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Worldwide a whole range of different strategies exist 
to ensure the appropriate handling of objects in ethno-
logical collections with controversial implications. The 
Te Papa Museum in New Zealand involves members of 
the Maori culture at many levels, in order to help revive 
local stories and craft traditions. This is an inspirational 
example at a time when the Federal Republic of Germany 
is seeking intergovernmental solutions in diplomatic 
negotiations with Namibia for dealing with the sensi-
tive legacy of the German colonial period, which even 
includes human remains. The United States of America, 
for example, have already created a clearly defined legal 
process governing the restitution of human remains to 
the communities of origin.

One thing is obvious: Ethnological collections 
are currently a topic of contention, and at the center of 
numerous expectations and contemporary conflicts. The 
objects in the museums’ collections point to supposedly 
distant countries and equally distant pasts and, at first 
glance, offer little help when attempting to understand 
the complexities of our global present. The traditional 
task of a museum to conserve is sometimes at cross pur-
poses with claims for the temporary use of artifacts as 
part of ritual practices or for their outright return on the 
basis of lack of legitimacy. 

These issues are something museums will continue 
to be faced with into the future. The closely connected 
debate around an assessment of historical guilt is some-
thing that the project Humboldt Lab Tanzania is not in 
the least seeking to avoid. On the contrary: The thesis of 
the illegitimate expropriation of objects during the Maji 
Maji War and other colonial wars is just the starting point 
for this collaborative project, part of the TURN program, 
funded by the German Federal Cultural Foundation 
(Kulturstiftung des Bundes). The way the project deals 
with this thesis will be crucial: Which German and Tan-
zanian interests find expression in the ongoing process 
of clarification? Whose voice is given space? In short: to 

-

-
-
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WELCOME ADDRESS BY THE GERMAN 
FEDERAL CULTURAL FOUNDATION

Hortensia Völckers 
Board of Directors/Artistic Director

Alexander Farenholtz 
Board of Directors/Managing Director
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which approaches of cooperative research on provenance 
is the Humboldt Lab Tanzania committed, in terms of 
its approach based on a multiplicity of perspectives, that 
allows contradictory viewpoints, and finds expression 
in science, art and museums policy alongside the view-
points of representatives from civil society and members 
of communities of Tanzanian origin? 

The German Federal Cultural Foundation (Kul-
turstiftung des Bundes) would like to extend its thanks 
to all involved in the Humboldt Lab Tanzania project, 
for their exemplary contribution in bringing prove nance 
research into the public domain – transcending  
specialisms, generational and national borders. Essen-
tially, it has made it an issue for everyone, and in this 
way it has raised the question of whether, in the future, 
any one authority – even the museum itself – can 
claim superior authority when it comes to describing 
 sensitive collections of objects. We would like to thank 
the director of the Antiquities Department, Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Tourism, Donatius Kamamba, 
the director of the National Museum of Tanzania, Pro-
fessor Audax Mabulla, the artistic director Sarita Lydia 
Mamseri (Bookstop Sanaa Visual Arts Library) and the 
research-team headed by Dr. Oswald Masebo as well as 
the President of the Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz, 
Prof. Dr. Hermann Parzinger, and Dr. Paola Ivanov, Kris-
tin Weber-Sinn, Hendryk Ortlieb and Dr. Lili Reyels of 
the Ethnologi sches Museum for their support during the 
implementation of a project, which – we hope – will set a 
milestone in ethnological museums’ quest for a method of 
provenance research that is cooperative, transparent and 
experimental, and above all establishes a learning process 
that is open-ended.

-

-
-

-

-
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It was an emotional and significant moment on 25th Feb-
ruary, 2017 when the Minister of Natural Resources and 
Tourism, Honorable Professor Jumanne A. Maghembe; 
the Ruvuma Regional Commissioner, Honorable Dr. 
Binilith S. Mahenge, together with Chief Emmanuel Zulu 
Gama, Chief of Wangoni and representatives of the local 
communities; the German Ambassador to Tanzania, HE 
Egon Kochanke; staff of the National Museum of Tanza-
nia and artists and curators of the project Humboldt Lab 
Tanzania visited the exhibition Living Inside the Story 
during this year’s Maji Maji Commemoration ceremony 
in Songea. This important exhibition was also showcased 
at the National Museum and House of Culture and the 
University of Dar es Salaam respectively.

The Humboldt Lab Tanzania project and the exhi-
bition Living Inside the Story are a result of what had 
started as an initial process of exchanging perspectives 
and of gathering information for both sides in Germany 
and Tanzania. This was followed by months of work, of 
research and cultural diplomacy. The project and the 
exhibition have raised broader questions about the long-
term implications and the future of the so-called “Tanza-
nian collection” in the Ethnologisches Museum, Berlin. 
As we know, many of the objects in this collection have 
been plundered and looted during German colonial rule 
from 1885 through 1919. 

Why would Tanzanian academics, cultural profes-
sionals and the National Museum of Tanzania engage in 
such a project? Is it not clear that the colonial appropria-
tion of objects from Tanzania must absolutely not be seen 
through a lens of custodianship by the German Ethnolo-
gisches Museum?

Intriguingly enough, the research and the exhibi-
tion of Humboldt Lab Tanzania drew attention to the 
fact that some of the objects have gone through a change 
of purpose from objects of e.g. domestic and ceremonial 
settings to “objects of warfare”. It is in this sense that 
they show proof of adaptations of the local societies in 
the course of resistances to German colonial rule. Addi-
tional changes of meaning occurred after they became 
property of the Germans. Primarily, some of them were 
seen and collected as “trophies of war”. Later, after being 
taken to the Museum, they became “scientific objects” 
to be researched, reconstructed and reinterpreted. 
Now, that we have started to discuss them again, they 

-
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might have additional meanings, strengthening cultural 
self-definition and self-expression to shared community 
and national identities, values and pride.

Some might argue that Humboldt Lab Tanzania was 

yet another “alibi” for the exhibition of the collections in 

the future Humboldt Forum – but this time enriched and 

therefore, upgraded with more information through Tan-

zanian-German research. However, as heritage experts, we 

need to gather information about our heritage in collections 

abroad and raise awareness in Tanzania. 

We do less and less use the concept of a “shared 

history” when we interpret colonial remnants. We rather 

see the pure injustice of colonial violence that undermined 

African institutions and had larger demographic, economic 

and cultural implications. Restitution of plundered and 

looted objects is an on-going discussion, but the process 

had not yet started for the “Tanzanian collection” seized in 

the Germany colonial era. 

Although a better accessibility of the so-called “Tan-

zanian collection” in Berlin is a first step, our efforts must 

focus on repatriating these objects to the original place 

where they belong. A long-term collaboration between Ger-

man and Tanzanian institutions about this topic is planned. 

It will not only advance understanding of history and 

perspectives on cultures – of both societies; but also it will 

ensure the return of the objects to Tanzania. Hopefully, we 

will achieve diverse and new perspectives to question the 

established narratives of historical “realities”. As such we 

hope to share expertise not only on historical themes, but 

also among museum and heritage experts.

May 2017

-

-
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Territorial relocation of cultural items – especially the 
treatment of museum collections from the colonial period 
– are currently among the most-discussed cultural and 
political topics in Germany as well as internationally. The 
preparations for moving the Ethnologisches Museum of 
the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin – Preußischer Kulturbe-
sitz to the Humboldt Forum in the rebuilt Berlin Palace 
have brought the issues of provenance and the presenta-
tion of the collections under increasing public scrutiny. 
Germany’s relationship with its own colonial past and its 
consequences, still perceptible today, are ongoing topics 
of debate. 

With the Humboldt Lab Tanzania project, the Eth-
nologische Museum has taken in the year 2016 an active 
step towards reaching out to experts, museum represent-
atives, civic society as well as those involved in cultural 
work in Tanzania. The Humboldt Lab Tanzania has 
brought our particular responsibility for the collection 
in the Ethnologisches Museum sharply into focus, by 
dealing with individual objects from its collections that 
originated from what is today Tanzania, and which were 
appropriated during the colonial wars in former German 
East Africa. As part of an interdisciplinary exchange, the 
various questions raised by these problematic and con-
tentious objects, were subjected to critical discussion by 
representatives from Germany and Tanzania. 

The management and staff of the Ethnologisches 
Museum consider provenance research, which places the 
circumstances of the acquisition of their collections at the 
fore, to be an integral part of museum work. The research 
project being run momentarily is devoted to the collec-
tions from Tanzania, which was formerly part of German 
East Africa. In particular responsibility for those objects 
considered to be spoils of the Maji-Maji War, must lead 
us to new ways of treating them. But there was also a dis-
cussion about other groups of objects originating from 
lesser-known wars against the populations of former 
German East Africa, such as the war in the coastal region 
north of Dar es Salaam (1888–1890), the campaigns 
against Hassan bin Omari, known as Makunganya, in the 
southern coastal region (until 1895) or the almost dec-
ade-long wars against the Hehe (1891–1898). 

At the Humboldt Lab Tanzania conference in Dar 
es Salaam, held in November 2016, Tanzanian experts 
made clear that the issue of the enforced transfer of 

-

-

-

-

-
-

-
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Hermann Parzinger 
Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin
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objects and cultural items to Germany during the colo-
nial wars could not remain unchallenged. The artists 
involved in the project have taken issue with the violence 
of colonialism through their art and some also voiced a 
clear desire for the return of these objects to Tanzania. 
Serious provenance research must also include the possi-
bility of restitution. 

I am firmly convinced that the provenance research 
begun by the Ethnologisches Museum on the objects 
from what is today Tanzania, as part of a more compre-
hensive German-Tanzanian research project which is 
currently developed will bring clarity about the path 
taken by these objects to Germany and the significance of 
them today in their societies of origin, as well as for the 
Tanzanian people as a whole. The prearranged exchange 
of curators and researchers will significantly advance 
the cooperative treatment of the objects’ biographies as 
aspects of an interconnected history and, among the Ger-
man public, will also lead to an increased awareness of 
these questions. 

Oftentimes, the African objects are the only phys-
ical evidence of local resistance to German colonialism 
while, conversely, there are numerous sources from a 
German perspective. Which is why it is important to 
make these contentious objects visible and accessible 
for Tanzanian society. Colonialism is part of the objects’ 
history. They were sometimes forcibly removed from 
their contexts and then stored in the depots of muse-
ums, where they were given a new context. However, the 
“spoils of war” are, and remain within a context of ille-
gality, which requires a different treatment and suggests 
restitution as a possible solution. Each partner has wishes 
and expectations with regard to the cooperation and its 
results, and naturally there is not always agreement on all 
issues. But of prime importance, is that we talk to each 
another and not over one other, and work through this 
chapter of history together.

It is therefore of central concern to the Stiftung 
Preußischer Kulturbesitz, together with representatives 
from the communities in which the objects originated, 
to develop future-oriented solutions which do not deny 
historical responsibility, but consciously take it on board. 
A prerequisite for this is free access to all information, 
precise knowledge of the historical facts, and also an 
openness on the part of experts and the general public in 
both countries. 

We would particularly like to thank the Tanzanian 
participants on the project, Prof. Audax Mabulla of the 
National Museum and House of Culture, Achiles Bufure, 
Flower Manase and Balthazar Nyamusya, the research 
team of the University of Dar es Salaam – Prof. Bertram 

-

-

-
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B. Mapunda, Prof. Elias Jengo, Dr. Oswald Masebo and 
Philip Maligisu; Sarita Lydia Mamseri of the Bookstop 
Sanaa Visual Art Library, Eleonore Sylla from the Goethe 
Institute Tanzania, the artists Amani Abeid, Nicholas 
Calvin Mwakatobe, Douglas Kahabuka and Pia Rutaiwa 
as well as the staff of the Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Tourism headed by Donatius Kamamba, for their 
collaboration and active support for the project. 

The Humboldt Lab Tanzania has initiated a dia-
logue that has only just begun. In shaping a common 
future such an open and egalitarian dialogue is essential.

-

-

-

-
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Research of the Tanzanian group of artists of Humboldt Lab Tanzania in the storage of Ethnologisches Museum Berlin,  

Nicolas Calvin Mwakatobe, 14/10/2016
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International Conference of Humboldt Lab Tanzania, Goethe-Institut Tanzania, Dar es Salaam, 22/11/2016

–

Humboldt Lab Tanzania
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Work in progress of the artistic research and residency group of Humboldt Lab Tanzania, Conference in Dar es Salaam, 22/11/2016

–

Humboldt Lab Tanzania

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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The initial spark for Humboldt Lab Tanzania was the 
result of a disappointment. When Paola Ivanov, the cura-
tor of the collections from Eastern / North-Eastern / Cen-
tral and South Africa in Ethnologisches Museum, Staat-
liche Museen zu Berlin, began to formulate ideas for a 
project whose aim was to undertake in-depth provenance 
research into the Museum’s Tanzania collection, she 
assumed that she would be able to do this in collabora-
tion with colleagues from Tanzania. She had also hoped 
they would be able to make the results available digitally 
for an international public. The idea was that all aspects 
of the project – research, collection management and 
education programs – would be carried out by German 
and Tanzanian colleagues in tandem. However, enquir-
ies made to funding bodies soon revealed that German 
research funding, while often envisaging their involve-
ment, would seldom commit to the wholesale financing 
of partners from other countries. Also, the large sums 
necessary in order to bring such a comprehensive trans-
national project to fruition, are often much higher than 
the amounts budgeted by many of the funding programs. 
That is why, to begin with, thanks to funding from the 
Kuratorium Preußischer Kulturbesitz, it was only pos-
sible to embark on a more modest project, with the cre-
ation of a full-time post for a scientific researcher and a 
part-time post for a museologist.

Only with the TURN Fund of the Kulturstiftung 
des Bundes, financing Humboldt Lab Tanzania, did it 
become possible to take up the idea of a Tanzanian-Ger-
man cooperation, to discuss its pre-conditions with the 
Tanzanian partners and to test it in practice. The work-
shop character of “Lab Tanzania” was inspired largely by 

-

-

-

-
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the positive experiences made within the context of the 
Humboldt Lab Dahlem project: a hopeful time of explor-
ing new, experimental exhibition formats together with 
Ethnologisches Museum and Museum für Asiatische 
Kunst in preparation for the transfer of the Dahlem col-
lections to Humboldt Forum in the center of Berlin. With 
that in mind, the participants advocated a strong empha-
sis on artistic intervention and artistic research relating to 
the non-European collections and exhibitions.

The Humboldt Lab Tanzania concept, developed 
by the historian Lili Reyels and Paola Ivanov, placed 
specific emphasis on artistic research, and an exhibition 
which grew out of that research was seen as an effective 
means of passing on information to a wide public and 
in promoting reflection on the museum as a colonial 
archive. The aim was to promote a wider discussion with 
Tanzanian experts, civil society and the general public, 
about the fact that in the collections of Ethnologisches 
Museum there are objects connected with the wars 
waged by the German colonial power on the territory of 
modern-day Tanzania. For that reason, Humboldt Lab 
Tanzania has concentrated on objects that were obtained 
during contexts of manifest violence, i.e. as war booty 
from the Maji Maji war and from other larger military 
conflicts. Kristin Weber-Sinn, historian and researcher on 
the provenance research project “Tansania/Deutschland: 
Geteilte Objektgeschichten?” (Tanzania/Germany: 
shared object histories?) at Ethnologisches Museum, 
placed the information generated from the colonial 
archives at the disposal of the project. Those attributed 
provenances and/or historical narratives made during the 
colonial period provided one of the starting points for 
undertaking an examination of these aspects of the object 
biographies and of bringing them into the present, thus 
undermining a purely colonial perspective and to a cer-
tain extent helping to de-centralize it. 

On the basis of these objects and their still frag-
mentary biographies, the aim was to test out formats for 
discussion, research and dialogue. The present book 
documents this experiment within the framework of a 
work in progress which we hope will become far more 
comprehensive: it is a workshop report, that nevertheless 
offers guidance on how research into the provenance and 
contemporary significance(s) of historical ethnological 
collections can take place through the form of coopera-
tive projects. 

The book is divided into three main sections in 
which the different fields of work are presented. Preced-
ing it is a section which introduces the reader to the 
whole project and comprises this short foreword and a 

-
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contribution by Lili Reyels, project manager and curator 
in Tanzania. Lili Reyels therein outlines the concept, 
realization and the findings made by Humboldt Lab Tan-
zania in the context of contemporary cultural-political 
debates. The first section is then dedicated to (historical) 
research: To begin with, Kristin Weber-Sinn and Paola 
Ivanov delineate the conditions under which the violent 
appropriation of the objects took place, on the basis of 
the first results of the designated provenance research 
project on the Tanzania collection in Ethnologisches 
Museum, and which make up the subject matter under 
discussion by Humboldt Lab Tanzania. They show that 
the objects, despite specific military and epistemological 
violence, have remained resilient; their history can also 
be read as a scientific and colonial-political loss of con-
trol. This is followed by contributions on the results of 
the research carried out in Tanzania. Here, the archaeol-
ogist Bertram Mapunda interprets the objects in terms 
of their ritual contexts and does this by throwing light 
on pre-colonial concepts and practices in Africa, that 
he summarizes under the headings of symbolism and 
ritualism, while the art historian Elias Jengo examines 
the aesthetic and artistic aspects of the items. Oswald 
Masebo approaches the objects as a historian and sees 
them as “objects of resistance” against the German colo-
nial power, and the investigation of which will contribute 
to a better understanding of the historical relationships 
between German and Tanzanian societies. The reports 
by these three researchers at the University of Dar es 
Salaam are based on the results of a research trip to the 
putative places of origin of the objects, taken under the 
auspices of Humboldt Lab Tanzania and which were 
presented at a conference in Dar es Salaam in November 
2016.

The second part discusses the subject of memo-
ries. Here, the historian Andreas Eckert makes reference 
to the fact that war and violence were central aspects of 
German colonialism and, in a historical review, he sum-
marizes how this has been dealt with in the public and 
scientific spheres within Germany, and how memories of 
colonialism have been, and still are, shaped by distortion 
and (memory) gaps. Philip Maligisu, curator for ethnol-
ogy at the National Museum and House of Culture is 
initially concerned with the role played by the National 
Museum of Tanzania in the processes of decolonization 
and nation-building in the years following independence, 
in order to provide an outline of the recollections of the 
Maji Maji War in Tanzania and its regional treatment in 
the Maji Maji Memorial Museum in Songea, one of the 
main locations of the then military actions. An overview 
of categories of cultural heritage in Tanzania and its legal 
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basis is provided by Donatius Kamamba, (former) Direc-
tor of the Antiquities Department at the Ministry of Nat-
ural Resources and Tourism, who discusses the handling 
of Tanzanian cultural heritage in general and then looks 
at the specifics and opportunities of a German-Tanzanian 
“shared cultural heritage”. 

The final part, Art and (Re)presentation, con-
cludes by taking a thematic view of the creative practice 
by the artists Amani Abeid, Nicholas Calvin, Douglas 
Kahabuka and Pia Rutaiwa engendered by the debate 
around “spoils of war”, which has been carried out 
within the framework of the Humboldt Lab Tanzania. 
Sarita Lydia Mamseri, founder of the visual art library 
and learning space Bookstop Sanaa in Dar es Salaam and 
artistic director of the project, introduces the work of the 
Tanzanian artists’ group on the development of artistic 
perspectives and formats with respect to the “spoils of 
war”. Together with Lili Reyels, she also provides a short 
overview of the development of the exhibition, Living 
Inside the Story, which was shown in Dar es Salaam in 
the National Museum and House of Culture, at the Uni-
versity of Dar es Salaam and in the Maji Maji Memorial 
Museum in Songea in 2017.

The German-Tanzanian exchange, under the 
auspices of Humboldt Lab Tanzania, has contributed 
to creating the foundations for a continuing joint work 
on (provenance) research, exhibition practice, commu-
nication of information etc. and has provided it with 
important impetus. The project has been completed, the 
dialogue concerning the “spoils of war”, however, has 
only just begun and the aim is to extend it to include the 
whole collection, originating in what is now Tanzania. 
A critical and transparent debate with sensitive collec-
tions must become an integral part of (re-)presentation 
in the future Humboldt Forum. This becomes even more 
urgent given that parts of the historical ethnographic col-
lections will be exhibited under the roof of the partially 
reconstructed and controversial Berlin Palace – with its 
historical cross atop the dome. Specifically, in this case, 
the question arises as to how one can deal with such 
problematic architectural buildings and symbols, so 
closely associated with Prussian militarism, authoritari-
anism and colonialism.

It is the responsibility of the museums and the pol-
itics behind their financing, to promote comprehensive 
and cooperative projects concerning “shared” collec-
tions made during the colonial period. Not only access 
to stakeholders from the respective societies of origin 
should be made possible, but also long-term and sus-
tained forms of cooperation. We hope to see a reactiva-
tion of the objects – their translation into contemporary 
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-

-

social and cultural contexts – within a non-colonial 
context which, it is hoped, will take shape. Here it is not 
a question of a one-off reconstruction of their colonial 
history or histories to then draw a line under it. Far more, 
it is a question of making their colonial nature an integral 
aspect of such a process of remediation.
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1. BACKGROUND AND IDEA

It was the preparations for the future Humboldt Forum 
that shifted the issues of provenance and the presentation 
of the collections of the Ethnologisches Museum in Ber-
lin into the public eye. The country’s own colonial past, 
its effects and continuities – in “Germany, country of 
immigration” and in a globalized world – were discussed 
more intensively and in a targeted way.1 The territorial 
displacement of objects in peace or wartime gained a 
timeliness that is sustained. Meanwhile experts world-
wide from many disciplines are taking on the challenging 
legal and ethical, cultural, identity-political, as well as 
scientific-practical aspects of this subject, which is of top-
ical concern not just in Germany.

The following contribution provides information 
on how the idea of the Humboldt Lab Tanzania devel-
oped and came about through dialogue and exchange 
between Dar es Salaam and Berlin. The knowledge and 
experience gained from this multi-disciplinary project 
as well as the reactions triggered on site, will be outlined 
here. In addition, the project findings will be reviewed 
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and contextualized. In conclusion questions are posed 
concerning the follow-up and the future of this dialogue. 

Thus, today, not only the transference of objects by 
forceful means – such as during wars or occupation – are 
considered critically. Rather, interest is focused on such 
translocations that have been favored by asymmetrical 
power relations, or are the result of academic motives.2 
“The burden of proof is being reversed,”3 as in the case 
of ethnological collections acquired in a colonial context, 
each object would need to have proof of not having been 
acquired illegally or of being “translocated” illegitimately. 

The Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz refers in this 
matter to the Code of Ethics of the International Museum 
Council ICOM.4 Its “ethical guidelines for museums of 
ICOM” reflect recognized principles in the international 
museum world.5 Joint provenance research and direct 
exchange with the representatives of “societies of origin” 
are included in these guidelines on the different ways of 
dealing with ethnological collections.

2. REMEMBRANCE CULTURES 

Tanzania’s collective memory includes orally transmitted 
stories of the atrocities of German colonialism, as well 
as stories and writings on the “achievements” of that 
period. The influence of the subsequent British colonial 
period, which partially overlapped with the so-called 
“German period,”6 as well as the targeted political culture 
of remembrance, promoted by Julius Nyerere, “the father 
of the nation,” led, in the public discourse, to a more rit-
ualized treatment of the colonial theme. Until the present 
this took place mainly within the framework of days of 
commemoration and on the basis of specific individual 
cases.7 In addition, particularly regional commemorative 
cultures are cultivated and actively celebrated, such as 
the annual Maji Maji Memorial Festival at the end of Feb-
ruary in Songea, which includes academic workshops, 
ceremonial processions and parades, museum visits and 
wreath-laying ceremonies. Restitution claims associated 
with the colonial era were already being made to the 
government by Tanzanian parliamentarians during parlia-
mentary question time. In previous years this concerned 
particularly the dinosaur Brachiosaurus brancai housed 
in the Naturkundemuseum in Berlin,8 but also the issue 
of stolen skulls and human remains, which had been 
brought to Germany for research purposes and are still 
stored there.9 

On February 8th 2017, in a session of parliamen-
tary question time, Tanzanian opposition politicians had 
demanded that the government request compensation 
from Germany for the victims of the bloody suppression 
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during the Maji Maji War in 1905. The press took up the 
topic for a day;10 but so far, the issue has not been pub-
licly discussed again. Defense Minister Mwinyi agreed to 
undertake an enquiry and that his ministry would involve 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in order to “deliver the 
complaints to the relevant authorities.” Parliamentarians 
had cited the examples of Namibia and Kenya. Further 
demands made by the parliamentarians concerned a 
future investigation into the exact circumstances sur-
rounding the war. 

As part of the annual Tanzanian commemorative 
events in connection with the Maji Maji War in Songea, 
representatives of the Ngoni – an ethnic group in south-
western Tanzania, which had been crucially involved 
in these wars – on several occasions raised the issue of 
hero commemoration when dealing with the history of 
colonial wars, in contrast to the aspect of the victim role 
of a colonized people. They did this during the accom-
panying history workshops as well as in talks with Egon 
Kochanke, the German ambassador to Tanzania.

As a sign of peaceful and forward-looking relations, 
and on the occasion of his participation in the 2017 
commemorative ceremonies, the German ambassador to 
Tanzania was presented with traditional Ngoni weapons 
by the Ngoni chief Emmanuel Zulu Gama, and decked 
in a ruler’s regalia. Beforehand, in Songea, Tanzanian 
and German representatives had opened the exhibition 
Living Inside the Story and discussed the Humboldt 
Lab Tanzania project. The focus of the exhibition was 
on objects from the Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin, 
which had been acquired during the colonial wars. Dur-
ing the main event, which involved a procession to the 
graves of the Maji Maji heroes, the German ambassador 
laid wreaths as part of the ceremony.

As a result of the Humboldt Lab Tanzania project 
the extensive dimensions of the historical collection orig-
inating from former German East Africa and contained 
in the present Ethnologisches Museum, have been made 
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public to their full extent for the first time in Tanzania: 
to museums, political and civil society. In particular, a 
responsible approach to the object group listed as the 
Maji Maji “spoils of war”11 was discussed. Also, objects 
from lesser-known armed conflicts were talked about, 
for example objects from the battles that took place in 
the East African coastal region north of Dar es Salaam 
(1888–1890), from the campaigns against Hassan bin 
Omari, named Makunganya, in the southern coastal 
region (until 1895) and from the almost decade-long mil-
itary campaign against the Hehe (1891–1898). 

For six months Tanzanian and German experts 
– museum professionals, researchers, scientists and art-
ists – had an intensive exchange on the question of this 
complex historical legacy for the first time. The actual 
collaboration took place in an artistic research and res-
idency group,12 in a visit by Tanzanian artists to the 
storage of the Ethnologisches Museum, and a research 
trip by academics and researchers from the University 
of Dar es Salaam to the places of origin of some of the 
pivotal objects from the Ethnologisches Museum, in the 
touring exhibition Living Inside the Story as well as at a 
German-Tanzanian conference in Dar es Salaam.13 The 
lectures, discussions and results from that conference are 
also presented in this volume. 

Germany and Tanzania have no common culture 
of remembrance where the history of colonialism is 
concerned. However, dealing with the colonial period, 
together with the associated discourses, has led increas-
ingly to negotiating processes pertaining to identity and 
politics in both countries. As we know, these are first of 
all debates within German society. They are taking place 
in the context of discourses that are marked by certain 
anniversaries and various thematic “triggers,” such as 
the plans for the future Humboldt Forum. These debates 
have a predominantly institutionally critical and polit-
ico-cultural accent. The direct substantive interaction 
with experts, cultural workers and other players from 
those countries where the objects originate is only in its 
infancy.14 In Tanzania, there has been such a debate and 
a corresponding culture of remembrance, largely in indi-
vidual regions, e. g. in the commemoration of uprisings 
by the respective ethnic groups, or on the occasion of 
specific anniversaries, e. g. in the commemoration of the 
askari who fought in the First World War. 

3. OBJECTS AND TERMS OF THE DEBATE 

The (re-)“discovery” of the objects mentioned in the 
Ethnologisches Museum archives as “spoils of war” from 
the former German East Africa makes it necessary to 
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publicize the circumstances associated with the collecting 
in Tanzania itself. In connection with the planned Hum-
boldt Forum, we need to jointly discuss the challenges 
in a transparent, collaborative and result-orientated 
manner. Politicians, museum experts and members of 
civil society in Germany and Tanzania often have diver-
gent opinions. To what extent can a serious exchange of 
knowledge-based information between these different 
individuals and positions take place? What happens – in 
Germany as in Tanzania – with the knowledge generated 
by the project? How will the topic be developed and 
deepened in Tanzania? And how will the differentiated 
Tanzanian attitude be received in Germany and put into 
practice? 

An important aspect of the exchanges consisted in 
recording the diverse positions in Tanzania itself, such as 
the position of the National Museum and House of Cul-
ture on the one hand, and the attitude of the Antiquities 
Department (Tanzanian monument conservation author-
ity within the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tour-
ism) on the other. What was new in Tanzania for example 
was the information that the Ethnologisches Museum in 
Berlin was storing a total of around 10 000 objects from 
what is now Tanzania. What significance does this collec-
tion have, and what should it have in the future? 

It was these questions that the discussions primar-
ily focused on. Especially in the case of objects that were 
demonstrably appropriated during the colonial wars, 
many, but not all Tanzanians, resolutely expressed the fol-
lowing view during the conference at the Goethe Institute 
in November 2016: This group of objects should not be 
viewed under the aspect of “trusteeship” by the Ethnolo-
gisches Museum in Berlin nor under the heading “shared 
heritage.” Specific recommendations were not the aim of 
the Humboldt Lab Tanzania project. The intensive, open 
exchange was aimed at strengthening the foundations for 
a common subsequent approach.

As was repeatedly stressed, the project partners felt 
the great weight of history and the highly emotive aspect 
associated with objects from the colonial period. This 
was expressed by the title of the exhibition accompany-
ing the project: Living Inside the Story. In this presenta-
tion, the Tanzanian artists – after their visit to the depot 
of the Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin – gave free reign 
to their feelings. The artwork by Amani Abeid with the 
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title Colonial Scars for example, included clay pots filled 
with water, in which the local chiefs from the colonial 
wars are mirrored. At the opening of the exhibition 
Abeid declared: “You see the story that is inside the pot. 
That’s my point of trying to raise the question, as to how 
you can carry this thing in your real life now. How can 
you rewrite history from what has happened?”15 It was 
the confrontation with the actual objects in the depot in 
Berlin that propelled the artist to this direct narrative of 
the objects.16

It remains to be seen what effect these, dialogues 
and debates may have on the museum landscape in Tan-
zania and Germany. 

The Humboldt Lab Tanzania was also an attempt 
to enable a wider social (civil) discussion on the history 
and future of cultural objects from the period of German 
colonialism – by the disclosure of information and the 
exchange between experts in Tanzania and Germany. In 
both countries, steps toward potential forms of common 
cultures of remembrance are not only being welcomed. 
To what extent can a project that has as its principle sub-
ject looted objects from colonial wars, promote the emer-
gence of a common culture of remembrance? And what 
could be potentially an alternative to the development of 
a long-term dialogue?

The English term “ownership” could also be 
denoted literally as “possession”, or “shareholding.” It is 
often talked about in the discussion on participation and 
stakeholding in the context of this cultural-political topic. 
Thus, stakeholding or shareholding is not necessarily 
connected exclusively with property, but it begins with 
the opportunity of helping shape the debate. Hence, in 
the case of the Humboldt Lab Tanzania, a prerequisite 
was a dialogue between experts from both countries, as 
well as sufficient information from civil society in terms 
of the value and dignity of the objects concerned. 

