


Marlene Köster	 Archaeology and World Politics JoGA 2025/26 – Special Issue

3

Archaeology and World Politics
1	 Archaeology has been employed politically ever since it became a scientific 
discipline for studying predecessor cultures in the late 19th century in Europe. 
Governments have utilized archaeology to construct narratives framing a nation’s 
history and fostering national unity, particularly during the emergence of new nation-
states. They have also sought to attain prestige through the control of cultural heritage 
(Kohl 1998; Trigger 1984). Thus, the timing of archaeology’s development as a scientific 
discipline in the 19th century, coinciding with the height of European nation-building, is 
not coincidental (Kohl 1998: 227–230). The Napoleon Expedition (1798–1801) marked 
the onset of a period characterized by an ambitious collection of artifacts, often 
accompanied by looting, and solid nationalism (Kohl 1998: 227; van Laak 2005: 23–24). 
2	 The knowledge acquired from studying ancient remains served as a means 
to express ideas of modern nations and their imperial ambitions. Consequently, myths 
of national identity and origin were constructed by claiming descent from the past to 
legitimize and justify authority. For instance, the succession of the Roman Empire1 and 
the associated memories of power and prestige, as well as the transition from barbarism 
to civilization, became recurrent themes in historical narratives.2 Rome and Greece 
offered Europe the notion of being the cradle of civilization, while sites in the Middle 
East provided evidence of the Judeo-Christian faith and served as proof of Western 
civilization’s superiority (González-Ruibal 2010: 40–41). 
3	 Furthermore, throughout the 19th century, governments gained significant 
national prestige through their management of archaeological heritage (Kohl 1998: 229–

1	 The appropriation of ancient Greek culture was predominantly rooted in cultural motives, whereas the 
reference to the Roman Empire carried significant political implications. As the successor to the Roman 
Empire, Europe drew upon its theoretical and practical foundations for colonization, thereby providing 
justifications for European colonial endeavors (González-Ruibal 2010: 50).

2	 One illustrative example is the British association of their origins with the Roman province of Britannia. 
This connection, which persisted from the late 16th century to the 20th, served as the foundation for English 
civilization and provided the ideological framework for the British Empire’s conquest and dominion over 
foreign territories (Hingley 2000).
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230). The knowledge acquired from archaeological and philological research led to the 
development of classical studies, and national museums became repositories for ancient 
foreign objects, demonstrating the predominance of modern states. Governments, 
driven by national pride and their commitment to science, gathered as many artifacts 
and archaeological evidence as possible. Countries such as England, France, and later 
Germany competed with each other in archaeological endeavors, primarily in the 
Middle East and North Africa, where archaeology intersected with political interests. 
The resulting discoveries were sensational and garnered international recognition from 
the governments involved (Hauser 2004: 48–52; Kohl 1998). 
4	 Following Beigel and Mangold-Will (Beigel – Mangold-Will 2017: 8) the 
development and propagation of scientific disciplines focused on non-European regions 
are consistently depicted within the framework of imperial expansion, highlighting 
Europe’s appropriation of the world. As Beigel and Mangold-Will discuss, citing van 
Laak (van Laak 2005: 12)3 such expansion can also be seen as an international variant 
of acquiring ‘world’ and expanding national horizons. This perspective suggests that 
the pursuit of scientific disciplines related to non-European regions is not only a form 
of cultural appropriation but also a means of imperial power extension by European 
states. Moreover, the scholarly engagement with ancient and non-European worlds 
often serves to indirectly construct designs of one’s own national development. As 
Kohl (Kohl 1998) asserts, archaeology has always been, and to some extent continues 
to be, torn between the scientific interest in human history and the pursuit of symbols 
of dominance. An alternative perspective suggests that these developments can be 
understood as a national expansion of perspectives (van Laak 2005: 15, 22–23) and as 
a driving force behind scholarly pursuits. 
5	 Following the establishment of the German Empire in 1871, the growing 
imperial ambitions were accompanied by a notable expansion of ethnological and 
archaeological endeavors. This expansion ultimately led to the establishment of several 
museums dedicated to non-European cultures within the Royal Prussian Museums 
in Berlin at the turn of the century (Hauser 2004: 48).4 In recent years, German Near 
Eastern archaeology, which integrates foreign policy considerations into scientific 
excavations, has attracted scholarly attention (Hauser 2004; Marchand 1996; Marchand 
2009; Marchand 2017; Beigel – Mangold-Will 2017). The largely unexplored ancient 
sites of the Middle East provided a fertile ground for such endeavors and fostered the 
development of Near Eastern archaeology. Consequently, the Berlin museums were able 
to rival their international counterparts in Paris and London. Museum Island in Berlin 
expanded, and advancements in knowledge regarding Near Eastern culture were made 
as a result of these developments.
6	 However, Edward Said’s examination of Orientalism highlights a distinctive 
feature of German Oriental studies compared to Britain and France. Unlike the latter, 
where national interests in the Orient5 played the most significant role, the development 
of German Oriental studies during most of the 19th century was primarily driven by 
intellectual and academic motivations, characterized by a strong emphasis on philology, 
while imperial interests in global influence also remained important (Said 1981: 17–19). 

