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From 2020 to 2023, the interdisciplinary research project ‘Sensible Provenienzen. 
Menschliche Überreste aus kolonialen Kontexten in den Sammlungen der Universi-
tät Göttingen’ (Sensitive provenances. Human remains from colonial contexts in the 
collections of the University of Göttingen) investigated anthropological collections 
of the university of Göttingen with regard to their holdings’ entanglements with 
colonial contexts. The goal of the project was first, to identify human remains from 
colonial contexts in the Blumenbach Skull Collection and in the Anthropological 
Collection, and to determine their origins, the circumstances of acquisition and the 
related transfer networks. Secondly, it sought to proactively seek out communica-
tion and understanding with representatives of the countries and communities of 
origin in order to agree upon further handling of the ancestral remains, including 
their repatriation.

For the provenance research, the project was given an interdisciplinary structure. 
One strand carried out anatomical-anthropological assessments, in which predomi-
nantly morphological observations were carried out on the skeletal remains themselves 
for the purpose of determining the age at death, biological sex and pathologies of 
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the remains, as well as taphonomic changes and soil adhesions on the remains. The 
other part consisted of historical provenance research that seeks to determine the larger 
historical contexts as well as the acquisition circumstances that led to the ancestral re-
mains’ presence in collections of a German academic institution today. The historical 
investigation started with the remains themselves, namely with inscriptions, labels and 
investigations into the paperwork of the collections (i.e., lists, inventories and collec-
tion documentation). The next step was to look into external archives and historical 
publications, but also for an exchange with experts from the countries of origin and 
their local narratives. In the end, both research paths were brought together to form 
a synthesis. The goal was a plausible reconstruction of an object or subject history, 
including geographical and ethnic or social indication of origin. The history of the 
individual person whose human remains are at hand, as well as of the remains in the 
status of a collection object, can thus be placed in the historical contexts of both the 
region of origin and the collection in question (Stoecker & Stötzel, 239 f.).1

First, the project gained an initial, still superficial overview of the ancestral remains 
in the collections, their origins, and their connections to their current countries of or-
igin. This resulted in two regional focal points: Oceania (approx. 1,200 ancestors) and 
Africa (approx. 100 ancestors). Mediated by the Fiji-born cultural anthropologist Tari-
si Vunidilo, who has an excellent network of contacts among Pacific museums, proac-
tive efforts were made to establish contact with representatives of national museums, 
experts, and NGOs in twelve postcolonial countries of origin in Oceania. In an online 
meeting on 22 June 2021, Göttingen project staff members Tarisi Vunidilo, Jonatan 
Kurzwelly, and Holger Stoecker informed the director of the Belau National Muse-
um in Koror, Olympia Morei, and the staff members Simeon Adelbai and Marciana 
Telmetang for the first time about seven ancestors from Palau in the anthropological 
collection of the University of Göttingen. The subsequent communication between 
Göttingen and Palau, involving Kiblas Soaladaob, Director of the Bureau of Cultural 
and Historical Preservation (BCHP), Göttingen music ethnologist Birgit Abels, and 
Palau-based ethnologist Constanze Dupont, and later reach out to the Minister of 
Human Resources, Culture, Tourism & Development Ngiraibelas Tmetuchl, among 
others, led to the inclusion of the anthropologist McMichael Mutok Jr., Registrar of 
the BCHP, in the fellowship program of the Göttingen project. The program aimed 
to identify the origins of human remains in German collections and to create oppor-
tunities of origin individuals to participate in research and restitution. Five fellows 
from New Zealand/Aotearoa, Palau, Tanzania, and Cameroon visited Göttingen at 
the same time in the fall of 2022 to investigate the provenance of remains from their 
countries of origin and discuss how to deal with them in the future. 

During a three-month research period from September to November 2022, 
Mutok and the members of the Sensitive Provenances project conducted detailed 
archival research at the Museum am Rothenbaum. Kulturen und Künste der Welt 

1	 On the dual character of ancestral remains as both subjects and objects, see Winkelmann et al. 
2022, 16.
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(MARKK) in Hamburg and the University of Göttingen, examining memoranda, 
expedition journals, diaries, correspondences, acquisition records, and transport 
lists. These documents confirmed that multiple human remains had been collected 
from Palauan communities without permission and transported to Germany. Mu-
tok also crossreferenced historical publications and anthropological reports from 
the era, confirming the involvement of German colonial explorers in the collection 
process. Mutok’s fellowship in Göttingen in 2022 was the start of the repatriation 
process to bring the Palauan Ancestors home. 

