaged important artefacts unwittingly and argued that ‘[t]he romantic 

sensations enjoyed by a few during the present had to be weighed against the need for the 

future.’1269 Despite this, Murray conceded that criticism made of display methods were fair and 

glass cases meant much of the quality of works were lost. He described how masks that were 

intended to be used as part of a moving costume, seen from all angles, accompanied by music, 

were shown isolated, stationary and silent.1270 Murray wrote that ‘the context which would explain 

so much of their purpose and meaning is missing when conventionally exhibited…. [t]heir 

environment in use – the excited crowds, the surrounding building or vegetation – cannot be 

shown’.1271 With these considerations in mind, Murray made recommendations for improved 

displays. These included placing smaller carvings in domestic interiors and the playing of traditional 

                                                
1264 Murray, 259. 
1265 Murray, “Some Problems in Exhibiting Traditional Nigerian Art.” 
1266 Murray, 319. 
1267 Murray, 319. 
1268 Murray, 319. 
1269 Murray, 322. 
1270 Murray, 322. 
1271 Murray, 322. 
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music to create ‘atmosphere’, incorporating flowers or plants so that ‘the relationship of African 

art and religion with nature might be remembered’ and using strongly coloured backgrounds to 

reflect the ‘brightness of the tropical background from which they come and the apparent 

preference of the Africans.’1272 Murray also advocated for the inclusion of a ‘reconstructed 

environment’ where carvings could be exhibited in shrines.1273 For Murray, museum display walked 

a fine line between the physical preservation of objects and communicating their cultural context 

and value to the public. This article demonstrates that by the 1960s, Murray was coming to the 

conclusion that reconstructed environments were the way to achieve this dual aim. 

 

The ‘artist’ that Murray reported having criticised displays in Lagos was most probably Ben 

Enwonwu, a former art student of Murray’s who – as discussed in chapter three - would become 

one of Nigeria’s most celebrated modernist artists. The omission of his name reflects a complex 

and sometimes fraught relationship between Murray and Enwonwu.1274 In 1946, Braunholtz 

received a letter from Enwonwu that contained strikingly similar arguments to those discussed by 

Murray in his 1962 article.1275 Enwonwu’s letter outlined recommendations for the establishment 

of museums in Nigeria on which Braunholtz was advising: 

 

I thought the sort of Museums for West Africa should be very big houses which take after the style 
and shape of the old shrines. The interior should be gloomy and at some dark in order to revive that 
ghostly atmosphere in which the old works dwelled but adapted to a modern society in by building 
such structures with cement and concrete, tiles, etc. – anything in the way of European building 
material which are more durable. I thought that some structures like Rudolph Steiner’s Goethaenum 
would lend more to the spiritual quality of the old art objects which the Nigerian Government wishes 
to preserve. I think they look dead in foreign Museums, not because they are miles away from their 
native land – because even now in their native land their houses have almost completely decayed – 
but because they are placed in the wrong atmosphere, in which they are exposed to the ordinary eyes 
of men and women. Their powers of mystery and ritual things have been cut off. It is like stripping 
off the mask-wearer and exposing him to spectators – men and women. I think the old works are 
ashamed in foreign museums. Some of them are weeping; the others shed tears and look shy against 

                                                
1272 Murray, 325. 
1273 Murray, 323. 
1274 Bea Gassmann de Sousa notes that Enwonwu quickly outgrew Murray’s teachings and his friendship with his 
tutor became more antagonistic during his early twenties. See: Bea Gassmann de Sousa, “Decolonising Nigerian 
Modernism: Ben Enwonwu’s ‘Identity in Politics,’” Tate Papers 30 (Autumn 2018), 
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/tate-papers/30/decolonising-nigerian-modernism-ben-enwonwus-identity-
politics. 
1275 I am grateful to Sophie Mew for making me aware of this letter during the first month of my PhD. Mew has 
discussed this letter in her thesis, see: Sophie Mew, “Rethinking Heritage and Display in National Museums in 
Ghana and Mali” (PhD diss., SOAS University of London, 2012), 130. 
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mauve background and glass cases. They were not made for glass cases. They feel that they are buried 
in such places.1276 

 

Rejecting the typical modes of exhibition employed by European museums, Enwonwu advised 

that museums should closely replicate sacred buildings specific to the locality, ‘Calabar Museum 

should be an enlarged building of the Ibibio, Cross River and Calabar juju houses’, and that designs 

should be ‘refined but characteristically African’ in order to retain their atmosphere. He warned 

that placing objects in normal ‘houses’ would render the works meaningless for the local 

population. Enwonwu also predicted that placing traditional works in modern buildings would be 

perceived as an act of humiliation by many Nigerians. According to him, the juxtaposition of old 

against new would create a stark dichotomy between European modernity and African history and 

create a public spectacle of a past that educated Nigerians in particular wished to forget. As a result, 

Enwonwu claimed, the objects would be ‘shamed to death’. Enwonwu’s recommendations are 

highly significant because they advocate for a sensitivity to the spiritual and non-material 

dimensions of objects and argue that West African museums should be adapted to local contexts 

to hold relevance for local populations. They demonstrate that as early as the 1940s, Nigerian 

individuals were attempting to shape the interpretation and display of Nigerian objects in Nigeria 

and abroad. This again highlights how the exhibition of Nigerian material created a site where 

divergent perspectives and agendas met and corresponded. 

 

Although Enwonwu’s early interpretation and display suggestions were considered, they were 

ultimately dismissed by Braunholtz. It has not been possible to locate Braunholtz’s reply at the 

British Museum in the course of the research, but this letter has been seen by academic and curator 

Sophie Mew in the last ten years. She reports that Braunholtz disagreed with Enwonwu’s 

suggestions. Mew writes that ‘[Braunholtz] asserted that Enwonwu’s conception of a museum 

differed (as likened to a church) from a European one (as likened to a school) and remained 

convinced of the moral benefits of the latter.’1277 Braunholtz viewed museums as secular 

educational institutions in which the acknowledgement of spiritual dimensions of objects had no 

place. Mew speculates that as a direct result of Braunholtz’s intervention, Enwonwu’s suggestions 

for display methods sensitive to ‘local’ interpretations were rejected. We can also surmise that 

Enwonwu’s suggestions were rejected in Nigeria. As Murray’s 1962 article demonstrates, 

                                                
1276 Correspondence from Ben Enwonwu to Julian Huxley, 1946, CO/927/31/4, The National Archives of the UK. 
Enwonwu’s letter was originally sent to Julian Huxley, who passed it on to C.Y. Carstairs of the Colonial Office, 
who sent it to Braunholtz: Correspondence from C.Y. Carstairs to Hermann Braunholtz, 28 May 1946, 
CO/927/31/4, The National Archives of the UK (TNA). 
1277 Mew, “Rethinking Heritage and Display in National Museums in Ghana and Mali,” 130. 
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complaints that sculptures were being ‘glamorised and imprisoned in their glass cases’ and 

rendered ‘dead objects’ had not been acted upon.1278 Although Murray’s suggestions of recreating 

religious buildings to create ‘atmosphere’ are strikingly similar to those made in Ben Enwonwu’s 

letter, they contain fundamental differences. Enwonwu’s designs for a museum accounted for both 

the spiritual dimension of objects and the perspectives of local communities. In contrast, Murray 

viewed contextual display as a way to convey his own interpretations of the function and meaning 

of objects more efficiently to an audience with no prior knowledge of the material. Although 

sympathetic to Nigerian perspectives in many ways, Murray’s display strategies imposed 

Eurocentric values (such as objectivity and accuracy) on the objects and failed to take into account 

local philosophies and relationships to material culture.                                                                     

 

Enwonwu’s challenges to interpretation and display are particularly interesting if we consider that 

by 1948 he was spending significant amounts of time at the British Museum and may have 

exchanged display ideas with staff directly. Studying at the Slade School of Fine Art from 1944, in 

1947 Enwonwu registered for postgraduate work in anthropology (specialising in West African 

ethnography) at the University of London.1279 As a result, he began to spend time studying the 

West African collections at the British Museum. In 1948, William Fagg reported that ‘we have seen 

a good deal of him and his work at the B.M. in the past few months which he has divided between 

carving and painting at his studio and studying the ancient and traditional arts of Africa in our 

collections.’1280 On Fagg’s recommendation, a review of Enwonwu’s exhibition at Heal’s 

department store even appeared alongside a review of the Bronzes of Ancient Nigeria in the Illustrated 

London News (Figure 6.12). In 1949, Enwonwu wrote to Fagg to ask for a job at the British 

Museum.1281 This request was repeated in 1952 and Enwonwu offered to collect ideas, stories and 

folklore in Benin.1282 There is no evidence that Enwonwu’s offer of ethnographic fieldwork was 

ever taken up or that he was ever offered work at the British Museum. Perhaps partly in response 

to these experiences, in 1956 Enwonwu made highly critical statements about European museums 

holding African material in a famous paper entitled ‘Problems of the African Artist Today’.1283 The 

                                                
1278 Murray, “Some Problems in Exhibiting Traditional Nigerian Art.” 
1279 Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie, Ben Enwonwu: The Making of an African Modernist (Rochester, NY: University of 
Rochester Press, 2008). 
1280 Correspondence from William Fagg to R. Bacon (Illustrated London News), 22 May 1948, Box 4, William Fagg 
papers, Royal Anthropological Institute, London 
1281 Correspondence from Ben Enwonwu to William Fagg, 07 February 1949, Box 6, William Fagg papers, Royal 
Anthropological Institute, London. 
1282 Correspondence from Ben Enwonwu to William Fagg, September 1952, Box 11, William Fagg papers, Royal 
Anthropological Institute, London. 
1283 Ben Enwonwu, “Problems of the African Artist Today,” Présence Africaine 8–10 (November 1956): 174–78. 
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African artist, wrote Enwonwu, ‘faces the humiliation of having to listen to lecturers on African 

Art in foreign art galleries and museums. He visits foreign museums in order to see a collection of 

the art of his own country and very often European curators show him round the museum.’1284 

This episode highlights inter-museum relations in the 1940s and 1950s had the potential, in theory 

at least, to challenge Eurocentric interpretation and display of Nigerian objects. As Tsing observes, 

‘as a metaphorical image, friction reminds us that heterogeneous and unequal encounters can lead 

to new arrangements of culture and power.’1285 However, although British Museum staff were 

aware of Nigerian perspectives from as early at the mid 1940s, this information was dismissed 

because it was perceived to misunderstand the function of museums. 

 

                                                
1284 Enwonwu, 178. 
1285 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, 5. 
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6.5 Loans and display post 1960 
 

The exhibition of 1951 marked a turning point that saw the Nigerian Antiquities Service under 

Murray’s leadership increasingly resistant to loans, however this did alter slightly between 1957 

and 1963 when Bernard Fagg was Director. This was evidenced in 1960, when William Fagg was 

invited by the UK’s Arts Council to organise an exhibition of Nigerian art in the UK to celebrate 

Nigerian independence, resulting in the exhibition Nigerian Tribal Art. Fagg hoped this event would 

create the opportunity for many loans from Nigeria, but the exhibition was affected by the fact 

Nigeria had their own independence exhibition.1286 Indeed, Bernard Fagg reported to William that 

the finest pieces of Nigerian material culture ‘were still in private hands’ and he was attempting to 

secure loans of ‘jealously guarded’ swords from the Emir of Argungu and the Emir of Katsina.1287 

Despite the need in Nigeria for pieces, the Ooni of Ife, the Elesie of Esie and the Jos, Benin and 

Lagos museums all sent objects for the exhibition in London.1288 Bernard Fagg proposed a loan 

exchange to mark the event of independence, suggesting that the British Museum could exchange 

their ivory leopards in return for the bronze pair in Lagos. There is no evidence to suggest that 

this exchange ever took place. This was probably due to the British Museum’s stringent loan 

conditions. It was not until the British Museum Act of 1963 was passed that objects were allowed 

to be lent abroad.1289 It is striking that despite the multiple examples of loans from Nigeria to the 

UK uncovered during this research, no instances of reciprocal loans have been found. However, 

this lack of reciprocity was not limited to Nigeria. Around this time, regional museums in the UK 

were not allowed to borrow objects that they themselves had excavated but that were now held at 

the British Museum, although they were offered casts of these items.1290 In the Nigerian context, 

this asymmetry reflected the hypocrisy in narratives of partnership that were circulating at the time. 

It also highlighted the ambivalence with which the Nigerian museum project was treated by some 

British Museum staff. 

 

Importantly, the exhibition Nigerian Tribal Art allowed Fagg to refine ideas that informed his 1965 

publication Tribes and Forms in African Art in which he outlined his influential, and contested, thesis 

                                                
1286 Anonymous, “The Artistic Heritage of a Newly Independent Nation: Nigerian Art,” The Illustrated London News 
237, no. 6324 (October 15, 1960): 651. 
1287 Correspondence from Bernard Fagg to William Fagg, 29 March 1960, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1960, British Museum, London. 
1288 William Fagg, “Introduction,” in Nigerian Tribal Art (London: Arts Council of Great Britain, 1960), n.p. 
1289 Wilson, The British Museum, 269. 
1290 Pearson, Museums in the Second World War: Curators, Culture and Change, 213. 
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of ‘tribality’.1291 The exhibitions examined in this chapter contributed to the development of Fagg’s 

scholarship and his professional recognition, and by proxy the institutional reputation of the 

British Museum. In 1964, Fagg was asked to arrange the first UK exhibition of Nigerian material 

funded by the independent Nigerian government. This took place at the Royal Scottish Museum 

in Edinburgh and the Nigerian embassy called upon the British Museum and Fagg to loan objects 

and provide assistance, completely circumventing the Nigerian Antiquities Department. Kenneth 

Murray wrote to the Royal Scottish Museum following the exhibition to request a catalogue and 

was informed that none had been produced.1292 This highlights the somewhat ambiguous political 

position of the Nigerian Antiquities Department in post-independence Nigeria, dominated as it 

was by senior British staff. The Department’s exclusion from arrangements may have reflected 

that it was a low priority for the post-independence government. It may also have been that the 

continued presence of senior British staff made its involvement undesirable from the point of view 

of the Nigerian embassy in Edinburgh.  