Many Tanzanians do not have the option of trav-
elling to Berlin to actually see the objects, to get “hapti-
cally” close to the objects. This aspect of accessibility was 
been discussed in detail already within the framework of 
the Humboldt Lab Dahlem. It was subsequently a subject 
of discussion at the Humboldt Forum conference at the 
Goethe Institute in South Africa (February 2016) and 
Dar es Salaam (November 2016). 

 Issues of understanding and not understanding 
lie deeper. They concern both players from Germany, 
and Tanzania. Language and communication barriers 
prove themselves here to be more than mere issues of 
translation. Rather, they point to different assumptions, 
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understanding, and methods, both in the practices of cul-
tural workers, and in the sciences. Particularly the stum-
bling blocks for the “translation” and mutual exchange 
of knowledge within the framework of the project often 
emerged as the central positive insight. 

4. INSIGHTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Mapping out different historical and current perspectives 
on the objects in Germany as well as in Tanzania was 
the goal set out for the Humboldt Lab Tanzania project. 
This was done by exploring the genesis and significance 
of the actual objects, especially in talks with represent-
atives of the corresponding ethnic groups from which 
the objects originated. Particularly revealing was the fol-
lowing insight made by the German-Tanzanian research 
team: The witnesses who were interviewed demonstrated 
a high level of identification with the corresponding 
objects. How much these conversational partners had to 
say about the cultural objects that had been stolen from 
their societies more than a century ago! The reconnec-
tion between the respondent Tanzanians and “their” his-
tory – or rather “their” stories – at the mere sight of the 
photos from the depot of the Ethnologisches Museum in 
Berlin was one of the most moving moments of the pro-
ject. Here, in the search for their meaning, then and now, 
the objects in the Berlin depot that had been “silenced” 
were given voice again, at least in a rudimentary way – 
through the telling of legends and “supernatural” events 
as well as by remembering everyday happenings and the 
expression of pride and sadness, but also the ability to 
respond with humor. Most of those interviewed asked 
why the objects were not in Tanzania and whether it 
would be possible to bring them back. 

In the case of objects of resistance against the 
colonial power, they are, especially in modern day Tan-
zania, likely to be part of the national identity. Research 
within the framework of the Humboldt Lab Tanzania, has 
shown in what subtle ways objects were used to revive 
and live the anti-colonial resistance to the Germans. For 
the Tanzanian side these objects are often the only phys-
ical evidence of the resistance, while there are numerous 
sources on the German or European side. In further 
studies it is now a question of reconstructing the narra-
tives that accompanied colonialism and these objects in 
both countries, to reveal them, and to critically question 
them. 

Continuities in the use of objects, for example in 
medical practices, as well as the knowledge of the dia-
logue partners on the ground have shown: The objects 
categorized as “spoils of war” possess cultural and 
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historical relevance in Tanzania to this day. The mem-
ory of the protagonists of the resistance, certain events, 
victims and practices that may be associated with these 
objects, continue to be part of the store of knowledge of 
these societies. The visits and interviews have provided 
new insights for all participants. However, information 
about the whereabouts or the mere existence of these his-
torical objects is often missing at their place of origin. It 
is the responsibility of the Ethnologisches Museum and 
in the future of the Humboldt Forum to allow these soci-
eties access to the historical objects of their cultural her-
itage.17 One way to do this would be via work on these, at 
the time designated, “ethnographic objects,” for example 
through accessibility and visibility through online data-
bases, permanent loans, joint projects and, in some cases, 
also restitution.

In the two cooperating museums – the Ethnolo-
gisches Museum in Berlin and the National Museum 
and House of Culture in Dar es Salaam – the intensive 
engagement with the “spoils of war” as part of the Hum-
boldt Lab Tanzania project has set a process in motion 
that, according to our expectations, has connected both 
institutions on an ongoing basis. Comparable culturally 
important objects from the collection in the National 
Museum and House of Culture were shown to a wider 
public in Tanzania as part of the exhibition Living Inside 
the Story that manifested various similarities with the 
Berlin-based objects. This is an indication that in Tanza-
nia similar groups of objects are also being curated and 
deemed culturally representative and worth preserving. 

In particular ritual and medicine objects as well as 
utensils made of brass or copper with religious elements 
from the Swahili coast were exhibited. Certainly, these 
objects are not as old as those in Berlin, and they were 
also not appropriated by force. They were brought to the 
museum later, during the British colonial period, or even 
later still, after independence. In both museums, due to 
various reasons, these objects are not usually accessible 
to the public, but stored in the depot. Cooperation with 
the National Museum and House of Culture has also 
demonstrated that it is easily possible, and is practiced as 
a matter of course, to conserve comparable objects, study 
them, restore them and to exhibit them.
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The Humboldt Lab Tanzania project shows that 
Tanzanian-German research collaboration can open up 
new insights and perspectives. The direct connection 
between the Humboldt Lab Tanzania and the proven-
ance research project of the Ethnologisches Museum 
“Tansania/Deutschland: Geteilte Objektgeschichten?” 
was crucial. This made possible a German-Tanzanian 
exchange of concepts and information, for example from 
the museum documentation for the subsequent research 
trip, for the documentation of the project and for an 
informed discussion. An exchange of information on 
the provenance of the objects and issues of their pres-
ent whereabouts was worthwhile – and will continue. 
The Tanzanian artist group and the German exhibition 
designer developed multimedia content and new formats 
for an artistic and practical approach to this topic. The 
documentation of these results in Tanzania and in Ger-
many will help promote their long-term viability. 

Appropriated objects are often intended to testify 
to the supposed superiority and might of the “acquisi-
tioner.” “What, in the context of a victory parade, was 
loot, has been turned into cultural heritage through its 
public exhibition.”18 So, for example, the collections of 
Berlin’s Museumsinsel, but also the collections of the 
present day Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin, were sta-
tus symbols, and to a certain extent they still are today. 
They “represent a world standing, which is especially 
attached to them.”19 Today, we can talk of a genuine inter-
national competition between comparable museums in 
their search for the most progressive way of dealing with 
the issues of cultural heritage and historically charged 
collections. Obviously it is a difficult balancing act for all 
concerned. The Humboldt Lab Tanzania has established 
some “best practices” to better address the issues raised. 

However, any kind of exhibition of these objects 
in Berlin is inevitably also a form of appropriation and a 
certain reproduction of colonial (power) relationships, 
which should be made visible, critically interrogated and 
deconstructed. The Humboldt Lab Tanzania is over – or 
is it just beginning? A practical result was the establish-
ing of the contact and dialogue and – where possible – 
the building of trust between the people and institutions 
responsible. The aim is a long-term cooperation between 
experts and museums. It should provide more insights 
and help develop long-term, realistic plans for action. 
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The broad exchange from within civil society has yet to 
take place. Provenance research and the questioning of 
the current legal situation are essential further steps. 

A definitive attitude towards the challenging topic 
of restitution or alternative ways of dealing with these cul-
tural goods has not been developed within the framework 
of the project. Far more questions than answers have 
been raised. The exchange of views was as open as it was 
complex. Indirectly, the Humboldt Lab Tanzania project 
has shown that restricting the discussion to a matter of 
restitution would hardly do justice to the many facets 
of coming to terms with this “shared heritage.” “Own-
ership” is certainly a central aspect to be clarified. But, 
it should not be allowed to thwart the opportunity now 
opened up of dealing with all of the issues raised by this 
project by means of a broad and profound dialogue.

Dar es Salaam, June 2017
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Transcription of the inscription on the “gong”(cf. p. 207) in a Qur’anic school, Kilwa Masoko, Tanzania, 25/09/2016
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Compass, former fortification of Hassan bin Omari (Makunganya), Mavuji, Tanzania, 24/09/2016

–

Humboldt Lab Tanzania

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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Calabash, workshop of Abdallah Said Mkundi, Mohoro, next to a photo of a calebash from the “magic bag” in the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin

–

Humboldt Lab Tanzania

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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Generally it is very hard to acquire an object with-
out employing at least some level of force. I believe 
that half the contents of your museum are stolen. 
Richard Kandt, 18971

Richard Kandt, a physician with aspirations in the fields 
of ethnography and geography, later the first permanent 
Imperial Resident2 for Ruanda, travelled there in the 
years 1897 and 1898 to undertake a detailed survey of 
the alleged source of the Nile. His ethnographic collec-
tions from Ruanda and Burundi, assembled during his 
travels and augmented during his four-year sojourn on 
the eastern shore of Lake Kivu, were an important addi-
tion to the inventory from these regions for what was 
then the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde (present 
day Ethnologisches Museum) in Berlin.3 The precise 
circumstances of these “acquisitions”, however, were of 
little interest to museum ethnologists of the time. They 
even approved those acquisitions appropriated by force, 
because their priority was an expeditious and swift 
expansion of the collections from the German colonies. 
After all, Berlin ethnologists were doing nothing more 
than what they perceived as the salvaging of the “mate-
rial and intellectual property” of African societies they 
considered to be under threat of complete destruction, 
due to colonial expansion and the associated adoption 
of “modern” lifestyles. The conviction within the field 
of ethnology at this time that there was a need to pre-
empt the irreversible homogenizing force of “Western 
civilization” was expressed in the collection of as many 
“authentic” objects as possible, above all from societies 

Richard Kandt, 1897
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that allegedly showed the least signs of cultural “contam-
ination” or change, thereby putatively saving them. The 
discourse of authenticity in the ethnological sciences 
complied with the dominant negation of the hybrid char-
acter of both pre-colonial and colonial culture; it also 
reflected the negation of the entanglement between the 
colonizers, who were defined as superior per se, and the 
colonized, an idea that prevailed well into the following 
decades. This idea was based on the assumption that 
African societies were isolated in time and space, and 
remained unchanged, while their centuries-old exchange 
not only with Euro-American but also with Asian cul-
tures was blanked out. African societies were – according 
to the prevailing contemporary understanding of nature 
as a phenomenon independent of historical processes – 
construed as ahistorical Naturvölker (natural peoples) by 
German ethnologists, and were believed to be the starting 
point for developing an understanding of the fundamen-
tal mental traits of so-called “complex” societies, the Kul-
turvölker (cultural peoples).4 

Against the background of the period’s prevalent 
musealization of the sciences, the production of knowl-
edge focused on the collection of material. Objects were 
seen as “objective” informational sources that spoke for 
themselves, and ethnology strived to emulate the natu-
ral sciences by using comparative typologies. With the 
official entry of the German Empire into the ranks of 
the colonial powers between the years 1884 and 1890, 
there was an increased flow of objects from the Deutsche 
Schutzgebiete (German protectorates) into the Königli-
ches Museum für Völkerkunde, founded in Berlin in 
1873. In 1880, the African Department catalogue listed 
3 361 objects; by 1914 the number stood at 55 079. This 
was also due in part to a Bundesratsbeschluss, a decision 
taken by the Bundesrat (the upper house of the German 
parliament) in 1889, to appoint the Museum für Völk-
erkunde in Berlin as the central depository for “ethno-
graphic”5 collections, which members of state-funded 
scientific “expeditions” had appropriated in the colonies 
and then dispatched to Berlin.6 From 1896 onwards, 
the scope of this instruction was widened to include 
“dependents of the Schutztruppen (Colonial Protection 
Forces) and the officers stationed in the colonies”; this 
also included military actions, often euphemistically 
referred to as “punitive expeditions,” legitimizing the use 
of force.7

However, ethnologists from the Berlin museum 
were unable to persuade the German Foreign Office to 
designate the collection of Ethnographica (ethnographic 
objects) a duty for public servants and military person-
nel working in the colonies.8 This was the reason why 
the “success” of the collection policy in the colonies 
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was largely due to the establishment and development 
of networks of individual “collectors” – public servants, 
members of the armed forces, missionaries, plantation 
owners and other people whose work brought them to 
the colonies. As most of those who supplied the objects 
(and information) were amateurs in the ethnological 
field, Berlin’s ethnologists published guidelines for eth-
nographic observations and collecting. These guidelines 
took the form of questionnaires that attempted to estab-
lish facts about various spheres of life (usually involving 
various object categories); these, it was supposed, would 
allow the observer to form a complete picture of a soci-
ety’s culture. For example, 1896 saw the publication of 
“Instruktion für ethnographische Beobachtungen und 
Sammlungen in Deutsch-Ostafrika” (Instructions for eth-
nographic observations and collections in German East 
Africa) which was then distributed to the “men on the 
spot.”9 

Felix von Luschan, directorial assistant for the 
Africa and Oceania collections from 1886 to 1904 and 
director of the Oceania-Africa Department from 1905, 
was especially successful in persuading colonial circles 
to act on the museum’s behalf, keeping up a lively corre-
spondence with those involved, including Richard Kandt 
(see above). In this way, the Berlin museum became the 
most important center for the accumulation of objects 
from colonized peoples in the entire German empire. 
“German East Africa” – an area that covered today’s 
mainland Tanzania as well as Ruanda and Burundi – was, 
and still is, particularly well represented in the museum’s 
holdings.10 

The collecting mania on the part of Berlin’s ethnol-
ogists and the “men on the spot” soon led to the Berlin 
museum’s collections becoming impossible to adminis-
ter, as so many objects were arriving that they could only 
be scientifically processed on a random basis. This sit-
uation continued throughout the following decades and 
up to the present day. This explains why, for example, the 
objects from the Maji Maji War in 1905 to 1907 – which 
was so devastating for the societies of southern Tanza-
nia – which at the time were explicitly labeled “spoils 
of war,” long remained overlooked in the museum. 
Remembering and forgetting are, according to Aleida 
Assmann in her comprehensive discussion of “Formen 
des Vergessens” (Forms of Forgetting), both functions 
of memory and are closely interlinked. The few objects 
that receive attention and are taken into the “canon” con-
trast strongly, in the archive, with the mass of forgotten 
objects – ignored, repressed, concealed or simply kept 
with no active use whatsoever.11 As described in more 
detail below, most of objects that made up the “spoils of 
war” were newly produced in the course of the war and 
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did not correspond to the (museal) ethnological canon 
of “traditional” objects; in fact, this canon long remained 
indifferent to the contemporaneity of the societies being 
studied, and thus also to the context of acquisition of the 
collected objects. 

The forceful acquisition of objects, even from such 
a bloody context as the Maji Maji War was, for museum 
staff, seemingly of no particular note. After at first having 
used the looted character of the items as a selling point 
before passing those objects considered “worthless” for 
the museum to various “provincial and local museums”, 
associations, private owners and even to a school, the 
“spoils of war” seem to have been forgotten in the depot 
after the Second World War.12 When, from around the 
1990s, the study of the history of ethnological collec-
tions grew in relevance, in part thanks to an increasing 
postcolonial self-reflectivity, it was wrongly assumed 
(on the basis of the archive files) that the “spoils of war” 
had been completely destroyed on Felix von Luschan’s 
orders,13 while in reality a small number of objects 
remained in the museum and 94 object numbers were 
entered into the main catalogue of the African collection.14 
Only in the context of preparations for a historically-fo-
cused exhibition for the future Humboldt Forum about 
East Africa and its translocal historical interconnected-
ness,15 and the resulting reassessment of the collection 
as a whole, did curator Paola Ivanov stumble upon the 
remaining pieces from the “spoils of war”. The search in 
the depot for evidence of European weapon imports from 
the 19th century revealed a munitions belt labeled “Spoils 
of war from the East African Rebellion 1905–1906” in 
2013 (Fig. 1). With the aid of the belt’s inventory num-
ber, further pieces from the group of looted objects could 
be identified. The fact that objects with such wide-reach-
ing significance could be “discovered” by accident shows 
once more in glaring clarity that a long-term, and thus 
sustainable critical analyses of the controversial objects 
originating from colonial contexts, should become a fixed 
element of museum work, in the way that it has through 
the work of the Humboldt Lab Tanzania and the related 
current comprehensive provenance research project on 
the museum’s Tanzania collection. 
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Munition belt/Powder horn (III E 14788) 
Previous owner unknown 

Imperial Government for German East Africa, transferor (1907);  

spoils of the Maji Maji War 

Horn and leather 

53.5 × 26 × 8 cm (when bound together); 53 × 6.5 × 5.6 cm (horn),  

c. 150 cm (belt)

Munitionsgürtel/Pulverhorn (III E 14788)  

Mkanda wa Risasi/Pembe ya kutilia baruti (III E 14788) 
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OBJECTS AS A MIRROR OF COLONIAL 
(POWER) RELATIONS

The “spoils” of the Maji Maji War, as they were known, 
are a characteristic example of the violent context in 
which many of the objects from East Africa in the Berlin 
museum were appropriated. Even where objects were 
not taken from their owners in the course of wars, the 
general acquisition of such objects is more than prob-
lematic given the inherently violent nature of German 
colonial rule. Ethnographica (the term then used for such 
objects16) were “collected,” but this is a word that could 
mean a number of different things. “Collected” objects 
might have been gifted, purchased, exchanged or traded, 
but they could also have been acquired through black-
mail, theft, robbery or looting. Hence, the term “collect-
ing” is itself problematic, concealing as it does the often 
violent and complex circumstances in which the most 
diverse kinds of appropriations took place in specific his-
torical contexts.17 However, as collecting inherently also 
implies real acts of appropriation and control performed 
within a power-based dynamic, the term will continue to 
be used here, whereby the forms of actual appropriation 
listed above should be constantly borne in mind.18

Various groups of people, each with their own 
agenda, were involved in the “collecting” process: the 
researchers at the Völkerkunde Museum and their “men 
on the spot”: usually German civil servants or members 
of the armed forces, travellers, missionaries, plantation 
owners, merchants and traders. All these groups were in 
turn dependent on the support and cooperation of the 
local population in East Africa, such as porters, African 
soldiers and clerks in the colonial administration, local 
potentates and dignitaries, traders and merchants. In 
addition, German rule in East Africa was by no means 
stable; for a long time, it was fragile and not all-encom-
passing, and African men and women, even within the 
context of violently imposed changes to their spatial, 
territorial, social, political and religious structures, had 
access to their own forms of agency which they did 
not fail to use where they could.19 Even the forceful 
appropriation in 1896 of an object like the bowl zither 
(Fig. 2) owned by the ruler of the Hehe, Mkwavingyika 
Mungyigumba Mwamuyinga, better known as Mkwawa,20 

OBJEKTE ALS SPIEGEL KOLONIALER 
(MACHT-)BEZIEHUNGEN
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VITU KAMA KIOO CHA MAHUSIANO YA 
(UWEZO WA) KIKOLONI

Ethnographica

 

 

2

Trough zither (III E 4973 a, b) 
Formerly owned by Mkwawa, chief of the Hehe 

Captured by Hans Glauning, 1897 

Wood, plant fibres, cotton 

106.5 × 9 × 2.5 cm (zither), 130 × 53 × 1 cm (bag)

Schalenzither (III E 4973 a, b) 
chief 

Zitha la bakuli (III E 4973 a, b) 
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reveals a history of years of resistance to German rule, 
and bears witness to the inability of the German occupi-
ers to bring the occupied territory completely under their 
control.

The “collecting” of what were known as ethno-
graphic objects in East Africa was directly linked to colo-
nial expansion and allied to strategies aimed at enforcing 
German conquest. Civil servants and military officers 
incorporated the “collecting” of objects into the everyday 
tasks of colonial administration, including not infrequent 
military expeditions and raids against resistant groups of 
local populations, their leaders and representatives. Thus 
the provenance and history of the objects and object 
groups described in the following pages reflects above 
all the constant reality of bellicose action in German East 
Africa, while at the same time testifying to the ongoing 
resistance to German occupation.21

THE “SPOILS” OF THE MAJI MAJI WAR

In 1895, the founder and long-standing director of the 
Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin, Adolf Bastian, wrote 
a letter to the central administration of the Königliche 
Museen (Royal Museums) which reveals the acquies-
cence of Berlin’s ethnologists in accepting forceful appro-
priation if it resulted in new acquisitions for their collec-
tions. Bastian complained that during the subjugation 
and destruction of Kalenga, the heavily fortified capital of 
the Hehe territory ruled by chief Mkwawa in 1894,22 no 
objects were retained for the museum apart from a few 
mementos owned personally by the governor, Freiherr 
von Schele:

But there can have been no lack of spoils during 
this [military expedition, authors’ note]. According 
to reports from November 1895, many thousands 
of Kuirenga’s [Kalenga’s, authors’ note] inhabitants 
apparently fled the town in haste while it was un-
der siege and, as in Pompeii, left behind more than 
enough objects to methodically furnish a museum, 
with the added advantage that the town did not 
first require archaeologists to uncover it […].23

The brutality (Andrew Zimmerman’s “antihumanism”24) 
of the “denial of coevalness”25 of the “researcher” with 
the “object” of his research – characteristic of the eth-
nological discourse at the time – is revealed in Bastian’s 
comparison of Kalenga, a settlement that had been 
destroyed by the Germans previously, with Pompeii. 
The objects belonging to Kalenga are valued for their 
scientific worth as “survivals,” in an evolutionary sense, 
of a past epoch, while their actual owners, living human 
beings, were killed or forced to flee; meanwhile, the 
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researcher’s indifferent gaze sweeps over them as if they 
too belong to the past and hence do not really exist.

But just a decade after Bastian’s complaint that the 
museum had been handed a raw deal when it came to 
distributing the spoils from the Hehe war, Luschan was 
criticizing what he saw as the scientific insignificance of 
numerous objects sent to the museum which had been 
looted during the Maji Maji War. The Maji Maji War took 
place from 1905 to 1907 when, in an act of rebellion, a 
number of ethnic groups in the southern half of German 
East Africa initiated military attacks against the repre-
sentatives of the colonial order. Some sources believe that 
up to 300 000 Africans died during the war, which Ger-
man forces conducted with the utmost brutality on the 
“scorched earth” principle. However, most of those who 
died were not killed in battle. Instead, they died of starva-
tion and diseases after their livelihoods and infrastructure 
were systematically destroyed by colonial troops.26 The 
possessions of the Africans, too, were either destroyed 
or fell into the hands of the Germans and their allies. In 
1906, Karl Weule, a geographer, ethnologist and, from 
1907, director of the Leipzig Völkerkundemuseum, 
commented during an “ethnographic research trip” into 
the interior beyond Lindi and Mikindani in 1906, that 
as a consequence of the war, “the beautiful old cultural 
heritage of the Wamwera and Wamakonde, among others, 
[has], in parts of the region, been completely destroyed 
due to the rebellion”.27 Weule also reports that it was of 
advantage to his “scientific” work to be accompanied 
from Lindi to Massassi by heavily armed police troops 
under the leadership of the Bezirksamtmann (district 
magistrate)from the Lindi station, who were still search-
ing for rebel fighters “from the barely ended rebellion,” 
because “[…] wherever we appeared, at each campsite, 
but also when marching through the extensive settle-
ments, the entire population of the corresponding district 
under the leadership of their Jumbe [chief ]28 marched up 
in a dense crowd.” Weule used this to advance his “scien-
tific” agenda, which included not only the photography 
of people but also the collection of ethnographic objects. 
Without the high-ranking official from the station and the 
“heavily armed accompanying force,” which was certain 
to ensure an atmosphere of fear and potential violence, 
Weule’s expedition would unquestionably have been less 
successful.29 As a result, it is an open question whether 
his scientific “haul,” in the form of objects, photographs 
and sketches should also considered in the context of 
“spoils of war”.

The governership in Dar es Salaam certainly 
administered and stored large quantities of objects 
appropriated during the war, in this case mainly weap-
ons. In December 1905, Governor Graf von Götzen 
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circulated a decree to military bases and local district 
authorities that stated,

[…] all spoils, such as weapons, spears, bows, 
shields, arrows, war drums, jewelry per procura 
without exception are to be treated as fiscal proper-
ty and as such must be collected by the district au-
thority and transported to the central depot at Dar 
es Salaam at the earliest opportunity.30

The same order was given to the commanding officers 
of the colonial forces, the Schutztruppen. The decree 
was probably necessary because very often the “profits 
from the spoils” did not end up in the colonial treasury 
but would be pocketed by individuals, as “[…] there is 
considerable uncertainty concerning the ownership of 
objects captured from the natives, or handed over to us 
by them in the course of their subjugation.”31 We may 
therefore assume that far more objects were appropri-
ated than just those stored in the central depot at Dar es 
Salaam, and that these either found their way into private 
collections or were sold.

According to a report issued by the government in 
Dar es Salaam to the Colonial Department of the Foreign 
Office, by the end of March 1906 the following objects 
“were appropriated and sent to the central depot for 
handover” during the fighting: “796 muzzleloaders, 613 
spears, 1056 bows, 1577 arrows, 16 quivers, 7 axes, 7 
drums, 2 pairs of bells and 1 battle horn.”32 The govern-
ment in Dar es Salaam eventually sent 1914 kilograms’ 
worth of objects to the Museum für Völkerkunde in Ber-
lin (the weight included the boxes), which was according 
to Karl Weule around two-fifths of the total amount of 
objects acquired. Towards the end of 1906, Weule had 
been asked by the Colonial Department to go to Dar es 
Salaam and pick out those objects he thought most useful 
for German museums. After viewing the “ethnographical 
spoils of insurgency” he concluded that the objects were 
of only minimal interest from a research point of view: 

The material was extremely limited; apart from 
innumerable bows, arrows and spears it included 
only 11 drums, some of which were also dam-
aged, 2 sacks of ammunition belts and a few trivial 
odds and ends. For the German ethnographical 
museums I have selected 485 lbs of arrows, 1283 
lbs spears, 851 lbs bows, 171 lbs drums, 111 lbs 
ammunition belts, 15 lbs fish traps.33 The selected 
items represent only a modest fraction of the huge 
pile of spoils, around two-fifths, but even when 
limited to the undamaged items, it cannot be de-
nied that the value of the collection is minimal. It 
is fair to say that the items are perfectly acceptable 
in themselves, but how can one view a collection 
as scientifically important when it represents only 
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five or six categories of the material culture of the 
natives, and in addition furnishes no exact infor-
mation whatsoever as to the precise provenance of 
the items! Its significance is that of a mere trophy, 
and it will probably, for the most part, be treated as 
such. [The collection] could in fact be more appro-
priately donated to the smaller towns in the prov-
ince – even if serving no other purpose, it would be 
highly suitable for re-awakening an interest in our 
colonies.34 

He also chose some axes, a shield, “dancing rattles” and 
two items listed as “Zaubersäcke” (magic bags) one of 
which is still held in the Berlin museum’s depot, while 
the other is in the Leipzig Museum für Völkerkunde. 
Following casualties of war in some cases, or transfer to 
other people and institutions, only 32 items from the 
inventory of the large “collection” remain today in the 
Berlin museum. Besides the “leather bag with utensils 
of a sorcerer,” as it is described in the main catalogue 
of the Berlin Museum, there are two drums (Fig. 3), the 
aforementioned ammunition belt (see Fig.1) and one toy 
gun (Fig. 4), along with mainly spears, arrows and bows 
(Fig. 5 and 6). When they arrived in Berlin, Felix von 
Luschan, head of the Oceania-Africa Department, also 
judged that the greater part of the objects were worthless 
for scientific purposes and had no commercial value. 
This was because the weapons were not the supposedly 
“traditional” objects so sought after by ethnologists, but 
instead had mostly been improvised out of necessity for 
use in the Maji Maji War, and hence did not conform 
to the anachronistic image of non-coeval Naturvölker 
(natural peoples).35 At first, Luschan went as far as to 
refuse to pay the costs incurred by the government in 
Dar es Salaam for storing, administering and packing the 
objects; in a letter written to Weule he even considers 
sending them back.36 Finally, however, he sent smaller 
selections of the objects as gifts to other ethnological 
museums in the German Empire as well as to smaller 
museums, clubs and schools.37 

As mentioned above, the “spoils of war” included 
numerous muzzleloaders. However, Weule did not select 
any of them for the museums, whereas the government 
in Dar es Salaam had previously assessed muzzleload-
ers with carvings to be ethnographically useable.38 As a 
result, anyone viewing the “spoils” would have gained the 
impression that the African population had fought only 
with “traditional” (or improvised) weapons, even though 
large quantities of guns had been exported to East Africa 
already since the mid-nineteenth century and had been 
widely used since the 1890s.39 This selection of objects 
did not only reflect the collecting paradigms of the eth-
nologists, which were based on the premise that African 
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Drum (III E 14791) 
Previous owner unknown 

Imperial Government for German East Africa, transferor (1907);  

spoils of the Maji Maji War 

Iron, wood, skin 

70 × 24 × 23 cm

Trommel (III E 14791) 

Ngoma (III E 14791)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  
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societies were authentic Naturvölker positioned outside 
historical transformation and entanglements with the rest 
of the world – a kind of selective collecting that by itself 
in fact helped to construct African societies according to 
this image. In addition, the selection also had the effect 
of reinforcing colonial ideological perspectives, which 
portrayed African societies as primitive and ahistorical, 
thus permitting the colonizers to distance themselves still 
further from the African peoples they colonized.

The object described by Weule as “Zaubersack” 
(magic bag) (cf. figure on p. 202) at first sight fitted this 
stereotypical image. This large bag made out of animal 
hide holds numerous very diverse small objects that 
served as dawa (medicine) but which were designated 
disparagingly as “magic” by the Germans; hence it con-
formed to the stereotype of African societies as “irra-
tional” in contrast to the presumed rational “Western 
modernity”. At the same time the bag “with utensils of 
a sorcerer”40 corresponded also with German narratives 
which overwhelmingly depicted the supposed “sorcer-
ers” and the distribution of medicines as the root cause 
for the wide expansion of the Maji Maji War. Maji is the 
Kiswahili word for water.41 During the years of the War, 
the prophecy of a certain Kinjikitile gained traction, 
whereby the water-based medicine would transform the 
bullets of the German soldiers into water that would run 
down the fighters’ bodies, as explained by Jigal Beez in 
his work on socio-religious aspects of the Maji Maji War.42 

Already, before the outbreak of war, there were exe-
cutions and arrests of putative “sorcerers” and the confis-
cation of their medicines by the German military and civil 
servants. Amongst other locations this also happened in 
Mohoro (Muhoro), the Bezirksamt (district office) of the 
Rufiji district, where the “Zaubersack” was most likely 
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Firearm (model) (III E 14790) 
Previous owner unknown 

Imperial Government for German East Africa, transferor (1907);  

spoils of the Maji Maji War 

Wood, brass, plant fibres, reed (or bamboo?) 