Historical Contexts
From the late 18th to the early 20th century, European expeditions frequently col-
lected human remains from recently explored and colonized regions, often without 
the knowledge or consent of local communities. These practices were justified by 
anthropological and ethnographic aims, but they disrupted cultural continuity, des-
ecrated ancestral resting places, and left lasting wounds for affected communities. 
For more than a century, the ancestral remains of Palau’s people were thousands of 
miles from their homeland, stored in German institutions under the auspices of 
scientific race research. 

South Seas Expedition 1908–1910
From 1908 to 1910, the Hamburg Museum for Ethnology and Natural History 
(today: MARKK) sent an ethnological expedition to the Pacific. The plan for the ex-
pedition was drawn up and promoted by Georg Thilenius, appointed director of the 
museum in 1904. Thilenius himself had undertaken a zoological, ethnological and 
anthropological expedition to the South Seas in 1897/99 and had looted human 
remains from a number of islands, as Hawai’i, New Zealand/Aotearoa, Vanuatu (Es-
piritu Santo), Samoa, Solomon Islands, and Papua New Guina (New Ireland, Taui, 
Kaniet) (Thilenius, 1900). Thilenius was able to secure funding for the South Seas 
Expedition from the ‘Hamburg Scientific Foundation’, which was also just estab-
lished in 1907 and is still active today in funding scientific institutions in Hamburg 
(anon., 1908; anon., 1909).2 

The objectives and tasks of the expedition were extensive and covered the areas 
of material and spiritual culture, social, political and economic organization, lan-
guages and, last but not least, the ‘physical constitution’ of the Melanesian and Mi-
cronesian population, especially the inhabitants of the islands that belonged to the 
German colonial empire in the Pacific at that time. The collection of artifacts and 
human remains as well as linguistic and anthropological data was to form the basis 
for a ‘general ethnography’ of Melanesia and Micronesia. The bio-anthropologist’s 
contribution to the expedition was as follows: ‘The anthropologist must measure 
2	 On the Hamburg Scientific Foundation, cf. https://h-w-s.org/ (accessed 10 Mar 2026).
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and physically examine as many individuals as possible, collect skulls and skeletons, 
hair samples and the like, make observations on mortality and births, manhood 
rites, diseases, etc.’ (Thilenius, 1907, 13).

The duration of the South Seas Expedition was limited to two years. In the first 
year, 1908/09, the expedition, led by the physician Friedrich Fülleborn, travelled to 
the Bismarck Archipelago in the western Pacific, which at the time belonged to the 
colony of German New Guinea. In the second year, the expedition, led by ethnolo-
gist Augustin Krämer, concentrated on the Caroline Islands, which also belonged to 
the colony of German New Guinea at the time (Fischer, 1981, 53).

Palau was visited twice by the expedition, both times in its second year. Coming 
from Yap, the expedition steamer Peiho reached the archipelago on 3 August 1909, 
then cruised between Merir, Pulo Anna (Bur), the island of Tobi, Koror and Ba-
beldaob before leaving for Yap on 26 September (Krämer, n.d.). And in mid-March 
1910, the Peiho stopped off in Palau for two days to take the expedition leader 
Augustin Krämer and his wife Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow on board for the return 
journey (Fischer, 1981, 51 f.). 

In Palau, several skeletal remains were taken by ethnologist, linguist and bio-an-
thropologist Paul Hambruch. In the 1900s, Hambruch published several articles in 
German anthropological journals in which he described the craniological charac-
teristics of ‘inferior human types’, thus proving himself to be a staunch advocate of 
the scientific racism of his time (cf. for example Hambruch, 1907). Shortly before 
he joined the South Sea Expedition in its second year from 1909/1910, Hambruch 
worked on behalf of the Jaluit Society in Nauru, a German colonial trading and 
plantation company. During the expedition he was entrusted with the ethnographic 
investigation of Micronesia, which at the time was largely part of German New 
Guinea. Then he was hired by the Museum of Ethnology in Hamburg and became 
head of its South Seas Department (Beckmann, 2022, 167 f.; cf. Tischner, 1966).

Historical records reveal that the remains from Palau were collected without the 
consent of the villagers, a common practice during the colonial-era scientific expe-
ditions. In Palau, local elders and communities had no knowledge of the removal 
of ancestors from their villages, especially from their sacred burial grounds (olekull). 
The remains were subsequently transported abroad the streamer Peiho to Germany, 
where they were integrated into the museum collection for research. Over the fol-
lowing decades, these remains were studied as part of a racial science programs that 
sought to categorise human populations according to physical traits. Such studies 
dehumanised the individuals and detached them from the cultural and spiritual 
contexts of their communities. 

