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[CC BY-SA 4.0]

Montserrat Madariaga-Caro / Kütral Vargas Huaiquimilla
Omission. Mapuche Rütran and Settler Narratives at Valdivia’s  
Historical Museum, Chile

Dear reader, what images, memories, or emotions come to you when thinking of 
historical, ethnographic or anthropological museums? Take a moment to answer. 
Note that by examining the museum, we also explore our positionalities in relation 
to the idea of national heritage. Although we, the authors, come from different em-
bodied experiences – Kütral is a Mapuche-Williche self-made writer, artist, and trans 
woman based in Valdivia, Chile; and Montserrat is a Chilean scholar and professor, 
and non-binary woman based in Poughkeepsie, New York –, we share a desire to 
denaturalize settler narratives and believe that museums could play a vital role in 
setting the record straight and educating new generations to move beyond a settler 
mindset. Our research focuses on the rütran, the Mapuche body adornment housed 
at the Historical and Anthropological Maurice van de Maele Museum in Valdivia, 
Chile, 848 kilometers south of Santiago. The museum was founded in 1964 by the Uni-
versidad Austral de Chile, a private, non-profit corporation established in 1954 with 
the mission of becoming the main higher education institution in southern Chile.1 

The museum, based on private collections, is organized by historical periods, em-
phasizing key figures and material culture. Currently, its first floor centers on Valdivia’s 
European heritage, with rooms devoted to the city’s colonial period (1552–1820), the 
Catholic Church’s role in the Chilean independence period (1808–1826), and the 
German ‹immigration› period (1850–1900). The second floor is mostly dedicated to 
archaeological collections. It has three rooms, one devoted to a pottery collection 
from the Pitrén, El Vergel-Valdivia, and Tringlo complexes, from the early and late 
pottery periods to the colonial era,2 another to Mapuche-Spanish cultural and ma-
terial exchange, and, lastly, the Sala de Platería Mapuche (Mapuche Silver Room), 
the focus of this article. The room displays 112 rütran pieces, including breastplates 
such as shikil and trapelakucha, chaway (earrings), tupu (pins), among others. Chilean 
museums usually call rütran ‹platería mapuche›, Mapuche silver, but Mapuche 
art historian Cristian Vargas Paillahueque refers to these creations as «rütran» in 
Mapudungun and explains that, aside from silver, they incorporate other materials 
such as llangkatu (stones or beads), trülke (leather), maw (ropes), and nimiñ (textiles 
with designs).3 Thus, in this article, we refer to this art form as rütran. We argue that 
the rütran at Valdivia’s Historical and Anthropological Museum is transformed from 
living archives into heritage objects, mainly through what we call settler omissions – 
acts of refraining from doing or saying that follow settler imperatives, in which 
Indigenous lives, lands, and belongings become the possessions of settler societies.4

Mapuche rütran has historically been a prized collectible for settlers. Valdivia’s 
rütran collection exemplifies how settlers appropriate Mapuche belongings through 

https://doi.org/10.11588/kb.2026.2.115241


kr
iti

sc
he

 b
er

ic
ht

e 
54

, 2
02

6,
 N

r. 
2

40

the process of patrimonialization, a form of dispossession made possible by ongoing 
land theft and the goal of eradicating Mapuche sovereignty.5 The more we explored the 
history of the rütran collection, the more gaps we found, because patrimonialization 
often relies on settler omissions. Under Chilean law, voluntary omissions can be con-
sidered a crime when penalized; however, there is no law requiring museums to be 
transparent about the origins of their collections. Certainly, during the 1950s through 
the 1980s, museums in Chile did not consider Indigenous rights in their excavation and 
acquisition practices. As Lorenzo Veracini affirms: «Settler colonialism obscures the 
conditions of its own production».6 Our work aims to make visible the role that settler 
omissions and possessive desires played in the collection’s making. These desires, 
which span centuries, still have a big influence on the narratives told in historical 
museums, shaping the audience’s sense of what heritage is and who it belongs to.

