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Introduction

The bodily remains of the ancestors of Indigenous peoples, removed from their places 
of burial to serve the interests of earlier generations of scientists and museum curators, 
triggers intense feelings in their descendants. Knowing that they are kept in medical 
and scientific collections is a source of profound anguish, and the transnational nego-
tiations required to secure their return for reburial according to religious and traditi-
onal customs can be a source of frustration and distress. Hence it is paramount that 
institutions holding human remains approach repatriation requests with sensitivity 
and care, while remains that have been kept and curated for study and research must 
be treated with dignity and respect until their future is decided. 

Over the past two decades, guidelines created by international and national 
museum associations regarding the care and keeping of human remains have been 
endorsed by most major museums and other scientific institutions holding human 
remains and funerary objects. It is now accepted by museum professionals worldwide 
that a “[...] key issue in relation to the care of human remains is how to assess the 
circumstances of the death, the acquisition of the remains [...] and, in particular, 
[the] ethical considerations.” Furthermore it is recognised that the “[…] circum-
stances of acquisition are especially problematic when the person from whom the 
human remains originate was a victim of injustice.”1.
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In this article, we describe the circumstances in which iwi kūpuna (ancestral human 
remains of native Hawai‘ians) were removed from their sacred burial places and how 
they came to be in the collections of Vienna’s Natural History Museum (NHMW). 
We also describe when and how the official request for repatriation to Hawai‘i reached 
the NHMW via the ministries of both countries, as well as the process that led to 
the permission to de-accession these iwi kūpuna. Finally, we briefly report on the 
organization of the private and official ceremonies marking their return to Hawai‘i for 
reburial and reproduce parts of the speeches held during the official ceremony carried 
out under covid restrictions on the 14th of February 2022, in the office of the director 
general of the NHMW. 

Native Hawai‘ian burial rituals are aimed at maintaining  
spiritual continuity

Since time immemorial, Native Hawai‘ians (Kānaka Maoli) have sought to fulfil 
obligations of care (mālama), responsibility (kuleana) and protection (kūpale) to 
the dead. Hawai‘ians continue to profoundly respect the sanctity of the remains 
of their ancestors (iwi kūpuna) and their funerary possessions (moepū). The burial 
of the dead is seen as sustaining a life and well-being in the land (‘āina) through 
maintaining spiritual continuity with the realm of Papahānaumoku from whom 
Native Hawai‘ians trace their genealogy from the time of ancestral creation to the 
present day. The removal of the dead from their resting places ruptures this sacred 
spatial and temporal continuity and must be restored by securing the return of their 
remains for reburial. Likewise, also their possessions.

Traditionally, Hawai‘ians laid their dead to rest in several ways. After ceremonies 
which often involved carefully cleaning their bones of flesh and wrapping them in 
tapa cloth,2 the dead were commonly placed in lava tubes, rock shelters or niches in 
steep cliff faces. Sometimes the dead were buried alone or placed in family sepulchres 
(‘ohana).3 These caves and rock shelters were regarded as safe and sacred places, but 
visits and engagements with the deceased were still happening. As George Anson 
Byron (1789–1868) noted while commanding a naval expedition to the Hawai‘ian 
Islands in the mid-1820s, it was “not uncommon for a friend always to carry with him 
the relics of his deceased friend, and frequently the bones of a favourite chief were 
distributed among various relations and allies, whose veneration for them approached 
idolatry”.4 In communities close to the sea, the dead were commonly buried in sand 
dunes, while high ranking men and women were often buried within stone structures, 
or within the grounds of a heiau, a communal temple or shrine. 
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By the turn of the nineteenth century, the Hawai‘ian Islands were subject to compe-
ting British and American colonial ambitions in the Pacific. Native Hawai‘ians con-
sequently experienced profound social, political, and economic changes. They were 
also severely affected by diseases introduced by Europeans, to which they had almost 
no immunity.5 