Provenances of the Palauan Ancestors
What has provenance research been able to uncover about the Ancestral Remains 
and their appropriation?
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Pulo Anna, two women about 20–25 and about 50 years of age, a child of 7–9 years, 
a person of indifferent biological sex in age of 40–80 years
During his stay on Palau, Paul Hambruch traveled to the Palauan islands with most 
of the expedition members in August and September 1909. On 26 August 1909, the 
expedition steamer Peiho reached the island of Bur (Pur, today Pulo Anna) (Vahsel, 
1909). Hambruch noted in his diary on 26 August 1909: ‘Um 5:35 volle Kraft, 
Bur ist in Sicht […] Um 7 h im Boot an Land. […] Finden hier auf Steinwürfeln 
die Häuser, die wie in Merir gut erhalten sind. Der Busch ist lichter und die eth-
nologische Sammlungsreise ist von reichem Erfolg begleitet. […] Unterhalb eines 
zerstörten Steinwürfels finde 2 Schädel, eine Calotte und die Gesichtskanten eines 
Kindes. Alles gut erhalten. Mache dann Rundgang um die Insel […]. Um 10 h an 
Bord […]’ (Hambruch, 1909, 12). (At 5:35 full power, Bur is in sight […] At 7 h 
in the boat ashore. […] Find the houses here on stone cubes, well preserved as in 
Merir. The bush is thinner and the ethnological collecting trip is a great success. […] 
Below a destroyed stone cube I find 2 skulls, a calotte and the edges of a child’s face. 
All well preserved. Then walk around the island […]. On board at 10 h […].) This 
entry fits exactly with the four present remains in the Göttingen collection, labelled 
as 879:10 (skull), 880:10 (skull), 881:10 (cranium) and 882:10 (facial skull) and as 
coming from ‘Bur’. (‘Bur’ or ‘Pur’ is called ‘Pulo Anna’ today).

The description of the site as ‘under a stone cube’ could suggest that it was a 
burial site. Hambruch did not mention that he had encountered any local residents 
on Bur. There were apparently no inhabitants on the small island during his visit. 
This fits with the fact that the inhabitants of the island of Bur/Pulo Anna were tem-
porarily relocated to Palau by the German colonial administration after the typhoon 
of 1904.

Koror, man of Ngarchelong, 50–60 years old
On 21 September 1909, while Hambruch was on Koror, he noted in his diary: ‘Grabe 
morgens Schädel eines vor 2 Jahren ertrunkenen Mannes aus Arecolong aus. Es musste 
heimlich geschehen, da kein Pelaumann die Ausgrabung gestattet hätte. An anderen 
Plätzen werde ich noch Versuche machen, doch glaube ich, dass dieser Schädel der 
einzige bleiben wird’ (Hambruch, 1909, 32). (In the morning, dug up the skull of 
a man from Arecolong who drowned two years ago. It had to be done secretly as no 
Pelauman would have allowed the excavation. I will try other places, but I believe that 
this skull will remain the only one.) The term ‘Arecolong’ is an outdated name for 
Ngarchelong, today a federal state in the north of the island of Babeldaob or for the 
headland Pkul a Tap ra Ngaregolong (Bkul a Tab er a Ngarchelong) located there at 
the northeastern coast. 

The location of the grave of this skull and the date of the grave robbery differ 
from those of the below-mentioned skeleton and the calvarium, but the grave was 
nevertheless on Koror. The statement that the skull comes from a man fits in with 
the overall anthropological yield presented by Hambruch, according to which he 
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took a male skull from Palau (Hambruch, 1909, 40). The ‘1 ♂ skull’ mentioned was 
the skull in question. It was assigned collection number 848:10. A femur, which was 
given the number 847:10.2, most likely belongs to the same individual.

Koror, a man named Porrah of 18–21 years
On 25 September 1909, Hambruch noted in his diary: ‘Grabe Skelett einers der 
Mörder von Kapt. [Kapitän] Cheyne, Porrah, aus. Eine scapula, Hand und Fuß-
knochen fehlen. Ist sehr gut erhalten’ (Hambruch, 1909, 34). (Excavate skeleton of 
one of the murderers of Captain Cheyne, Porrah. One scapula [=shoulder blade], 
hand and foot bone missing. Very well preserved.) Hambruch did not provide any 
information about the exact location of the grave site or how he had obtained the 
information about the grave site and the name of the deceased.

