oalgraverpivot

Returning

The Benin Bronzes

A Case Study of the
Horniman’s restitution

g4 }t’
Nick Merriman

b %EF&» Bih
) > I ¢

b



Returning The Benin Bronzes



Nick Merriman

Returning The Benin
Bronzes

A Case Study of the Horniman’s restitution

palgrave

macmillan



Nick Merriman
Horniman Museum and Gardens
London, UK

ISBN 978-3-031-56100-9 ISBN 978-3-031-56101-6 (eBook)
https:/,/doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-031-56101-6

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature
Switzerland AG 2024

This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of
translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on
microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and retrieval,
clectronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now
known or hereafter developed.

The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information
in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the
publisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to
the material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The
publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and
institutional affiliations.

Cover pattern © Harvey Loake
This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature
Switzerland AG.

The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

Paper in this product is recyclable.


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-56101-6

PREFACE

I was invited to contribute this book as part of the Pivot series for Palgrave
in January 2023. The series consists of short books about current practice,
published much more rapidly than full-length monographs, so they can
capture issues while they are still being discussed. It was suggested that I
write about the Horniman’s research and consultation process and its ulti-
mate decision to sign over its Benin objects to Nigerian ownership, and
that I might further explore how the museum sector could learn from this
example, and how the sector might change its approach to colonial history.

This book therefore consists of the combination of a detailed case study
of a process that unfolded over a period of less than a year, with a consid-
eration of the academic, social and political context in which the process
took place. Whilst change had been in the air in relation to restitution of
cultural property for at least a decade or so, in 2020-22 we seemed to
reach a tipping point when suddenly a big, pent-up shift took place. The
catalyst for this change was undoubtedly the murder of George Floyd in
May 2020 and the subsequent extraordinary resurgence of the Black Lives
Matter movement which caused every responsible citizen and organisation
to confront continuing structural racism and their part in it. Whilst the
momentum of BLM has lessened now, the slow pace of museum processes
means that movement around restitution and repatriation has continued,
and looks to continue for the foreseeable future.

Ultimately, I hope this short volume shows that, tackled in the right
way, restitution can be an entirely positive experience, and can usher in a
new series of relationships with colleagues and audiences both locally and
around the world.
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Whilst I have attempted to set out the process we went through as
objectively as possible, the opinions and conclusions are my own alone,
and do not represent the formal position of the Horniman and its board.
Any errors are also my own responsibility.

London, UK Nick Merriman
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CHAPTER 1

A Tipping Point in Restitution Claims

Abstract Whilst the idea of ‘restitution’ has been around as a legal con-
cept for many centuries, its use in relation to cultural property is much
more recent. The issue of the return of the Benin ‘bronzes’ has recently
grown in prominence, culminating in a series of proactive claims made by
the Nigerian state in early 2022, including to the Horniman. This chapter
offers an overview of the background and history of restitution, and what
may have led to the current tipping point.

Keywords Restitution ® Benin Bronzes ® Looted objects

Whilst the idea of ‘restitution’ for ‘unjust enrichment” has been around as
a legal concept for many centuries, its use in relation to cultural property
is much more recent. Although looting of cultural objects was known as a
common occurrence in the course of war since ancient times (Miles 2008),
the principal example of looted objects being returned to their countries
of origin in more modern times took place after Napoleon’s defeat in
1815. After the Congress of Vienna, large numbers of artworks looted
over an 18 year period by French troops, many of them housed in the
Louvre, were returned, including the bronze horses from St Mark in
Venice (themselves looted from Constantinople in 1204) and clements
from the papal collection (ibid.). In 1838 the newly independent state of
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