
Dialogue between Indigenous communit ies and European museums creates new ways of 
remembering, interpret ing, and engaging with heritage. These encounters are often tense and 
emot ionally charged, and can evoke joy, nostalgia, dreams, and, at t imes, crit icism of the 
presence of certain objects in museum collect ions. These interact ions reveal that Amazonian 
material heritage is a content ious f ield of fragmented memories and divergent perspect ives.
With the aim of revitalizing historical relat ionships between museums and Indigenous 
communit ies—by fostering a dialogue between contemporary Indigenous pract ices and the 
collect ions preserved in Europe—we understand Amazonian heritage as a dynam ic and 
relat ional process in which materiality, ecology, history, and territoriality intertwine beyond 
their geographical boundaries.
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A central component of the project “Heritage 
and Territoriality: Past, Present, and 
Future Percept ions Among the Tacana, 
Tsimane’, Mosetén, and Waiwai” was the 
rediscovery of ethnographic collect ions held 
in European museums. Through collaborat ive 
and interdisciplinary methodologies, these 
four peoples gained access to objects 
crafted by previous generat ions of their 
own communit ies and preserved at the 
Världskulturmuseet in Gothenburg (Sweden), 
the Museum der Weltkulturen in Frankfurt 
am Main, the Museum für Völkerkunde in 

Dresden, and the BASA Museum at the 
University of Bonn (Germany).
Established as public inst itut ions during 
the format ion of nat ion-states and the 
expansion of European colonialism, museums 
contributed for a long t ime to legit im ising 
power relat ions and dom inant narrat ives 
that marginalised other histories and forms 
of knowledge. In recent decades, however, 
many museums have begun to crit ically 
quest ion these legacies and become spaces 
for dialogue with source communit ies.
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INDIGENOUS RESEARCHERS 
AT EUROPEAN MUSEUMS

The researchers who part icipated in the 
project f irst encountered the objects of their 
peoples through photographs and catalogs, 
and later through visits to European 
museums in June 2024. This encounter 
demonstrated that the objects are not 
mere test imonies of the past, but material 
ent it ies endowed with vitality, capable 
of reawakening memories, emot ions, and 
knowledge among members of the peoples 
who produced them. Direct contact proved 
indispensable for bringing forth profound 

narrat ives and evoking cultural pract ices 
linked to the territory. The ethnographic 
collect ions preserved in European museums 
now offer an opportunity to create 
spaces for encounter between Indigenous 
communit ies and museums, where it is 
possible to revive knowledge, memories, and 
pract ices that had remained dormant. More 
than simply providing insight into the past, 
these experiences foster new relat ionships 
between Indigenous communit ies, museums, 
and objects in the present.

From left to right: Milton Marupa, Ariel Pache, Lucia Canare, José Caimani y Kantuta Lara. 
Photo: Felipe Gómez



Images trigger memories. But touching, observing, and handling 
objects helps reawaken knowledge that had lain dormant. 

Addit ionally, in some cases it was possible to broadcast live from 
the museums, allowing community members —part icularly elders— to 
part icipate in and witness this experience f irst-hand. 

The broadcasts sparked memories, revived names in 
Indigenous languages, and broadened part icipat ion. 
Digitalisat ion provides an addit ional bridge, not a 
subst itute for the physical experience.

They are not objects. 
They communicate, 
engage in dialogue, 

and connect.

We are here 
to explore the 

knowledge of our 
grandparents. 

We have to pave the way 
so that other people can 

come, too.

I haven’t seen any of this in forty years. 
Ever since the highway was built and many 

of these animals were hunted, we don’t 
make many of these objects anymore.

I don’t do it as much 
anymore, but we have 
wise people who can 

help us remember so we 
can keep making them.

It’s amazing to 
see the items my 
grandmothers or 

great-grandmothers 
have been working on. 

The designs of the 
objects are like a 

notebook written by 
our ancestors.