 

Catherine Pearson argues that the poor state of the British Museum in the post-war period raised 

concerns that it would give a bad impression of Britain’s post-war recovery to international 

visitors.1293 Indeed, it was only in 1951, in anticipation of crowds for the Festival of Britain, that 

government funding was made available for improved displays.1294 The temporary exhibitions 

examined in this chapter must, in part, have provided a way to counteract this deficiency. However, 

David Wilson asserts that the British Museum did not begin to recover physically until the 

1960s.1295 Indeed, in 1960, an article in the West Africa Review reported that the British Museum was 

reigned by inertia, claiming that ‘war damage is still unrepaired and signs of neglect are everywhere 

– in peeling paint, dirty walls and unimaginative use of space.’1296 It went on to criticise displays of 

materials in the Department of Ethnography, stating that a great number of objects were on show, 

but they were unidentified and lacked descriptive material.1297 Display strategies began to change 

following the employment of the museum’s first in-house designer in 1964,1298 but it was not until 

                                                
1291 William Fagg developed the idea that sculptural form could be mapped to geographic regions much like 
language distribution. See John Picton’s discussion of these ideas in John Picton, Picton, “A Tribute to William 
Fagg, April 28, 1914-July 10, 1992,” 27. 
1292 Cyril Aldred (Keeper of art and archaeology, Royal Scottish Museum) to Kenneth Murray, 30 June 1964, 
European museums folder, correspondence files, Kenneth Murray papers, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos.  
1293 Pearson, Museums in the Second World War: Curators, Culture and Change, 228. 
1294 Wilson, The British Museum, 259. 
1295 Wilson, 253. 
1296 Brinkworth, “Treasure Chest of History: Conclusion of a Two-Part Article on the World’s Greatest Museum.” 
1297 Brinkworth. 
1298 Wilson, The British Museum, 272–73. 
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1970, with the creation of the Museum of Mankind, that significant new display paradigms were 

explored.  

 

The Museum of Mankind is remembered for experimenting with immersive contextual display 

paradigms and the first major exhibition held in Burlington Gardens - Divine Kingship in Africa - 

exemplified this display method.1299 The exhibition featured the British Museum’s complete 

collection of Benin objects and a reconstructed courtyard of the Oba’s palace at Benin, with a 

shingled roof surrounding a courtyard (Figure 6.13) and plaques mounted on pillars (Figure 6.14). 

It is likely that the prominence given to the Nigerian collections in this exhibition was partly based 

on the success of earlier temporary displays, dating back to the 1897 British Museum exhibition 

of Benin bronzes, and including Bronzes of Ancient Nigeria, Traditional Art of the British Colonies and 

Traditional Sculpture of the British Colonies.1300 It would be going too far to suggest that Murray and 

Enwonwu’s discussions on reconstructed environments directly informed the contextual display 

paradigms employed at the Museum of Mankind. However, it is highly likely that the display 

strategies employed in Divine Kingship in Africa were at least partly influenced by display experiments 

undertaken by Bernard Fagg in Art from the Guinea Coast (1965) at the Pitt Rivers Museum. In this 

exhibition, Fagg combined plants with ‘culturally appropriate’ ways of displaying objects; Benin 

plaques were mounted on timber pillars as they might originally have been at the Oba’s palace and 

masks were hung at the height corresponding to their use as headdresses.1301 It is probable that 

Bernard Fagg developed these ideas while working in Nigeria, and in discussion with Kenneth 

Murray.1302  

 

Jeremy Coote and Chris Morton have suggested that the large amounts of foliage used in Art from 

the Guinea Coast was an innovative display strategy in UK exhibitions and observe that this 

exhibition predated later and more substantial ethnographic contextualisation at the Museum of 

                                                
1299 These display methods have since been widely criticised. Anthony Shelton, for example, argues that they efface 
historical relations between the European countries in which displays are located and the societies that they 
represent, and the stories of how such objects arrived in European museums and their epistemological hybridity: 
Shelton, “Curating African Worlds,” 2000, 15. 
1300 Influence can also be traced back to the popular displays of Benin bronzes in 1897. Annie Coombes has 
convincingly argued that assigning an African origin to the Benin bronzes enhanced the status of the ethnography 
section, both within the British Museum and in the eyes of the government. Coombes suggest that this was linked to 
bids for funding, but also benefitted the professional recognition of ethnographers. Coombes, Reinventing Africa: 
Museums, Material Culture, and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and Edwardian England, 59–62. 
1301 Coote and Morton, “Glimpsing the Guinea Coast,” 45. 
1302 John Picton, telephone interview with author, 31 March 2020. 
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Mankind.1303 Although the use of plants was not a completely novel idea at this point in time,1304 it 

is highly likely that Divine Kingship in Africa drew directly from Art from the Guinea Coast, for example 

by mounting bronze plaques on pillars. These specific modes of contextualisation were almost 

certainly influenced by Bernard Fagg’s familiarity with Nigeria and the historical display of plaques 

in the Oba’s palace. It is worth noting that at this time Bernard Fagg was working on proposals 

for the development of the Pitt Rivers Museum into a ‘Museum of Man’, which featured new 

arrangements of collections and a tropical botanical garden housed in a glass dome, reportedly 

inspired by the Missouri Botanical Garden built in 1960.1305 This highlights how specific display 

ideas developed by museum staff in Nigeria intersected with wider trends and influences, and here 

we can see the meshwork at work again. Bernard Fagg and Kenneth Murray had been discussing 

display approaches with British Museum staff for many years and these inter-museum relationships 

must have resulted in the exchange of ideas, even if there were many other factors at play. During 

this time of museum reconstruction and reconfiguration in the UK, display ideas were being 

exchanged with museum staff from other parts of the world including Nigeria, which fed into the 

evolution of display practices. The letter from Enwonwu reminds us that although the voices and 

perspectives of Nigerians were not necessarily directly represented in these display developments, 

they were nevertheless part of this history. 

                                                
1303 Coote and Morton, “Glimpsing the Guinea Coast,” 44. In fact, the use of foliage in displays was not unheard of 
at this time in the UK and US. 
1304 In the US, the exhibition Brazil Builds held at the Museum of Modern Art in 1943 (credited with launching the 
international celebration of Brazil’s modern architecture) contained an abundance of potted plants, see: Patricio del 
Real, “Staging Brasilidade at MoMA,” 2020, https://blogs.brighton.ac.uk/musex/panel-5-race-and-exhibition-
design/; In the UK, plants had been used in the 1952 exhibition Primitive Art from the Collections of the 
Manchester Museum exhibition, see: Wintle, “Exhibition Making in Crisis: Professional Identity and Radical 
Museum Exhibition Design in Britain after the Second World War,” 11; Other UK museums were even integrating 
plants into their permanent gallery spaces, for example, the Royal Scottish Museum introduced ponds, fountains, 
and plants to their main hall in 1964. See: Anonymous, “Museum’s Main Hall Transformed,” Glasgow Herald, 
December 4, 1964, 8. 
1305 It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss these plans in more detail, but in 1966, a design for the 
proposed museum was commissioned from Italian architect Pier Luigi Nervi. The distinctive new design featured a 
greenhouse dome housing a tropical and subtropical ‘Climatron’. The circular galleries were designed to allow for 
the anthropological and archaeological collections to be arranged geographically (by circumference), and 
typologically or temporally (radially). See: Dan Hicks, “The Future of Museums, Past and Present: Pitt Rivers AD 
2065,” Museum-ID 19 (2016): 31–37; Christopher Morton, “Photography and the Comparative Method: The 
Construction of an Anthropological Archive,” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 18, no. 2 (2012): 389. 
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6.6 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has illuminated the various ways in which three temporary loan exhibitions acted as 

sites of cultural encounter and exchange in the mid-twentieth century. By paying attention to the 

forms of knowledge that exhibitions connected, and the diplomatic means of organising them, we 

have been able to explore multifaceted engagements and their legacy. 

 

We have seen how Bronzes of Ancient Nigeria, Traditional Art of the British Colonies and Traditional 

Sculpture of the British Colonies were fundamentally shaped by British post-war colonial policy, 

through their relationship to Colonial Office initiatives, the potential political motivation of 

Nigerian lenders, in addition to the narratives conveyed through interpretation and display 

methods. Although closely aligned with developing colonial policies and diplomatic interests, this 

chapter has also shown that exhibitions were shaped by personal, professional and institutional 

interests between Nigeria and the UK. Partly precipitated by the poor state of the British Museum 

in the post-war era, these exhibitions allowed staff to connect with and develop international 

scholarship and disciplinary paradigms, research and enhance existing collections, and in doing so 

raise personal and institutional profiles. The Nigerian Antiquities viewed these events as 

‘propaganda’ to encourage funding for the establishment of museums in Nigeria and as 

opportunities to conserve and replicate collections. While cultural diplomacy was a significant 

motivator, a network of individual relationships created by museums and individuals underpinned 

each exhibition. 

 

As noted in the chapter introduction, Lee Davidson and Leticia Pérez-Castellanos describe 

international exhibitions as ‘mobile contact zones’.1306 They argue that this draws attention to how 

exhibitions function as intercultural spaces and to their potential impact on all those involved.1307 

In line with this description, this chapter has demonstrated how the three temporary exhibitions 

of Nigerian material generated myriad forms of cultural encounters and countless opportunities 

for misunderstandings and misrepresentation. As suggested at the beginning of this chapter, 

Ingold’s work on correspondence and meshworks allows us to understand certain qualities of the 

events examined here. These concepts are particularly appealing because they foreground the 

temporal dimension of relational entanglements and alert us to the way inter-museum relations 

                                                
1306 Davidson and Pérez-Castellanos, Cosmopolitan Ambassadors: International Exhibitions, Cultural Diplomacy and the 
Polycentral Museum, xi. 
1307 Davidson and Pérez-Castellanos, xi. 
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were processual, rather than fixed connections. Paying attention to how the histories and 

trajectories of different institutions, museum staff and lenders intersect highlights how exhibitions 

were fundamentally relational and contingent events. Loan agreements were not isolated responses 

to requests, or exchanges of one service for another, but were deeply bound up in multiple, 

contradictory, and ongoing political, professional and institutional interests that changed over 

time. Similarly, display strategies were not shaped by a single animating factor or narrative, but 

rather formed in the intersection of many competing ideas, perspectives, and concerns.  

 

These exhibitions can also be understood as examples of how cultures are continually produced 

through friction, or as Tsing describes, the ‘sticky materiality of practical encounters’.1308 This 

chapter has explored multiple ways that exhibitions represented sites of contingent encounter, 

where material and conceptual exchanges created new knowledges, practices and relationships. 

Crucially, as previously noted, this is despite an inherent asymmetry - collaborators were ‘not 

positioned in equality or sameness’ and did not necessarily share common goals.1309 Importantly, 

Tsing reminds us that hegemony is made, as well as unmade, with friction.1310 Indeed, these 

exhibitions presented opportunities for subtle challenges to colonial power dynamics, for example 

through the Nigerian lenders’ ability to control the loan of objects and permissions to create 

reproductions. However, they also facilitated new forms of hegemonic power, such as the 

development and validation of connoisseurship, which would have long-lasting impact on the 

interpretation, exhibition and circulation of Nigerian material culture. 

  

                                                
1308 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, 1, 4, 5. 
1309 Tsing, 246–47. 
1310 Tsing, 6. 
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Chapter 7  . Conclusion and Contemporary 

Reflections 
 

7.1 Summary of the project  
 

This study has investigated how museums in the UK and Nigeria formed part of the story of 

historical decolonisation, as well as colonisation. Although many studies have examined the British 

Museum’s complicity in the promotion and presentation of the British imperial project, very little 

is known about how it navigated the slow unravelling of imperial authority in the mid-twentieth 

century. The museum’s relationship to Nigeria during this period is particularly significant, not 

least because by the 1950s Nigeria was the largest colony in the empire and its rich and diverse 

cultural heritage was receiving international attention. This is reflected in the British Museum’s 

Nigerian holdings, which constitute the largest collection from any single sub-Saharan country. 

Although methods of collecting, preserving and displaying material culture are known to have pre-

dated colonial rule in Nigeria, purpose built, secular facilities containing ‘national’ or ‘regional’ 

collections were only opened to the public in the two decades preceding independence. Although 

several studies have pointed to a significant relationship between the British Museum and fledgling 

Nigerian Antiquities Service in the 1940s and 1950s, the specific details of how this relationship 

played out at the British Museum itself has not previously been explored.  

 

This project began with a series of questions to better understand this history: What was the nature 

of the British Museum’s engagement with individuals and institutions in Nigeria in the years 

surrounding Nigerian independence? Why did collaborative practice take place in this context, 

what forms did it take and how did it change during this period? These questions have provided a 

starting point from which to investigate the interconnected histories of the British Museum and 

first museums in Nigeria from 1945 to 1970. Investigations have been structured around three 

overlapping forms of collection-based practices explored in three corresponding chapters: 

collection-building, collection management, and exhibiting collections. Research has been 

predominantly archive-based and has drawn on the theoretical concepts of ‘networks’ and 

‘meshworks’ as a way to describe and trace connections. Additionally, ‘collaboration’, 

‘correspondence’ and ‘friction’ have been identified as useful theoretical perspectives to aid 

analysis of the multifacteted nature of these engagements. By investigating these themes and time 
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frame, this thesis has contributed to three bodies of historical knowledge. Firstly, it has expanded 

our understanding of the redefinitions and reconfigurations undertaken by British museums with 

‘ethnographic’ collections during the formal dismantling of the British Empire. Secondly, it has 

illuminated the new aspects of the history of late colonial-era museums in Nigeria, by showing 

how the creation of these institutions simultaneously shaped museum collections and practices in 

the UK. Finally, it offers novel perspectives on the role of museums as relational entities, and the 

transnational networks and meshworks of people, objects, and practices involved in their creation 

and maintenance. The following sections will outline the main contributions that this thesis makes 

to each of these three groups of museum studies literature. 