3	 This is particularly applicable to the field of geography (e.g., van Laak 2005: 24–25).
4	 Within a relatively short period, departments specializing in African and Oceanic, Indian, Far Eastern, as well 

as Byzantine, Islamic, and Ancient Oriental art were established (Hauser 2004: 48).
5	 The term Orient undergoes historical transformations and refers to a geographically (Escher 2011) and 

culturally (Said 1981) defined region situated to the east of the European world. Analogous to contemporary 
concepts of the Near East, Middle East, and Far East, it encompasses the ancient civilizations surrounding 
the Arab heartland, extending from northern Africa and the eastern Mediterranean to the western Indian 
Ocean. Traditionally, the term “Orient” roughly refers to territories southeast of Europe up to India, but it can 
also encompass the Asian coasts of the Indian Ocean. It represents a significant region of competition among 
major powers for access to resources and trade routes.

https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2282601
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7	 The alignment between the German expedition to Aksum, led by the up-and-
coming German Orientalist Enno Littmann (1875–1958), and the broader context of 
German Oriental Studies reflects this connection. Moreover, the intensified excavation 
initiatives during Wilhelm II’s era in the German Empire were accompanied by an 
expansion of spheres of influence, with German Oriental Studies playing a crucial role 
within the cultural policy of the Wilhelmine period (Hauser 2004; Marchand 2017). In 
this regard, the German Expedition to Aksum (DAE) can be seen as a product of this 
context (Zitelmann 2006a). It focused on a peripheral6 area of Wilhelm II’s Oriental 
politics at the beginning of the 20th century and emerged as a significant outcome of the 
diplomatic relations established between Germany and the Ethiopian Empire under 
Emperor7 Menelik II. This development raises the question of its political integration 
within the imperial framework.

Archaeology and Imperial Politics under Wilhelm II
8	 Germany, despite having claimed colonies since 1871, lacked a significant global 
sphere of influence, aside from smaller colonies in Africa. Otto von Bismarck pursued 
a restrained foreign policy approach and showed reluctance to fulfill the demands for 
colonies during his rule (Speitkamp 2014: 24). However, a new era commenced with 
Wilhelm II, the last German emperor. Since assuming the throne in 1888, Wilhelm 
II harbored aspirations of world domination and sought to consolidate the German 
empire as a political force among the existing global powers through the acquisition 
of colonies, fleet expansion, and rearmament, thereby driving overseas expansion as 
well (Speitkamp 2014: 35–36). Archaeology, which had been complementing philology 
since 1899, also became entwined with Wilhelm II’s political agenda and represented 
the cultural dimension of German imperialism (cf. Beigel – Mangold-Will 2017; Hauser 
2004; Marchand 2017).
9	 Wilhelm II himself held a profound fascination with archaeology. He was 
personally involved through his political influence in organizing and promoting 
archaeological enterprises, such as those in Assur and Babylon (e.g., Hauser 2004: 51; cf. 
Beigel – Mangold-Will 2017: 7–13). As an amateur archaeologist and a patron of German 
archaeology, his primary focus was on the eastern Mediterranean and Mesopotamia, 
where he even participated in excavations and assessed archaeological discoveries. This 
passion, as one of his means of self-expression and imperial identity, is often regarded 
as an eccentric trait of the monarch. However, his lifelong dedication to archaeology 
was an integral part of his rule, primarily driven by political motives for legitimacy that 
shaped his entire reign.8 Consequently, the German emperor positioned himself as the 
successor to a monarchical culture that originated in the eastern Mediterranean and 
was transmitted through ancient Greece to Europe, thereby substantiating his universal 
authority (Beigel – Mangold-Will 2017: 12). 

6	 Similarly to the lands of the Biblical realm, also the northern regions of Ethiopia were marked by a 
domination of Semitic languages and an early presence of monotheistic religions, mainly Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam, which were expanded through ancient trade routes to the south. As such, it is 
considered a peripheral region on the fringes of the Ancient Orient (“Alter Orient”), with Mesopotamia as its 
center, forming the focus of ancient Near Eastern studies that emerged in the mid-19th century (e.g., Streck – 
von Soden 2006).

7	 The Ethiopian title of the rulers was “niguse negest”, which corresponds to “king of kings” and originally 
signifies a “great king”, not necessarily “Emperor”. However, after the significant anti-colonial victories of 
Menelik II against the expanding armies of Italy in 1895/96 and the expansion of Ethiopia over wide areas of 
northeastern Africa, Menelik II was generally perceived as an “Emperor”, also in the European sense of the 
word. That is why this word is used here.

8	 See Beigel – Mangold-Will 2017: 7–14 with a literature review of research.

https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2375832
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10	 The deteriorating Ottoman Empire, with its extensive unexplored archaeological 
sites, provided an opportune setting for Germany’s aspiration to investigate antiquities 
and, in turn, construct a biblical narrative that would fulfill its yearning for international 
recognition.9 The Ottoman Turks, in contrast to the British and French who were already 
partitioning the region amongst themselves, welcomed the Germans due to Germany’s 
perceived suitability as an ally against Russia following the dissolution of the ‘Union of 
the Three Emperors’ in 1887 (Marchand 2017: 17). These circumstances provided an 
opportunity for Emperor Wilhelm II to enhance Germany’s standing as a global power 
by exerting cultural, economic, and political influence over the Ottoman Empire. During 
the 19th century, this geopolitically significant region, with its crucial trade routes and 
valuable resources, became a pawn in the interests of European powers, and Germany 
sought to secure its own stake. Wilhelm II’s journey to the Orient in 1898 and his support 
for projects such as the Baghdad Railway are commonly discussed within the context 
of the German Empire’s pursuit of global dominance and its economic and military 
ambitions (Hauser 2004: 47). 
11	 As a result, these factors culminated in a distinctive form of state sponsorship 
for archaeological endeavors (Marchand 2017: 17).10 Following this development, 
Germany initiated and expanded excavations in the Eastern Mediterranean and 
Mesopotamia, while also negotiating the acquisition of artifacts and even monuments 
from sites such as Babylon, Miletus, and Mschatta. The findings from these excavations, 
particularly those from Mesopotamian sites like Babylon and Assur (1899–1917) and the 
Turfan Expedition in Central Asia (1902–1914), served as significant symbols of prestige 
for the German government.11 
12	 Their discoveries continuously enriched the emerging museums in Berlin, 
contributing to the expansion of European knowledge about the world. Institutions 
dedicated to the study of the Oriental world flourished during this period, although they 
would eventually fade away with the outbreak of the First World War, bringing an end 
to excavations as well (cf. Marchand 2009).
13	 In this context, the German expedition to Aksum represents an extension of 
German policies towards the Orient. Since the opening of the Suez Canal in the Red Sea 
in 1869, which facilitated shorter sea routes to India, the attention of European powers 
had increasingly turned towards the Horn of Africa. Germany, seeking to strengthen its 
position in this region as well, embarked on research initiatives in Aksum. However, 
unlike the expeditions to Mesopotamia and Central Asia, the German research endeavors 
in Aksum were strongly driven by the political interests of the Ethiopian Empire.

