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This paper explores four key elements that frame the trade and repatriation of Māori 
and Moriori ancestral remains, including:

•	 �the European and Western ethics pertaining to the trade and collection of 
Indigenous ancestral remains and the subsequent repatriation of these same 
ancestors through the Māori and Moriori repatriation movement under-
pinned by tikanga Māori and tikane Moriori (Māori and Moriori values, 
principles and ethics);

•	 �the importance of conducting provenance research to secure and confirm 
the direct connection Māori and Moriori ancestral remains have to their 
homelands in Aotearoa New Zealand and Rēkohu Chatham Islands; 

•	 �the significance of karakia (Māori acknowledgement and recognition cer-
emonies) and repatriation handover ceremonies with international institu-
tions; and 

•	 �in the final part I will provide some personal reflections I have gained while 
engaging in the repatriation process with German institutions since 2011 to 
the present day, which includes fellowship at the Georg-August University 
in Göttingen. 
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Repatriation Champions
The strategy of seeking the return of Māori and Moriori ancestral remains has been 
championed by our kaumātua (elders). One of these thought leaders was the late 
Hokimoana Te Rika-Hekerangi of the Tūhoe people, who was on Te Papa’s Repatri-
ation Advisory Panel from 2008 to the time of her passing in 2022. In December 
2019 when I asked Hokimoana about the importance of repatriation to Māori she 
replied:

Ki au nā runga te whānau ērā mahi, ko tōna tikanga 
ko te whakahoki mai ki te wā kāinga 
This is important work for the family (of those ancestors), it’s the family’s responsibility to 
ensure the ancestors return home.

Ko taku whakaaro me whakahoki mai rātou ki te wā kāinga ki te wāhi i tapaina 
i ō rātou pito. Ki te kore, kāore e tino tau ō rātou whānau whakatipuranga. Ki 
te hoki mai, ka koa ka kotahi ngā whakaaro o te hunga kāinga nei kua hoki mai 
ō rātou tipuna .
I think it is critical for the ancestors to return to their homeland, to the place where their 
umbilical cord was cut and buried. If they do not return, the generations to follow will 
continue to remain unsettled, however, when they do return, the community will find 
unity and peace of mind. 

It would be appropriate to read the following paper with an understanding that 
Māori have a connection to repatriation that began over 3000 years ago when the an-
cestors of the Māori were living in tropical Oceania, and beginning their migrations 
through the ancestral islands of Tawhiti (Viti in Fiji), Wawau-atea (Vava’u in Tonga), 
Hawaiki (Savai’i in Samoa), Hawaiki-Rangiātea (Ra’iatea) as well as the island home-
lands in the Cook Islands. This tikanga or customary practice has been handed down 
through the generations from the time of the ancestors known as Hema, Urutonga, 
Tawhaki and Kārihi to contemporary Māori people living today. Repatriation of 
ancestral remains is a legacy from our most ancient tūpuna (ancestors). 

Background: Aotearoa New Zealand and Rēkohu Chatham Islands
The Māori people of Aotearoa New Zealand and the Moriori people of Rēkohu 
Chatham Islands are the descendants of the first Polynesian people to arrive in their 
island territories about 800 years ago. The Māori and Moriori are closely related 
peoples; however, they also have distinct cultural differences and languages. Cus-
tomary practices for Māori were maintained by a set of social, spiritual, philosoph-
ical, and ethical mores known as tikanga. Tikanga is a framework based on best 
practice principles approved by tribal members built up on knowledge generated 
from mātauranga Māori (ancient knowledge systems). Tikanga is still an important 
element for Māori when we engage with the natural environment, for social interac-
tions, dealing with ancestral remains, and most importantly when taking leave from 
loved ones (Mead, 2003,11–23; 133–150). 
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Early Polynesian Repatriation Customs

Figure 1. Whakapapa (genealogy of Hema and Urutonga) 

It is important to highlight that ancient tikanga is still reflected in contemporary 
Māori customs. For example, the tangihanga (funerary practices) I was taught with-
in my Māori whānau (extended family), pertain to the importance of bringing our 
loved ones home when they die away from their tribal territory. It was emphasised 
to me as a young man, by my Aunty Koha Erina Taupoki Reremoana-Tamou (one 
of my mother’s sisters) that when a family member dies, it becomes the responsi-
bility of the immediate whānau to uplift the tūpāpapku (deceased person) to bring 
them home. By doing this, we honour the deceased and the close connection we 
have as family members. This tradition can apply across an extended family, which 
can include immediate family, uncles and aunties, first and second cousins and their 
family members. In short, we are taught to honour our loved ones in both life and 
in death.

This tikanga or custom connects with ancient traditions of uplifting ancestral 
remains when they were taken by enemy tribes and disrespected and belittled. One 
of the ancient stories with this theme pertains to the capture of Urutonga (mother) 
and the killing of Hema (father) by the Ponaturi people. Refer to figure 1 above. 
These are the parents of Tawhaki and Kārihi, who were away from the village when 
the Ponaturi assaulted their parents. The response of Tawhaki and Hema provides 
the framework by which their descendants respond accordingly, which was to rescue 
their mother, repatriate the kōiwi tangata (bones) of their father, and implement 
a plan of retribution and restitution on the Ponaturi (Mead, 1996, 32–36). Key 
elements of this framework underpin the modern Māori repatriation movement, 
although the elements of retribution and restitution have now changed into the 
process of implementing a process of reconciliation.

Hema (father) = Urutonga (mother)

	            |

---------------------------------------------

|				         |

Tawhaki (son)			   Kārihi (son)



Te Herekiekie Herewini124

1. �The Trade and Collection of Māori and Moriori  
Ancestral Remains 

The earliest Europeans who came to Aotearoa New Zealand were those looking 
for new lands to colonise, or fauna, flora and taonga (cultural treasures and ob-
jects of importance) they could collect, steal, loot or trade (Salmond, 2004, 31 f.; 
Anderson et al., 2014, 135 f.). The Māori were astute traders, and this continued 
with the arrival of Pākehā (Europeans and Westerners). Items of early interest to 
Pākehā included fresh produce and water, taonga in the form of high-status cultural 
items, timber spas, New Zealand flax, and setting up camps for sealing and whaling 
(Anderson et al., 2014, 157–161). At this time a unique Māori cultural item was 
collected, traded, and looted, which was Toi moko, or the mummified tattooed 
heads of Māori chiefs, warriors, and captives (Te Awekotuku & Nikora, 2007,48 f.; 
Paterson, 2021, 22; 48). 