Every rütran piece is a living archive. Their shapes and designs codify collective 
knowledge and the personal data of their original owners. According to rütrafe (sil-
versmith) Juan Painecura, it materializes Mapuche aesthetics, cosmology, dreams, 
and a philosophy grounded in all the relations encompassing what dominant Western 
epistemology calls ‹nature›.7 Rütran can communicate political power, wealth, be-
longing to a place, and family lineages.8 Each piece marks meaningful events in 
the lives of the Mapuche who wear them. At the same time, since the 1641 Quilin 
parliament, one of the first and most important political negotiations between the 
Mapuche and the Spanish, rütran has illustrated colonial trade between the Span-
iards and the Mapuche, as the Mapuche incorporated the Spaniards’ silver coins into 
the making of rütran.9 As a result of many decades of experience, rütran reached 
its peak by the end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th century.10 It 
then declined due to the Chilean settler and military invasion of Mapuche lands in 
the second half of the 19th century. The war ended in 1883, but colonial settlements 
and land theft continued. Historian Jaime Flores argues that the loss of the ‹platería› 
underscores the Mapuche’s economic precariousness, caused by the occupation of 
their lands.11 Flores identifies the late 19th and early 20th centuries as the period 
when most of the ‹platería› was transferred from Mapuche to ‹winka› hands.12 From 
this perspective, rütran also represents dispossession. Once in the hands of settlers, 
rütran collections represent their wealth and social status.

Most private and public rütran collections in settler and other non-Mapuche 
hands originate from acts of colonial violence: theft, grave desecration, and the sale 
and pawning of rütran due to the Mapuche’s need for food and basic sustenance.13 
In what the Chilean administration calls the Araucanía region, shops, bazaars and 
pawnshops had all kinds of ‹araucano› items.14 In Valdivia by 1907, there were three 
registered pawnshops owned by Dolores V. de Alvarado, Abel Barrientos, and José 
Di Biaggio, respectively.15 We do not have evidence that these places received rütran, 
but it is highly probable, given that it was a widespread phenomenon in the occupied 
territory. Museums are complicit in this all-for-grabs post-occupation fever because 
their rütran collections are generally acquired from settlers and settler descendants 
who participated in these dynamics. Also, through their own archeological work, 
which included desecrating Indigenous burial grounds.

European colonists and their descendants’ fascination with rütran, as well as other 
Mapuche creations, can be understood through the lens of «possessive logics of patri-
archal white sovereignty».16 According to Goenpul scholar Aileen Moreton-Robinson, 
since the 16th century, Western culture has operated under a logic of possession in 
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which «race and gender divided humans into three categories: owning property, 
becoming propertyless, and being property.17» Colonial rule naturalizes white people 
as the property owners. Nation-states embody a patriarchal white sovereignty that 
wages war, invades, and takes control of territories.18 To this day, this logic remains 
mostly invisible to settler societies; it has been normalized to see Indigenous be-
longings as assets owned by the state and the elite.

Addressing the commodification of rütran reveals what, from today’s perspective, 
should be considered a past crime that needs to be repaired. Mapuche Puelwilliche 
author and weichafe (fighter) Moira Millán states that museums collect colonial 
narratives constructed with looted items that hold Indigenous pain.19 Therefore, 
with Ho-Chunk Nation scholar Amy Lonetree, we believe museums should address 
«the legacies of historical unresolved grief [by breaking through] the veil of silence 
around colonialism and its consequences for Native families and communities.20» 
We advocate recognizing Mapuche collective trauma in museum collections by 
revealing settler omissions, and reckoning with the fact that Chilean settler society 
also needs to tend to this wound, because it is theirs / ours too.

In what follows, we first examine the building that houses the museum as a mon-
ument to late 19th century German settler colonization, then we present two agents 
of white patriarchal desires: the collector Walter Reccius and the museum’s first 
director, Maurice van de Maele. Lastly, we introduce our idea for a community-based 
project at the Sala de Platería Mapuche.

At the Settler’s House in Mapuche-Williche Territory
20th century historical museums in Chile are built representations of colonial power. 
Since 1971, Valdivia’s museum has been located in a 1861 house formerly owned 
by Carl Anwandter and his family, who were among the first Germans to settle 
in Valdivia in 1850, specifically in Isla Teja. The river island, covered in wetlands 
and forests, was accessible only by boat across the Valdivia River at the time. Until 
then, the island had been scarcely settled by Spaniards and Chileans. In the mid-
16th century, it was granted as an encomienda to Francisco Pérez de Valenzuela by 
Chile’s Governor Pedro de Valdivia. There is a gap in documentation about the island 
between then and 1756, when it was declared public domain property.21 In 1767, 
engineer John Garland established the Royal Factory of tiles and bricks, which is 
why it still bears the name Isla Teja (Tile Island).22 German settlement would dra-
matically change its physical and social landscape. Today, Isla Teja is best known for 
the Universidad Austral campus, which includes the museum, the Deutsche Schule 
(German School) founded by Anwandter, and tourism.

