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Information sheet on the voluntary return of three ethnographic cultural goods 
to South Africa from the Ethnographic Museum in Neuchâtel collection 
 

On 28 October 2025, the city of Neuchâtel conducted a handover ceremony to return three ethnographic 

objects from the collection of the Ethnographic Museum in Neuchâtel (MEN) collection to South Africa 

and to members of the Nkuna royal family. The city of Neuchâtel returned the cultural goods of its own 

volition.  

 

Origin of the cultural goods 

The three items were originally owned by the South African Nkuna royal family. Protestant missionary 

Henri-Alexandre Junod (1863–1934) from Neuchâtel, who worked in South Africa from 1889 to 1921, 

eventually brought them to Switzerland. The missionary had purchased several items during his stay in 

South Africa from the royal family there, which were used for ritual, spiritual or therapeutic ceremonies. 

According to the research conducted by the MEN, there are no indications of any problematic acquisition 

of the items by Junod. In fact, the historical archives tell of his admiration for the royal family. Junod also 

referred in his books to having bought one of the items directly from the prince’s widow. Junod sold the 

items to the MEN between 1899 and 1911 along with other objects for a nominal amount. 

 

A handover to mark the start of cultural cooperation 

Heirs of the Nkuna royal family initially approached the museum in 2016 to request the return of the 

three items, which they consider part of their spiritual heritage. One of the items is a basket with a 

divinatory game using bones as dice. The museum immediately indicated its willingness to initiate ad 

dialogue regarding the return of the objects. It also recognised the opportunity to develop a more com-

prehensive, joint project – beyond the return of the object: the process enabled the MEN to cultivate a 

relationship with the community from which the goods originated. Hence one of the priorities was to 

establish cultural cooperation, relational ethics to serve as a basis for future cooperation and know-how 

exchange between the Swiss museum and the South African institutions. The Federal Office of Culture 

(FOC) accompanied the process, and it attaches great importance to the symbolic value of the return of 

the objects and to the acknowledgement of mutual respect and dialogue.  

 

The Federal Office of Culture (FOC) supports and accompanies private individuals and institutions in 

Switzerland seeking to voluntarily return cultural goods to interested countries of origin. In such cases, 

the FOC acts as an intermediary, establishes contact with foreign representations and cooperates with 

the process up to the handover of the items. This commitment underlines the Swiss Confederation’s 

contribution to preserving the cultural heritage of mankind. 

 

General information is available on the website of the FOC: www.bak.admin.ch/kgt 
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The cultural goods 

The items are ethnographic cultural goods of great symbolic, cultural and spiritual significance for the 

group of people who created them, but of low monetary value.  

Carved wooden stick with the pommel in the form of a human head   

The stick has a round crown at the top. Henri Junod’s collection (1911) “No. 43. The old stick of the 

Regent Nkouna Mankhélou from at least 1850 (indigenous art prior to European influence).” 

 

 
 

Divination basket  

Game with bones used as dice comprising thirty numbered pieces (bones and shells) plus a braided 

basket with a cord looped through the top to serve as a handle. According to Henri Junod, the fortune-

telling bones were called “Boula”, which means “disclosure” and their nickname is “nhlolo”. This type 

of basket was mainly used by sorcerers for their medicine and bones. 
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“Bovine astragalus” amulet  

The bovine astragalus or talus is a cuboid-shaped bone from the foot of the animal, which is some-

times used in games of luck or as a part of certain types of divination basket. According to Junod, this 

piece represents one of the four cattle sacrificed following a battle. It was one of the sacred objects 

owned by Prince Mankhélou Shilubane. The following is written by Junod on the astragalus’s original 

label: “The astragalus of one of the four cattle offered by Sikororo in Igol as a penalty for the war 

(during the Boer War)”. This bone was kept by Mankhélou as an amulet at his “Gandjelo”, the village 

altar where the Thonga, an ethnic group mainly based in Limpopo province in South Africa, brought 

their sacrifices.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