9	 Moreover, the region of Aksum essentially represented the only remaining area for the Germans to realize 
their archaeological ambitions (Marchand 2017: 17). While the British and French actively pursued 
archaeological endeavors in line with their imperialist aspirations, they had already gained control over the 
most renowned ancient sites. Consequently, North Africa and the Egyptian antiquities service were under 
French control, granting excavation permits exclusively to their own nationals or British archaeologists. 
The British occupied India and had authority over its antiquities, while Italy and Greece had implemented 
restrictions on the export of their ancient artifacts.

10	 In 1878, the Berlin Museum financed the first excavations in the Ottoman Empire at Pergamon. The 
prestigious acquisition of the museum’s altar and sculptures, along with Germany’s growing influence, 
prompted further excavations along the western coast of Turkey between 1895 and 1899, focusing on sites 
such as Priene, Miletus, and Didyma. Initially, German archaeological research in Mesopotamia did not 
receive state funding. The initial small-scale excavations were sponsored by the Orient-Comité, established 
in 1887 by private individuals. Subsequent excavations were conducted in 1898 by the German Orient 
Society, which emerged from the Orient Committee and comprised banking executives, industrialists, as 
well as prominent politicians and scientists. In 1901, Wilhelm II became the patron of the society and began 
providing financial support for major German excavations in Babylon (1899) and Assur (1903) (Hauser 2004).

11	 Other German excavations, funded by the state, encompassed sites such as Samarra and Uruk in 
Mesopotamia, Abusir and Tell el-Amarna in Egypt, Didyma, Kos, Miletus, Pergamon, and Priene in Asia 
Minor, Baalbek in Syria, Samos in Greece, and Pasargadae in Iran (e.g., Marchand 2009).
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The Ethiopian Agenda

14	 The Ethiopian Empire, under the rule of Menelik II from 1889 to 1913, stood 
as the sole East African state to maintain its independence12 amidst the division of 
the Horn of Africa by colonial powers shortly after the opening of the Suez Canal in 
1869. The regions surrounding the Red Sea, which had previously been unaffected by 
European colonial and imperial interests, gained prominence in European-dominated 
world politics. In the 1880s, Egypt and Sudan were largely occupied by the British, who 
controlled the sea route to India through the Gulf of Aden. Around the same time, France 
claimed what is now Djibouti as its colony, while Italy took possession of Eritrea in 1890 
and later expanded its territories along the Somali coast. The Italians also turned their 
attention to the Ethiopian highlands (Mattioli 2019; Mattioli 2005: 28–35).13 
15	 However, Menelik II achieved a resounding victory over the Italians in the 
famous Battle of Adwa on 1 March 1896. This triumph marked the first successful 
resistance of an African country against a European army and became a symbol of 
African independence in the face of European colonialism. In the following decade, 
Menelik II secured international recognition of Ethiopia as a sovereign and independent 
state, reaching the pinnacle of his internal power and external reputation (Clapham 
2007; Marcus 1995; Bahru Zewde 2001). 
16	 As the king of kings, Menelik II consolidated his control over autonomous 
provincial rulers, gaining access to economic resources that significantly bolstered his 
power beyond that of previous rulers (e.g., Clapham 2007: 925–926). Through various 
economic, political, and social reforms, he modernized the feudal society and founded 
the capital, Addis Ababa, in 1886. The construction of schools and hospitals, as well as 
the importation of European products, exemplified his efforts towards modernization. 
Menelik II expanded the Ethiopian state into its present-day borders by conquering 
numerous small local states and territories, which included numerous self-governed 
socio-cultural groups, assimilating them into Ethiopia while bringing various non-
Christian ethnic groups under Ethiopian rule (Donham – James 2002; Mattioli 2005: 
25–28).
17	 Skillfully employing diplomatic and military strategies, Menelik II resisted 
the colonial and imperial pressures exerted by European forces vying for African 
territories. He sought treaties with other powers to safeguard Ethiopia from becoming 
a British, French, or Italian colony, carefully balancing their respective influences 
to prevent dominance by any single nation. With the establishment of international 
relations, Menelik II contributed to the modernization of Ethiopia and the expansion of 
its influence. To that end, he welcomed the arrival of weapons, scholars, and railway 
developers, leading to a significant increase in the number of Europeans in Ethiopia 
around the turn of the century (Mattioli 2005: 27–28). This influx is evident through 
the numerous diplomatic missions established in Addis Ababa from 1896 onwards. 
The growing German interests came at an opportune moment as Menelik II sought 
protection against encroachment by European colonial powers. Unlike other European 

12	 Even if historiography rightly recalls the great achievements of preserving independence in the face of 
European expansion, it should be noted, for the sake of completeness, that during the same period, the 
Ethiopian state itself used modern arms and European colonial advisors to subjugate neighboring African 
states, which lost their independence – not to Europe, but to Ethiopia. This included, for instance, the 
conquest of the Muslim state of Harar and other regions in the south and east, campaigns supported by 
European firearms and diplomatic advisors (see: Pakenham 1992: 281; Rossetti 1910: 56).