Christian missionaries exploited the upheavals caused by European ambitions. 
Native Hawai‘ians who chose to convert to Christianity thereafter no longer observed 
various formal aspects of their ancestral religion. However, what did not change, was 
their profound belief in spiritual continuities between the living and the dead. As 
Hawai‘ian historian Samuel Kamakau (1815–1876) observed in 1869, “In old days 
the inheritance of the family burial place, the caves and secret burial places of our 
ancestors was handed down from these to their descendants without the intrusion of a 
single stranger unless by consent of the descendant, so that wherever a death occurred 
the body was conveyed to its inheritance. These immovable barriers belonged to burial 
rights for all time. The rule of kings and chiefs and their land agents might change, 
but the burial rights of families survived on their lands”.6 For native Hawai‘ians, the 
remains of their ancestors and the places where they have been buried have never 
ceased to be sacred (kapu), irrespective of whether they were buried in accordance 
with traditional ancestral religious beliefs or received Christian burial. 

Plundering and collecting human remains from Native 
Hawai‘ians

Voyages to the Hawai‘ian Islands from the late eighteenth century onwards stimu-
lated curiosity about the people of the islands in European scientific and intellec-
tual. A wide variety of native Hawai‘ian archaeological and ethnographic items were 
eagerly sought by collectors, with no regard to Hawai‘ian traditions and beliefs. By 
the early nineteenth century, the bodily remains of Native Hawai‘ians were also 
collected. The aim here was to use these remains to gain new knowledge of the 
nature and causes of human variation. Skulls were the focus of this research as it was 
believed that cranial and facial bones were relatively reliable indicators of varietal 
ancestry.7 This research, however, had the effect of reinforcing contemporary belief 
in the inferiority of non-European peoples, and the idea that peoples of different 
ethnic ancestry comprised a hierarchy of human types with different powers of 
intellect and reasoning.8  

Scientific curiosity about the physical and supposed psychological differences 
between peoples indigenous to different regions of the world led to the acquisition of 
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ancestral bodily remains by the plundering of burial places. Often remains were taken 
in the knowledge that doing so was a profound transgression of the religious beliefs 
and laws observed by the deceased’s family and community.9  

About three thousand Hawai‘ian ancestral remains (iwi kūpuna) are estimated to have 
been acquired often unlawfully by collectors, scholars, museums and other medico-scien-
tific Institutions in Europe and the Americas. Among them is the Natural History 
Museum of Vienna.

Requesting the repatriation of native Hawai‘ian human 
remains from the Natural History Museum, Vienna

Human remains cannot simply be returned to their place of origin, especially if their 
acquisition in contexts of injustice is clear. Complex administrative, political and 
scientific procedures need to occur which may need to involve governments as well as 
museums prior to repatriation. Even so, the past twenty years has seen numerous repa-
triations. For example, more than 130 repatriations of iwi kūpuna have been carried 
out since 1990 from institutions all over the world.10 

In 2018, Edward Halealoha Ayau, repatriation advocate from Hui Iwi Kuamo‘o 
and on behalf of the Office of Hawai‘ian Affairs, contacted the Archive of the 
History of Science at the Natural History Museum in Vienna (hereafter AHS-
NHMW). He requested information about ancestral human remains and funerary 
possessions from Hawai‘i. As the AHS-NHMW reported that it had no relevant 
information, the request was forwarded to the Department of Anthropology (here-
after DA). Initial research in the databases of the Department of Anthropology’s 
osteological and pathological anatomy collections found no matches for human 
remains provenanced to Hawai‘i. The Office of Hawai‘ian Affairs was informed of 
this outcome. 

In February 2020, the Office of Hawai‘ian Affairs was provided by Michael Pietrusew-
sky with a letter written in 1967 which indicated that two skulls described as coming 
from the “Sandwich Islands” were held by the NHMW at that time (Figure 1). Edward 
Halealoha Ayau, responded in March 2020, pointing out that “Sandwich Islands [was] 
[…] another name for Hawai‘i, which was used following a British expedition to the 
Hawai‘ian Islands financially backed by the Earl of Sandwich”. Indeed, it was James 
Cook who named the Hawai‘ian Islands after Sandwich, who at the time of Cook’s 
first Pacific voyage (1768–1771) served as First Lord of the Admiralty, and this name 
stayed in common British usage until well into the nineteenth century.
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Using this new information, NHMW’s Department of Anthropology confirmed 
that two inventory numbers referred to the Sandwich Islands (NHMW-ANTHRO-
OSTE-2889 and NHMW-ANTHRO-OSTE-9195). On receipt of this information, 
Edward Halealoha Ayau announced that a claim would be made for the return of 

Fig. 1a A letter signed 1967 by Johann Jungwirth, DA-NHMW, to Michael Pietrusewsky men

tioning two skulls from the “Sandwich Islands” present in the Natural History Museum Vienna. 

