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The return of African cultural objects from Western collections to communities of
origin is not the end of a process of restorative justice. Rather, it is just the
beginning. Advocates for the return of African cultural objects have seen important
victories in recent years, particularly with the Benin bronzes and other artworks from
the Kingdom of Benin. In 2022, the Smithsonian's National Museum of African Art
returned twenty-nine bronzes to Nigeria's National Commission for Museums and
Monuments. In 2023, the University of Cambridge pledged over a hundred. In 2025,
the MFA Boston returned two bronzes to Oba Ewuare II, the king of Benin and the
great-great-grandson of Oba Ovonramwen, who was king when the British invaded
and looted the royal palace in 1897. This return was related to the opening of the
Museum of West African Art (MOWAA) in Benin City, which was billed as a leap
forward in Nigeria’s efforts to reclaim and rehouse its cultural heritage. In the early
stages of development, MOWAA pledged to collaborate with the Oba of Benin in
displaying his ancestors’ stolen heritage. The museum, located a stone’s throw from
the royal palace, was supposed to be a monument to new collaborative possibilities
– both between Africa and the West and between national governments and local
communities.

Despite these victories, the relations between Africa and the West have remained
fundamentally unchanged. African cultural objects were taken from the continent as
part of the dual projects of Western imperialism and resource extraction. As the
archaeologist Dan Hicks argues in his book, The Brutish Museums: The Benin
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Bronzes, Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution, Britain’s looting of Benin and its
bronzes is the direct result of “corporate militarist colonialism.” In 1897, the British
claimed to attack the Kingdom of Benin as part of a “punitive expedition,” but the
Royal Niger Company had determined to take the kingdom years prior. The
company’s private, commercial interests came together with state violence and
eventually, formal annexation.1

The result of this “corporate militarist colonialism” was the expropriation of labor,
land, and natural resources – as well as cultural objects like the Benin bronzes.
British soldiers auctioned off the bronzes, carved tusks, and other cultural objects
looted from the oba’s palace to pay for the costs of the expedition. The loot paid for
the looting. The best specimens were sent to the British Museum. As Hicks argues,
the private commercial interests of the Royal Niger Company integrated seamlessly
with the acquisitive goals of the British Admiralty and Foreign Office as well as those
of the British Museum. This might be called a “public-private partnership” of the sort
that has devastated African nations since independence. The corporate militarism
pioneered in the Kingdom of Benin, Hicks argues, marked a significant step toward
the contemporary, neocolonial, and neoliberal world order.2

While the successful return of cultural objects like the Benin bronzes are a start on
the path toward restorative justice, the significance of these returns is undermined
when the economic and political relations between Africa and the West remain
unchanged. In the twenty-first century, as in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
the West treats Africa as a site of resource extraction. The kind of corporate
militarism that Hicks describes continues today with new actors like the International
Monetary Fund and World Bank. Now, as then, private commercial interests work
together with state and paramilitary violence to form so-called “public-private
partnerships” in mining, energy, and infrastructure. These neocolonial, neoliberal
structures transfer value from the many to the few. Furthermore, they typically
export value from Africa to the West. This can occur through capital flight from the
continent to the old imperial capitals, now financial centers, such as London. It can
also occur through the removal of raw materials from the continent to be refined
elsewhere and sold back to Africans as finished products.

Making “African Art”
African art is hardly unrelated to this process. Rather, it is integral to defining the
relationship between Africa and the West. African cultural objects are both



emblematic of these existing, extractive relations and constitutive of them.
European soldiers, settlers, and adventurers took African cultural objects from the
continent and at first, made little use of them. Until the 1930s, Westerners saw
African cultural objects as colonial trophies, ethnographic curiosities, and the
occasional source of artistic inspiration. Avant-garde artists bought and sold “exotic”
objects among themselves, but they did not yet have a broad market appeal. Even
the Benin bronzes, which European recognized as having outstanding artistic quality,
did not command the market interest that one might expect.

