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Abstract 

 

Ethnographic collections in western museums such as the Royal Albert Memorial 

Museum (RAMM) carry many meanings, but by definition, they represent an 

intercultural encounter. This history of this encounter is often lost, overlooked, or 

obscured, and yet it has bearing on how the objects in the collection have been 

interpreted and understood. This thesis uncovers the hidden history of one particular 

collection in the RAMM and examines the multiple meanings that have been attributed 

to the objects in the collection over time. 

 

The Richard Dennett Collection was made in Africa in the years when European powers 

began to colonise the Congo basin. Richard Edward Dennett (1857-1921) worked as a 

trader in the Lower Congo between 1879 and 1902. The collection was accessioned by 

the RAMM in 1889.  

 

The research contextualises the collection by making a close analysis of primary source 

material which was produced by the collector and by his contemporaries, and includes 
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publications, correspondence, photographs and illustrations which have been studied in 

museums and archives in Europe and North America. 

 

Dennett was personally involved with key events in the colonial history of this part of 

Africa but he also studied the indigenous BaKongo community, recording his 

observations about their political and material culture. As a result he became involved in 

the institutions of anthropology and folklore in Britain which were attempting to 

explain, classify and interpret such cultures. Through examining Dennett’s history this 

research has been able to explore the Congo context, the indigenous society, and those 

European institutions which collected and interpreted BaKongo collections. 

 

The research has added considerably to the museum’s knowledge about this collection 

and its collector, and the study responds to the practical imperative implicit in a 

Collaborative Doctoral Project, by proposing a small temporary exhibition in the 

RAMM to explore these histories and meanings. In making this proposal the research 

considers the current curatorial debate concerning responsible approaches to colonial 

collections, and assesses some of the strategies that are being employed in museums 

today.  
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Chapter One. Introduction. 

 

The Collection. 

The Royal Albert Memorial Museum in Exeter (RAMM) houses an ethnographic 

collection of Designated Status in its World Cultures collection, which is recognised for 

its national and international significance.1 Among the many objects in these 

ethnographic holdings is a collection known as The Richard Dennett Collection which 

is made up of seventy-one objects collected between 1879 and 1889, from the area of 

West Central Africa that became known as “the Congo”.2 [Fig. 1, Fig. 4.] 

 

This collection includes baskets, musical instruments, pots, metal-working equipment 

and clothing. There are also minkisi, those complex agencies connected with the hidden 

world of the ancestors and spirits which could be activated by a specialist, the nganga. 

Richard Edward Dennett (1857-1921) made this collection during his first decade in 

Africa, when he was working for the Hatton and Cookson trading company in the 

Lower Congo. [Fig. 3.] He went to Africa in 1879 and his collection was accessioned by 

the museum in Exeter ten years later.  

 

The Collaborative Research Project.  

This thesis presents the results of an Arts and Humanities Research Council-funded 

Collaborative Doctoral Award project, undertaken with the University of Plymouth and 

                                                
1 The Royal Albert Memorial Museum World Cultures Collection received Designated Status from the 
Museum, Libraries and Archives Council in 1998. The collection includes more than 12,000 objects. See 
South West Museums Council. World Cultures Collections in the South West of England, Taunton: South 
West Museums Council, 1995, for an overview of the collection. 
2 Today seventy-one objects survive, accessioned in 1889 as 1889/9/39 to 9/1889/113. The register shows 
that three animal skins had to be destroyed. The date was not recorded. Albert Memorial Museum 
Accession Register, 1873-1901, RAMM Archive. 
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the Royal Albert Memorial Museum, (RAMM) Exeter.3 The museum itself is therefore 

integral to the study: it is the site from which the research launches and it is the place to 

which the discussion returns in the final chapter. It is kept in mind throughout the study 

of the objects’  and the collector’s histories.  

 

The collector, Richard Dennett, was a prolific writer and amateur ethnographer. His 

published and unpublished records allow access to some important contextual 

information concerning the collection. He lived in times which saw great turmoil in 

Africa and the devastating events that he witnessed in the Congo in the last decades of 

the nineteenth-century had direct impact on the community that created the objects in 

his collection. By studying Dennett’s records and history, an attempt has been made to 

recover some of the buried histories that surrounded the objects in their African context, 

as well as to explore some of the many meanings that have been attached to them over 

time.  

 

Because Dennett recorded his experiences, interpretations and observations in a wealth 

of documentation, it has been possible to examine not only the context in which the 

collection was made, but also the setting into which it was delivered and reinterpreted, 

in Britain. Dennett’s interest in collecting, writing and ethnographic research gradually 

introduced him to influential scholars of anthropology and folklore in Britain. Thus two 

disparate contexts, the perceived colonial “ frontier”  and the academic world of Europe, 

may be approached through Dennett’s history and his collection. 

 

                                                
3 The award and research project commenced in October 2007. 
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Methodology. 

The study has taken a period of history and used primary documentation to scrutinise 

events that took place, and the fieldwork element of the research was carried out mainly 

in western museums and archives. These have allowed documentation and collections 

which were contemporary with Dennett’s, to be accessed. This examination has led to a 

better understanding of the multiple interactions which led to such collections being 

made for western museums. The research has used Dennett’s specific history as a lens 

through which to view the particular conditions that accompanied the making of his 

collection at the end of the nineteenth century, so that commercial activities in Africa, 

indigenous institutions, and Victorian museum practices, all come under scrutiny.  

 

Because this was a time when the African voice in the western record was limited, there 

is an inevitable shortage of indigenous comment from the period. This is a typical 

reflection of the circumstances under examination, and Dennett’s history reveals some 

of the conditions that led to this silence. The archives and texts are to be understood, as 

Jonathan Benthall has written of the Royal Anthropological Institute’s photographic 

collection, as ‘precious deposit[s]of human understanding and misunderstanding’.4 The 

viewpoint revealed in these documents is often flawed and one-sided but this excavation 

of Dennett’s history reveals some of the reasons behind this, both in the colonial context 

and in the ethnographic museum. The research is a study of the past, but it is a study 

which can prepare the ground for further, more reciprocal research, in the present, and 

the future. 