Personal communication.
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these iwi kūpuna. He requested that the Office of Hawai‘ian Affairs be supplied with 
all information held by NHMW concerning the “year of collection, collector, circum-
stances surrounding collection, provenance more specific than Sandwich Islands, and 
any indication of consent by the family or the Hawai‘ian Government for the removal 

Fig. 1b

 Localization 

(Art: Wolfgang 

Reichmann) and

Fig. 1c

Map of Hawai‘i or 

Sandwich Islands 

(modified after 

freeworldmaps.net 

and Perkins 1854).
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of the remains from the grave sites and the jurisdiction of the Hawai‘ian Kingdom”. 
A copy of this request was sent to Kamakana Ferreira, the Lead Compliance Specialist 
with the Office of Hawai‘ian Affairs. 

Since the collections housed in the NHMW and other Austrian state museums 
belong to the Austrian Republic, these museum curators and directors cannot 
decide upon repatriations and deaccessions. The final decision is taken by the 
state based on a dossier written by the responsible curator. A chain of official 
requests and correspondence starting in 2020 between the Office of Hawai‘ian 
Affairs (Kamakana Ferreira), the NHMW directors (Christian Köberl and Katrin 
Vohland), the US Embassy (Trevor Traina) and the Federal Ministry of Arts, 
Culture, Civil Service and Sport (BMKOES, Pia Schölnberger) led Sabine Eggers 
and team, to proceed with provenance research. The results of this research made 
up the dossier that led to the repatriation of the two iwi kūpuna in question back 
to Hawai‘i in 2022. 

However, it is important to note that the human remains of a third individual 
associated with Hawai‘i was found in the collections of the NHMW´s Department 
of Anthropology. Provenance research in respect to this third individual is ongoing.

Here, we present the findings of provenance research on the two iwi kūpuna that 
were repatriated in 2022. In doing so, we present no photographs of these human 
remains out of respect for Native Hawai‘ian traditions.

Provenance research of the iwi kūpuna (Native Hawai‘ian 
human remains) found in the Natural History Museum in 
Vienna

The iwi kūpuna from Hawai‘i registered in the Department of Anthropology of the 
Natural History Museum belonged to two individuals. The first is a complete cranium 
with mandible registered as NHMW-ANTHRO-OSTE-2889 / 620. On the cranium 
was this inscription: 

“Sandwich Isl. ♂ æt c̄. 50 W.L.G. No. 620”
(Sandwich Islander, male, died at about 50 years old W.L.G. No. 620)

The second iwi kūpuna is also a complete cranium with mandible, registered as 
NHMW-ANTHRO-OSTE-9195 / 639. It bore the inscription: 

“Sandw Isl. ♀ æt c̄. 60 W.L.G. No. 639”
(Sandwich Islander female died at about 60 years old W.L.G. No. 639)
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Based on the information registered in NHMW’s Department of Anthropology, 
and his research expertise, Edward Halealoha Ayau was able to identify the initials 
“W.L.G.” on the individual‘s bone surface as belonging to William Lowthian 
Green (1819–1894). Green was an English geologist and merchant, who worked 
in the Hawai‘ian sugar industry, and was appointed minister of foreign affairs, 
the interior and later finance in the Kingdom of Hawai‘i between 1874 and 1889, 

Fig. 2 Relevant excerpts regarding correspondence of the Inventory Numbers NHMW-AN-

THRO-OSTE-2889 and Davis #620 from a) the printed edition of Davis’ catalogue, Thesaurus 

Craniorum  (1867), p. 337; b) the Inventory book of the Department of Anthropology NHMW, p. 