Andrew Cheyne (1817–1866) was a well-known figure in Palauan history in 
the 19th century. He was owner of the schooner Acis and an enterprising Scottish 
trader with a controversial reputation who was active on Koror from the 1840s to 
the 1860s, particularly in the copra and bêche-de-mar business and the manufactory 
trade with China. He had a changeable relationship with the Koror people (Shine-
berg, 1971, 24). Cheyne maintained a close relationship with Ngíragŏsárĕg, the 
9th Ibedul (Abbe Thule, aIbedul), chief of Koror (Krämer, 1919, 225). At the same 
time, Cheyne traded with the neighbouring island of Melekeok (today, like Koror, 
a federal state of Palau), which had an old enmity with Koror (Parmentier, 1987, 
193). Cheyne had also tried to persuade the Koror people to give their consent 
for Great Britain to take possession of Palau. When Cheyne began to sell weapons 
and ammunition to Melekeok in 1866, Ibedul and the Koror chiefs decided to kill 
Cheyne. Cheyne was then lured into an ambush and beaten to death by a group of 
about ten men (Krämer, 1917, 142).

In April 1867, the British Admiralty dispatched the ship Persens under Captain 
Charles E. Stevens from Hong Kong to Koror to investigate and atone for the mur-
der of Cheyne who was a British subject, but above all to send a signal of power 
and mark British colonial interests in the Western Pacific, particularly toward Spain 
(Parmentier, 1987, 47). After questioning the Koror people, Stevens decided that 
not the one of the ten men who killed Cheyne would be punished with death, but 
Ibedul as the High Chief of Koror. He also ordered Ibedul to be executed by his 
own people (Stevens, 1867; anon., 1867, 59; Krämer, 2017, 142).3 Abbe Thule 
and Cheyne are buried next to each other on Koror at Ngarmídlbai (Ngermidelbai) 
(Krämer, 1919, 225), one of three Meketii-Bai on Koror. Hambruch notes the name 
of the man whose skeleton he robbed from his grave on 25 September 1909 as 
‘Porrah’. He apparently belonged to the group of conspirators who killed Cheyne. 
Nothing else is known about his biography. His remains were later given inventory 
number 847:10 at the Hamburg Museum. 

3	 Thanks to Mark L. Berg, North Dakota, for providing insights and documents.
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Koror, a woman in age of 40–60 years
On the same occasion, Hambruch also excavated another skull fragment together 
with Porrah’s skeleton. In his diary, he made a note in the same place: ‘Erhalte 
weiterhin ein weibliches Calvarium. Habe so von Pelau 1 ♂ Skelett, 1 ♂ Schädel, 
1 ♀ Calvarium. Werde voraussichtlich noch ca. 100 Schädel erhalten’ (Hambruch, 
1909, 34). (Still receive a female calvarium. Got 1 ♂ skeleton, 1 ♂ skull, 1 ♀ calvar-
ium from Pelau. Will probably get about 100 more skulls.) The female calvarium 
mentioned is the one that was later given the inventory number 849:10.

Hambruch’s hopes of obtaining further ancestral remains were not fulfilled, es-
pecially not on such an immense scale of about hundred skulls. Immediately after 
his departure for Yap, Hambruch noted the anthropological findings on Palau in his 
diary: ‘Reinige Schädel und packe ein, es sind vorhanden: Metiel: 1 Hinterhauptbein 
/ Pur: 2 ganze Obergesichtsschädel, eine Calotte, eine kindliche Gesichtshälfte / Pe-
lau: 1 ♂ Skelett, 1 ♂ Schädel, 1 ♀ Schädel’ (Hambruch, 1909, 40) (Clean skulls and 
pack, there are: Metiel: 1 occipital bone / Pur: 2 whole maxillary skulls, one calotte, 
one infantile half of the face / Pelau: 1 ♂ skeleton, 1 ♂ skull, 1 ♀ skull). This means 
that Hambruch stole the ancestral remains of a total of eight people from Palau. 

An occipital bone taken from Metier (today called Merir or Melieli Island) in-
ventoried as 883:10 is no longer present in the collection. Also listed in the inven-
tory of the Anthropological Collection, but no longer present, are bone fragments 
from a burial site on Koror (850:10). 

Plaster Casts, Hair Samples, Footprints, and Photographs 
In accordance with the collection mandate for the ‘South Sea Expedition’ (Thile-
nius, 1907) Hambruch had not only taken human remains from Palau as evidences 
‘for determining physical characteristics’ (Thilenius, 1904). The anthropological 
collection’s card index currently still contains cards for collection numbers 851:10 
to 867:10, which list 17 plaster casts of the upper and lower jaws of Palauan people 
(Inventory of the Anthropological collection, University of Göttingen; Hambruch, 
n.d.). On 16 August 1909, Hambruch noted in his diary: ‘Taking dental impres-
sion from six Pelau people, who greatly enjoy this procedure’ (Hambruch, 1909, 2). 
The next day, Hambruch noted the preparation of eight more plaster casts of jaws. 
The specific purpose of these plaster casts remains unclear. Their purpose was pre-
sumably to serve as morphological data carriers for later investigations. They were 
inventoried together with the human remains in the Hamburg Museum’s collection 
but are no longer in the collection today. 