 

                                                
4 Benthall, Jonathan. ‘Foreword’ in Edwards, Elizabeth, ed. Anthropology and Photography 1860-1920, 
New Haven: Yale, 1992. p. viii. 
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While this single collection in the RAMM has been selected for close examination in 

this research, there are many others in the World Cultures department whose meanings 

and histories would also be illuminated by a study of their collectors. However, Dennett 

is a particularly productive collector to study because he recorded his strong opinions 

about colonialism and about African philosophy; and because he engaged with circles 

of anthropological influence in Britain at the end of the nineteenth century.  

 

Traditionally the collector’s history has not been emphasised in permanent museum 

displays; indeed, objects may still be presented in some museums with no 

accompanying information about the original collector or donor. Nevertheless, recent 

initiatives have been drawing more attention to the agency of collectors. For example 

the Manchester Museum [Fig 5] makes a point of presenting some of the narratives 

which are connected with different donors in an introductory Museum Gallery. This 

illustrates the varied routes by which objects of many different kinds were brought to 

the museum. The re-developed RAMM will also make a feature of collectors’ histories 

in a new gallery which is due to open after the museum’s four-year re-development, in 

December 2011, under the title of ‘Finders Keepers?’ 5  

 

Two recent studies edited by Anthony Shelton confirm this movement which extends 

the attention being given to collectors.6 The two books concentrate solely on collectors 

and their impact on museums. One volume considers Collectors: Expressions of Self 

and Other; the second assesses Collectors: Individuals and Institutions.7 The first was 

prompted by a Horniman Museum Research Conference in 1997, where numerous 

                                                
5 Tony Eccles. Personal communication 24 June 2011.  
6 Anthony Shelton has also noted the contribution made by the Journal of the History of Collections 
(established in 1989) in fostering scholarship on the subject of collectors. Shelton, Anthony, ed. 
Collectors: Expressions of Self and Other, London: Horniman Museum, 2001(a), p. 17. 
7 Shelton, 2001, and Shelton, Anthony, ed. Collectors: Individuals and Institutions, London: Horniman 
Museum and University of Coimbra, 2001(b). 
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museum professionals turned their attention to the collectors represented in their 

collections finding that individual case studies supported multiple valuable lines of 

enquiry.8 Shelton explained:  

 
Simple and crude oppositions between positive objectification and subjective 
knowledge are now better acknowledged. Furthermore, exhibitions on 
ethnographic collectors....have demonstrated the public demand and appreciation 
of exhibitions that look at the subjective motivations underlying collecting.9  
 
 

In the same way this project will engage with the personal observations of the 

individual collector. His life can be used as a means of understanding more about the 

colonial and anthropological institutions in which he functioned, but his history also 

illuminates the collection, revealing information about the role of the objects, the 

society that produced them and the differing interpretations that have been applied to 

them over time. At the end of the collaborative research project these interconnected 

narratives will be presented in a small temporary exhibition to be held at the RAMM 

when it re-opens.10 

 

Approaching the collection through its collector’s history has called for a multi-

disciplinary methodology, which allows the multiple contexts in which Dennett and the 

objects operated to be assessed. Aspects of pre-colonial and colonial African history, 

early anthropology and ethnography, museum theory and art history have all been 

required in the analysis. As the introduction will show, critical methods from 

postcolonial studies, cultural theory and the anthropology of art have all informed the 

research. 

 
                                                
8 Shelton, 2001(a), p.17. 
9 Shelton, 2001(a), p.17. 
10 The RAMM will re-open after the thesis is submitted. The exhibition is not, therefore, an element to be 
examined but is seen as a valuable collaborative experience and a stimulus for discussion about the 
practical issues and responsibilities involved in contemporary museum ethnography. 
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The study is structured around four strands in Dennett’s accounts which shed light on 

different but interconnected areas: Colonialism; indigenous culture; material culture; 

and museum collecting. The second chapter explores his involvement with the urgent 

acquisition of land and goods by the new colonial regimes in Africa. Dennett’s accounts 

record the events leading up to European expansion in the Congo region, and his letters 

and publications show he expressed vigorous criticism to some of the Free State’s 

methods. The third chapter investigates Dennett’s changing interpretations of 

indigenous social and political systems. His changing perspectives influenced the way 

that Dennett understood the objects that he had collected, and these interpretations are 

the subject of the fourth chapter. This is a longer section than the other chapters, as it is 

intended to provide the RAMM with a contextualised interpretation of individual pieces 

in the collection. The fifth chapter examines Dennett’s involvement with European 

museums and with anthropological scholarship and it highlights the important role that 

traders in the Congo played in the formation of ethnographic collections. The 

investigation then moves in the sixth chapter to the present day, and situates the 

research in the context of contemporary museum practice. It asks, in the spirit of the 

collaborative project, how these insights about the collection might be used in an 

exhibition in the RAMM today. The final chapter reviews the research and the proposed 

exhibition and assesses the methodology which has allowed so many hidden histories 

and meanings to be unearthed, examined, and presented, in the thesis and the display. 

 

Richard Dennett. 

Richard Edward Dennett worked in Africa between 1880 and 1918. He left England in 

December 1879 and worked at various sites in Hatton and Cookson’s trading “factories” 
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on the Congo River and coast, until he moved to Nigeria in 1902.11 In Nigeria he 

became an Assistant Conservator of Forests for the British Colonial Service.12 Dennett’s 

family was based in Devon when he began his career and it is possible that his father, a 

clergyman in a parish outside Exeter, had encouraged him to contribute his collection to 

what was then named the Albert Memorial Museum.13 This study concentrates on the 

period when Dennett was working in the Congo region, between 1879 and 1902, but 

because his key work on the BaVili was not published until after he had left the Congo, 

the time-span under consideration is extended to include the years 1905 and 1906.14  

 

Plentiful documentation connected with the collector has allowed a picture to be built 

up of the man, his ideas, and the complexities of the contexts in which he made his 

collection. Early in his career Dennett began to study the political and spiritual world of 

the BaKongo and his interpretations and theories were published in various forms 

throughout his life. Dennett was also involved in several incidents in the events of the 