A British soldier, namely Major General Horatio Robley (1840 to 1930) who 
was in Aotearoa for military purposes from January 1864 to early 1866, had a keen 
interest in Māori culture and for many years studied and collected Māori artefacts 
including Toi moko. Major Horatio Robley had strong opinions about the trade 
and export of Toi moko, and from his perspective the trade of Toi moko directly 
reduced the Māori male population. Robley writes:

… and so brisk a traffic sprung up that the demand exceeded supply. It considerably 
reduced the population of New Zealand. (Robley, 1998, 169). 

Contrary to Robley, the research undertaken as part of my PhD study indicates that 
between 1769 to 1840, about 300 Toi moko (Herewini, 2023, 140–144) were trad-
ed and exchanged for Western commodities such as muskets, gun powder, ammu-
nition, metal goods and other items (Lee, 1983, 37 f.; Urlich-Cloher, 2003, 121 f.; 
Paterson, 2021, 46 ff.). The trade of 300 Toi moko over a 70-year period is hardly 
the cause of the decline of the Māori population during that period. Other research-
ers of Māori history indicate that the most likely contributor to the decline of the 
Māori population was the impact of European or foreign diseases on Māori health, 
alongside the side effects of the intertribal wars between 1815 to 1840 (Ballara, 
1998, 257). 

Intense trade between Māori and Pākehā, as well as Māori chiefs travelling to 
Western and European countries, made rangatira (chiefs) aware of Western col-
onisation and how this had negatively affected other Indigenous peoples around 
the world. From the 1830s, rangatira sought mechanisms to protect their trading 
opportunities as well as to protect themselves from colonisation. During this peri-
od rangatira sought agreements with Western trading partners to actively engage 
in trade, and recognition of their tribal authority through such documents as Te 
Whakaputanga, also known in as the Declaration of Independence (Orange, 2011; 
Anderson et al., 2024, 210), and finally agreed to become citizens of the British 
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Empire by signing Te Tiriti o Waitangi (the original Māori-language version of the 
Treaty of Waitangi) in 1840 (Orange, 2011; Anderson et al., 2014, 220–227).

Te Tiriti o Waitangi is the founding document for the establishment of New 
Zealand as a country under the governorship of the British Crown. Notably, the te 
reo Māori (the Māori language) version of Te Tiriti reflects four key points (Orange, 
2011, 270; 274), which are:

I.	� The British Crown was permitted to govern in their iwi (tribal) territories;
II.	� The British Crown recognised the rangatira’s ultimate chief authority or 

rangatiratanga in their respective iwi territories, including existing political 
authority, property rights to their tribal lands, fisheries and taonga of value 
to them; 

III.	�The British Crown had the first right of refusal to buy land from the rangati-
ra if they wished to sell; and 

IV.	�Rangatira and Māori in general became British subjects with all the rights 
and privileges of being a British subject. 

Post-1840: The British Crown and Government Arrive

This is a splendid country but cursed by these rascally Maories. 
However they are fast becoming extinct. 

(Sir James Hector cited in Nolden et al., 2012, 94).

From 1840, Pākehā settlers of British descent were encouraged to settle in this new 
part of the empire. Some Pākehā became collectors of kōiwi tangata (Māori skeletal re-
mains) / kōimi tchakat (Moriori skeletal remains) from wāhi tapu/wāhi tchap (sacred 
repositories), or from existing or abandoned Māori or Moriori villages. Early colonial 
museums were established in Aotearoa New Zealand from the 1850s, with the open-
ing of the Auckland Museum in 1852, the Wellington Colonial Museum in 1865, the 
Canterbury Museum in 1867, and the Otago Museum in Dunedin in 1868. 

The directors and leaders of these newly established museums had strong work-
ing relationships with each other, and many of them were experienced in collecting 
and recording the country’s fauna and flora as well as surveying its geological fea-
tures through government contracts (Maling, 1990, 167 ff.; Parton, 1993, 1; Te 
Papa Press, 2004, ix; Canterbury Museum, 2021). They, in turn, used their experi-
ence, connections and knowledge of wāhi tapu/wāhi tchap and tribal lands through 
surveying the country to access and acquire Māori and Moriori ancestral remains 
without the knowledge or against the wishes of local whānau/hunau (family), hapū 
and iwi/imi (Moriori word for tribe) (Smith & Aranui, 2010, 190; Solomon & 
Forbes, 2011, 217; New Zealand Government, 2021, 41 ff.). 

By permitting the questionable collection practices highlighted above regarding 
the newly established colonial museums in Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch 
and Dunedin, the British Crown failed to enact and deliver on Article 2 of Te Tiriti 
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with respect to recognising and supporting Māori and Moriori aspirations towards 
maintaining an enduring relationship with their kōiwi tangata/kōimi tchakat, wāhi 
tapu/wāhi tchap and whenua/henu. The Crown’s failure is based on three areas (i) 
by the Crown not recognising its obligations to Māori as per Te Tiriti o Waitangi; 
(ii) the complicit nature of the Crown by doing little to stop the theft of kōiwi 
tangata and kōimi tchakat from wāhi tapu/wāhi tchap; and (iii) the extent of the 
number of kōiwi tangata and kōimi tchakat taken from wāhi tapu/wāhi tchap and 
traded domestically or internationally. 