57.5 × 7 × 4 cm

Gewehr (Modell) (III E 14790) 

Bunduki (ya bandia) (III E 14790) 
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“collected”43 in 1905 or 1906.44 The bag’s contents are 
described in the main museum catalogue as follows: 

Leather bag with sorcerer’s utensils, 3 gourds with 
fat, 2 gourds with fabric plugs, 1 gourd neck, 1 
bamboo box, 2 packages with small bones, 1 with 
small wooden sticks, 1 carved wooden gunpow-
der box, 2 necklaces of white glass beads, knotted 
cords with amulets, 1 small medicine horn, lots of 
small and larger pieces of wooden sticks, numerous 
small bones, pieces of bark and more.45

Otto Stollowsky, who had been working as a clerk in 
the district administration since 1905 and sometimes 
took on the running of the German station, reported in 
detail about the arrests and executions of well-known 
“sorcerers” in Mohoro in the same year. The reason for 
these was complaints by Germans and Arabs about the 
increasing “impertinence” of the indigenous workers and 
reports about large gatherings of people who travelled to 
the neighboring Mtondo (Mitondo). Stollowsky ordered 
the arrest of the local jumbe46 and his son, as well as two 
“sorcerers” – an old Matumbi woman named Nawanga 
and her husband – in addition to between fifty and sixty 
other people. He also had all the “props” from the “sor-
cery ceremony” that had taken place there confiscated. 
In a hastily scheduled trial it was revealed, according 
to Stollowsky, that a daily ceremony took place there 
under the official protection of the local jumbe and that 
ever-increasing numbers of people received medicine 
in the form of ash and water, intended for scattering on 
their fields to protect crops from wild pigs and birds, in 
return for payment. A further witness was said to have 
recounted that Nawanga belonged to a large family of 
“sorcerers” from the Matumbi mountains and obtained 
her medicine from a man from Ngarambe47 whom even 
more people sought out. Upon receipt of that informa-
tion Stollowsky gave the order to arrest the man, named 
Ligitire, along with his “helper’s helpers” and bring them 
to Mohoro:

Already on 16 July soldiers returned and brought 
a Mpogoro man named Ligitire with them and re-
ported that they had arrested him in the middle of 
a large gathering of people in Ngarambi, who had 
come together there for a “sorcery-goma,” in order 
to bring the man sacrificial pesa48 and to receive 
“dawa.” Ligitire had described himself as “Jumbe 
Hongo” and had either poured water over their 
heads, or given them water to drink that was sup-
posed to impart particular strength.49

However, Ligitire had merely told Stollowsky that his 
medicine was meant to guarantee a good crop and pro-
tect the people from wild animals. When an Indian trader 
reported that Ligitire was not the original instigator of 
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5

Spearhead (III E 14757) 
Previous owner unknown 

Imperial Government for German East Africa, transferor (1907);  

spoils of the Maji Maji War 

Iron 

60 × 6 × 2.3 cm

Speerspitze (III E 14757) 

Mkuki (III E 14757)
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this type of gathering, but that he had in turn received 
the medicines from a man who, in reference to the cult 
of the spirit Bokero, called himself “Bwana Shauri Boke-
ro”,50 the latter was also arrested without further ado. 
The water, that ostensibly came from the hot springs 
close to Kimbambawe, was said to make people invin-
cible against their foes, specifically the Europeans and 
the African soldiers (askari) who fought for them – such 
was Stollowsky’s story. At that point in time he had alleg-
edly already recognized well-planned preparations by 
the population of the region, in the form of gatherings, 
ceremonies and medicines, for an uprising against the 
Germans. At the beginning of August armed attacks by 
large numbers of Matumbi on Arab and Swahili traders 
in the Rufiji district began. Stollowsky and other colonial 
representatives blamed the putative “sorcerers” and the 
distribution of medicines as the reason for the uprising. 
As a result, a military tribunal was held in Mohoro on 4 
August, which sentenced Bokero and his son, along with 
Ligitire, to death. They were hanged the very same day in 
front of a large crowd of people.51 

It would go beyond the scope of this essay to enter 
into a more detailed discussion on the multi-layered  
colonial and post-colonial historiography that forms 
the background to this incident, or on the controversial 
debates about the root causes of the Maji Maji War, the 
function and significance of medicines (dawa, pl. mada-
 wa) and their variations in a local and regional context. 
More recent research, however, challenges the national-
istically motivated point of view that the Maji Maji dawa 
was the expression of a closed and unified uprising. 
Many sources, among them Stollowsky’s own descrip-
tions from 1905, rather point to the possibility that the 
medicines distributed by the “sorcerers” (according to 
German sources) or “spirit mediums” in the broad Rufiji 
river basin were primarily intended to protect crops, 
bring rain or ensure a good harvest.52 In Uzaramo and 
central southern Tanzania, women played a special role 
in “healing the land”53 during a time of social change 
and crisis. One of these could well have been Nawanga, 
arrested on Stollowsky’s orders, who was convicted and 
subsequently sentenced to a year in jail in chains. Also 
the assumption that the Bokero cult (in the Uluguru and 
Ngulu mountains they spoke of Kolelo)54 was of central 
importance for the emergence of an “ideology of upris-
ing” is not supported by contemporary sources, which 
do not associate the Kolelo belief system with the war. 
This also corresponds with Ligitire’s testimony that his 
medicine aimed to ensure a good harvest and protection 
from wild animals.55 Consequently the bag from Mohoro 
and the objects therein are most likely associated more 
with medicine to promote farming success than with war. 
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6

Bow (III E 14763) // Quiver with arrows (III E 14784 a-e) 
Previous owner unknown 

Imperial Government for German East Africa, transferor (1907);  

spoils of the Maji Maji War 

Wood, skin (?) // iron, bamboo, feathers, poison 

120 × 20 × 2 cm // 82.4 × 4 × 4 cm (in total)

Bogen (III E 14763) // Köcher mit Pfeilen (III E 14784 a-e) 

Upinde (III E 14763) // Mishale (III E 14784 a-e)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  
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Even though it is not possible to ascertain from the 
sources available whether the group of objects belonged 
to one of the convicts in Mohoro (relating to Nawanga, 
Stollowsky talks about the confiscation of the “props”), 
the narration of events in Mohoro does illustrate how 
medicine men and women suspected of being involved 
in the uprising or war were dealt with; over the following 
months and years people suspected of spreading maji 
as “war medicine” were detained and executed. A direct 
connection between the medicine bag with the briefly 
described dramatic events in Mohoro cannot however 
be confirmed from the sources available. It could pos-
sibly have been appropriated during later arrests in 
and around Mohoro. Nevertheless, the possibility of a 
direct connection exists, and the “Zauberutensilien” 
(utensils of a sorcerer) stored in the Berlin Museum 
are linked closely to the Maji Maji War. The historical 
contextualization of the bag directs attention to the con-
troversial aspects of Maji Maji historiography, especially 
as in the case of the executed Ligitire, his name could 
well be a variant of the name Kinjigitile Ngwale. A man 
with this name was rumoured to be mganga56 in Ngar-
ambe since 1902.57 In written histories in the context of 
nation-building in the post-colonial era, he was assigned 
the role of spiritual leader of the uprising against the Ger-
man colonial power. 

According to the acquisition files, the medicine bag 
garnered no particular attention from Berlin ethnologists 
and sank into oblivion with the rest of the “spoils of war” 
from former German East Africa, much of it classified as 
worthless. 

It was not until 1935, two years after the National 
Socialist Party (NSDAP) had assumed power in Ger-
many, that the museum received a request, in which an 
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officer (Oberfeldmeister) from the Reich Labour Service 
(Reichsarbeitsdienst) in southern Westphalia requested 
“illustrative materials” in order to campaign, among 
young workers, for the re-conquest of the former German 
colonies:

The Labor Service offers an unparalleled opportu-
nity to awaken an appreciation of the still relevant 
field of colonial politics among young Germans of 
all educational levels, social classes and vocations, 
and to provide a clearly and convincing argument. 
It is a task the resolution of which would result not 
only through the appreciation of great men and the 
achievements of the past, but also through a deep-
er understanding among the broad masses for the 
hopefully soon to be declared claims for the return 
of stolen colonies.58 

Alfred Schachtzabel, head of the Africa Department at 
this time, finally sent “20 spears from the spoils of war 
from German East Africa”59 to Westphalia for the price 
of the transport costs. The trophy-like character of the 
collection, which Weule had already emphasized, found 
its climax in the fact that the objects were instrumental-
ized for revisionist colonial endeavors in the context of 
National Socialism. 

THE GREAT DRUM AND THE COASTAL 
COMMUNITIES’ UPRISING (1888–1890)

In 1897 Hermann von Wissmann, the former Imperial 
Governor of German East Africa, presented the Berlin 
Museum für Völkerkunde with a large drum, almost a 
meter in length and weighing more than 37 kg, inscribed 
with a Kiswahili epigraph in Arabic lettering (cf. figure 
on p. 206). It had been displayed one year previously at 
the first German Colonial Exhibition in Berlin-Treptow, 
which was part of the great Berlin Industrial Exposition.60 
Luschan assessed the drum as probably the “most valua-
ble piece” in the entire exhibition:

However, what really sets this drum apart is its 
enormous size and also the Kiswahili inscription 
engraved deep into the unyielding, gnarled wood. 
That war drums have exactly the same symbolic 
meaning in most of tropical East Africa as military 
flags have for us, that some of these drums are only 
used for very special and important occasions, 
like the outbreak of war or upon the death of a 
ruler, and that they are otherwise stored with care, 
shrouded and guarded like holy relics, as well as 
the fact that the loss of a drum during battle would 
be considered the worst calamity, I assume is wide-
ly known. All the more evident however is the value 
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of this unique, magnificent specimen, in more than 
one respect, that certainly dates back to one of the 
indigenous sultans who ruled over Mrima in the 
preceding century.61 

The great significance of the drum, as underlined by 
Luschan, and its close connection with the political 
sphere (and, in certain circumstances, military might) 
initially points to the probability that it was seized, or at 
least was unlikely to have been surrendered voluntarily. 
It was exhibited along with other objects, mainly weap-
ons, some of which were seized in the wars during the 
years 1888 and 1890 in the coastal region of present 
day Tanzania, and attributed to the central protagonists 
and political leaders of the uprising, like Bwana Heri bin 
Juma (Fig. 7) and Bushiri bin Salim, the more renowned 
leaders in the war.62 

A somewhat smaller drum, on loan since 1894, 
had been stored at the museum, but had to be returned 
to the Berlin department of the German Colonial Soci-
ety (Deutsche Kolonialgesellschaft). Lieutenant Karl von 
Gravenreuth had donated the drum to the society, which, 
as representative of the German East Africa Company 
(DOAG)63 and district head (Bezirkschef) of Bagamoyo, 
he had seized in 1888,64 when the DOAG was attempting 
to take over the administration of seven coastal towns 
that the Sultan of Zanzibar had surrendered to it. The 
local political and administrative elites as well as sec-
tions of the local population resisted the occupation 
by the DOAG. The representatives of the German side 
erro neous ly described the war as an “Arab uprising”65, 
thereby obscuring the heterogeneity of the groups 
involved and their leaders, who resisted the German take-
over of the coastline by the DOAG and thereby also chal-
lenged the Sultan of Zanzibar’s right to surrender these 
areas in such a manner. Moreover, the uprising consisted 
of numerous rebellions, whose roots lay in  pre-colonial 
social, political and economic relations, rather than 
having begun as an anti-colonial war from the outset.66 
The German navy finally came to the assistance of the 
DOAG, which was unable to maintain its occupation of 
the coastal towns; Hermann von Wissmann, who was 
appointed Reich Commissioner (Reichskommissar) for 
East Africa in 1889, recruited mainly mercenaries from 
the Sudan who would later form the core of the German 
colonial army, and commanded the new forces during the 
following hostilities. In the spring of 1890 the uprising 
had been put down using military force, and “German 
East Africa” officially became “protectorate” of the Ger-
man Empire in 1891.

It is very likely that Hermann von Wissmann 
came into possession of the great drum during that war. 
The looting of objects on both the German and African 
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7

Bwana Heri (centre) (VIII A 22299) 
Photographer: A. Bluhm (1891) 

24 × 22.5 cm (box), 16.1 × 21.2 cm (photograph)

Bwana Heri (in der Mitte) (VIII A 22299) 

Bwana Heri (katikati) (VIII A 22299)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  
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sides was not exceptional, but rather the rule. Felix von 
Lu schan, for example, bemoaned the loss of countless 
items from the wars in East Africa which, according 
to the Bundesrat decree, were destined for the Berlin 
museum, to the general administration of the Königliche 
Museen in Berlin: 

Major v. Wissmann likes to present members of 
the officer corps with large, richly carved African 
drinking horns and here in the officers’ association 
the sales department, run by a Mister von Tippels-
kirch,67 has hundreds of ethnographic items as 
“spoils of war” and sells them to anyone who wants 
them.68

Regrettably there is no detailed information on the drum 
in the acquisition files of the museum. In the main cata-
logue, apart from its dimensions, only “Mrima” is noted, 
as a geographical specification – Mrima is Kiswahili and 
describes the coastal section between Mombasa to the 
north and the estuary of the Rufiji in the south of present 
day Tanzania. A clue as to the original owner and keeper 
is provided by the inscription on the drum. 

The Kiswahili lecturer and author, Mtoro bin 
Mwinyi Bakari from Bagamoyo,69 who had lived in Berlin 
and Hamburg since 1900 has transcribed and translated 
parts of the inscription as follows: “ngoma, māli jumbe 
Makāme-yashāni-bin-mwenyi-‘amiri-futa” (‘Drum, 
property of M. village head.’ M. lived in Bagamoyo).”70 
Makame ya shani was, as Bakari wrote in an essay on the 
history as well as the “customs and traditions” of the Doe 
people, who live in the area around Bagamoyo, the title of 
the majumbe (sg. jumbe) of Winde, north of Bagamoyo.71 
Jumbe, often translated today as “chief ”, denoted in 
pre-colonial political structures a high rank in the hier-
archy of the Muslim coastal inhabitants (Swahili), which 
brought with it the right to receive the customary fees 
(ada), from passing caravans of traders; the German colo-
nial administration then integrated the title into its own 
hierarchical structures.72 The German General Consul 
in Zanzibar had sought out “more detailed information” 
about the majumbe and reported in 1888 to Otto von 
Bismarck, German Reichskanzler at the time: 

[…] those esteemed negro chiefs, who used to be 
independent and only nominally subject to the Sul-
tan of Zanzibar, are described thus and have as-
serted their true power. The very same (described 
as Jumbe in Arabic) have mostly assumed a hostile 
attitude to the German association [DOAG au-
thors’ note], because they fear losing those privileg-
es, namely of a pecuniary nature, which had either 
been assured them previously under the former 
Sultan’s administration, or been tacitly permitted. 
In the surroundings of Bagamoyo there are said to 
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be 10 such Jumbe (pl: Majumbe), who, insofar as 
they are not involved in the slave trade, could be 
persuaded to work in the interests of the company 
[DOAG, authors’ note] if we were to continue to 
pay the previously guaranteed stipends.73 

The jumbe of Winde was never offered such a “stipend” 
– more accurately a payment to which the majumbe were 
entitled according to local law – or perhaps he turned 
it down. Franz Stuhlmann, who had been undertaking 
scientific research in Zanzibar as well as on the adjacent 
coastline since 1888, and took part in the battles as a lieu-
tenant of the reserve, described the majumbe as “spirit of 
the uprising”; he talks of nineteen majumbe in Bagamoyo 
and describes Kisoko (Kisoka), Salim bin Abdallah and 
Manane as the “ringleaders”.74 “People of Bana Ismael 
from Windi [Winde, authors’ note] and Bana Heri from 
Saadani joined them,” according to Stuhlmann.75 Ismael 
from Winde, actually known for his relatively broad 
autonomy from Zanzibar,76 was accused by the Germans 
of receiving gunpowder and weapons from the Sultan 
of Zanzibar and distributing them among the rebels. As 
a result of such reports, in October 1888, the General 
Consul recommended that “the said Ismael be removed 
and, if possible letters or other forms of proof could be 
found as evidence of his Excellency’s participation in 
the uprising.”77 Finally the coastal settlement of Winde 
came under attack from a naval warship, which bom-
barded it for five hours. Due to the “ineffective impact 
of the bombardment” marines were then sent ashore, in 
order to raze the main urban area as well as the settle-
ment one kilometer away that belonged to the “sultan’s 
slave” Ismael78 – countless explosions of gunpowder were 
heard. The commander of the ship, Admiral Deinhard, 
reported: “In the house of the Sultan’s slave Ismael in 
Windi [Winde, author’s note] alone, around 10 barrels 
of gunpowder exploded as a result of the fire.”79 Karl von 
Gravenreuth, the aforementioned DOAG district head 
in Bagamoyo who later loaned a seized drum and a siwa 
horn (the insignia of the rank of a jumbe) to the Berlin 
museum, was also involved in the attack and went ashore 
where he encountered dead and wounded. He did not 
succeed in his main objective, namely the “incarceration 
of Ismael or other distinguished inhabitants” and the 
securing of evidence of the alleged weapons shipments 
from the Sultan to the rebels.80 Whether he or other 
soldiers found the drum during the razing of the coastal 
town of Winde, and then passed it on to Wissmann, is 
pure speculation. At the end of November there was a 
second attack on Winde launched by the German navy 
because “rebels” were said to have gathered there once 
more. In a telegram from the General Consul of Zanzibar 
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to the Foreign Office, the final destruction of the village 
was reported.81 

A specific opportunity for Wissmann or other mil-
itary personnel to come into possession of the jumbe of 
Winde’s drum, could also have been during the storming 
of Bushiri’s fortified camp in May 1889 in the village of 
Kaole, which lay south of Bagamoyo. During the large-
scale offensive by 1 000 soldiers (among them around 
300 Germans) under Wissmann’s command, 106 follow-
ers of Bushiri were killed according to reports by German 
soldiers, “[…] almost all Arabs and Balochs. Among the 
fallen, the Jumbe of Windi, Ismael deserves special men-
tion because of his influence”.82 The war zone was then 
left to the troops for looting and the German non-com-
missioned officers and marines took any objects as “vic-
tory trophies and mementos of the triumphant battle”.83 
The African soldiers did the same. In addition to flags 
with Koranic verses on them, a variety of weapons (rifles, 
guns, swords, knives, etc.) there is also mention of uten-
sils of daily use and curiosities – whether the drum was 
among the “curiosities” is not on record. 

After the death of Ismael of Winde, the German 
offensives on Winde and other majumbe continued 
under Gravenreuth, as in August 1899. A missionary, 
Etienne Baur, from the Catholic mission near Bagamoyo 
reported among other things the death of a further jumbe 
from Winde, possibly Ismael’s successor:

without entering the village [Bagamoyo, authors’ 
note] with the soldiers he passed through the fields 
leading to Winde and set fire to it. Then on to Kon-
paka etc. They killed one Dyumbe [jumbe, authors’ 
note] of Winde, hanged three other individuals, 
and killed I don’t know how many. They set fire 
everywhere, burned plantation crops, etc. etc. 
And the Wanyamuezis [sic!] looted all they could. 
Everything was destroyed in the northern area, 
from Zongozero to Winde. All the people have fled 
and all the Dyumbés and [sic!] have escaped etc.84 

The following month, the missionary informed Graven-
reuth, that “Arabs” wanted to take revenge on the 
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Germans because of the death of Ismael.85 The battles 
continued, and the exact circumstances of the drum’s 
acquisition remain speculative. A looting in the context of 
the war in the years 1888 to 1889 would seem likely, but 
not proven based on the sources available to date. What 
also remains unclear is the source of the quote by Lus-
chan cited above, where he describes and interprets the 
drum’s significance, emphasizing its special status and 
value, how it is guarded like a “holy relic” and how its 
loss, like the loss of a military flag, would be “considered 
the worst calamity.”86 Whether Luschan had received 
this information from Wissmann or it was a personal 
interpretation based on the significance of royal drums in 
other regions of Africa (and the stereotype of aggressive, 
warring Africans) is not possible to ascertain – a response 
to Luschan’s letter to Wissmann, on whether or not he 
knew more about the drum and its inscription, is not 
included in the acquisition files.87 

Luschan’s interpretation is also not quite correct, 
if one examines the information available for similar 
drums along the Swahili coast: the drum in the Berliner 
Museum can be classified as a ngoma kuu (Kiswahili for 
“great drum[s]”). The term ngoma not only denotes the 
drum as musical instrument but also means dance and 
the rituals connected to it. The ngoma kuu were closely 
linked to the constitution of the social and political 
authority of the majumbe on the coast. Jonathon Glass-
man describes the ngoma kuu (Fig. 8) thus, in his study 
about social, political and economic dynamics and con-
flicts in Swahili society in the coastal region in pre-colo-
nial times: 

Each community within the Shirazi88 confedera-
tions kept special sets of drums, the ngoma kuu or 
“great drums”, which served to link festive rites 
with chiefly authority. A similar instrument was the 
siwa, a large ornately carved horn sometimes craft-
ed from an elephant tusk. These instruments could 
be played only in the presence of a jumbe. They 
were used at feasts commemorating rites of passage 
within the jumbe’s family, or at any feast at which a 
jumbe was a guest. The ngoma kuu were especially 
prominent on religious holidays, when they were 
played before the jumbe’s house. Both instruments 
were treated with the same respect as was the jumbe 
himself: the ngoma kuu, for example, were elevat-
ed on a palanquin or kilili. Slaves and noncitizens 
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“A local fair in Saadani attended by men and females”  
(original title translated from the German) (V III A 22290) 
Photographer: A. Bluhm (1891) 

24 × 22.5 cm (box), 14.5 × 20 cm (photograph) 

The photograph shows two great drums (ngoma kuu) and the ceremonial 

horn (siwa, cf. second person from the right). From what we know of the 

function and significance of these objects, this is certainly not a “local 

fair”. It is unclear to what extent the people pictured have been deliber-

ately posed by the photographer. However, if he did indeed document a 

real celebration, it would have been a ceremony carried out at the wish 

of the ruler, as the use of the ngoma kuu and the siwa was a privilege 

reserved for rulers.

„Ein Volksfest in Saadani an welchem sich Männer und Weiber  
betheiligen“ (Originaltitel) (V III A 22290) 

ngoma kuu)
siwa, 

ngoma kuu siwa

“Sherehe ya kitamaduni ambapo wanaume na wanawake 
wanashiriki” (Jina halisi: “Ein Volksfest in Saadani an welchem 
sich Männer und Weiber betheiligen”) (V III A 22290)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  
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were prohibited from playing the ngoma kuu, and 
the accompanying dance was the prerogative only 
of the majumbe and their immediate subordinates 
in the Shirazi hierarchy, the maakida.89 

The ngoma kuu were also played in mourning ceremo-
nies for office holders; a special dance with the “great 
drum” and the siwa was an essential element of the 
installation ceremony for the highest ranks of jumbe and 
diwan along the Mrima coast. In a compilation of reports 
from Mtoro Bakari and other Swahili on the “Customs 
and Traditions” of the Swahili in 1903 there is mention 
of three “great drums” whereby one of them, called a 
mukwiro, apparently superseded the others in signifi-
cance.90 Whether, and how, the ngoma kuu were used 
during times of war is not documented, and so Luschan’s 
description too, that the specimen in the Berlin museum 
is a “war drum” is impossible to verify. In any case his 
interpretation of the drum points to its character as a 
“trophy of war,” and it should be viewed as such inde-
pendently of Luschan’s statement. It was a widespread 
practice among colonial troops all over Africa to loot 
these types of royal drums during military victories over 
local rulers, by which means an element of their power 
was seized from the individual rulers. A photo taken 
between 1891 and 1897 (Fig. 9), certainly proves that the 
German colonizers were well aware of the significance 
of the ngoma kuu as the embodiment of power and its 
continuity, and attempted to seize it. The photo shows a 
German (possibly Stuhlmann) set in scene on a kilili bed 
next to such a “great drum” (Michael Pesek has empha-
sized the mimetic elements of the rather fragile colonial 
rule in German East Africa).91 

The fact that the Berlin’s great drum was not rec-
ognized or considered to be a ngoma kuu by today’s 
Winde and Bagamoyo inhabitants, as revealed during 
interviews conducted by Bertram B. B. Mapunda dur-
ing a short research trip in 2016, could certainly be a 
reflection of the dramatic loss of power of parts of the 
former economic and political elites along the coast 
in the 1890s. The majumbe, their insignia of power as 
well as the rituals and ceremonies connected with their 
status, may well have sunk into oblivion over the years. 
The great drum was instead linked more with dances 
(kilinge) by the inhabitants of the central coastal region.92 
Further research on site and in the archives is necessary 
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“The great drum” (English translation of original title) (III A 22277) 
Photographer: A. Bluhm (1891–1897?) 

24 × 22.5 cm (box), 14.5 × 20 cm (photograph)

„Die große Trommel“ (Originaltitel) (III A 22277) 

 “Ngoma kuu” (Jina halisi: “Die große Trommel”) (III A 22277)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  
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in order to ascertain possible continuities and breaches 
in the function and use of this kind of drum; this applies 
equally to the concrete circumstances of the acquisition 
of the specific Berlin drum, which we have only begun to 
approximate. 

“[…]THUS I FIND IT UNAVOIDABLY 
NECESSARY […] FIRSTLY TO ELIMINATE 
HASSAN BIN OMARI”93: THE “GONG” OF 
HASSAN BIN OMARI (MAKUNGANYA)

In the year 1895, barely five years after the start of the 
formal German colonial occupation, the southern part 
of today’s Tanzania was still not under the control of the 
colonial administration and its representatives. In Octo-
ber 1895, the then governor, Hermann von Wissmann, 
who at the same time was demanding the elimination of 
Makunganya, reported:

The disturbances in the south, led by chief 
Machemba and the Mrima man [Mrimamann] Has-
san bin Omari have become so widespread that it 
is really impossible to make any further attempt to 
establish order there by peaceful means.94 

Hassan bin Omari, also known as Makunganya and, in 
German sources, called “Mrima man” (“Mrimamann”)95, 
was, alongside Machemba bin Mshame al Masaninga 
(Fig. 10), designed as Yao in various sources, one of the 
most influential merchants in the south-east of today’s 
Tanzania. His origins can be traced to the Makanjila Yao 
in the vicinity of Lake Nyasa, but he had lived since early 
childhood in Kilwa Kisiwani. He was well integrated into 
Muslim coastal society, made up of Swahili and Shirazi, 
and he controlled the slave trade and caravan routes from 
Makanjila to the coast.96 By 1888, he was already said 
to be in revolt against the representatives of the German 
East Africa Company.97

Hassan bin Omari and Machemba successfully 
defended their spheres of influence against the German 
occupation. This is also evidenced by Wissmann’s report 
where, in an addendum, he provides a list – from the 
viewpoint of the German conquerors – of the “crimes” 
committed by both, and characterizes Makunganya using 
the derogatory expression “robber chief ”, who, amongst 
other things, recruits runaway slaves as his supporters.98 
Makunganya had a price on his head and those chiefs 
who gave him support were threatened with retribution. 
Amongst other things, Wissmann accused Makunga-
nya of attacking the German fortress of Kilwa in 1894 
with several thousand soldiers. At the same time he was 
accused by the regional administrator at the Kilwa station 
of planning to attack and capture Governor Wissmann 

-
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„[…] SO HALTE ICH ES FÜR UNUMGÄNGLICH 
NÖTHIG […] ZUNÄCHST HASSAN BIN OMARI 
ZU VERNICHTEN“93: DER „GONG“ DES 
HASSAN BIN OMARI (MAKUNGANYA) 
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“[…] KWA HIYO NAONA NI KWA UHITAJI 
USIOEPUKIKA […] KWANZA KUMWONDOA 
HASSAN BIN OMARI”93: “UPATU” WA 
HASSAN BIN OMARI (MAKUNGANYA)
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Machemba, 1896 (VIII A 21940) 
Verlag C. Vincenti (publishing house), Dar es Salaam, from the estate of 

Ch. Porrée 

This studio portrait of Machemba may have been taken in Dar es Salaam 

in 1896, at the time of his visit to the German Governor. 

25.7 × 22.4 cm (box), 22.6 × 16.5 cm (picture)

Machemba, 1896 (VIII A 21940) 

-

Machemba, 1896 (VIII A 21940)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  
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while the latter was on a visit to Kilwa Kisiwani in Octo-
ber 1895.99 From the early 1890s onwards, Hassan bin 
Omari was so successful in repulsing German attempts 
at domination in parts of the southern coastal region 
that the Germans were unable to take control of the ter-
ritory and the population outside the strongly defended 
Bezirks amt (District Office) at Kilwa. 

Under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Lothar 
von Trotha,100 four companies (c. 500 men)101 from the 
German Schutztruppe (Protection Force) were deployed, 
in order to attack Hassan bin Omari Makunganya and his 
supporters. The German occupation force hoped that by 
unleashing a war against Makunganya they would also 
be able to intimidate Machemba and, without the direct 
use of force, persuade him to submit to German claims of 
sovereignty. In November 1895, they finally succeeded 
in taking Kitumbini (Kitumbi), Hassan bin Omari’s res-
idence, which consisted of several villages. The villages 
were razed to the ground. During the war, lasting over 
several days, they discovered a number of caves along the 
banks of the river Mavuji that had been used by Hassan 
bin Omari and his supporters. They were searched and 
numerous objects, as well as trunks containing letters, 
were looted. Later, these were presented as evidence dur-
ing the Kilwa military trial of Makunganya and his sup-
porters. In the meantime Makunganya was able to escape 
in the direction of the town and port of Kiswere, on the 
southern border of the then Kilwa district.