Catalogues, cards, visits, and 
livestreams made it possible 

to bring together communit ies 
and collect ions separated by 

more than a century.

The aim was not simply 
to study objects, but to 
strengthen memories, 
knowledge, and their 

transm ission to future 
generat ions.What the encounter with the 

objects awakened: 
Memories: “We remembered our ancestors 
and felt their presence” (Gladys 
Ybaguari) 

Knowledge: “I saw that they were the same 
materials our parents and grandparents 
taught us to work with.” (Carlos Yapoxi)

Indigenous languages: Part icipants 
rediscovered names, techniques, and 
meanings that were not recorded in 
museum databases.

Intergenerat ional relat ionships: The 
objects sparked conversat ions among 
elders, researchers, and young people 
about knowledge that is at risk of 
disappearing. 

We collect and organize photographs, records, and historical 
informat ion about the collect ions held in European museums. This 
work has helped us understand the quant ity and diversity of objects 
associated with each indigenous people and has made it easier to 
access this heritage before visit ing the museums.

A. Catalogs 
Find out what objects 
are in museums

The cards allowed each person to freely choose which objects 
they wanted to comment on. The images sparked memories of 
materials, techniques, rituals, people, and places.

I’ve tried to teach my 
grandson how to use it, but 
he doesn’t want to learn. 
Now that he knows even 
museums have one, I’m 

sure he’ll want to learn.

I recognize this! My wife 
used to make these pots 
and cook in them for the 

whole fam ily. 

My mom and my grandma 
did, too. Now we’re using 

only alum inum, but the food 
doesn’t taste the same.

B. Interact ion Cards  
Choosing, Comment ing, and 
Recalling Based on Images

C. Museum visits
Touching, observing, and 
recognizing objects in person

D. Live broadcasts
Sharing the experience with communit ies

Museums house thousands of indigenous art ifacts 
collected more than a century ago. Today, 
these places can become spaces for dialogue, 
collaborat ive research, and cultural revitalizat ion.

1. MUSEUMS AS 
PLACES OF ENCOUNTER

MUSEUMS
Instruments 
of power

One narrat ive

The stories and 
knowledge of 

Indigenous peoples 
are marginalized.
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Spaces of 
dialogue

Mult iple 
voices
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“us”

AFTER

To reconnect communit ies with the collect ions 
preserved in Europe, we developed a collaborat ive 
approach consist ing of four stages: catalogs, 
interact ive cards, museum visits, and live streams.

2. BUILDING BRIDGES 
BETWEEN COMMUNITIES 

AND MUSEUMS
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Why are our objects 
in these inst itut ions 

and so far from our 
territories?

Many of these objects 
were brought to Europe 
by explorers, travelers, 

and anthropologists more 
than a century ago.

Some are no longer 
made, but many 

remain alive in our 
communit ies.

Between Images, 
Objects, and 

Memories:
How the Tacana, Tsimane’, Mosetén, 
and Waiwai peoples reengaged with 

their collections in European museums We must record 
and document this 

knowledge, especially 
so that the next 

generat ion can put it 
into good pract ice.

It’s good for fanning 
a f ire and also for 

chasing away insects.

We’re fam iliar with 
this fan —we all have 

one at home. 
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The project Heritage and Territoriality: Past, present, and 
future percept ions among the Tacana, Tsimane’, Mosetén, 
and Waiwai seeks to comprehensively understand the meaning 
that these Amazonian indigenous peoples attribute to cultural 
heritage, both tangible and intangible. The project analyzes 
the relat ionship between heritage, territory, local knowledge, 
and percept ions of t ime and space, while also considering the 
pressures and threats these communit ies face. Through a 
comparative, interdisciplinary, and collaborat ive approach, the 
project highlights both the differences and sim ilarit ies among the 
part icipat ing peoples, promot ing the revaluat ion of heritage as 
a key element for cultural strengthening 
and territorial defense.

Project website More informat ion about the project, its 
act ivit ies, and results on the off icial 
website:
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