“Scramble for Africa”: meeting with Pierre Savorgnan De Brazza, being involved in the 

treaty of Chimfuma (in which Portugal made its claim to land north of the Congo River) 

and he was even proposed to lead the Emin Pasha Relief Expedition, (which was 

supervised, in the event, by Henry Morton Stanley). Dennett vigorously opposed the 

extreme strategies employed by the “Congo Free State” to monopolise profits under 

King Leopold II of Belgium. He vociferously resisted the actions of the concession 

                                                
11 “Factories” will be discussed further in Chapter Two, but these were not centres of manufacture, but 
were rather depots for the collection and storage of African goods brought from inland sources, to be 
traded with European goods brought to the coast by ship. Some processes were carried out at the 
factories, for instance, to prepare palm kernels into palm oil, but they were primarily centres for the 
exchange of goods. 
12 Dennett, Richard Edward. ‘Agricultural Progress in Nigeria.’ Journal of the Royal African Society,  
Vol. 18, no. 72, (1919), p. 267.  
13 The Albert Memorial Museum was given the designation ‘Royal’ after the Duke and Duchess of York 
came to Exeter to open the recently built ‘York Wing’ in 1899. Exeter City Council. The Royal Albert 
Memorial Museum: A Brief Description of its History and Collections, Exeter: Cole and Sons, 1964, p. 3.  
14 For example see Dennett, Richard Edward. ‘Bavili Notes.’ Folklore, Vol.16, no. 4, (1905(a)) pp. 371-
406; and Dennett, Richard Edward. At the Back of the Black Man’s Mind, London: Macmillan, 1906.  
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companies which dominated the State, and he worked to expose the cruelties that 

accompanied their methods of rubber and ivory collection from the Congo interior. His 

activity resulted in his expulsion from the Free State and Dennett was moved to the then 

French Congo. His career with Hatton and Cookson came to an abrupt end in 1902 

when European concession companies, like those in the Free State, were also introduced 

in the French possessions.15 

 

After Dennett left the Congo coast he began to support Edmund Dene Morel and Consul 

Roger Casement, in their campaign for Congo reform. The three men became, and 

remained, good friends. Dennett was also influenced by Mary Kingsley who had stayed 

at his factory in Cabinda in 1893 and who arranged to have his work published by the 

Folklore Society. Dennett and Kingsley shared the hope that colonial governments 

would make more use of use ethnographic research in their management of African 

societies. They were also united by their deep interest in the spiritual world of African 

communities, studying their indigenous rituals and laws. 

 

Dennett’s collection in Exeter reflects this interest in the spiritual life. Many of the 

objects are connected with the invisible world of the ancestors. As well as masks and 

costumes there are several minkisi figures. There are also minkisi in the form of shells, 

horns, baskets, a rattle and pots. All these minkisi acted as containers for carefully 

composed bilongo, the active compound which was made by the specialist from 

ingredients which included grave-earth, mixed with visually or verbally significant 

material. As well as minkisi there are masks, a fringed waistband that was probably used 

by an nganga, and a full feathered costume with a double-faced mask. 

 

                                                
15 See Morel, E. D. The Black Man’s Burden, London: The National Labour Press, 1920, p. 42.  
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There is no contemporary first-hand indigenous account to explain the meanings of 

these objects and if Dennett left any explanatory information with the collection in 

Exeter it has long-since disappeared. This study has examined Dennett’s writing to 

glean interpretations about how the material functioned in its original context, but it has 

also been necessary to drawn on later sources in order to balance his views with 

interpretations that privilege an indigenous viewpoint. In particular the works of Wyatt 

MacGaffey, which draw on the texts that were gathered by the Swedish Protestant 

missionary Karl Laman, have been consulted to gain this balance.16 

 

Over time Dennett’s ethnographic interpretations became increasingly eccentric and 

speculative. He began to argue that he had found a formula in the languages and socio-

political structures of French Congo and Southern Nigeria, a formula which he 

imagined lying ‘at the back of the black man’s mind’.17 Dennett’s formula gained little 

recognition among his peers, but he was nonetheless convinced of its universal value, 

and he continued his search for evidence of this after leaving the Congo. 18 His 

enthusiasm led him to search for philosophical meaning in the structure of other African 

languages and this apparently surpassed any earlier interest in material culture such as 

that which had led to the collection now kept in the RAMM. 

 

Terminology, Geography and Apology. 

Before discussing the literature which provides the academic background to this study, 

an explanation is required for some of the problematic vocabulary that has had to be 

                                                
16 See p. 21 of this chapter on Karl Laman. 
17 Dennett explained that he named his study of BaKongo society At the Back of the Black Man’s Mind 
‘to imply that I would like to get there [rather] than to assert that I have actually solved all the problems 
that lie concealed there’. Dennett, 1906, p. vi.  
18 See for example, Dennett, Richard Edward. My Yoruba Alphabet, London: Macmillan, 1916, p. ix, p.1. 
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used in this thesis. The material at the core of the research arises from a place and a time 

whose terminology is shot through with difficulty. The geography alone is complicated, 

and its language loaded: “The Congo” was defined by people who had originated 

outside Africa in the nineteenth century. Long before that the region from coastal 

Ambrizette, inland to Mbanza Kongo, (both south of the Congo River) up to the Quilo 

River (north of the Congo River) had been known as the Kongo Kingdom.  

[Fig. 2, Fig. 3.]  

 

Portuguese exploration at the end of the fifteenth century had found a flourishing 

centralised kingdom with its capital at Mbanza Kongo, which the Portuguese named 

San Salvador.19 After initial contact with the west in 1482 the expansion of the Atlantic 

slave trade in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries so weakened the Kingdom’s 

authority that new sub-kingdoms gained power.20 In Dennett’s time these were known 

as Ngoio, Kacongo and Loango, with Sonyo south of the Congo River’s mouth.  

[See Fig. 3 and Fig. 4.] 