Eventually, in mid-November 1895, the Ger-
mans arrested Makunganya and his “minister” Omari 
bin Mwenda at Luawa (on the River Luwawa).102 In 
the report written by company commander Fromm, 
his description of the arrest is commensurate with 
the debasement found consistently in colonial docu-
mentation of those rulers who opposed the German 
conquerors: 

While the second column under Lieutenant Glau-
ning was searching a more distantly located village 
from which resistance was still being offered, two 
people from the first column succeeded in cap-
turing a small, hunch-backed man who defended 
himself with a knife from his seated position. The 
prisoner was recognized as Hassan bin Omari.103 
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The Germans erected a fortified camp on the River 
Mavuji in order to hold Makunganya’s supporters, to 
“punish” villages whose inhabitants were considered 
supporters of Hassan bin Omari, and to force through 
the German occupation of the southern part of the pro-
claimed colonial territory; “punish and pacify the coun-
try”, wrote Fromm in what, at the time, was the usual 
downplaying and high-handed colonial tone.104 Maku-
nganya and other prisoners were brought to Kilwa by 
the Eighth Company under Fromm, of which Lieutenant 
Hans Glauning was a member (the same Lieutenant 
Glauning mentioned above in connection with the loot-
ing of the Mkwawa musical instrument). Here Maku-
nganya and five of his supporters or officials and the two 
akida105 of Kilwa were sentenced to death by a military 
court – a verdict upheld by Governor Wissmann, who 
was personally present at the trial. Makunganya and three 
other condemned men were hanged in Kilwa; the akida 
Makrani bin Tshande committed suicide in prison, and 
three prisoners were dispatched by the governor to Lindi 
to have their sentences carried out, “in order to increase 
the impact on Matschemba.” There, six other of Has-
san’s supposed “leaders” were put to death. They had 
been described by the governor in his report as being 
among the “leaders of the 1889 rebellion.” “At this time 
all significant opponents of the government have either 
been defeated or have submitted to our rule, so at the 
moment, for the first time in the colony, one can state: 
all is calm,” as Governor Wissmann concluded after the 
successful forceful subjugation of the population, which 
he dismissed, from the conqueror’s point of view, as the 
“Hassan and Matschemba affairs.”106

In the context of this military campaign an object 
was taken which, in the main catalogue of the Museum 
für Völkerkunde in Berlin, is labeled as “war brass instru-
ment” from “Sultan Hassan bin Omari”. With nothing 
further to go on in terms of the function of the object it 
has been described in terms of a gong-like musical instru-
ment made of brass “with seemingly meaningless magical 
formulas in Arabic script.” The plate-like object, which 
is made of “German silver” (nickel silver)107 according to 
the hallmark stamp on the reverse side, therefore belongs 
to Makunganya, if we proceed on the basis of the entry in 
the catalogue. Here, he is described as the “chief of a set-
tlement of slave traders on the Marudji [Mavuji, authors’ 
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note]”. How far Makunganya was indeed involved in the 
slave trade remains unclear, according to the available 
sources; however the slave trade often served the colonial 
agitators as a legitimization for military campaigns, for 
example during the rebellion in the northerly coastal area 
during the years 1888 until 1890. Moreover, there is also 
much evidence to suggest that with regard to the conflict 
with Makunganya (and Machemba), and even more so 
to the conviction of his supposed followers, the primary 
aim of the Germans was to break the trading structures 
controlled by locally established – Swahili, Arabic and 
Indian – traders and financiers, and in their place turn 
the region’s raw materials (among them world market 
products like copal and rubber) into a profitable enter-
prise for the colonial administration.108 

But, back to the “gong”: the fact that this object 
has been identified as belonging to him demonstrates 
Makunganya’s renown109 and indicates the trophy charac-
ter of this item, which was donated to the Berlin museum 
by Lieutenant Hans Glauning in 1896.110 Glauning had 
been in contact with Luschan since 1894 and in the 
following years dispatched numerous objects from East 
Africa (in total 728 items are noted in the inventory) to 
the museum.111 During his stationing at Kilwa, in a letter 
dated February 1895, he announced forthcoming “expe-
ditions” against Makunganya and also Machemba and 
asked in conclusion which objects would be desirable:

In connection with your wish to expand the mu-
seum’s collections, I would of course be delighted 
to collect as much as possible for you and would 
only request that you send me a wish list as soon as 
possible. I have received the signed compilation. 
Unfortunately, we officers are often, even on expe-
ditions, fully occupied with our service commit-
ments and, unlike travelling researchers, are not in 
a position to be able to wander about the country 
for days on end (and, to boot, not as leisurely stroll-
ers). Nevertheless, I use my free days and hours to 
undertake short tours and can perhaps help you to 
obtain what you wish on such occasions.112 
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That these so-called “expeditions” were military cam-
paigns would have certainly been clear to Luschan. A 
letter containing a wish list from Luschan is, however, 
not held in the museum’s files and there is no further 
information about the “gong” of Makunganya, apart 
from the above quoted excerpt from an entry in the main 
catalogue. On the basis of the files, though, it is pos-
sible to establish that the “gong” was exhibited at the 
German Colonial Exhibition113 in Treptow, which was, 
as mentioned above, part of the 1896 Berlin Industrial 
Exposition; it was exhibited together with other objects 
“collected” by Glauning from the occupied territories of 
Machemba, among them a wooden staff with integrated 
tobacco box (Fig. 11).114 At this time, the function and 
significance of Makunganya’s object were unknown, and 
a transcription and translation of the inscription would 
not have been undertaken – as it was assumed that in all 
likelihood it was made up of only “meaningless formu-
las” – and thus it lay “forgotten” in the museum’s depot 
for many decades. When the item was entered into the 
museum’s database, no one any longer knew of the once 
renowned “sultan,” as the details of origin were given 
only as “East Africa.” However, this item was, according 
to the Mwalimu Hakim Saleh from Zanzibar Town, a 
talasimu (Kiswahili: talisman), which presumably gave 
protection (kinga) against an array of problems and also 
served to ward off evil spirits (majini) and probably 
could also be hung up.115 Although it was possible to use 
similar plate-like objects made of a copper alloy (shaba) 
as gongs, apparently not this specific one with its inscrip-
tion. More likely, it would have been used as a medicine 
(dawa), for example in times of illness. The material 
itself is already a medicine in essence, because it could be 
used for kombe – the “drinking” of verses of the Koran, in 
which context the words would be written in saffron and 
then dissolved in water; because the words are inscribed 
on it, it would have had the same healing properties as 
if the words were written in saffron and could therefore 
be used in a similar way.116 Only in September 2016, 
within the context of a short research trip by Tanzanian 
scientists, were local experts in Arab handwriting, Islamic 
script and religion in Kilwa Kiwinje and Kilwa Masoko 
able to partially transcribe and translate the inscription 
on the plate-like object. It refers to Sura 54 (al-Qamar, 
the moon), verses 45 and 46, which in translation can be 
given as: (45) “Soon shall this legion be routed and shall 
turn their backs and flee. (46) But their (actual) promise 
is the Last Hour, and the Last Hour is extremely terri-
ble and most agonizing.”117 In his contribution to this 
volume, Oswald Masebo places these verses in relation 
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to Makunganya’s battles with the Germans. According 
to him, it is related to a key message delivered by the 
prophet Mohammed, which was to be an inspiration for 
his followers during the early phases of the dissemination 
of the Islamic faith, in situations where they would be 
confronted by unbelievers who rejected Islam. This verse 
was intended to give Mohammed’s followers confidence, 
that in spreading their religion Muslims would be victori-
ous. Makunganya was a pious Muslim and probably used 
the teachings of Mohammed and the Koran in his battles 
against the German colonial forces in order to defend 
his interests and spheres of power. His resistance to the 
Germans, or so Masebo assumes, could have been deeply 
embedded in the Islamic religion. The Arabic numbers 
found in circular form around the rim of the “plate” 
could not be deciphered by the experts. However, they 
suggested that it could be a form of code that would 
have been used by ritual experts and healers to contact 
spirits in order to protect, disclose dangers or offer solu-
tions to problems; but a secret code for Makunganya to 
communicate with his followers could also be a possibil-
ity.118 The use of verses 45 and 46 as protection against 
enemies is supported independently by an expert from 
Lamu, Kenya. He explained, though, that they should be 
seen in a narrower theological sense in connection with 
the Day of Judgment and not with an actual worldly event 
(war):

This photo [of the object, authors’ note] shows the 
verses in the way they were used by people. They 
used these verses as a form of protection, when 
they confronted enemies. This gong is like a talis-
man. Instead of paper [to write the verses down, 
authors’ note] they used a copper gong. Look at 
the translation of these verses and the explanation 
attached to them, you will see that there is no con-
nection to war. Precisely these verses describe the 
situation (for oppressors) on the Day of Judgment.119

Hans Glauning faught against Makunganya and donated 
the captured “gong” to the Berlin Museum in 1897 and, 
a year later, the musical instrument of Mkwawa men-
tioned before. In all probability, he informed the Berlin 
ethnologists that it was a case of “upatu wa vita”, which 
was then translated as “plate of war” but actually meaning 
literally “a gong of war.” It was therefore known that the 
object was related directly to the war taking place. How 
far Makunganya himself or other individuals on the spot 
provided information about the object remains unknown, 
just as do the more exact circumstances of its coming into 
Glauning’s possession or of his meeting with Makunga-
nya. The “gong” could have been among the objects 
confiscated from the caves, taken from Makunganya after 
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his arrest, or it could have come into Glauning’s hands at 
some point during Makunganya’s transfer to Kilwa by the 
Eighth Company. At the same time, the assertion that it 
was a “gong of war” that belonged to Hassan bin Omari 
should be treated with caution. The fact that Glauning 
said explicitly that it was Makunganya’s property or 
in his possession could also have served to underline 
the trophy character of the piece and thus underline its 
value – particularly with regard to the presentation of 
the “gong” at the 1896 Colonial Exhibition. But even 
that remains speculation. What is certain, though, is that 
this object was looted during the war against Hassan bin 
Omari, his office holders and supporters and the popu-
lation; definitive proof that it did indeed belong to him 
remains elusive. 

CONCLUSION

We would like to permit ourselves a personal comment 
in conclusion to this historical review. An examination 
of the circumstances surrounding the appropriation of 
items obtained by looting, such as the objects we are 
dealing with here, provokes above all anger and shock, 
particularly when seen from a modern-day perspective. 
Considering the violent character of colonial conquest, 
which included not only acts of war but also the destruc-
tion of the very basis for life of whole groups of peoples 
through scorched earth policies, one is confronted with 
the fact that this violence was taken for granted by every-
one on the side of the colonizers who participated in 
the events described here – in East Africa just as in the 
metropolis. One is confronted with ignorance coupled 
with a barely tolerable arrogance and self-centeredness, 
as, for example, in Adolf Bastian’s unholy comparison 
of the destroyed Hehe capital with Pompeii. One is 
confronted with a supposedly scientific collecting obses-
sion for the purposes of which attention was devoted 
exclusively to objects, even though because of their enor-
mous quantity, most of these could not be adequately 
studied. Meanwhile, the lives of the people the objects 
belonged to – which would later become the real subject 
of ethnology – appear to have had literally no value for 
the museum’s scientists in comparison to these objects, 
if one thinks of the innumerable people who died as a 
result of the events described here. Lastly, military “col-
lectors” (or plunderers), like Glauning, gained distinction 
for themselves through their extraordinarily extensive 
donations of objects to the museum, while other military 
men boasted of their war trophies or made money out 
of them (or both). This list of examples of what Zim-
merman calls “anti-humanism”120 on the part of German 
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museum ethnology and its collaborators could easily be 
continued. 

At the same time, the circumstances surrounding 
the acquisitions demonstrate the resilience of the objects 
themselves (what Hans Hahn calls the “obstinacy” of 
things in general).121 Paola Ivanov is convinced that from 
the depths of the depot, these objects called out to be 
remembered, as it were, after their long period of neglect, 
and to have their histories reconstructed and told (anew). 
The objects under discussion here are also resilient in 
an epistemological sense because, as a result of their 
being made visible in their historical and socio-cultural 
contexts, they resisted and continue to resist the efforts 
of museal classification, scientific paradigms (such as 
authenticity, “primitive” peoples without history etc.) 
and the colonial ideological perspectives of difference 
and distance between the colonizers and the colonized 
(as opposed to the real interconnections). Museal and 
colonial appropriation was, and is, therefore never all-en-
compassing. And it is particularly those objects torn 
from the fabric of their social relationships which today 
can help forge new relationships, among and between 
the respective successors of the colonial and colonized 
actors. Negative reciprocity – the ethnological definition 
of looting – can be followed by forms of positive and 
indeed sustained reciprocity. This is the background, as 
described in this work, to the first steps that have been 
taken in this direction under the umbrella of the Hum-
boldt Lab Tanzania and that we hope will be continued 
through a cooperative provenance research project.
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the object is similarly not mentioned; however, in the same letter 

Weule does mention two “magic bags,” see BundArch 1001/6112 

Circular decree No. 378, Kaiserlischer Gouverneur von Deutsch-

Ost afrika, Dar es Salam 27.03.1906, Bl. 66 and SMB-PK, EM, 801, 

1906/1009 Karl Weule to Felix von Luschan, 31.05.1906, Bl. 3. 

44 The “magic bag” is one of the few objects from the “spoils of war” 

with a more precise provenance. 

45 Entry in main catalogue (SMB EM Berlin) III E 14793.

46 In the Deutsches Koloniallexikon (German Colonial Dictionary) 

jumbe is translated as “Ortsvorsteher” or “Dorfschulze” (village 

mayor) (1920, Vol II, p. 133). Stollowsky talks of “Häuptling” 

(chieftain). It is a title the German colonial administration adopted 

from the pre-colonial coastal administration of Sultanate of Zanzi-

bar; however the roles of office were different. The Germans gave 
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of a confusing variety of local power structures in “German East 
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interior, they were responsible to the liwali and akida, who were at 
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accounts book, and they were allocated a certain district or at least a 

village (see Koponen [1995, as n. 2], pp.117–129). 

47 A place to the southwest of Mohoro.

48 Pesa was a bronze coin, a form of currency in use in “German East 

Africa” that was equivalent to the British East Indian pice (bronze 

coin), and worth 1 Pesa = 1/64 Rupie.

49 Otto Stollowsky (1912): “Ein Beitrag zur Vorgeschichte des Auf-

standes in Deutsch-Ostafrika im Jahre 1905/06,” in: Die deutschen 

Kolonien 1 (5–8), pp. 5–18 (Geheimes Staatsarchiv, Preußischer 

Kulturbesitz, VI.HA, NL Nigmann, 109, pp. 8–9).

50 The name Bokero originally referred to a “spirit” that resided by 

the Mpanga waterfalls in the upper Rufiji region. The mganga who 

lived there is said to have taken on the name Bokero; according to 

contemporary sources he was called Ngamea or Ngamey. See Stol-

lowsky and John W. East (1988): “On the Background to the Rebel-

lion in German East Africa in 1905–1906,” in: The International 

Journal of African Historical Studies 21 (4), p. 687.

51 See Stollowsky (1912, as n. 49), pp. 2–18. 

52 Thaddeus Sunseri (1997): “Famine and Wild Pigs: Gender Strug-

gles and the Outbreak of the Maji Maji War in Uzaramo (Tanza-

nia),” in: The Journal of African History 38 (2), p. 242.

53 Ibid., p. 243.

54 Beez (2003, as n. 42), p. 110.

55 Sunseri (1997, as n. 52), pp. 244–245; Stollowsky (1912, as n. 49), 

p. 9.

56 Kiswahili for doctor, healer; a person who applies African medicinal 

traditions. 

57 Stollowsky and East (1988, as n. 50), p. 686.

58 SMB-PK, EM, 0759, 1935/0631 Abteilungsführer Oberfeldmeister 

Holle, Arbeitsdienst Westf. Süd, Rüthen, to the Museum für Völker-

kunde, 31.05.1935, Bl. 282.

59 Some of the spears were sourced from the Songea district in the 

southwest of modern-day Tanzania. SMB-PK, EM, 759, 1935/631, 

Bl. 283–284.

60 The Berlin Industrial Exposition (Gewerbeausstellung) took place 

from May to October 1896 in Berlin; it was an exhibition of indus-

try and trade in the German Empire. As part of this, the Deutsche 

Colonial-Ausstellung (German Colonial Exhibition) was a demon-

stration, to a German and international public, of the colonial might 

of the empire and the efficiency of its colonial policies. In addition 

to economic utilization, i. e. exploitation of the colonies, ethno-

graphic objects were also displayed. An important element of the 

presentation was also the group of over a hundred Africans who 

“demonstrated” supposed traditional African life for the European 

visitors from morning till night, whilst also serving as research sub-

jects for physical anthropology among other things. Many revolted 

against this degrading public viewing (see Graf v. Schweinitz i. a. 

[1897]: Deutschland und seine Kolonien im Jahre 1896. Amtlicher 

Bericht über die erste Deutsche Kolonial-Ausstellung. Berlin: Dietrich 

Reimer Verlag).

61 Felix von Luschan (1897): Beiträge zur Völkerkunde der deutschen 

Schutzgebiete (Erweiterte Sonderausgabe aus dem “Amtlichen 

Bericht über die erste deutsche Kolonial-Ausstellung in Treptow 

1896”). Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag, p. 64.

62 Bwana Heri (Heri bin Juma al-Mafazii) ruled Saadani from the 

1870s and was considered as the representative of the then Sul-

tan of Zanzibar, Bargash bin Said. He also had a great influence 

on the population and the chieftains in the interior. He was one 

of the ruling Swahili potentates of the coast, who recognized the 

supremacy of the Sultan of Zanzibar but nevertheless acted largely 
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clan of Arab descent that had long been established along East Afri-

ca’s coast, was a trader and owner of a plantation in Pangani, like 

Sadaani, a coastal place north of Bagamoyo. While Bwana Heri was 

able to settle again in Sadaani after his defeat (without ever having 

cooperated with the Germans), Bushiri was executed. See Iliffe 

(1979, as n. 20), pp. 92–98, Koponen (1995, as n. 2), p. 80, G.A. 

Akinola (1975), “The East African Coastal Rising,” in: Journal 

of the Historical Society of Nigeria 7 (4), pp. 614–615; Jonathon 

Glassman (1995): Feasts and Riot: Revelry, Rebellion, and Popular 

Consciousness on the Swahili Coast, 1856–1888. London [i. a.]: 

Currey, pp. 7–8, 61–62, 236 ff. et passim. 

63 The German East African Society (Deutsch-Ostafrikanische 

Gesellschaft) had its origins in the Society for German Colonisation 

(Gesellschaft für Deutsche Kolonisation) founded in 1884 by Carl 

Peters and Graf Behr-Bendelin, its aim being to establish settler and 

trading colonies. Since 1884 representatives of the society had trav-

elled to regions including what is today mainland Tanzania, where, 

by means of dubious “protection contracts” they urged the popu-

lation, or rather their supposed representatives, to cede large areas 

of land. In this way, the society laid claim to power in the regions of 

Usegua, Nguru, Usagara and Ukami. After initial rejection by the 

Reichskanzler the society finally received a “Schutzbrief ” (certificate 

of protection) from the Emperor in 1895 for their purported estates 

– in this way laying the foundations for the later colony of “German 

East Africa”. 

64 SMB-PK, EM, 712, 1894/174, Bl. 138.

65 The vast, expensive and brutal military mission was in part legiti-

mized in colonial propaganda through the claim that the war was 

against “Arabs” involved in the slave trade; however, the description 

exemplifies not only racist (and frequently Islamophobic) European 

attitudes of that time, but is also questionable where the East Afri-

can coast is concerned, because ethnic boundaries were extremely 

permeable and the claim of Arab genealogy widespread. The slave 

trade was carried out by all population groups, not just from those 

with Arab origins, and was mainly connected to the ivory trade, 

which supplied the European market as well.

66 The latter interpretation of the uprising can be found in Jonathon 

Glassman (1995, as n. 62), p. 196; cf. Steven Fabian (2013): “Locat-

ing the local in the Coastal Rebellion of 1888–1890,” in: Journal of 

Eastern African Studies 7 (3), pp. 432–449.

67 Mister von Tippelskirch may be linked to the company Tippels-

kirch & Co., a “special store for equipment of all kinds especially to 

overseas […] Purveyor to the Foreign Office, Colonial Department. 

High Command of the Imperial Brigades […],” who also traded in 
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Trough zither (III E 4973 a, b) 
Formerly owned by Mkwawa, chief of the Hehe · Captured by Hans Glauning, 1897 · Wood, plant fibres, cotton 

106.5 × 9 × 2.5 cm (zither), 130 × 53 × 1 cm (bag)

Schalenzither (III E 4973 a, b) 
chief  ·  · 

Zitha la bakuli (III E 4973 a, b) 
  ·  ·  

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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Firearm (model) (III E 14790) 
Previous owner unknown · Imperial Government for German East Africa, transferor (1907) · spoils of the Maji Maji War · Wood, brass, plant fibres, reed 

(or bamboo?) · 57.5 × 7 × 4 cm

Gewehr (Modell) (III E 14790) 
 ·  ·  · 

 · 

Bunduki (ya bandia) (III E 14790) 
 ·  ·  · 

 · 

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz



Bwana Heri (centre) (VIII A 22299) 
Photographer: A. Bluhm (1891) · 24 × 22.5 cm (box), 16.1 × 21.2 cm (photograph)

Bwana Heri (in der Mitte) (VIII A 22299) 
 · 

Bwana Heri (katikati) (VIII A 22299)
 · 

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz



“A local fair in Saadani attended by men and females” (original title translated from the German) (VIII A 22290) 
Photographer: A. Bluhm (1891) 

24 × 22.5 cm (box), 14.5 × 20 cm (photograph) 

The photograph shows two great drums (ngoma kuu) and the ceremonial horn (siwa, cf. second person from the right). From what we know of the func-

tion and significance of these objects, this is certainly not a “local fair”. It is unclear to what extent the people pictured have been deliberately posed by the 

photographer. However, if he did indeed document a real celebration, it would have been a ceremony carried out at the wish of the ruler, as the use of the 

ngoma kuu and the siwa was a privilege reserved for rulers.

„Ein Volksfest in Saadani an welchem sich Männer und Weiber betheiligen“ (Originaltitel) (VIII A 22290) 

ngoma kuu) siwa, 

ngoma kuu siwa

“Sherehe ya kitamaduni ambapo wanaume na wanawake wanashiriki” (Jina halisi: “Ein Volksfest in Saadani an welchem sich Männer und 
Weiber betheiligen”) (VIII A 22290)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz



“The great drum” (English translation of original title) (III A 22277) 
Photographer: A. Bluhm (1891–1897?) 

24 × 22.5 cm (box), 14.5 × 20 cm (photograph)

„Die große Trommel“ (Originaltitel) (III A 22277) 

 “Ngoma kuu” (Jina halisi: “Die große Trommel”) (III A 22277)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz



Machemba, 1896 (VIII A 21940) 
Verlag C. Vincenti (publishing house), Dar es Salaam, from the estate of Ch. Porrée 

This studio portrait of Machemba may have been taken in Dar es Salaam in 1896, at the time of his visit to 

the  German Governor. 

25.7 × 22.4 cm (box), 22.6 × 16.5 cm (picture)

Machemba, 1896 (VIII A 21940) 

Machemba, 1896 (VIII A 21940)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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ABSTRACT

During the German colonial regime in what was then 
German East Africa (Deutsch-Ostafrika), various cul-
tural and natural objects as well as human remains were 
exported to Germany for various purposes including 
research, amusement, and admiration. Some of them 
ended up in museums and others in stores, where a good 
amount of them are still packed “waiting to be studied”. 
Due to the opening of Humboldt Forum in 2019 some 
of these objects will be displayed for public viewing. In 
preparation for that, some of them, identified as possible 
war loot of the Abushiri war and war loot (Kriegsbeute) of 
the Maji Maji wars of resistance have been subjected to a 
detailed investigation for their meanings and functions at 
the time of appropriation, and where possible at the pres-
ent time. This chapter presents an analytical report of a 
field research conducted on three sets of objects: a med-
icine person’s bag (15 items were studied, but the bag 
had more than those), a cupric plate (with Arabic scripts 
on it), and a neatly decorated cylindrical drum. The 
result shows that all three sets of objects were ritualistic 
in function. On account of that, the chapter is premised 
with a contextual analysis of symbolism and ritualism 
in precolonial Africa so as to capture the cultural milieu 
within which such objects were used. This is expected to 
enhance their interpretations.

SYMBOLISM AND RITUALISM  
IN PRE-COLONIAL AFRICAN CONTEXT: 
THE CASE OF GERMAN EAST AFRICA

Bertram B. B. Mapunda

Department of Archaeology, University of  
Dar es Salaam

SYMBOLISMUS UND RITUALISMUS 
IM KONTEXT DES VORKOLONIALEN AFRIKA: 
DAS BEISPIEL DEUTSCH-OSTAFRIKA
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1. INTRODUCTION

No sooner had we started interviewing local people 
about the meanings and functions of the selected Hum-
boldt Lab Tanzania objects did I realize that the objects 
were very special. Whenever a photograph of an object 
was presented to an informant one could note the change 
of facial expression, from relaxed and jovial to a more 
serious and immersed impression, tinged with reverence. 
This came despite the fact that we were dealing with 
photographs and not real objects. Further to that, some 
observers were anxious seeing the researchers showing 
no sign of fear while dealing with objects from such a 
magically respected person as Hassan bin Omari Makun-
ganya, “whose cave where he hid over 100 years ago is 
still surrounded with myths. It is said to be possessed 
by supernatural powers, such that if a person goes in, 
can’t come out”; so goes the tradition around Mavuji and 
Mchakama villages today. Filled with admiration, one 
young observer at Mchakama (the old home of Makun-
ganya) remarked, “you guys [researchers] must be fit, 
otherwise you couldn’t be doing such a research”. Being 
“fit” in this context meant that we either were sorcerers 
or magically immunized. Perhaps, it was on account of 
this perception that our informants were dispossessed 
of questions and doubts about our authenticity, and they 
engaged with us in discussions contentedly. 

It is the above-stated observation that pushed me 
into focusing this work on ritualism and symbolism. 
Intriguingly, beliefs in and observance on ritualism and 
symbolism are common place across Africa today despite 
erasure measures exercised by colonial administrations, 
Christianity, and western education since the late nine-
teenth century. Thanks to the persistence, abundant 
ethnographic information and practical cases are there to 
enable researchers enquiring about symbolism and ritual-
ism, as we did in this study, to have a relatively easy task.

This chapter is divided into two substantive sec-
tions (apart from introduction and conclusion), Symbol-
ism and Ritualism in the Precolonial African Context 
and Interpreting the Humboldt Lab Tanzania Objects. 
While the latter uses mainly the information gathered 
from field research to explain the meanings and functions 
of the objects, the former draws heavily from previous 

1. EINLEITUNG
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Symbolismus und Ritualismus im Kontext des 

vorkolonialen Afrika Interpretation von Objekten des 
Humboldt Lab Tanzania
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researches the author had conducted on the same theme 
in relation to pre-colonial technology of iron working.1 In 
addition to these, a number of other secondary sources 
on the subject have been explored as shall be acknowl-
edged in respective areas.

2. SYMBOLISM AND RITUALISM IN THE 
PRECOLONIAL AFRICAN CONTEXT

Admittedly, the two key terms used in this work, namely 
symbolism and ritualism, are quite complex.2 Various 
scholars, including gurus in the area such as E. E. Evans-
Pritchard3, V. Turner4, J. S. Mbiti5, D. Sperber6 and many 
others have devoted lengthy discussions on them, but 
with no crystal clear consensus on what exactly they are. 
As J. Skorupski7 once lamented, many scholars “have 
often made much of the importance of ritual symbols. 
And yet quite what is to be meant by the concept of 
symbolic action has remained remarkably unclear.” The 
complexity withstanding, we need to have working defi-
nitions to guide discussions in this work. On that basis, 
therefore, the following subsections offer definitions of 
the two terms as well as their operational contexts. 

Symbolism

The word symbolism in its simple form refers to rep-
resentation, mimicry, or ‘standing for’. Symbolism can 
be viewed at three levels: natural sign, conventional sign, 
and symbolism proper. Explaining the natural sign, Ayl-
ward Shorter8 argues, “Everything that exists is a sign 
of itself, a manifestation of what is.” This is sometimes 
referred to as the scientific or observable meaning of an 
object.9 The second level, conventional signs, refer to 
marks invented arbitrarily by people to stand for agreed 
meanings. These include flag colors, traffic lights, or 
totemic animals. Most often, these are not universal but 
culture specific. For example, while the color yellow 
stands for mineral wealth in the Tanzanian flag, the same 
color signifies sunshine on Ugandan flag.10 Symbolism 
proper, also known as religious symbolism, refers to 
undetectable religious reality that a natural phenomenon 
can have. For example, while for science (i. e. natural 
sign) the word ‘stone’ simply refers to an observable hard 
object formed of mineral and earth material, symbolically 
the word ‘stone’ can stand for a number of meanings, 
including strength, power, hardness, stubbornness, resis-
tivity, and so forth. 

All in all, for the interest of this work, our focus 
henceforth shall be on symbolism proper. Symbolism 
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bears two main properties. The first is that the impor-
tance, meaning and value of a symbol do not lie in its 
intrinsic properties, but rather in the item or phenom-
enon it symbolizes.11 We can draw a good example to 
illustrate this from the Fipa of south-western Tanzania. 
Like in most African societies, a young man who wanted 
to get married in Fipa society had to pay a dowry, which 
in essence was an indication (symbol) of respect to the 
process and to the bride and her family. Most impor-
tant in the list of dowry items was a hoe, which the 
husband-to-be had to obtain from a chief smelter in 
exchange with his own labor. The hoe was a ‘wage’ after 
assisting in a smelt. Hence the importance of the hoe was 
not weighed in terms of its economic value, but rather the 
labor invested in its production. The endurance expe-
rienced during the process of iron production was used 
to measure the young man’s ability to raise and sustain 
family. A commercially acquired hoe (e. g. bought from 
a shop) would not be accepted in this context, even if 
it would look fancier or more durable than the locally 
produced one. That actually explains why the Fipa con-
tinued the practice of smelting in hiding for over three 
decades after the colonial government banned it formally 
in the 1920s.12 

Second, a symbol may or may not have intrinsic 
causal or facial connection with the phenomenon it sym-
bolizes; most often the relationship is buried deep in 
history or may simply be related with some psychologi-
cal imaginations or desires. For example, the Sukuma of 
western Tanzania use pythons in one of their traditional 
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dances, gobogobo. The serpent does not dance (if at all 
it portrays feelings of nuisance more than anything). 
Yet the dancers would wrap it around them and dance, 
sometimes with difficulty. Occasionally the dancer would 
approach observers and the latter would disperse! Here 
the use of a python does not stand for the serpent’s abil-
ity to dance, but the dancer’s ability to perform wonders. 
Inversely, when a chief adorns his necklace, as they used 
to do, with lion claws it directly symbolized power and 
strength (as the lion is).

Ritualism

Ritual has been defined as “symbol-in-action”.13 It refers 
to ceremonial activities performed in expression of such 
feelings as respect, obedience, joy, sorrow, etc. in relation 
to a supernatural being, a human being, or a phenome-
non. Rituals were of two levels: regular and special. The 
former were those applied through the activities of daily 
life and by a large number, if not all members of a com-
munity. These included greeting, worshipping, blessing, 
and the like. Special rituals were performed on occasional 
events of high social impact, and often by designated 
members of the community. Events of this type included 
transitory occasions such as birth, initiation, recovery 
from serious illness, and death; beginning or end of a 
subsistence event such as hunting, fishing, farming, and 
harvesting. Special rituals were also deployed during 
major calamities such as pandemic diseases, drought, 
deluge, and war, as well as when an unusual or unknown 
cultural or natural phenomenon occurred. 

In the African context, a ritual constituted three 
principal components: object, action/performance, and 
thought. 

Objects: Ritualistic objects could be single or composite. 
In any case it would have the following properties.

Exotic: not found in or around the area of appli-
cation. A ritual performer would get such objects 
either accidentally while travelling to distant places 
or acquire them through various forms of exchange 
or by asking a colleague or client to supply them. 
Gemstones were commonly used here, as well as 
marine shells for upcountry dwellers.
Unique or peculiar: objects portraying abnormal 
or exclusive features that are difficult to come by 
or imitate. The features could be attractive or fear-
some. Human remains, including teeth, long bones 
and skulls are among the fear inspiring objects 
deployed by some ritual performers, especially tra-
ditional healers. 
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Rare: uncommon, occurring sporadically or sim-
ply hard to find. The common objects falling under 
this category are lion claws and leopard skins.

The aforementioned would be properties of objects 
found in bags or baskets of people with routine duties of 
performing rituals such as healers and iron smelters. In a 
research on local ironworking in Fipaland, for example, 
the author noted that every chief smelter, known in local 
language as umwaami would have a basket (intangala) 
of symbolic objects. The intangala contained all of what 
the given umwaami considered to be important ingredi-
ents for proper performance in a smelt. The ingredients, 
collectively known as ifingila, included plant parts, ani-
mal parts, as well as assorted inorganic objects including 
pebbles, gemstones, and remains of iron working such as 
fragments of tuyeres, slag, and bloom. “Most ingredients 
of the ifingula were exotic in form, space and time. They 
would have been accumulated from generations and from 
distant and odd sources, giving the intangala not only 
a magico-technological status but also a justification for 
becoming an inheritable item”.14

Because the bags are sometimes inherited, not 
always would the owner know the source or function of 
all ingredients. Equally interesting is that not all items 
contained in the bag would have functional uses related 
to the contextual activity such as healing or metal pro-
duction. As the late Stephano Malimbo, a famous Fipa 
iron smelter from Katumba Azimio village, confessed 
in an interview in September 1997, “some items are 
included simply for impressionistic purpose. These 
would be unique and peculiar, and when your subordi-
nates or customers chance to see them they get scared 
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and hence appreciate that you are really extraordinary”, 
he said (personal field notes). 