Another legacy of the South Sea Expedition of 1908–1910 can still be found 
in the archives of the MARKK Hamburg: an archive box containing hair samples 
and hand and footprints of people from Palau (MARKK Archiv SÜD 2.5.). They 
were taken by Paul Hambruch during his stay in Palau in August and September 
1909. The hand and footprints of 21 people are each on a sheet of paper approx-
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imately A3/A2 in size and are numbered from 1 to 21. The hand and foot prints 
were labelled with the place of origin ‘Pelau’. The name of the person from whom 
the prints originate is also noted. Hair samples were attached to another sheet and 
marked with the same numbers and names as the prints. Five of the hair samples are 
now missing (nos. 2, 4, 10, 17, 19). 

Hambruch also measured these people anthropologically and recorded a wealth 
of individual data on preprinted large-format measurement sheets. These are also 
located in the aforementioned archive box. In addition to anthropological data, 
they contain biographical information about the individuals: first name, gender, 
age, place of residence, family, occupation, place of birth, and paternal and mater-
nal ancestry. This information shows that all of the individuals measured served as 
soldiers or sergeants (i.e. in the police force) or as interpreters. The conscription of 
indigenous members of the police and administration as subjects for anthropolog-
ical measurements, casts and photographs was common practice in the colonies, as 
far less resistance to the intrusive practices of European scientists was to be expected 
at the hubs of colonial rule (Krämer, 1919, 300; Hambruch, 1909; cf. Hoffmann, 
2011). The measurement sheets show that the 21 individuals were between 20 and 
35 years old. The measurements took place on 15, 16 and 18 September 1909 on 
Pelau, i.e. on the main island of Babeldaob. In some cases, Hambruch recorded 
‘physical abnormalities’ on the measurement sheets as a drawing.

In addition, there are further measurement sheets processed by Hambruch in the 
Hamburg Museum: 53 measurement sheets from people from Babeldaob/Koror, 
recorded on 15–20 August and 16 September 1909; 13 measurement sheets from 
people from Pur (Pulo Anna), recorded on 20 September 1909; 22 measurement 
sheets from people from Meliel (Merir), recorded from 14 to 16 September 1909; 
and six measurement sheets from people from Togobei (Hatohobei), recorded on 17 
September 1909 (MARKK Archiv SÜD 2.5.). All these measurements took place 
in ‘Pelau’, i.e. on Babeldaob, the main island of Palau. Hambruch conducted fur-
ther anthropological measurements on 3 September 1909 on ‘Tobi’ (another vari-
ant of ‘Togobei’) on twelve men and eight women (MARKK Archiv SÜD 2.4.3.). 
Hambruch measured and photographed according to the procedures and methods 
recommended by Felix von Luschan (1906), which had already been used by ex-
pedition leader Augustin Krämer during the German Navy expedition of 1906/07 
(Krämer, 1909). The focus was on obtaining data and measurements for German 
science, not on respectful, consensual cooperation with the Palauans. On 19 August, 
Hambruch noted in his diary: ‘The measurements are not understood, the natives 
remain shy. It is difficult to complete the measurements’ (Hambruch, 1909, 3). In 
total, there are 115 measurement sheets, of which only the biographical data of the 
Palauans surveyed are of interest today. Their evaluation in terms of names, origins 
and family affiliations is still pending. The names recorded potentially enable the 
identification of the Palauans concerned and their families, which would be a source 
corpus for further research. 
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In Hamburg and Göttingen
Contracts between the Hamburg Scientific Foundation, the Hamburg Museum 
of Ethnology and the expedition participants stipulated that the ‘entire results of 
the expedition in terms of collections, ethnographic and scientific material, diaries, 
photographic and other recordings, observation tables, etc. […] become the prop-
erty of the Scientific Foundation’ (anon., 1908; anon. 1909). This also applied to 
the anthropological acquisitions, i.e. the ancestral remains stolen from Palau. After 
the expedition returned in 1910, they went on permanent loan to the Hamburg 
Museum. In the museum’s anthropology department, which was headed by the 
anthropologist Otto Reche from 1907 to 1923 and Walter Scheidt from 1924 to 
1933, all the skulls and skeletons acquired during the South Seas Expedition were 
then inventoried and added to the anthropological collection.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the Anthropological Collection of the Museum für 
Völkerkunde Hamburg was transferred in several steps to the Anatomical Institute 
of the University of Göttingen, thus dissolving the Anthropological Department of 
the Hamburg Museum (Borchert, 2021). On the Göttingen side, the anthropolo-
gist Gerhard Heberer was the initiator and driving force behind the acquisition of 
the Anthropological Collection from Hamburg. Although considerably tainted by 
his Nazi past, he headed the ‘Anthropologische Forschungsstelle’ (Anthropological 
Research Centre) at the Anatomical Institute of Göttingen University from 1949 
to 1970. In Göttingen, the collection was initially kept in the Anatomical Institute. 
With the founding of an Institute for Anthropology in 1972, the collection came 
into its care. In the course of a faculty reform in the 1990s, the institute was renamed 
into department of ‘Historische Anthropologie und Humanökologie’ (Historical an-
thropology and human ecology) and incorporated into the newly founded ‘Johann 
Friedrich Blumenbach Institut für Zoologie und Anthropologie’ (Johann Friedrich 
Blumenbach Institute of Zoology and Anthropology) (G-A-U Göttingen, n.d.). 
Since then, the Anthropological Collection has been located there. 

