
 
 

 

 

THE COX COLLECTION, THE MUSEUMS OF MALAWI AND 

THE POLITICS OF REPATRIATION, 1892-2016 

  

  

  

 

  

A mini-thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 

Arts in History, in the Department of History, University of the Western Cape. 

  

  

  

  

COMFORT TAMANDA MTOTHA  

Student number: 3478625 

 

 

SUPERVISOR: PROF. LESLIE WITZ 

 

 

 

Submitted: November, 2016

 

 

 

 



i 
 

DECLARATION 

 

I, Comfort Tamanda Mtotha, declare that ‘The Cox Collection, the Museums of Malawi 

and the Politics of Repatriation, 1892-2016’ is my own work, that it has not been submitted 

for any degree or examination in any other university, and that all the sources I have used or 

quoted have been indicated and acknowledged by complete references. 

 

 

 

 

 

Comfort Tamanda Ingrid Mtotha  

 

Signed:                                      

11
th

 November, 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

















ix 
 

 

Figure 14: President Banda coming from the podium with a Ngoni chief/“warrior”............. 89 

 

Figure 15: President Mwinyi of Tanzania, President Banda and distinguished guests 

including Joshua Nkomo, Zimbabwe’s former Minister in the President’s Office walking 

back to their seats escorted by a Ngoni chief/“warrior” 1989 .......................................... 89 

 

Figure 16: A visitor appreciating the exhibition at Chichiri Museum, 1989. ......................... 95 

 

Figure 17: Visitors view the Cox collection for the first time during the handover ceremony 

on 3rd July, 1989. . ........................................................................................................... 97 

 

Figure 18: A round stool collected by the Cox brothers. ........................................................ 98 

 

Figure 19: Concept design of the “Preserving the Cultural Heritage of Malawi: Repatriation 

of the Cox Collection,” exhibition.  ................................................................................ 101 

 

Figure 20: An architectural design (bird’s-eye view) of the “Preserving the Cultural Heritage 

of Malawi: Repatriation of the Cox Collection,” exhibition at Chichiri Museum ......... 101 

 

Figure 21: A bird’s-eye view architectural design of the exhibition installed at Chichiri 

Museum in 1989. ............................................................................................................ 102 

 

Figure 22: Front elevation of the Cox collection exhibition mounted at Chichiri Museum and 

a photo of the Cox collection exhibition at the Whatcom Museum in 1988. ................. 102 

 

Figure 23: Opening of the “Preserving the Cultural Heritage of Malawi: Repatriation of the 

Cox Collection,” exhibition at Chichiri Museum. .......................................................... 104 

 

Figure 24: The Handover ceremony event of the Cox collection. ........................................ 109 

 

  

��

��

��

��



x 
 

ABSTRACT 

 

A wide range of scholarly inquiries have engaged with how museums all over the world deal 

with societal issues and the way the public interacts with the museum as a space of 

transaction and knowledge production. In Malawi, only a small proportion of literature deals 

with the museums and their relationship to the wider understanding of the country’s history 

and the question of nationalism. However, as modern museums are transforming and 

reconfiguring themselves in dealing with histories of collection and calls for repatriation of 

ethnographic objects and human remains from their European counterparts are being made, 

there is no scholarly work or a nuanced representation on these issues for the Museums of 

Malawi. This study engages with a biography of a collection to think about museums, 

nationalism and the politics of repatriation. This biography begins when this collection of 

objects was collected from the tea plantations of Malawi and how it metamorphosizes from 

souvenirs to artifacts of rarity and then to “national treasures.” The life of the collection is 

analysed and understood through its multiple journeys from Malawi to Europe and then to the 

United States of America where it  attains a new meaning in a museum before its return to 

Malawi for a nationalist cause.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This is a mini-thesis about the “Victor and Theodore Cox collection” that sits in the stores 

and display cabinets of Museums of Malawi (MoM). The study looks at the ways in which 

the collection came into being in the 1890s and locates the place of the Cox collection in a 

wider framework of the making and remaking of Museums of Malawi. Objects in this 

collection are used as the main archive. The study aims to examine this “archive” and 

interrogate the reasons the Museums of Malawi uses 1941 (the time this collection entered 

the space of Whatcom Museum in Bellingham, Washington, USA) to claim the starting point 

of its (the Museums of Malawi’s) own collection. 