Anwandter and other German settlers of the time have achieved almost mythic 
status, with stories that glorify their economic success while omitting their violent 
actions as settlers. Local history describes Anwandter as the father of Valdivia’s 
industrial growth. This has been possible «because their cultural roots and tangible 
contributions are commemorated in books, celebrations, tourist routes, museums, 
and gastronomy.23» Moreover, these mnemonic devices help create a positive image 
of the settlers in what Eve Tuck and Wayne Yang call settler moves to innocence: 
«those strategies or positionings that attempt to relieve the settler of feelings of guilt 
or responsibility without giving up land or power or privilege.24» In this context, 
Valdivia’s Museum refers to the pioneer German families as ‹immigrants› rather than 
‹colonos› (settlers) because by the time the Germans arrived, Valdivia had already 
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been colonized by the Spanish. This reasoning dismisses the fact that Indigenous 
land remains Indigenous, even if it is heavily populated by settlers. Avoiding the 
term ‹colonos› might be a response to heightened awareness of colonial violence 
among sectors of Chilean and international society. Although settlers are migrants, 
they are a particular kind because, as Veracini asserts, they «carry their sovereignty 
with them», whereas migrants are often stripped of their inherent rights.25 Thus, 
we argue that calling the German settlers immigrants is a move towards presenting 
them as innocent, omitting their responsibility in dispossessing the Mapuche.

The Chilean government invited Germans through a 1845 law known as the colo-
nization law. They received generous benefits to help them settle and were asked to 
establish colonies. Apart from land, seeds, and tools, they were granted 15% of their 
monthly income in the first year and were not required to pay taxes on imports or 
exports.26 German settlers had access to bodies of water, fertile lands, woods, and 
cattle.27 Historian Manuel Lagos Mieres, criticizing the common belief that German 
settlers’ success was solely due to hard work, argues that these exemptions were 
the reason their industries prospered.28 This and the fact that German settlers sys-
tematically stole land from the Mapuche-Williche. Lagos Mieres summarizes their 
mechanisms as follows: getting the ‹caciques› (chiefs) drunk, faking purchases, 
through fraud with the help of public officials, building fences, starting fires, and 
paying bandits to intimidate the Mapuche.29 Hiding behind the figure of the migrant 
and presenting a story of labor and hardship are actually common strategies within 
settler colonialism that cover up its violent ways.30

Despite Spanish and Chilean colonization, by the time the first German families 
settled in Isla Teja, Mapuche-Williche families were still living there.31 There is little 
information about what happened to them, but it is known that once the settlers be-
gan their industrial activity, Mapuche families lived on the island as tenants and / or 
wage workers.32 Mapuche-Williche collective memory identifies seven families of 
social significance living on the Isla Teja by the end of the 19th century: the Marichal, 
Wentecura, Curileo, Manquilepe, Catrileo, Epullao, and the Koliñir. The Koliñir are 
today legally reclaiming their lands.33 Isla Teja has historically been, and continues 
to be, a Mapuche ceremonial site that connects the communities of the coast with 
those in today’s urban center.34

In sum, the Anwandter House represents German settler colonialism in Mapuche-
Williche lands. It was declared a National Historical Monument in 1981, contributing 
to the omission and erasure of Mapuche landmarks in Valdivia. Moreton-Robinson, in 
the Australian context, states that «cities signify with every building and every street 
that this land is now possessed by others; signs of white possession are embedded 
everywhere in the landscape.35» Although Indigenous presence and territorial sov-
ereignty also exist, these physical signs are seen as proof of ownership by the settler 
society. From this perspective, the Anwandter House and so many other buildings 
and streets in Valdivia stand as a testament to colonial violence. Suddenly, what the 
dominant narrative omits becomes hypervisible.

Settler Colonial Patriarchal Desires on Display
Inside the Anwandter House, at the Sala de Platería Mapuche, what is on display is 
not only rütran, but also the «possessive logics of patriarchal white sovereignty» that 
enable Indigenous belonging to end up in museums.36 Walter Reccius (1903–1985) 
and Maurice van de Maele (1914–1986) embody the possessive logic that turns this 
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rütran from living Mapuche archives into settler heritage objects. They are primarily 
responsible for removing this rütran’s «memory references from their traditional 
networks of relationships» in favor of a colonial / settler historical narrative.37 This 
constitutes a settler colonial act but also a patriarchal one because, in doing so, Rec-
cius and van de Maele infantilize the Mapuche as incapable of caring for their own 
heritage. Once in the hands of Reccius and van de Maele, this rütran was turned into 
a consumable cultural and touristic commodity. Both aimed to be remembered in the 
history books as the city’s heritage guardians, a role historically reserved for white Eu-
ropean or criollo men in Chile, the offspring or descendants of Spaniards in America.