201: “2889 cranium from a Kanaka (Sandwich Isl.); New Hebrides / Oceania” […] “Wormian bo-

nes”, and c) the entry in Davis’ original handwritten Manuscript Catalogue now in the possessi-

on of the Royal College of Surgeons of England, MS 0383/1 (copy provided by Paul Turnbull, by 

kind permission of the Royal College of Surgeons of England): “1867, July 27  sent Dr. A. Weis-

bach” “620 Kanaka. Man aged about 50. Three of the upper incisors have been knocked out.”. 
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with some interruptions. Many of the 144 iwi kūpuna repatriated in 2013 by 
London’s Natural History Museum were acquired or bought from Green, while 
20 iwi kūpuna associated to Green were repatriated in 2020 by the University of 
Cambridge. 

The identification of Green as the source of the ancestral remains held by the 
NHMW’s Department of Anthropology was additionally confirmed by Paul 
Turnbull. As Figure 2 and Figure 3 show, the “W.L.G.” numbers 620 and 639 – 
registered by the NHMW as items 2889 and 9195 – were the numbers that these 
iwi kūpuna were given to by Joseph Bernard Davis (1800–1881). Davis was an 
English physician and surgeon active in London anthropological circles, who 

Fig. 3 Relevant excerpts regarding correspondence of the Inventory Numbers NHMW-AN-

THRO-OSTE-9195 and Davis #639 from a) the printed edition of Davis’ Thesaurus Craniorum 

(1867), p. 339; b) description in the Inventory book of the Department of Anthropology NHMW: 

“Kanaka, Sandwich Islands, female, circa 60 years, longish skull with Wormian bone, supra 

orbital margins, high, moderately broad face, big orbitae. Blunt force trauma on the frontal 

bone”; c) entry in Davis’ original handwritten Manuscript Catalogue now in the possession of 

the Royal College of Surgeons of England, MS 0383/1   (copy provided by Paul Turnbull, by kind 

permission of the Royal College of Surgeons of England): “639 Kanaka. Woman aged about 60. 

Incisors have been knocked out in both jaws. 1867, July 27 sent Dr. A. Weisbach”. 
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must have added the two individuals to his collection of “racial” skulls after he 
received them from Green around the year 1860. At the time, the Davis’ collec-
tion was the largest single private skull collection in nineteenth century Europe. 

According to the Thesaurus Craniorum, the descriptive catalogue of his collection he 
published in 1867, he possessed the skulls of 1474 individuals from all over the world.  

Davis sold his collection to the Royal College of Surgeons of England shortly before 
his death in 1881. 

Examining Davis’ catalogue manuscript of his collection held by the Royal 
College of Surgeons of England, we were able to confirm that Davis indeed received 
the remains in question. Unfortunately, the exact date when he acquired them could 
not be determined, but it seems most likely he received them a year or so before or 
after 1860. What we do know with certainty is that in July 1867, Davis presented 
these two iwi kūpuna to Augustin Weisbach (1837–1914), a prominent physician 
and anthropologist in Vienna. Weisbach had a large personal collection of human 
remains, said to comprise skulls and other bodily remains of more than 1700 indi-
viduals from the area of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy and Asia Minor, as well 
as some from other parts of the world. Weisbach’s collection of human remains 
eventually came to the NHMW in 1867.

The evidence above can be summarized as follows: the inscriptions on the 
skulls connect the numbers given by Green to those attributed by the NHMW’s 
Department of Anthropology (where 620 corresponds to inventory number 
NHMW-ANTHRO-OSTE-2889 and 639 to NHMW-ANTHRO-OSTE-9195). 
Figures 2 and 3 reproduce the evidence that both these pairs of numbers are 
connected to Weisbach and that they were collected in the Sandwich Islands. 
This information is conclusive evidence that both these iwi kūpuna were given 
by Green to Davis, who in turn sent them to Weisbach in Vienna in July 1867. 
The anatomical descriptions match the relevant entries, with the only discrepancy 
being the estimated age of the woman (NHMW-ANTHRO-OSTE 9195/ 639), 
which was estimated to be 70 by Davis, and 60 years by Weisbach or museum staff 
at the time of its registration. 

