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HOW TO CREATE A COMPREHENSIVE INVENTORY
OF COLLECTIONS & ARTEFACTS OF GHANAIAN
ORIGIN IN MUSEUMS AND PRIVATE COLLECTIONS
ABROAD

by Afua Nkansah-Asamoah
Currently there are a
number of colonial-era
artefacts of Ghanaian
origin held in public
museums and private
collections abroad. This
unfortunately is not a
case unique to Ghana.
In fact, it has been estimated that
“up to 90% of sub-Saharan Africa’s
cultural heritage is currently held
outside the continent” as a result of
“plunder, theft and colonisation,
as well as legitimate trade and
exchange” (1). Currently, Ghanaian
cultural items are found in public
institutions in the following
countries: Britain, France, Germany,
the Netherlands, Switzerland,
Portugal, Belgium, Italy (2) and the
USA.
Here is a list of some notable
museums with Ghanaian objects:

Why is an inventory
important?
Making an inventory is crucial in
order to identify which cultural
objects are held outside of Ghana. It
also enables further research to be
carried out on those items.
“Without inventory and an easy
way to access it, the requests for
restitution will only continue to
remain in limbo”. (3)
Having an inventory is also a
way to engage with the Ghanaian
population on their cultural
heritage. As the Senagalese scholar
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Felwine Sarr stated, “People first
need to know what was taken from
them. Then, they will realise that
this is not an elite discussion, but
one that concerns them; their
history, their heritage and their
legacy”. (4) Furthermore, in
creating an inventory, the Ghanaian
government will be able to extend
diplomatic and advocative efforts
for the restitution of stolen artefacts
from museums and other cultural
institutions. (5)
This essay will briefly evaluate
what can be learnt from the steps
taken by other African countries
in putting together their inventory
projects. From there, this essay
will make recommendations and
suggestions (including a brief
discussion of the use of current
technologies) on how to adequately
achieve a comprehensive inventory
of Ghanaian artefacts in cultural
institutions outside Ghana.

Putting an
inventory together
An inventory is a list that records
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British Museum, London, UK
Royal Collection Trust, London, UK
Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A),

London, UK
Wallace Collection, London, UK
The Metropolitan Museum of Art of New
York City (The Met), NYC, USA
National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh,
Scotland
National Army Museum, London, UK
Woolwich Arsenal, London, UK
Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, UK
Royal Green Jacket Museum, Winchester,
UK
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Gold mask, seized by the British
from Kumasi, Ghana, in 1874 and
now in the Wallace Collection,
London, United Kingdom.
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The inventory will not only identify
basic information—for example,
what the item is, where it is, what
it looks like—but will also provide
its custodial history in the form of
provenance.

Other important
African inventory
projects
The International Inventories Programme
IIP (Kenya) (2018-2020)
South Sudan Artefacts Working Inventory
(South Sudan) (2015-ongoing) (6)
Digital Benin Reconnecting Royal Art
Treasures (Edo State, Nigeria) (20202022) (7)
Sierra Leone Heritage (Sierra Leone)
(2009-2012) (8)
Africa Accessioned Network (Namibia)
(2014-2017) (9)
The Making African Connections Digital
Archive (UK) (2019-2021) (10)
The Return of the Icons project by
AFFORD (UK) (2020) (11) (12)

Using technology:
How can artificial
intelligence and
blockchain help to
inventory
artefacts?
From the onset, it is worth

The International Inventories
Programme IIP (Kenya) (13)
BACKGROUND

Set up in 2018 by a group of creative
practitioners and researchers.
METHOD

Desk-based research; sending emails to
institutions. Snowballing method to
find further information.
OUTCOME

By 29 September 2020, the organisation
had identified 32,321 objects in 30 institutions across seven countries.