 

7.2 Original contribution to knowledge 
 

7.2.1 European museums in the mid-twentieth century 

 

Previous studies have argued that the British Museum functioned as a pre-eminent knowledge 

producing institution of the British empire.1311 The interpretation and exhibition of its Nigerian 

collections in particular has been identified as a key site for the categorisation and racialisation of 

the African continent around the turn of the twentieth century.1312 However, until recently very 

little has been known about how the museum navigated the disintegration of the British empire in 

the mid-twentieth century, and how this steady decline, or reconfiguration, influenced its practices, 

approach to African collections, and relationship to former colonies. This thesis has demonstrated 

that, despite the constraints of post-war austerity and government neglect, staff at the British 

Museum oversaw significant, strategic additions to the Nigerian collections, the development of 

new scholarly interests, the establishment of conservation expertise, and the implementation of 

new documentation and interpretation strategies. These were often facilitated through 

‘collaborative’ collection building, training, and exhibition activity with the Nigerian Antiquities 

Service, which in turn were often motivated by challenges to the British Museum’s ownership of 

Nigerian material through the creation of a Nigerian museum network. These findings speak to an 

emerging body of work that explores the changes taking place in European museums holding non-

                                                
1311 Richards, The Imperial Archive: Knowledge and the Fantasy of Empire, 4, 15. 
1312 Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture, and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and Edwardian 
England. 
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European collections in the years of constitutional decolonisation.1313 Like recent studies,1314 this 

research demonstrates that this was not a period marked by stagnation and inaction as some 

previously assumed. Instead, this point in the museum’s history saw practice that was reactive, 

inventive and adaptable, with consequences that continue to shape discussions around the 

possession, interpretation and management of Nigerian collections today.  

 

7.2.2 Colonial-era museums in West Africa 

 

Existing literature on the origins and function of colonial-era museums in Nigeria have 

generally focused on the influence of British colonial policy, or lack thereof, and how British 

museum practices have been transferred to the Nigerian context.1315 This research has extended 

and broadened these insights by demonstrating how the creation of museums in Nigeria also 

stimulated the evolution of the British Museum in the post-war era. Additionally, reconstructing 

the experiences of Nigerian museum staff and considering the agency of Nigerian figures has 

offered new perspectives on colonial-era museum practice in Nigeria and the UK. Although 

British figures such as Kenneth Murray still dominate this history, the investigation of different 

Nigerian museum staff members has started to provide a more nuanced understanding of 

institutional and disciplinary histories. Despite the fundamental power imbalances of the 

colonial context, this history cannot only be understood from the perspective of a one-way 

transfer – from the UK to Nigeria. Instead, we have seen that Nigerian-based interests – both 

of Nigerian individuals and British colonial officials - were simultaneously shaping collections, 

practices, and exhibitions in London, although this should not be misinterpreted as an even 

field of mutual influence. 

 

7.2.3 Museums as relational entities 

 

By studying social, material and conceptual exchanges between museums in the UK and Nigeria, 

this thesis contributes to a final body of literature that is broadly concerned with museums as 

                                                
1313 Mehos, “Colonial Commerce and Anthropological Knowledge: Dutch Ethnographic Museums in the European 
Context”; Aldrich, “Colonial Museums in a Postcolonial Europe”; Kreps, “Changing the Rules of the Road: Post-
Colonialism and the New Ethics of Museum Anthropology”; Bouquet, “Reactivating the Colonial Collection: 
Exhibition Making as Creative Process at the Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam”; Sherman, “Peoples Ethnographic: 
Objects, Museums and the Colonial Inheritance of French Ethnology.” 
1314 Stevenson, Scattered Finds: Archaeology, Egyptology and Museums; Wintle, “Decolonising UK World Art Institutions, 
1945-1980.” 
1315 Basu, “A Museum for Sierra Leone?”; Hellman, “Developing The Colonial Museum Project in British Nigeria.” 
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relational entities. It builds on previous literature that explores the social and material networks 

and meshworks in which museums are embedded by focussing on the role of museum 

professionals, as opposed to collectors and donors, and by extending the focus from collection-

building to include other operational museum practices, such as training in conservation and 

temporary loan exhibitions. This further illuminates the complex and often ambiguous nature of 

transnational museum relations and the material and social transactions that have created and 

maintained them since the mid-twentieth century. More specifically, this research demonstrates 

that although collection building was a central concern for the British Museum and Nigerian 

Antiquities Service, it was fundamentally entangled with the exchange of other services and ideas, 

such as conservation and cataloguing practices, and new forms of interpretation and display. The 

relations generated were multifaceted and often rivalrous, shaped by colonial policy of the time 

and the frequently contradictory personal and professional interests of staff.  

 

7.3 Core chapter summaries 
 

Before proceeding to a discussion of the main themes emerging from this thesis, it is useful to 

revisit and summarise the three core chapters (four, five, and six) which contain the majority of 

this project’s historical research. Chapter four focused on collection-building as a mode of 

exchange between the British Museum and emerging Nigerian museum service. The first half of 

the chapter examined ‘collaborative’ collecting-building for the new Nigerian Antiquities Service, 

and the second explored how this relationship simultaneously allowed the British Museum to add 

to its Nigerian holdings. The creation of museums in Nigeria generated one of the first sustained 

challenges to the British Museum’s ownership of Nigerian material culture, but also presented 

novel opportunities for the British Museum to strategically enhance its own holdings according to 

emerging disciplinary concerns. Primarily due to the efforts of Kenneth Murray, staff at the British 

Museum were convinced to assist with the creation of collections for Nigerian museums by 

obtaining important material through sales, gifts and exchange. However, these examples of 

assistance were often part of negotiations that saw British Museum staff given the opportunity to 

pursue specific collecting agendas in Nigeria. Although this agreement initially appeared favourable 

to both parties, the relationship did not remain one of ‘courteous cooperation’, as it was initially 

described by Hermann Braunholtz. Increasingly, due to the perceived lack of equitable exchange, 

relations were marked by friction and rivalry as museum staff from both institutions sought to 

obtain unique and unusual objects. As relations became less amicable and opportunities to collect 

objects in Nigeria dwindled, British Museum staff sought alternative ways to ‘collect’ through 
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photography and information which informed their own scholarship. This chapter concludes that 

the nature of these exchanges was shaped by the paternalism of development narratives in colonial 

policy, and the diverging interests, motivations and ambitions of museum staff in Nigeria and the 

UK. Relations were contradictory and conflictual in nature, but they were also productive, 

generating new modes of exchange and allowing staff to develop new collections and scholarly 

interests. 

 

Chapter five examined how training in collection management practices became a form of 

engagement between the British Museum and Nigerian museum service. It examined how 

‘technical’ conservation skills and ‘curatorial’ practices of cataloguing and classification were 

disseminated during secondments and placements. These training activities were characteristic of 

wider developments in colonial development policy but were not considered an official remit of 

the British Museum. Senior staff at the British Museum were reluctant to offer training services 

due to perceived lack of funding, resources and personnel. As a result, secondments and 

placements were generally arranged in an inconsistent and opportunistic manner, heavily 

influenced by personal relationships between staff. By investigating the processes and technologies 

taught during these activities, we have seen how practices of preservation and ordering served to 

strengthen new hierarchies of ‘expertise’ based on European knowledge and interpretation. 

Although the events studied reveal examples of these techniques being adopted in Nigeria, 

elements were also rejected or reinterpreted, revealing a selective engagement from Nigerian 

museum staff. From the 1960s, training dynamics altered due to the establishment of a UNESCO 

training school in Jos and Technical Aid programmes. This chapter concludes that despite being 

framed as training for Nigerian museum staff, there is evidence that these events shaped practice 

at the British Museum. Although the events examined took place in the power-charged context of 

colonial institutions, both British and Nigerian museum staff actively engaged with the 

opportunities provided in order to obtain specific skills, improve their working conditions and 

further their own careers.  

 

Chapter six investigated connections between the British Museum and Nigerian museum service 

generated through the exhibition of collections. This chapter demonstrated how exhibitions 

became sites of conceptual and material exchange through loan negotiations and the development 

of ideas regarding the interpretation and display of Nigerian material culture. The slow 

reinstallation of the British Museum’s ethnography galleries following the war meant that staff 

sought opportunities to develop their curatorial interests in temporary exhibitions and offsite. 
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Many important objects remained with private owners in Nigeria and whereas figures such as the 

Ooni of Ife saw political gain in the exhibition of their material culture in London, the Nigerian 

Antiquities Service was increasingly resentful of long-distance loans that put objects at risk. 

Alongside loan negotiations, exhibitions of this period were characterised by experiments 

displaying Nigerian material culture as both aesthetic objects of art and scientific artefacts. British 

Museum staff would have been aware of challenges to museum display occurring in Nigeria that 

questioned the decontextualised display of objects. Traces of these ideas can be seen in temporary 

exhibitions in London that experimented with contextual elements, which most likely informed 

the immersive contextual display paradigm adopted at the Museum of Mankind in 1970. 

Exhibitions created frictions on many levels, both practical and conceptual, as personal and 

political interests and curatorial interpretations collided. This chapter concludes that although 

displays of Nigerian material in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s were dominated by British curatorial 

interests, these were complicated by Nigerian ownership and challenges to interpretation.  

 

7.4 Discussion 
 

What emerges from the chapter summaries above is a picture of complex, dynamic, and often 

ambiguous relations between the British Museum and Nigerian Antiquities Service that 

transformed over time. Collecting, training, and exhibition activity all served as distinct but 

overlapping sites of exchange that saw accessioned objects, staff, concepts and ideas, technical 

skills and technologies move between institutions, albeit inconsistently. The following sections will 

discuss some of the main themes that have been identified throughout the three chapters. It will 

focus first on the intertwined political and personal factors that shaped relations, and then reflect 

on their broader arrangement and nature in relation to the concepts of collaboration, friction, 

meshworks, and correspondence. 

 

7.4.1 Political and personal factors 

 

This research has demonstrated that although the first museums in Nigeria were colonial 

institutions, run by British colonial officials, the nature of their relationship to Britain and the 

British Museum was highly complex, contradictory, and changeable. This reflected the wider 
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colonial context, which was not static, but rather ‘unstable and uncertain’ in nature.1316 British 

imperial withdrawal after 1945 was a complex and intermittent process that ebbed over time,1317 

and in many ways, the inter-museum relations studied in this thesis mirrored these fluctuations. 

The ‘Ambiguous Fifties’, as they have been called, saw colonial policy swing between a desire to 

hold power and a desire for rapid withdrawal from occupied territories, with attempts to both 

reassert control and evade overseas commitments.1318 This thesis has shown that these conflicting 

and inconsistent impulses played out in the museum sector. On the one hand, British Museum 

staff reconfigured their control over Nigerian material culture by positioning themselves as 

protectors, preservers and promoters. This was done by obtaining and returning objects, teaching 

preservation techniques and mounting exhibitions of Nigerian material in London. On the other 

hand, there was a general reluctance to partake in any activity that would place demands on the 

limited resources available to the Department of Ethnography. Although joint efforts to improve 

museum services in Nigeria were described by British Museum staff as a concession to the needs 

of Nigeria, these engagements also served to maintain, extend, and revive their own interests, 

collections, specialisms and practices. This was particularly significant for an institution that had 

suffered such catastrophic damage during the Second World War, and for the new Department of 

Ethnography, which was forced to compete internally for funds and resources. It has been 

observed that although the 1950s are often overlooked in studies of decolonisation, this decade 

saw critical developments that would have long term consequences for Britain’s overseas role.1319 

This was also the case in the museum sector, and we have seen how this was a particularly dynamic 

period, when new relations of uneasy collaboration were negotiated and established. 

 

The starting point of this study was the mid-1940s, a time that saw seismic shifts in Britain’s 

relationship to empire as India regained independence and critical decisions were made to begin 

moves towards decolonisation.1320 The final decade of this study, the 1960s, saw these decisions 

reach their logical conclusion and the remaining remnants of the empire fall away one by one.1321 

However, this thesis has demonstrated that in the museum sector, just like the wider political 

context, Nigerian independence in 1960 did not mark a definitive rupture in relations between the 

                                                
1316 Frederick Cooper, “Decolonization and Citizenship: Africa between Empires and a World of Nations,” in 
Beyond Empire and Nation: The Decolonization of African and Asian Societies, 1930s-1970s, ed. Els Bogaerts and Remco 
Raben (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 57. 
1317 Lynn, “Introduction,” 1. 
1318 Lynn, 2. 
1319 Lynn, 2. 
1320 Lynn, 2. 
1321 Lynn, 2. 



   
 

 286 

UK and Nigeria. British staff dominated the department throughout the 1960s, and Kenneth 

Murray remained Director until 1967. In 1970, Ekpo Eyo asserted that the Nigerian Antiquities 

Department employed a larger number of British expatriates than any comparable department.1322 

Engagements did gradually dwindle from the late 1950s, but this was in large part due to the 

completion of Nigerian museums, local collecting policies in Nigeria, stricter attitudes to export 

and loans, and a growing preference for academic qualifications. Nigerian independence almost 

certainly did stimulate desires for the rejection of British colonial institutions and an embracing of 

internationalism via UNESCO. However, inter-museum relations were also fundamentally shaped 

by the tensions between Kenneth Murray and William Fagg and the departure of Bernard Fagg in 

1963. It is also likely that from the 1960s growing public demand for accessible displays and 

increasing financial support from the government, which eventually resulted in the relocation of 

the Department of Ethnography to Burlington Gardens, meant that connections with Nigerian 

museums and the opportunities that these presented became less important for British Museum 

staff. Nevertheless, the career of individuals such as John Picton, who worked in the Nigerian 

Antiquities Department throughout the 1960s and returned to the British Museum in 1970, 

highlights that inter-museum relations were comprised of gradual transitions and continuities, 

rather than abrupt fractures. 

 

Chapters four, five and six have demonstrated that this history cannot be understood through 

analysis of wider political contexts alone. Developments in colonial policy intersected with the 

personal and professional interests of staff and associated individuals, although they were 

themselves shaped by political factors. It has been convincingly argued elsewhere that the 

establishment of museums in Nigeria was predominantly facilitated by a few atypical figures in the 

colonial service, rather than from any coherent colonial policy.1323 Indeed, this research supports 

this argument, showing that object exchange, training initiatives and temporary exhibitions were 

ad-hoc and opportunistic, heavily reliant on personal relationships and motivations rather than 

official procedures, agreements, or funding. In chapter five, we saw how British Museum training 

placements for Nigerian museum staff varied greatly in scope and format and their negotiation 

was generally dependent on the personal interest of British Museum staff. However, this thesis 

also demonstrates that it is impossible to untangle the nature of these events from the political 

                                                
1322 Correspondence from Ekpo Eyo to Mr. M.O. Asielue (Permanent Secretary of the Federal Ministry of 
Establishments, Staff Development Division), 13 August 1970, FDA ½ AF 249 – Staff Nigerianisation, Accession 
List of the Federal Department of Antiquities Lagos, National Archives of Nigeria, Ibadan. 
1323 Basu, “A Museum for Sierra Leone?”; Kaplan, “Nigerian Museums: Envisioning Culture as National Identity”; 
Hellman, “The Grounds for Museological Experiments.” 
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context in which they took place. The British Empire’s legitimacy in the post-war years was based 

on notions of development,1324 and in this context Murray’s calls for assistance gained traction. 