13	 The Italians sought to conquer the Ethiopian highlands twice. Besides the attempt in 1895/96, the existing 
balance of power in the Horn of Africa was challenged by fascist Italy. Benito Mussolini wanted to enter 
history as a second Julius Caesar. He hoped to implement his idea of the Roman Empire in a modern form 
in the Horn of Africa. In this regard, he pursued a war of aggression and submission in Ethiopia, using 
military means and politics of terror banned by the international law of his time, the so-called Second Italian-
Ethiopian war, which lasted from 1934 to 1941 in violation of international law (Mattioli 2005; 2019: 36–39).
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nations, the German Empire had abstained from exerting colonial influence in the 
Horn of Africa towards the end of the 19th century, presenting no threat to Menelik II. 
Nevertheless, German involvement allowed Menelik II to counterbalance the interests 
and influences of Great Britain, France, and Italy (Smidt 2005b: 770–771).
18	 For Germany, expanding into non-European regions provided an opportunity 
to establish a presence within the sphere of influence of imperial powers. The initiation 
of diplomatic relations with internationally recognized and independent Ethiopia 
aimed to strengthen Germany’s standing among the global powers and facilitate the 
development of new markets. Pre-existing ties between the two countries further 
facilitated the expansion of relations, as Germany had already gained a favorable 
reputation in Ethiopia due to the immigration of Germans in the 19th century, significantly 
shaping Ethiopian-German relations (Smidt 2006).14 

The German Aksum-Expedition within the Diplomatic 
Context

19	 The Trade and Friendship Treaty signed on March 7th, 1905 marked the 
convergence of Ethiopian and German interests. This treaty encompassed provisions 
for free trade and the freedom of establishment for entrepreneurs (Bairu 1981: 106–
108). It also emphasized the promotion of science, further facilitating the opening 
of the Ethiopian Empire to Germany. As a result, a permanent German legation was 
established in Addis Ababa, ushering in the evolution of Ethiopian-German relations 
(Smidt 2005b: 770–771), which continue to be nurtured to this day.
20	 The treaty was the outcome of a diplomatic mission led by German 
ambassador and orientalist Friedrich Rosen (1856–1935), dispatched by Wilhelm II 
to Addis Ababa (Rosen 1907). Rosen, renowned for his profound knowledge of the 
Orient, linguistic proficiency, and diplomatic expertise, played a pivotal role in the 
success of the negotiations (e.g., Zitelmann 2006a). Notably, he skillfully integrated the 
German archaeological mission in Ethiopia into the political discourse and overcame 
the anticipated resistance from other colonial powers (Vogt – Eiwanger 2006: 8). 
Consequently, the German undertaking in Aksum assumes great significance within 
the context of Ethiopian-German diplomacy (Daum 2005; Zitelmann 2006a).
21	 Menelik II sought not only allies and weapons for the consolidation of his 
modern Ethiopian Empire but also a historical and religious foundation for legitimacy 
(Zitelmann 2006a: 114). Addressing this need during the mission to Addis Ababa, the 
German ambassador delivered a diplomatic speech, highlighting the hitherto limited 
archaeological knowledge of Aksum and its civilizations. He established a connection 
between these findings and the empirical historicity of the Old Testament, substantiated 
by German excavations in Babylon, Mesopotamia. The reports of tangible remnants of 
the ancient wonders of Babel piqued Menelik II’s keen interest (Rosen 1907: 266). 
22	 The biblical association with the Aksumite kingdom and its remnants provided 
an opportunity for Menelik II to structure the historical narrative of the new empire 
(Zitelmann 2006a: 114). It enabled him to establish himself as the progenitor of a biblical 

14	 German artisans had established connections with Ethiopia since the early 19th century, fostering ties 
between the two empires (Smidt 2015). From the 1820s onwards, German artisans regularly served at the 
Ethiopian royal court. During the reign of Ethiopian ruler Tewodros II from 1855 to 1868, German artisan-
cum-missionaries were employed, contributing to the construction of roads and transport carts, as well as 
providing Bible studies in schools. Some Ethiopian students pursued their education in Europe. Among them 
was lij Ingidashet from Tigray, the Ethiopian son of botanist Schimper. He became the first Ethiopian to study 
in Germany and later played a pivotal role as an interpreter and aide to the German Rosen expedition, which 
established diplomatic relations with Germany in 1905 (Smidt 2005a).
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civilization, linking it to the civilizational justification of his imperialism. Moreover, it 
bolstered his claim to being the origin of the ancient Aksumites in the international 
arena. Consequently, Menelik II granted Emperor Wilhelm II the privilege to conduct 
excavations in Aksum, the holy city of Ethiopian Christianity and the ancient site of 
imperial coronations. This request bestowed special honor upon the German Empire, 
with Rosen successfully navigating potential opposition from other colonial powers to 
realize these ventures (Vogt – Eiwanger 2006: 8; Rosen 1907: 266).

The German Aksum-Expedition in Ethiopia 
23	 At the invitation of Emperor Menelik II and financed by German Emperor 
Wilhelm II, the German Aksum Expedition (DAE) of 1905/06 was carried out as part 
of the newly established diplomatic relations between Germany and Ethiopia in 1905 
(Fattovich – Wenig 2005; Littmann 1913a; Littmann 1913b; Krencker 1913; von Lüpke 
2013; Wenig 2006b; Wenig 2011; Wenig – Vogt 2017).
24	 In contrast to previous attempts to explore the northern Horn of Africa15, 
this undertaking was of a significantly different nature. In the fall of 1905, Wilhelm II 
commissioned a German expedition led by Orientalist Enno Littmann (1875–1958). The 
team also included architect Daniel Krencker, photographer and draughtsman Theodor 
von Lüpke, and physician Erich Kaschke (Fig. 1; Fattovich – Wenig 2005; see corresponding 
reports in Wenig 2006b). Littmann, a linguist and philologist, was particularly interested 
in linguistic recordings and scripts. Architect Krencker, already well-known at the time, 

15	 e.g., by Denis De Rivoire (De Rivoire 1880), J. Theodore Bend (Theodore Bend 1893) und Max Schoeller 
(Schoeller 1894), see Wenig (Wenig 2003).