In 1898, just one year after the British “punitive expedition” against Benin,
Lieutenant-General Augustus Pitt Rivers purchased a plaque that had been torn from
the walls of the royal palace in Benin City. A retired army officer and amateur
archaeologist, it is not surprising that Pitt Rivers was interested in military trophies
from the Kingdom of Benin, then occupied by British forces. What is surprising is that
he purchased the plaque from two booksellers, James and Mary Lee Tregaskis, for
the meager price of £24, about £4,000 or $5,400 today.3  Comparable plaques sell
for tens to hundreds of thousands of dollars at auction houses like Christie’s and
Sotheby’s. Some plaques entered the collection of Pitt Rivers’ eponymous museum
at the University of Oxford, where the archaeologist Dan Hicks is a curator and
critical voice. The plaque that Pitt Rivers originally purchased in 1898 was sold to a
succession of art dealers between 1957 and 1958. It was finally purchased by Nelson
A. Rockefeller, scion of one of the world’s wealthiest families, trustee at the Museum
of Modern Art, and soon-to-be-elected Governor of New York. It is not known how
much Rockefeller paid for the plaque but suffice to say, it was rather more than £24.
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Benin bronze plaque depicting a royal commander and attendant from the Pitt
Rivers Farnham collection catalogue. 

Pitt Rivers Museum at the University of Oxford. 







Ìgùn Ẹ́rọ̀nwwọ̀n (brass-casting guild) artists, Plaque with Ìyàsẹ́ (Royal Commander)
and Attendant, ca. 1540–70. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art.

The market value of African cultural objects increased dramatically in the early
twentieth century because they were transformed into “African art.” African cultural
objects had appeared in Europe for millennia, but they were not initially valued as
“art” during the Scramble for Africa. To many Westerners, African cultural objects
were raw materials. They could be appreciated and appropriated by avant-garde
artists. But to be valued as “art” by wealthy buyers, they had to be “refined” like
crude oil or “seasoned” like so many millions of enslaved Africans.

André Level, a French art dealer who speculated in the emerging market for
“modern art” like Pablo Picasso, also promoted “African art” as its own market
segment. In 1919, Level and Henri Clouzot published one of the first books on the
subject, L'art nègre et l'art océanien. The book combined scholarship with personal
financial interest. As the table of illustrations reveals, most of the objects discussed
come from Level’s own collection. While he was in possession of some fine cultural
objects, Level was also a dealer promoting his own stock. He was self-consciously
creating the first Western “canon” of “African art,” with his own objects as its
masterpieces.5 

In a posthumous autobiography, Souvenirs d'un collectionneur, Level discusses the
importance of being first to market. “It was at Matisse’s in 1914 that I was touched
by grace before the first black sculptures I saw,” the dealer remembers. “But when I
later met Derain, then Vlaminck, and finally other artists, I heard almost every one of
them claim the privilege of being the oldest slave trader” (le privilège d'être le plus
ancien négrier)6.  Level’s remark betrays the competitiveness between African art’s
“early adopters.” This amounts to nothing less than a doctrine of discovery. Level
might not have been the first Westerner to appreciate African art as such, but his
place in the scholarship and in the market depended upon staking an early claim.
His analogy with the slave trade is as revealing. Level and his fellow négriers saw
African cultural objects as raw materials. They needed to be dehumanized and
deracinated to be valuable as commodities.

Making the “Benin Bronzes”



The French art dealer, Charles Ratton was the first to transform African cultural
objects into “African art” at a major scale. He did so first through the art market,
organizing the first major auction of “sculptures” from the colonial margins. Ratton
became an “expert,” a legal status in twentieth-century France that entitled Ratton
to organize sales at the auction house consortium, Hôtel Drouot. As an “expert,”
Ratton could be trusted to inform potential buyers about the nature of these
unfamiliar objects. Ratton could describe their age, use, and place of origin as well
as their so-called “authenticity.” The dealer could determine which cultural objects
counted as “art.” He began to define a canon of African art, as Level had in L'art
nègre et l'art océanien.7