The provision, albeit inconsistent, of technical assistance in museum work stands out as typical of 

the ‘educational’ projects of this period. Similarly, calls to return objects were framed as a British 

responsibility to ‘educate’ the Nigerian public about their past. Although events were heavily 

influenced by the personal interests of staff, these were infused by the paternalism typical of the 

development era of colonial rule, and underpinned by colonial assumptions of British supremacy 

and advancement.  

 

This perspective has been further nuanced by paying attention to the role of Nigerian individuals 

in this history. Chapters five and six demonstrated that Nigerians were not passive or minor agents 

in late-colonial-era museum practice. It was the case that Nigerian museum staff were relegated to 

junior roles until the late 1960s, however they were integral to the everyday functioning of Nigerian 

museums and their actions limited the ability of senior British staff to impose ideas and practices. 

Like studies that have examined low ranking African employees in the colonial system, this thesis 

demonstrates that Nigerian museum staff were not simply ‘lackeys’ of the colonial state.1325 

Although taking place in the power-charged colonial context, this thesis has presented evidence 

that Nigerian museum staff and owners of important material culture engaged selectively with 

museum developments to pursue their own agendas. Importantly, this generation of museum staff 

would shape the course of Nigerian museums for many decades to come. Despite the fact that 

colonial-era museums in Nigeria represented a set of misconceptions, miscalculations, and 

misinterpretations by individuals such as Murray, which ultimately represented a paternalistic 

approach to colonial territories and people, they were not rejected by museum staff such as 

Akeredolu, Eyo, and Nsugbe. This does not mean that all museum practices were accepted 

uncritically, as demonstrated by Eyo’s rejection of Fagg’s theory of ‘tribality’, and Nsugbe’s 

questioning of the appropriateness of collecting ekpu figures, discussed in chapter five. Although 

museum-based encounters were almost always made on the terms of British staff in power, these 

findings remind us that the nature of inter-museum relations were dependent on a wide range of 

individuals and agendas. 

 

7.4.2 Collaboration and friction 

 

                                                
1324 Cooper, “Decolonization and Citizenship: Africa between Empires and a World of Nations,” 43. 
1325 Lawrance, Osborn, and Roberts, “Introduction  : African Intermediaries and the ‘Bargain’ of Collaboration,” 7. 
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As outlined in the thesis’ introduction, the subject of this research shares common features with 

contemporary museum work that is often discussed under the capacious rubric of ‘collaborative’ 

practice. Collaboration, alongside the associated concept of friction, has proved a useful lens 

through which to study different aspects of these relations. For example, this thesis has shown 

that, in the past just like today, ‘collaborative’ museum practice was initiated in light of grievances 

that the museum had been called upon to redress.1326 Murray’s implicit accusations that British 

Museum staff were neglecting their duty to help ‘save’ Nigerian culture was the stimulus for many 

forms of exchanges and joint action. However, just like contemporary projects, these engagements 

were not straightforward.1327 Diverse and competing factors frequently shifted collaboration into 

the terrain of collusion and complicity, as we saw in chapter four where William Fagg convinced 

British Museum Trustees that some objects were ‘duplicates’ and could be deaccessioned, using 

this as leverage to gain permission to conduct targeted collecting in Nigeria. Contemporary 

collaborative projects are often viewed as potentially transformative, with the capacity to relocate 

authority and challenge or even destabilise long-standing practices. Indeed, in her reflections on 

friction, referred to throughout this investigation, Anna Tsing argues for its importance as an agent 

of change in its own right: ‘[w]ithout such friction, why would we bother to try to change 

anything?’1328 It is these encounters and movements, she writes, that ‘keep alive our sense that the 

forms of hierarchy and coercion we take most for granted can yet be dislodged.’1329 In this thesis, 

we have seen how inter-museum engagements did contain this potential: for example, when 

Nigerian museum staff were paid to work on the British Museum’s Nigerian collections and 

permission to borrow important objects had to be sought from Nigerian lenders. However, it must 

be acknowledged that these events did not drastically alter the asymmetrical power relations 

present – the context, terms, and medium of these engagements were still defined by those in 

power. This reflects recent criticisms of collaborative practice, that question whether the goal is to 

produce the same outcome more efficiently, or transform the nature of what is produced.1330 

Studies of contemporary collaborative practice often highlight that projects are most productive 

and transformative at points of ‘tension and disharmony’.1331 Similarly, the historical events 

examined here demonstrate the generative nature of what Kratz and Karp have termed ‘museum 

                                                
1326 Karp and Kratz, “The Interrogative Museum,” 287–88. 
1327 Trundle, “Uncomfortable Collaborations”; See also: Marcus, “The Uses of Complicity in the Changing Mise-
En-Scène of Anthropological Fieldwork”; Rosaldo, “Imperialist Nostalgia.” 
1328 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, 207. 
1329 Tsing, 207. 
1330 Graham, “The ‘co’ in Co-Production: Museums, Community Participation and Science and Technology 
Studies.” 
1331 Osterweil, “Collaboration: Translation.” 
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frictions’.1332 In chapter four, friction over the so-called Rawson collection generated an active 

period of cooperative collection building activity. This is not to suggest that productive relations 

were necessarily positive. As Tsing observes, hegemony is made, as well as unmade, with 

friction.1333 These returns were underpinned by paternalism and moving them from one colonial 

institution to another arguably did very little to alter the circumstances of those who historically 

made and used the objects. 

 

These conclusions contribute to a growing body of literature that questions the extent to which 

colonial museums can be considered state-supported ‘technologies of rule’.1334 Between museum 

sites in the UK and Nigeria, roles, responsibilities, hierarchies and interests were not clear cut and 

both institutions worked together and against each other in different ways at different times. 

Relations were collaborative in the broadest sense of the term, representing both moments of 

working together towards a common goal, and more ambiguous moments of collusion and 

complicity. What is striking is that the nature of the connections studied were not significant 

despite their ambiguity, but often because of their ambiguity. One of the most instructive examples 

was the return of bronze plaques to Nigeria in the early 1950s examined in chapter four. These 

returns were stimulated by a mixture of rivalry, paternalism and self-interest. They were also bound 

up with multiple, simultaneous negotiations over alternative objects, training services and 

permission to collect and travel in Nigeria. They saw British Museum staff manoeuvre against 

colleagues in Nigeria, but also against their own Trustees in London. By exploring the reasoning 

and interests of British museum staff, both in Nigeria and the UK, this thesis reveals both the 

connections and fractures behind the rationale of late-colonial and independence-era museum 

work. This was not a unified project with coherent aims, but rather a process inhabited by 

individuals with varying and contradictory goals.  

 

7.4.3 Networks, meshworks and correspondence 

 

Thinking about inter-museum relations through a network perspective, as described by Bruno 

Latour,1335 has highlighted that these were multifaceted in nature, made up of multiple human and 

non-human actors. Indeed, we have seen that despite the power asymmetry of the colonial context, 

                                                
1332 Karp and Kratz, “Introduction,” 2. 
1333 Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, 6. 
1334 For example, see: Longair and McAleer, Curating Empire: Museums and the British Imperial Experience. 
1335 Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, 131. 
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Nigerian museum staff and lenders were active in the shaping of museum networks. Moreover, 

Latour has also helped us to understand the role that materiality plays in the very unfolding of 

these relationships. It has been noted how these museums networks incorporated diverse sets of 

materials, ranging from accessioned museum objects to card indexes, conservation chemicals, 

cloth display backdrops, plaster casts and photographs, all of which shaped the nature, operation, 

and evolution of inter-museum relations.  

 

By applying a relational perspective to the events studied, this thesis has also argued that relations 

were mutually constitutive by nature, and mutable over time. Tim Ingold discusses this quality of 

interdependent and emergent relations via his concepts of ‘meshworks’ and ‘correspondence’.1336 

Unlike a network, which appear to presuppose fixed connections between fixed entities, Ingold’s 

meshworks are formed through processes of interweaving, growth and movement, comprised of 

ever-moving ‘lines of becoming’ that co-respond. Ingold writes: 

 
each constituent line, as it bodies forth, lays its own trail from within the interstices of its binding 
with others. Thus the joining of lives is also their continual differentiation. The knots formed in the 
process are not inclusive or encompassing, not wrapped up in themselves, but always in the midst 
of things, while their ends are on the loose, rooting for other lines to join with.1337  

 

When we apply this perspective to the events examined in this thesis, our attention is drawn to the 

processual and dialogic nature of the relations. Individuals, institutions, collections, and practices 

were shaped by the process not so much of responding to each other but of responding together, of 

co-responding. Object exchanges, training placements, and loan agreements were emergent and 

contingent, entangled in multiple, contradictory, and ongoing political, professional and 

institutional interests.  

 

In his influential 2015 work The Life of Lines, Ingold writes that ‘history is correspondence: The process in 

which human lives, in their passage and their self-making, their aspiration and prehension, their imagination 

and perception, exposure and attunement, submission and mastery, continually answer to one another.’1338 

Applied to the events examined in this thesis, these reflections lead us to see that historical museum 

relations between the British Museum and Nigerian Antiquities Service cannot be understood only 

as the imposition of British based practices, interests, and political developments on Nigerian 

museum sites and collections. Relations, although fundamentally shaped by the colonial context, 

                                                
1336 Ingold, “On Human Correspondence.” 
1337 Ingold, 11. 
1338 Ingold, The Life of Lines, 156. 
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were knotted and entangled by the diverging and converging interests of multiple actors. These 

not only included the concerns of British museum staff, within and between institutions, but also 

the actions of collectors and dealers, traditional Nigerian leaders, artists, anthropologist, and 

archaeologists. The nature of relations were forged in the interplay of these various forces. The 

aim here is not to obscure or downplay unequal and exploitative relationships, and in fact it is vital 

to keep in mind the inherently coercive nature of the colonial context and the fact that Nigerian 

individuals’ involvement with the Nigerian Antiquities Service was intrinsically linked to new 

power structures induced by British colonial rule. However, these findings remind us that museum 

practice in both Nigeria and the UK was not only shaped by British individuals, practices, and 

interests. Oversimplifying our reading of relations would completely erase the inventiveness and 

resourcefulness of Nigerian actors. Ingold’s reference to history also reminds us that 

correspondence is an ongoing and ‘durable condition’.1339 Collections, practices, and 

interpretations at the British Museum and Nigerian Antiquities Service were irrevocably shaped by 

these historical interactions, and the consequences of these endure, despite periods of 

disconnection and estrangement. As the next section will explore, some of the events examined in 

this thesis can be understood as the roots of inter-museum dynamics that can still be identified 

today. 

 

7.5 Contemporary Reflections 
 

Although this research is primarily a historical study, the events investigated provide valuable 

analytical potential for contemporary practice. As museum scholars Kratz and Karp observe, a 

knowledge of historical details is fundamental to understanding how contemporary museums 

operate, their tactical significance and potential.1340 For this reason, this investigation will conclude 

with a series of reflections on how these historical events can inform our approach to 

contemporary, transnational museum practice. By doing so, this thesis draws on the perspectives 

of historians such as Ann Laura Stoler, who argues that we should view colonialism as a ‘living 

history that informs and shapes the present, rather than as a finished past.’1341 Stoler and Frederick 

Cooper have argued for the importance of analysing a wide range of different engagements with 

                                                
1339 Ingold, “On Human Correspondence,” 10. 
1340 Karp and Kratz, “Introduction,” 25. 
1341 Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,” 89. 
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colonial projects, in order to understand ‘colonialism’s durable presence’,1342 and how these events 

continue to shape our experiences today in complex and unpredictable ways.1343 

 

The engagements examined in this thesis forged relationships that persist to this day and in many 

cases they can be understood as the direct forerunners of contemporary transnational museum 

work. For example, chapter four and six explored how the British Museum established relations 

with the Ooni of Ife in 1946. This relationship has continued for many decades, as evidenced by 

the major loan exhibition Kingdom of Ife: Sculptures from West Africa hosted by the British Museum in 

2010, and the official visit to the British Museum in 2017 of the current Ooni of Ife, Oba Adeyeye 

Enitan Ogunwusi. Similarly, it is also possible to identify vestiges of dynamics that emerged in the 

mid-twentieth century around ‘training’ initiatives for African museum staff. These have re-

emerged under the guise of the Africa Programme (2003 to 2016) and the International Training 

Programme (2004-present). Perhaps most prominently, heated debates regarding the return of 

Benin bronzes to Nigeria remain unresolved. The following sections will reflect on some of these 

continuities and consider how historical events can inform current debates regarding the future of 

African collections in UK museums, and relations between museums in Europe and Africa more 

broadly. The following discussion will roughly mirror the thematic structure of the thesis, 

considering collection building, collection management and collection exhibition, although just as 

in the historical context there is significant overlap between these themes.  

 

7.5.1 Collections 
 

The most prominent feature of current discussions regarding African collections in UK museums, 

which is strikingly relevant to the historical subject of this thesis, is the call for the return of 

colonial-era collections to Africa. In particular, debates surrounding the return of material from 

Benin have direct links with events in chapter four. As we saw, Murray’s lobbying in the 1940s and 

1950s saw multiple returns of Benin material from UK museums. In relation to these themes, this 

thesis has been written during a time of great change. Although a dynamic movement to return 

colonial-era African collections from European museums gathered pace in the 1970s and 1980s,1344 

it is only recently that significant returns of Benin material have once again taken place. These have 

included a head of an Oba and a cockerel sculpture returned to Nigerian ownership in October 

                                                
1342 Stoler, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Times, 9. 
1343 Cooper and Stoler, “Between Metropole and Colony: Rethinking a Research Agenda,” 33. 
1344 Savoy, Africa’s Struggle for Its Art: History of a Postcolonial Defeat, 1. 
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2021 by the University of Aberdeen and Cambridge University’s Jesus College respectively.1345 The 

nature of these returns and the manner in which they were conducted are of course very different 

from the returns that we saw in chapter four. In the 1940s and 1950s they were orchestrated by 

one individual and framed as British ‘duty’ to teach Nigerians about their culture. Today, returns 

are framed as reparative actions that seek to redress past and ongoing forms of colonial violence 

and injustice. What is striking however, is the fact that even in the 1940s, British individuals such 

as Murray perceived the Benin bronzes as a symbol of injustice and communicated this idea to 

museum staff across the UK. This question was clearly in circulation long before the debates of 

the late-twentieth century that brought the issue to wide public attention.  