There is a common belief at the museum that Reccius donated most of the rütran 
collection around the 1970s. To this day, we have not found any document confirming 
this.38 Instead, we found that Reccius had been the director of the city’s first Historical 
and Ethnological Museum from 1953 to 1956. This museum served as the foundation 
for the current one, although its transfer to Universidad Austral was controversial 
due to disputes among Reccius, the university board, and eventually van de Maele, 
which we frame within settler patriarchal possessive logics.

Reccius organized the municipal museum with his personal collection, along with 
donations and loans from others. Given his family background, it is not surprising 
that he was a collector. He descended from 19th century German settlers, received 
a privileged education, and became a PhD lawyer.39 He married Paulina Oyarzún 
Philippi, the daughter of Aurelio Oyarzún, who led the ethnographic and anthro-
pological collection at the National Historic Museum of Chile (1917–1929). Paulina 
Oyarzún Philippi was also the great-granddaughter of Rodulfo Philippi, director 
of the Natural History Museum of Chile (1853–1897) and the brother of Bernardo 
Philippi, an agent for German colonization. With this legacy behind him, he had 
two passions: collecting and studying Mapuche material culture and a vision for 
Valdivia as a cultural and tourist destination hub.40

The Reccius Museum inaugurated the evolutionist timeline that the current 
museum still features – the European collections are separated from the Indigenous 
collections as described above, although plans to change this are underway. The El 
Correo de Valdivia newspaper described the exhibit as a history of Valdivia from 
the ‹araucano› (Mapuche) period through the colonial and German eras.41 This 
araucanista narrative places the Mapuche in a distant past and presents them as 
the foundation of a society that then progresses into modern industrial times with 
German men like Anwandter as heads, a script that is both racist and patriarchal. 
Although the museum displayed belongings of various Indigenous peoples, including 
the Rapa Nui, Selk’nam, Atacameño, Diaguita, and Tiwanaku, its main archaeological 
and ethnographic collections were Mapuche. It included four display cases with 
153 rütran pieces. The opening day, February 10, was an important event for Valdiv-
ia’s settler society, and Reccius was the man of the hour. The newspaper highlighted 
him as the ideal person to secure the museum’s bright future.42

In the same year, van de Maele, a Belgian, arrived in Valdivia. He quickly took it 
upon himself to become the main seeker and keeper of Valdivia’s regional archaeo-
logical heritage. Although he lacked academic credentials, he became a founder of 
the Universidad Austral in 1954. As Reccius, he came from a wealthy family, but in 
1939, while he was a student at the Sorbonne, he was drafted to fight in World War II. 
After being injured and imprisoned, van de Maele worked as a war correspondent.43 
By the 1960s, driven by his own interest, van de Maele was traveling through Valdivia 
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province in search of archaeological sites and antiques in private collections. A 1972 
magazine article describes him as an archaeological treasure hunter and discoverer 
of Indigenous cemeteries.44 His hunting activities helped him argue for a university 
museum. In 1964, he was appointed head of the new Museum and Documentation 
section of the Institute for Regional Studies,45 which is considered the founding date 
for the current museum at the Anwandter House, although it operated in a different 
location for several years. He held this position until his death. 

Between Reccius’ museum and van de Maele’s museum, the rütran and other 
Indigenous belongings were caught in a power struggle among men, like hostages 
in a war that was not theirs. Going back to the 1950s, in 1956 the Municipality 
decided to transfer Reccius’ museum to the Universidad Austral, which involved 
its relocation. This sparked a conflict between Reccius and the University board, 
as reconstructed from archived letters and minutes. In May, the University offered 
Reccius the position of Ad Honorem director. In September, Reccius requested 
a monthly salary and funding for research and acquisitions.46 In January 1957, the 
board rejected his petition. On the 18th of that month, Dean Eduardo Morales wrote 
a letter to Reccius reproaching him for removing his collection from the museum 
without permission. Morales reminded Reccius that he is «merely the administrator 
of the interests entrusted to him, and not their owner or free disposer.47» Reccius 
admitted that he had «valuable, irreplaceable objects» stored in a vault because he 
deemed it dangerous to keep them in the museum. He added: «The undersigned has 
always been and will always be a zealous guardian of the museum’s historical and 
archaeological treasures and relics.48» On June 10, 1957, Reccius was removed from 
his position. In this battle, criollo men get to decide the fate of Indigenous belongings 
that, regardless, will remain in captivity. Reccius positions himself as the savior of 
local heritage, never questioning that rütran and other Mapuche and Native cre-
ations were never his to take, nor that they do not belong to settler society’s lineage.