Action/Performance: Although some rituals were 
public, most were exclusive, witnessed by a designated 
audience only. Exclusion or inclusion right would be on 
the bases of age, gender, ethnic affiliation (family, clan, or 
group), trade, socio-cultural status, and so on. Most often 
the performer (e. g. healer or initiator/initiatress) had the 
exclusive right of determining the profile of audience in 
a given ritual. The performer also had the exclusive right 
of choosing space; whether inside a house or outside, at a 
river bank or ocean beach, as well as time; whether morn-
ing, noon, evening, midnight, or dawn. What is impor-
tant to note here is that the choices (audience, time and 
space) to any given ritual became objects just as the ones 
discussed above. 

Ritualistic performances, just like symbolic objects 
possessed some distinctive characteristics. A given ritual 
action might have had all or some of these properties:

Symbolic elements: Some ritualistic performances 
relate to the phenomenon for which they are per-
formed. A good example is the rituals performed 
during the Maji Maji War. The ritual involved mix-
ing some ingredients with water and then sprin-
kling the mixture onto fighters for the intention of 
diluting bullets that would hit the treated soldiers. 
Here we see the ritual and the intended action are 
functionally related. 
Peculiarity: Some ritualistic performances would 
involve quite unusual elements meant to discour-
age imitators, hence minimize competition. As we 
shall see later, such actions also have the function of 
protecting patent rights by scaring away potential 
plagiarists. Examples here include application of 
incomprehensible language. The performer would 
speak in a language which the audience would 
not understand. Nudity is another unusual aspect 
associated with ritual activities in some African 
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cultures. For example, Barongo iron smelters from 
southern Lake Victoria are reported to have been 
performing some of their smelting rituals while 
nude, as Schmidt notes: 

Once all the interstitial spaces had been filled 
with earth, the head smelter and his ritual spe-
cialist removed their clothing, sat astride the pit, 
back to back, and move 180 degrees counter-
clockwise, pushing the earth into the pit with 
their genitalia and buttocks. […] After they 
had covered the medicine, they put their pants 
back on and tamped down the earth with a me-
ter-long pole.15 

Enchantment: Most ritual performers like to show 
that they possess supernatural powers so as to 
prove their authenticity and reinforce credibility. 
Such actions include trance, reincarnation, and 
magic. During this research, for example, we visit-
ed two local healers separately. Interestingly, each 
of them, without being asked to do so, performed a 
ritual of igniting fire by mixing some ‘concoctions’ 
from their “bags”. We undoubtedly noted that the 
ritual was performed impressionistically to demon-
strate to us their genuineness and that they possess 
extraordinary powers. 
Traditionalism: Most ritual activities have the 
tendency of retaining or adopting elements of past 
cultural performances as well as objects. For exam-
ple, a rainmaker appealing to ancestors for rains 
would include sacrificial animals and a brew. But a 
pig is not used for ancestral sacrifices because it is 
“not traditional”. Similarly, industrial beer “is not 
accepted by the ancestors”; only local brew.16 It is 
for this reason that during their annual commemo-
ration of their ancestors who were killed during the 
Maji Maji War in 1906, the Ngoni perform Ligihu, 
an old Ngoni dance their ancestors used to perform 
in the nineteenth century when coming from a 
raid expedition. The other popular ngoma such as 
lizombe and beta are performed later on during the 
celebration for mere entertainment.

Thought: This perhaps is the most important compo-
nent of symbolism and ritualism as it bears the cause and 
logic for practice. Colonial scholarship used to interpret 
African symbolism as mere superstition, or expressions 
of barbarism and savagery. They did so because they 
looked at the facial expression rather than the thought 
behind it. In reality African symbolism was an expres-
sion of ingenious thoughts developed for pragmatic 
purposes.17 
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Two fundamental questions are pertinent at this 
juncture: First, why symbolism and rituals were used at 
all? And second, what was the logic behind the objects 
and activities related to symbolism and ritualism? In 
order to answer these questions fairly, we need to reflect 
on the contemporary time; examine a few cases of com-
mon rituals that are universally practiced. We, for exam-
ple, always officiate openings of conferences, meetings, 
and seminars; or inaugurate newly completed buildings, 
roads, and railways; or sportsmen and women often 
gather together in a pitch to pray before the start of a 
match; and so forth. Why do we do so? Does it really 
make a difference? What would happen if none of these 
were done? These and many others are among contem-
porary popular rituals. They are so common so that 
we do not even know that they are rituals; but rather as 
essential functions of the respective activities. 

Just as we have taken these and thousands other 
rituals as our custom today and that we feel uncomforta-
ble doing without them, so were our ancestors. Primitive 
as they may look, the rituals to them were as important as 
modern ones are to us. Above all, rituals, be they past or 
present, are pragmatic; they play certain practical func-
tions in our day-to-day activities. 

Unfortunately, throughout the colonial period, and 
way after attainment of political independence African 
symbolic objects and ritual performances have overly 
been misinterpreted. This is because they were and by 
and large still are interpreted out of context, contrary 
to what Skorupski18 guides: “a metaphorically or sym-
bolically expressed thought is a thought expressed in a 
form which normally does have a literal meaning: what 
makes it symbolic or metaphorical is just that (i) the lit-
eral meaning (if any) of the sentence is not the meaning to 
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be understood, and (ii) the literal meaning of the words 
must be grasped if one is to ‘decode’ the meaning which 
is to be understood.”

Symbolism and ritual performances had a number 
of functions; listed below are just a few examples.

Respect: Some rituals were performed in order 
to express regard, respect or appreciation. For 
example, exchanging greetings when people meet 
was (and is) such a ritual. The meeting individuals 
could pass without greeting each other and nothing 
would happen. But culture has put it that not greet-
ing signals negative relationships between the two 
parties. Within greetings, again there are tens of 
sub-rituals, each with its own meaning and weight 
as the respective culture would determine. These 
include, holding hands, shaking hands, hugging, 
and body positioning (e. g. squatting, sitting on the 
ground, sitting on a chair, kneeling, standing, bow-
ing, and hat removal). 
Value: Symbolism and rituals are also used to ex-
press or bestow value upon a person or a phenom-
enon. When a shaman goes on trance for example, 
he/she transforms the space and the actions from 
ordinary to extraordinary, terrestrial to spiritual, 
natural to supernatural. In so doing the value of the 
performance and the associated matters transform 
from low to high levels. Often time and labor em-
ployed in looking for or producing a given symbol-
ic object is translated into its value, and hence the 
value of the related ritual.
Enhancing credibility: As noted earlier on, com-
plexity in rituals creates the impression that the 
performer is genuine.
Identity: Every ritual performer would have a 
unique/exotic object or style of performance distin-
guishing him/her from others. That would be his/
her signature. For example, “[e]ach master smelter 
used to have detailed symbolic practices that were 
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specific to him which he would not share, not even 
with his immediate assistants”.19 
Psychological support or encouragement: Varia-
bly, rituals were (and are) used to provide courage 
to people when in dangerous situations such as 
war, encounter with predators such as lions (as 
would be the case for hunting expeditions), and 
the like. Inarguably, Maji Maji War could not have 
started without psychological assurance of success. 
The African fighters got it from Kinjekitile. Had 
he not been there, they would have sought it from 
someone else. The same type of assurance can be 
noted in the Mau Mau resistance in Kenya20, the 
Shona resistance in Zimbabwe21, and other events 
of this type across Africa. 
Patent right: Every performer had the primary 
obligation of safeguarding one’s own inventions 
and hence his or her market, and so discouraging 
and scaring away imitation/plagiarism. Deployment 
of weird performances or rare symbolic objects 
by and large meant to protect inventions. Some 
societies protected their inventions by establishing 
guilds, each with their own passwords or codifica-
tion systems that helped them to protect their dis-
coveries against “poachers”.22

Tradition: With time, a ritual becomes a tradition, 
hence a must-to-do activity; no argument (and 
slowly even the reason becomes forgotten). Some 
activities would be turned into taboos, becoming 
means to reinforce practice and minimize ques-
tioning. Even though an elder would know that a 
curse said to be associated with a certain taboo is 
ineffective, yet he/she would insist on the dangers 
of breaching the taboo.23 

The objects we examine below were applied and finally 
confiscated within the context of war. Close examination 
shows that all portray most of the characteristics stated 
above. In the following section we examine every item 
singly as guided by ethnographic information before we 
draw collective meanings in the conclusion.
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3. INTERPRETING THE HUMBOLDT LAB 
TANZANIA OBJECTS

The objects subjected to this research were photographs 
of a) an assortment of items from a medicine-person’s bag 
(“Zaubersack” in German24); b) a copper-alloy plate with 
Qur’anic inscriptions at the center; and c) a cylindrical 
drum with Arabic-like inscriptions on the wood. 

a) Medicine bag: According to the background infor-
mation by the Ethnologisches Museum, Berlin accom-
panying the photographs, the bag, made of animal skin, 
was confiscated from a medicine person or sorcerer at 
Muhoro in the context of the Maji Maji War. Muhoro 
at that time was the Head Office of the Rufiji District. 
The real owner of the bag is not known, but there is a 
possible connection of the “Zaubersack” with the events 
in Muhoro on the eve of the Maji Maji War in 1905, 
described by Otto Stollowsky, a young German adminis-
tration officer in Muhoro.25

In total, four medicine persons were caught and 
tried before the military tribunal at Muhoro. These 
included Nawanga, a woman from Mtondo village, who 
was, according to Stollowsky, sentenced to be detained 
in chains; Kinjekitile Ngwale, a man from Ngarambe; 
and Shauri Bokero and his son from Kibambawe village 
upper Rufiji River who were tried on 4th August 1905 
and sentenced to death and hanged the same day at 
Muhoro. Two medicine bags were taken to Germany; one 
to the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin 
and the other to the Museum für Völkerkunde in Leipzig. 
The contents studied here are those from the bag located 
at the Ethnologisches Museum, Berlin. Even though 
it should not be possible to ascribe the “Zaubersack” 
directly to the detainees in Muhoro, which is most likely, 
its connection with the Maji Maji War is quite obvious 
since in the months that followed many traditional heal-
ers and persons accused of distributing the Maji Maji 
medicine were arrested and their equipment confiscated.

The bag had more than fifteen items including, 
gourds (No. 1 and 2 in the table below), pieces of wood, 
animal bones (No. 3 and 4), animal horn (No. 5), strings 
with white glass beads (No. 6), ear (corn) of wild sor-
ghum (No. 7), ear (corn) of domestic sorghum (No. 8), 
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sheathed collection of medicine (No. 9), herbal bundle 
(No. 10), shrub rhizome (No. 11), stick (No. 12), tree 
stem (No. 13), tree root (No. 14) and quartzite gravel 
(No. 15). Some of them such as No. 3 and 4 were single 
items, while others such as No. 1, 5 and 10 were compos-
ite items. 

b) Copper-alloy plate (No. 16): This was a property of 
Hassan bin Omari Makunganya, a Yao slave trader, who 
fought against Germans around Kilwa Kivinje in the early 
1890s. He was captured on 13th November 1896, and 
was hanged to death along with five of his commanders, 
and two akidas of Kilwa, at Mwembe Kinyonga in Kilwa 
Kivinje. The plate was sent to the Berlin Königliches 
Museum für Völkerkunde in 1896 by Lieutenant Hans 
Glauning, who served under Lieutenant-Colonel von 
Trotha, leader of the German army against Makunganya.

c) Cylindrical Drum (No. 17): According to Mtoro 
Bakari26, an instructor of Kiswahili based in Germany, the 
drum was ascribed to the jumbe (leader) of Winde vil-
lage, located almost 10 km north of Bagamoyo. The for-
mer Governor of German East Africa, Dr. Hermann von 
Wissmann, by 1897 off-duty, is the one who took it to 
Germany and gave it as a gift to the Königliches Museum 
für Völkerkunde in Berlin.

In the following table an attempt is made to sum-
marize the information of each individual item as col-
lected from the field research. The information is divided 
into three categories: Description, Function, and Process. 
Description gives the name and the physical appearance 
of the object as best as the researchers and their inform-
ants could tell from the photographs provided. Some 
of them, e. g. No. 9, posed big challenges in identifying. 
Unfortunately, poor or wrong identification would mean 
erroneous function and process. Function, informs of 
the uses of the object. While for medicinal items most 
functions are contemporary, for the other objects they 
are of the past. Process, describes procedures followed 
in preparing and using the items in relation to the stated 
functions. 

Information on medicinal objects comes mainly 
from two informants who are practicing medicine men, 
namely Mr. Abdallah Said Mkundi from Muhoro, and 
Mr. Kubeta Mbonde from Nandete, Matumbiland. Each 
medicine man was interviewed at his own ‘workshop’. 
Their information is based on how the items are used 
today. For the copper-alloy plate, we interviewed over 
a dozen informants at Kilwa, Muhoro and Bagamoyo 
(Muhoro and Bagamoyo for meaning of the Arabic 
inscriptions). The informants here included two sheikhs, 
seven Islamic scholars (most informative of whom were 
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Mohamed Mnungula from Kilwa Kivinje and Hussein 
Simo from Kilwa Kisiwani), and three elders, one of 
whom was the great granddaughter of Hassan bin Omari 
Makunganya, called Zubeda Mohamed Mbaruku, cur-
rently residing at Mchakama, west of Mavuji village. For 
the drum, we also interviewed over a dozen informants 
in Kilwa (for the Arabic-like decorations) and Bagamoyo 
(for its source, functions and decorations). Informants 
included residents of Winde, a headman of the Mtoro 
family (Mr. Daudi Mtoro Mwinyi Mhindi27) and a sha-
man who owns and uses kilinge drum presently (Mr. 
Mwinyikambe Uyeka Mwinyikabi).
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TABLE: STUDIED OBJECTS
Ethnologisches Museum,  
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – 
Preußischer Kulturbesitz 
(Photos: Sabine Heyne, Hendryk Ortlieb)

Number · Information from Field Research 

1
Description: Gourd, with a strip of animal skin tied 
around its neck for hanging either around the mganga’s 
(medicine-person) neck during operation or on the wall 
for safe keeping.
Function: Container for water-borne medicines. It is 
considered to be the most powerful tool of a mganga. It 
usually contains a lot of ‘dirt’ (indeterminable ingredi-
ents), some of them quite unusual, such as rotten eggs, 
insects, as well as jinn. Mganga would use it for his own 
protection, or as his/her sorcery tool. It is also used for 
diagnosing clients. 
Process: Once fully charged, the mganga performs a 
ritual of tasking it to perform his/her intentions/wishes. 

2
Description: Proximal end of a gourd. Apparently hol-
low inside. 
Function: Container for various types of medicines, 
mostly ground (flour) type.

TABELLE: UNTERSUCHTE OBJEKTE

Nummer · Informationen aus der Feldforschung

1
Beschreibung: 

mganga

Funktion: 

mganga

Mgan-
gas

-

Prozess: -
mganga 

-

2
Beschreibung: 

Funktion: 
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3
Description: Bird’s bone (tibia). It could be owl, as it is 
commonly associated with magic and sorcery in Matumbi 
and other parts of southern Tanzania (Mapunda, field 
notes from Matumbi, 2007). For it to be used it must be 
found accidentally in the bush, not collected from one’s 
own food residue.
Function: For treatment of aching knees, waist, or 
rheumatism. 
Process: The bone is either scrapped, rubbed on a rough 
stone to make powder, or charred and then ground. 
Thereafter, its powder is mixed with other ingredients 
and then rubbed on scarifications made on the aching 
part. It was insisted that every medicine person has his/
her secrets on how these items are used. “I am giving you 
general applications”, one informant stated. 

4
Description: Mandible of a small angulate. Just like entry 
No. 3, for it to be used, it has to be found accidentally in 
the bush. 
Function: Treatment of aching knees, waist, or rheuma-
tism, as well as hernia.
Process: Refer No. 3.

3
Beschreibung: 

Funktion: 

Prozess:

-

mganga

4
Beschreibung: 

Funktion: 

Prozess:



181

BERTRAM B. B. MAPUNDA

3
Maelezo: 

Kazi: 
Mchakato: 

4
Maelezo: 

Kazi: 

Mchakato: 

III E 14793 az

III E 14793 be
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5
Description: Animal horn with a sisal rope from a gunny 
sack tied around the base. Such a horn would have a hole 
pierced at the distal end and coated with bee wax (we 
could not tell from the photograph).
Function: Sucking out infected (‘dirt’) blood in parts of 
the body that are swollen. The swelling can be caused 
either by external or internal factors. Sucking out infected 
blood is expected to minimize swelling and hence cure 
ailments. 
Process: The affected part is scarified first using a razor 
blade or a similar tool, then the base of the horn is placed 
at the center of the affected part, and the medicine person 
would suck air through the distal end thus creating vac-
uum inside. Using his/her teeth, he/she would cover the 
hole with the wax. The horn will stick on the body and 
the infected blood would ooze out slowly through the 
scars. The process would continue by vacuum pressure 
until such time when the vacuum is filled up with blood, 
the horn then falls down.

6
Description: String of white glass beads.
Function: Treatment of infertility. 
In the past, women used to put it on to signal the end of 
the menstruation period.
Process: For it to be used for infertility it has to be 
‘treated’ (ritualized) first, such as placing it in a grave-
yard, junction of a footpath, or a dump overnight, and 
then boiled in water and have the patient drink the boiled 
water.

5
Beschreibung: 

Funktion: -

Prozess: -

mganga

mganga -
-

-

6
Beschreibung: 
Funktion: -

Prozess: 

-
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7
Description: Ear (corn) of wild sorghum, locally known 
as nalubelo.
Function: Treatment of serious eye pains, vision defect, 
eye allergies, and illusions, especially when caused by evil 
intenders.
Process: Mixed with another ingredient and then boiled 
and the water is used by the patient for rinsing his/her 
face every morning. 

8
Description: Ear (corn) of domestic sorghum.
Function: Treatment of circumcision wounds. It is also 
one of important ingredients in medicine for cleansing, 
immunity (zindiko), as well as self-protection (kinga) 
against witchcraft and all sorts of evil intent. It can as well 
be used to prevent rains from falling down or firearm 
from functioning. 
Process: Mixed with rice, cockerel esophagus, and other 
ingredients such as hyena feces then charred, ground and 
stirred in water and drunk. Or, before charring, the mix-
ture can be put in bathing water. 

9
Description: Sheathed collection of medicines, tied with 
a strip of animal skin.
Function: Treatment of problems related to menstrua-
tion. It is also used for house protection from evil intents. 
It has the power to make someone invisible at given 
circumstances.
Process: With some rituals, it can be hung in a house, or 
placed in a bag.

7
Beschreibung: -

nalubelo .
Funktion: -

-

Prozess: 

8
Beschreibung: 
Funktion:

zindiko
kinga

Prozess:

9
Beschreibung: -

Funktion: 

Prozess: 
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8
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9
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10
Description: Bundle of herbs wrapped together using 
a bark rope (most likely from Myombo tree, Brachystegia 
manga).
Function: Specific type of tree species is determined by 
the mganga, depending on intention; could be cure, talis-
man, protection, etc.
Process: Often the bundle would be boiled and the water 
is drunk, either hot or cold. In the case of protection, it 
could be buried at a house door, or center or corner of a 
farm, etc.

11
Description: Shrub rhizome. The shrub is locally known 
as Mtengangumba.
Function: For personal defense against evil intent. Also 
used for ear problems as well as chickenpox. 
Process: Boiled and mixed with bathing water. For the 
case of ear problems and chickenpox it should be mixed 
with human urine and dropped in the ear or drunk 
respectively.

12
Description: Stick, from ebony. It is usually made hollow 
inside and stuffed with magical ingredients. (We could 
not tell from the photo.) 
Function: For personal magical defense against evil 
intent. Medicine persons can also use it in the way they 
use entry No. 1, including diagnostic functions. 
Process: Command it in view of one’s own intention and 
wishes.

10
Beschreibung: 

-
Brachystegia manga .

Funktion: 
mganga 

Prozess: 

11
Beschreibung: 

Mtengangumba .
Funktion:  

-

Prozess: 

12
Beschreibung:

Funktion: 
mganga

Prozess:  
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Maelezo: 

Brachystegia manga
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Mchakato: 

11
Maelezo: 

Mtengangumba
Kazi: 

 
Mchakato: 

12
Maelezo: 

Kazi: 

Mchakato: 
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III E 14793 g

III E 14793 p
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13
Description: Tree stem. 
Function: Medicinal. Specific use could not be stated as 
the species could not be diagnosed from a photograph.
Process: Herb of this type can be boiled and the water 
drank for cure, or can sliced and then charred and 
ground or rubbed on a rough stone and the powder from 
either process can be mixed with porridge and drunk or 
rubbed on scarifications.

14
Description: Tree root. 
Function: Medicinal. Specific use could not be stated as 
the species could not be diagnosed from a photograph.
Process: Similar to entry No. 13.

15
Description: Stone (quartzite).
Function: Pounding or grinding medicine. 
Process: A medicinal item would be put on a hard sur-
face such as stone or wood, and such stone would be 
used for pounding on it to break it into small pieces, or 
grinding it into powder.

13
Beschreibung:
Funktion:  

Prozess:

-
-

14
Beschreibung
Funktion:  

Prozess:

15
Beschreibung: 
Funktion:  
Prozess: -
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14
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16
Beschreibung:

talasimu-)
Funktion: 

-
-

 [(Waambieni): „wingi wao huo karibuni hivi 
utaendeshwa mbio na watageuza migongo (wanakimbi-
zana)“] 

Prozess: 

17
Beschreibung: kilinge kilinge

-

-
-

Funktion:  
kilinge

Prozess:

kilinge
-

16
Description: Copper alloy plate with a Quran verse and 
talisman (talasimu) symbols inscribed around the center. 
Function: Given that metallic utensils were quite few at 
the time, owning one symbolized high status. Thus using 
it for religious rituals demonstrated the respect the owner 
had to God. The Quran verse, which reads “Soon will 
their multitude be put to flight, and they will show their 
backs”28 [(Waambieni): “wingi wao huo karibuni hivi 
utaendeshwa mbio na watageuza migongo (wanakimbi-
zana)”], seems to have been selected purposely to suit 
the context of war in which Hassan bin Omari Makun-
ganya was fighting at the time. The verse signifies hope 
(for Makunganya) and a curse (for the Germans) – that 
their numbers will not count, they will lose the war and 
disperse. 
Process: One would carry it along as talisman and recite 
the verse as often as is practically possible.

17
Description: Drum for kilinge dance. Kilinge is a special 
traditional dance of the central coastal people, including 
Kwere, Ndengereko and Zaramo, performed on spe-
cial occasions such as war, famine, drought, and some 
socio-cultural calamities, that require appeal to ancestors. 
Function: Used either as an assembly alarm or for kilinge 
ritual ceremony. 
Process: When used for assembling people, the drum-
mer would go around the village beating the drum and 
reciting a call for assembly; when used for kilinge dance 
the drummer would beat it in a unique rhythm and beats 
that make the dancers “go wild” (dance as if they are pos-
sessed by demons). They also say “anything” including 
insults.
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16
Maelezo: 

Kazi: 

[(Waambieni): wingi wao 
huo karibuni hivi utaendeshwa mbio na watageuza 
migongo (wanakimbizana)”,  

Mchakato: 

17
Maelezo: kilinge

Kazi: 
kilinge

Mchakato: 

kilinge

III E 4585

III E 5079

III E 4585



RESEARCH | FORSCHUNG | UTAFITI

192

4. SCHLUSSFOLGERUNGEN

-

-
-

mganga 
-

-
Waganga mganga

-
waganga

-

-

-

-

-

4. CONCLUSION

The information presented in section three shows that 
all three objects (medicinal bag, copper alloy plate, and 
drum) were ritualistic. The medicinal assortment con-
sisted mostly of exotic items. Given that the reasons for 
inclusion of any item in the bag or basket is the exclusive 
discretion and knowledge of the mganga (medicine-per-
son), it has not been possible to get the original reasons 
as to why the respective items were included in the bag. It 
is only the mganga who could have revealed the true use 
and meaning or justification of including the objects in 
his/her bag, though perhaps not for every item. Waganga 
(medicine-persons) are normally very secretive. They do 
not easily reveal their knowledge. During this research we 
interviewed two waganga, and they were very coopera-
tive. This was partly because the items we were studying 
did not belong to them, and secondly, they were certain 
that we were researchers, and interested with history and 
not with their current practices. Their interpretation of 
the various items was based on their understanding of the 
use of the objects today, which may differ with that of 100 
years back. 

The copper-alloy plate, with Quranic inscriptions 
on it, used by Hassan bin Omari Makunganya, has been 
established beyond doubt to have had talismanic func-
tion of protection and defense as well as curse against 
the Germans. The message from the Quran verse clearly 
relates to the situation of war Makunganya was facing at 
the time of his capture. Verses 45 and 46 of the Surah 54 
are inscribed on the plate. This can better be appreciated 
when the verse is read in a broader textural context:

41. To the People of Pharaoh, too, aforetime, came 
warners (from God).
42. The (people) rejected all our signs; but we 
seized them with such penalty (as comes) from One 
Exalted in Power, able to carry out His Will.
43. Are your unbelievers (O Quraish), better 
than they? Or have ye an immunity in the Sacred 
Books?
44. Or do they say: “we acting together can defend 
ourselves”?
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45. (Doch) die große Masse wird geschlagen 
werden, und sie werden den Rücken kehren (und 

46. Aber nein! Die Stunde (des Gerichts) ist die 
Zeit, die ihnen gesetzt ist. Und die Stunde (des 
Gerichts) ist noch unheilvoller und bitterer (oder: 
ist überaus unheilvoll und bitter).

-

-

-

kilinge 
ngoma ya kilinge kilinge -

-

-

ngoma kuu
-

ngoma

-

-

45. Soon will their multitude be put to flight, and 
they will show their backs.
46. Nay, the hour (of Judgement) is the time 
promised them (for their full recompense): and 
that Hour will be most grievous and most bitter.
47. Truly those in sin are the ones straying in mind, 
and mad.
48. The day they will be dragged through the Fire 
on their faces, (they will hear:) “taste ye the touch 
of Hell!”29 

In addition to protection, the object and the verse also 
gave Makunganya courage to pursue his cause of fighting 
against the German invasion – in very much the same way 
the medicinal water from Kinjekitile Ngwale did to the 
Maji Maji fighters.

The cylindrical drum was a special one, not only 
in outlook, but also in function. Our informants unani-
mously related it with kilinge, and referred to it as ngoma 
ya kilinge (kilinge drum), a ritualistic dance performed 
on special occasions such as appeal to spirits during 
times of famine, pandemics, and war. Our informants in 
Bagamoyo did therefore partly reconfirm the thesis of the 
then directorial assistant and later director of the Afri-
can-Oceanian collection of the Königliches Museum für 
Völkerkunde, Felix von Luschan, that the great drum was 
used as a symbol of power in the context of war.30 

Referring to information of the lecturer Mtoro and 
other Swahili informants the big drum was called ngoma 
kuu and was a typical “state drum”, which was, together 
with smaller drums, “used only by chiefs on important 
occasions”.31 The term ngoma signifies either drum or 
dance in English, “but more often both simultaneously”.32 
It was a symbol of power by local authorities along the 
Swahili Coast. It is therefore very likely that either this or 
a similar drum could have been used in Winde, the vil-
lage where the drum is said to have come from, to appeal 
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45. (Waambie): wingi wao huo karibuni 
utaendeshwa mbio na watageuza migongo 
(wanakimbizana).”
46. Walakini Kiyama ndio wakati wao (khasa 
walioahidiwa kuadhibiwa). Na Saa hiyo ni nzito 
sana na chungu kabisa.

kilinge

African-Oceanian collection
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to ancestors for help during the Abushiri War. That 
would be a reason for the German Governor, Hermann 
von Wissmann to have desired it to be within his/Germa-
ny’s possession. 

Finally, we have learned several lessons from this 
study, but one is most important. Most objects collected 
during the colonial period that are found today in Europe 
– some of them labelled as objects of art – need to be 
reexamined. Further research has to establish in which 
historical or socio-cultural contexts they were embedded. 
This research has revealed that some objects, artistic 
as they may look, have been produced and/or used for 
important socio-cultural activities. As such they may even 
bear cultural affinities with some societies today. Studies, 
such as the one organized by the Humboldt Lab Tanza-
nia initiative, deserve therefore to be emulated. 
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des Aufstandes in Deutsch-Ostafrika im Jahre 1905/1906“, which 

was published in: Die deutschen Kolonien 11, 1912, pp. 138–143, 

170–173, 204–207, 237–239, 263–266, and reprinted in: Mittei-

lungsblatt des Traditionsverbandes ehemaliger Schutz- und Überseet-

ruppen 64, 1983, pp. 172–186, and 65, 1984, pp. 220–233.

26 Franz Stuhlmann (1910): Handwerk und Industrie in Ostafrika. 

Hamburg: Friederichsen & Co., pp. 109–110. The inscription says 

(in Kiswahili): ngoma, mali jumbe Makame-yashani-bin-mwenyi-

amiri-futa (Drum, owned by the Sultan of the village). Mtoro 

Bakari lived in Bagamoyo.

27 He could be related to the historical Mtoro, mentioned above, but 

he could not say for sure.

28 Translation by Y. Ali (1983): The Holly Quran: Translation and 

Commentary. Brentwood, Maryland: Amanda Corp.

29 Translation Ali (1983, as n. 28), p. 1461.

30 Felix von Luschan (1897): Beiträge zur Völkerkunde der deutschen 

Schutzgebiete. Augmented special edition of the official report on the 

first German colonialism exhibition in Treptow 1896. Berlin: Diet-

rich Reimer Verlag, p. 64; cf. W. T. Allen (ed.) (1981): The Customs 

of the Swahili People. The Desturi za Waswahili of Mtoro bin Mwinyi 

Bakari and Other Swahili Persons. Translated from Mtoro bin 

Mwyini Bakari. Berkeley: University of California Press, p. 233.