Fig. 1: Aksum-Expedition, Team 
Members.
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conducted the archaeological investigations, while the photographs taken by Theodor 
von Lüpke, including secular buildings, remain of extraordinary importance for 
research today. Kaschke was involved in various tasks, including recording sounds on 
wax rolls. On the Ethiopian side, the mission was accompanied and supported by one of 
the most powerful regional Ethiopian rulers, the Tigrayan Governor dejjazmatch Gebre 
Selassie Barya Gabir, who played a crucial role in the project (Fattovich – Wenig 2005: 
145). 
25	 The primary focus of the expedition was the holy city of Aksum and its 
surrounding areas in northern Ethiopia, encompassing tombs, palaces, buildings, 
thrones, inscriptions, and notably, the renowned Aksumite stelae (Fig. 2; Phillipson 
1997). In a span of just three months, the members of the mission conducted surveys, 
archaeological excavations, and philological research in Aksum. 
26	 They also documented ancient remains and churches along their route, 
including Adwa and Yeḥa in Ethiopia, as well as Qohayto, Keskese, Tokondac, and 

Fig. 2: Aksum, Northeastern Stele 
Field. 
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Met’era in the Italian colony of Eritrea (Fig. 3). Additionally, the church in Debre 
Damo and the now-lost “old church” in Asmara were part of their documentation 
efforts. The expedition produced a comprehensive study of Aksumite architecture, the 
impressive monuments, artifacts, and inscriptions. Nearly 1,000 photographs16, along 
with drawings, descriptions, and sound recordings, were used to document ancient 
sites, contemporary personalities, ecclesiastical and secular life, as well as the natural 
environment (Fattovich – Wenig 2005). 

The Local Challenges
27	 In late December, the expedition team arrived at the port of Massawa in 
Eritrea and subsequently reached the city of Aksum on January 12, 1906. Their intended 
research activities spanned a total of 84 days, although they encountered unforeseen 
and challenging circumstances. The state had organized a festive reception for the team 
(Littmann 1913a: 8–9) which impressed the attendees but faced disapproval from the 
local population. 
28	 According to local legal traditions, the excavations conducted by the Germans 
were deemed illegal, leading to violent protests by the locals throughout their stay in 
Aksum. The ringing of church bells by priests served as a strong means to raise concern 
and call the population to defend their land and heritage. Menelik II had only informed 
the political leadership of Aksum about the German activities, without consulting the 

16	 Stefan Wenig played a crucial role in gathering and curating the majority of the photographs from the Aksum 
expedition, ensuring their preservation and accessibility in online archives (Wenig 2017: 9). His efforts have 
greatly contributed to the availability of these historical images for research and public viewing.

Fig. 3: Map of the Route and Sites 
Visited by the German Aksum-
Expedition.
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largely autonomous local population or seeking their permission. Concerns arose that 
the Germans might search for hidden treasures and remove them. Local traditions also 
contributed to the apprehension, as the residents sought to protect sacred taboo areas 
from desecration by outsiders (Smidt 2006: 153). The severity of the situation and the 
potential mortal danger faced by the DAE participants is evident in the unpublished 
diary entries of Littmann and von Lüpke. These notes in the diaries reflect the hostile 
behavior of the local population (Koppe 2006: 201, 214, 216, 224, 225; Voigt 2006: 181). 
29	 The animosity towards the Germans became burdensome and eventually 
led to an early departure from Aksum (von Lüpke 2006: 244). Von Lüpke’s diary 
entries, which can be disconcerting today, shed light on the unpreparedness of the 
team in dealing with the local population and their hostility (Koppe 2006: 201). The 
extreme poverty and hardship experienced by the locals, combined with the lack of 
knowledge and understanding on the part of the German expedition members, proved 
to be challenging to members of the expedition, even for personalities like Krencker 
who had already participated in other expeditions in remote countries. Moreover, 
the rejection and hostility of the local population towards the German venture can be 
understood in light of their previous experience with the Italian invasion. Additionally, 
the distant government in Addis Ababa did not adequately prepare them for the arrival 
of foreigners, and their deeply ingrained adherence to religious customs did not foster 
curiosity towards the non-Christian, pagan world. Furthermore, it is likely that European 
competitors deliberately fueled this entrenched skepticism through malicious rumors 
(Koppe 2006: 201). 
30	 To this day, the memories of these uprisings and the deep suspicion towards 
the expedition persist to some extent in the consciousness of the local population.17 

Dejjazmatch Gebre Selassie – the Local Stakeholder 
31	 The successful completion of the Aksum Expedition was made possible thanks 
to the generous support of Governor dejjazmatch Gebre Selassie Barya Gabir, who was 
based in Aksum (Fig. 4; Orlowska 2005; Smidt 2006: 153–155). 
32	 His crucial role highlights the significance of intermediaries in establishing 
effective communication and rapport with the local population. As a prominent 
mediator, with the backing of the local nobility, Gebre Selassie was able to earn the trust 
of the local residents, who were hesitant to recognize the authority of Emperor Menelik 
II in distant Addis Ababa (Smidt 2006: 153–155). Being educated in Europe and fluent 
in Italian, the Governor had prior exposure to archaeology during his studies at the 
Istituto Internazionale in Turin, Italy. This background made him an ideal companion 
for archaeological expeditions (Smidt 2006: 154). Gebre Selassie was the first person to 
conduct an excavation in Aksum during Friedrich Rosen’s diplomatic expedition in 1905, 
specifically at the so-called burial site of Menelik I, the ancestor of the imperial dynasty. 
The motives behind this excavation remain unclear. It is uncertain to which degree 
Rosen had influenced the idea of excavations to familiarize the skeptical population 