The dispute over ownership did not end then. In 1975, once van de Maele’s 
museum was well established in Valdivia, van de Maele wrote a letter to Dean Du-
pois, accusing Reccius of habitually claiming that he had donated his museum to 
the university in the 1950s. Van de Maele affirms: «I repeat, there is no item in the 
current museum that belonged to the former Walter Reccius Museum.49» An undated 
document lists 81 objects under the title «Walter Reccius’ donation, museum objects», 
of which only two are marked as «Mapuche» and are not rütran pieces.50 It is likely 
that this donation occurred after 1975 and may correspond to what van de Maele 
collected from Reccius’ house after his death in 1985. Nonetheless, the core issue in 
this dispute is who the true patriarch of Valdivia’s heritage is. Reccius, as a collec-
tor, sought public recognition of his intellectual and social standing, while van de 
Maele rejoiced in his authority as the museum’s director and despised collectors for 
looting archaeological sites for personal gain.51 That said, van de Maele respected 
Reccius because, ultimately, they were part of the same group of white male settlers 
convinced of their sovereignty over Indigenous lands, peoples, and belongings. 

Did Reccius eventually donate his rütran collection to the university? We cannot 
tell for sure. One thing is certain: Reccuis kept accumulating rütran. He amassed a total 
of 400 pieces, which he sold to businessman Jacobo Furman in 1983 in Santiago, two 
years before his death. Furman donated the collection to the Museo Chileno de Arte 
Precolombino (Chilean Museum of Pre-Columbian Art). Reccius wrote a piece on the 
evolution and characterization of rütran in the Precolombino Museum’s catalogue, 
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immortalizing himself as an expert. Through these transactions among men who 
are naturally seen as owners by the settler society, as Moreton-Robinson argues, 
their prestige and authority grow. This chain illustrates, once again, how collectors 
and museums have worked together to keep the spoils of looting in settler hands. In 
doing so, they contribute to the normalization and neutrality of this omitted crime. 

If we assume that most of the rütran collection at the current museum was not 
donated by Reccius, how did it arrive there and when? Rütran is difficult to trace in 
the museum’s archives due to settler omissions. The museum did not necessarily re-
cord the provenance of its rütran, and although this category does not recognize the 
Indigenous peoples who create or own the items, knowing the chain of settler-owners 
can be crucial for rematriation. The scattered information we found is this: in 1956, 
the university purchased a rütran collection from Arturo Hettich for $320,000 pesos.52 
A 1969 inventory has three pages labeled ‹platería›, but the pictures are lost, and 
a 1972 inventory shows five pages of ‹platería› with some pictures of rütran pieces. No 
provenance. Another undated inventory, believed to be from the 1980s or 1990s, lists 
several pages of rütran items, with no provenance beyond a note stating that five rütran 
pieces were excavated by Jorge Inostroza at Panguipulli. Lastly, the 1988 document 
Proyecto Regularización Activo Fijo UACH (Fixed Asset Regularization Project UACH) 
lists several rütran pieces, again with no provenance.53 These varied and fragmented 
records illustrate systematic omissions and the university’s settler mindset of reifying 
Indigenous belongings as economic assets through patrimonialization. Finally, it is 
likely that most of the rütran in the museum was collected and unearthed by van de 
Maele, even before he became the director. In a 1966 report on his archaeological work, 
he describes private excavations conducted before the museum’s creation and states 
that after Reccius’ withdrawal, he felt the need to fill the display cases as quickly as 
possible.54 His words exemplify the voracity of his white patriarchal possessive desires. 