Having clarified how Weisbach came into the possession of the two iwi kūpuna, 
the next task was to investigate the circumstances under which Green acquired the 
human remains from Hawai‘i.
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Green’s acquisition of iwi kūpuna 

Green appears to have given Davis not only the remains of the two individuals curated 
in the NHMW, but as many as 142 iwi kūpuna on three or four separate occasions11. 
Davis entered them into his collection under the numbers 344–354, 402–417, 418–457, 
and 602–665, as can be observed in Table 1. The numbers 349–351 are recorded by 
Davis as being taken from a cavern near the town of Waimea, in the north of the 
island of Hawai‘i. The remaining 139 are described by Davis as having been obtained 
by Green on the island of O‘ahu. The two iwi kūpuna that were acquired by the 
Natural History Museum Vienna from Weisbach (NHMW-ANTHRO-OSTE-2889 
and -9195) were among the last obtained by Davis, and are among those listed as taken 
from O‘ahu. Table 1 also summarises the evidence in Davis's manuscript catalogue, his 
Thesaurus Craniorum, and a list that Green provided Davis – confirming that Green 
personally dug up or took all these iwi kūpuna, as he explicitly wrote about in his list. 
Although the evidence we have does not include those that came to the NHMW, it is 
highly probable that Green also personally exhumed them.

Davis’ Catalogue 
Manuscript Davis’ Thesaurus Craniorum 

Green’s List and Account of Skulls of Sand-
wich Islanders, dated 15th December 1856. 
Included in Davis’ Manuscript Catalogue 
(Royal College of Surgeons)

p. 344–348: Waialae 
near Honolulu, 
Sandwich Islands

p.327: “Races of the Island 
of Oahu, or Woahoo”, “From 
Waialae, near Honolulu.” 

p. 344–48: “They were dug up by me out of 
the sand at a place called Waialae near the 
sea shore about seven miles from Honolulu. 
They were found just as buried with their 
heads resting on a stone. I found nothing 
with them to indicate the sex.”

Cavern near 
Waimea, Isle of 
Hawai‘i

p. 327, 349–51: “Races of 
Owhyee“ 
p. 327: “Numbers 349 to 351 
were obtained in a cavern 
near Waimea, and were pre-
sented by W L Green esq.” 

p.349: “Taken from a cave near Waimea, Ha-
wai“i. This must be of a woman as beating 
tapa cloth is a woman’s employment only“ 
p.350–51: “Not quite certain where found 
but have no doubt they are native skulls.” 

p. 352–354: Laiee, 
Isle of Oahu

p.328: “Races of the Island of 
Oahu, or Woahoo”, “From the 
sand at Laiee, N.W. side of 
the island.”

p. 352–53: “Taken by me from the sand at 
Laiee on the North West side of the Island 
of Oahu about fifty miles from Honolulu.” 
p.354: “I believe this was taken from the 
same place and no doubt belonged to a 
child.”

p. 357: “From an ancient 
cemetery.“ p.357: “But this is not.” 
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Davis’ Catalogue 
Manuscript Davis’ Thesaurus Craniorum 

Green’s List and Account of Skulls of Sand-
wich Islanders, dated 15th December 1856. 
Included in Davis’ Manuscript Catalogue 
(Royal College of Surgeons)

p. 407, 411–13, 415: 
Kahuka

p. 329: “Races of the Island 
of Oahu, or Woahoo“, “From 
Kahuka.“

p.402–3, 416: Waia-
lae near Honolulu, 
Sandwich Islands

p. 329: “Races of the Island 
of Oahu, or Woahoo“, “From 
Waialae, Oahu.”

p. 602–665a: “Pre-
sented by W L Green 
Esq. of Honolulu. 
See his letter of Sep 
1 1859.”

p. 343: “This numerous and 
unrivalled series of Kanaka 
crania from the island of 
Oahu, was presented, at dif-
ferent times, by W. L. GREEN, 
Esq., of Honolulu.”

Table 1 Summary of provenance and internment information for Hawai‘ian human remains 

sent by William L. Green to Joseph Barnard Davis. The iwi kūpuna repatriated from the Natural 

History Museum Vienna in 2022 appear in the last position in the table in bold letters.