17	 See unpublished paper Wolbert Smidt: “Local traditions and practices in Tigray related to spirits and snakes –  
steps towards a reconstruction of pre-Christian belief systems in the local population in Aksumite times and 
before”, Colloque International – Lieux de culte et transferts culturels en Ethiopie antique, Ier millénaire 
avant – Ier millénaire de notre ère. Actualité de la recherche archéologique / International conference on the 
archaeology of ancient Ethiopia, Cult places in ancient Ethiopia. Recent archaeological research, Université 
Pierre et Marie Curie (Campus Jussieu) / Collège de France (org.: Iwona Gajda, Anne Benoist), Paris (15. April 
2016). Based on personal communication with Wolbert Smidt, it has been revealed that even in the present 
day, there is limited public access to ancient artifacts, and the practice of concealing historical heritage 
remains prevalent. This is often attributed to the belief that ownership of such artifacts can attract envy and 
negative energy (see also Smidt 2011: 50).
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with archaeological activities or if it originated from an initiative solely by Gebre Selassie 
himself. The Governor may have sought to establish historical evidence to enhance the 
glory of Menelik II and his new empire, or to strengthen the status of Aksum and his 
own biblical dynasty within the empire (Smidt 2006: 154; Zitelmann 2006a: 116). The 
latter hypothesis gains support from the fact that the excavation coincided with Gebre 
Selassie’s negotiations for autonomy rights with Menelik II regarding taxes and the 
administration of justice (Zitelmann 2006a: 116). In any case, it is plausible that political 
motives were involved in these archaeological activities.

Fig. 4: Aksum, Dejjazmatch Gebre 
Selassie.
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33	 Gebre Selassie aligned himself with the Germans, standing against the 
skeptical faction of the priesthood, which allowed the excavations to proceed without 
opposition. Without the support of this influential regional ruler, the German Aksum 
Expedition would have faced failure right from the outset. Enno Littmann and Gebre 
Selassie shared a deep friendship and bond for a long time. Even 40 years after the 
Aksum expedition, in 1946, Littmann was visited by dejjazmatch Zewde Gebre Selassie, 
the later historian and politician and son of dejjazmatch Gebre Selassie (Zitelmann 
2006b: 108). Such enduring relationships, spanning across generations, were not the 
norm in the contemporary context. 

Outcome and Aftermath of the DAE
34	 The strong resistance from the local population hindered Littmann, Krencker, 
von Lüpke, and Kaschke from extensively taking ancient artifacts to Germany, as had 
been the case with German expeditions in Mesopotamia and Central Asia. The inhabitants 
of Aksum’s sacred area maintained political independence and were hesitant to submit 
to external influences, particularly from strangers (Muluwork 2016: e.g., 123; Smidt 
2011: 45). Menelik II had to assure the local authorities that the expedition members 
were not treasure hunters. Enno Littmann’s diary entries shed light on the challenging 
circumstances in which Aksumite priests denied the German team access to objects such 
as inscriptions, crosses, and scripts (Voigt 2006: 174, 194–195), thereby highlighting their 
autonomy from the distant Ethiopian Emperor in Addis Ababa.18 
35	 The limited opportunities and lack of significant offerings, as noted by Enno 
Littmann (von Lüpke 2006: 245), resulted in relatively few Ethiopian objects finding 
their way into German museums. However, various acquisitions were made (von Lüpke 
2006: 244-245), including contemporary objects, scripts, books, and small finds from the 
excavations and surveys in Aksum, which were brought back to Germany. Theodor von 
Lüpke’s diary entry on February 4, 1906, mentions the emergence of a vibrant trade 
in shields, spears, swords, books, and magic scrolls (Fig. 5; Koppe 2006: 216). The team 
members engaged in exchanges and purchases, although the specific details of these 
acquisitions are no longer fully documented today (von Lüpke 2006: 239).19 
36	 Approximately 200 contemporary objects from Ethiopia found their way to the 
Ethnological Museum in Berlin and the Museum for Cultural Anthropology in Hamburg 
(Volker-Saad 2017: 137). In addition to the personal interests of the expedition team 
members, the then-director of the Berlin Museum, Prof. Felix von Luschan, specifically 
commissioned ethnological objects (Volker-Saad 2017: 140). Interestingly, von Luschan’s 
focus was not on magnificent weapons or precious objects of the Abyssinian elite, but 
rather on everyday items. Kerstin Volker-Saad suggests that this specific preference may 
have been influenced by previous experiences with acquiring representative objects 
from Ethiopia. It is possible that discussions in England regarding cultural objects taken 
from churches and king of kings Tewodros II’s stronghold during Lord Napier’s campaign 
(1867–68), known as the “punitive expedition of Mäqdala”, and currently housed in the 
British Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum, as well as some objects ending 
up in German possession, played a role in shaping the approach of German institutions 
towards acquiring expedition objects from Ethiopia (Volker-Saad 2017: 142). 

18	 Enno Littmann’s request to examine books in the church led to an accusation against the treasurer by the 
priests. The priests accused the treasurer of offering the treasures of Aksum to the strangers and betraying 
their trust (von Lüpke’s diary, February 4, 2006; Koppe 2006: 216).