 

In 2022, Nigerian material held by the British Museum still represents a key site of friction. In 

2018, the British Museum signed up to a pledge made by members of the Benin Dialogue Group 

in 2016,1346 agreeing to loan a rotating selection of objects to a planned museum in Benin City.1347 

In 2020, plans were unveiled for the proposed building, the Edo Museum of West African Art 

(EMOWAA) in Benin City.1348 In the same year the British Museum announced ‘an exciting 

collaborative archaeology project’ developed and delivered as part of the EMOWAA initiative to 

excavate historical remains on the proposed site of a new museum.1349 Although material from 

Benin is central to much recent activity, the British Museum is also involved in debates regarding 

other objects and museum sites. For example, in 2019, plans for the John Randle Centre for 

Yoruba Culture, which has been built directly opposite the National Museum in Lagos, was 

discussed at a private symposium hosted by the British Museum. This event was organised to 

                                                
1345 Reuters, Benin City, “Two of Nigeria’s Looted Benin Bronzes Returned to Traditional Palace,” The Guardian, 
February 19, 2022, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/feb/19/nigerias-looted-benin-bronzes-returned-to-
traditional-palace. 
1346 Formed in 2007, the Benin Dialogue Group has brought together museum representatives from the United 
Kingdom, Austria, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden, to work together with the Edo State Government and 
the Royal Court of Benin, supported by the National Commission for Museums and Monuments, Nigeria. 
1347 Kate Brown, “Europe’s Largest Museums Will Loan Looted Benin Bronzes to Nigeria’s Planned Royal 
Museum,” artnet, October 22, 2018, https://news.artnet.com/art-world/benin-dialogue-group-ocotober-2018-
1376824. 
1348 Stephens, “Plans Unveiled for Edo Museum of West African Art”; Catherine Hickley, “Nigeria Seeks to Calm 
Tensions over Return of Benin Bronzes,” The Art Newspaper, January 7, 2022, 
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/2022/01/07/nigeria-seeks-calm-tensions-over-return-benin-bronzes. Museum 
plans became uncertain earlier in 2022 when the current Oba of Benin challenged the involvement of the Legacy 
Restoration Trust (LRT), an independent organisation created to unify the three institutions that could have a 
legitimate claim to the bronzes: the Royal Court of Benin under the Oba, the federal government, and the modern-
day Nigerian state of Edo (which incorporates the old kingdom of Benin). The LRT was also created to raise money 
for the planned EMOWAA. Oba Ewuare II objected to the involvement of the LRT stating that the royal court had 
not agreed to this arrangement and was planning its own museum, the Benin Royal Museum. 
1349 Anonymous, “Major New Archaeology Project on Site of New Museum in Benin,” British Museum Blog (blog), 
November 13, 2020, https://blog.britishmuseum.org/major-new-archaeology-project-on-site-of-new-museum-in-
benin/. 
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discuss new museums in Africa and was attended by academics, architects, artists, politicians and 

members of the Benin royal family. In 2021, the Governor of Lagos State visited the British 

Museum to discuss the ongoing development of the John Randle Centre and plans to lend objects, 

including the so-called Lander stool, on a long-term basis.1350 The British Museum describes these 

activities as ‘collaborative’ and ‘positive and reciprocal UK-Nigerian relations’.1351 

 

These events demonstrate that today, much like the 1940s and 1950s, negotiations over the 

possession of objects and the establishment of museum facilities are central to ‘engagements’ 

between the British Museum and Nigeria. A common criticism of such ‘collaborative’ projects is 

that they represent a way to avoid outright returns, veiling the refusal with narratives of 

partnership.1352 Similarly, we have seen that in the 1950s the rhetoric of ‘courteous cooperation’ 

was often mobilised by staff at the British Museum during negotiations over prized objects, and 

often functioned to preserve their interests and legitimise their actions. There is also a striking 

parallel between contemporary narratives around the provision of new museums and Braunholtz’s 

1948 argument that until ‘adequate museum conditions’ were provided in Nigeria objects would 

be safer in Europe.1353  These dynamics can be read as examples of how colonial processes are 

reinvented within post-colonial contexts and continue to shape the museum sector in the present 

day.  

 

As outlined in the introduction chapter, calls for the return of African heritage held in European 

museums received renewed public attention in 2017, when Emmanuel Macron commissioned a 

report on the restitution of African material held in French museums. This resulted in a 2018 

report written by academics Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy in which they argue that all African 

cultural possessions acquired before 1960 without evidence of full consent from their original 

owners or guardians should be returned to Africa. Over the past four years relatively few of their 

recommendations have been acted upon in France, however the report has been dubbed a 

‘revolution’, ‘tectonic shift’ and ‘dawn of a new era’ in the museum sector, and is perceived as a 

radical departure from previous refusals to repatriate objects.1354 Sarr and Savoy suggest that 

definitive restitution should be the key foundation for new cultural cooperation between France 

                                                
1350 British Museum press office, “Lagos State Visit to the British Museum” (The British Museum, August 13, 
2021), https://www.britishmuseum.org/sites/default/files/2021-08/john_randle_centre_press_release.pdf. 
1351 British Museum press office. 
1352 Rassool, “Building a Critical Museology in Africa,” xxii. 
1353 Correspondence from Hermann Braunholtz to Kenneth Murray, 05 August 1948, Department of Ethnography 
correspondence files, 1948, British Museum, London. 
1354 Savoy, “The Restitution Revolution Begins.” 
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and former French colonies. However, critics viewing the wider political context have accused 

Macron of using object returns as a way to deflect anger over French immigration policy, the 

presence of French troops in West Africa and to garner good will at a time when China was gaining 

the economic edge in former French colonies.1355 This is reminiscent of events examined in chapter 

four, where we saw Nigerian material being returned from UK museums in the 1940s and 1950s 

as Britain attempted to reconfigure its relationship to its African colonies in the context of its 

unravelling imperial authority. Although these are clearly very different contexts, the 

corresponding narratives remind us that object returns as a form of cultural diplomacy and soft 

power are by no means a contemporary phenomenon.  

 

Drawing on research conducted for the 2018 report, Bénédicte Savoy has recently published a 

book that explores a forgotten era of widely publicised attempts to return colonial-era African 

collections from European museums in the late-twentieth century.1356 Savoy argues that the 

impetus came from African intellectuals, politicians and museum professionals ‘just after 1960’ 

and the movement reached its apex between 1978 and 1982.1357 According to Savoy’s findings, 

these attempts were successfully suppressed and stifled by European museum staff and the 

existence of the debate was smothered by a collective amnesia. Savoy’s investigations are important 

and revealing, but her account does give the impression that calls for return neatly corresponded 

with the formal independence of African nations. This thesis complicates Savoy’s narrative. As we 

have seen in the Nigerian context, the first call for returns came in 1935 from Oba Akenzua II and 

this was followed by sustained efforts in the late colonial-era initiated by colonial officials. It goes 

without saying that the ideologies, understandings and relationships that underpinned Murray’s 

demands for object returns in the 1940s were vastly different from those that Eyo oversaw from 

the early 1970s. However, these findings remind us that object returns have been part of 

transnational museum practice for many decades and predated the end of colonial rule in Nigeria. 

The call for object returns was not only a post-colonial endeavour, spearheaded by newly 

independent nations, but rather a complicated process that was at one time bound up with colonial 

paternalism and efforts to reassert British control over Nigerian material culture. Just as the 

process of decolonisation in Nigeria can be understood as a continuum, the reverberations of 

which stretch into the present day, the history of object returns has roots in the colonial era and 

                                                
1355 Zoë S. Strother, “Eurocentrism Still Sets the Terms of Restitution of African Art,” The Art Newspaper, January 8, 
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continues to be reinvented through time, shaping our experiences today in complex and 

unpredictable ways.  

 

These insights nuance our understanding of object returns as a complex and contingent process, 

and remind us to remain critical of the broader contexts in which returns take place, to consider 

the personal and political desires that underpin them, and consider how these actions challenge 

but also perpetuate hierarchical practices. As Savoy herself observes: 

 
there is dire need to incorporate the present restitution debate in the longue durée of historical 
processes in order to recognize the political, personal, administrative and ideological constellations 
that have shaped the debate for half a century. Only in this way will it be possible to interrupt the 
institutional patterns enacted for decades in Europe in favour of new relational ethics with Africa.1358 

 

We have seen evidence that definitive restitution did take place even in the colonial-era, and was 

instigated by colonial officials. Murray’s attempts to obtain Nigerian material culture for Nigeria 

may have been well-meaning, but they were also steeped in a paternalism and frequently 

disregarded, or failed to consult, the opinions and desires of the people whose material culture he 

wished to preserve. Murray’s complicated role in the return of Nigerian artefacts is a useful 

reminder to remain aware of which voices are most prominent in repatriation debates, and which 

are absent or obscured. Based on the multiple publications and funded projects that have emerged 

in the UK in recent years,1359 it could be argued that today, just as in the 1940s, existing African 

calls for action are being muffled and are given neither a platform nor prominence by the UK 

media.1360 Many recent calls for returns, just like seventy years ago, are in danger of being 

conducted by and with academics, universities, and museums in Europe (and North America), for 

people and institutions in Africa. 

 

                                                
1358 Savoy, “European Museums Have Played for Time on Restitution Requests for Decades. Now, It Is Their 
Responsibility to Act.” 
1359 Savoy, Africa’s Struggle for Its Art: History of a Postcolonial Defeat; Hicks, The Brutish Museums: The Benin Bronzes, 
Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution; Anonymous, “Devolving Restitution: Launch.” 
1360 The risk of this dynamic has been acknowledged by recent programmes, such as the Devolving Restitution project. 
Funded by the Open Society Foundations, Oxford University and Art Fund, the programme of research and public 
events aims to build an understanding of African collections in British non-national museums outside London, 
while supporting and amplifying the claims of African-based organisations and communities for the return of 
African heritage. However, it is still the case that the subject and goals of such projects are generally pre-defined by 
instigators based in the UK and the majority of African stakeholders are museum professionals or academics. These 
observations are based on personal experience. I have been employed as a Research Co-ordinator on the Devolving 
Restitution working group at the Hunterian, University of Glasgow, since August 2021. Anonymous, “Devolving 
Restitution Workshop,” Pitt Rivers Museum, n.d., https://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/event/devolving-restitution-
workshop. 
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The historical returns examined in this thesis also remind us to pay attention to what kind of 

material is being returned, why it is valued, and by whom. We have seen that Murray was 

predominantly interested in what he perceived as ‘antiquity’, and was far less interested with 

contemporary forms of culture. Indeed, he often dismissed contemporary cultural production, 

including the work of contemporary Nigerian artists.1361 Similarly, William Fagg was developing a 

practice of connoisseurship and his systematic study of African art and interest in identifying ‘great 

masters’ contributed to widely held notions of what constituted ‘traditional’ and valuable material. 

Importantly, echoes of these attitudes can still be identified today. Art historian Zoë Strother has 

argued that current repatriation debates betray a selective view of what constitutes cultural heritage 

which continues the colonialist paradigm that African cultural achievement should be defined by 

European criteria.1362 She criticises recent claims that 90-95% of African heritage is held outside 

the continent in the major world museums, arguing that this statistic is based on notions of African 

art that meet the criteria of ‘classical’ works admired by early modernists. According to Strother, 

this not only disregards the wealth of artistic and cultural forms that continue to be produced and 

practiced, but also ‘perpetuates the misguided notion that African cultural production effectively 

died in 1885 and everything produced thereafter is illegitimate and debased in quality.’1363 This 

thesis has explored a point in time when these notions of value were becoming well established 

through the scholarly constructions of individuals such as William Fagg. We have also seen that 

how these ideas were being challenged, for example by Nigerian anthropologist Philip Nsugbe, 

who argued that contemporary hybrid forms of raffia work should not be dismissed as ‘tourist art’, 

but respected as a form of evolving cultural production.1364 Additionally, as Falola and Heaton 

remind us, from the 1960s Nigerians turned their attention to the analysis of Nigeria’s past through 

new knowledge bases, moving away from Eurocentric interpretation, through oral histories and 

the visual arts.1365 This reminds us that a more expansive view of what constitutes African cultural 

heritage, and where to find it, will counteract the dominance of European criteria, and bring 

important new perspectives to current debates.  

