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Francisco Huichaqueo
If They do not Come Back, We Will Go

1  Francisco Huichaqueo, Rogativa: La comunidad junto a la machi les habla a los antiguos que están 
lejos de sus tierras para que retornen a territorio ancestral donde pertenecen (Prayer: The community, 
together with the machi, speaks to the elders who are far from their lands, asking them to return to 
the ancestral territory where they belong), drawing on paper, 2026
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2  Francisco Huichaqueo, Yeyipún: Rogativa circular y acompañamiento familiar a los antepasados que se 
encuentran en los depósitos del Museo Etnológico de Berlín. Nos acompañan los antepasados que se 
muestran en el Pewma (Yeyipún: Circular prayer and family accompaniment to the ancestors who are in 
the storerooms of the Ethnological Museum in Berlin. We are accompanied by the ancestors who are 
shown in the pewma), drawing on paper, 2026

3  Francisco Huichaqueo, Chemamüll: Familia mapuche acompañando y observando un chemamüll lejos 
de su contexto original, en los depósitos del Museo Etnológico de Berlín (Mapuche family accompanying 
and observing a chemamüll far from its original context, in the storerooms of the Ethnological Museum in 
Berlin), drawing on paper, 2026
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2  Francisco Huichaqueo, Yeyipún: Rogativa circular y acompañamiento familiar a los antepasados que se 
encuentran en los depósitos del Museo Etnológico de Berlín. Nos acompañan los antepasados que se 
muestran en el Pewma (Yeyipún: Circular prayer and family accompaniment to the ancestors who are in 
the storerooms of the Ethnological Museum in Berlin. We are accompanied by the ancestors who are 
shown in the pewma), drawing on paper, 2026

3  Francisco Huichaqueo, Chemamüll: Familia mapuche acompañando y observando un chemamüll lejos 
de su contexto original, en los depósitos del Museo Etnológico de Berlín (Mapuche family accompanying 
and observing a chemamüll far from its original context, in the storerooms of the Ethnological Museum in 
Berlin), drawing on paper, 2026
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In February 2025, we were walking quickly through London airport. We were 
­traveling together: a large Mapuche family, my in-laws, blood relatives of my wife 
Catalina. Adults, young people, and a baby were in transit to Berlin. It was not just 
any trip; it was a mission that deeply touched our lives as Mapuche peoples.

I had been invited to give a talk at Leuphana University about my experiences 
with exhibitions of Mapuche collections held by non-indigenous museums.1 Since 
2015, I have been directly confronting the Western cultural system with regard to 
collections and its understanding of ‹indigenous culture›. That first time marked 
a turning point: the silenced violence that sustains that system became visible  
to me.

At the same time, that experience reconfigured my place in the world. It forced 
me to ask myself what it means to be Mapuche in the 21st century and how to act 
in the face of this painful reality. From 2015 to today, I have walked alongside my 
ancestors, learning the gestures and actions necessary to dismantle the narra-
tive that ­immobilized us, that history that left us voiceless and fixed us in a static 
past.

Many find it convenient for us to remain there, reduced to territorial demands. 
But I understood that territory is not only the visible land. Territory is also the living 
body of the great Mapuche family, its spiritual dimension, and its connection to all 
forms of existence. It is the emotional relationship with the forces of nature and 
with our sacred garments: the newen küra, the traditional clothing, the sound of the 
machi’s kültrün, the rewe, and even our language.

All of this was systematically fractured during the military occupation of the 
ancestral territory called Wallmapu. There were kidnappings, desecration of graves, 
and theft of our art, as well as the spiritual garments that play an essential role in 
our bodies and our understanding of life. This violence interrupted our visions and 
altered our relationship with the forces of the rivers, the stones, and the cosmos, all 
in the name of a science invented to dominate.
The time has come to urgently take charge of and accompany the return of what 
has been plundered. If we do not address this problem, the spiritual fracture will 
persist. That is why we are preparing for this mission in Berlin: to exercise our own 
right and self-determination over what belongs to the Mapuche people.

The museum system embodies the logic of nation-states; its display cases hold 
trophies of war and colonial expansion. The Mapuche people do not need to dwell in 
eternal mourning, but they do require historical adjustments. Today we accompany 
our ancient relatives. Our grandfathers and grandmothers have already made 
themselves known in our dreams; they know we are with them.