In the permanent exhibition of the Museum für Völkerkunde Hamburg, the ‘Ra-
cial department’ – headed by the anthropologist Walter Scheidt from 1923–1933 – 
showed display cases with skulls and photographs of Black Indigenous People of 
Colour (BIPoCs) as well as of Germans and Europeans. This part of the exhibition 
was opened in 1928 and existed until 1945 (Laukötter, 2007, 235; cf. Museum of 
Ethnology Hamburg, n.d.). Skulls of people from various colonial territories were 
presented here, including from Oceania, which were stolen during the South Seas 
Expedition. It is unclear whether any of the skulls on display were from Palau. It has 
not yet been possible to determine which specific skulls were presented.

In the Göttingen University the ancestral remains were used for research and 
teaching purposes up to 2020. A bone sample was taken from the left femur of the 
man named Porrah (847:10) in the past, for which no further records or results of a 
DNA or histological analysis could be found.
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Repatriation Process
Over decades, the Ancestral remains were subjected to dehumanizing race-based re-
search that ignored the spiritual, social, and cultural significance of the individuals. 
Among the remains were those from Pulo Anna and Babeldaob, including individ-
uals ranging in age from four to eighty years old. 

The repatriation of these remains was not merely a procedural act of returning 
human skeletal materials, it is restorative intervention that allows Palau to reclaim 
agency over its cultural heritage, restore ancestral dignity, and reinstate a link be-
tween the living and their forebears. Beyond its cultural significance, the Göttingen 
Sensitive Provenances project serves as a case study in the power of indigenous-led 
heritage management, demonstrating how scientific rigour, ethical responsibility, 
and community engagement can coexist in the repatriation of the ancestor remains. 

Throughout the project, the BCHP under the Ministry of Human Resources, 
Culture, Tourism, and Development of Palau served as the primary authority, guid-
ing every phase of the repatriation and with the assistance and support from the 
University of Göttingen. 

Since October 2023, several meetings with the communities were held to inform 
about the existence of ancestors in Göttingen. Initially, there was uncertainty within 
the communities as to whether the ancestral remains had been stolen by Hambruch 
or handed over to him for research purposes. People involved were not sure until the 
BCHP shared the case reports elaborated by the Göttingen project. This led to them 
later agreeing to negotiate on terms for their return.

Discussions in Palau on Reburial 
In Palau there were open and lively discussions and various considerations within 
the communities and among stakeholders regarding the financing of the repatri-
ation and the place for the reburial of the ancestors (TMC Palau, 2023). Led by 
the Minister of Human Resources, Culture, Tourism and Development Ngiraibelas 
Tmetuchl as moderator, the following stakeholders participated in the discussion: 
the Bureau of Cultural and Historical Preservation, the Sonsorol State Government, 
the Pulo Anna Council and the local community, as well as the Palau Society of 
Historians. Various options were discussed, including: 

1. Burial of the four remains from Pulo Anna on the remote island and the three 
remains from Babeldaob and Koror. The problem with this would be that the three 
remains from Babeldaob can no longer be traced back to their families and would 
not be buried in the family grave in accordance with tradition.