While Māori were trying to prevent the sale and confiscation of their land from 
the 1860s (Walker, 2004, 98–116), they were also becoming aware that their tūpu-
na were being taken by Pākehā, and they began the process of transferring kōiwi tan-
gata from vulnerable locations to places that offered protection and sanctuary from 
preying hands and eyes (Hole, 2007, 14). The Māori Councils Act of 1900 and its 
amendment in 1903 indicates that on the surface the Crown approved legislation to 
prevent the theft of kōiwi tangata from wāhi tapu; however, despite this act being in 
place, no sufficient resources were allocated to stop the theft of Māori and Moriori 
ancestral remains, and it would remain an act without teeth. Furthermore in 1901, 
61 years after the signing of Te Tiriti o Waitangi, Māori Member of Parliament Sir 
James Carrol (1853–1926) presented the Māori Antiquities Act 1901 to the New 
Zealand Parliament (Māori Antiquities Act, 1901). 

This legislation was enacted to stop the trade of taonga, as there was concern 
by both Māori and Pākehā that taonga were leaving the country, and this act was 
designed specifically to ensure there was no further loss of taonga (Fforde et al., 
2020, 387). Evidence of Māori and Moriori ancestral remains leaving Aotearoa New 
Zealand after the 1901 Act became law is contained in the accession records belong-
ing to many institutions outside of Aotearoa, including those in Germany such as 
the Charité Institute (Winkelmann & Fruendt, 2018, 23), and the State Museums 
of Saxony (Scheps-Bretschneider, 2019, 1). The details are discussed in greater detail 
further below. 

Research undertaken by Te Papa into the trade of Māori and Moriori ancestral 
remains confirms that close to 1000 tūpuna/karāpuna were collected, traded, or sent 
overseas from 1840 (Karanga Aotearoa Repatriation Programme, 2024); however, 
at least another 2600 looted Māori and Moriori ancestral remains were traded or 
deposited within institutions within Aotearoa (Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 
2018, 8). 

Permission to Trade in Living and Deceased Human Beings
In her book Decolonizing Methodologies, Professor Linda Tuhiwai Smith highlight-
ed the concept of the othering of Indigenous people by Western societies, writing:
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Views about the Other had already existed for centuries in Europe, but during the 
Enlightenment these views became more formalized through science, philosophy 
and imperialism, into explicit systems of classification and ‘regimes of truth’. (Smith, 
2012, 33) 

Furthermore, Smith writes: Others who were not regarded as human (that is, capa-
ble of self-actualisation) were prehistoric (Smith, 2012, 33). Smith’s writings support 
the view that the underlying philosophy which permits the looting and trading of 
Indigenous ancestral remains stems from the process of othering, by which groups 
of humans differentiate themselves from other humans. The separation of people 
into different groups allows for situations where people can be treated differently. 
Groups might be othered because they were defeated in war, or have a different 
skin colour, or different language, or different religion. Through othering, groups 
of people in power can justify their different treatment of the othered group, which 
on some occasions has meant enslavement (Blanchard et al., 2011, 62; Bhambra & 
Holmwood, 2021, 9 f.; 50 f.; Du Bois, 2022, 5 ff.; Wacquant, 2022, 286).

Although the enslavement of people is common to many societies, the under-
pinning philosophy that the authorised enslavement of Africans and other Indige-
nous peoples is the same as the philosophy that permitted the taking of Indigenous 
ancestral remains by European and Western collectors. This view is conveyed by 
Georg Hegel (1770–1831), the German historian who postulates that the enslaved 
African only achieves humanity and purpose in life through the enactment of being 
enslaved. Hegel writes: 

… bad as it may be, their lot in their own land is even worse, since there a slavery 
quite as absolute exits: for it is the essential principle of slavery, that man has not yet 
attained a conception of his freedom, and consequently sinks down to a mere Thing, 
an object of no value (Hegel in Bhambra & Holmwood, 2021, 49).

This is the same philosophy that prevents the return of Indigenous ancestral remains 
from institutions around the world, which until recently has included museums and 
institutions in Aotearoa. This philosophy is one by which non-European peoples are 
considered to be lesser human beings or non-human beings, inferior to Europeans 
and therefore able to be enslaved and owned (Blanchard et al., 2011, 62; Smith, 
2012, 33; Eggers et al., 2021, 282 f.). 

The Establishment of the Repatriation Movement  
in Aotearoa New Zealand
In the 1980s there were a number of international repatriations of Māori and Mo-
riori ancestral remains housed in institutions in Australia and Europe. The repatri-
ations from Australia included the tūpāpaku (corpse) of a rangatira (chief ) named 
Hohepa Te Umuroa belonging to the Whanganui people. This rangatira in 1846 
was wrongfully imprisoned by the early New Zealand Colonial government and 
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sent to Maria Island, Tasmania for incarceration. In 1847, Te Umuroa died in pris-
on. More than 130 years later, an agreement was reached between Whanganui ran-
gatira, the Ministry of Māori Affairs on behalf of the New Zealand Government and 
the Australian Government to return the tupuna. 

As far as repatriations from Europe are concerned, two Toi moko were separately 
repatriated from the United Kingdom when they were independently placed for 
auction by their owners in the late 1970s and 1980s. One was ‘owned’ by the Lord 
of Tavistock (also known as the Marquess of Tavistock) who placed the ancestor on 
auction three times, during April 1979 at Christie’s in London, then in June 1980 
at Sotheby’s in London, then again in June 2003 at Sotheby’s in London (Paterson, 
2017, 9). Eventually, this tupuna came home through the work of Pōmare, who 
negotiated that the Toi moko be housed in the Woburn Abbey Museum until his 
journey home in 1989 through the National Museum. 

The second Toi moko repatriated from England was scheduled to go to auction 
at Bonhams in London in May 1988. The person who placed the tupuna on sale 
was Mrs Weller-Poley, whose family obtained the tupuna (ancestor) in the 1820s 
(Harrison, 2002, 129 f.). Sir Graham Latimer, chair of the Māori Council of New 
Zealand, who was also a member of the Council of the National Museum of New 
Zealand at the time, sought an injunction to prevent the ancestor’s sale. The injunc-
tion stopped the sale; however, the process included the New Zealand High Court 
and also the High Court of the United Kingdom and played out in front of the 
world’s media, including other Indigenous people who watched with extreme inter-
est as their kōiwi tangata and taonga continued to be placed on auction in Europe. 