 

The central question that the project will focus on is: “What changes in meaning has the 

Theodore and Victor Cox collection undergone between 1892 and 2016?” This study engages 

with a biography of a collection to think about museums, nationalism and the politics of 

repatriation. It attempts to explore the politics behind this process, to investigate closely how 

the objects found their way to the USA and then how they returned to Malawi. In this way, 

the research aims at interrogating the repatriation process by focusing on the back story of the 

negotiations. 

 

But to begin this account I want to start off by referring to two sets of stories. The first one is 

about my appointment as a researcher in ethnography in the Department of Culture, Museums 

of Malawi in July 2011.
1
 My post was at Top Mandala Museum in Blantyre. This museum 

which is housed in an 1890 colonial building serves as storage for collections and as 

administrative headquarters of all government museum centres in the country. Before 

                                                           
1
The Museums of Malawi consists of five Museum facilities which explain the plural name. The five Museum 

facilities are: Top Mandala - the Old Museum Building, Chichiri Museum, Lake Malawi Museum, The Regional 

Mzuzu Museum and Gallery, and Mtengatenga Postal Hut Museum.  
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accommodating the museum, the two storey-building served as residential quarters for the 

employees at the African Lakes Corporation (A.L.C) from 1893.
2
 In early 1958, the colonial 

government deemed the building to be unfit for human habitation due to termites and beetles 

that bred both in and outside the premises threatening “the safety of the building and the 

comfort of its occupants.”
3
  There was a tremendous effort later in 1958 in destroying these 

insects which became the “sole tenants.”
4
 In 1959 this building which is also referred to as 

“Old Mandala Mess” was leased from the African Lakes Corporation to accommodate a 

temporary museum.
5
 It was renovated after the appointment of a curator in July 1959 and 

showcases were constructed.
6
 The ground floor of the building served as exhibition rooms for 

“Ethno-History and Archeology; Natural History; Picture Room and Aquarium Room” while 

the upper floor “owing to the precarious state” was meant for the offices and storage of 

reference collection.
7
 The lower floor was preferred as an exhibition space partly due to the 

concrete flooring unlike the upper floor that was made of hardwood floor which rendered it 

unsuitable to support the load emanating from both the mounted showcases and the visitors to 

the exhibition rooms. Despite all the fixing up, insects entered the building from the 

chimneys and remained a big problem up until the late twentieth century when a relentless 

battle was “waged against these creatures” through the use of insecticides, pest traps and the 

sealing of chimneys and holes on windows.
8
 

 

                                                           
2
 A.L.C. which was earlier known as the African Lakes Company started operating in Malawi as Livingstonia 

Central Africa Company in 1878. The founders, John and Frederick Moir came to Malawi as businessmen in 

response to the second of David Livingstone's two requirements for the abolition of the slave trade-Christianity 

and legitimate commerce. See Owen J.M. Kalinga, Historical Dictionary of Malawi, (Plymouth, UK: The 

Scarecrow Press, 2012), 20 and F.L.M. Moir, After Livingstone: An African Trade Romance, (London: Hodder 

& Stoughton, 1923). 
3
 The Nyasaland Museum, “Museum file” Annual Report and Bulletin:1960-1961 (1960), 6. 

4
 The Nyasaland Museum, “Museum file”, 6. 

5
 Ibid., 5. 

6
 The first curator was Mr. Peter Hanney. He indicated that about 52,000 people visited the museum when it 

opened in 1960 and nearly 82% were Africans. See an article by G.D. Hayes in the Society of Malawi Journal, 

“The Museum of Malawi,” Vol. 20, No. 1 (January, 1967): 49-57. 
7
 The Nyasaland Museum, “Museum file”, 6. 