considering the use of distributed
ledger technology (DLT), like
blockchain, for this inventory in
relation to provenance research. (14)
Blockchain-based provenance
almost guarantees immutability
of transaction data. It relies on
the original maker inputting the
provenance on the blockchain.
Such technology may seem
more suited to artists but—when
detailed provenance research is
conducted (including the local
context)—the data can be stored on
the blockchain, which means that
even if an item is moved from one
museum to another, the research
remains intact.
DLT can also be used to guarantee
the integrity of closed records, as
was done with the ARCHANGEL
project, which was built on the
“Ethereum blockchain stack”
specifically as a solution for the
needs of The National Archives UK.
(15) Nonetheless, having specific
closed records is not a priority of
this Ghanaian inventory at this
moment because some of the data is
incomplete and some of it incorrect;
a thorough review would be
necessary before closing the records.
However, designing an inventory
with the vision of it ultimately
being an immutable system (16)
GHANAHERITAGEFUTURE.COM

will be very useful for the integrity
of the data stored in the database.
This means people can trust that the
data has not been tampered with, or
altered for whatever reason.
HOW ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE CAN HELP

Artificial intelligence (AI), as
opposed to natural intelligence, is
when machines mimic complex
human cognitive processes. AI is
particularly useful for inventorying
because it can aid in sorting through
data: an otherwise time-consuming
process that requires attention to
detail and consistency in approach.
AI can also be used when modifying
the data that will be received from
museums. It can be used to spot and
automatically detect specific types
of historic spellings, or identify
duplicates or similar content in the
database. AI can also give automatic
suggestions of possible descriptions
of objects based on a picture, which
can save time when compared with
manually compiling that data. Some
types of AI that would be useful
include rule-based AI and natural
language processing.
It is important to remember that
AI works well with a lot of good
data. Designing an inventory with
AI in mind means that data can be
pre-processed in such a way that
programmers can create effective
AI-generated solutions, which work
intelligently and intuitively for the
needs of the inventory.
There is also opportunity for
partnership, for example with
AIA Ghana (Artificial Intelligence
Association of Ghana) (17).

Using technology:

Thiking practically
about secure storage
and software solutions
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HOW BLOCKCHAIN CAN HELP

Case Study:
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the compiled assets that one owns or
has access to. Making an inventory
can take different forms. This report
concerns the creation of a new
database to hold digital copies of
existing museum data in a central
location. Making an inventory
of artefacts that are not in Ghana
requires a number of players to
centralise this information, which
will involve knowledge-sharing and
open collaboration.
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Existing off-the-shelf software
can also be used. For example, an
inventory can be done using paper
records, simple MS Excel sheets or a
database service such as Knack (18).
However, there are various other
considerations, for example, the type
of data to be stored. While picture
and text are the most common file
types, some museums may have 3D
scans of objects (19), so it would be
necessary to understand whether the
databases are compatible with these
file types. It would also be important
to know before data is migrated
whether it is manageable, and
indeed whether the service provider
will keep the data after it has been
migrated. These considerations
are by no means exhaustive. For
example, there are General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR) and
data sovereignty issues to consider.
These are just some of the suggested
starting points for thinking about a
few of the potential issues.

Inventory:

Private collections

Key learnings and
recommendations
Here are some key learnings from
conversations with different
inventory creators and museum
practitioners:
1
It is important for the National
Museum of Ghana to collaborate
with a university department and
single out specific professors who
can recommend students to do the
groundwork for organising the
data that will be received. This is
not exclusive to PhD or master’s
students.

4
Digital content can be fragile and
so it is vitally important to think
sustainably about storing and
managing databases long-term. A
possible suggestion for this system is
a “heritage vault”. (21)
5
A Wikipedia page can be created
as an outcome of the database.
This will consist of data and other
information that can be shared
openly according to museum
policies. This Wikipedia page, along
with a publicly-facing database and/
or website, would ensure the data is
open and can be widely accessed.
6
The goal of creating a complete
inventory of Ghanaian objects is
a massive undertaking. After the
initial programme is launched, the
National Museum could take over
the responsibility of inventorying
Ghanaian objects and building
relationships with other museums
and with private institutions.
7
It is important to have unity during
research. Whilst technology can
make team collaboration across
different continents efficient,
having personal connections during
the project is highly recommended.
Having one researcher visit all the
collections in person can be a way of
achieving this. (22)

2
It is important to remain part of
wider pan-African networks, such
as the International Inventories
Programme and Open Restitution
Afric (20). These partnerships will
enable effective data-sharing,
meaning that these networks can
also be leveraged when making
introductions to museums and
private collectors.

Suggested
methodology

3
Using the created inventory, the
Ghanaian government can set aside
important national treasures (e.g.
ten objects of national importance)
on which to focus its diplomatic
efforts.