Through public activism towards Bonhams and Weller-Poley, the auctioneer 
and the vendor became acutely aware that their views on auctioning the tupuna 
were out of line with general public opinion (Harrison, 2002, 133). The two differ-
ent tikanga (ethics and values) pertaining to human remains were actively sparring 
with each other in full public view. The attitudes of Bonhams and Weller-Poley and 
their perseverance to auction the Toi moko illustrate the deep-rooted European and 
Western perspective of being able to own the human remains of Indigenous peoples. 

In the Western context of the 1980s, the preserved tattooed head was still per-
ceived to be a member of a savage, barbarian and uncivilised group of Indigenous 
people, an attitude reflective of the original status the tupuna held when he arrived 
in the United Kingdom as a commodity with no humanity. In the opinion of Bon-
hams, he remained a commodity. Bonhams encouraged Weller-Poley to make a 
stand on principle, ‘the right of ownership, the sanctity of private ownership, the 
right to make money by selling people parts’ (Harrison, 2002, 132). Once again, 
Europeans were enacting their traditional right to own and commodify the deceased 
bodies of black, brown and Indigenous people, as if the Toi moko was enslaved 
to them. Latimer found this view abhorrent and fully at odds with the tikanga he 
had been raised with. He felt connected to the tupuna and became his repatriation 
champion: 
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…angered by the firm’s arrogance, by its belief that part of the human body was a 
commodity, an item, number 181, in a catalogue. As a Māori he was also offended 
because of the spiritual and cultural significance Māori people give to the person’s 
head (Harrison, 2002, 130).

Through his quest to seek the repatriation of the Toi moko, Latimer was helped 
and supported by national Māori leaders and academics including Dr. Joan Metge 
(Ngāti Whātua), Professor Whatarangi Winiata (Ngāti Raukawa), John Bennett (Te 
Arawa) and Professor Hirini Moko Mead (Mataatua), and received legal advice from 
the Ministry of Māori Affairs. Latimer and the New Zealand Māori Council broke 
legal precedent in this case and argued through the New Zealand High Court and 
the British High Court that Sir Graham Latimer was the guardian of ‘tupuna’, the 
Toi moko being sold by Weller-Poley through Bonhams Auction House. The action 
to rescue the tupuna was successful, the auction was stopped by the British High 
Court, and further negotiations took place directly with Weller-Poley. 

At their personal expense, Latimer and his wife met with Weller-Poley in 
England. A handover ceremony with karakia (chanted acknowledgements), inoi 
(prayer), waiata tangi (lament) and whaikōrero (formal speeches) was undertaken 
at the New Zealand High Commission in London, and upon return to Aotearoa 
New Zealand, the tupuna was taken to Latimer’s tribal territory in Whatuwhiwhi, 
Karikari Peninsula in the Tai Tokerau (Northland), and buried in the Te Potakapu 
wāhi tapu (Harrison, 2002, 137 ff.). Latimer’s approach to seeking the return of 
this Toi moko was very different to that of Pōmare, as this negotiation was played 
out in front of media, involved the high courts of both Aotearoa New Zealand and 
the United Kingdom, and Latimer and his wife were personally involved in the 
ancestor’s uplift from England. Pōmare’s preferred modus operandi in seeking the 
repatriation of Māori and Moriori ancestors was to negotiate behind closed doors, 
to build and develop relationships of mutual understanding and appreciation of the 
trade of Māori and Moriori ancestral remains, and to repatriate ancestors away from 
the glare of the media. This approach was, in general, very successful, and between 
1985 and 1994 Pōmare, through the National Museum, reached repatriation agree-
ments with institutions in Ireland, Switzerland, Sweden, Australia and Germany 
(Karanga Aotearoa Repatriation Programme, 2024, 13). 

Establishment of the Karanga Aotearoa Repatriation Programme
From the mid-1980s, through the leadership of Pōmare as chair of the National 
Museum’s council, the museum’s reputation for successful repatriation was becom-
ing recognised by the New Zealand Government, Māori, Moriori and the general 
New Zealand public. In early 2003, the Ministry for Culture and Heritage sought 
tenders for establishing an international repatriation programme for the return of 
Māori and Moriori ancestral remains on behalf of the New Zealand Government 
with the support of Māori and Moriori. There were two applications, one from the 
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Auckland War Memorial Museum and the other from Te Papa. After careful assess-
ment and due diligence, the Ministry for Culture and Heritage nominated Te Papa 
as the successful applicant to seek the international return of kōiwi tangata, kōimi 
tchakat and Toi moko (Department of Internal Affairs, 2003). In order to carry out 
the programme on behalf of the New Zealand Government, Te Papa established the 
Karanga Aotearoa Repatriation Programme with a specific set of aims and objectives 
and overarching key principles:

•	 �The government’s role is one of facilitation — it does not claim ownership of 
kōiwi tangata; 

•	 �Repatriation from overseas institutions and individuals is by mutual agree-
ment only; 

•	 �No payment for kōiwi tangata will be made to overseas institutions; 
•	 �Kōiwi tangata must be identified as originating from New Zealand; 
•	 �Māori are to be involved in the repatriation of kōiwi tangata, including deter-

mining final resting places, where possible; and 
•	 �The repatriation of kōiwi tangata will be carried out in a culturally appropri-

ate manner. 
	 (Department of Internal Affairs, 2003).

Another important element of Te Papa that resonates with museums all over the 
world and helps facilitate repatriations is that it is an institution like those from 
which it is seeking ancestral remains and shares a common history of establishment 
and development. 

Repatriation Advisory Panel 
Members of the Repatriation Advisory Panel provide key expert advice on te reo 
Māori, tikanga Māori and tikane Moriori, iwi histories and whakapapa, and ways 
to overcome international repatriation challenges. The present panel membership 
includes Sir Pou Temara (Chair), Sir Derek Lardelli, Dr. Arapata Hakiwai, Aroha 
Mead, Haami Piripi, Miria Pomare, Kiwa Hammond, Kura Moeahu and Hinerangi 
Himiona. 

