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During the Greenland Colonial period (1721-1953) the Danish and 
Norwegian civil citizens lived in Greenland and scientists from abroad 
collected a large and very important ethnographic material and other 
objects from Greenland and from other part of Inuit societies in the 
Arctic. These collections ended up in Royal and museum collections in 
Denmark and in Europe.  

More substantial systematic ethnographic collections took place in 
the late 19th century in East Greenland and in the Northwest Greenland. 
These collections came to the Danish National Museum. Material from 
the Inughuit in the Northwest ended partly in USA and partly in 
Denmark.  

As a consequence of Danish collecting activity in the 20th century 
the National Museum in Denmark had six important material collections, 
1) one from the Viking Age in Greenland, 2) one from the Inuit past, 3) 
ethnographic objects from the late 19th – Early 20th Century, 4) water 
colour paintings from the middle of the 19th Century, 5) archival 
information on prehistoric site in all Greenland, and 6) oral information 
on the past. 
 

In 1979 Greenland acquired Home Rule and January 1st 1981 all 
matters relating to museums and protection of ancient monuments were 
the responsibility of Home Rule.  
The Home Rule established The Greenland National Museum which then 
initiated talks with the Danish National Museum in order to transfer 
important parts of the Greenland collections to Greenland.  

Repatriation has been of great wish among Greenlanders, who had 
lost essential part of their cultural heritage during colonial times. 
Repatriation is inextricably bound with the restoration of cultural pride 
and identity. In the relationship between Greenland and Denmark, legal 
instruments don’t encompass repatriation, for which reason 
Greenlanders called upon ethical and postcolonial considerations 
instead. However, the repatriation of thousands of archaeological and 
ethnological objects, artifacts and human remains from Denmark to 
Greenland in the 1980s and 1990s had an enormous importance and far 
reaching significance to our understanding of ourselves today, to our 
identity and our cultural background. We have had a good experience in 
collaboration between our former colonial power, Denmark, in the issue 
of repatriation of cultural heritage. 