In the museum’s storage rooms, we performed a ceremony, played our instru-
ments, and spoke to them to announce our presence. On another occasion, I per-
sonally requested a visit to accompany the human ancestors; there were only three 
skulls and a few others in another museum in Germany. The inventory number was 
written on their foreheads. I brought them a small jug with water, as I had seen in my 
dreams, played the pifilka for them, and said a few words about their future return. 
I tied my trarilonko to my forehead and placed some medicinal herbs on it. There is 
no photographic record of that moment; that is how I wanted it, only in my testimony 
to later share with the community. I will never forget that image.

4  Francisco Huichaqueo, Cántaro roto: Niños de la comunidad reparan un cántaro roto que representa 
el cuerpo quebrado del pueblo mapuche (Broken vessel: Children from the community repair a broken 
vessel representing the broken body of the Mapuche people), drawing on paper, 2026
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In February 2025, we were walking quickly through London airport. We were 
­traveling together: a large Mapuche family, my in-laws, blood relatives of my wife 
Catalina. Adults, young people, and a baby were in transit to Berlin. It was not just 
any trip; it was a mission that deeply touched our lives as Mapuche peoples.

I had been invited to give a talk at Leuphana University about my experiences 
with exhibitions of Mapuche collections held by non-indigenous museums.1 Since 
2015, I have been directly confronting the Western cultural system with regard to 
collections and its understanding of ‹indigenous culture›. That first time marked 
a turning point: the silenced violence that sustains that system became visible  
to me.

At the same time, that experience reconfigured my place in the world. It forced 
me to ask myself what it means to be Mapuche in the 21st century and how to act 
in the face of this painful reality. From 2015 to today, I have walked alongside my 
ancestors, learning the gestures and actions necessary to dismantle the narra-
tive that ­immobilized us, that history that left us voiceless and fixed us in a static 
past.

Many find it convenient for us to remain there, reduced to territorial demands. 
But I understood that territory is not only the visible land. Territory is also the living 
body of the great Mapuche family, its spiritual dimension, and its connection to all 
forms of existence. It is the emotional relationship with the forces of nature and 
with our sacred garments: the newen küra, the traditional clothing, the sound of the 
machi’s kültrün, the rewe, and even our language.

All of this was systematically fractured during the military occupation of the 
ancestral territory called Wallmapu. There were kidnappings, desecration of graves, 
and theft of our art, as well as the spiritual garments that play an essential role in 
our bodies and our understanding of life. This violence interrupted our visions and 
altered our relationship with the forces of the rivers, the stones, and the cosmos, all 
in the name of a science invented to dominate.
The time has come to urgently take charge of and accompany the return of what 
has been plundered. If we do not address this problem, the spiritual fracture will 
persist. That is why we are preparing for this mission in Berlin: to exercise our own 
right and self-determination over what belongs to the Mapuche people.

The museum system embodies the logic of nation-states; its display cases hold 
trophies of war and colonial expansion. The Mapuche people do not need to dwell in 
eternal mourning, but they do require historical adjustments. Today we accompany 
our ancient relatives. Our grandfathers and grandmothers have already made 
themselves known in our dreams; they know we are with them.

In the museum’s storage rooms, we performed a ceremony, played our instru-
ments, and spoke to them to announce our presence. On another occasion, I per-
sonally requested a visit to accompany the human ancestors; there were only three 
skulls and a few others in another museum in Germany. The inventory number was 
written on their foreheads. I brought them a small jug with water, as I had seen in my 
dreams, played the pifilka for them, and said a few words about their future return. 
I tied my trarilonko to my forehead and placed some medicinal herbs on it. There is 
no photographic record of that moment; that is how I wanted it, only in my testimony 
to later share with the community. I will never forget that image.

4  Francisco Huichaqueo, Cántaro roto: Niños de la comunidad reparan un cántaro roto que representa 
el cuerpo quebrado del pueblo mapuche (Broken vessel: Children from the community repair a broken 
vessel representing the broken body of the Mapuche people), drawing on paper, 2026
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As the poet Leonel Lienlaf says about the broken cántaro (kind of vessel), one day 
another potter will rebuild it. We walked through the storerooms in Dahlem, in the 
Ethnological Museum in Berlin, when a Mapuche family was able to look directly 
at the plunder and begin, from there, to rebuild the broken jug. I leave here a ­visual 
testimony of what we experienced there in these drawings.

Notes

1	 See: Contributions by Beyond Restitution 
Assembly and Catalina Alvarado-Cañuta in this 
issue.