31 Allen (1981, as n. 30), p. 234.

32 Ibid., p. 233.
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Bag with objects used in the practice of medicine (III E 14793) 

Formerly owned by a healing practitioner (Mohoro) · Imperial Government for German East Africa, transferor (1907); spoils of the Maji Maji War 

Horn, wood, bast, glass, bamboo, animal skin, pumpkin skin, fat, plant fibres, bones and other materials · 40 × 20 × 26 cm (bag)

Beutel mit medizinischen Objekten (III E 14793)
 · 

 ·  ·  

Mfuko wenye vitu vya dawa (III E 14793) 
 ·  

 · 

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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Objects used in the practice of medicine (III E 14793), selection 
From left to right: bw (8 × 2,5 × 2,5 cm), ak (9 × 3,5 × 1 cm), az (6,5 × 1,3 × 0,8 cm), cd (42 × 0,3 × 0,3 cm), bc (14 × 9,5 × 2,5 cm)

Medizinische Objekte (III E 14793),  

Vitu vya dawa (III E 14793),  

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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Objects used in the practice of medicine (III E 14793), selection 

Below from left to right: g (10,5 × 6 × 5,2 cm), c (16 × 4,7 × 4,7 cm); above from left to right: bv (12,5 × 10 × 8 cm), bd (9,5 × 4,5 × 5,5 cm),  

a (17,5 × 20 × 7,7 cm)

Medizinische Objekte (III E 14793),

Vitu vya dawa (III E 14793),
 

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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Objects used in the practice of medicine (III E 14793), selection 
Below: p (14 x 1,4 x 1,3 cm); above from left to right: bl (9 x 2 x 2,1 cm), ag (9,5 x 2 x 1,5 cm), bx (2,8 x 2,1 x 1,5 cm), ae (11 x 3 x 3 cm), be (10,8 x 4,7 x 

1,2 cm)

Medizinische Objekte (III E 14793),  

Vitu vya dawa (III E 14793), 

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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Great drum, ngoma kuu (III E 5079) 

Formerly owned by a jumbe, possibly from Winde, Bagamoyo, Swahili (C 19) · Donated to the Museum by Hermann von Wissmann (1897);  

probably looted during the uprising of the coastal population (1888–1890) · Wood, skin, plant fibres, iron · 93 × 68 × 78 cm

Große Trommel, ngoma kuu (III E 5079)
jumbe  · 

 ·  · 

Ngoma kuu (III E 5079) 
jumbe  · 

 ·  · 

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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Talisman, talasimu (III E 4585) 
Formerly owned by Hassan bin Omari (Makunganya) · Appropriated by Hans Glauning (1895), donated by him to the Museum (1896) 

Copper base alloy (nickel silver) · 4.5 × 33.5 × 34 cm

Talisman, talasimu (III E 4585) 
 · 

 · 

Talasimu (III E 4585) 
 ·  

 · 

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) – Preußischer Kulturbesitz
©

 M
ar

ti
n

 F
ra

n
ke

n
/S

M
B



208

The project Humboldt Lab Tanzania saw a coopera-
tion between the University of Dar es Salaam and the 
Ethnolo gisches Museum Berlin in conducting research 
on the origin, meaning, patronage and social functions 
of a number of objects that have been appropriated 
during colonial rule and are in the collections of the 
Berlin Museum. The team of researchers, comprising 
of an archeologist, a historian and an art historian were 
involved in fieldwork over a ten-day period in regions 
of coastal and hinterland south-eastern Tanzania with 
regard to the Maji Maji and the Abushiri wars. Such 
areas as Bagamoyo, Kilwa Masoko, Kilwa Kivinje, Kilwa 
Kipatimu, Nandete, Mchakama and Muhoro were visited 
in order to collect the required data. The rationale for 
the selection of the three researchers was based on the 
fact that African artifacts can be discussed on different 
perspectives reflecting the interests of the stakeholder 
whether she/he is an anthropologist, art historian or 
archeologist. The naïve person might object that there is 
only one way of discussing and interpreting the looted 
objects during the colonial German period – the way it 
is presented to his own immediate vision colored by his 
discipline. The counter argument to this is that the inter-
disciplinary approach opens windows to different ways 
of looking, experiencing and understanding the nature of 
the appropriated objects and possible reasons for their 
appropriation.

Of the researched objects, three were singled out 
by the present researcher for meeting the criteria as art 

-

-

-

-

-
-

-
-
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APPROPRIATED TANZANIAN ARTIFACTS 
AT THE ETHNOLOGISCHES MUSEUM, 
BERLIN

Elias Jengo
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ZUM KÜNSTLERISCHEN WERT EINIGER  
IN TANSANIA ANGEEIGNETER ARTEFAKTE 
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objects in terms of their stylistic characteristics, social 
functions, patronage and medium. The objects were a 
Swahili drum, a gong and a horn-shaped calabash medi-
cine container. These objects were collected by German 
colonial officials from different locations under varying 
circumstances. They were sent to Germany to serve as 
indicators, among other things, of racial superiority of 
the rulers. In the field the researchers used A4 sized color 
photographs to show to respondents so as to get the 
required responses. Let us, therefore, start our discussion 
with the Swahili drum.

THE SWAHILI DRUM

According to Stuhlmann (1910), the drum (fig. 1) 
belonged to a chief of the Winde area in Bagamoyo. The 
name of the owner is incised on the body of the drum 
adding beauty to it as decorations. In fact a number of 
Arabic scholars in Kilwa Masoko and Kilwa Kivinje com-
pletely failed to decipher the writing, thinking that the 
letters were used merely as decorations (mapambo). It 
was Mtoro bin Mwinyi Bakari, a lecturer in Kiswahili in 
Berlin and Hamburg in the 20th century who was able to 
translate the Arabic text in Kiswahili which read: ngoma 
mali jumbe makame Yashani bin mwenyi amiri futa1. 
This is a literary translation of the Kiswahili words writ-
ten in Arabic alphabets on the body of the drum.

The drum’s stylistic characteristics classify it as 
a status symbol of a Sultan just like the Swahili carved 
doors along the East African coast2. The design on it 
also suggests that the owner was not a person of Arabic 
or oriental origin whose designs are often dominated by 

-
-

-

-

-

DIE SWAHILI-TROMMEL

chief
-

-
-

mapambo -

ngoma mali jumbe Makame yashani bin mwenyi 
amiri futa jumbe
(chief)

-
-

-
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NGOMA YA KISWAHILI

ngoma mali jumbe makame Yashani bin 
mwenyi amiri futa

1

The Swahili Drum (III E 5079)  

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  

Preußischer Kulturbesitz (Photo/ / : Hendryk Ortlieb)

2

Lotusblume, gezeichnet von Frederik Maeda vom Creative Arts Depart-

ment, UDSM, 2018

-

3

Plain Spirit Possession Cult Drum

(Photo/ / : Philip Maligisu)
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motifs such as Koran texts or the lotus flower (fig. 2). 
The incised motifs on the drum show that the owner was 
a man of means in that he could commission a carver to 
decorate the drum. Ordinary persons such as traditional 
healers own just plain Swahili drums (fig. 3). This one 
was found at Mlingotini, Bagamoyo, belonging to a local 
healer. Mlingotini is famous as one of the bastions of 
traditional medicine men and women in the country. His 
plain drum explains his status in the community.

Concerning patronage, the Swahili drum that has 
been ascribed to the majumbe (headmen) of Winde near 
Bagamoyo, was, according to the records of Ethnolo-
gisches Museum Berlin, collected by the German colo-
nial governor Hermann von Wissmann, then off-duty, 
and was sent to Germany in 1897. Wissmann gave the 
drum as a gift to the Königliches Museum für Völk-
erkunde. Regarding its social functions, responses from 
Mzee Hassan Mtoro of Winde village, a member of the 
Mtoro family still residing where the chief had lived in 
the 1890s, indicated that it was a special drum that was 
played on particular occasions such as during the sight-
ing of the new moon in the holy month of Ramadhan 
or on the arrival of important visitors. While Felix von 
Luschan, then directorial assistant and later director of 
the African-Oceanian collection of Königliches Museum 
für Völkerkunde (now Ethnologisches Museum, Berlin), 
described it as a drum of war, only played at the begin-
ning of a war as a symbolic symbol of power3, our inform-
ants identified the picture as a kind of talking drum, its 
function used similarly by the Bulu people of Cameroon 
(fig. 4), here being played at a village funeral of an impor-
tant person. Some respondents in Kilwa associated the 
Swahili drum with healing and called it kilinge. However, 
the term is misleading as it is used to refer to anything 
that is used in traditional healing like the plain drum of 
Mlingotini.

Another good example of a plain Swahili drum 
(fig. 5) that fits the term kilinge was seen at Bagamoyo 
town at a home of spirit possession cult members. The 
drum with a torn membrane was left outside the house 
awaiting the services of a true fundi (a qualified cult drum 
repairer) to repair it. No other person would be allowed 
to touch it.

THE GONG

According to information from Ethnologisches Museum, 
Berlin, the brass object (fig. 7) which is referred to as the 
“gong” was among the possessions of Hassan bin Omari 
Makunganya, a leading warrior who was influenced 
by the Abushiri War and not the Maji Maji War as the 

-
majumbe

-

chief
-

-

kilinge
kilinge

-
kilinge

-

fundi -
-

DER GONG

-

-



213

ELIAS JENGO

African-Oceanian collection 

UPATU
5

Plain Swahili drum (kilinge)

kilinge

kilinge

(Photo/ / : Philip Maligisu)

4

The ‘Talking Drum’ (Source: African Arts, Spring 1995, p. 60)
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monument at the hanging site at Kilwa Kivinje wrongly 
records (fig. 6). The Königliches Museum für Völk-
erkunde acquired it from an army official who captured 
Makunganya in 1895 and had him and his followers 
court-martialed and hanged. The Museum’s main cata-
logue from 1896 states that the inscription represented 
‘meaningless magical formula’, a somewhat pejorative 
interpretation due to the context of the time it was writ-
ten. More recent information shows that the object could 
have been used as talasimu (an object of protection 
against misfortunes)4. Field findings in Winde, Bagamoyo 
also supported the notion that the social function of 
the object was linked with religious beliefs and that the 
object could have been used to protect its owner from his 
enemies.

However, the inscriptions within the white cir-
cle do not represent “meaningless magic formula” but 
a prayer quoted from the Qur’an (Surat 54: 45–46). 
It is available in the Kiswahili translated Holy Qur’an. 
According to two Islamic scholars at Kilwa Kivinje and 
Kilwa Masoko, Ustaadhi Musa Abdallah and Harub 
Omari Duwa, the quoted prayer was used by the Prophet 
himself during the war against unbelievers in Mecca. The 
origin of the prayer, according to the scholars, is said to 
go back during the Exodus wars between Moses and the 
Egyptian pharaohs where it was used by the followers of 
Moses in order to defeat the Egyptians.

Topan5 has written at length on metal incense 
burner receptacles and incense burners as cultural 
objects in Swahili culture. He indicated that the econom-
ically less well-off citizens usually use clay receptacles 
and burners while their wealthier counterparts use the 
imported metal ones. Taking the status of Makunganya 
during his time, the gong must have been a status symbol. 
The gong does also serve as a musical instrument called 
upatu along the East coast where it is commonly played 
at spirit possession cult dances. It is hit by raffia plaited 
sticks in order to preserve its shiny surface. However, 
Makunganya could neither have used it as an incense 
burner receptacle nor as a musical instrument since that 
would have been considered blasphemous due to the 
presence of the written prayer on the gong.

-

-

-
-

talasimu -
-

-

-

-
-

-

upatu
-
-
-

-
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6

Monument for Hassan bin Omari (Makunganya), his followers und the 

heroes of the Maji Maji War of Resistance in Kilwa Kivinje

(Photo/ / : Lili Reyels)

7

The “Gong” with Qur’an inscriptions (III E 4585)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  

Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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The gong’s artistic merits lie in its white hand- 
drawn circle within which some Koran text resembling 
calligraphy is set. Like the works of Osman Waqialla, the 
Sudanese contemporary artist, the “gong” has strong 
visual appeal to those familiar with contemporary Suda-
nese art or traditional African art as displayed in divina-
tion boards. As a religious object, the gong does not lose 
its merit as an art object since most art objects also serve 
aesthetic, religious or political functions, to mention only 
a few. Perhaps Stokstad sums it better when she writes, 
“the foremost characteristic of Islamic religious art, wher-
ever it is found in the world and among every race, is the 
presence of beautiful writing used for reading, for prayer 
and for decoration”6.

THE HORN-SHAPED CALABASH

This object (fig. 8) was appropriated at Muhoro as a part 
of the medicinal paraphernalia contained in a bag of a tra-
ditional healer. It was at Muhoro where on the eve of the 
Maji Maji War in 1905 traditional healers were detained 
and executed. From 1902 (until 1913) Muhoro was the 
Bezirksamt (district office) of the Rufiji District. On the 
eve of the Maji Maji War, a young colonial officer, Otto 
Stollowsky, reported the events and also described the 
praxis of appropriation of traditional healers’ toolkits7. 
Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin records the item in 
the terms of the times in 1907 as a utensil of a “sorcerer” 
(Zauberer) who is rather a traditional healer and does not 
fit the stereotype of a formally trained healer. The item 
was correctly recorded as originating from a neck of a cal-
abash, something that is rare and often confusing. A good 
example of the confusion happened at Kilwa Kipatimu 
during our field research, where a traditional healer and 
his aides insisted that it was a horn of an animal in which 
healers stuff their medicines. In most places we visited, 
though, it was identified as a calabash used like an animal 
horn to keep medications even during this age of glass 
containers.

The artistic merits of the calabash revolve around 
its form (color, texture, mass and volume). These formal 
elements give the object its visual appeal.

-

-

-

-

DIE HORNFÖRMIGE KALEBASSE
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KIBUYU KIFANANACHO NA PEMBE

Bezirksamt

Zauberer

8

The Horn-shaped Calabash (III E 14793c)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  

Preußischer Kulturbesitz (Photo/ / : Sabine Heyne)
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CONCLUSION

It is known that German museums have immense African 
collections that have not been adequately studied8. It has 
been argued that many Africans tend to look down on 
their traditional objects due to Islam and Christian mis-
sionary indoctrination. Therefore, such objects may not 
be known to the communities any more. However, in our 
research, most of the interlocutors connected with the 
photos of the objects that were shown to them. The Eth-
nologisches Museum Berlin has taken a first important 
step to cooperate with the University of Dar es Salaam in 
conducting a meaningful research on the appropriated 
objects.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Tanzania and Germany have historic ties that can be 
traced from the late nineteenth century to the present. 
This chapter examines these ties through the prism of 
cultural heritage objects which the Germans acquired in 
Tanzania and shipped to Germany during the German 
colonial period, from around the 1890s to 1907. These 
objects are currently housed in historical and ethnolog-
ical museums in many parts of Germany. It is estimated, 
for instance, that the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin 
houses around ten thousand objects whose source can be 
traced from German East Africa. The possibility is that 
most of these objects came from Tanzania, considering its 
geographic distribution. Objects of every dimension of 
human experience that Tanzanians produced are present 
in these museums, such as household utensils, clothing, 
beautification objects, masks, ornaments, baskets, mats, 
bows, arrows, spears, knives, gourds, grinding utensils, 
music equipment, head covers, food storage tools, medi-
cines, animal skins, sculptures, drums, locally made guns, 
bullets, beads, pottery, minerals, statues, etc. Collectors 
made efforts to acquire objects that represented each 
aspect of human lives, beliefs, practices, and expressions 
in their actual environment. The aggressiveness of this 
campaign for cultural objects, which in essence was 
integral to colonial cultural violence, is manifested by 
the sheer scale of cultural collections from Africa and 
elsewhere.

While objects in the Ethnologisches Museum Ber-
lin are many and varied, this chapter is only interested 
in objects which the Germans collected in the context 
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of wars of German colonial conquest and Tanzanian 
resistances between 1890 and 1907. It examines cultural 
objects in the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin which 
were part of the war loots in German East Africa. It pro-
poses that looting of cultural objects that Tanzanians 
owned in their homesteads and communities was one 
of the byproducts of the process of German colonial 
conquest and consolidation of colonialism in Tanzania 
between 1890 and 1907. Conceptualizing looting of 
those objects as a byproduct of German colonialism at 
this stage of research is necessary because I have not 
seen direct evidence suggesting that it was systematically 
planned and coordinated by the Imperial Colonial Office 
(Reichskolonialamt, until 1906 Kolonialabteilung des 
Auswärtigen Amtes) in Berlin. Similarly, it is not clear 
at this stage whether a colonial policy guideline on the 
looting of objects in the war situation existed; or whether 
colonial government decision makers in Berlin officially 
supported and sanctioned such notorious acts of looting. 
What we know at this stage is that some agents of Ger-
man colonialism who operated in Tanzania, including 
state officials, military officers, missionaries, explorers, 
geographers, scientists, private agents, brokers and rack-
eteers participated in the looting of objects from Tanzania 
which they eventually shipped to Germany. Colonial mil-
itary encounters as the Germans forcibly imposed coloni-
alism and Tanzanians resisted created anenabling social 
environment for those agents to loot objects. In particu-
lar, the wars of Tanzanian resistances against German 
colonialism throughout the 1890s and the Maji Maji wars 
of 1905–1907 presented the best platform for the looting 
of these objects. Agents shipped some of these objects to 
Germany and sold or donated them to German museums 
and private collectors. Today, these objects are conspic-
uously present in the many museums in Germany, such 
as the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin and the Deutsches 
Historisches Museum. Major cities in Germany, as is 
the case with other former colonial powers, boast huge 
museums and cultural institutions that contain objects 
acquired during the colonial period. 

The notorious act of looting cultural objects in 
war situations and shipping them to Germany detached 
these objects from their real cultural context in Tanza-
nia. As Derek Peterson has pointed out, heritage objects 
were alienated from the “dynamic real world, placed 
outside the reach of change and innovation, and rendered 
anachronistic […]”1. Objects were removed from their 
real cultural environment and relocated to an alien cul-
ture in Germany. Few of these objects found inroad into 
the museums’ public exhibitions. Peterson has rightly 
noted that such objects were encoded in legal statutes 
and encased in glass display cases and transformed them 
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into marketable commodities to cultural entrepreneurs.2 
These objects were placed in an alien situation, divorced 
from their real historical context in Tanzania. Majority of 
the looted objects, however, were not fortunate enough 
to find inroad into museums’ public exhibitions. Since 
arriving in Germany, they remained in the storage rooms 
of the museums. These objects acquired new meaning: 
they became museum objects and collection. 

The collection of objects in the context of colonial 
military expeditions and wars was sometimes so prob-
lematic that the biographies, identities, and meaning of 
many of them remain unknown. For instance, the basic 
information that would help to identify the biographies of 
some objects in the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin that 
were acquired in the colonial war contexts and to under-
stand their contextual and cultural meanings is missing. 
Missing information is an indication of the problematic 
nature of how the German colonial, museum, and ethno-
logical agents acquired these objects. The fact that most 
of these objects were acquired in war time situation and 
terrorized political and social landscapes suggests that 
they were acquired by force through plunder and looting. 
A claim that objects with missing biographic information 
were acquired through gifts or buying can hardly apply 
for objects which the Germans looted during the hostile 
processes of violent imposition of German colonial rule 
in Tanzania. Consequently, the problematic nature of 
acquiring these objects in the late nineteenth century and 
early twentieth century mean that most of them are lying 
in the museum storages without their real and accurate 
biographic identities being known. 
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By divorcing these objects from their real cultural 
contexts in Tanzania, the German colonial and museum 
agents who looted objects during the military encoun-
ters were engaged in acts that amounted to cultural and 
epistemological violence. They violated Tanzanian indig-
enous modes of thoughts, knowledge expressions, and 
practices. This is due to the fact that the looted cultural 
objects were not simply artifacts of beauty and art. They 
were also modes of expression and ways of knowing that 
Tanzanians utilized to articulate social reality in practice. 
These objects embodied cultural, intellectual, and mate-
rial expressions of Tanzanians as they made sense of the 
world around them. Looting of these objects violated 
all these forms of indigenous knowledge and ways of 
knowing. By securing those objects in storage rooms and 
exhibition vitrines in Germany, their cultural meanings, 
relevance, ritualism, and symbolism were abstracted. The 
art, sociology, and culture of these objects underwent 
objectification and naturalization. This violence and 
objectification had far reaching implications. It meant 
that the cultural voices, actions, initiatives, and social 
positions embodied in these objects were rendered invis-
ible and inaudible. This cultural and epistemological 
violence reveal another angle of viewing Tanzania-Ger-
man historic ties during the colonial period. It shows that 
German colonialism in Tanzania was not simply about 
exploitation of economic resources and subjecting indig-
enous communities into an alien political administration 
as has been advanced by nationalist, materialist, and 
dependency oriented scholars.3 It was also a process of 
silencing Tanzanian history and culture. 

This chapter makes a modest attempt to recover 
the meanings and significance of objects that agents of 
German colonialism looted in Tanzania in the context 
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of wars of colonial conquest and Tanzanian resistances. 
It unpacks objects housed in the storages of the Ethno-
logisches Museum Berlin in order to render visible their 
identities, biographies, meanings, uses, and histories. 
It also evaluates the significance of the study of objects 
of resistances to our understanding of the historic ties 
between Tanzania and Germany. Two looted objects are 
at the center of this scholarly engagement: a brass plate 
owned by Hassan bin Omari Makunganya in the 1890s 
and a medicine bag of one of the traditional healers, pos-
sibly Mr. Kinjeketile Ngwale, during the times of the Maji 
Maji Wars of 1905–1907.

2. CULTURAL MEANINGS AND USES OF 
HASSAN BIN OMARI MAKUNGANYA’S 
“BRASS PLATE”

One of the objects which the Germans looted in Tanzania 
during the 1890s was the “brass plate” (see fig. 1) which 
Hassan bin Omari Makunganya owned in Mchakama, 
near Kilwa. Makunganya was one of the most powerful 
traders in southern and eastern Tanzania before German 
colonial conquest. His business grew out of his engage-
ment in the slave trade and selling of natural products 
such as ivory, rhinoceros horns, tortoise shells, etc. His 
commercial empire controlled trading interests in the 
trade of slaves and caravan routes between the Indian 
Ocean and the Lake Nyasa region and beyond in south-
west Tanzania. The imposition of German colonialism 
threatened Makunganya’s trading interests. Like other 
merchants and chiefs such as Abushiri, Mangi Sina, Meli, 
Mkwawa, Isike and others, Makunganya mounted robust 
resistance against German colonialism in south-east 
Tanzania in order to protect his empire in Kilwa and its 
hinterland. For about five years between 1890 and 1895, 
the Germans could not defeat Makunganya in military 
interventions. During this period, the German colonial 
government failed to extend its influence outside its forti-
fied stronghold of Kilwa Kivinje, all due to Makunganya’s 
military master-class. The German colonial army, after 
long term planning, organized a huge military expedition 
in 1895 under Lieutenant-Colonel von Trotha to con-
quer Makunganya at his residence at Mchakama. They 
invaded his fort but he escaped and fled to Kiswele where 
he was eventually captured, marking the end of his resist-
ance. He, and his associates, were taken to Kilwa Kivinje 
where they were hanged. The Germans looted much of 
the valuable possessions of Makunganya including one 
of his personal possessions – the brass plate. It is one of 
the thousands of objects which they shipped to Germany. 
Hans Glauning, who was a military officer in the German 
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Hassan bin Omari Makunganya’s brass plate (III E 4585)
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colonial army and participated in the conquest and cap-
ture of Makunganya, sent the “plate” and bullets from 
Makunganya’s followers to the Ethnologisches Museum 
Berlin in 1896. The “plate” has been locked in the stor-
age for all these years, never presented into the public 
space. Its voice has been rendered inaudible for all these 
years. Its cultural ideas, meaning, and practices remained 
invisible as it continued to be secluded in the stock piles 
of colonial objects, imprisoned in the shelves of the 
depositories of the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin. The 
inscriptions on the “plate”, in Arabic script, remained 
unknown for all these years.

For the objects which reached the Ethnologisches 
Museum Berlin as part of the war loot, there were few 
details provided on the objects and some of them had no 
information inserted to describe their identity. The main 
catalogue of Ethnologisches Museum Berlin described 
the brass plate entry as a “metal sheet of war”. “Gong-like 
musical instrument made of brass with apparently mean-
ingless magic formulae in Arabic script.”4 By interpret-
ing the inscriptions on the brass plate as “meaningless 
magic formulae in Arabic script,” the catalogue revealed 
the degree of ignorance of the German looters on the 
contextually informed meanings of the brass plate. For 
them, the brass plate was simply an evidence of African 
magical practice and irrationality. However, by describ-
ing it as a “sheet metal of war,” these agents of looting 
acknowledged that it had some military significance to 
Makunganya. 

Through the fieldwork research conducted in 
September 2016 in south-eastern and eastern Tanzania 
(including Kilwa, Muhoro, Matumbi highlands, and Bag-
amoyo), the provisional cultural and contextual meanings 
of the brass plate have been deciphered and can now be 
teased out. Oral interviews with local experts in Arabic 
scripts, Islamic writings, and Islamic religion made it 
possible to understand the constitution of the brass plate 
and the inscriptions on it. Through a textual analysis and 
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a close reading of the scribbles on the brass plate, these 
experts in Arabic language and Islamic religion discov-
ered that it contains an inscription, which they were able 
to transcribe and read. Two notable experts, Ustaadhi 
Mohamed Mnungula of Kilwa Kivinje5 and Ustaadhi 
Hussein Simo of Kilwa Masoko6 discovered that one of 
the inscriptions on the brass plate was actually a verse 
quoted from the Qur’an. Ustaadhi Mnungula teaches 
Qur’an at Kilwa Kivinje while Hussein Simo teaches 
Arabic reading and writing at Kisiwani Islamic College at 
Kilwa Masoko. In different time and space, they realized 
that the inscription on the brass plate was from Surah 54; 
verses 45 and 46. 

In the Swahili version of the Qur’an, the inscrip-
tion is the second part of verse 46, which is written “Na 
saa hiyo ni nzito sana na chungu kabisa.” The English 
translation is “and the Last Hour is extremely terrible 
and most agonizing.” In its totality, verse 46 reads as 
follows:

Walakini kiyama ndio wakati wao (hasa walioahidi-
wa kuadhibiwa). Na saa hiyo ni nzito sana na chun-
gu kabisa.

The English translation of this verse reads as follows:
But their (actual) promise is the Last Hour. And 
the Last Hour is extremely terrible and most ago-
nizing. 

This verse needs to be understood in its proper histor-
ical and Qur’anic contexts in order to understand why 
Hassan bin Omari Makunganya inscribed it in his brass 
plate. As Mohamed Mnungula and Hussein Simo made 
it clear, this verse represents one of the key statements 
that Prophet Mohammad used during the early days of 
spreading the Islamic religion. The founder of Islam, 
Prophet Mohammad, used this phrase to inspire his 
disciples in confronting the non-believers who opposed 
Islam. In particular, he used this statement to inspire 
his followers in the war that was later to be the Battle 
of Badr7 fought in 624 in which the Muslims, led by 
Prophet Muhammad himself, fought with the non-be-
lievers, whom they regarded as the kafir. The verse 
depicts some of the inspirational statements that Prophet 
Muhammad delivered to Muslims to heighten their 
confidence that they would emerge victorious as they 
struggled to create their space in Arabia. He recited this 
verse to provide moral guarantee that Muslims would 
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emerge victorious. Prophet Mohammad’s words were 
both prophecies and inspirations to Muslims who during 
this time were the minority, persecuted, marginalized, 
and religiously infringed. Mohammad emphasized that 
although they were few they would emerge victorious in 
the war because they were with God. He proclaimed and 
prophesied the end of the world for the kafir aggressors. 

Prophet Mohammad called upon Muslims not 
to be dismayed by their small population compared to 
the unbelievers because they would emerge victorious 
despite their numerical disadvantage. This can be appre-
ciated best if verse 46 is read alongside verse 44 and 45 
of the same Surah Al-Camar Chapter 27; No. 54: verse 
44–46. In these verses Prophet Muhammad had the fol-
lowing to say: 

[44] “Or do they say: We are a strong legion, 
strong enough for victory?”
[45] “Soon shall this legion be routed and shall 
turn their backs and flee.
[46] But their (actual) promise is the Last Hour, 
and the Last Hour is extremely terrible and most 
agonizing.”

These prophetic and inspirational verses were fulfilled 
during the Battle of Badri in 624. It was a battle between 
Muslims who were a minority group against non-Mus-
lims who were the majority. Despite their numeric dis-
advantage, Muslims emerged victorious in this battle. 
This success had important implication. It proved the 
accuracy of Muhammad’s prophecy that Muslims would 
emerge victorious in their struggle despite their numeric 
disadvantage because the Almighty God was on their 
side. The victory strengthened the legitimacy of the 
nascent Islamic religion as embodying Godly power 
that enabled Muslims to acquire a powerful presence 
in Medina and Mecca at the expense of non-Muslims. 
This victory became a turning point among Muslims and 
it created unprecedented level of confidence that they 
would use to spread Islam. Such verses became a source 
of inspiration for all Muslims engaged in the struggles for 
justice against perceived forces that potentially under-
mined Islam. 

The context analyzed above may be used to make 
sense and to decipher the cultural meaning and signifi-
cance of the inscription found on the brass plate. Hassan 
bin Omari Makunganya was possibly inspired by the 
Qur’anic verses analyzed above. He was a devout Mus-
lim, a committed follower of the teachings of Prophet 
Muhammad, and a rich business man. He used the 
Qur’an to shape his own struggles against the invading 
German colonial armies. As shown by the brass plate, 
Makunganya held a belief that because he had God, he 
would emerge victorious against the German forces. The 
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Germans were enemies. They were enemies not only to 
his profitable commercial empire, but also to his religious 
ideology: Islam. The Qur’an verse is a clear indication 
that the brass plate was an object of resistance which 
Makunganya used against the Germany colonial armies 
in order to protect his empire in south-east Tanzania. It 
is also an indication of an ideology that shaped Makung-
anya’s resistance against German colonialism, which was 
deeply grounded on Islamic religion.

The textual analysis of the brass plate in Kilwa 
Kivinje and Kilwa Kisiwani opened up another important 
finding. Part of the inscription on the brass plate was dec-
orations of Arabic numbers. Mnungula and Simo could 
not detect a coherent order in which the numbers were 
written around the Qur’an verse analyzed above. The 
absence of order made it difficult for them to grasp the 
meaning of those numbers, or to understand their direct 
logic. More research is needed to decode the meaning of 
those numbers and to understand their contextual and 
cultural meaning. This will involve tracking people with 
expertise to interpret such types of numbers. However, 
Mnungula and Simo pointed out that those numbers are 
only mysterious and intelligible to the lay people who 
have never studied them. They suggested that those 
numbers were not meaningless decorations. Rather, they 
were secret codes that made sense to people with deep 
knowledge and understanding of their working. Similarly, 
Ahmed Bashiru of Kilwa Kisiwani suggested that the 
numbers were forms of secret codes of communication 
used to conceal important information so that it could 
not reach enemies or competitors. That way, the message 
could only reach a select group of people. As a secret 
code of communication, it could not make sense to the 
German colonial armies who were enemies. It probably 
made sense to Makunganya’s inner circle of confidants 
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who fought for him as he resisted the German colonial 
forces and attempted to protect his commercial venture 
in south-east and southern Tanzania. Bashiru added 
that such numbers were also used by ritual experts and 
healers to communicate with spirits.8 Thus while this 
research has not established the actual meaning of the 
numbers on the brass plate (since none of our interview-
ees had expertise to understand the coding of the num-
bers), there are indications that they were secret codes of 
communication that Makunganya used to communicate 
with his followers and confidants. They also suggest the 
ability of Makunganya to communicate with ghosts and 
spirits. Ghosts and spirits could provide guidance to 
his course of action, could reveal potential dangers, and 
could shape alternative actions to be taken which were 
safe. 

The findings on the brass plate which this research 
has generated reveal the multifaceted nature of weapons 
which Africans used as they resisted German colonialism 
in the late nineteenth century.They suggest that weapons 
such as spears, guns, bullets, arrows, bows, stones, and 
sticks were only part of the weapons which Africans used 
to fight the invading enemy. They also used ideological 
tools of resistance. The brass plate was an ideological 
weapon of resistance and Islamic religion was a guiding 
ideology of Makunganya’s resistance against German 
colonial forces in the 1890s. The brass plate embodied 
Makunganya’s weapon and ideology of resistance against 
German colonialism.