8
 Ibid., 6. 
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Figure 1: The Mandala Boarding Mess, photo: taken by P. Cole-King in 1960. © Society of 

Malawi. 

  

As a keeper of ethnographic collections, one of my initial duties was to work on establishing 

a database of this collection for all five museums across Malawi.  My appointment in 2011 

came at a time when Museums of Malawi had just received funding from the United States 

Embassy through the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation (AFCP). The Fund 

was launched by the United States in an effort to reposition itself as a global champion of 

cultural heritage preservation as encapsulated in their mission statement:  

 

Cultural preservation offers an opportunity to show a different American 

face to other countries, one that is non-commercial, non-political, and non-

military. By taking a leading role in efforts to preserve cultural heritage, we 

show our respect for other cultures by protecting their traditions.
9
 

 

                                                           
9
 U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation, Annual Report:2011-2012 (2012), 5. Accessed on April 5 

2016 at https://eca.state.gov/files/bureau/afcp_2011_annual_report.pdf. 

 

 

 

 

https://eca.state.gov/files/bureau/afcp_2011_annual_report.pdf


http://eca.state.gov/cultural-heritage-center/ambassadors-fund-cultural-preservation#sthash.inJxgbnI.dpuf
http://eca.state.gov/cultural-heritage-center/ambassadors-fund-cultural-preservation#sthash.inJxgbnI.dpuf
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and an estate. With keen interest, I saw what looked like a factory and a residence with a 

barbed wire fence. To my great excitement, I established that this was Bandanga Factory and 

the building next to it was the Managers house [Coxes bungalow] though it looked quite 

modernized with galvanized iron sheet roofing.  According to the Tea Association of Malawi, 

this factory was the first to be built on the estate by the Coxes in 1912.
21

  

 

 
Figure 2: Coxes estate in the early 19th century, published in The Tea Association of Malawi 

handbook during their 50th Anniversary in 1986. 

 

Unfortunately, I was not allowed to enter the premises or to speak to the site manager as there 

was a lot of work going on in the factory and their overseer was not around.  I could tell that I 

was mistakenly thought of as a journalist trying to take photos or to make film footage of the 

working conditions in the factories based on the type of questions that were posed to me. The 

Bandanga estate was sold in 1925 to a group of well-known personalities of the time 

                                                           
21

 The Tea Association of Malawi, 50
th

 Anniversary, 1936-1986, Tea Vignettes, 12. 
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Figure 3: Tea estates and factories of Thyolo District, taken from The Tea Association of 

Malawi publication. The map highlights Bandanga and Namitete estates. 

 

The social life of Victor and Theodore was slightly different. Research demonstrates that 

Victor was perceived to be more active of the two.  Victor was a high jumper, a member of 

the Chamber of Agriculture and Commerce and the first postmaster of Thyolo.
25

 The 1986 

publication of Tea Association of Malawi indicates that all mail for the residents of Thyolo 

was deposited at his house as the first collecting point. When the mail arrived with the mail 

                                                           
25

 See Museums of Malawi, “Exhibition file,” 7. 
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objects decorated with beads to the Coxes.
37

  They were well versed in intricate beading that 

they made beaded aprons, beaded belts, necklaces, bangles and waist beads that were usually 

worn by women and girls. This assertion that only women sold objects beautified with beads 

could be questionable because some of the ceremonial objects like beaded spears were owned 

by men. I tried to substantiate the assertion that women sold beaded items to the Coxes in the 

course of my research but I was unsuccessful due to lack of information with regard to how 

they actually acquired these objects. The Museums of Malawi catalogue shows that girls 

would wear the beaded belts upon reaching puberty.  The skill in beading was passed on 

through apprenticeship from one generation to another. 