Four Dimensions
The programme is designed in accordance with a four-stage process:

1.	� Scoping and research of Māori and Moriori ancestral remains located in 
international institutions;

2.	� Negotiation for their repatriation to their homelands in Aotearoa and Rēkohu;
3.	� Physical uplift from the international institutions and care in Te Papa’s wāhi 

tapu; and
4.	� Return to their iwi or to a final resting place for those kōiwi tangata without 

regional provenance.
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2. The Importance of Conducting Provenance Research 
The initial part of the four-stage process highlighted above is scoping and prove-
nance research. This stage is key to confirming the connection ancestral remains 
housed in overseas collections have to Māori, Moriori and to Aotearoa New Zealand 
and Rēkohu Chatham Islands. This provenance connection is required before any 
ancestral remains can be returned by the Karanga Aotearoa Repatriation Programme 
to Aotearoa and Rēkohu. The case study presented below provides an example of and 
insight into how provenance research is conducted on Māori and Moriori ancestral 
remains in international institutions, which is highlighted in the Sensitive Research 
Fellowship undertaken at George-August University in Göttingen in late 2022. 

Reconciling Colonial Collection Practices: Göttingen University Fellowship
In August 2022 the author began a fellowship at the Georg-August University in 
Göttingen, Germany. This fellowship is part of the Sensitive Provenance Research 
project, which was funded by the Volkswagen Foundation as a three-year prove-
nance research project. The project has the aim of confirming provenance for col-
lected, looted Indigenous ancestral remains traded to Germany from Africa, Asia, 
Oceania and the Americas. My specific research project is to confirm the provenance 
of Māori and Moriori ancestral remains housed in two collections at Göttingen Uni-
versity, specifically the Blumenbach Collection and the collection of human remains 
housed at the Anthropology Department. 

Research in Göttingen
After arriving at Göttingen, I was introduced to the research team at the university. 
This included Dr. Christian Vogel, Dr. Holger Stoecker, Dr. Jonatan Kurzwelly, 
Professor Regina Bendix, Associate Professor Tarisi Vunidilo (University Hawaii), 
Sofia Leikam, Professor Susanne Hummel, Katharina Stoetzel and others. Gradually 
I met the other fellows, including Mikael Assilkinga from Cameroon, Maximillian 
Chami and Alma Simba from Tanzania and McMichael Mutok from Palau. We 
were also able to meet Mitiana Arbon, a Samoan Australian researcher, curator, 
and collection manager via the induction workshop on our respective provenance 
research projects, when he zoomed into the workshop from Bremen, Germany. 

Karakia with Tūpuna and Karāpuna (Meeting and Acknowledging  
the Ancestors)
An important element of Māori culture is acknowledging the passing of loved ones 
through a ritual funerary process called tangihanga. Important elements of tangi-
hanga include tikanga, or deep-rooted cultural practices imbued with best prac-
tice frameworks. There are specific tikanga when engaging with tūpāpaku (the de-
ceased), which may include a number of the following elements such as playing 
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taonga puoro (traditional musical instruments), the call of the karanga (chanted 
spiritual acknowledgement by women), chanting waerea (chants to clear pathways 
and acknowledge historic connections), offering formal speeches through whaikōre-
ro (formal acknowledgements by men), offering lamentations called waiata tangi 
and closing the ceremony with a karakia whakawātea (chants to exit the ceremonial 
process). This process ensures that we offer respect and dignity to our loved ones 
in the most appropriate manner and way. When engaging with ancestral remains 
housed in overseas institutions, we take our tikanga to acknowledge them and to 
offer them the highest form of respect and dignity.

To honour Māori and Moriori ancestors at Göttingen University, I arranged 
separate karakia (chanted cultural acknowledgements) for the four Māori ancestors 
housed in the Blumenbach Collection, and the 22 Moriori and two Māori ancestral 
remains housed in the Anthropology Department. I also invited the research team 
and the other fellows to attend. The visit to the Anthropology Department was first, 
and it was mostly this research team that joined me for the karakia. 

Discussion 
After the karakia at the Blumenbach Collection, we discussed the Māori ancestral 
remains and the repatriation process. In short, several questions were put to the 
group about repatriation versus the value of specimens to world science. These ques-
tions included: 

What happens to the skulls when they are returned to New Zealand?
My response was that they are welcomed home through a pōwhiri (formal welcom-
ing ceremony) on Te Papa’s marae. They are welcomed by Māori, representatives of 
Te Papa and also the New Zealand Government. After this they are placed Te Papa’s 
wahi tapu (sacred repository). 

What happens when they are returned to their community? Are they be buried, 
cremated, given a sea burial or something else?
This is the decision of the iwi/imi or tribe. The job of Te Papa and the repatriation 
process is to ensure that the ancestors are offered respect and dignity as well as the 
best cultural and conservation care from the time they are uplifted from an overseas 
institution, returned to Te Papa and placed into the wāhi tapu, and then returned 
to their tribal territory. There is also a common sentiment conveyed by academics 
and scientists who manage Indigenous ancestral remains, which is that they believe 
it is a loss to science when Indigenous remains are returned to their community of 
origin before they are subjected to scientific analysis (i.e. DNA and isotope testing, 
as well as carbon dating). 

My response to this type of argument is gentle yet direct. Firstly, although these 
ancestral remains are housed in an institution, it would be ethically and morally un-
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wise to undertake invasive scientific testing on them without the permission of their 
community of origin. For Māori and Moriori, permission would need to come from 
their iwi/imi (tribal) authority, which has the responsibility for deciding on issues 
of importance for their respective tribal grouping. Importantly, modern institutions 
have a moral and ethical obligation to contact the community of origin if they wish 
to conduct research on Indigenous human remains. 