3. CULTURAL MEANINGS AND USES OF 
OBJECTS FOUND IN THE MEDICINE BAG

The Germans also looted medical objects of resistance 
during the Maji Maji wars. One of the objects which have 
just been ‘discovered’ in the museum’s storage housing 
objects from Tanzania is the medicine bag. It is possi-
ble that the bag belonged to one of the famous healers 
in the region, such as Kinjekitile Ngwale, a prominent 
indigenous healer in the Mtumbi hills region. Ngwale is 
remembered as a prophet and healer who served a critical 
role of inspiring the Matumbi and neighboring commu-
nities to join the resistance against the German colonial 
rule in 1905.9 He is particularly remembered for having 
prepared medical fluid that was expected to protect the 
Matumbi warriors from bullets. Water, known as maji in 
Kiswahili, was the basis for naming the war as Maji Maji. 
The water-based fluid embodied the powers of ancestral 
spirits who offered protection against bullets, blessings, 
and power to the soldiers.10 The German military forces 
perceived Ngwale as the architect of the war; a person 
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who instigated the Matumbi against the German colo-
nial administration. After several attempts they captured 
him, took him to Muhoro in the Rufiji Valley where they 
hanged him, together with other healers and perceived 
ring leaders of the war, in 1905.11 The German military 
army confiscated their possessions, one of them possibly 
being the bag made of skin, which contained a number 
of indigenous medical objects and ingredients. It was 
shipped to Germany and entered into the registry of the 
then named “Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde” in 
1907, now operating as the “Ethnologisches Museum, 
Berlin”. Since then, the story of this bag and its objects 
remained inaudible; its cultural meaning and signifi-
cance remained muted in the Museum’s storage room. 
Museum curator Paola Ivanov and research associate 
Kristin Weber-Sinn recently spotted this bag and drew it 
to public attention. One of the strategic interests for this 
research was to understand the meaning and uses of the 
items which were found in the bag.

The bag contained 95 objects, each with its uses 
and significance in medicine. Efforts were made to con-
sult traditional healers for expert knowledge and inter-
pretation of some of the objects which were of interest for 
this research. Two healers were particularly instrumental 
in uncovering the meanings and uses of objects in the 
bag: Abdalla Said Mkundi12 who practices traditional 
healing at Muhoro along the mighty Rufiji River where 
Ngwale and his associates were hanged and Kubeta 
Mbonde13 who practices traditional healing at Nandete 
village where the Maji Maji war started in 1905. Mkundi 
is a prominent traditional healer who inherited this trade 
from his grandfather. Mkundi’s grandparent inherited 
the practice from his own grandparent who practiced 
indigenous medicine during the German colonial period. 
Traditional healing knowledge and practice has there-
for been transmitted from one generation to another in 
Mkundi’s family lineage. Likewise, Mr. Mbonde’s knowl-
edge about traditional medicine was inherited from his 
parents. He pointed out that he is increasingly learning 
new medical cures to confront present day medical chal-
lenges of people seeking his traditional medical expertise. 
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His patients come from all over the south-eastern region 
of Tanzania, even from Dar es Salaam.

Some of the objects in the bag were products that 
could be used to treat diseases and injury related medical 
conditions. The first object in the bag was the gourd, 
appearing as figure 2. Both Mkundi and Mbonde pointed 
out that the gourd, known in Kiswahili as Kibuyu, was 
used to store various types of medicine used in treating a 
wide range of diseases which affect human beings. It was 
found out that the gourds are used by healers even today, 
such as Mbonde who has his own gourd which he uses to 
store medicine. His gourd is placed side by side with the 
gourd which the Germans looted in 1905 and shipped to 
Germany (see fig. 3). The two gourds are identical, sug-
gesting continuity in the use of this object from the late 
nineteenth century to the present.

The second object found in the bag (shown as 
fig. 4), is the bone, mfupa, possibly of a wild bird or 
chicken. Mkundi pointed out that such a bone is used in 
the treatment of muscles, broken bones, and all forms of 
injuries that affect human tissues or bones. As Mkundi 
pointed out, when plucked into flour and mixed with 
other medicinal substances the resulting medicine could 
be used to treat muscles, knees, waist, and broken or 
bruised bones. He pointed out that the medicinal power 
of this bone could only be guaranteed if the bird or 
chicken died a natural death, not through slaughtering. 

The third object is the lower jaw with teeth pos-
sibly of the carnivorous animal, shown as figure 5, and 
known in Kiswahili as taya ya mnyama. Each of the two 
healers pointed out that it was a useful medical object 
for treating bones and muscles. But like other medical 
products, it had to be mixed with other medical prod-
ucts to bring that potency. Mbonde also indicated that 
it could also be used to treat medical conditions such as 
hernia after being mixed with other medical objects. He 
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Gourd from the bag of a healer (III E 14793a)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  

Preußischer Kulturbesitz (Photo/ / : Sabine Heyne)

3

Gourd from Ethnologisches Museum Berlin alongside gourd found at 

Mbonde’s residence at Nandete

(Photo/ / : Philip Maligisu)
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also added that flour from this jaw bone could be mixed 
with other medicines to minimize menstrual irregularity 
among women or to stop menstruation. The bone and 
the jaw as medicine for treating injuries, muscles, and 
bones was probably critical during the Maji Maji wars 
in treating soldiers who got injured during the wars. 
That it was also used to deal with problems of menstru-
ation, which is essentially a feminine problem, may be 
an indication that women played a part in the Maji Maji 
wars in duties such as cooking and inspiration. Their 
health needs needed to be catered for, and healers such 
as Ngwale had to be equipped to deal with their medical 
challenges as well.

The fourth object in the bag, labeled figure 6, was 
a bunch of mixed herbal ingredients of more than seven 
types of shoots, tubers and leaves. Herbal ingredients 
were mixed depending on the nature of illness to be 
cured, and it was necessarily boiled and taken as a drink. 
It could treat different types of diseases as such head-
ache, stomach pain, hallucination, diarrhea, wounds, 
joint pain, and anxieties. It could also be given to people 
to enhance their confidence. Known as kibopee among 
the Matumbi and ngambi in Muhoro it was used to cure a 
wide range of diseases and medical conditions.

The fifth object is an animal horn, labeled as fig-
ure 7. Its singular role in healing was in cupping aimed to 
suck blood, fluids, poisons, insects and other unwanted 
objects in the body. Sucking was used to manage injury 
wounds in order to eradicate particles and objects which 
would delay recovery, to remove poisons from the body, 
to remove insects in the body, and to remove unwanted 
and dirty ingredients in the body. Thus once a person 
was injured, sucking of blood and objects on the wound 
would be done. If the person was bitten by an insect, a 
snake, or an animal these objects would be used in suck-
ing poison and fluids that would potentially endanger 
human life. If a soldier suffered from an arrow attack, a 
bullet, or any weapon, then sucking would be made to 
remove poison from the body. Medical objects of sucking 
unwanted materials in the body may have been extremely 
important in war time situations, such as during the Maji 
Maji wars, when risks to injuries from enemy strike and 
insect bites were common and needed immediate med-
ical attention. The sixth object is a calabash made from 
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plant materials and it is labeled as figure 8. It is hollow 
inside and was used to store healing medical products.

Other medical objects in the bag were used for 
protection purposes. The seventh and eighth objects 
found in the bag were identified by both healers as dif-
ferent species of dried millet products, known as uwele 
in Kiswahili, nalubero in Muhoro; and liyungumayi in 
Matumbi language. Figure 9 represents dried wild mil-
let while figure 10 represents dried cultivated millet. 
Both healers provided strikingly similar narrative on the 
use of these millet products in medicine. When mixed 
with other medical products, they were used to treat eye 
vision problems, allergies, stopping severe bleeding and 
early healing of wounds (like those of circumcision or 
normal injuries). It may have been a common medicine 
in war torn communities for treating soldiers and the 
public because injuries, bleeding, contracting diseases 
were common during the Maji Maji war.14 Uwele, when 
mixed with other medical and ritual products, was also 
important as protective medicine. It was ordinarily used 
to protect individuals or things from witches and other 
people who had malicious intention of harming people. 
For example, it could be used to protect the individual, 
house, farm, cattle, and other belongings. It was also a 
very useful medicine for self-defense, which made people 
or properties invisible from their enemies. It could shield 
people from enemies and enhance their safety. It was pos-
sibly popular during the Maji Maji war as they fought the 
German military forces. Finally, uwele was also an impor-
tant medical ingredient for treating people who suffered 
from demons, confusion, and mental instability. 

The ninth object, labeled as figure 11, were plant 
fibers wrapped or sealed together with other medicines, 
known locally as linyelele among the Matumbi. Its use, 
like the dried millet products analyzed above, was the 
protection of individuals, homes, and properties from 
enemies and evil people. This medical product in combi-
nation with others had the capacity of making individuals 
invisible from enemies and Africans commonly used it 
in war time situations to protect soldiers and households 
against enemies. The tenth object found in the bag was 
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dried plant shoot, known as Mtengangumba in Muhoro 
and Angai in Matumbi. It is labeled figure 12. It was use-
ful in defensive medicine which when used could shield 
a person from his enemies. It was mixed with warm water 
and bathed once every month in order to enhance its 
protective power. To enhance medical potency, healers 
mixed this medicine with other ingredients such as urine, 
honey, and some animal products. It was also very useful 
in curing specific ailments such as ear and eye infections, 
smallpox, rashes, abdominal pain, hernia, and headache. 
This plant shoot, together with dried millet products and 
linyelele, made perfect sense in the context of Maji Maji 
War. They suggest that traditional healers used these 
medical objects to ritually and medicinally protect sol-
diers and other people from the German colonial forces 
and to treat different ailments. 

The final set of objects in the bag was for personal 
defense and disease diagnosis. The eleventh object in 
the bag was a stick, known in Kiswahili as kifimbo cha 
mpingo. It appears as figure 13. It was usually infused 
with some traditional medical ingredients to make it ritu-
ally “powerful.” It was used as a personal accessory and 
as a symbol of power. If a person held this stick, witches 
or people with bad intentions would not harm him or 
her. Similarly, the stick enabled the owner to see enemies 
or people with bad intentions. Finally, the stick was used 
in disease diagnosis and in determining the severity of 
the disease. Mbonde has a similar object which he uses 
in his medical work today, which appears as figure 14. 
Mbonde equated the stick to the thermometer’s ability 
to accurately measure temperature. The twelfth object is 
a plant stem, known as mbingu or kabundula among the 
Matumbi. It appears as figure 15. Mixed with other medi-
cines, it was used for prediction of situations, including 
physical dangers, diseases, enemies, or even disasters. 
It was also for diagnosis of diseases, ailments, and other 
afflictions. The next object is a stone, appearing as fig-
ure 16. It was used for grinding and mixing different vari-
eties of medicines. 

These objects found in the bag were essentially 
medical ingredients for treating diseases; protecting peo-
ple from diseases, misfortunes, and enemies; and diag-
nosing diseases and predicting threats. At the same time, 
they might have been medical objects that offered med-
ical support for Tanzanians before and during the Maji 
Maji wars. Soldiers and people who sustained injuries, 
those who contracted diseases, or those who suffered 
from psychological pressure could receive medical atten-
tion from traditional healers. These healers galvanized 
and inspired the resistances by instilling confidence 
among the population. They used these objects to deal 
with the medical needs of the indigenous population that 

linyelele
-

-

-

-

mbingu kabundula

-

-
-



251

OSWALD MASEBO

Linyelele

Mbingu Kabundula

8

Calabash (III E 14793 c)

9

Dried wild millet (III E 14793 bw)

–

Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (SMB) –  

Preußischer Kulturbesitz (Photo/ / : Sabine Heyne)



RESEARCH | FORSCHUNG | UTAFITI

252

was distressed by colonialism and anti-colonial wars of 
resistances. 

4. IMPLICATION OF THE FINDINGS IN 
OUR UNDERSTANDING OF TANZANIA-
GERMANY HISTORIC TIES

Findings in this study open up interrogation on the nar-
rative of power, heroism, resilience and adaptation that 
enabled Tanzanians to survive the horrors of colonialism. 
Much of the existing scholarship on Tanzanian colonial 
history, shaped largely by nationalist, materialist, and 
dependency historiographies, has done a tremendous 
job of uncovering the violence of German colonial con-
quest on Tanzanians, the imposition of colonial state that 
frustrated the indigenous political institutions, creation 
of exploitative colonial economies, and the creation of 
colonial racism and oppression.15 More recently, histori-
ans have transcended the colonial, nationalist, and mate-
rialist oriented histories to understand complex colonial 
encounters that evolved during colonialism by studying 
the colonized as active agents who made efforts to shape 
and reshape their lives in the difficult conditions of colo-
nialism. Taken together, these studies have allowed us to 
see the disruptive nature of colonialism on the progress 
of Africans in Tanzania. They have uncovered one side of 
the story. It is the story of Tanzanians as victims of colo-
nialism. The other story which needs urgent attention 
now, and which this study is opening up, is that of the 
power, resilience, and creative adaptation of Tanzanians 
to survive the horrors of colonialism and to preserve their 
cultural institutions. What is evolving from the analysis of 
the findings in this study is the story which uncovers the 
historical agency of Tanzanians to resist German colonial 
penetration, to survive through the twenty-five years of 
colonial domination and oppression, and to preserve the 
integrity of many of their social and cultural institutions 
amid the violence of German colonialism. It is the story 

4. BEDEUTUNG DER ERKENNTNISSE FÜR 
DAS VERSTÄNDNIS DER HISTORISCHEN 
BEZIEHUNGEN ZWISCHEN TANSANIA UND 
DEUTSCHLAND
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of the resilience of Tanzanians to survive the difficult 
moments of colonialism.

One of the main indications of power and resilience 
is the story of continuity in indigenous cultural practices 
from the late nineteenth century and early twentieth cen-
tury to the present. Cultural objects which Tanzanians 
used in the nineteenth century are still being used today. 
The good example is that of medical products. This 
research has established that diagnostic, curative, protec-
tive medical objects used before and during the German 
colonial period can be found in the traditional medical 
work going on today in south-eastern and eastern Tan-
zania. Traditional healers whom we interviewed, such 
as Mkundi and Mbonde, recognized all the objects from 
the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin when they saw the 
photographs. They acknowledged that they were using 
those objects in their traditional medical practice today. 
Another example is that of drums. The artistic design 
of the drum, possibly from near Bagamoyo, which the 
Germans shipped to Berlin in the nineteenth century can 
also be found in the recently made drums in Eastern Tan-
zania. Figure 17 is a drum which the Germans acquired 
and took to Berlin during the late nineteenth century. It 
is now housed in the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin. 
Figure 18 is a drum which we found in Bagamoyo during 
the field research, which is a product of a more recent 
artistic work. The artistic power in the two drums is the 
same. They only differ in terms of decoration, suggesting 
that the former was possibly meant for the affluent class 
while the later was for ordinary practitioners. The fact 
that this research uncovered objects in the communities 
which embodied many similarities to objects which the 
Germans looted in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century is important because it reveals aspects of con-
tinuities and adaptation in the cultural institutions that 
sustained the life of Tanzanians before, during and after 
the German colonial experience. It offers indications on 
the power and heroism of Tanzanians to cope with the 
violent and destabilizing tendency of German colonial-
ism. Understanding such continuity and creative adapta-
tion is equally important for another reason. It suggests 
the extent to which Tanzanians consciously maintained 
indigenous cultural ideas and practices which gave them 
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identity and survival strategies despite the destabilizing 
influence of colonialism. 

The ability of Tanzanians to survive the horror 
and violence of colonialism is another indication of their 
resilience. The difficult conditions imposed by German 
colonialism, which attempted to undermine the cultural 
fabric of Tanzanians, failed to destroy the essence and 
foundation of indigenous cultural ideas and practices. 
The Germans had an interest in undermining Tanzanian 
culture in its strategic interest of building a profitable 
colonial project. Yet, Tanzanians were not passive victims 
of the injustices of German colonialism. Rather, they 
found a way to maneuver through colonialism, to protect 
their humanity and identity, and to survive. They found 
a way to sustain these institutions. That is why they can 
be traced even today, a century after efforts to destroy 
them through colonialism. These stories on the resilience 
of Tanzanians need to be explored more and rendered 
visible. They are stories of empowerment and they instill 
a certain degree of confidence and pride among Tanzani-
ans when they reflect and remember about German colo-
nialism. Such stories show that although the Germans 
were violent, authoritarians, dictatorial, and aggressive; 
they were not hegemonic. Tanzanians created a room to 
contain the disruptive power of colonialism in order to 
sustain their cultural fabrics and institutions. Uncovering 
these narratives and stories of resilience, power, and cre-
ative adaptation of the colonial subjects is an interesting 
direction which gives meaning, value and materiality to 
the historic ties between Tanzania and Germany. 
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This research has implication on the direction 
which museum exhibitions of colonial objects has to take 
in order to underline the historic ties between Tanzania 
and Germany. Museums in Tanzania and in Germany 
need to capture not simply the victimhood of Tanzani-
ans, but also their agency, resilience, and creative adapta-
tion that made them survive the difficult past of German 
colonialism. Colonial exhibitions in Germany during the 
late 19th century and early 20th century manifested con-
servative bourgeois racism that tended to objectify Afri-
cans, including Tanzanians. While they depicted Africans 
as primitive and ahistorical, they exhibited the Germans 
as saviors and agents of civilizing Africans. They were 
non scientific and populist exhibitions that intended to 
convince the largely ignorant population of Germany 
that colonialism was an excellent project that initiated 
Africans to modernization and development. Present day 
museum exhibitions and representations need to change 
the angle of vision on Tanzanian-German historic ties. 
They must strive to capture the narratives of heroism, 
resilience, adaptation, and power of Tanzanians during 
the difficult past of German colonialism. This is a neces-
sary strategy which acknowledges deeply ingrained mem-
ories of German colonial violence, economic exploita-
tion, humiliation, dehumanization, racism, racialism, and 
corporal punishments. While the element of victimhood 
cannot be avoided considering the nature of the political 
economy of colonialism, present day museum exhibitions 
need to make conscious efforts to document the other 
side of the story about Tanzanians in the Tanzania-Ger-
many historic ties. It is the story of Tanzanians as active 
agents who made efforts to shape their world, to resist 
colonialism, and to make life bearable during the difficult 
colonial situation.

5. CONCLUSION

This chapter has made a modest attempt to provide an 
overview on the Tanzanian-German historic ties that 
unfolded during the colonial period. It has utilized 
objects which the Germans looted in Tanzania as they 
suppressed Tanzanian resistance against colonialism. It 
has argued that looting of cultural objects was one of the 
byproducts of Germany’s imposition and consolidation 
of colonialism. Tanzanians’ anti-colonial wars that char-
acterized the first eighteen years of German colonialism, 
from 1890 to 1907, made it easy for the dealers to loot 
objects and ship those which they needed to Germany. 
While objects collected were varied and touched virtu-
ally all aspects of human existence in Tanzania, focus 
has been placed on the objects which Africans utilized 
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LITERATUR
The Great Battle of Badr. 

The Historical Study of Afri-
can Religion.

A Modern History of Tanganyika. -

to resist colonialism, notably, the brass plate looted from 
Hassan bin Omari Makunganya and the medical objects 
looted during the Maji Maji War. The brass plate, with a 
Qur’an verse, was an object which embodied an ideology 
of resistance. The medical objects found in the medicine 
bag were also objects of resistance. Traditional healers 
used those medical objects to meet the medical needs of 
soldiers and the population engaged in a war. Medical 
objects supported the war by meeting medical needs. 
Taken together, the brass plate and the medicines found 
in the bag constituted ideological and medical objects 
of Tanzanian resistances against German colonialism 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 
The study of these objects reveals the violence that was 
associated with the imposition of German colonialism 
in Tanzania. They also reveal that Tanzanians were not 
passive recipients of German colonial rule and colonial 
violence. They resisted it drawing on the weapons which 
were within their reach, and amassed from the physical, 
ideological, and medical resources available in their cul-
tural environment. Findings in this chapter are also quite 
significant for providing indication on the agency, resil-
ience, heroism, and creative adaptation of Tanzanians to 
survive the horrors of German colonialism. In so doing, 
these findings expand our understanding of changing 
historic ties between Tanzania and Germany.
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VIOLENCE IN THE COLONIES

In 1906/07, the War History Department of the German 
General Staff (the Große Generalstab, responsible for 
German military planning in the German empire) pub-
lished an account of the colonial war in German South 
West Africa. It unambiguously declared that “those who 
wanted to create a colony here had no choice but to go 
to war – and in doing so, they had to choose weapons 
that were neither weak, nor modest, but which would 
allow them to demonstrate an awe-inspiring power, to the 
point where the natives were utterly defeated. Only then 
was it possible to truly colonize the protectorate (Schutz-
gebiet).”1 Lothar von Trotha, who achieved inglorious 
fame as the man responsible for the genocide commit-
ted against the Herero people, held a similar creed. His 
beliefs were clear: “My policy has always been to use vio-
lence combined with extreme terrorism and even cruelty. 
I am destroying the African tribes with rivers of blood 
and rivers of money. Only in this way can we sow the 
seeds for a new future that will not fail.”2

War and violence were central to colonialism, but 
they were not, as the above quotes would seem to imply, 
a proof of strength and power. Rather, they revealed the 
inherent weakness of European rule in the colonies, 
which was precarious by its very nature. Apart from any 
other consideration, the Europeans were in the minority. 
To address such limitations, the colonial forces often 
employed a strategy of using selective terror combined 
with demonstrations of technical superiority, a technique 
that can be clearly observed in the German colonies. The 
sociologist Trutz von Trotha writes, “When resources are 
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scarce, then violence can be a very economical means of 
achieving dominance from a sociological point of view. 
Violence is persuasive.”3 The Germans believed that 
they were the only ones entitled to practise violence in 
the colonies; but this belief created the very violence that 
it claimed to be suppressing. In this context, massacres 
were viewed by the colonists as an appropriate way of 
demonstrating their right to rule. The three decades of 
German colonial power were characterized, especially 
in Africa, by such regular excesses of extreme violence. 
So-called “punitive raids,” the burning of settlements 
inhabited by allegedly rebellious communities or those 
that refused to pay taxes, and extremely severe court 
judgments against indigenous people were other popular 
forms of violence in the rulers’ repertoire. Massacres (or 
the threat of them) were generally carried out during the 
first phase of subjugation, but they continued to be used 
as a matter of policy throughout the period of German 
colonial rule.

A display of technical superiority, especially of 
weapons, was another important tactic used by the 
numerically disadvantaged German rulers, especially 
during the initial “conquering” phase of colonial rule. 
Carl Peters, who was responsible for drawing up the 
dubious contracts, which formed the supposed “legal 
basis” for the colony of German East Africa, is a good 
example. Peters staged imposing, dramatic encounters 
with the intention of impressing African rulers (or those 
he believed to be rulers). This was a strategy that had 
been employed by earlier travellers in Africa, but Peters’ 
performances quickly mutated to “military violence with 
the intent of subjugation.”4 However, it appears in this 
context that the Africans clearly saw through these strat-
egies and in a sense “played along.” Peters, for example, 
claimed that the Africans present at the firing of German 
guns “jumped back nervously,” and he declared that 
“[…] the three salvos fired by the servants allowed the 
blacks to see with their very own eyes what they could 
expect if they broke their contract.” But the regions 
where these contracts were made were on the caravan 
routes that passed through Africa; the local population 
had long been familiar with firearms from their encoun-
ters with the caravans, which were generally armed. The 
description of the Africans “jumping back nervously” has 
a comical ring.5 But of course, neither Peters nor other 
colonial rulers were content merely to demonstrate their 
weapons. Firearms and cannons were employed system-
atically, and the deployment of European and American 
infantry weapons was essential in order to ensure the 
frequent military superiority of the “protection forces” 
(Schutztruppen).
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Above all, violence was also a means by which the 
colonial rulers could daily demonstrate their power by 
means of legally permitted punishments such as impris-
onment in chains, strangulation and – especially – beat-
ings. Daily violence and the physical abuse of the native 
population were an integral part of the image that the 
colonial rulers had of themselves as the “master race.” 
However, the colonial administration was not by any 
means always willing to tolerate this kind of violence 
(although they also did not approve of the local popula-
tion attempting to challenge it by legal means). It hardly 
needs to be said that most acts of violence by colonists 
against the local population went legally unpunished, 
especially in rural areas.6

In the name of the Emperor, progress and the Ger-
man Empire, the Schutztruppen carried out countless 
wars in the African colonies, which in contemporary 
writings tended to be referred to euphemistically as “mili-
tary expeditions” or “punitive raids.” In the colonies, war 
was the rule, not the exception. In German East Africa, 
for example, hardly a day went by (particularly during the 
military conquest period of 1889–1903, described ide-
alistically in retrospect as the “time of the heroes” or the 
“Sturm und Drang phase”) when the “Emperor’s Protec-
tive Troops” were not “on an expedition” somewhere in 
the colony.7 “Punitive raids,” however, could swiftly turn 
into “campaigns of destruction” – as they did in the case 
of the war against the Hehe, which lasted for almost the 
entire 1890s. Besides carrying out numerous executions, 
the Schutztruppe also followed a policy of deliberately 
starving the population; they destroyed any food that 
they found, systematically laid waste to the fields and 
stopped new crops being planted.8 When, in spite of this, 
the remaining Hehe continued to resist, the German mil-
itary escalated their tactics. “The Wahehe are to blame 
for their own destruction, time and again they would not 
let things rest but kept on with their murderous deeds, so 
that now we have no choice but to take severe measures 
[…],” wrote the wife of the German commander, Mag-
dalene von Prince, in her diary. And Governor Liebert 
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wrote to the German Chancellor that the war could be 
ended “only through the absolute destruction of our 
small, but desperately fighting enemy.” From now on, it 
was not enough merely to conquer the enemy; they must 
be physically destroyed. It was consciously accepted that 
this would inevitably mean a high death toll among the 
civilian population.9 

In July 1905, the Maji Maji War broke out in Ger-
man East Africa. It was to continue for nearly two years. 
The war began as a revolt against the enforced cultiva-
tion of cotton, and its cause was later in part ascribed to 
an unwise “native policy,” even in the official German 
records.10 But the war cannot be explained by the cotton 
situation alone. Just as importantly, it was a reaction by 
the rural population to continuing interference by the 
colonial powers in their economic infrastructure and 
activities, for example the increasing number of cam-
paigns to recruit workers and build market production, 
or the regulation of woodcutting and hunting. Unsurpris-
ingly, the uprising against the Germans was initiated by 
the village leaders, at least in the beginning, who needed 
to bolster their own authority at a time when it was under 
increasing threat.11 The war of the Germans against the 
Herero and Nama in German South West Africa even 
ended in genocide.12

AND HOW IT WAS REMEMBERED …

In Germany itself, public debate on the subject of colo-
nial wars and the use of excessive violence varied in tone 
and emotional intensity. The supposed brutality and 
cunning of the Africans was a popular theme, but there 
was also criticism of the German colonial administration 
and settlers who had “gone too far.”13 Why were condi-
tions in the colonies of such interest to the public and 
to politicians? One reason was that the budget for the 
Imperial Colonial Office (Reichskolonialamt) and later 
the Ministry for the Colonies (Kolonialministerium) was 
ultimately subject to approval by the German Parliament. 
This meant that there was an opportunity for the Oppo-
sition, mostly the Social Democrats and Centre Party, 
to articulate their criticisms of both the government and 
colonialism. Politicians such as August Bebel or Matthias 
Erzberger sharply criticized the excessive behaviour 
of the colonial administration and military forces, or 
pointed to the enormous costs incurred in colonial wars. 
However, the colonial project itself, like the supposed 
superiority of the “white races”, was never fundamentally 
questioned.

The Treaty of Versailles formally put an end to the 
German colonial empire, but did not prevent Germany 
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continuing to entertain colonial ambitions. Medical doc-
tors in particular felt that the “loss” of the German col-
onies had brought about a dramatic curtailment of their 
ability to work and experiment. These researchers played 
an important role in the Weimar Republic’s revisionist 
obsession with the colonies, creating a rhetoric of regret 
for lost (or delayed) opportunities, for example with the 
argument that Germany would fall behind other leading 
nations in medical and scientific research.14 Africa in 
particular remained an object of German expansion plans 
and fantasies throughout the period between the world 
wars.15 The myth of benevolent German rule in the colo-
nies was cultivated, and found an embodiment in the idea 
of the “loyal Askari,” the African members of the colonial 
army in German East Africa.16 The new medium of film, 
in particular, helped to satisfy the public’s hunger for 
anything and everything exotic and colonial, while simul-
taneously drawing a veil over the true nature of colonial 
violence, for example in the film Carl Peters, where the 
eponymous hero is played by the actor Hans Albers as a 
colonist whose behavior is rational and sensible.

Even after the end of the National Socialist era and 
the Second World War, which finally consigned German 
dreams of colonial rule to the pages of history, there was 
initially no critical discussion of German colonialism in 
West Germany. In East Germany, on the other hand, the 
government quickly declared the GDR to be an anti-im-
perialist power, damning the “neocolonialism” of the 
other German state. Thanks not least to the fact that the 
GDR enjoyed privileged access to the files of the former 
Imperial Colonial Office, which were held in Potsdam, a 
series of very critical studies of the colonial era began to 
appear at the end of the 1950s, penned by East German 
historians. Gradually, their West German colleagues fol-
lowed.17 In particular, a critical documentary by Ralph 
Giordano, Heia Safari – die Legende von der deutschen 
Kolonialidylle, broadcast by the Westdeutscher Rund-
funk from 1966–67, caused a stir. However, as their 
letters reveal, many viewers did not want to give up their 
image of a benevolent German colonialism, while others 
complained about the re-hashing of a past that was sup-
posedly long gone.18 In addition, the student movement 
of that period, which tended to be fascinated by the 
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liberation movements of the “Third World,” did begin 
to question German colonialism and its legacy, albeit in 
often a very limited and superficial way. The universi-
ties were at the heart of critical debate about Germany’s 
colonial past. However, most of the resulting action (such 
as the tearing down of memorials to the German colo-
nial administrators Hermann von Wissmann and Hans 
Dominik, at the University of Hamburg) was intended 
as criticism of the supposed continuation of “Fascism” 
in West German politics and university structures, 
rather than as a contribution to any serious debate on 
colonialism.19

THE DISCUSSION IS ONLY JUST 
BEGINNING

In the 1970s and 1980s, colonialism was more or less 
peripheral to the discussions about German history and 
its legacy. However, over the past two decades this has 
changed somewhat and it is possible to observe increased 
interest in the topic, both on the part of historians and 
on the part of politics and everyday culture, such as the 
current discussion about renaming streets named after 
German colonists such as Wissmann or Carl Peters.20 But 
the debates and controversy about the most appropriate 
way of dealing with German colonial crimes in Namibia 
show clearly that a real discussion about Germany’s 
colonial past is only just beginning.21 Most experts are 
in agreement that the war of the German Schutztruppen 
against the Herero and Nama was genocide. This con-
sensus had more or less been established in international 
academic circles by around 2000, but it was far from 
being generally shared. Public and political discourse 
did change slightly in the summer of 2004, one hundred 
years after the genocide, when the then Minister for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development, Heidemarie Wiec-
zorek-Zeul, spoke at a memorial gathering in Namibia’s 
capital, Windhoek. Wieczorek-Zeul conceded, “The 
horrific acts of that time were what we would now call 
genocide. Today, a General von Trotha would be charged 
and condemned in a court of law.”