 

The need for a more expansive view of Nigerian material culture does not just pertain to 

contemporary cultural production, but also to the multiple forms of historic material that receives 

little public attention. For example, the ekpu ancestor figures of Oron examined in chapter five 

                                                
1361 Okeke-Agulu, Postcolonial Modernism: Art and Decolonization in Twentieth-Century Nigeria, 39–70. 
1362 Strother, “Eurocentrism Still Sets the Terms of Restitution of African Art.” 
1363 Strother. 
1364 Nsugbe, “Cane and Raffia Work.” 
1365 Falola and Heaton, A History of Nigeria, 163. 
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provide just one example of the loss and dispersal of material culture that was crucially important 

to the communities that made and kept them. The loss of this material both before and during the 

Biafran War (1967-1970) not only highlights the scale of Murray’s miscalculation (the museum was 

not the safest place for them) but also provides clear evidence of important material being removed 

under duress. Murray’s accounts explicitly record how the owners of this material were reluctant 

and hostile to his attempts to ‘save’ the ekpu and Nsugbe’s account of their spiritual and practical 

value highlights that their social importance was known at the time of collection. Accounts from 

the 1990s suggest that many of these figures entered the international art market and can 

presumably be found in collections across the world.1366 However, their fate does not draw 

headlines. Although high profile material, such as the Benin bronzes, is undoubtedly of great 

importance, we should also be mindful of what other forms of material are excluded when such 

narrow categories of material dominate debates. Indeed, in 2022 Babatunde Adebiyi of the 

Nigerian National Commission for Museums and Monuments has argued that the return of the 

Benin material should be seen in the context of a wider campaign to return material, stating that 

“[w]e are concerned with all Nigeria’s antiquities, not just the Benin bronzes […] The Ife, Nok, 

Owo, Jukun, Igbo Ukwu, Ekiti and the art of the Benue Valley are all important’.1367 

 

This argument can also be extended to other materials held in museum storerooms and archives, 

for example the large collection of photographs assembled by Braunholtz and Fagg. The museum 

sector is increasingly paying attention to the potentials of such material and the latent value in its 

return and recirculation. One of the best examples of such work is the recent AHRC-funded 

‘Museum Affordances’ project which sought to re-engage with the ethnographic archive assembled 

by colonial anthropologist Northcote Whitridge Thomas in West Africa between 1909 and 

1915.1368 The project returned to the same locations that Thomas visited in the early twentieth 

century and brought copies of the archival materials to present-day communities.1369 Project co-

leader Paul Basu reports that ‘it is the prospect of seeing the faces of one’s ancestors in a 

photograph, or hearing their voices in scratchy recordings, that usually elicits the most powerful 

responses, while interest in the artefacts is often more limited.’1370 When considered from this 

                                                
1366 Nicklin, “The Epic of the Ekpu: Ancestor Figures of Oron, South-East Nigeria,” 296–97. 
1367 Simon Stephens, “Back to the Future,” Museums Journal, March 4, 2022, 
https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/analysis/2022/03/back-to-the-future/. 
1368 Led by Professor Paul Basu at SOAS University of London alongside Dr George Agbo of the University of 
Nigeria, Nsukka, and involving multiple partnerships in West Africa and the UK. 
1369 Basu, “Re-Mobilising Colonial Collections in Decolonial Times: Exploring the Latent Possibilities of N. W. 
Thomas’s West African Collections,” 52. 
1370 Basu, 51. 
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perspective, we can see how Fagg’s huge body of photographs may hold immense value for 

individuals and ‘communities’ in Nigeria. The locations in which these photographs were taken 

can potentially be traced through his fieldwork notes, which is not the case for many accessioned 

objects in the collections. Basu concludes that although ‘definitive restitution’ of artefacts from 

national museums in Europe to national museums in Africa is ‘part of the solution and entirely 

appropriate in certain cases’, it does not necessarily return collections to the people whose cultural 

heritage they embody.1371 Indeed, we have seen that in the 1940s and 1950s, the people of Oron 

felt that donating their ekpu to the national museum was tantamount to giving them away to a 

stranger.1372 The initial indications of projects such as ‘Museum Affordances’ suggests that there is 

great reparative potential in the return and recirculation of archival collections, and in broadening 

the physical, intellectual, and affective access to these resources.1373 This insight could be directly 

applied to the rich and largely unexplored collections of associated archival material that was 

generated by British Museum staff in Nigeria in the 1940s and 1950s. 

 

7.5.2 Training 

 

Although the return of objects dominates contemporary debates about museum relations between 

Africa and Europe, this is not the only mode of exchange upon which current relations are based. 

Even Savoy and Sarr’s report, although emphasising definitive restitution, identified ‘the training 

of curators and restorers’ as another key action of cooperation.1374 Chapter five demonstrated that 

from as early as the 1950s there have been examples of collaborative training activity between the 

British Museum and Nigerian museums that often centred on collection management practices. 

This particular function of inter-museum relations has clear echoes in the present. Since the early 

twenty-first century, ‘training’ in museum work, often for African museum staff in European 

museums, has been a key feature of transnational museum practice. The British Museum has been 

responsible for running two of the most well-known programmes of this nature: the Africa 

Programme (2003 to 2016) and the International Training Programme (2004-present). The British 

Museum Africa Programme was described by the museum as ‘working closely with national and 

independent museums across the continent to develop training initiatives, as well as sharing skills 

                                                
1371 Basu, 66. 
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and expertise for mutual benefit and in direct response to local needs and priorities.’1375 Working 

with museums in East, West and Southern Africa, the museum ran workshops based on three 

main areas of practice: care of collections, exhibitions and education.1376 The aims of the project 

concentrated largely on developing ‘the professional capacities of staff’.1377 Although the historical 

activities examined in this thesis were less diverse, formal, and structured, they did share common 

features, such as a particular focus on collections care, documentation and preventive 

conservation.1378 We have seen that in the 1950s, training placements and secondments also 

represented a valued service that became part of complex and concurrent negotiations over the 

acquisition and reproduction of objects. Similarly, contemporary programmes have been accused 

of playing a role in legitimising the retention of African objects. For example, in 2018, in a thinly 

veiled reference to British Museum activity, Ciraj Rassool claimed that ‘new programmes of 

African partnerships and training’ represented ways for ‘universal’ museums to counteract 

repatriation claims.1379 In this way, the entanglement of object returns and training in museum 

work can be understood as another example of how processes that emerged in the late-colonial 

era have extended, albeit altered, into the present. 

 

The Africa Programme also demonstrates how in recent decades, much like the mid-twentieth 

century, museum developments are shaped by wider political contexts. Established in 2003, the 

Africa Programme was inextricably linked with two factors that would shape both its nature and 

public reception. These were the 2002 ‘Declaration on the Importance and Value of Universal 

Museums’ and the New Labour Africa policy. The Declaration was signed by leading museums of 

Europe and North America and asserted that collections containing material from across the globe 

were a ‘universal resource for the citizens of the world’.1380 Immediately deemed ‘a flawed and 

imperialistic document’ by many, most critics read the Declaration as primarily an argument against 

                                                
1375 Anonymous, “Africa Programme Project Page,” British Museum, accessed November 24, 2020, 
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1376 Juma Odeng, “Launching the Getty East Africa Programme” (Africa Programme Newsletter, Spring 2012), 
Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas, British Museum. 
1377 Julie Hudson, “Celebrating the British Museum’s Africa Programme” (Africa Programme Newsletter, 2011), 
Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas, British Museum. 
1378 Hudson. 
1379 Rassool, “Building a Critical Museology in Africa,” xxii. 
1380 Neil MacGregor and Jonathan Williams, “The Encyclopaedic Museum: Enlightenment Ideals, Contemporary 
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repatriation.1381 The following year, then UK Prime Minister Tony Blair announced a £500,000 

grant to the British Museum to fund a five-year project ‘celebrating the link between Britain and 

Africa’.1382 This grant, which was used to fund the first Africa Programme activities, can be 

understood as a direct consequence of New Labour’s foreign policy which prioritised Africa and 

ostensibly sought development through ‘partnership’ to ensure African ‘ownership’ of reform and 

development processes.1383 This language of partnership was echoed in the British Museum’s 

description of the Africa Programme and in official reports of Programme activity.1384 A 

comparison can be made here to the historical context of this thesis, where training programmes 

emerged during the development era of colonial rule under Clement Attlee’s Labour government. 

The notion of ‘development’, it has been argued, ‘repetitively reduce[s] Africa to a set of core 

deficiencies for which externally generated ‘solutions’ must be devised.’1385 Ciraj Rassool argues 

that in the museum context ‘expertise is generally seen to reside with the European partner 

museums or consultants, with African museums positioned as grateful recipients’.1386 These 

parallels highlight the extent to which ‘collaborative’ international museum projects are entangled 

with political ideologies and serve as a reminder of how easy it is to replicate long standing 

dynamics.  

 

The training activities examined in chapter five also demonstrate that museums as power structures 

are made and maintained by more than the legal possession of collections. In chapter five we saw 

how this manifested through the privileging and dissemination of specific preservation techniques 

based on European notions and understandings, in addition to processes and technologies of 

cataloguing and classification. This subject is gradually gaining more attention in museum 

studies.1387 Since the turn of the twenty-first century, there has also been a growing awareness of 

discrepancies between different philosophical and ontological conceptions of museum-based 
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conservation practices.1388 For example, staff involved in recent collaborative projects between the 

Museum Rietberg in Zurich (Switzerland) and Palace Museum in Foumban (Cameroon) reported 

how European priorities of physical stabilisation and minimal intervention clashed with West 

African understandings of aesthetic and ceremonial restoration.1389 The findings of this thesis 

suggest that similar differences have long been experienced by museum staff, as evidenced by 

Murray’s complaints in 1952 that Nigerian Museum Assistants had ‘ruined’ a shield by making a 

new art work painted brightly in oil colours, ‘departing from the principal of preservation’.1390 This 

divergence is a problem because, as noted by Ciraj Rassool, ‘expertise’ is still generally assumed to 

reside with the European partner museums.1391 Although Savoy and Sarr’s report has been hailed 

as radical in its approach to returns, it could be argued that its identification of ‘the training of 

curators and restorers’1392 as a key action of cooperation does not fully take into account how such 

processes are equally capable of perpetuating asymmetrical relations. This suggests that although 

attitudes to questions of object ownership may be changing, sustained attention needs to be 

extended to the many other practices and technologies through which museums construct and 

sustain unequal power dynamics. It is only through a more precise understanding of these 

processes and their consequences that the work of their undoing can begin. 

 

7.5.3 Exhibitions 

 

The same can also be applied to exhibition practices, historic examples of which were examined 

in chapter six. In particular, contemporary exhibitions of Nigerian material have demonstrated 

how European dominance is still maintained through the unidirectionality of loans, conservation 

practices, and modes of interpretation. These dynamics can be traced in exhibitions that took place 

in the mid-twentieth century and in more recent examples. As we saw in chapter six, the first 

example of a significant loan exhibition of Nigerian-owned material to the British Museum came 

in 1948 with Bronzes of Ancient Nigeria. Distinct echoes of this early exhibition can be traced in 

Kingdom of Ife: sculptures from West Africa which was a major exhibition hosted by the British Museum 

                                                
1388 Miriam Clavir, Preserving What Is Valued: Museums, Conservation, and First Nations (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2002); 
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in 2010.1393 Both the 1948 and 2010 exhibitions saw major loans of Ife bronze and terracotta 

objects from Nigeria to the British Museum. In 2010, ninety-eight objects from Nigeria were 

exhibited alongside two from the British Museum’s collections. This was the first time that such a 

large number of Ife works had been presented together in an exhibition anywhere in the world 

and many of the works had not even been exhibited in Nigeria.1394 These two exhibitions, occurring 

over sixty years apart, demonstrate how African ownership of objects has the potential to create 

long term relationships based on loans. Indeed, for some, the 2010 exhibition demonstrated that 

Nigerian museums had maintained a world-class collection of valuable material and that refusals 

to return objects on grounds of security were unfounded.1395 Although we have seen that the 

exhibition of 1948 was most likely bound up with the particular agenda of the Ooni of Ife, it still 

evidences that the directionality of such loan exhibitions tends to benefit European museums and 

their visitors more than those in Nigeria. Both the 1948 and 2010 exhibition allowed the British 

Museum and the British public to gain access to material that would normally never have been 

available to them. This highlights how loans for exhibitions between Nigeria and the UK are 

predominantly concerned with Nigerian material. Even the British Museum’s recent and highly 

contentious pledge to loan a rotating selection of objects to a planned museum in Benin City is 

exclusively concerned with material that originated from Nigeria.1396 It is hard to imagine the 

British Museum offering to loan, for example, the Sutton Hoo treasure to Nigeria, or an exhibition 

such as the British Museum’s 2022 The World of Stonehenge travelling to Lagos.  

 

A 1980 letter from William Fagg to Ekpo Eyo sheds further light on this inequality.1397 Eyo had 

reportedly learnt of an upcoming private sale of a terracotta head and stated that ‘once the piece 

was lost to Nigeria it mattered not whether the piece was in a private or public collection, in a 

vault, or ground up.’ 1398 Fagg expressed disappointment in this comment, and wrote that ‘the head 

is still part of the Nigerian heritage, although no longer in Nigerian hands. The English can be just 

                                                
1393 The exhibition had been organised by the Fundación Marcelino Botín, Santander and the Museum for African 
Art, New York. After opening in Spain in 2009, it opened in London in March 2010, before travelling on to the 
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1398 William Fagg to Ekpo Eyo, n.d. 1980. 



   
 

 304 

as proud of the Turners in the Metropolitan as though they were in the Tate, perhaps more so.’1399 

Of the many notable points in this exchange, Fagg’s short-sighted comment about J.M.W. Turner’s 

paintings draws our attention to the fact that national museums in Nigeria do not contain any such 

works. The idea of exhibiting nineteenth-century Romantic British paintings in Lagos would 

probably never have crossed the minds of individuals such as Kenneth Murray and William Fagg. 

After all, Nigerian museums were originally imagined as a way to ‘educate’ Nigerians about 

themselves. Although many things have changed since the mid-twentieth century, it still remains 

the case that while European museums contain many of Nigeria’s most valued and visited material 

treasures, no such wealth of European material is available to the Nigerian public. In addition to 

the definitive return of Nigerian objects, surely the offer to loan Europe’s most prized artworks 

(even if not wanted or accepted) would contribute to a more balanced form of relationality.      

 

The 1948 and 2010 exhibitions also have striking similarities in the fact that both saw conservation 

work offered in return for the loan. In 2010, Africa Programme staff conducted training 

workshops and research trips in Nigeria alongside the exhibition.1400 British and Nigerian staff 

packed, photographed and assessed the condition of the objects in Lagos and seven were identified 

for ‘major interventive conservation’. The work was carried out by the British Museum 

conservation department and they also hosted work placements for conservators from the 

National Commission for Museums and Monuments in Nigeria. Although the 2010 exhibition was 

clearly on a much larger scale than in 1948, it could be argued that the principal dynamics remained 

the same: ‘scientific expertise’ was offered in return for access to objects and material was 

predominantly interpreted and curated by British Museum staff.  

 

It has been long been recognised that European methods of curation and display ensure the power 

of meaning making remains in the hands of Western museum officials.1401 In relation to this, both 

the 1948 and 2010 exhibitions of Ife material interpreted the objects in an art historical context. 