19	 A significant portion of the expedition’s documents were unfortunately destroyed during a fire at the 
museum in World War II.
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Fig. 5: Magical Scroll (‘Amulet 
Scroll’; Kitab).
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37	 To this day, the British collection from the Mägdala Punitive Expedition 
continues to spark diplomatic disputes and calls for restitution.20 The exhibition of 
the eleven Christian plaques known as “tabots” in the British Museum was met with 
violent protests from Ethiopian Orthodox priests, leading to their removal from public 
view, particularly from women, and their subsequent storage in the museum’s depot. 
In Berlin, the objects acquired by Gerhard Rohlfs (1931–1969) from the Abyssinian 
elite during his participation as a military observer in the British expedition21 also 
caused diplomatic tensions. The gilded crown of King Tewodros II, before it could be 
exhibited in the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin, was reclaimed by England in 1889 
and subsequently returned to Ethiopia in 1927 (Volker-Saad 2017: 141). The specific 
circumstances described above played a significant role in preventing the acquisition 
of critical objects by the DAE. 
38	 In addition to contemporary items the expedition also brought back coins, 
potsherds, and various small metal, stone, and glass artifacts as well as 46 wax cylinders 
containing phonographic recordings prepared by the medical officer Kaschke.22 These 
items, along with numerous photographic images captured by von Lüpke, documenting 
monuments, inscriptions, and landscapes, are now housed in the Staatliche Museen zu 
Berlin (formerly Königliche Museen). Although some of these photographic images have 
been partially published, there remains a substantial body of unpublished material. 
39	 Nonetheless, the overall results of the Aksum expedition are remarkable. 
As early as 1913, they were presented in four extensive volumes (Krencker 1913; 
Littmann 1913a; Littmann 1913b; von Lüpke 2013), which continue to be regarded as 
comprehensive scientific publications on the history of Ethiopia and Eritrea.23 
40	 The work of the Aksum expedition had a significant impact on raising 
awareness of Ethiopian history, as noted by Vogt and Eiwanger (Vogt – Eiwanger 2006). 
The Aksumite kingdom, situated at the crossroads between the Near East and Africa, at 
the southernmost boundary of the ancient world, emerged as a prominent East African 
power. It gained recognition for its adoption of Christianity, development of a coinage 
system, and establishment of an urban culture. The expedition’s research and findings 
have contributed to the scholarly understanding of this region and continue to serve 
as a foundation for modern archaeology in Ethiopia. As a result of increased scientific 
and tourist expeditions to Ethiopia (Smidt 2005a), the concept of a remote and enigmatic 
site representing an ancient Christian civilization in the highlands of Ethiopia gained 
prominence and captured the attention of the general public.
41	 However, in contrast to the extensive collections resulting from German 
expeditions to Mesopotamia and Central Asia, which are prominently showcased in 
Berlin museums, the impact of the Aksum expedition remained relatively limited to 
specialists. It is noteworthy that the four-volume monograph documenting the German 
Aksum expedition initially garnered more attention from international scholars than 
from the German archaeological community itself (Vogt – Eiwanger 2006: 7). 

20	 e.g., Mark Brown, “UK urged to return sacred treasures hidden away for 150 years to Ethiopia”, The 
Guardian, October 11, 2021.

21	 Gerhard Rohlfs’ collection of objects, gathered from his later stays in Abyssinia, serves as an important 
testament to the Abyssinian imperial culture of the 19th century. Another noteworthy part of the Abyssinia 
collection originates from the Rosen Mission, which concluded its activities in Abyssinia in mid-March 1905. 
In addition to Berlin, a portion of this collection is housed in the Landesmuseum Detmold (Volker-Saad 2017: 
142).

22	 See corresponding reports in Wenig and Vogt 2017; Wenig 2011; Wenig 2006.
23	 It is important to note that the anachronistic criticism of British archaeologist David W. Phillipson (Phillipson 

2011) regarding the archaeological research of the DAE is not taken into consideration here. The expedition’s 
objective was to explore and uncover a historical space, a goal that the team members successfully achieved 
within a relatively short period of time.
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42	 In the 1980s, the British and, subsequently, the Italians in the early 1990s 
resumed excavations in Aksum and its surrounding areas, contributing significantly 
to the understanding of the empire’s history.24 However, it was not until 1995 that the 
Germans recommenced their activities in the wider region (Wenig 2003). The Sudan 
archaeologist Steffen Wenig initiated a new era of German involvement in Eritrea, 
specifically in the northern peripheries of the former Aksumite Kingdom, at the request 
of the Eritrean authorities, starting in 1995 (e.g., Wenig 2006a), while in 1999 a team 
of archeologists from Hamburg University started initial German first excavations in 
Aksum (Ziegert 2008), and other German researchers set up first ethnohistorical research 
projects in Eritrea in 1993 and in Tigray from 1999. Invited by the ethnohistorian 
Wolbert Smidt, who was then at Mekelle University, and in collaboration with Tigrayan 
authorities, Steffen Wenig also engaged in archaeological research in Tigray from 2008 
onwards and played a crucial role in fostering a greater appreciation for the results of 
the German Aksum expedition. This led to the publication of comprehensive volumes by 
the German Archaeological Institute that delve into the expedition’s outcomes, impact, 
and the social and political context of its participants in 1905/06 (Wenig 2006b; Wenig 
2011; Wenig – Vogt 2017).
43	 Furthermore, since 2002, the achievements of the German Aksum expedition 
have been recognized through several international “Enno-Littmann-Conferences” held 
alternately in Germany and Ethiopia, initiated by Steffen Wenig.25 These conferences 
focus on the expedition’s results as well as historical and archaeological research in 
Eritrea and Ethiopia, aiming to strengthen German-Ethiopian academic ties. 
44	 Consequently, at the request of the Ethiopians, German archaeological 
involvement in Ethiopia has intensified, in cooperation with the Ethiopian Heritage 
Authority (EHA) and the Tigrai Culture and Tourism Bureau (TCTB) in pre-Aksumite 
sites from the early 1st millennium BCE in northern Ethiopia, since 2008 in Wuqro 
(Wolf – Nowotnick 2010; Pfeiffer 2020), and since 2009 in Yeha and Hawelti and its 
surroundings (e.g., Gerlach 2014 and recently 2021; Japp et al. 2011; recently Nebes 
2021). 
45	 These projects shed light on an important aspect of Ethiopian history predating 
the Aksumite period, thereby contributing to a renewed awareness and understanding 
of Ethiopian history among the public. Due to the South Arabian character of certain 
elements of the pre-Aksumite cultures in the northern Horn of Africa, the German projects 
are affiliated with the Orient Department of the German Archaeological Institute (DAI) 
in cooperation with the Seminar for Oriental Studies of the Friedrich Schiller University 
in Jena. 
46	 This connection can, among others, also be seen as a legacy of a scientific 
tradition strengthened since the late 19th century by Emperor Wilhelm II’s politics 
towards the Orient. Even this research is integrated within a contemporary cultural-
political context, meeting the demands of the Ethiopian people. The activities of the DAI 
in Ethiopia include the restoration of ancient ruins and the construction of site museums. 
They are closely aligned with development cooperation, promoting education, training, 
and tourism, making it a significant instrument of cultural policy today. Even though the 
framework for cooperation has changed, German archaeological activities in Ethiopia 