In our search for rütran in the museum archive, documents like photographs 
showing human remains were difficult to review because they depict a harsh por-
trayal of colonial brutality and fetishism disguised as science. However, they contain 
clues about the land relations of some rütran pieces. We came across a 1969 news-
paper article titled La tumba de Huaiquimilla (Huaiquimilla’s grave). It caught our 
attention – and our hearts – that the deceased’s last name matches Kütral’s. Written 
in the first person but unsigned, the piece, in a sensationalist tone, chronicles the dis-
covery of a cemetery in Puile, a rural area 55 kilometers north of Valdivia. The author 
claims that there are four overlapping graves on the site, the last dating to around the 
1870s. Van de Maele’s 1968 inventory reports 65 necklaces, 10 silver items, and two 
metal rings, along with pottery and other belongings.55 The archaeological section of 
the Sala de Platería Mapuche shows two items labeled as from Puile: a copper chaway 
(earrings) and a copper punzón (pin). But what about the inventoried silver rütran? 
Are they on display? Are they stored? Are they lost? The lack of traceable information 
frustrated us, but it also motivated us to reach out to the Puile community.

Aiming for A Community-Based Project at the Museum
Building relationships is part of our methodology. In 2024, we visited Isabel Riveros 
Quilacán at the Mapuche communal Museum Despierta Hermano in Malalhue 
to learn about her collaboration on the current curatorial script at the Sala de 
Platería. We learned about her experience reorganizing the rütran display, stories 
of ongoing lootings in Malalhue, and what rütran means to her in everyday life. In 
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Notes

1	 We thank archivist Roberto Bosshardt and 
Extension Coordinator Adrián Silva at Valdivia’s 
Museum for their constant collaboration and sup-
port.
2	 The pottery from these periods is generally 
attributed to cultural groups that predate the 

Mapuche people, an idea that is currently being 
challenged by Mapuche researchers who claim it 
as their own. See: Natalia Chiwaikura Bart et al.: 
Una mirada al Itrofillmongen desde el Metawe 
Mapuche, Quirihue, Chile 2024, p. 21.

2025, we held a roundtable at the museum with Cristian Vargas Paillahueque and 
Mapuche Lafkenche rütrafe (silversmith), ngürekan (weaver) and educator William 
Bustamante about Indigenous collections at museums. Along with Cristian and 
William, we visited the museum’s storage and shared an intimate encounter with 
rütran pieces that are not on display. At the roundtable, members of the Koliñir 
community, one of the seven historical Mapuche families from Isla Teja, spoke about 
their fight to reclaim their lands. We welcome their intervention because we want 
audiences to question how Indigenous collections are formed and what could have 
been omitted from the exhibition’s content. Sharing our research with others and 
learning from them is important to us because it helps build a network to address 
colonial violence in museums, which can lead to action and collaboration.

From the outset of this research, given that Kütral is an artist, we intended to 
conclude our project with an art installation at the Sala de Platería Mapuche that 
would evoke our central concept of settler omissions. We were thinking in terms of 
a single artwork; however, the plan has expanded to involve rearranging the entire 
exhibition in collaboration with Mapuche-Williche community members and organi-
zations. In January, we met with the Puile community at an event organized by Matías 
Riesco of the San José de la Mariquina municipality heritage office. Riesco invited the 
museum’s archivist, Roberto Bosshardt, to show them some of the documents (pic-
tures, maps, and inventories) the museum holds about Puile. We witnessed people go 
through photos of the cemetery excavation, the burial ground, which was right across 
from where we gathered. It was moving. This experience is guiding us to consider 
how we could best collaborate to reimagine the Sala de Platería Mapuche, especially 
regarding methodology, how to listen, what to offer, the purpose and the process.

Conclusions
Looking at the unearthed rütran from Puile on display, it is easy for us to agree with 
Lonetree that «truth telling is perhaps the most important aspect of a decolonizing 
museum practice of the twenty-first century, however painful it may be.56» In this ar-
ticle, we connect the making of the museum’s rütran collection to settler colonialism 
in Valdivia. We demonstrate how the museum contributes to concealing Mapuche-
Williche dispossession and survivance in Isla Teja by adhering to a narrative that 
mystifies German settlers as heroes, veiling their crimes against the Mapuche. We 
also demonstrate how Reccius and van de Maele embodied settler patriarchal pos-
sessive logics that drove them to collect rütran as if it were their right and dispute 
the title of patriarch of Valdivia’s heritage. We show how, once in the museum, the 
pieces’ original owners are omitted from the record. Decontextualized and unrooted, 
the displayed rütran is commodified as the (settler) nation’s material culture. Can 
museums become spaces for healing and understanding as Lonetree proposes? 
Perhaps the first step is to acknowledge and redress their settler omissions.
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