Annotations in Davis’ manuscript catalogue relating to the iwi kūpuna that he received 
from Green refer to letters from Green dated to 15 December 1856, 21 December 1857, 
and 1 September 1859, as well as a document from Green entitled “Rough Memo-
randa”, dated to 25 September 1860. However, these letters from Green and the Memo-
randa are missing. All that we have so far located is the ‘List and Account of Skulls of 
Sandwich Islanders’ by Green dated of 15 December 1856, which Davis included into 
the manuscript catalogue of his collection held by the Royal College of Surgeons of 
England. This list nevertheless provides information regarding the provenance of the 
skulls in the earliest series that Davis received (344–354); and as such it seems highly 
likely that the missing letters and memorandum by Green similarly document the 
provenance of the skulls that he gave to Davis. 
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Fig. 4 List of items confirming Green’s collecting of Native Hawai‘ian remains by grave-rob-

bing. Transcript of W L Green’s ‘List and Account of Skulls of Sandwich Islanders’ found affixed 

within the Barnard Davis Manuscript Catalogue, Royal College of Surgeons of England Library, 

entries 344–354.12  Green prefixed the entries with Davis’ catalogue numbers (Table 1).
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The Desecration of the Dead, and the Theft of Remains in 
Hawai‘ian Religion

Desecration of burials, such as those committed by Green prompted the royal gover-
nment of the Hawai‘ian Islands to enact legislation in 1860 to protect both ancestral 
and Christian burial places. The legislation required that any person, not having the 
legal right to do so, who disinterred any human body from any burial place could be 
imprisoned for up to two years or fined up to thousand dollars, which at this time 
was a considerable sum.13 The dates that Davis provides for the letters that he received 
from Green suggest that Green obtained the iwi kūpuna from traditional burials at 
Waialae, and other places on the island of Hawai‘i, therefore several years before the 
1860 legislation was enacted. The two iwi kūpuna acquired by the Natural History 
Museum Vienna (numbered 620 and 639 by Davis) appear to be among the last that 
he received from Green, and were probably in his possession by late 1859. Even so, 
Green had by this time been in the Hawai‘ian Islands long enough to know that 
removing iwi kūpuna from their resting places was, for Native Hawai‘ians, a heinous 
offence, which before European colonisation would have been punished by death. 
Moreover, there is the possibility that by 1859 Green may well have been aware that the 

Fig. 5 The persons involved in the theft and eventual acquisition of the two iwi kūpuna from 

O’ahu, Hawai‘i, by the Natural History Museum in Vienna, Austria: a) William Lowthian Green 

(1819–1894) (wiki commons: Detail of portrait of William Lowthian Green by Frederic Yates, 

The Pacific Club.jpg); b) Joseph Barnard Davis (1800–1881) (wiki commons: Joseph Barnard 

Davis. Lithograph by R. J. Lane. Wellcome V0001488.jpg); c) Augustin Weisbach (1837–1914) 

(https://www.zobodat.at/biografien/Weisbach_Augustin_MittNatVerSt_51_0008-0016.pdf).
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island’s government was considering legislative protection of burial places. And after 
August 1860, the removal of remains from any burial place would have been a criminal 
offence that incurred serious punishment. 

In summary, there is clear evidence that the remains of the two iwi kūpuna 
acquired by the NHMW were taken from burial places on the island of O‘ahu by 
Green sometime in the early to mid-1850s, and were received by Davis probably 
between 1857 and 1859. There is also no doubt that they were acquired by the desecra-
tion of burial places, which violated profound Hawai‘ian family responsibilities to care 
for and protect the deceased and therefore were obtained by acts of profound injustice 
(Figure 4). Indeed, had Green looted these remains just a few years later, when native 
Hawai‘ian burial places had gained protection under Hawai‘i’s penal code, he would 
have faced prosecution and serious punishment. Also, Davis would have been aware 
that the plundering of burials was a transgression of Hawai‘ian religious beliefs and 
custom of so great a magnitude that prior to European colonization those who dis-
turbed the dead would be put to death.

