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HERE: Heritage Reflections 2025
Workshop Provenance Research in 5 Steps: How to Start Provenance Research

Cindy Zalm - Head of realization & delivery at WM
Leandro Matthews Cascon - Research fellow at NIAS

Camiel de Kom - Digital heritage coach at RCE



Who is present today?
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Who works with collections from a colonial
context?
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What would you like to learn today?
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What is Provenance Research?

"Aims to reconstruct, as accurately and complete as possible, the chain of makers, owners or custodians 
of an object from the first transfer of ownership to the present day" 

Established area for Art Museums and historical contexts (WW2 looted material);

For Ethnographic museums, systematic research is more recent  (but always existed less-frequently)

Increasing dialogue between Provenance Research in Art Museums and Ethnographic Museums has 
pointed to differences, similarities and potential in knowledge exchange.

Ex:  debates at International Arbeitskreis for Provenienzforschung (Bonn, September 2025)
-Ethn. can contirbute to Art. In discussions on diverse (and sometimes subtle) forms of violence in collecting contexts

 -Art can contribute to Ethn. on ways to construct stories which connect objects to individuals                     

Provenance research into collections from a 
colonial context: a guide (Culture Heritage 
Agency of the Netherlands, 2025)
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Why do Provenance Research?

                                                    

-Production of knowledge on collecting contexts, including of collectors and sociopolitical (colonial) 
regimes which allowed obtainment of materials.

-Production of knowledge on communities and individuals who manufactured and/or provided 
material to collectors.

-Determining specific objects or whole collections obtained through (diverse) forms of violence.

-An important part (but not enough in itself) for improving (or creating) access to collections to 
countries and communities of origin.

Provenance Research can be an important instrument in wider processes of reparation of historical 
injustices.
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What is not Provenance Research, but can provide related information

-Studies of material culture through the use of ethnographic and ethohistorical sources

-Studies of material culture based on indigenous histories and ontologies (beliefs, views of the world)

Examples here presented will explore this interface between Provenance Research and other aspects 
of material culture analysis
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Connecting Diverse Materials for Provenance Research

Museum objects: result of various moments of separation of from their contexts and other materials.
1. Moment of collecting; 2. Transportation to centers of power and circulation in these; 3. Separation in different 

institutions according to ‘sciences’ (ex: Ethn. And Nat. Hist. museums); 4. Further separation, organization and 
classification inside museum according to protocols and ‘canons’.

Provenance Research: allows to re(connect) materials once collected together, and those not once part of a same 
collection, but which together inform of wider collecting histories.

Tacana textile and needles 
(Wereldmuseum Frankfurt) 
and Tacana man with 
similar material (Frobenius 
Institute). Image by Albert 
Hahn during 1952-1954 
expedition which resulted 
in Karin Hissink collection. 
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Connecting Diverse Materials for Provenance Research

Walter Roth collection of Waiwai material (1927) at Världskulturmuseet (Gothenburg)

Provenance research through dialogue between collector/director documentation, material culture analysis 
and interpretations by Waiwai researchers
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Other methods for Provenance Research: Laboratory methods

Laboratory methods (sometimes called archaeometric methods) can provide valuable 
information. Of great importance for older collections (frequently lacking documentation).

Radiocarbon dating (14C) allows estimating age of material. Strontium isotope (87Sr/86Sr) allows 
determining geographic origins.

Cascon et al. 2025, Journal of Cultural Heritage. Wooden clubs from Dutch Royal Cabinet of Rarities, 
now part of Wereldmuseum (transferred in 1883).
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Other methods for Provenance Research: Laboratory methods

RV-360-1580: Museum catalogue classifies club as ‘Warao’ from ‘Guyana’. 
However, the shape of this club is not known for the region.

Classification based on archival documentation - supposedly donated in 1824 by Kühn, 
head of military medical service and hospital in Surinam.

Errors in Kühn's collection documentation - another club is actually North American (Iroquois).

Low Strontium of club 1580 - probably from oceanic island outside of S. America and Caribbean.

Style highly similar to Ula drisia clubs from Fiji. Sr ratio of RV-360-1580 similar to Fijian materials.

Radiocarbon dates – most probably date of 1640-1670. Coincides with voyage of 
Jacob Le Maire and Willem Schouten (Fiji/Tonga, 1616).

Techniques can completement archival documentation.

C14 and Sr relevant for provenance research on Colonial collections, as these often rely on 
archival documentation for addressing ownership and restitution.                                              

RV-360-1580

Tonga ‘throwing clubs’ (www.new-guinea-tribal-arts.com; sothebys.com) 
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Other methods for Provenance Research: collaboration with ‘source/origin communities’

          

Example: method applied in Project Heritage 
and Territoriality: Past, present, and future 
perceptions among the Tacana, Tsimane', 
Mosetén and Waiwai 
(University of Bonn/ Volkswagen Stiftung)
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Expanding limits of Provenance Research

          

Provocation: in collaborative work with indigenous communities, dreams often have an important 
role for understanding musealized material culture. Objects can also speak to people, providing 
information. How to dialogue non-indigenous and indigenous perspectives?

Tacana loom, Museum der 
Weltkulturen Frankfurt 
(Karin Hissink collection), 
collected early 1950s.  

Gladys Ybaguari, skilled 
Tacana weaver and 
community leader.
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Examples of Provenance Research at Wereldmuseum

https://amsterdam.wereldmuseum.nl/en/about-wereldmuseum-amsterdam/research/provenance-series
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Sources for guidance on provenance research

[1] Provenance research into collections from a colonial context: a 
guide. https://www.cultureelerfgoed.nl/publicaties/publicaties/20
25/01/01/handreiking-herkomstonderzoek-objecten-uit-een-
koloniale-context

[2] CLUES pilot project: final report 
https://www.niod.nl/en/publications/clues-PPROCE

[3] Colonial Collections Datahub: digital research aids 
https://app.colonialcollections.nl/en/research-aids
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Colonial Collections Datahub



Colonial Collections Consortium

a partnership between five organizations in the Netherlands. 
The consortium supports institutions administering collections in 
provenance research by sharing knowledge, answering questions 

and providing stakeholders with a network.

www.colonialcollections.org



● Which colonial collections are present in the Netherlands? (accessibility)
● How did they get there? (provenance)
● What is transparency and how can we measure it?



Datahub
https://app.colonialcollections.nl/en https://datasets.colonialcollections.nl/en



Architecture 
datahub
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Collaboration

• Workshop
• User requirements
• Solutions
• International Participants



Searching



Communities



Making lists



Add narratives to metadata



Add provenance information



Digital Research 
Aids



PM-Sampo
https://pmsampo.demo.seco.cs.aalto.fi/en



Challenges

• Bringing data together
• Data standards
• What is accessibility?
• Thesauri use
• Who moderates added narratives?
• How to translate meta data?
• Data quality
• ...



Present and Future

Present
• Rijkmuseum Amsterdam
• RCE
• Bronbeek
• NIOD
• Improve collaboration, engagement and visibility (e.g. webinars and video tutorials)

Future

• More datasets outside of Consortium
• European collaboration?



Reflections and conversation

33



Thank you for your participation
Do you have any questions, please contact us at: 

info@colonialcollections.nl
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