Like Level, Ratton defined his canon according to objects’ ownership rather than
their original cultural significance. Just as Level had elevated objects from his own
collection as models for l'art nègre, Ratton drew upon the names of European
collectors to establish social proof for this speculative new market. The dealer billed
his first auction at Hôtel Drouot in 1931 as the sale of a pioneering private collection,
that of the Surrealist artists André Breton and Paul Éluard. Breton and Éluard were
among the first adopters of “African art” as a category, people who Level might
have called les plus anciens négriers. By linking the success of his auction to the
names of these artists, who had more established markets for their own work by
comparison, Ratton bolstered consumer confidence in his offerings. In the auction
catalogue, the actual objects are reduced to pure visual forms and the names of
their collectors. No Africans are given credit. Indeed, Breton and Éluard are the only
artists named in the catalogue at all.8

Ratton’s bet proved successful. The dealer’s début auction was a commercial and
critical success. It showed that African cultural objects could be valued – literally,
turned into economic value – as “art.” However, this value to white, Western
collectors was contingent upon their ownership by white, Western collectors. In his
book, Making History: African Collectors and the Canon of African Art, the art
historian Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie argues that the African art canon literally
values objects with Western provenance over comparable objects owned by
Africans. African cultural objects are deemed “inauthentic” when they come directly
from African cultural producers themselves, or without the proper mediation by
“experts” like Ratton. Cultural objects are only deemed “authentic” when they have
been sufficiently mediated by Western authorities. “The object’s history of Western
reception supplants its indigenous meaning,” Ogbechie writes, “and this serves to



export the equity value of the artwork from its African producers to Western
collectors.9”  Ironically, the objects that Ratton bought and sold were considered
more “authentic” the more they obscured their history of African ownership. African
cultural objects were deemed less “authentic,” and therefore less valuable, the more
they betrayed their African roots.

Ratton parlayed his commercial success into institutional validation, and he adapted
his formula seamlessly from the auction house to the museum. In 1932, just a year
after his début auction, Ratton organized an exhibition of cultural objects from Benin
at the Musée d'Ethnographie du Trocadéro in Paris. This was the first “blockbuster
exhibition” of “African art” and it marked the transformation of looted cultural
objects from the oba’s palace into the famous “Benin bronzes.”

Between his auction at Hôtel Drouot and the opening of the exhibition at the
Trocadéro, Ratton embarked on a buying trip to the United Kingdom. There, the
dealer took advantage of an economic downturn and the general lack of
appreciation for the cultural products of Benin at that time. Ratton purchased
plaques, heads, and other artworks representing the oba and his court – and he
purchased them on the cheap from British collectors like Pitt Rivers, who did not yet
understand their value. Ratton was joined on the trip by Georges Henri Rivière, the
director of the Trocadéro, blurring the lines between private interests and
supposedly public institutions. 



Cyril Punch, earliest known photograph of an altar in the oba's palace in Benin City,
1891.
 



L’Exposition de bronzes et ivoires du royaume de Bénin, Musée d’ethnographie,
1932.
 



L’Exposition de bronzes et ivoires du royaume de Bénin, Musée d’ethnographie,
1932.
 



Ivory mask depicting the Iyoba (Queen Mother) from the Pitt Rivers Farnham
collection catalogue. Pitt Rivers Museum at the University of Oxford. 
 

Ratton and Rivière’s exhibition catalogue follows the same protocols that the former
laid out in his auction catalogue the year prior. In both the auction and the exhibition
catalogues, the names of owners are given pride of place. In many cases, Ratton
himself is the owner, using his own personal collection to bolster the exhibition and
vice versa. In other cases, the owners of the objects anonymous. The catalogue
simply states that these objects are loaned from a “Coll. De M. X., Paris.” Ratton
derives much of the value of his objects from the identities of their notable Western
owners. This is true even when the collectors are anonymous. They are still,
presumably, notable Western owners.

As with the Hôtel Drouot auction catalogue, the Trocadéro exhibition catalogue
pictures Benin’s stolen heritage as isolated artworks against neutral backgrounds.
There is no indication of how they were used, how they appeared in shrines that the