 

Between 1880 and 1885 these lands were appropriated by France, Portugal and the 

Congo Free State, with little regard to existing indigenous political and social groups. In 

subsequent years the colonised states were included in French Equatorial Africa (known 

as Middle Congo), Angola and Belgian Congo. At Independence, both Belgian Congo 

and French Congo became Republics, distinguishing themselves by their capital cities, 

                                                
19 For a history of the region see Martin, Phyllis. The External Trade of the Loango Coast 1576-1870: 
The Effects of Changing Commercial Relations on the Vili Kingdom of Loango, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1972; Thornton, John. Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World, 1400-
1800, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998; Vansina, Jan. Paths in the Rainforest: Towards a 
History of Political Tradition in Equatorial Africa, Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1990; and 
Friedman, Kasja Ekholm. Catastrophe and Creation: The Transformation of an African Culture, Chur: 
Harwood, 1991.  
20 The trade in slaves arose within decades of the arrival of the Portuguese and resulted in the breakdown 
of Kongo authority. For detailed history of this process see Martin, 1972. 
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Brazzaville and Leopoldville.21 Under President Mobutu, Congo-Leopoldville was 

known as Zaire and the capital became Kinshasa. Since 1997 it has been called the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and its neighbour, the Republic of Congo. The 

contested exclave of Cabinda, once a Portuguese Protectorate, is claimed by Angola but 

continues to insist on its autonomy.  

 

At the time that Dennett and his colleagues were trading, the whole area was regularly 

designated as the Congo, without making a distinction between the Portuguese, French 

and Free State. In Europe the Congo River Basin had been referred to in discussions 

accompanying the initial negotiations over European possessions and “the Congo” 

became a commonly used, abbreviated term.22 It has proved necessary to use this term 

in this study, despite its lack of specificity and its colonial taint, since so many of the 

primary sources do not indicate precise geographical locations. Places are often referred 

to generically as the Congo in these texts with little use of indigenous names. When 

“the Congo” is used here it will therefore signal a reference to events from the 

nineteenth- or early twentieth-century colonial era. Any allusions to post-independence 

history will use the current nations’ names.  

 

Members of Kongo society are known as the BaKongo (Kongo people). Their language 

is called KiKongo or Kongo. In this study the term “Kongo” will be used to indicate the 

people or the language but not the place. The words BaKongo or Kongo may be used in 

the text to replace Dennett’s frequently used term “native” unless a direct quote is being 

given. Dennett studied the particular sub-group of the BaKongo known as the BaVili 

                                                
21 i.e. Congo-Brazzaville and Congo-Kinshasa.  
22 See Stanley, H. M. The Congo and the Founding of Its Free State: A Story of Work and Exploration, 
London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle and Rivington, 1885. Harry Johnston discussed the popular 
adoption of the term ‘Free State’ in Johnston, Harry Hamilton. George Grenfell and the Congo: A History 
and Description of the Congo Independent State and Adjoining Districts of Congoland, London: 
Hutchinson, 1908, p. x. 
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after 1890, and their name will be used wherever this is supported by the evidence.23 

Dennett often used the spelling, “Bavili”  rather than “BaVili ” ; however, for consistency, 

this thesis will use “BaVili ”  to designate the Vili people, but Dennett’s variations of the 

word will be reproduced as they appear in quotations from his writing and in the titles 

of his texts. 

 

The BaKongo were also known colloquially as “Fjort” or “Fiort” , a term which Dennett 

thought to be a corruption of the Portuguese word filhote, meaning a young son, a boy, 

or a ‘rascal’.24 However Phyllis Martin has refuted this derivation, and has argued that 

the term originates in the KiKongo word for ‘black’ .25 She chose not to use the term 

since it has been used so inaccurately and loosely: she explained that it has been used 

‘to describe the Vili, the inhabitants of the Loango kingdom at its widest point, all 

Kongo peoples living north of the Congo River and the Kongo language’.26  

 

The language used to discuss the actual collection at the centre of the study must also be 

explained. The umbrella term “artefact” or “object” has been chosen over the term “art” 

here, not because the creative, communicative or technical qualities of the objects are 

called into question in any way, but because a contemporary western understanding of 

the word “art” raises notions of aesthetics, criticism, collecting, and the art-market 

which were not active in the society that produced the objects at the time.27 While 

                                                
23 The KiKongo dialect used by the BaVili was pronounced as “TchiVili”. Dennett chose to write this as 
“XiVili” and explained his use of the letter X (in contradistinction to Reverend Bentley’s and 
Monseigneur Carrié’s orthography) in At the Back of the Black Man’s Mind (Dennett, 1906, p. 5). His use 
of X is distinctive and it has helped to identify his handwriting in connection with another collection of 
Congo objects now at the Pitt Rivers Museum. (See Chapter Five). 
24 Dennett, 1906, p. 4. This term, like “native”, is therefore avoided for its paternalistic and racist 
overtones. 
25 Martin, 1972, p. 3. 
26 Martin, 1972, p. 3. 
27 The subtlety of this distinction is of course problematic but is meant to draw a time-specific distinction. 
This art/artefact issue is discussed further in the literature review below.  
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inadequate on many other levels the words “artefact” or “object” have been used to 

avoid these connotations.28 

 

It was impossible to use an indigenous term to refer to the collection as a whole because 

so many different genres of items are included in it. There are bits of wood-bark, horns, 

bowls, bellows, musical instruments, a ball of tobacco and several pipes as well as the 

masks, costume and rattles that point to ritual or divinatory use. Those objects with 

spiritual or magical properties are especially difficult to classify with one term. Where 

possible, the terms nkisi (singular) or minkisi (plural) have been used, but it is not 

always clear if an object (such as a horn or a box or a basket) has definitely been used as 

an nkisi. The frequently-used terms from the time were or “fetish” or “charm” but these 

connect minkisi with European ideas of idolatry, magic, folklore and superstition, which 

are structured in western assumptions of culture, progress and civilisation.29 As the 

word “fetish” was also used to denote the stockroom where the Europeans stored their 

imported goods in the factories, it serves to give an indication of the value that both 

African and European white traders placed on these goods.30 When referring to minkisi 

Dennett preferred to avoid the term “fetish” and used variants of the word nkisi instead. 

Direct quotes from Dennett in this thesis have retained his original spelling, which may 

include the forms nkisi, nkiss, nkici or nkissi.  