Research Methodology
According to te ao Māori (the Māori perspective), history is made of actions, events 
and people connected by whakapapa. Whakapapa is commonly interpreted into 
English as genealogy, or the lineage of a person, family, or tribe. However, the mean-
ing has a broader application in the Māori world, where people, events and actions 
all have whakapapa. This view of whakapapa is a key element of the provenance 
research methodology for this project. The understanding is that all the Māori and 
Moriori ancestors housed at Göttingen University have a whakapapa or hokopapa 
connected to a series of people, events, and actions, and so my goal is to discover 
and confirm the whakapapa of collection, looting and trade for these ancestors. To 
perform this research, I had the support of library and archival services at Te Papa, 
the Sensitive Provenance research team at Göttingen University (Dr. Holger Stocker 
and Sofia Leikam), Dr. Sabine Eggers and Dr. Margit Berner at the Natural History 
Museum in Vienna, as well as Susan Thorpe (Repatriation Researcher at Te Papa) 
and Te Arikirangi Mamaku (Repatriation Coordinator) at Te Papa. 

Blumenbach Collection
There are four Māori ancestors recorded in the Blumenbach Collection, with the 
accession information for these tūpuna listed below. 

Ancestor with catalogue number (141.156.875) was received in 1930 from Ad-
olf Kluckauf of Vienna, Austria. However, the original collector of the ancestor is 
recorded as Andreas Reischek, who obtained the skull in 1883. The information on 
the note associated with the ancestor indicates that the skull is of a female of the 
Ngāpuhi tribe, from the specific location in Taiharuru in Northland. I confirmed 
that Andreas Reischek collected other ancestral remains from the specific location 
of Taiharuru and took these to Vienna, Austria. The letter in the conservation box 
indicated that the trader was Adolf Kluckauf of Vienna. I consulted with Dr. Margit 
Berner, curator at the Natural History Museum in Vienna, who confirmed that Mr 
Adolf Kluckauf was resident in Vienna in 1930. Based on the provenance research 
immediately above, I can confirm the ancestor with catalogue number 141.156.875 
is of Māori origin with provenance to Taiharuru, Aotearoa New Zealand. 

There is very limited accession information pertaining to the three remaining 
kōiwi tangata (Māori skeletal remains), as the related documents were destroyed 
during World War Two when they were housed in a building next to the Göttingen 
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Central Train Station. An analysis of the word ‘Maori’ written on each of the three 
remaining skulls in the Blumenbach Collection shows there is a strong similarity 
between them and the handwriting on the skulls collected by Andreas Reischek and 
accessioned by the Natural History Museum in Vienna. However, after comparing 
the handwriting of Reischek contained in his letters and notes, I assessed he was 
not the person who wrote the descriptions on the skulls. Therefore, I analysed the 
handwriting of those known collectors and traders of Māori and Moriori ancestral 
remains associated with Andreas Reischek, including Ferdinand von Hochstetter 
(Natural History Museum Vienna), Julius von Haast (Canterbury Museum, Christ-
church), Felix von Luschan (Völkerkunde Museum, Berlin) and Sir James Hector 
(Director Wellington Colonial Museum).

The outcome of the analysis indicates that the handwriting on the three Māori 
skulls with catalogue numbers (500.743.619), (501.744.620) and (502.745.621) 
belongs to Sir James Hector. As highlighted previously, Sir James Hector actively 
traded in Māori and Moriori ancestral remains. Based on the above analysis, there 
is strong evidence that the handwriting on three of the Māori ancestors in the Blu-
menbach Collection belongs to Sir James Hector. Therefore, the three skulls with 
catalogue numbers (500.743.619), (501.744.620) and (502.745.621) belong to 
Māori ancestors from Aotearoa New Zealand. 

Göttingen University Anthropology Department
Accession information from Göttingen University indicates that the Moriori ances-
tral remains arrived at the university from the Hamburg Museum after World War 
Two. Guided by the research expertise of Dr. Holger Stoecker, and with the support 
of Sofia Leikam, I was able to locate archival documentation dated to February 
1907, where the Umlauff Company of Hamburg offered Moriori ancestral remains 
to Prof. Dr. Thilenius, the Director of the Hamburg Museum at the time. 

Furthermore, a review of Te Papa’s communication with researchers and institu-
tions in Germany revealed another related document sent to the Museum of New 
Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa by Professor Dr. Johannes Krause of the Max Planck In-
stitute in Leipzig, confirming that the collector of the karāpuna was Henry Travers 
(1844–1928). The document declares that Travers obtained the Moriori ancestors 
in December 1906 and sent them to the Umlauff Company thereafter. By reviewing 
these two above documents and directly viewing the ancestors at the Anthropology 
Department, I was able to confirm that the Moriori ancestors had attached to them 
the original Umlauff Company name tags. Therefore, the Moriori ancestral remains 
in the Anthropology Department are of Moriori origin with clear provenance to 
Rēkohu, the Chatham Islands. 

There were also two Māori skulls in the Anthropology department with the 
assigned registration numbers of 28.19 and 29.19. Their specific provenance to 
Aotearoa New Zealand was confirmed by Dr. Holger Stocker, who traced their col-
lection to Prof. Dr. Georg Thilenius (1868–1937), who travelled to Aotearoa New 
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Zealand and is recorded as uplifting these ancestral skulls from a wāhi tapu in the 
Waitakere Ranges in West Auckland. 