 

                  
Figure 4: Beaded necklaces, Cox collection. Photos: taken by a staff of Museums of Malawi 

in May 1989 after the objects’ return to Malawi © Museums of Malawi. 

 

                                                           
37

 Cornell and Sandy Dudley have been in Malawi since 1972. 
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Figure 5: Walking stick made of wood and beads_1941.08.079, Cox collection, photo: taken 

by Comfort T. Mtotha at Museums of Malawi collection stores. 

 

Apart from beadwork, the Coxes also collected shields (chihlango) made from animal hides. 

Shields which are common amongst the Ngoni, an area where the Coxes settled, are 

described in the museum catalogue as symbols of power or authority. At the same time, they 

are used during war and others are used to compliment dancing regalia. My understanding is 

that most of the shields that landed in their hands served these purposes. The Coxes also 

collected weapons such as locally produced spears and arrows. The spears were common in 

royal homes and they show prestige especially with their elaborate motifs. It should be noted 

that some of the spears the Coxes collected were used for hunting large animals. Other 

hunting tools include clubs and axes. These were assembled during their travels. According 

to Kumwenda, most community members sold these objects to European government 

officials, expatriates and missionaries.
38

 He elaborates that these expatriate communities in 

Malawi owned private collections of ethnographic objects and they took advantage of lack of 

awareness of the local communities on the value of the objects which later found their way 

out of the country.
39

   

                                                           
38

 Kumwenda, “Illicit Traffic of Cultural Property in Malawi,” 2. 
39

 Kumwenda, “Illicit Traffic of Cultural Property in Malawi,” 3. 
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Figure 6: Shield_1941.08.086 (left), Spears_1941.08.065, _1941.08.068, _1941.08.073 

(right). Cox collection, photo: taken by Comfort T. Mtotha at Museums of Malawi collection 

stores.  

 

Whips made from hides of a hippo form part of the Cox collection. During the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, it was common to see whips on plantations due to the brutal 

mechanisms that some plantation owners employed to control labour. Sometimes these whips 

were used on thieves.
40

 It cannot be determined from the data I gathered whether it was part 

of the collected objects or if the Coxes owned the whips. But then again, part of the 

population in Thyolo was from the Yao “ethnic” community whose chiefs were deemed to 

have taken an active role in selling slaves in the Arab slave trade. The local Yao chiefs and 

the Swahili Arabs sold the slaves to the slave market in Zanzibar. One can also argue that 

these whips may have been purchased, collected or given as gifts by the Yao community 

surrounding the Coxes estates. Aside from linking whips to slavery, white cowrie shells, 

                                                           
40

 The catalogue of Museums of Malawi indicates that they were used to whip thieves and labourers in tobacco 

plantation. 
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Figure 7: A drum made in the early nineteenth century_1941.08.089 (left), shaman’s power 

symbol made from grasses, beads and leather_1941.08.002 (right). Cox collection, photo: 

taken by Comfort T. Mtotha at Museums of Malawi collection stores.  

 

In 1894 as indicated in the catalogue, the Coxes collected a bark cloth.  The cloth is made 

from the inner bark of a young tree usually baobab. In Malawi, as in many places in east and 

central Africa the bark is beaten off trees with wooden hammers and later the material 

produced is sewn into garments. During the same period, they managed to collect a bark cloth 

beater or wooden hammer. Decorative arts or objects on the other hand, were collected in 

different periods. According to the catalogue, the majority of these were carved human 

figures of various shapes and materials.  I observed when I conducted my research that the 

Coxes ethnographic interest and curiosity started the time they arrived in the Protectorate. As 

understood from the catalogue, they showed a keen interest in traditional medicines made 

from herbs and minerals. The brothers collected horns and medicine gourds made from tar, 

wax, seeds, reed and thread.
42

 Usually, such gourds were used for rituals. Bundles of herbs in 

powder form are stored carefully inside them. I could not establish the central motive of 

collecting such ritual objects of which I considered not to have any significant value to them 

                                                           
42

 Museum of Malawi catalogue, accessed on the 16
th

 of January, 2016. 
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or in Europe where they came from.  I noticed nonetheless, that each of the objects the Cox 

brothers collected was regarded as a “unique ethnographic piece.”   