                                                
28 These terms are also inadequate as they are artificial constructs which attempt to imply neutrality and 
objectivity but they can obscure the maker’s creativity. Alternatives have been sought but so far no word 
has been found that will adequately convey both the creativity of the maker and the cultural significance 
of the thing made, without unhelpful connotations from western value systems. The term “power object” 
has been used recently for minkisi but MacGaffey has questioned this. While recognising it as a ‘laudable’ 
attempt to escape the concept of the “fetish”, he argues nonetheless that the term simply reclassifies the 
Kongo object within another system that belongs to the western viewer’s ‘cognitive and moral universe’. 
MacGaffey, Wyatt. ‘“Magic, or as We Usually Say, Art”: A Framework for Comparing European and 
African Art’ in Schildkrout, Enid and Keim, Curtis, eds., The Scramble for Art in Central Africa, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998, p. 228.  
29 Other definitions of “fetishism” and its connection with excess, deficiency, and ‘the West’s hidden 
history of sex, mind and commodity’ are analysed in Shelton, Anthony, ed. Fetishism: Visualising Power 
and Desire, London: Lund Humphries, 1995(a), (citation from Shelton’s ‘Introduction’ to the book, p. 8). 
30 See Dennett, Richard Edward. Seven Years among the Fjort: Being an English Trader’s Experiences in 
the Congo District, London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle and Rivington, 1887(a), p. 134. 
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There are also a number of words in this study which may disguise questionable 

practices with an apparent cloak of neutrality. “Collection” is one of them, 

“ethnography” is another.31 These words are used here in the understanding that the 

innocent-sounding activity of “collecting” could in fact be manipulative, destructive and 

damaging, and that “ethnography” has been used at times to repress communities and to 

impose racist hierarchies.32  

 

Finally an apology must be made for the use of the terms “western” and “non-western”. 

“Western” uses a geographical marker to indicate a complex that is in fact conceptual 

and which does not exist in geographical space: (the “west” is only defined in 

opposition to the “east” as a conceit arising from cultural distinction).33 “Non-western” 

adds a negative to this already questionable term and alienates the identity it creates 

with a further exclusion. However, despite a search for alternatives no satisfactory 

alternative has been found. The terminology of the “west” and “non-western” has 

reluctantly been employed, while recognising the limitations of this vocabulary.34 When 

                                                
31 On the vagaries of “collecting” in the Congo see Fabian, Johannes. Out of Our Minds: Reason and 
Madness in the Exploration of Central Africa, Berkley: University of California Press, 2000; also Fabian, 
Johannes. ‘Curios and Curiosity: Notes on reading Torday and Frobenius’ in Schildkrout, Enid and Keim, 
Curtis, eds., The Scramble for Art in Central Africa, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998,  
pp. 79-108.  
32 This has been addressed in many works, but for a discussion of how racist representations were 
sustained through museum ethnography, see Coombes, Annie. Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material 
Culture and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and Edwardian England, New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1994. For works about ethnography that were influential at this time see Keane, A. H. 
Man Past and Present, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1899 and Keane, A. H. Ethnology, 1895, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1916.  
33 These terms are discussed at length in Hall, Stuart. ‘The West and the Rest: Discourse and Power’ in 
Hall, Stuart and Gieben, Bram, eds. Formations of Modernity, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992, pp. 276-
331. Olu Oguibe uses the term ‘Western’ when discussing the experience of contemporary African artists 
as in, for example, Oguibe, Olu. The Culture Game (1993), Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2004. However the same subject is discussed using the terminology of the Global South, in the exhibition 
catalogue, South Meets West, Bern: Kunsthalle Bern, 2000. 
34 Perhaps it is necessary to follow Susan Hiller in acknowledging that very many ‘constructed categories 
deriving from a specific history’ are used in this discussion and that these words ‘should always be read 
as entirely problematic and as though surrounded by inverted commas/quotation marks’  [Hiller’s italics]. 
Hiller, Susan, ed. The Myth of Primitivism: Perspectives on Art, London: Routledge, 1991, p. 4. 
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referring to present-day cross-cultural situations it is hoped that specific artists and 

communities can be named rather than using such generalised terms. 35 Finally, the 

generic term “European” has sometimes been used here to indicate the dominant 

expatriate power in the Congo despite the fact that individuals from other parts of the 

world, including the United States of America, were active in the region at the time. For 

example (see Chapter Two) Henry Morton Stanley falls into both camps as he was born 

in Wales but reinvented himself as an American. The New York Herald famously 

financed his expedition to find Henry Livingstone in 1871, and this paper was joined by 

the British Daily Telegraph in funding Stanley’s expedition from the East to the West 

coast of Africa in 1875-1877. Colonel Williams was an African American; while King 

Leopold II’s colonial project was supported by American financier, Henry Shelton 

Sanford. 

 

The Literature. 

The multiplicity of issues being considered through Dennett’s history is reflected in the 

wide range of literature that has informed this study. As stated already, the core of the 

investigation is framed around the four main areas which engaged Dennett’s attention in 

the period between 1880 and 1905. These, the colonial context; the indigenous society; 

the objects themselves; and the museum and scholarly institutions in Europe where such 

collections were interpreted, are addressed first in this literature review.36 Then, because 

                                                
35 The distinctions between global cultures are, of course, less clear now than they were in Dennett’s day. 
Indeed as Per Rekdal has argued, ‘[i]t has hardly any meaning any more to talk about “the West” and 
“western forms of expression” as something having its dynamism localized to Western Europe and North 
America. The “Western” is now a global form of expression with just as many variants, places of origin 
and places of use as cars, clothes, TV’s, soccer games and contemporary art’. Rekdal, Per. ‘From 
Primitive Art, to Modern Art, to Contemporary African Art.’ Unpublished discussion sent with personal 
communication from Tone Simenson, University of Oslo. I am grateful to Tone for her interesting 
conversations about this research.  
36 These dates have been made into a round number of twenty-five years but in fact Dennett arrived in 
Africa in 1879, and left French Congo in 1902. The collection was accessioned in Exeter in 1889, but it 
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this collaborative project is also concerned with the current life of the museum, the 

survey will also address some of the key issues that face curators in ethnographic 

museums today. To conclude, the “methodology of multiplicity”  which has been 

adopted in this thesis will be explained with reference to ideas from anthropological and 

museological writers who deal with the construction of alterity and identity, arguing for 

plural, interdisciplinary approaches to research. 