3. �The Importance of Tikanga Māori and Tikane Moriori  
as Part of the Handover Ceremonies

For Te Papa it is important that a safe space of engagement is provided during the 
handover ceremony, so that representative institutions as well as Māori and Moriori 
community and tribal members can equally find ways to communicate pathways 
to repatriation, restitution and reconciliation. Importantly, at the time the delega-
tion from Te Papa arrives at the repatriating institution, the primary focus is to ac-
knowledge the tūpuna/karāpuna through karakia/karakii, and to connect with them 
with their mana (prestige, power), mauri (life force), tapu (sacred power) and ran-
gatiratanga (chiefly authority). Second, a handover ceremony is normally arranged 
for the following day. At this ceremony, the tūpuna/karāpuna are acknowledged 
through a formal ceremony that has been agreed to by the institution and Te Papa 
with the support of Māori and Moriori representatives in attendance. The format 
and arrangements for the ceremony may include the following elements: 

•	 �An appropriate meeting room is arranged; 
•	 �Appropriate guests and speakers are invited;
•	 �A funerary table has been set aside for the ancestral remains;
•	 �Speeches of acknowledgment are provided that include how the ancestors 

came to the institution, their care at the institution and the importance of 
repatriation; and 

•	 �Māori and Moriori representatives follow culturally imbued processes to en-
gage with their ancestors and the repatriating institution.

A key objective of this process is that all representatives at the ceremony walk away 
with their mana (prestige and power) intact and with an equal appreciation of the 
impact of repatriation on their respective institutions and communities. For Māori 
and Moriori, it is tikanga and tikane that lay the foundation for creating a safe space 
for active engagement. 

4. Reflections of Engaging with German Institutions
From Te Papa’s point of view, there have been three phases of engagement with re-
patriation in Germany. The first phase was with those institutions that historically 
had a strong connection with Māori communities and/or the National Museum of 
New Zealand, or strong internal support for repatriation. This period lasted from 
1991 to 2011 and included the Museum für Völkerkunde in Hamburg with one Toi 
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moko, the Übersee-Museum Bremen with two Toi moko, the Senckenberg Natural 
History Museum with one Toi moko and the Museum of World Cultures in Frank-
furt with one Toi moko. In total, five Toi moko were repatriated during this period. 

The second phase was framed by the encouragement of repatriation policy 
guidelines provided by the German Association of Museums. This phase extended 
from 2012 to 2021 and saw the uplift of 157 Māori and Moriori ancestral remains 
from five institutions. It should be noted that these institutions actively undertook 
provenance research, which confirmed the provenance of tūpuna and karāpuna 
as either Māori from Aotearoa New Zealand or Moriori from Rēkohu Chatham 
Islands. These institutions also actively engaged with Te Papa with regards to repa-
triation negotiations and confirmed the programme for the handover ceremonies at 
their institutions and respective karakia/karakii with the ancestors. 

The third phase has been framed by a general political environment in Germany 
that is more open towards the consideration of repatriating Indigenous ancestral 
remains and cultural artefacts. Dr. Christian Vogel, the lead for the Sensitive Prov-
enance research project regarding human remains at the Georg-August University 
in Göttingen, Germany, provided some insight into the influence of the German 
Government’s approach to repatriation requests. In brief, the German Federal Gov-
ernment is encouraging institutions to carefully consider repatriation and restitu-
tion requests from Indigenous peoples, and nations in Africa, Asia, Oceania and the 
Americas that came under European colonial rule.1 

Dr. Vogel writes2: 
there are so-called key points (‘Erste Eckpunkte’) from the culture ministers of the 
federal states from 2019, in which the return is highly recommended and supported:

Regarding ancestral remains, for example, it says:
‘[…] we want to establish the conditions for the repatriation of human remains 

and for the repatriation of cultural objects from colonial contexts, the appropriation 
of which [would] no longer [be] legally and/or ethically justifiable today. Together 
with the institutions concerned, we will treat return procedures with the necessary 
urgency and sensitivity.’

Or, elsewhere:
‘The general willingness to return collections from colonial contexts, in parti-

cular human remains, to the countries and societies of origin is important for the 
partnership-based dialogue and honest understanding we strive for. Human remains 
from colonial contexts are to be returned.’

With the encouragement of the German Government, institutions are progressively 
becoming more willing to agree to repatriation requests for cultural treasures such 
as the Benin Bronzes. The third phase examined extended from 2021 to 2024, with 

1	 Link to German Government Federal Repatriation and Restitution Guidelines written in the Ger-
man language: 2019-03-25_Erste-Eckpunkte-Sammlungsgut-koloniale-Kontexte_final.pdf (kmk.
org)

2	 Personal email dated 2 August 2023 between Dr. Christian Vogel and Dr. Te Herekiekie Herewini. 

https://www.kmk.org/fileadmin/pdf/PresseUndAktuelles/2019/2019-03-25_Erste-Eckpunkte-Sammlungsgut-koloniale-Kontexte_final.pdf
https://www.kmk.org/fileadmin/pdf/PresseUndAktuelles/2019/2019-03-25_Erste-Eckpunkte-Sammlungsgut-koloniale-Kontexte_final.pdf
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seven institutions repatriating 96 Māori and Moriori ancestors as well as seven taon-
ga (cultural treasures). Another point of difference from the previous periods is the 
active consideration of taonga for repatriation by these institutions as well. 

Overview of Fellowship at the Georg-August University, Göttingen
As highlighted above, I was on the Sensitive Provenance research fellowship at the 
Georg-August University in late 2022. While based at Göttingen I was also able to 
engage in conversations regarding the repatriation of ancestral remains and cultural 
artefacts with six other institutions in Germany. When I returned to Aotearoa New 
Zealand, I was able to confirm the uplift of tūpuna and karāpuna from seven insti-
tutions in Germany that took place in late May and early June 2023. 

The fellowship was a structured research programme that actively sought in-
volvement of representatives from the countries of origin of the ancestral remains, 
and was guided by university professors, research specialists, research support and 
heads of administration to provide research support and pastoral care for the fellow-
ship holders. 

The Oceania contingent was guided by Associate Professor Tarisi Vunidilo from 
the University of Hawaii, who offered her academic expertise, as well as leading a 
Pacific Language and Culture Week at the university during the week from 7 to 11 
November 2022, supported by McMichael Mutok from Palau and the author, who 
also offered our specific Oceania connections. 

