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African art needs to come home � and this
is why
The absence of artistic treasures is a huge loss to African countries’ economies and
contributes to a loss of national and personal identity
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African art dots museums across Europe and North America, gracing countries
where many Africans would be hard pressed to get a visa. In the Neues museum
in Berlin, the bust of Queen Nefertiti is lit and kept at a temperature to mimic
conditions in Egypt. Its grace radiantly reflects the meaning of her name: “the
beautiful one has come.” For Egypt and Africa, however, the beautiful one left.
Nefertiti has been in Germany since 1913, despite the fact Egypt has demanded
she be returned home.

Some argue that African art should stay in foreign countries, because with its
wars and poverty, Africa lacks the institutions and resources to protect these



precious works. Besides, there is the question of ownership: some say many of
these treasures were bought in the marketplace and that they belong to the
buyers. 

But the counter argument questions the legitimacy of such purchases, alleging
theft and looting by westerners. And as many point out, Africa is not a single
country; the entire continent is not melting in wars and without any capacity to
keep its treasures safe.

The problem is that by focusing on these polarised arguments, the real reason
African art needs to come home gets overlooked: the absence of artistic treasures
is a huge loss to Africa’s economy and society. Arts Council England estimates
that every £1 of salary paid by the arts and the culture industry generates an
additional £2.01 in the wider economy, by “attracting visitors; creating jobs and
developing skills; attracting and retaining businesses revitalising places; and
developing talent”. There are no such estimates for Africa, but arguably every
additional pound is more important to Africa than to England, and the economic
loss associated with missing art – or conversely, the economic gain from the
return of art – are significantly larger in Africa.



The value of art goes beyond simple economic value. Art can be educational, life-
enhancing and help to define our personal and national identities. The absence
of historical art creates an emptiness in the history and heritage of many African
countries, and we believe impacts personal motivation, creativity and
innovation.

There have been some government efforts to return African art to Africa. For
example, from France to Burkina Faso, and from Italy to Ethiopia. There are also
a few private efforts by rich African individuals to buy back African art. And
there are calls on donors to channel aid to build and strengthen cultural
institutions in Africa.

Between the polar arguments for and against the return of art, there is a middle
ground: repatriate African art without a transfer of ownership, using a
mechanism similar to foreign investment, but replacing the profit motive with a
social impact objective. An example of such potential foreign cultural investment
(FCI) could be Germany building a branch of the Neues Museum in Egypt and

The 1,700-year-old Axum Obelisk was brought to Rome
after the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1937 and was
returned in 2005 after years of campaigning by the
African nation. Photograph: Gregorio Borgia/AP



relocating Nefertiti (along with other Egyptian art currently not displayed) to that
branch. 

The revenue generated by the branch would complement official aid and benefit
the local and the national economy of Egypt. Or, the New York’s Metropolitan
Museum could open a branch in Cameroon and display the Bangwa Queen there.
Relocating art to Africa via FCI would also make use of the stockpiles of art that
gather dust in the back rooms of museums and art galleries. Promotion of this
mechanism would require a global stocktaking of African art and cultural assets
held in foreign museums, and there are currently no reliable estimates.

Improving governance in the destination country in Africa, reducing regulatory
barriers, and promoting skill development would be key to the success of FCI. A
minuscule effort in this direction is the British Museum’s Africa programme,
which works with museums across Africa to share skills for mutual benefit.
Louvre Abu Dhabi, a collaboration between France and the United Arab
Emirates, has also created a space for “dialogue between civilisations and
cultures”. Such mutual sharing of art and cultural property could be extended to
rich and poor countries worldwide.

FCI would greatly complement the efforts by African governments to promote
meaningful cultural tourism. Efforts to attract FCI could include renovation of
museums, transport and communication infrastructure, training local staff and
experts, enhancing research capacity, and hosting international art festivals. A
well-mounted effort would promote cultural diplomacy and demonstrate that
African and global leaders value African art and respect African heritage. And
above all, this could even inspire a new generation of African artists.

Dilip Ratha is a lead economist with the World Bank, Patrick Kabanda is a
commentator on culture and development, and is writing a book based on his
working paper, The Creative Wealth of Nations. The views expressed are the
authors’ own and they do not necessarily reflect those of the World Bank.
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America faces an epic choice...
... in the coming year, and the results will define the country for a generation.
These are perilous times. Over the last three years, much of what the Guardian
holds dear has been threatened – democracy, civility, truth. This US
administration is establishing new norms of behaviour. Anger and cruelty
disfigure public discourse and lying is commonplace. Truth is being chased away.
But with your help we can continue to put it center stage.

Rampant disinformation, partisan news sources and social media's tsunami of
fake news is no basis on which to inform the American public in 2020. The need



for a robust, independent press has never been greater, and with your support we
can continue to provide fact-based reporting that offers public scrutiny and
oversight. Our journalism is free and open for all, but it's made possible thanks to
the support we receive from readers like you across America in all 50 states.

On the occasion of its 100th birthday in 1921 the editor of the Guardian said,
"Perhaps the chief virtue of a newspaper is its independence. It should have a
soul of its own." That is more true than ever. Freed from the influence of an
owner or shareholders, the Guardian's editorial independence is our unique
driving force and guiding principle.

We also want to say a huge thank you to everyone who generously supports the
Guardian. You provide us with the motivation and financial support to keep
doing what we do. Every reader contribution, big or small is so valuable. Support
the Guardian from as little as $1 – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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