 

The Colonial Context. 

Chapter One draws attention to the conflicts that Dennett himself experienced in Africa 

at the time the collection was made. Kajsa Ekholm Freidman has analysed the 

disruption that followed the “opening up” of the Congo region.37 She clearly 

distinguished between the social cohesion that existed before colonisation and the 

disintegration that followed. Freidman argued that the rise in witchcraft, poison ordeals 

and increased use of minkisi in Kongo communities after 1879 was a direct response to 

the violence and incomprehensible behaviour meted out by the white foreigners, who 

had broken up existing communities and undermined indigenous systems of 

government. She suggested that colonial disruption led chiefs to lose power and those 

who had previously controlled the means of government were now undermined by the 

increasingly dominant banganga38. Dennett’s early observations certainly indicate that 

the banganga and the retributive badungu were particularly active on the coast when he 

arrived and that accusations of witchcraft were rife.39 The powers of the minkisi 

minkondi to hunt down and punish an ill-doer were also in great demand.  

                                                                                                                                          
was not installed with the other ethnographic collections until c. 1904. because of this, and because some 
of Dennett’s key ethnographic writing was not published until after he moved away from Loango, the 
study has been loosely bracketed by the years from 1880 to 1905. 
37 Friedman,1991. 
38 Singular nganga, plural banganga. 
39 The ndungu was a costumed and masked figure who judged the people’s misdemeanours. 
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Phyllis Martin’s study of the trade systems in the Congo prior to the colonial period 

demonstrates how Africans and Europeans had interacted over exchange of goods (and 

slaves) for over three hundred years.40 The trade was conducted at the coast and the 

inland supply routes were managed by Africans. As the nineteenth century saw the last 

slave-ship depart (and this was not until 1867) trade in other products increased, notably 

in palm oil and ivory. The trading factories were established in the locations where 

slaving ports had been. Boma on the River Congo and Loango were two of the most 

significant of these.41 Trading arrangements were based on the involvement of an 

African middle-man who was able to become wealthy as he negotiated the prices 

between the factory and the supplier, taking a commission for his services. Dennett’s 

contemporary, the Reverend William Holman Bentley explained that the linguisters, or 

middle-men, could take thirty to fifty per cent of the profit made in these transactions.42  

 

Like Friedman and Martin, John Thornton has also used the records of European 

travellers from the fifteenth century onwards, to examine the cultures that existed along 

the coast of Africa. He has shown how Africans played an active role in the 

development of commerce in the Atlantic world.43 However, completely different 

conditions were introduced under the new rules of the concession companies of the 

Congo Free State. Africans lost autonomy in these procedures of trade and were forced 

into unwaged labour as a form of taxation by companies who now claimed all 

unoccupied land and its produce. Jan Vansina has called this time an ‘apocalyptic 

                                                
40 Martin, 1972. 
41 Boma was the initial ‘capital of the Congo’. Vansina, Jan. ‘Photographs of the Sankuru and Kasai River 
Basin Undertaken by Emil Torday (1876-1931) and M. W. Hilton Simpson (1881-1936)’ in Edwards, 
Elizabeth, ed. Anthropology and Photography 1860-1920, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992,  
p. 193. 
42 Bentley, William Holman. Pioneering on the Congo. London: Religious Tract Society, 1900, Vol. 1,  
p. 73, cited in Freidman, 1991, p. 52. 
43 Thornton, 1998, p. 44.  
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conquest’ in the equatorial rain forest and the period after 1879 is defined by him as the 

one which brought about the ‘death of a tradition’.44  

 

Dennett witnessed these rapid changes. His concerns about the injustices of the system 

were raised in articles and correspondence for the Manchester Geographical Society in 

1886, 1887, and1890.45 He also voiced his observations about the impact of Europeans 

in the Congo in his first book, Seven Years Among the Fjort in 1887, and explained this 

further in personal correspondence with Morel in 1914.46 Photographs in his books and 

in his lantern slide collection present a fixed picture of the trader’s settlements on the 

rivers and coasts of the Congo, but his texts indicate how rapidly these were being 

challenged and adapted by the competitive companies pushing inland.47 

 

Other contemporary accounts amplify or clarify Dennett’s commentary on the 

Europeans’ impact on the local people. The works of the Baptist missionaries, William 

Holman Bentley and John Weeks, also describe the expansion of colonial forces into the 

interior of the region.48 The British explorer, artist, writer and colonial administrator, 

Harry Johnston provides a vivid account, initially celebratory and later critical of the 

Belgian King’s “Free State”.49 Henry Morton Stanley’s own books present his particular 

                                                
44 Vansina, 1990, p. 239. 
45 Dennett, Richard Edward. ‘The Congo: From a Trader’s Point of View.’ Manchester Geographical 
Society, Vol. 2, nos. 7-12, (1886), pp. 283-306; Dennett, Richard Edward. ‘Correspondence.’ Journal of 
the Manchester Geographical Society, Vol. 3, nos. 1-6, (1887(b)), pp. 112-123; Dennett, Richard Edward. 
‘The Fjort: The Manners and Customs of the Native Congo People.’ Journal of the Manchester 
Geographical Society, Vol. 6, nos. 1-3 (1890), pp. 26-29. 
46 Dennett, 1887; Letter from Richard Dennett to E. D. Morel, from the Royal Societies Club, St James 
Street, London, 23 December 1914. London School of Economics, E. D. Morel Archive ref. F8/38/M473. 
47 Dennett’s lantern slide collection is kept at the Royal Anthropological Institute, London, and is known 
as the Richard Dennett Collection.  
48 Bentley, Rev. William Holman. Dictionary and Grammar of the Kongo Language, London: Baptist 
Missionary Society, 1887; Bentley, 1900; Weeks, John H. Among Congo Cannibals, London: Seeley, 
Service and Co., 1913(a); Weeks, John H. Congo Life and Folklore, London: The Religious Tract 
Society, 1911. 
49 Compare Johnston, Harry Hamilton. The River Congo from Its Mouth to Bolobo, London: Sampson 
Low, Marston, Searle and Rivington, 1884, and Johnston, 1908. 
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version of the colonial project which he had encouraged by his mapping of the Congo 

River.50 

 

These observations of the transition that took place in the years immediately after 

Dennett arrived in Angola and Congo are usefully supplemented by the commentary of 

another trader, R. Cobden Phillips. Phillips’ thoughtful analysis, The Social System of 

the Lower Congo of 1887, explains his understanding of how Kongo society had 

regulated itself before the European forces began their appropriation of land and 

domination of communities.51 Like Dennett, Phillips warned against the methods the 

foreign governments had adopted, but was ignored.  