24	 For a comprehensive overview of international research activities in northern Ethiopia, see Wenig (Wenig 
2003).

25	 The first conference was organized in 2002 at the Ethnographical Museum Munich by him together with 
Walter Raunig (see the proceedings: Raunig – Wenig 2005). The second conference took place in January 
2006 in Aksum, organized by Wolbert Smidt together with Steffen Wenig, exactly one hundred years after 
the arrival of the German Aksum Expedition in Aksum (see the proceedings: Muluwork – Smidt 2016). 
Subsequent conferences were held in Berlin and Tubingen, with another one planned in Mekelle, which was 
postponed due to the war.
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remain embedded in broader debates about the role of archaeology in relation to soft 
power, representation, and the politics of cultural heritage.
47	 Returning briefly to Menelik II’s agenda, the notion of his empire as a biblical 
state based on archaeological heritage was not initially emphasized (Zitelmann 2006a: 
116). Subsequently, during the reign of his successor, li’ul lij Iyasu (1913–1916), the 
interest in the research findings of the Germans waned, as he pursued a different 
agenda, identifying himself as a descendant of the Prophet Muhammad (Gori 2014). 
This illustrates the interpretive scope for historical legitimacy. However, with Emperor 
Atse Haile Selassie I, narratives of consolidating monarchical power through ancestral 
connections to the Solomon dynasty were revived in the 1950s (Bahru Zewde 2016: 
7). Nevertheless, the Aksumite kingdom continues to be intimately linked to Ethiopia’s 
historical understanding, and the research conducted by the German Aksum expedition, 
within its political context, has significantly shaped this perception. 

Summary
48	 The German Aksum Expedition represents an insightful example of an early 
twentieth-century archaeological venture that operated at the intersection of scientific 
pursuit and politics, leaving a lasting impact on scholarship and international relations. 
Its results not only brought awareness to Ethiopia’s ancient past in Europe but also laid 
the groundwork for modern archaeology in Ethiopia, with the active involvement of 
the Ethiopian state. This led to a growing interest in Ethiopia’s ancient culture, firmly 
establishing it within the academic realm.
49	 It is important to note that the expedition and the establishment of diplomatic 
relations were not pursued by the Germans due to colonial interests. Germany was 
well aware of its limited chances in that regard. Nevertheless, it operated within 
the symbolic economy of the empire, in which archaeology and diplomacy served 
as instruments for enforcing geopolitical presence and cultural authority. Thus, the 
imperialist motive instead expressed itself less through territorial control than through 
cultural and scientific influence. Through the ties with Ethiopia and the archaeological 
expedition, Germany sought to enhance its reputation in the context of power relations 
in Northeastern Africa, and in this regard, it succeeded. The expedition’s impact remains 
deeply integrated into the narrative of Ethiopian-German relations.
50	 The venture was successful because German and Ethiopian interests 
complemented each other. The Germans tapped into Menelik II’s enthusiasm for 
protecting the Ethiopian Empire from hegemonic powers, indirectly supporting Menelik 
II’s policy by providing evidence of its biblical legitimacy through connections to the 
Aksumite civilization.
51	 However, while the expedition achieved political and academic success, it 
encountered a mix of enthusiastic support, such as from the modernist governor and 
local prince dejjazmatch Gebre Selassie, as well as deep concerns and resistance from 
a traditionally autonomous population. The uprisings and the local skepticism toward 
the expedition highlight the challenges associated with dealing with archaeological 
heritage to this day. This underscores the complex entanglements between scientific 
aims, local conditions, and imperial interests, which continue to resonate in present-day 
discussions on the ethics of archaeological practice, leading to concepts that integrate 
knowledge transfer, participation, and dialogical formats.
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Conclusion

52	 In the current scientific landscape, where global human history is of 
paramount importance, archaeological ventures are often funded by governments with 
specific agendas. The German Aksum Expedition offers insights into how imperialist 
ideas were implemented through archaeology, emphasizing the need to understand 
and critically evaluate them within both their contemporary and postcolonial contexts.
53	 Reflection on historical expeditions also raises broader questions about 
how archaeologists and institutions today remain entangled in their imperial and 
colonial legacies. Examining the scientific, political, and cultural implications of such 
undertakings provides an opportunity to critically reconsider the foundations of 
archaeological practice and its role in producing narratives of cultural heritage.
54	 Current international projects in the field of cultural heritage increasingly 
emphasize collaboration and greater equality. However, asymmetries in knowledge 
production and decision-making persist, shaped by unequal access to funding, 
resources, and institutional infrastructures. Recognizing these hierarchies and valuing 
local expertise and contextual knowledge are essential steps toward developing more 
dialogical and genuinely shared forms of archaeological practice. 
55	 Engaging with local epistemologies and on-the-ground conditions can further 
contribute to more balanced partnerships, ensuring that archaeological knowledge 
emerges from a reciprocal rather than extractive framework and leads to more 
contextually grounded outcomes in both scientific research and heritage preservation.
56	 Ongoing and future research examining German archaeological expeditions 
from the colonial era may continue to shed further light on their role in the development 
of disciplinary authority and intercultural encounters, opening up new perspectives for 
a more self-reflective and inclusive discipline. 
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