Although a great deal of contextual information was provided in the 2010 exhibition, the objects 

were referred to as ‘sculptures’ thereby framing them as art pieces. Much like the 1948 exhibition, 

copper alloy heads were presented bathed in electric light and placed against backgrounds of rich, 

earthly colours, highlighting their aesthetic qualities. Likewise, press coverage of both exhibitions 

generally focused on the sophistication and refinement of the pieces and referred to them as 
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artworks of a ‘lost civilization’.1402 This is important because both in the 1940s and 2000s African 

artists, academics, and museum staff have called for a departure from an exclusive focus on the 

materiality of objects. As we saw in chapter six, Ben Enwonwu advocated for a sensitivity to the 

spiritual and non-material dimensions of objects, arguing that Nigerian museums should be 

adapted to local contexts to hold relevance for local populations. Similar arguments continue to 

emerge today. In 2018, Jesmael Mataga (a Zimbabwean academic and heritage professional) called 

for increased attention to the spiritual value of material culture and the integration of locally 

generated forms of knowledge.1403 Mataga stated that ‘rather than promoting fixed values or 

emphasising material forms, museums should increasingly incorporate the spiritual and non-

material dimensions of the artefacts in their safekeeping.’1404 Similarly, Kenyan responses to the 

2006 exhibition Hazina (organised at National Museums of Kenya in collaboration with the British 

Museum’s Africa Programme) criticised the ‘professional thinking’ behind the exhibition’s 

curation and interpretation of objects.1405 One review stated that: 

 
Interpretations that present African cultural material largely as works of art should be a thing of the 
past. Sadly, at Hazina this is not the case. Africa's material culture and what it means to us all cannot 
be expressed via a glass box, no matter how well lit. Without its context, it is meaningless to Africans 
and typecasts the African person for non-Africans.1406 

 

Mataga argues that acknowledging and including locally-derived narratives and practices needs to 

become the bedrock on which any effective international cooperation can operate.1407 More 

broadly, voices across the museum sector are calling for an ‘epistemological revolution’ to pluralise 

our ways of seeing material culture.1408 These examples highlight yet again that many aspects of 

contemporary debates are by no means new and have been known within the museum sector from 

as early as the 1940s. 
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7.5.4 Summary 
 

At a time when transnational museum cooperation is increasingly being hailed as a panacea for 

colonial legacies, these findings remind us to remain aware of how ‘colonialism’s durable presence’ 

continues to shape museum practice today in complex and convoluted ways.1409 Although attempts 

to alter power dynamics represent a drastic departure from previous practice, we can still trace 

‘continuing sedimentations’ from earlier colonial systems.1410 The sections above demonstrate how 

forms of cultural diplomacy and soft power have played out through inter-museum exchanges 

since at least the mid-twentieth century. It is possible to trace the roots of many contemporary 

debates and practices back to the post-war era. These findings have also highlighted that although 

inter-museum relations have always been about objects, they were never only about objects. 

Colonial-era museum relations are materially grounded in multiple ways. Object ownership has 

been central to debates for many decades, but the legacy of corresponding museum techniques, 

technologies and processes of knowledge production are often either overlooked or at least 

underplayed. As museologist Tony Bennett reminds us, the development of new museum practice 

depends on a critical re-examination of earlier legacies.1411 An improved awareness of how political, 

personal, practical and conceptual museum structures have shaped and continue to shape relations 

between museums in the UK and Nigeria may help to alter patterns that have been re-enacted for 

decades.  

 

7.6 Areas for further research 
 

Early in this project research was narrowed to a specific geographical and institutional context and 

timeframe in order to conduct a nuanced and detailed study of the nature of relations. This has 

necessarily meant that many areas of importance with much research potential have gone 

unexplored. The final section of this chapter will briefly outline three main areas for further 

research than have been identified as particularly important and potentially fruitful. 

 

Firstly, this project has uncovered multiple avenues for further research in the networks and 

meshworks of individuals and institutions that spanned the UK and West Africa in the mid-

twentieth century. This study could be expanded to include other British institutions and 

                                                
1409 Cooper and Stoler, “Between Metropole and Colony: Rethinking a Research Agenda,” 9, 33. 
1410 Karp and Kratz, “Introduction,” 18. 
1411 Bennett, “Exhibition, Difference and the Logic of Culture,” 66. 
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individuals working across the UK and Nigeria, including those based in regional and university 

museums. For example, from the 1950s British archaeologist Frank Willett worked on important 

archaeological excavations in Nigeria, and was employed at the Ife National Museum, the 

Manchester Museum, and the Hunterian at the University of Glasgow. In particular, his long-

standing professional relationship with Justus Akeredolu would provide alternative perspectives 

to the histories examined here. Similarly, strong connections existed between Nigeria and the UK 

through British anthropologist Keith Nicklin who worked at the Owo Museum and the Horniman 

Museum from the 1970s. There also remains much work to be done examining the varied career 

trajectories, roles and practices of the many British museum staff who worked in museums in West 

Africa in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. Individuals such as John Picton, Tim Chappel, Susan 

Connell, Barbara Priddy, Antony Priddy, and Angela Rackham worked as curators, ethnographers, 

and archaeologists in Nigeria in the 1960s, and went on to develop varied and often influential 

careers. This research has also drawn attention to the analytic potential of investigating the roles 

of temporary staff who passed through museums. Much like today, ‘voluntary helpers’ and short-

term posts and placements appear to have been a feature of mid-twentieth century museum 

practice. Akeredolu, Nsugbe and Eyo were by no means the only individuals from colonial 

territories completing placements at the British Museum and further study may uncover how their 

experiences compared and intersected with others from, for example, Uganda, Ghana and 

Cameroon. Similarly, Jean Brown Sassoon, who studied alongside Akeredolu at the Institute of 

Archaeology, was reportedly the first woman to complete work in the Department of Ethnography 

in the 1950s.1412 Although individuals on short term, temporary placements are more difficult to 

trace in the museum archive than senior and permanent staff, this research demonstrates that by 

investigating their presence we can learn new things about the nature of museum work. 

 

This project has not touched upon the broader history of decolonisation in West Africa and 

Nigeria’s relationship to the US in the 1960s, but a better understanding of how this history 

intersected with museum practice would enhance our understanding of post-independence 

museum relations. The huge changes that took place across the British Empire during the mid-

twentieth century are no longer understood from analysis of British actions alone, but also from 

changes in colonial territories, in addition to the reconstruction of Western Europe and growing 

rivalry between the United States and Soviet Union.1413  With this plurality in mind, further research 

                                                
1412 Jean Brown Sassoon (British archaeologist, former ethnographer Kenya National Museum), email 
correspondence with author, 09 April 2018. 
1413 White, Decolonisation: The British Experience Since 1945, 3, 61. 
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into Nigeria’s transnational museum connections post 1960 would shed light on other important 

relationships beyond the UK. Here, comparison with Ghana might be particularly useful. Archival 

research in Accra uncovered a diverse set of connections established by museums in the region 

following 1957, which can be understood to fit in with Ghana’s broader political objectives in the 

post-independence era. For example, memorandums of cultural understanding were exchanged 

with the Soviet Union, under which a curator from the GDR served at the Ghana National 

Museum.1414 In Nigeria, the 1960s saw an increasing number of individuals from the US becoming 

involved with museums, often arriving under the auspices of the Peace Corps.1415 The significance 

this generation’s experience on Africanist art history in the US is only just beginning to be 

understood, as are interconnected histories of Nigerian museums and Cold War-era activity.1416 

There is also work to be done to explore how these histories intersected with the careers of the 

many British and Nigerian museum staff working with Nigerian museums at this time.1417 Because 

there is a scarcity of archival material in Nigeria pertaining to post-1960s museum practice, tracing 

these wider connections will also provide valuable new sources of information. For example, the 

American art historian Marilyn Houlberg worked at the National Museum in Lagos in the 1960s 

and her corresponding papers, slides, and notes are currently held at the Smithsonian 

Institution.1418 

 

Finally, there is much more work to be done to highlight the scale and diversity of Nigerian 

involvement in this history. This thesis has attempted to begin this work through partial 

reconstructions of the histories and careers of individuals such as Eyo, Nsugbe and Akeredolu. 

                                                
1414 “Protocol on Cultural Exchange between the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and the Republic of Ghana 
for 1965,” GH/PRAAD/RG.3/7/13. 1964-70 Cultural Exchange, Public Records and Archives Administration 
Department, Accra; “Working scheme for the development of cultural cooperation between the Republic of Ghana 
and the German Democratic Republic for the year 1965,” Dr Dietrich Drost personnel folder, National Museum of 
Ghana, Accra. 
1415 Relevant individuals include: Suzanne Blier, Donald Cosentino, Henry Drewal, Perkins Foss, Joseph 
Nevadomsky, Phil Peek, Judith Perani, Brian Smithson, Robert Soppelsa, Phillips Stevens, Marcilene Wittmer. See: 
Silverman, “Making African Art: From African Independence and the Peace Corps to Civil Rights and the Cold 
War.” 
1416 See the research project ‘African Art After Independence, 1957-1977’ in particular the strand ‘African 
Independence, Cold War and Peace Corps’. This is a recent collaborative project (2018-2021) funded by the 
Humanities Collaboratory at University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. Co-Directed by Laura De Becker (Helmut and 
Candis Stern Associate Curator, UM Museum of Art) and Raymond Silverman (Professor, History of Art, African 
Studies and Museum Studies). See: Anonymous, “African Independence, Cold War and Peace Corps Web Page,” 
University of Michigan, accessed May 28, 2022, https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/maa/research/african-independence-
cold-war-and-peace-corps/. 
1417 For example in the 1980s Ekpo Eyo left Nigeria to take up a post at the University of Maryland and William 
Fagg lectured across the US and worked with colleagues from Chicago and Washington on collections of Ere Ibeji 
in Nigeria 
1418 The Marilyn Houlberg Nigeria collection (EEPA 2005-002) is held at the Eliot Elisofon Photographic Archives 
at the National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
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However, these are just three relatively senior individuals that only represent a small fraction of 

the Nigerian work force that took part in museum practice in Nigeria in the 1940s, 1950s and 

1960s. For example, excavation diaries written by a South African archaeologist working in Nigeria 

in the 1950s report that the excavation team not only consisted of ‘officers’ including Akeredolu, 

but also larger numbers of ‘labourers’ or ‘diggers’, who reportedly suffered terrible pay and working 

conditions.1419 A better understanding of the professional hierarchies and structures that existed 

within the Nigerian museum service, and the corresponding experience of a range of staff, 

labourers, interpreters and assistants would nuance our understandings of these histories further. 

Similarly, the relationship between the Nigerians who ran museums on a day-to-day basis and the 

communities in which these institutions were situated is an area for further investigation. Especially 

following 1960, Nigerian ethnographers carried out large scale collecting projects and the 

motivations, understandings and consequences of these have yet to be explored. There also 

remains much work to be done to explore the relationship between Nigerian museums and 

alternative forms of preserving and exploring the past in post-independence Nigeria. Falola and 

Heaton argue that from the 1960s cultural activists in Nigeria agreed that traditions and history 

should be the foundation upon which a national consciousness should be built.1420 This saw 

Nigerian academics turn their attention to the analysis of Nigeria’s past and a flourishing art scene 

influenced by ancient material culture.1421 This thesis has only touched upon the parallel histories 

of Nigerian museums and Nigerian modernism, and how artists such as Ben Enwonwu engaged 

with British institutions and interpretations of material culture. A fuller understanding of how 

Nigerian artists, historians, and academics perceived, utilised, or rejected colonial-era museums 

would provide new insights into the limits and potentials of historical and contemporary 

transnational museum practice. 

 

7.7 Conclusion 
 

These conclusions, reflections, and areas for further research all point to the fact that museums 

should not be viewed as ‘stolid and solid’ institutions, but rather as ‘complex adaptive systems’ 

with fluid, mobile, and relational qualities.1422 This thesis has demonstrated that museums are not 

                                                
1419 These individuals reportedly received such low wages from the Nigerian Antiquities Service that they went 
without food for three days per week. See: Shepherd, The Mirror in the Ground: Archaeology, Photography and the Making 
of a Disciplinary Archive, 51. 
1420 Falola and Heaton, A History of Nigeria, 163. 
1421 Falola and Heaton, 163. 
1422 Cameron, “The Liquid Museum: New Institutional Ontologies for a Complex, Uncertain World Museum 
Theory,” 354. 
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located solely in national or local contexts, they are instead components within systems of global 

complexity that include a variety of people, ideas, objects and processes.1423 Although 

acknowledging that the extent and range of international museum collaborations that have 

occurred in the last four decades are unprecedented,1424 this thesis has demonstrated that dynamic 

and significant transnational practice was occurring between museums in the UK and Nigeria as 

early as the 1940s, traces of which persist to this day. In light of these continuations, it is useful to 

recall Kratz and Karp’s observation that although museums ‘operate in the shadow of their own 

past’ they are not ‘totally determined by their history and social inheritance.’1425 The potentials, 

limits, and enduring dynamics outlined in this thesis can enhance our understanding of the history 

and legacy of transnational museum relations, and offer a starting point for imagining and 

reimagining future practice. 

  

                                                
1423 Cameron, 350. 
1424 Karp and Kratz, “Introduction,” 16. 
1425 Karp and Kratz, “The Interrogative Museum,” 288. 
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Appendix 1: Interviews 
 

 
UK 

 
Former museum staff employed in Nigeria, Ghana, British Museum’s Department of Ethnography 

 
Timothy Chappel (former curator, Nigerian Museum, Lagos) 
personal interview, Seaford, East Sussex, UK, 13 March 2020. 
 
Anna Craven (former curator at Jos and Kaduna Museums, researcher, Department of 
Archaeology, University of Ghana) 
telephone interview, 21 March 2020. 
 
Malcolm McLeod (former curator, British Museum) 
personal interview, Russell Square, London, 6 February 2017. 
personal interview, British Museum, London, 20 February 2019. 
 
John Picton (former curator, Nigerian Museum, Lagos, British Museum) 
personal interview, October Gallery, London, 28 September 2017. 
personal interview, V&A, London, 27 July 2018. 
telephone interview, 26 March 2020. 
telephone interview, 27 March 2020. 
telephone interview, 31 March 2020. 
telephone interview, 03 April 2020. 
 
Sue Picton (former ethnographer, Nigerian Federal Department of Antiquities) 
telephone interview, 03 April 2020. 
 
Len Pole (former curator, National Museum of Ghana and Saffron Walden Museum)  
personal interview, Saffron Walden, Essex, 16 May 2017. 
 
Barbara Priddy (former curator, Jos Museum and National Museum of Ghana)  
personal interview, Wimbledon, London, 19 October 2017. 
 
