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Concept Note

The starting point for this symposium is the concurrence between efforts to repair the damage performed by Nazi
looting and attempts to do the same for the consequences of colonial plunder. Restitution to victims of Nazi looting
has been closely bound up with attempts to rebuild and reinforce liberal society and it was after the end of the Cold
War that museums turned in earnest to review their collections. They did not, however, approach their colonial
collections with the same urgency and were keen to avoid the impression that there was a moral equivalence
between these two issues. As a result, two distinctly separate approaches have emerged.

In the late 1990s museums drew a sharp line between the legacy of Nazi looting and their colonial-era acquisitions.
To justify this division, they cited practical considerations, for example: that researching the fate of previous owners
required specialised historical research; the specific legal concerns arising from the restitution of objects to
individuals (rather than to communities); the urgency of pursuing this work as Holocaust survivors were reaching an
advanced age; and the understandable idea that the sheer enormity of the suffering and scale of dispossession
required its own dedicated effort. To that end, they carried out systematic research into their collections and,
crucially, endorsed the creation of a formalised restitution process for such items.

By contrast, for colonial-era loot, although much research has been carried out and dialogues with indigenous
communities and post-colonial institutions initiated, no comparable restitution process has been created. Moreover,
accounts of the histories of enslavement and colonialism that underpin the movement for reparations for slavery
and the restitution of artefacts taken by colonialists are often framed by a critique of the limitations and hypocrisies
of western liberalism.

Provenance researchers work across both fields, yet there is little open discussion about the similarities and
differences between the two, nor consideration of what lessons could be learned from the progress made in the
field of Nazi restitution and usefully applied to colonial restitution.

Academics and museum curators face different challenges in their work in this field. In museums, the objects
themselves constitute the starting point, and engagement with broader issues is often driven by practical concerns.
There is sometimes limited room for reflection and recognition that the return of an object is part of a wider process
which is about a moral and legal reckoning with past injustices. Academics, on the other hand, focus on historical,
legal and ethical processes. They have more time and space to consider these big-picture perspectives, but they can
be disconnected from the everyday realities which determine how things play out in practice.

This symposium aims to initiate dialogue between these different fields of enquiry. How can a comparison of the
issues of repair and restitution post-Holocaust and post-Colonialism inform the work of both academics and museum
professionals working in this challenging field today?
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Programme

Coffee and registration

Panel 1:

Lunch

Panel 2:

Tea

Panel 3:

Welcome: Tristram Hunt, V&A and David Feldman, Birkbeck, University of London

Disciplinary Perspectives
Chair: Joanna Norman, V&A

The loot of the soul: Indigenous perspectives on the colonial museum
Bruno Brulon Soares, University of St Andrews

Art restitution between the Holocaust and colonialism: precedence-competition-
multidimensionality?

Constantin Goschler, Ruhr-Universitdt Bochum

Restitution, law and ethics
Alexander Herman, Institute of Art and Law

Restitution and Nazi looting
Chair: David Feldman

Thinking Provenance, Thinking Restitution
Mary-Ann Middelkoop, University of Cambridge (unable to attend)

Reflections from a Museum perspective
Jacques Schuhmacher, Art Institute of Chicago

Practical Reflections
Anne Webber CBE, Commission for Looted Art in Europe

Restitution and colonial looting
Chair: Sarah Thomas, Birkbeck, University of London

Reflections on Restitution in Practice
Annie E. Coombes, Birkbeck, University of London (unable to attend)

The Oscillating Faces of Restitution: how Geopolitics defined and will redefine the Fate of
Loot
Frezer Getachew Haile, Panterra

Stealing from my ancestors: the performance of restitution and

repatriation in European museums
JC Niala, History of Science Museum, University of Oxford
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Beyond the Washington Principles: Towards a relational justice approach regarding
colonial restitution and return
Carsten Stahn, Universiteit Leiden and Queen’s University Belfast
17:20-17:30 Break
17:30-18:30 Discussion:
What do we stand to gain, and what if anything might we lose, from a multidirectional
approach to looting?
Chair: Jacques Schuhmacher
John Giblin, National Museums Scotland

Olivette Otele, SOAS

Michael Rothberg, University of California, Los Angeles

Symposium convenors
David Feldman, Birkbeck Institute for the Study of Antisemitism, University of London
Joanna Norman, V&A Research Institute, National Art Library and Archives
Jacques Schuhmacher, Art Institute of Chicago

Sarah Thomas, Centre for Museum Cultures, Birkbeck, University of London

This symposium has been made possible through support from the Birkbeck Institute for the Study of
Antisemitism, the V&A Research Institute, and the
David Berg Foundation.