 

      
Figure 8: Wooden headrest _1941.08.001 (left), Gourd or calabash_1941.08.007 (right). Cox 

collection, photo: taken by Comfort T. Mtotha at Museums of Malawi collection stores. 

  

       
Figure 9: Ceremonial object made of wood and fur used as a pointer to guide the way when 

walking in the forest_1941.08.081. Cox collection, photo: taken by Comfort T. Mtotha at 

Museums of Malawi collection stores.  

 

All through my research, I found (figure 9) to be an astonishing object. I made inquiries from 

the people belonging to the Chewa “ethnic” community following the museum collections’ 

database that indicates that it is used among them. Although I had initially associated it as a 

traditional object, I later learnt that it relates to missionaries. It is a wooden carving of an 

angel with a halo. As indicated in the caption, it is used as a guide. However, with its little 

information on the provenance, I wondered if the object was carved by the locals as a satirical 

object to the missionaries or if it was indeed used for religious purposes.  

 

 

 

 

 



http://whatcommuseum.org/about/75ann/
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http://www.elginism.com/similar-cases/restitution-of-cultural-property-in-the-usa/20060815/509/
http://www.elginism.com/similar-cases/restitution-of-cultural-property-in-the-usa/20060815/509/


















http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/review/repatriation-of-indigenous-artefacts-a-hot-topic-for-museums/news-story/
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/review/repatriation-of-indigenous-artefacts-a-hot-topic-for-museums/news-story/
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view the objects before their shipment to Malawi.
91

 This exhibition was a memorable 

occasion. On one hand, it was of great significance as objects of Africa were viewed for the 

first time by the public at Whatcom Museum. On the other hand, the exhibition was a 

precursor to the parting of objects from supposedly permanent custodians or owners. 

 

               

Figure 10: A poster for the Cox collection exhibition which was mounted at Whatcom 

Museum © Smithsonian Institution. 

                                                           
91

 Kamwendo, “Back Home To Africa,” 56. 
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Figure 11: Display cases for the Cox collection exhibition, mounted at Whatcom Museum. 

Retrieved from an article by Mike Kamwendo, “Back Home to Africa.” © Smithsonian 

Institution. 

 

In the display cases of this exhibition (figure 11), it is evident to see groupings of objects 

according to type. For instance, there are spears, shields, beads, clubs/knobkerries, musical 

instruments and human figurines grouped together. Each item has a number attached to it and 

its description pasted carefully on the display case. The exhibition is displayed in a 

contemporary art setting which is usually characterised by its white walls. The colour 

selection in the exhibition is very astonishing given the vibrant colours of blue, red and a 

touch of black. This colour combination provided a sense of harmony with the objects 

making them look more appealing even though they are displayed according to category. As 

Corinne Kratz argues, “it is generally agreed that brighter and more saturated colours draw 
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mentioned earlier in the introduction of this thesis, Karp posits an assertion that, “the very 

essence of the festival…[the] celebratory nature of the event, makes it an attractive forum for 

the exhibition of other agendas.”
19

 The inscription, “Long Live Kamuzu,” associated with 

kings in ancient times, who were supposed to reign until their death, seemingly looks like an 

attempt to pass a message that Kamuzu was not set to give up power anytime soon as 

exemplified in him being declared Malawi’s Life President beginning from 1970.
20

 Indeed, it 

was apparent that he was here for the long haul: to govern Malawi forever and ever even 

though he was in his late eighties or early nineties at the time of the commemoration.
21

 The 

inscription therefore implicitly represents an attempt to elongate Kamuzu’s reign.  