2. A joint burial of all seven repatriated ancestors on the grounds of the Belau 
National Museum in Koror, with an artistically designed stele as a common memo-
rial site. Since the deceased are traditionally buried in Palau in family graves on clan 
land, this option would mean introducing a new form of burial.
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3. In the meantime, consideration was given to burial in Germany, specifically 
in Göttingen or Hamburg, or even in Cannstatt near Stuttgart. This is because 
Augustin Krämer, the ethnologist who led the South Sea Expedition in its second 
year, is buried in Cannstatt. However, the decisive factor in the deliberations was 
that Krämer had done a great deal of research in the South Seas and that his books 
on Palau are fundamental to today’s knowledge on Palau’s ethnography and na-
tional history (Dupont, 2018, 450 f.). Among other things, he catalogued the land 
ownership at that time, which is still referred to today in court cases concerning 
land ownership and inheritance disputes. Every Palauan knows the name Augustin 
Krämer, who enjoys a respected reputation. This gave rise to the idea of burying the 
remains from Palau next to Krämer. The model for this was the fate of Lee Boo, a 
Palauan prince who had been given to an Englishman and who died of smallpox in 
London in 1784 at the age of 20 (Etpison & Dupont, 2017, 6–8). Every Palauan 
who comes to England today visits his grave and pays respects to their ancestor. Lee 
Boo is regarded, in a sense, as an ambassador of the Palauan nation in London. Es-
tablishing such a place in Germany was the guiding principle behind this option – a 
completely different concept of remembrance policy compared to repatriations to 
other postcolonial states in the Pacific and especially in Africa. However, this option 
also had its hurdles and was ultimately not implemented. 

As a result of the discussions, it was decided to comply with the request of the 
Pulo Anna community and bury their four ancestors in their homeland. A monu-
ment will be erected near a burial site in Pulo Anna to commemorate the return of 
their ancestors.

Handover Ceremony in Germany
The Palau delegation oversaw the cataloguing and documentation of each ancestral 
remains. DNA samples were collected for lineage verification and research purposes, 
while associated remains, such as a hair sample and a plaster bust, were included 
in the repatriation process. The University of Göttingen coordinated logistical ar-
rangements, ensuring safe transport from Germany to Palau and temporary housing 
upon arrival, and planned ceremonial events that honoured ancestral traditions. 

The director of the State Ethnographic Collections of Saxony / Grassi Museum 
of Ethnology in Leipzig, Leontine Meijer-van Mensch, also attended the ceremony. 
On this occasion, the institution was repatriating a skull that explorer Karl Semper 
had taken from the village of Aibukit (now known as Ngebuked village, located on 
the northern island of Babeldaob) and delivered in 1876 (Scheelen-Nováček, 2024), 
as well as a hair sample that was also delivered by Semper in 1876. In addition, a 
plaster cast were returned: a living head cast of Chief Irakongdukb(?), which had 
been purchased by the Godeffroy Museum in 1880.
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Since the hair samples, handprints, footprints, and photographs from Palau were 
only found at the MARKK in Hamburg shortly before the handover ceremony, they 
were not included in the repatriation.

Minister Ngiraibelas Tmetuchl, the honourable minister of the Ministry of Hu-
man Resources, Culture, Tourism, and Development, emphasised the centrality of 
Palauan leadership in the process, noting, ‘This is not just the return of ancestral 
remains; it is the restoration of our history, our dignity, and our connection to those 
who came before us.’ The ministry leadership ensured that the project was guided 
by cultural sensitivity, scientific rigor, and ethical responsibility. 

The formal handover ceremony took place at the University of Göttingen on 
25 March 2024. The Palau Delegation, including Minister Ngiraibelas Temtuchl, 
Constanze Dupont, McMichael Mutok Jr., and Ribka Kintaro representing the 
Pulo Anna Council, was welcomed by university officials, including President Me-
tin Tolan and Leipzig Museum Director Leontine Meijer-van Mensch. During the 
ceremony, German officials publicly acknowledged the unethical practices of the 
past and offered formal apologies for the collection and retention of the remains. 
Minister Tmetuchl accepted the apologies on behalf of Palau, stating, ‘Acknowl-
edging the past is critical, but the return of our ancestors is what allows us to move 
forward with respect, dignity, and cultural integrity’ (Tmetuchl, 2024). The han-
dover agreement formalised the transfer of custodial responsibility from German 
institutions to the Palau National Government, setting a precedent for future re-
patriation efforts. The Palau delegation signed agreements with the University of 
Göttingen and the State Ethnographic Collection of Saxony in Dresden and the 
Grassi Museum in Leipzig, ensuring the transfer of remains compiled with legal and 
ethical standards while respecting Palauan cultural protocols (G-A-U Göttingen, 
2024a; G-A-U Göttingen, 2024b). 

Welcoming the Ancestors Home
Nine months later, on 21 December 2024, the ancestral remains arrived in Palau, 
greeted by a formal reception at the Palau International Airport. The ceremony 
included eight ancestors, four from Babeldaob and four from Pulo Anna, accom-
panied by a hair sample and a plaster bust. Traditional chants were performed to 
welcome the ancestors, while officials and citizens observed protocols of respect and 
cultural continuity. 