Context of injustice proven, and official consent given for 
repatriation 

The circumstances in which the two iwi kūpuna were obtained by the Natural 
History Museum Vienna confirm that they were acquired by William L. Green 
in the knowledge that he was committing an outrage that transgressed Native 
Hawai‘ian religious beliefs and custom. As we have shown, what we know about 
Green’s and other plunderings of native Hawai‘ian burial places for European and 
North American anthropological collections confirm that they were serious viola-
tions of the customary obligations on native Hawai‘ians to care (mālama) for the 
dead. Native Hawai‘ian then and now are obliged to fulfil responsibilities (kuleana) 
to their ancestors and protect (kūpale) them. Moreover, the desecration and theft 
of the two iwi kūpuna such as those acquired by NHMW is a great injustice when 
judged by today’s ethical criteria for research involving human subjects. This grave 
robbing was regarded as morally wrong at the time it occurred. The enactment of 
the 1860 law further attests to the frequency with which it was occurring, the abhor-
rence with which it was regarded, and the determination of Hawai‘i’s royal govern
ment to prevent it from happening. Drafting and implementing legislation then 
as now is time-consuming but had this legislation protecting burial places been in 
force a few years earlier, those who took iwi kūpuna from graves would have risked 
prosecution and substantial punishment.
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The means by which iwi kūpuna were acquired by Green and others during the course 
of the nineteenth century constitutes an injustice of the kind recognised today by 
international conventions, many national governments, cultural agencies, and the peak 
bodies of museum professionals around the world. Article 12 of the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, for example, recognises that: 

“Indigenous peoples have the right to manifest, practise, develop and 
teach their spiritual and religious traditions, customs and ceremonies; 
the right to maintain, protect, and have access in privacy to their religi-
ous and cultural sites; the right to the use and control of their ceremo-
nial objects; and the right to the repatriation of their human remains.”14

Austria voted in support of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Although 
its support is not legally binding, Austria has an ethical obligation to assist in restoring 
and protecting culture, traditions, and indigenous institutions. In view of this obligation, 
together with the profound importance for Native Hawai‘ians to care for the dead, and 
the circumstances in which iwi kūpuna were acquired by NHMW and other Western 
museums, it is clear that there were compelling grounds for the Republic of Austria to 
deaccession and unconditionally return these remains for reburial by Hui Iwi Kuamo‘o 
and the Office of Hawai‘ian Affairs, as the culturally and legally appropriate custodians. 

With the context of injustice established by provenance research, a dossier with 
all relevant information was provided by the responsible curator (Sabine Eggers) to 
the director general (Katrin Vohland), who then sent it to the Federal Ministry of 
Arts, Culture, Civil Service and Sport. On November the 5th 2021 the NHMW was 
informed that the ministry had resolved to repatriate these iwi kūpuna. The prepa-
rations, the conditions, as well as the private and official repatriation ceremonies are 
briefly documented as follows. 

The repatriation of two iwi kūpuna on behalf of the Office 
of Hawai‘ian Affairs on February 14th, 2022, at the Natural 
History Museum Vienna

Edward Halealoha Ayau, Brandy Kalehua Kamohalii Caceres, Norman Christo-
pher Moore Kaleilani Caceres, Kaumakaiwa Kanaka‘ole and Satsuki Buckingham 
were welcomed at the NHMW on the 14th of February 2022. This was preceded by 
a two-years lasting, steady correspondence between Austria and Hawai‘i. In the days 
before the repatriation from Vienna, the Hawai‘ian delegation had already underta-
ken repatriation ceremonies from various museums in Germany (namely in Bremen, 

Back Home Again



–  318  –

Göttingen, Jena and Berlin), with Vienna being 
the last and only Austrian institution on its list.

After their arrival at the museum, the 
Hawai‘ian delegation was guided to a windowless 
specially prepared room for a private ceremony. 
The iwi kūpuna awaited them in the room. They 
had been placed under a black tablecloth placed in 
newly handcrafted acid-free white containers and 
tissue paper on a table covered with another black 
tablecloth (Figure 6). Under the table, an open 
black hard-shell trolley for their transport had 
been stationed. Placed on another table outside 
the room were several plants, two jars of water and 
two newly bought wooden bowls for sprinkling 
water and Hawai‘ian sea salt onto the ancestors 
and participants after the private ceremony. This 
first intimate greeting ceremony took about one 
hour. 

The delegation was then accompanied to the 
NHMW director general’s office where seats had been provided to accommodate 
about 50 guests who were invited to witness the official repatriation ceremony and 
speeches. Here too, a table had been covered in a black tablecloth on which beautiful 
lei (flower necklaces) had been arranged. When the Hawai‘ian delegation entered the 
room, with the iwi kūpuna wrapped in black cloth, they chanted and performed pule 
(Hawai‘ian prayers), while the remains rested on the table (Figure 7).