 

All these are inevitably Eurocentric accounts, but they present a vivid picture of the 

traumatic events that occurred in the brief period from 1879-1890 and which led to the 

rise of independent concessionary companies. These unregulated companies sought 

maximum profit so that threats, violence, enslavement and murder became their 

methods of coercion and thousands of Africans were forced to collect and carry rubber 

and ivory over long and hazardous treks to the depots.52 

 

The attitudes expressed by the writers vary greatly. Dennett and Phillips had great 

respect for African traders and were suspicious of white treaty-makers; on the other 

hand many missionaries suspected the white traders and criticised their morals and 

                                                
50 Stanley, Henry M. Through the Dark Continent, or the Sources of the Nile around the Great Lakes of 
Equatorial Africa and Down the Livingstone River to the Atlantic Ocean, 2 Vols., London: Sampson 
Low, Marston, Searle and Rivington, 1878; Stanley, 1885; Stanley, Henry M. In Darkest Africa, or the 
Quest, Rescue and Retreat of Emin Governor of Equatoria, London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle and 
Rivington, 1890. 
51 Phillips, R. Cobden. ‘The Social System of the Lower Congo.’ The Journal of the Manchester 
Geographical Society, Vol. 3 (1887), pp. 154-169. 
52 Morel’s chapter on ‘The Story of the Congo Free State’ in Morel, 1920, pp. 109-126, presents some of 
the statistics; see also Phillips, 1887 and Johnston, 1908.  
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involvement with the “liquor trade”. Some early ethnographers were critical of the 

proselytising activities of the missionaries, while explorers disagreed over the merits of 

Africa and her people. Despite their differences these all became subject to the vagaries 

of the colonial powers directed from the distant capitals of Europe. 

 

Indigenous Society. 

Because of the long history of contact between Africa and the west from 1482 onwards, 

a number of early accounts of the indigenous coastal societies and their kingdoms exist. 

Those of Olfert Dapper, Jerome Merolla, Abbé Proyart, Andrew Battel and Filippo 

Pigafetta provide notable descriptions of the communities which were later known to 

Dennett.53 These works recorded a visual and verbal impression of the courts and the 

“laws and customs” of the BaKongo society over the centuries, describing the centre of 

power initially at Mbanza Kongo, and later under the King of Loango. Dennett was 

aware of these older sources. He referred in his work to the accounts of Kongo history 

given by all the above authors, except Dapper.54 He also read the more recent travel 

records of James Tuckey, Richard Burton, William Winwoode Reade and John Joachim 

Monteiro.55  

                                                
53 Battell, Andrew. ‘The Strange Adventures of Andrew Battel of Leigh in Essex, Sent by the Portugals to 
Angola, Who Lived There and in the Adjoining Regions, near Eighteen Years’; Dapper, Olfert. ‘Africa: 
Being a Description of the Regions ... Customs, Modes and Manners ... And Inexhaustible Treasure’ , 
1670; Merolla, Jerome. ‘A Voyage to Congo and Several Other Countries, Chiefly in Southern Africk’ 
1732; and Proyart, L’Abbé. ‘Histoire De Loango, Kakongo Et Autres Royaumes’ 1766; are all in 
Pinkerton, John, ed. A General Collection of the Best and Most Interesting Voyages and Travels in All 
Parts of the World, Vol. 16, London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, and Orme, 1814. Pigafetta, Filippo. ‘A 
report on the Kingdom of Congo, a Region of Africa ... Drawn out of the Writings of Odoardo Lopez by 
P. Pigafetta. Translated out of Italian by A. Hartwell, London, 1597’ in Churchill, Awnsham, ed. A 
Collection of Voyages and Travels, London: Thomas and Osborne, 1745.  
54 Dennett, Richard Edward. ‘A Few Notes on the History of Luango (Northern Portion of Congo Coast).’ 
Journal of the Royal African Society, Vol. 3, no. 11 (1904(c)), pp. 277-280. 
55 Tuckey, Captain James. Narrative of an Expedition to Explore the River Zaire, Usually Called the 
Congo in South Africa in 1816, under the Direction of Captain J.K. Tuckey, London: John Murray, 1818; 
Burton, Richard. Wanderings in West Africa from Liverpool to Fernando Po, 2 Vols, London: Tinsley 
Brothers, 1863; Burton, Richard. Two Trips to Gorilla Land and the Cataracts of the Congo, London: 
Sampson Low, Marston, Low, and Searle, 1876; Winwoode Reade, William. The African Sketch-Book, 
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Robert Farris Thompson has drawn on these early sources to describe the old Kongo 

kingdoms.56 Thompson identified the centre of government in Kongo society as a 

‘cemetery’  which linked the living with those ancestors who had lived and died 

before.57 In Four Moments of the Sun he developed ideas surrounding the two parallel 

worlds of the living and the dead in Kongo culture. Thompson drew both on the older, 

sixteenth- and seventeenth- century European authors and on more recent twentieth- 

century African accounts of Kongo social organisation to present his interpretation of 

the unseen world of the BaKongo.58  

 

Wyatt MacGaffey has studied the body of ethnographic work that was collected by the 

Swedish protestant missionary Karl Laman, in great detail and his extensive work has 

been an essential source for this project. The texts that Laman compiled were written by 

catechists and educated BaKongo at the end of the first decade of the twentieth century. 