President Surangel Whipps Jr. addressed the attendees, expressing gratitude to 
the Ministry of HRCTD and German collaborators. He highlighted the broader 
significance of the event, stating, ‘This is a moment of reconciliation with our past. 
It honours our ancestors and strengthens the bonds between Palau and our inter-
national partners for the benefit of our people and future generations’ (Whipps, 
2024). Chief Damien Albis of Pulo Anna emphasised the emotional and spiritual 
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significance of the return, noting that the repatriation restored a vital link between 
living communities and forebears. 

The ancestral remains are temporarily housed at the Ngerulmud Capitol, pend-
ing the construction of a permanent monument. Plans for public exhibitions in-
clude contextual information on German colonial history and Palauan traditions, 
allowing the broader public to understand the historical and cultural dimensions of 
the repatriation. 

The process of repatriation is not yet complete, as plans are still underway 
to return Palauan ancestral remains to their places of origin. This marks the first 
repatriation effort for Palau. Instead of repatriation, one could just as well speak 
of rematriation, since Palau is a matrilineal society. As in some Oceanic societies 
(Marshall Islands, Samoa, etc.), women in Palau have control over the land, and 
ancestors are buried in the maternal earth. However, as these terms still need to be 
defined more precisely, we will stick with the widely used term repatriation for the 
time being.

The first phase involves the return of the ancestral remains from Pulo Anna, fol-
lowed by the next phase, which will focus on the reburial of the remains from Koror 
and Babeldaob. The BCHP is currently seeking funding to support the construction 
of monuments to honour the ancestors. A possible monument will be erected next 
to the Belau National Museum; also, meetings with traditional leaders will still held 
to confirm a place for reburial. 

Conclusion 
The successful repatriation demonstrates the importance of indigenous leadership, 
rigorous research, and ethical collaboration in cultural heritage management. By 
assuming central authority, the Ministry of HRCTD ensured that Palau controlled 
the process, from archival research and international negotiation to ceremonial re-
ception and preservation. Archival evidence provided the ethical justification for 
repatriation, while collaboration with German institutions ensured accountability 
and transparency. 

Integrating traditional ceremonies reinforced cultural continuity, affirming the 
spiritual connection between living communities and their ancestors. The project 
highlights the potential for indigenous-led initiatives to navigate complex interna-
tional frameworks while prioritising cultural and spiritual considerations. 

Furthermore, the repatriation serves as a model for other Pacific nations seeking 
to reclaim ancestral remains from foreign institutions. It demonstrates that combin-
ing historical research, institutional oversight, and community engagement can cre-
ate processes that are both scientifically sound and culturally respectful. The repatri-
ation of ancestral remains to Palau provided the impetus for further repatriations of 
ancestors to Oceania. Following an exchange of information between the ministers 
of culture of Palau and the Marshall Islands, Minister Jesse Gasper Jr. and Wilbert 
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Alik, Director of the Cultural and Historic Preservation Office of the Republic of 
the Marshall Islands, in May 2024 visited their country’s ancestors in the Anthropo-
logical Collection in Göttingen. Their visit initiated the process of repatriating four 
ancestors from the Marshall Islands, which was successfully completed in October 
2025 (G-A-U Göttingen, 2025).

The repatriation of Palauan ancestral remains from Germany represents a pro-
found act of cultural restoration, historical accountability, and ethical scientific 
practice. Through careful provenance research, robust institutional leadership, and 
culturally grounded practices, Palau successfully reclaimed ancestral remains sep-
arated from their homeland for more than a century. The project sets a precedent 
with its indigenous-led heritage initiative, demonstrating that communities can 
assert agency, restore dignity, and maintain cultural continuity while engaging in in-
ternational collaboration. As Palau continues its efforts to locate additional remains 
from foreign institutions, the project underscores the importance of reconciliation, 
remembrance, and respect for the past in building a culturally resilient future (Sri-
nivasan, 2022). 

The repatriation to Palau was also the subject of the virtual exhibition ‘Unpack-
ing Colonialism’ in 2023 at the Forum Wissen at the University of Göttingen4 and 
a small presentation5 on provenance research on human remains from colonial con-
texts in 2024 at MARKK Hamburg. In reports at conferences in Dar es Salaam in 
2023, Hawai’i in 2023, and in webinars for museum professionals in the Pacific in 
2024 and 2025, Mutok ensured international transparency and marked the repatri-
ation to Palau as a central and initial event in the modern repatriation movement.6
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