Angela Rackham (former archaeologist, Nigerian Federal Department of Antiquities) 
personal interview, British Museum, London, 6 August 2018. 
 
Nicholas Thomas (Institute of Archaeology alumni, former curator, Devizes Museum)  
telephone interview, 26 July 2018. 
 

International Training Programme participants 
 
Gertrude Aba Mansah Eyifa-Dzidzienyo (Department of Archaeology and Heritage 
Studies, University of Ghana)  
personal interview, British Museum, London, 08 December 2017. 
 
Mokgabudi Amos Letsoalo (Art Curator, Polokwane Art Museum, South Africa) 
personal interview, British Museum, London, 08 December 2017. 
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Paul Michael (Museum Education Officer, National Museum of Tanzania) 
personal interview, British Museum, London, 08 December 2017. 
 
Matsosane Emely Molibeli (Department of Culture, Lesotho) 
personal interview, British Museum, London, 04 August 2017. 
 
Fadzai Veronica Muchemwa (Assistant Curator, National Gallery of Zimbabwe) 
personal interview, British Museum, London, 01 August 2017. 
personal interview, British Museum, London, 08 December 2017. 
         
Nabukalu Solomy Nansubuga (Conservator, Kabale Museum, Uganda) 
personal interview, British Museum, London, 10 August 2018. 
 
Ntombovuyo Tywakadi (Collections Assistant, Iziko Museums of South Africa) 
personal interview, British Museum, London, 08 December 2017. 
 
Chantal Umuhoza (Curator, Institute of National Museums of Rwanda) 
personal interview, British Museum, London, 10 August 2018. 
 
 
Nigeria 

 
Current and former museum staff 

 
Joseph Eboreime (former Director-General, National Commission for Museums and 
Monuments, Nigeria) 
telephone interview, 29 November 2017. 
 
Cynthia Adimabua Iruobe (Assistant Chief Curator, National Museum, Lagos) 
personal interview, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos, 28 November 2017. 
 
Gabriel Oko (Documentation, National Museum, Lagos) 
personal interview, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos, 14 November 2017. 
 
Victoria Okoloagu (Chief Museum Education Officer, National Museum, Lagos) 
personal interview, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos, 29 November 2017. 
  
Ogechukwu Elizabeth Okpalanozie (Conservator, National Museum, Lagos) 
personal interview, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos, 30 November 2017. 
 
Oriyomi Pamela Otuka (Assistant Director, National Museum, Lagos)  
personal interview, Nigerian National Museum, Lagos, 28 November 2017. 
 
Kolawole Adeyera (Chief Technical Officer, National Museum of Unity, Ibadan)  
personal interview, University of Ibadan, 22 November 2017. 
 

Artists and gallerists 
 
Tam Fiofori (documentary photographer) 
personal interview, Bogobiri House, Lagos, 01 December 2017. 
 



   
 

 313 

Newton Jibunoh (founder, DIDI Museum, Lagos) 
personal interview, Didi Museum, Lagos, 18 November 2017. 
 
Bruce Onobrakpeya (artist) 
personal interview, Papa Ajao, Mushin, Lagos, 02 December 2017. 
 
Kokwe Yebovi (gallerist, Lagos) 
personal interview, Freedom Park, Lagos, 02 December 2017. 
 
 
Ghana 

 
Current and former museum and university staff 

 
Gideon Agyare (Museum of Archaeology, University of Ghana) 
personal interview, Museum of Archaeology, University of Ghana, Accra, 01 August 2017. 
 
James Anquandah (first Ghanaian with university degree in archaeology, first Ghanaian 
head of Department of Archaeology, University of Ghana) 
personal interview, Department of Archaeology, University of Ghana, Accra, 04 September 
2017. 
 
Naa Bulley (Curator, Ghana National Museum, Accra) 
personal interview, National Museum of Ghana, Accra, 05 September 2017. 
 
Isaac N. Debrah (former Director, Ghana Museums and Monuments Board, alumni of 
Jos Training Centre) 
personal interview, private address, Accra, 25 August 2017. 
 
Gordon Frimpong (Curator, Anokye Sword Site, Kumasi) 
personal interview, Okomfo Anokye Sword Site, Kumasi, 17 August 2017. 
 
Kodzo Gavua (Associate Professor, Department of Archaeology, University of Ghana) 
personal interview, Department of Archaeology, University of Ghana, Accra, 08 September 
2017. 
 
Bossman Murey (former Conservator, Department of Archaeology, University of Ghana) 
personal interview, Department of Archaeology, University of Ghana, Accra, 07 September 
2017. 
 
Josephine Quainoo (former Head of Education Division, Ghana Museums and 
Monuments Board)  
personal interview, private address, Accra, 6 September 2017. 
 
 
US 

 
Museum staff and academics  

 
Perkins Foss (Professor Emeritus, Art History, Penn State University, former Peace 
Corps volunteer, Nigeria) 



   
 

 314 

telephone interview, 27 June 2019. 
 
Janet Stanley (Chief Librarian, Warren Robbins Library, Smithsonian Institution) 
personal interview, National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., 
21 June 2019. 
 
Amy Staples (Senior Archivist at National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian 
Institution, Curator of Chief S.O. Alonge: Photographer to the Royal Court of Benin) 
personal interview, National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., 
29 May 2019. 
 
Deborah Stokes (Curator for Education, National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian 
Institution, formerly researching Yoruba sculpture with William Fagg) 
personal interview, National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., 
18 June 2019. 
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Archival sources 
 
 
UK 
 
Bodleian Libraries, Oxford 
 

Archive of Philip Allison MSS. Afr. s. 2535 
MSS. Afr. s. 2535/1 Diaries, 1936-1977 
MSS. Afr. s. 2535/2 Collecting diaries and lists of acquisitions, Nigerian Museums, 1960-1962 
MSS. Afr. s. 2535/3 Research papers and publications, 1944-1990 
MSS. Afr. s. 2535/4 Two typescript drafts 'Collector's Piece', n.d. [c. 1970] 
MSS. Afr. s. 2535/5 Third draft 'Collector's Piece', publishers correspondence, 1970-1976 
MSS. Afr. s. 2535/6 Correspondence and related articles, 1945-1994 
MSS. Afr. s. 2535/17 Loose photographs, 1934-1978 
 
British Museum, London  
 

Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas 
Department of Ethnography correspondence files 1945-1970 
William Fagg unsorted papers 
 

Central archives 
British Museum Trustees’ Meeting Minutes, October 12 1963 – July 22 1967 
British Museum Trustees’ Meeting Minutes, October 14 1967 – December 12 1970 
British Museum Trustees’ Meeting Minutes, January 23 1971 – December 07 1974 
British Museum Trustees’ Meeting Minutes, April 01 1950 - November 12 1955 
 

Science Library 
Monthly Reports Box, commencing April 1931 - December 1958 
C5 Africa folder 
Limbo files, box file G9 
 
Hunterian Museum and University of Glasgow Archives & Special Collections  
 

The Papers of Professor Frank Willett, GB 248 ACCN 3120 
ACCN3120/6 
ACCN3120/10 
ACCN3120/32  
ACCN3120/35 
ACCN3120/1 
ACCN3120/3 
ACCN3120/11 
ACCN3120/12  
 
National Museums Scotland  
 

National Museums Scotland Archive, GB 587 NMS 
Royal Scottish Museum Annual Reports 1945-1957 
Royal Scottish Museum Annual Reports 1958-1965 
Royal Scottish museum Annual reports 1966-70 



   
 

 316 

Royal Scottish museum Annual reports 1971-1973 
Royal Scottish Museum Press Cuttings File February 1964- February 1971 
Directors’ Papers Royal Scottish Museum correspondence subjects exhibitions 1959-1962 
Directors’ Papers Royal Scottish Museum correspondence subjects exhibitions 1963-1965 
Directors’ Papers Royal Scottish Museum correspondence 1948, 1949 
 
Royal Anthropological Institute, London 
 

William Fagg papers 
Box 5 
Box 6 
Box 7 
Box 8 
Box 11 
Box 17 
Box 18 
Box 21 
Box 22 
Box 24 
Box 26 
Box 28 
Box 51 
 
The National Archives of the UK (TNA)  
 

BW, Records of the British Council, 1929-2020 
BW 90/439, Department of Archaeology and National Museum of the Gold Coast; 
correspondence and annual reports 

 
CO, Records of the Colonial Office, Commonwealth and Foreign and Commonwealth Offices, Empire 
Marketing Board, and related bodies, 1570-1990 

CO 554/2080 Acquisition of exhibits by National Museum of Nigeria 
CO 927/5/5 West Africa: suggestions for a Central Museum of West Ethnology and 
Archaeology to be set up 
CO 297/31/4 West Africa: Dr Braunholtz's visit and report on preservation of antiquities and 
on establishment of museums in British West Africa 
CO 927/31/5 West Africa: Dr Braunholtz's visit and report on preservation of antiquities and 
on establishment of museums in British West Africa 
CO 927/32/1 Nigeria: recovery of antiquities from German museums; Annual Reports of the 
Antiquities Section for 1946-1947 
 
 
West Sussex Records Office, Chichester 
 

Murray papers, accession 9601 
Box 14 
Box 32 
Box 35 
Box 36 
Box 37 
Box 38 
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Nigeria 
 
National Archives of Nigeria, Ibadan 
 

Accession List of the Federal Department of Antiquities Lagos 
FDA 1/1 2102 KC Murray 
FDA 1/1  2140 JD Akeredolu 
FDA 1/2 AF.212 John Picton 1961-1964 
FDA 1/2 249. Vol. I Staff Nigerianisation 1957-1965 
FDA 1/2 264/S1 Vol. II Training Schemes Information about Course and Procedure 1958-1972 
FDA 1/2 AF.282/S7 VI  bilingual training centre for museum technicians in Africa 1972-1973 
FDA 1/2 AF.286/S3 UNESCO seminar on museum 1964 (62-65), 
FDA 1/2 AF.286/S9 UNESCO programme for technical assistants pilot project 1959-1963 
FDA 1/2 AF.290/T Travelling Museum 1962-1969 
FDA 1/2 AF.297 Annual Reports 1957-1958 
FDA 1/2 AF.297 Vol. I Annual Reports 1960-1961 
FDA 1/2 AF.297 Vol. II Annual Reports 1962-1962 
FDA 1/5 PF Vol. I KC Murray 1944-1961 
FDA 1/5 PF Vol. II KC Murray 1957-1967 
FDA 1/5 PF 20 Vol. I Ekpo Eyo 1957-1965 
FDA 1/5 PF 39 Vol. I JD Akeredolu 1938-1954 
FDA 1/5 PF 39 Vol. II JD Akeredolu 1954-1957 
FDA 1/5 PF 39 Vol. III JD Akeredolu 1959-1962 
FDA 1/5 PF 39 Vol. VI JD Akeredolu 1964-1966 
FDA 1/5 PF 39 Vol. VII JD Akeredolu 1968-1969 
 
Nigerian National Museum, Lagos  
 

Kenneth Murray papers 
Nigerian Museum files 
Correspondence files 
Preservation of Antiquities Reports folder 
Early Reports folder 
Quarterly Reports by Murray folder 
 

Museum archives 
Museum Box 
John Picton field notes box file 
Keith Nicklin box file 
Lagos box 
 

Accession Registers (Curator’s Office) 
1971-1972 
1956-1960  
1963-1966 
1950-1960  
1935 -1960 
1935-1946 
 
Ghana 
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Balme Library and Archives, University of Ghana 
 

Preliminary list of administration records, 1948-2008 
UG1/3/2/3/48 Organisation and establishment of department of archaeology 1953-1976 
UG1/3/2/3/42 Organisation and establishment of faculty of arts 1956 -1999 
UG1/3/2/3/99 London Office 1949-1990 
UG1/3/2/3/100 Joint university office London/Ghana 1954-2004 
UG1/3/3/2/77 design and construction, department of archaeology 1952-1960 
UG1/3/3/2/94 design and construction, exhibition galleries National Museum 1955-1961 
UG1/3/4/1/23 Supplementation of British personnel 
UG1/3/8/4/2 National Museum organisation and establishment 
UG1/3/8/4/3 National Museum interim council 
UG1/3/8/4/4 Council for National Museum 
UG1/3/8/4/6 National Museum issues and minutes 
UG1/3/8/4/10 University of London special relationships 
UG1/3/8/4/47 Relations with National Museum 
 
Department of Archaeology, University of Ghana 
 
Museum of Archaeology files 
 
National Museum of Ghana,  
 

Ghana National Museum Accession Records 
1951-1954 
1954-1955 
1956-1960 
1960-1966 
1966-1969 
 

Central museum archive 
Ghana Museums and Monuments Board files 
 
Public Records and Archives Administration Department, Accra 
 

Provisional list RG3/6-RG3/7 
GH/PRAAD/RG. 3/6/793-803 General correspondence GMMB 
GH/PRAAD/RG. 3/6/1017 Ashanti research project 
GH/PRAAD/RG. 3/6/1031 Cape Coast historical museum project 
GH/PRAAD/RG. 3/7/13 Cultural Exchange 1964-1970 
GH/PRAAD/RG. 3/7/20 National Arts festivals 1968-1970 
GH/PRAAD/RG. 3/7/66 Commonwealth art exhibition 1961-1963 
GH/PRAAD/RG. 3/7/119 Ghana cultural review 1968-1973 
GH/PRAAD/RG. 3/7/180 Overseas exhibitions 1956-1964 
GH/PRAAD/RG. 3/7/191 Ghana cultural society London,1958-1962 
 
US 
 
Eliot Elisofon Photographic Archives, National Museum of African Art  
 
William Ian Brinkworth collection, EEPA.2008-2009  



   
 

 319 

Marilyn Houlberg Nigeria collection, EEPA 2005-002 
William Fagg photographs, EEPA 1986-014 
 
Ryerson and Burnham Archives, Art Institute of Chicago  
 
William B. Fagg archive, 1949-1982, 2000.7 
 
Smithsonian Institution Archives 
 

Accession 94-027, National Museum of African Art. Associate Director for Collections and Research 
Records, circa 1983-1993 

Box 2 
Box 4 

Accession 16-331 National Museum of African Art. Office of the Director Correspondence, 1979-
2010 

Box 1 
Record Unit 634 National Museum of African Art. Office of the Director Records, circa 1964-1984 

Box 6 
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