The induction process with the Göttingen City Council was important, in ad-
dition to profiling the importance of the fellowship and its holders in the German 
media, as well as offering an online exhibition of the provenance research com-
pleted. From my own personal perspective, the fellowship offered an important 
approach to repatriation centred from within an academic institution, which 
provided academic engagement with regards to the ethics of actively holding onto 
ancestral remains from Africa and Oceania. The challenge for academic institutions 
in Europe, the United Kingdom, North and South America is that contemporary 
societies in Western countries in general are more supportive of repatriation of both 
ancestral remains and cultural artefacts. The view that Western science has a right 
of ownership of Indigenous ancestral remains, without consent from communities 
of origin, is now considered ethically immoral. Importantly, the repatriation ap-
proach by Māori, Moriori and the New Zealand Government allows for challenging 
conversations to take place. From the Māori and Moriori perspective, they have an 
enduring connection to their tūpuna and karāpuna that is maintained over time 
and distance. The importance of securing the return of ancestral remains that were 
looted in the past or taken as a part of an act of violence or warfare shows the endur-
ing aroha (affection and love) these communities have for their ancestors, and the 
deep cultural desire to offer respect, comfort and dignity in the wāhi tapu (sacred 
repositories) in their respective iwi/imi tribal territories. 



Te Herekiekie Herewini138

To conclude this paper, I will repeat the words of the late Hokimoana Te Ri-
ka-Hekerangi:

Ko taku whakaaro me whakahoki mai rātou ki te wā kāinga ki te wāhi i tapaina 
i ō rātou pito. Ki te kore, kāore e tino tau ō rātou whānau whakatipuranga. Ki 
te hoki mai, ka koa ka kotahi ngā whakaaro o te hunga kāinga nei kua hoki mai 
ō rātou tipuna.
I think it is critical for the ancestors to return to their homeland, to the place where their 
umbilical cord was cut and buried. If they do not return, the generations to follow will 
continue to remain unsettled; however, when they do return, the community will find 
unity and peace of mind. 

This paper is dedicated to the late Whaea Hokimoana Te Rika Hekerangi (Ngāi 
Tūhoe and Repatriation Advisory Panel, Te Papa), the late Kaumātua Te Kanawa 
Pitiroi (Ngāti Tūwharetoa and Repatriation Advisory Panel), the late Whaea Hema 
Temara (Ngāi Tūhoe, Tikanga and Marae Advisor, Te Papa) and the late Professor 
Dr. Rebekka Habermas (Georg-August University, Göttingen). All of these advis-
ers, knowledge holders and academics provided support and guidance to the re-
patriation process from institutions in Europe, including Germany as well as the 
George-August University in Göttingen. 

Table 1. List of institutions in Germany that repatriated Māori and Moriori ance-
stral remains to Aotearoa New Zealand from 1991 to 2023

Year Name of Institution Location in 
Germany

Number of ancestral  
remains and description.

2023 State Ethnographic and Art  
Collections of Saxony Leipzig 58 Māori and Moriori skele-

tal remains plus 7 taonga

2023 Reiss Engelhorn Museums Mannheim Three Toi moko

2023 Linden Museum Stuttgart One Toi moko and one 
kōiwi tangata. 

2023 Stuttgart State Natural History 
Museum Stuttgart Three kōiwi tangata.

2023
Georg-August-Universität 
(Blumenbach Collection and  
Anthropology Department).

Göttingen 28 Māori and Moriori ance-
stral remains

2023 Roemer und Pelizaeus Museum Hildesheim One koiwi tangata
2023 Museum Wiesbaden Wiesbaden One Toi moko

2020 Ethnologisches Museum, Stiftung 
Preußischer Kulturbesitz Berlin Two Toi moko
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2020 Georg-August-Universität 
(Ethnographic Collection) Göttingen Two Toi moko

2019 Charité – Universitätsmedizin 
Berlin Berlin

108 Toi moko, and other 
Māori and Moriori ancestral 
remains.

2018 Rautenstrauch-Joest-Museum of 
World Cultures Cologne One Toi moko

2017 Übersee-Museum Bremen 44 Māori and Moriori ance-
stral remains

2011 Museum of World Cultures in 
Frankfurt Frankfurt One Toi moko

2011 Senckenberg Natural History  
Museum Frankfurt One Toi moko

2006 Übersee-Museum Bremen Two Toi moko
1991 Museum für Völkerkunde Hamburg One Toi moko

Māori and Moriori word list
Key: (Mo) – Moriori language 

Aotearoa – One of the original Māori names for New Zealand
Inoi – Prayer
Henu (Mo) – Land
Karanga – A female custom of sung or chanted acknowledgements
Karanga Aotearoa – The programme established by the New Zealand Government to 

seek the repatriation of Māori and Moriori ancestral remains
Karakii (Mo)/Karakia – Traditional chants
Karāpuna (Mo) – Ancestors
Kaumātua – Respected elders
Kōimi Tchakat (Mo) /Kōiwi Tangata – Skeletal remains
Kuia – Respected female elder
Mana – Prestige and personal power
Miheke (Mo) – Cultural treasure
Mokamokai – Traditional Māori name for mummified Māori head prior to the arrival 

of Europeans in 1769
Moko mokai – A new word created around the time of intense trade of mummified 

heads between 1810 to 1840. This term was specific to the creation of mummified 
heads to be traded to Westerners or Europeans

Rangatira – Chief or leader
Rēkohu (Mo) – Original Moriori name for Chatham Island
Taonga – Cultural treasure
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Te Tiriti o Waitangi – The Māori language version of the Treaty of Waitangi. In the 
Māori language version, the rangatira of New Zealand did not cede their sove-
reignty or mana to the British Crown

Tikane Moriori (Mo) – Moriori customs, ethics and values
Tikanga Māori – Māori customs, ethics and values
Toi moko – Contemporary Māori word for tattooed mummified head
Tūpāpaku – The body of the deceased
Tupuna (Singular) – Ancestor. See karāpuna
Tūpuna (Plural) – Ancestors. See karāpuna
Wāhi Tapu / Wāhi Tchap (Mo) – Sacred repository
Whānau – Extended family
Waiata tangi – Lament or funerary song
Whaea – A term of respect for a female elder
Whaikōrero – Formal speeches
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