They provided answers to questions that had been posed by Laman in questionnaires 

about Kongo society and religious beliefs. MacGaffey first used these texts when 

working with John Janzen on An Anthology of Kongo Religion which was published in 

1974.59 Since then he has made many further detailed studies of Laman’s archive and 

used the indigenous texts to clarify our understanding of Kongo life, art and belief. His 

numerous works are invaluable to any study of minkisi and Kongo cosmology. Art and 

                                                                                                                                          
with Maps and Illustrations, London, 1873; Monteiro, Joachim John. Angola and the River Congo, 
London: Macmillan, 1875. 
56 See Thompson, Robert Farris, and Cornet, Joseph. The Four Moments of the Sun: Kongo Art in Two 
Worlds, Washington: National Gallery of Art, 1981. 
57 Thompson, 1981, p. 27. 
58 Many of Thompson’s ideas draw on those of Fu-Kiau Bunseki, from 1970-80. Although the 
interpretations in the Four Moments of the Sun are fascinating, I have chosen to concentrate my research 
on sources who were contemporary with Dennett. 
59 Janzen, John M., and MacGaffey, Wyatt. An Anthology of Kongo Religion: Primary Texts from Lower 
Zaire, Lawrence: University of Kansas, 1974. 
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Healing of the Bakongo Commented by Themselves, Astonishment and Power and 

Kongo Political Culture have been particularly useful to this study.60  

 

However Laman’s findings cannot be applied wholesale to Dennett’s accounts or to the 

RAMM collection, because the missionary’s work was carried out in a different region 

and in a period that was distinct from that which in which Dennett was active. Laman 

worked inland in the Congo Free State, in the area that became known as Manianga.61  

He gathered his information in the twenty years after Dennett had left the Free State. 

Laman began work in 1890, and continued, after the Free State became the Belgian 

Congo in 1910, until he retired in 1919. As Laman’s field was missionary work which 

encouraged education and conversion, his relationship with local people would 

inevitably be very different from Dennett’s. Nevertheless, Dennett’s interpretations of 

material and political culture of the BaKongo are idiosyncratic and Eurocentric and it 

has been important to compare his accounts with those supplied by these indigenous 

catechist writers. They supplement and sometimes support Dennett’s interpretations 

about the way BaKongo viewed the world, confirming that Kongo political culture was 

based on a cosmology that included minkisi and kingship as the ‘principal forms of 

legitimate power’.62 

 

Dennett’s investigation of BaKongo political culture runs through his numerous books, 

articles and correspondence. As well as his first impressions, which were recorded in 

1887 in Seven Years Among the Fjort, Dennett published a more ethnographically 

                                                
60 MacGaffey, Wyatt. Art and Healing of the Bakongo Commented by Themselves, Bloomington: Indiana 
University press, 1991; MacGaffey, 1993; and MacGaffey, Wyatt. Kongo Political Culture: The 
Conceptual Challenge of the Particular, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000(a). I have also 
drawn on MacGaffey, Wyatt Religion and Society in Central Africa, Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1986. 
61 MacGaffey, 2000(a), p. 35. 
62 MacGaffey, 2000(a), p. 43. 
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detailed paper, Laws and Customs of the Fjort or Bavili Family, Kingdom of Loango, 

in1905. It is possible that his later work was informed by such publications as the 

contemporary guide, Notes and Queries on Anthropology for the use of Travellers and 

Residents in Uncivilised Lands.63 Dennett also presented his ideas about BaVili society 

and the importance of the king, in his 1906 book, At the Back of the Black Man’s Mind 

which also drew on information he had gained from new informants in Loango.64  

 

Dennett’s later writings from Nigeria will not be considered in detail in this study, 

although some will be mentioned because they develop ideas that originated in Loango 

and which reflect his conviction that he had identified a formula that proved the 

existence of a mystical ‘universal order’ running through all creation, which could be 

traced in the some of the unspoiled languages of Africa.65 

 

Dennett himself has been the subject of recent research by Nicky Levell, Susan Andrew, 

and by Tabitha Cadbury.66 Dennett was also discussed in Anthony Shelton’s analysis of 

the origins of western fetishism, in 1995, and was cited in Alfred Gell’s Art and 

                                                
63 British Association for the Advancement of Science. Notes and Queries on Anthropology for the Use of 
Travellers and Residents in Foreign Lands, London: Stanford, 1874 (also later edition, 1892). 
64 Dennett, 1906, p. 8. 
65 Dennett, 1916, p. ix. See also Dennett, 1905(a) and the following texts, all by Dennett: Notes on West 
African Categories, London: Macmillan, 1911; ‘A Common Basis of Religion [sic] Part I, or, the Order in 
Genesis One with the Order in the Categories in West Africa.’ Journal of the Royal African Society, 
Vol.12, no. 47, (1913(a)), pp. 256-275; ‘A Common Basis for Religion: Part II.’ Journal of the Royal 
African Society, Vol. 13, no. 49, (1913(b)), pp. 33-44; and My Yoruba Alphabet, London: Macmillan, 
1916. 
66 Levell, Nicky. ‘Discontinuous Histories: The Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter and Its African 
Collection, 1868-1996’ in Shelton, 2001, Anthony, ed. Collectors: Expressions of Self and Other, 
London: Horniman Museum, 2001, pp. 181-204. Andrew wrote an unpublished paper on Dennett for the 
University of Plymouth; Cadbury’s research on Dennett has been published as Cadbury, Tabitha. ‘A 
Trader in Central Africa: The Dennett Collection at the Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter.’ Journal 
of Museum Ethnography, Vol. 20, (March 2008), pp. 109-119. She has also produced a survey of the 
Central African Collections at the RAMM in which Dennett’s collection is a significant part. The Central 
Africa survey at the RAMM may be accessed on the RAMM World Cultures Online website: 
http://www.rammworldculturesonline.org.uk/Research/Central-Africa/About 
I am very grateful for the assistance both Sue Andrew and Tabitha Cadbury have given me in this project, 
sharing their ideas, research, and enthusiasm for the subject so generously.  




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