 

            

Figure 12: Youths’ display depicting Banda’s face with an inscription of “Long Live 

Kamuzu” during Malawi’s Silver Jubilee Independence Day © BNL Times Archives, 

Malawi. 

                                                           
19

 Karp, “Festivals”, 284. 
20

 Museums of Malawi has a chair in its collection stores which was used to carry Banda after he was 

unanimously made Life President at the annual convention of the Malawi Congress Party at Marymount 

Secondary School in Mzuzu, Malawi. Banda was carried shoulder-high.  
21

 Banda’s birth year remains unclear as he is presented to have been born in either 1898 or 1906. 

 

 

 

 





http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/publications/eras
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Figure 13: Triumphant entry of the Malawi leader, Banda into the stadium on the Silver 

Jubilee Independence Day. © BNL Times Archives, Malawi. 

 

Several activities were lined up to grace the people in the jammed stadium. It was reported in 

the Daily Times newspaper that the most memorable displays were the colourful floats that 

paraded “depicting 25 years of progress in all sectors of Malawi’s economy.”
32

 The Malawi 

Defence Force, Police and the Malawi Young Pioneer made an entrance into the stadium and 

astonished the masses with their demonstrations of the work they do in their barracks. 

Lipenga attempting to give a real sense of the events, reports that “there were simply no 

words to describe them.”
33

 These presentations of the military, I speculate were meant to 

show awe, discipline and national pride. They were also meant to generate fear and perhaps 

to intimidate and stop the opposition. Chirambo argues that: 

 

The Army was very much under Banda’s hegemonic influence. They saw 

Banda not just as Commander-in-Chief with a detached professionalism. He 

was for them as for everyone in Malawi God-given Messiah, Father and 

Founder of the nation, Ngwazi, and Life President. One of their parade 

                                                           
32

 Lipenga, “Silver Jubilee Souvenir,” 11. 
33

 Lipenga, “Silver Jubilee Souvenir,” 11. 
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songs during Kamuzu Day (Banda’s official birthday) said that Banda was 

the greatest gift God gave Malawi.
34

  

 

Aside from the military procession, Malawians showcased a diversity of their traditional 

dances. The dancers were dressed in wonderfully made regalia “representing the rich cultural 

tapestry that is in Malawi.”
35

Kamuzu Stadium is said to have “turned into a living metaphor 

of African rhythm…Malawi the ‘Warm Heart of Africa’ [was] at its most alive, at its most 

colourful.”
36

 There was ululating, throbbing of drums and harmonious singing which spiced 

up this day. The understanding of celebrating these traditions was that they were “shunned by 

the colonialists but…regained respect…[and] acquired special nourishment under 

Kamuzu.”
37

 I understand that Banda may have used these traditions implicitly as a political 

manoeuvre.  Kalinga argues along the same direction when he mentions that amongst the 

Ngoni men, the dancers dressed “in traditional outfit, singing and chanting war songs praising 

him, the conqueror of colonialism.”
38

 He continues to argue that: 

 

At major national events such as the Independence Day celebrations, party 

officials would ensure that Ngoni men and women featured on the 

programme of entertainers as he [Banda] would always join them in their 

war dances…leader of the Ngoni group…[would] march in a majestic 

fashion to the podium where Banda would be seated and in ciNgoni (a 

version of Zulu) invite him to join ‘his warriors’. He would then have two 

dances with them before being escorted back to his seat.
39

 

 

I deduce that Banda found it very essential to be associated with these Ngoni warriors. Not 

only because of the songs of praise that spoke more of his reign and projected an idea of his 

greatness but it is also clear to see that it was an attempt of portraying an image that he could 

accommodate and associate freely with people from diverse backgrounds.  

                                                           
34

 Chirambo, “Operation Bwezani,” 160. 
35

Lipenga, “Silver Jubilee Souvenir,” 11. 
36

 Ibid. 
37

 Ibid. 
38

 Kalinga, “The Production of History in Malawi in the 1960s,” 543. 
39

 Ibid., 543. 
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