During the ceremony, several speeches were made, selected parts of which are 
reproduced here to highlight the significance that this event had for the museum, 
Hui Iwi Kuamo‘o, the OHA, and the governments of Austria and the United States 
(Figure 8). 

“It was important for this provenance research to be jointly conducted by the 
scientists from Hawai‘I and Austria,” NHMW Director General Katrin Vohland 
observed. “In this particular case, the facts are very clear and there is a well-or-
ganised community ready to receive the skulls. We clearly see how important it 
is to undertake interdisciplinary and international research on provenance that 
provides insights not only into natural history and history but also into cultural 
studies.” 

Werner Kogler, then Austria’s Vice Chancellor and Federal Minister of Arts, 
Culture, Civil Service and Sport, emphasised: “Acquiring knowledge has always 

Fig. 6 The room prepared for the 

private ceremony at the Depart-

ment of Anthropology NHMW 

(Photo: Sabine Eggers)

Sabine Eggers, Edward Halealoha Ayau, Kamakana Ferreira, Paul Turnbull,  
Eduard Winter, Constanze Schattke, Margit Berner
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involved taking possession of the world in some way. This act of “taking possession” 
can be presumptuous and disrespectful. Today, we are facing up to some particu-
larly shameful and painful events in our history of the acquisition of knowledge… As 
Vice-Chancellor of the Republic of Austria, I should like to express my deep regret 
to you, distinguished guests from Hawai‘i. My regret that a wrong was committed 
against your ancestors. My regret that the graves of your ancestors were desecrated. 
My regret that their rest was disturbed. I apologize that the disturbance of their rest 
has remained until this day.“

On behalf of the Hawai‘ian Delegation, Edward Halealoha Ayau concluded by 
acknowledging that the “Hui Iwi Kuamo‘o is honoured to accompany our iwi kūpuna 
on their journey home to Hawai‘i”, and “We appreciate the humanitarian efforts of 
the Natural History Museum Vienna in today’s repatriation of our beloved ancestors. 
This is the way. The way of Aloha.” 

US Ambassador Victoria Reggie Kennedy added to this: “The United States 
government supports the efforts of Native Hawai‘ians to repatriate their ancestors. We 
deeply appreciate that Austria recognizes the importance of these issues.”

According to the curator of the international collection at NHMW’s Department 
of Anthropology, Sabine Eggers, “the repatriation of these iwi kūpuna is a step towards 
rehumanisation and a more harmonious and balanced relationship between people, 

Fig. 7 The repatriation ceremony for invited guests, and those who spoke during the ceremony 

(from left to right: Kaumakaiwa Kanaka‘ole, Sabine Eggers, Katrin Vohland, Norman Christo-

pher Moore Kaleilani Caceres, Edward Halealoha Ayau, Brandy Kalehua Kamohali‘i Caceres 

(in the background), United States Ambassador to Austria Victoria Kennedy, Austrian Vice 

Chancellor Werner Kogler). (Photos: Alice Schumacher).
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peoples and countries. It is not only an obligation and a responsibility – it is also an 
honour. Mahalo.”

After the documents relevant for the repatriation to successfully take place, the 
paperwork was handed over. This comprised the dossier with the provenance research, 
a separate envelope containing the photographs of the human remains, official decla-
rations of deaccession and repatriation, and finally a declaration verifying the content 
of the containers for the airport authorities and a pro-forma invoice on the non-com-
mercial value of the iwi kupuna. 

Since the repatriation, conversations and further contacts have been established 
between Austria, the NHMW, Hawai‘i and the Hawai‘ian representatives, aiming at 
restoring humanity to the ancestors and helping to heal the trauma the European 
collectors and anthropologists inflicted on Hawai‘ian peoples. The authors truly hope 
that this beautiful and touching repatriation ceremony is the first step towards a better 
understanding and respect for each other. This also includes overcoming differences in 
continents, countries and cultures. Because at the very end of things, something that 
is always utterly important is aloha: love. 
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