1
This requires having professional
advice from an IT consultant who
can propose a suitable long-term
strategy for the database, thinking
through some of the suggestions
made above. (23)

GHANAHERITAGEFUTURE.COM

(Chronological)
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Whilst the main focus is on
museums and public institutions,
it is worth considering how to
approach private collectors and
collections. This approach is
primarily dependent on the goodwill
and willingness of private collectors.
One possible route is to be engaged
in discussions about the provenance

of items of Ghanaian origin on
the art market. Engagement with
private individuals may yield
results while the use of social
media can increase visibility, and
hopefully be a platform to have
meaningful conversations and build
relationships that could bring new
opportunities. Another suggestion
would be to build relationships with
art dealers, insurance companies,
and banks who work closely with
works of art and antiquity.
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One question to consider is whether
to build a custom solution or to
use existing services—or both. A
custom solution built by a team of
software engineers means that the
incorporation of blockchain and AI,
as discussed above, can be done more
easily than with an off-the-shelf
solution. However, there needs to be
adequate consideration given to the
sustainable management of such a
solution.
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* Desk research of existing
literature (for instance, the
African Arts journal)
* Browsing museums’ online
catalogues
* Drawing on the expertise of
academics such as Dr Kwame
Opoku, author at Modern Ghana;
Professor Raymond Silverman,
Professor of History of Art and
Afro American & African Studies
and founding Director of the
Museum Studies Programme
at the University of Michigan;
Chris Spring, former curator of
the Sainsbury African Galleries
at the British Museum; John
Picton, Emeritus Professor of
African Art at the University
of London; Augustus CaselyHayford, Director of V&A
East and Professor Malcolm
Donald McLeod CBE, former
Vice-Principal at the University
of Glasgow
* Drawing on the expertise
of living Ghanaian artists,
including Atta Kwami and
Godfried Donkor
* Drawing on the expertise of
antique African art dealers and
collectors such as Seth Dei, the
founder of the Dei Centre for the
Study of Contemporary African
Art in Accra
* Conducting questionnaires or
surveys (for example, using a
service such as SurveyMonkey to
collect responses) (24)

* Crowdsourcing information
from the broader public using
Wikipedia/Quora, which allow
for different contributors to
bring their knowledge
* Crowdsourcing information
from the broader public using
social media, specifically Twitter.
A successful example of this was
Dan Hicks’s #BeninDisplays
thread that took place across June
and July 2019, which accrued
contributions from “scholars,
activists and thinkers”. (28)
All of these methods widen the pool
of knowledge sources. Typically,
knowledge is limited to the personal
knowledge and experience of the
researcher and the people they
may ask. Using crowdsourced
information is a great way to reach
a wider audience, enabling a more
comprehensive mapping out of
Ghanaian artefacts. However,
crowdsourced information provides
quantity—not necessarily quality—
so it has to be carefully checked.
3
Define the reach of the inventory
project within a specified time. (29)
4
Contact curators by sending emails
or letters and, in some cases, relying
on contacts to make introductions.
5
Contact art dealers, mainly by
relying on contacts to make
introductions.
6
Sort and filter information using
a dedicated team of student
researchers attached to universities
GHANAHERITAGEFUTURE.COM

in Ghana (for example, the
University of Ghana, Institute
of African Studies or Kwame
Nkrumah University of Science
and Technology (KNUST), Art &
Anthropology departments).
7
Add local context to provenance
research by working collaboratively
with experts at the National
Museum and other museums, as
well as cultural and royal houses.
8
Provide text in English and in
the languages of the communities
where the objects originated (Twi,
Fante, Ewe, Ga, Hausa, etc.).
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* Circulating those surveys in
academic or specialist circles.
In the UK and North America,
relevant groups might include

Museum Detox; the Museum
Ethnographers Group UK; the
African Arts Council of the ASA,
(25) the ethno-museum subgroup
(26) of JiscMail; and other Subject
Specialist Networks (27).
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2
Producing a list of relevant
museums in each country with an
overview of their collections. This
can be carried out in a number of
ways.
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Gold mask, seized by the British
from Kumasi, Ghana, in 1874 and
now in the Wallace Collection,
London, United Kingdom.
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