Yet even after this, representatives of the Social 
Democrat/Green Party coalition government avoided 
using the word “genocide.” Foreign Minister Joschka Fis-
cher even stated, “There will be no apology that implies 
the right to compensation.” Although various initiatives 
in Namibia, as well as NGOs and individual researchers 
in Germany, continued to ask Parliament to address the 
issue, none of the subsequent governing coalitions in 
Berlin wanted to discuss the possibility of reparations or 
even of an unequivocal apology. Instead, they preferred to 
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point out, for example, that Namibia receives an especial 
generous sum in foreign aid from Germany. In the history 
of this exhausting and long overdue debate over whether 
or not the war against the Herero and Nama should be 
recognized as genocide, one episode in particular stands 
out. On 30 September 2011, a high-ranking delegation 
from Namibia entered a lecture hall in Berlin’s famous 
teaching hospital, the Charité. They were there to take 
back twenty skulls that had come to Berlin in disturbing 
circumstances before the First World War. The skulls 
had been intended as “material” for scientists who had 
demanded the rights to the mortal remains of Africans 
killed in battle, executed or murdered in concentration 
camps. These remains were to be used for “research” in 
the “racial sciences.” However, the return of the skulls a 
century or so later ended in an éclat. The African delega-
tion, which included Namibia’s Minister of Culture, had 
not come to Germany just to bring their ancestors home. 
They wanted to finally hear an acknowledgement of the 
injustice that the Namibian peoples had suffered at the 
hands of their colonial rulers. But the Undersecretary of 
State at the time, Cornelia Pieper from Germany’s For-
eign Office, refused to grant any such acknowledgement 
in her adress.22

The Namibia debate was given new life by the 
discussions surrounding the murder of around 1.5 mil-
lion Armenians in the Ottoman Empire during the First 
World War. These discussions culminated in June 2016 
in a resolution of the German parliament describing the 
events as genocide. This had the effect of enraging the 
Turkish president, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who experi-
enced it as a provocation and retaliated with all the invec-
tive at his disposal. Amongst other things, he noted that 
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Germany should first acknowledge its responsibility for 
the genocide in Namibia before daring to accuse Turkey 
of similar acts against the Armenians. The President of 
the Bundestag, Norbert Lammert, was forced to admit 
that the lack of a “similarly unambiguous declaration” 
about Namibia on the part of Germany was “unfortunate, 
and in the context of recent debate, rather embarrassing.”

Lammert himself had already called the Ger-
man-Namibian colonial war “genocide,” in a newspaper 
article published in summer 2015. Almost simultane-
ously, the Foreign Office issued a “policy guideline” 
for the German government which stated: “The war 
of destruction in Namibia from 1904–1908 was a war 
crime and genocide.” At the end of 2015, the German 
government appointed the conservative politician and 
longstanding Chair of the Committee for Foreign Affairs, 
Ruprecht Polenz, as Special Envoy for German-Namibian 
Relations, which marked the beginning of negotiations 
between the two countries on how best to remember the 
genocide. But despite the hopes that were raised by the 
negotiations and the change in language used by the Bun-
destag to describe events in Namibia, these talks have not 
yet led to any noticeable outcome. The wars in the other 
German colonies (including the Maji Maji War), like the 
resistance to colonization on the part of indigenous peo-
ples, seem now to be nearly completely forgotten. There 
have been positive signs, such as the hugely positive 
public response to a recent major exhibition on German 
colonialism in Berlin. But despite these, overcoming 
colonial amnesia remains a challenge.
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1. INTRODUCTION TO THE NATIONAL 
MUSEUM OF TANSANIA

The history of a formal museum in Tanzania dates back 
to the colonial period, starting with the first colonial 
regime of Germany whereby the government planned 
to have a museum in Dar es Salaam before the end of 
1914.2 This was due to the increasing collections made 
by the German administration in the territory.3 Germans 
succeeded to collect many geological and ethnographic 
objects while constructing the central railway line. Ini-
tially the collected archeological and ethnographic mate-
rials were stored in a building known as Kulturgebäude 
where now the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare 
headquarters are located. However, plans to create a 
museum did not materialize due to emergence of the 
First World War in 1914 whereby the British bombed 
the building which led to the loss and dislocation of the 
collections.

The current museum set-up was streamlined 
during the British period, with initiatives to establish 
a museum in 1936 after death of King George V. The 
museum was constructed and officially opened to the 
public on 7th December, 1940 and later after the inde-
pendence of Tanganyika (now mainland Tanzania) it 
was renamed as the National Museum of Tanganyika 
(Tanzania). 

The National Museum of Tanzania is a public 
entity established under the National Museum Act, 

1. DIE GESCHICHTE DES NATIONAL MUSEUM 
OF TANSANIA

-

-
-

-

-

-

A REFLECTION ON COLONIALISM  
AND ANTI-COLONIAL RESISTANCE IN 
THE EXHIBITIONS AND DISPLAYS OF  
THE MAJI MAJI MEMORIAL MUSEUM  
IN SONGEA

Philip Chachu M. Maligisu
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1. UTANGULIZI KUHUSU MAKUMBUSHO 
ZA TAIFA, TANZANIA

Kulturgebäude 

TAFAKURI JUU YA UKOLONI NA UPINZANI 
DHIDI YAKE KUPITIA MAONESHO YA 
MAKUMBUSHO YA KUMBUKUMBU YA VITA 
VYA MAJI MAJI, SONGEA
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Number 7 of 1980. The Museum is charged with the 
responsibility of researching, collecting, conserving and 
protecting the cultures of the nation and natural herit-
ages. It is composed of the following seven branches in 
four regions: National Museum and House of Culture (in 
Dar es Salaam); Village Museum (in Dar es Salaam); the 
Natural History Museum (in Arusha); Arusha Declara-
tion Museum (in Arusha); the Mwalimu Julius K. Nyer-
ere Museum (Butiama, Mara region); Maji Maji National 
Memorial Museum (in Songea, Ruvuma region); and 
Rashid Baraka Mfaume Kawawa Memorial Museum (in 
Songea, Ruvuma region).

2. THE ROLE OF THE NATIONAL MUSEUM 
IN THE DECOLONIZATION PROJECT 

After independence in 1961, mainland Tanzania set five 
strategic programs towards nation-building. A strategy 
was put in place to revive and foster lost African cultures 
as a counter to colonial narratives. By remembering and 
focusing on the depth and richness of indigenous cul-
tures that had been eroded by the actions of the German 
and British colonial systems, Tanzanians could feel a 
renewed sense of pride and togetherness in forging a uni-
fied and revitalized sense of national identity to move the 
country forward. 

To make it practical, an ideological and national 
statement was made by President Julius Kambarage 
Nyerere in his inaugural parliamentary speech on 10th 
December, 1962. He made his stance clear by stressing 
culture as the “essence and spirit of any nation.” He fur-
ther argued that, 

A country which lacks its own culture is no more 
than a collection of people without the spir-
it which make them a nation. Of all the crimes 
of colonialism there is none worse than the at-
tempt to make us (Africans) believe we had no 
indigenous culture of our own; or that what we 
did have was worthless something of which we 
should be ashamed, instead of a source of pride.4 

-

2. DIE ROLLE DES NATIONAL 
MUSEUM IM RAHMEN DES 
DEKOLONISIERUNGSPROJEKTS
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KATIKA MRADI WA UKOMBOZI DHIDI YA 
UKOLONI
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Since then, the National Museum as an institution 
responsible for culture and endowed with fostering his-
torical information for dissemination was automatically in 
a central position for the implementation of the national 
ideologies and philosophies of entrenching culture as the 
best defining tool of African dignity.

To ascent to this reality along with the approach 
of cultural revival, fellow comrade of Nyerere, Amilcar 
Cabral was of the opinion that,

history teaches us that, in a certain circumstance, 
it is quite easy for a stranger to impose his rule 
on people … but history equally teaches us that, 
whatever the material aspects of that rule, it cannot 
be sustained except by the permanent and organ-
ized repression of the cultural life of the people in 
question…. indeed, to dominate a nation by a force 
of arms is, above all, to take up arms to destroy 
or at least, to neutralize its culture. The value of 
culture as an element of resistance to foreign rule 
lies in the fact that, in the ideological or idealistic 
context, it is the vigorous manifestation of the ma-
terialist and historical reality of the society already 
under domination, or about to be dominated.5

[…] the liberation movement must base its pro-
gramme on profound knowledge of the culture 
of the people, and it must be able to appreci-
ate the elements of this culture, giving to each 
its due weight, and also, appreciate the various 
levels it has reached in each social category.6

This philosophy directly underpins the actions of the 
newly independent government of Tanganyika through 
the re-presentation of the National Museum of Tangan-
yika and the opening of subsequent sites such as the Vil-
lage Museum and the Arusha Declaration Museum, all of 
which were political acts engineered under the banner of 
national cultural recognition and revival. These museums 
through their exhibits and displays make an affirmative 
and conscious effort to re-tell the story of Tanzanian peo-
ples and cultures.

In due regard, Cabral concluded the preposition 
that, “The fruits of the history of a people, culture, at 
the same time determines history through the positive or 

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
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negative influence it exerts on the evolution of the inter-
action between man and his surroundings, and between 
different societies.”

3. GENERAL CONCEPT AND PERCEPTION 
OF COLONIALISM 

The history of colonialism in Tanzania is like in other col-
onized African countries. It is professed on two contend-
ing discourses predetermined by two engaged characters, 
the colonizers (colonialists) as beneficiaries of the dual 
social relation, on one hand, and the colonized “rabbles” 
(Africans) in the scene, on the other hand. In due regard, 
the subjugated character in the scene holds on universal 
views of its own explanations underlying its philosophy, 
methodologies and impacts along its operations. 

The colonialist explanation to rationalize and 
justify discharge of their intents as well as views in the 
colonization process was as highlighted by Professor 
Ali Mazrui a search and gathering of scientific knowl-
edge about the unknown world, Africa, which for many 
European powers was seen as the “Dark Continent.”7 
The other justification for imperialism is termed to be 
the desire of patriotic characters to contribute to their 
country’s wealth by laying claim to other sovereign states. 
Finally, there was the western ethno-centrist disposition 
to civilize Africans by the introduction of western belief 
systems i. e. Christianity, the instituting of social services 
like health centers together with schools and using Euro-
pean languages towards Africans as well as other cul-
tures. Whilst the initial reception of Europeans in African 
homelands was not unanimously hostile, the change in 
sentiment was swift upon realization of the unfair social 
relationships enforced through newly introduced undem-
ocratic power structures typically rooted in racist and 
discriminatory ideologies. 

3. GRUNDZÜGE UND WAHRNEHMUNG DES 
KOLONIALISMUS
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In considering what was at stake i. e. indigenous 
peoples’ very way of life, conflict was an inevitable 
conclusion. It was an indispensable and last option to 
Africans, evinced by actions. Africans waged battles 
and continued resisting in the face of increasing violent 
oppression to maintain the primary goal of independence 
in various aspects of social life by rehabilitating their 
shattered and dilapidated culture as a single most impor-
tant defining character of human being. 

To spearhead the emancipation struggles, there 
were many tactics and different trials at various places/
areas with time, depending on circumstances. The his-
tory of the whole process is therefore to be told by those 
affected together with the support of established and 
responsible institutions such as the National Museum. 

Despite the fact to justify what happened, interpre-
tations, presentations and narratives upon such history 
are subject to demands/needs, perceptions and aspira-
tions of particular community/communities by an indi-
vidual or such institution striving to serve in and operate.

4. THE NATIONAL MUSEUM WITH MAJI 
MAJI ANTI-COLONIALISM HISTORY

The history of colonialism and anti-colonialism as pre-
sented by the National Museum of Tanzania since inde-
pendence is based on the fore highlighted discourses, 
underlining, the African paradigms of cultural heritage 
management based on expression and practices. The role 
of the National Museum of Tanzania is in regard to the 
national response and perception of colonialism. 

To illustrate validity of the National Museum’s 
role on the anti-colonialism project, it is vindicated by 
looking on primary objectives for establishment of the 
Maji Maji National Memorial Museum in Songea. Among 
core objectives they include the following: first, to per-
manently mark burial places, the mass-grave containing 
66 individuals of Maji Maji warriors and one adjacent to 
it is that of sub-chief Nduna Songea Mbano who were 
hanged by Germans on 27th February, 1906. It is a sad 
memory that 66 warriors were buried in a single grave, 
represented by the marked inhumanly hanging place 
with a marked post as a permanent obelisk erected by 
the National Museum in 2011. Second, to house as well 
as conserve available Maji Maji historical collections and 
any other related memories; third, to preserve Tanzanian 
history and cultures, especially for Southern Tanzania 
whereby people were involved in resistance by marking 
an annual mourning ceremony on 27th February; and 
fourth, to have a permanent exhibition of Maji Maji his-
tory as well as colonial resistance in Tanzania.

-

-

-

-
-

4. DAS NATIONAL MUSEUM UND DIE 
GESCHICHTE DES ANTIKOLONIALEN MAJI-
MAJI-KRIEGES

-
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The position of the National Museum in the colo-
nialism paradigm is only manifested through nature of 
collections and museum exhibition presentation tech-
niques together with the philosophy guiding the Maji 
Maji Memorial Museum in Songea as an institution. Its 
museum collections and its general exhibitions in their 
totality contemplate the real as well as unique African 
natural gifts of racial, religious and cultural tolerance. 
They are depicted by indoor and outdoor museum 
exhibits. In addition, there are interactive programs and 
traditional exhibitions.

The former type has two categories of exhibits 
ranging from ethnographic collections, photos, artifacts, 
archival records, statistical information about the Maji 
Maji deceased heroes and the other with monumental 
structures associated with events of the Maji Maji war of 
resistance. They include all places where Maji Maji war 
events shortly before, during and after took place, such as 
monuments and 14 statues of chiefs as well as sub-chiefs 
around the Museum; hanging place where the National 
Museums of Tanzania constructed Maji Maji warriors’ 
obelisk; the grave of famous sub-chief (Nduna) Songea 
Mbano Bin Luwafu; and the mass grave containing 66 
individuals.

The latter type of Maji Maji official exhibitions 
include Interactive Exhibition Programs that start with 
a three-day Maji Maji Cultural Festival, usually from 25th 
to 27th February, including workshops, presentations, 
the traditional as well as veneration practices and tradi-
tional mourning dances including practices. Other activ-
ities include military parades as well as performances 
for remembrance and specially designed programs for 
school groups. All are arranged as well as coordinated 
together with the National Museum and local people in 
collaboration with multilateral entities and other related 
stakeholders. The target is to mark the history by passing 
over such a shared heritage through generations.

-
-
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5. RATIONALE OF THE MAJI MAJI 
NATIONAL MEMORIAL MUSEUM TO 
INTEGRATE INDIGENOUS CUSTOMARY 
AND CULTURAL PRACTISES

The presentation on position and role of the Maji Maji 
National Memorial Museum of Tanzania in the anti-co-
lonialism project is grounded on the author’s intensive 
as well as extensive engagement to the actual context of 
both historical accounts and socio-cultural subjectivism 
through professional experiences. The practicability of 
such preposition is mirrored on the Maji Maji National 
Memorial Museum as a specific and relevant case. 

The National Museum of Tanzania and the Maji 
Maji Memorial Museum, in particular, has been central to 
custody and presentation to the public in a general form 
or specific themes and formats about colonialism as well 
as emancipatory history. Since then, the Museum has 
frolicked a pivotal role of presenting and keeping a fair as 
well as a balanced venue to facilitate and ensure availabil-
ity of information to clienteles. That is done besides high 
regards of the national ideology. Also it ensures that local 
communities, former colonial counterparts and other 
stakeholders participate in expressing their expectations, 
feelings, interests and experiences of the history as a 
shared heritage of the country.

In 2009, there was establishment of an interactive 
exhibition program besides the traditional Museum’s 
exhibitions. On one hand, it was a response to commu-
nities’ needs to showcase and traditionally conserve the 
indigenous culture. On the other hand, the National 
Museum not only supplemented and diversified the exhi-
bition at the Maji Maji National Memorial Museum but 
also it made legitimate traditional exhibitions by ensur-
ing a pragmatic social cohesion, now officially incorpo-
rated in museum programs so as to fulfill the real cause 

5. GRÜNDE DER INTEGRATION INDIGENER 
TRADITIONELLER UND KULTURELLER 
PRAKTIKEN IN DAS MAJI MAJI NATIONAL 
MEMORIAL MUSEUM
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-

-
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people of all races

-

6. FAZIT UND KÜNFTIGE PERSPEKTIVEN
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Freedom and Unity – Uhuru na Umoja. A Selection 
from Writings and Speeches 1952–1965

that converges with indigenous traditions, norms and 
customs.8

Thus, incorporation of traditional and customary 
practices at the Maji Maji Museum in 2009 was a revo-
lutionary decision to Africanize the National Museum 
of Tanzania. It meant to move one step ahead from the 
formal presentation and exhibition tactics that have been 
practiced by the museum of collecting ethnographic 
objects, historical objects as well as archival records and 
putting them in exhibition galleries.

It was a reconciliation platform for the margin-
alized social-strata who are the sole custodians of the 
community’s regalia in a pragmatic manner. They may 
include traditional and customary specialists who per-
form very specific social roles and functions like arrang-
ing, organizing and performing rituals, or the colonialist 
descendants who are very much connected to the history. 

It means to officiate a fair and common venue to 
multi-vocal persons and people of all races to participate 
as well as feel the sense of pride in association to such 
shared heritage by all communities who are stakeholders. 
Since then, the programs offer an ideal opportunity to 
share and understand our cultures at diverse capacities 
so as to foster better cultural tolerance among local and 
international communities.

6. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE PROSPECTS 

Therefore, since culture is central to the identification of 
dignity, it suffices to argue that in order to avoid recur-
rence of aspects that happened like the Maji Maji War 
of 1905–1907, people have to appreciate ordinary dif-
ferences that culturally distinguish Africans from other 
races. It is only African cultural tolerance as a natural 
gift to Africans that lacked to colonialists. Such reality 
unfolds with history.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Cultural heritage is the legacy of physical artifacts and 
intangible attributes of a group or society that are inher-
ited from the past generations, maintained in the pres-
ent and bestowed for the benefit of future generations. 
Cultural heritage is divided into tangible and intangible 
culture. Tangible culture includes buildings, monuments, 
landscapes, books, works of art and artifacts, human 
remains or his manifestations.

Intangible culture includes folklore, traditions, 
beliefs, legends, language and knowledge, and natural 
heritage includes culturally significant landscapes and 
biodiversity.1 This inheritance has to be deliberately 
transferred from one generation to another generation. 
In order to achieve this intention of keeping any cultural 
heritage from the present to the future, communities and 
experts have to take an action to preserve or conserve 
such properties for the benefits of the concerned parties.

Cultural property includes the physical or tan-
gible cultural heritage such as works of art.2 These are 
generally split into two groups of movable and immov-
able heritage. Immovable heritage includes buildings, 
large industrial installations or other historic places and 

1. EINLEITUNG

-
-

-

-

-

-

-

SHARED CULTURAL HERITAGE  
BETWEEN GERMANY AND TANZANIA

Donatius M. Kamamba

Antiquities Department,  
Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism

DAS GEMEINSAME KULTURELLE ERBE  
VON DEUTSCHLAND UND TANSANIA



307

1. UTANGULIZI

 

 

URITHI WA UTAMADUNI WA UBIA KATI YA 
UJERUMANI NA TANZANIA

 



308

REMEMBRANCE | ERINNERUNGEN | KUMBUKUMBU

monuments. Movable heritage includes books, docu-
ments, movable artworks, machines, relics, clothing and 
other artifacts that are considered worthy of preservation 
for the future. These objects are not only significant to 
the archeology, architecture, science or technology of a 
specified culture but also to leisure and tourism.

Intangible cultural heritage3 consists of non-physi-
cal aspects of a particular culture, more often maintained 
by social customs during a specific period in history. 
The concept includes the ways and means of behavior in 
society, and the often formal rules for operating in a par-
ticular cultural climate. These include social values and 
traditions, customs and practices, aesthetic and spiritual 
beliefs, artistic expressions, languages and other aspects 
of human activity. Naturally, intangible cultural heritage 
which directly refers to peoples’ ways of life and habits, 
is more difficult to preserve than physical objects. This is 
due in part to the different positions of belief held by var-
ious groups which affect how the preservation of intangi-
ble cultural heritage can take place. An example of this is 
the process of iron smelting by the Bena people whereby 
appeasement of ancestral spirits accounts for a strong 
element of the iron production process.4 This practice 
was seen as contrary to practice to Christianity by colo-
nial masters and therefore not deemed appropriate of 
continuation. As a consequence, the practice could be 
argued to have lost its’ potency and significance amongst 
members of the Bena due to Christianity and thus cause 
variant opinions on how such an intangible heritage can 
be preserved. 

2. CULTURAL HERITAGE IN TANZANIA

Cultural heritage in Tanzania can be easily grouped into 
categories.5 These categories include archeological mate-
rial culture, architectural heritage including built her-
itage, ethnological objects and other protected objects. 
The Tanzania extant cultural heritage starts with the 
prehistoric period, and runs through to the Arab period, 
German and British colonial periods and the period after 
independence.

Tanzania is known to have been well endowed with 
abundant significant cultural heritage resources which 
range from the period of about four million years BCE to 
the present. The heritage spans a long period of time rep-
resenting different socio-economic, political and admin-
istrative spheres of influence in Tanzania. These heritage 
resources include archeological/paleontological materials 
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and sites; historic towns e. g. Kilwa; sites and routes e. g. 
the caravan slave trade routes from the Swahili coastline 
to the interior; traditional settlements; historic colonial 
buildings; sites with special memories, natural features 
and structures like Mbozi Meteorite, Amboni Caves and 
Rock Art paintings and Shelters to name only a few.

3. LEGISLATION

The Antiquities Act of Tanzania which was enacted 
by the independent government in 1964 to replace the 
Colonial Monuments (Preservation) Ordinance promul-
gated in 1937 is the basic legislation for the protection 
and preservation of the country’s cultural heritage. Under 
the law, the following categories of cultural property are 
recognized and protected:6 

Relic
Is defined as any movable object made, shaped, 
carved, inscribed or otherwise produced or 
modified by human agency before the year 
1863 whether or not it shall have been mod-
ified, added to or restored at a later date; and 
includes any human or other vertebrate faunal 
or botanical fossil remains or impressions.

Monument
Is defined as any building, fortification, inter-
ment, madden, dam or structure erected, formed 
or built by human agency before the year 1863, 
or the ruins or remains thereof; or any rock 
painting or carving or any natural object paint-
ed, incised, modified or erected in Tanganyi-
ka by human agency before the year 1863.

It can also include any earthwork, trench, well, 
road, or other modification of the solid or rock 
kind, dug, excavated or otherwise engineered 
by human agency before the year 1863, whether 
or not it shall have been modified, added to or 
restored at a later date and whether or not is in-
cluded in a list published by the Director under 
this section, and any other place, site, or structure 
declared to be a Monument under the provisions of 
the Act and includes such adjoining land as maybe 
required for the purposes of fencing, covering or 
otherwise preserving the Monument from injury.

-
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Projected Object
Is defined as any ethnographic object or 
any wooden door or door frame carved be-
fore the year 1940 in any African or oriental 
style, or any object declared by the Minister 
responsible for Antiquities under the provi-
sions of the Act to be a protected object. 

Ethnographic Object 
Is defined as any movable object made, shaped, 
painted, carved inscribed or otherwise produced 
or modified by human agency in Tanganyika af-
ter the year 1863, for use in any social or cultural 
activity whether or not it is still being used by 
any community in Tanganyika, but does not in-
clude any object made, shaped, painted, carved, 
inscribed or otherwise produced or modified by 
human agency in Tanganyika for sale as a curio. 

Under the Act, the Minister responsible for 
Antiquities is also empowered to declare any 
object or structure, which is of archeological, 
historical, cultural or scientific significance as 
a protected object or monument respectively. 
The Act vests the ownership of all relics in the 
government and prohibits the sale or exchange 
of such objects and the export of such objects 
outside of the country without a license.

The probe and search for Relics, Protected 
Objects and Monuments is regulated under the 
Act and any such probe or search must be licensed 
by an authorized body of the government in ac-
cordance with conditions laid down in the Act. 

Before such a license is granted a person 
applying for the license must prove that:
·  She/he has sufficient scientific training or ex-

perience which will enable him to conduct 
the proposed probe or search satisfactorily;

·  She/he has, at his/her disposal, sufficient staff, 
financial and other resources to enable him to 
carry out the proposed excavation or search 
satisfactorily and to conduct the scientific study 
and publication of the results of such probe or 
search or she/he can make appropriate arrange-
ments for such study and publication; and 
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·  She/he is able to conduct, or arrange for 
the proper scientific study and publi-
cation of any materials discovered.

The Act also lays down the procedures for the protec-
tion, preservation and development of the cultural herit-
age discovered. All activities concerned with the protec-
tion and preservation of the cultural heritage are vested 
on the appropriate government division and can only be 
undertaken by the specific division employees or those 
authorized by it. 

The Act forbids a number of acts which might, in 
any way, disfigure or destroy the historicity of the relic, 
protected object or monument and imposes sanctions 
and punishment of offenders in form of fines or impris-
onment or both. The Act also clearly establishes as a 
duty an obligation for anybody who discovers a Relic, 
Protected Object or Monument to report such discovery 
to the appropriate authorities. 

Moreover, Section 16 of the principal legislation, 
empowers the local authorities to make by-laws or to 
perform functions in relation to the preservation of and 
access to monuments including, with the consent of the 
owner or other person beneficially interested therein, 
powers to fence, repair and otherwise preserve and pro-
tect or erect notices or tablets giving information relating 
to monuments.

Relics discovered in Tanzania, whether before 
or after the appointed day, (other than a relic properly 
included in a list delivered to and signed by the Direc-
tor in accordance with the provisions as provided in the 
Act), shall be the property of the Republic, provided that 
the Director may, on behalf of the Republic, disclaim the 
ownership of any such relic and upon such disclaimer the 
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property of the Republic and any property of the Presi-
dent, therein shall be extinguished. 

Any person who discovers a relic or monument or 
any object or site which may reasonably be supposed to 
be a relic or monument in Tanzania, otherwise than in the 
course of a search or excavation made in accordance with 
a license granted under the sections of this law, and the 
occupier of any land who knows of any such discovery 
on or under such land, shall forthwith report the same to 
the Director.

The discoverer of such relic, monument, object 
or site shall take such steps as may be reasonable for the 
protection and shall where he makes a report concerning 
a portable relic or object deliver such property to the 
Director.

The Antiquities Law forbids any person, except 
the Director of Antiquities or a person acting on his 
behalf, whether on his own land or elsewhere to: 
·  Excavate, dig or probe for monuments or relics;
·  Remove or collect any relic or any object he supposes 

to be a relic from the site of its discovery, except for the 
purposes of protecting it or reporting the discovery 
under the provisions of the law;

·  Export any relic discovered in Tanzania of the afore-
mentioned types, except under and in accordance with 
a license issued by the Director.

·  Search for or collect any ethnographic object except 
under and in accordance with an excavation license or 
in the case of an ethnographical object, a collector’s 
license issued by the Director.

4. CULTURAL HERITAGE DURING 
GERMAN RULE IN TANZANIA

Following the Berlin Conference of 1884 to 1885 which 
concerned the partitioning of Africa, Tanganyika subse-
quently came under the German dominion. This was in 
part possible due to land treatises brokered between local 
chiefs and Carl Peters in late 1884. Upon Carl Peters’ 
return to Germany in 1885, he declared the inland area 
of Saadani a protectorate of the German Government. By 
1886, the official boundaries of Tanganyika were fixed. 

By 1891, the main pattern of German administra-
tion was established in Tanganyika replacing the then 
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German East Africa Company. The colony was divided 
into twenty-two districts and headed by the first Gover-
nor Julius von Soden who ruled German East Africa from 
1891 to 1893. Due to a number of local resistances, both 
indirect and direct rule systems were applied by the Ger-
man administration. It has been argued by some that the 
German administration in Tanzania made some positive 
contributions including the plantations of tropical crops 
like coffee, sisal, cotton, and rubber which were estab-
lished in different districts of Tanganyika. There was also 
the construction of the first railway lines in the country, 
such as the line from Tanga to Moshi whereby construc-
tion started in 1891 to 1911; and the line from Dar es 
Salaam to Kigoma where construction started in 1904 to 
1914. On the other hand, these plantations and construc-
tions also led to conflict between the local population 
and the German administration resulting in numerous 
violent resistances from the coast to the western regions 
of Tanganyika. Others have looked at “colonial develop-
ment efforts as a form of exploitation”7 of the resources in 
Africa. 

The German administration also involved itself in 
the construction and establishment of schools, churches, 
dispensaries and hospitals, national and district adminis-
trative buildings, urban residential and office buildings. 
They also emphasized on the use of Kiswahili as an offi-
cial language. 

Apart from existing German administrative quar-
ters in different districts, there also exist urban residential 
and office buildings of varying ages including those in 
Dar es Salaam such as the State House building which 
was built in 1891; the Ocean Road Hospital building 
which was the first hospital in Tanganyika and the nearby 
located Medical Research building on Luthuli Road. 

Our records show that Germans have been contrib-
uting dearly in our strategies to preserve, conserve and 
promote heritage resources in the country. Through the 
German Embassy and the Bagamoyo Friendship Soci-
ety, a number of projects have been financed. Notable 
contributions are the rehabilitation and restoration of 
Ocean Road Hospital in Dar es Salaam; the Bagamoyo 
Roman Catholic Church Museum; the restoration of Old 
Mwambao Primary School building in Bagamoyo town; 
the rehabilitation of the old district’s hospital building 
in Bagamoyo and the rehabilitation of the eye clinic and 
pharmacy building in Bagamoyo District Hospital.

5. SHARED CULTURAL HERITAGE 

Tanzania, which is well endowed with abundant signif-
icant cultural heritage resources as stated earlier, some 
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types being archeological materials and ethnographic 
objects, has some of its heritage resources in the country 
but also much also resides in foreign countries. 

The national cultural register has about 600 mon-
uments and sites located all over the country and about 
130 monuments and sites are registered as a national 
heritage out of which 17 % are German colonial build-
ings (The Antiquities National Heritage Register 2012). 
Tanzania has about 6 000 ethnographic objects that are 
housed in the National Museum of Tanzania. (National 
Museums Inventory 2016). Outside of the country, the 
Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin houses approximately 
10 000 ethnographic objects. Some ethnographic mate-
rials found their way to Germany due to various factors. 
Some were looted during the war. Others were given 
as presents or gifts, and others were taken for further 
studies, research and treatment. Others were taken by 
orders from the German authorities. In such a situation 
of events, experts, politicians and communities would be 
interested with the future of this heritage regardless of the 
situation that happened.

When talking of the shared cultural heritage, it 
should be understood that the heritage in question has 
more than one owner. The designer or creator might 
be one but depending on situations contributors to the 
existence of this particular heritage might be several 
actors. Sustainable shared cultural heritage conservation 
has to be an expression of mutual commitment towards 
the proper and effective preservation and conservation of 
this shared heritage. The sharing derives its values from 
the culture, creation, use of the heritage, conservation, 
interpretation, presentation, maintenance and manage-
ment costs, and ultimately how it can be of benefit to the 
interested communities.

Usually cultural heritage is created by an individual 
or by a group of people e. g. within a community for a 
certain purpose. To be able to be a heritage, it has to have 
values that go beyond an individual interest. It has to be 
useful to a community, a district, nation and ultimately 
to the international community. The design of German 
colonial buildings in Tanganyika is very particular to the 
specific time period and environment where materials 
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and local labor were used, thus typically not what one 
would see in Germany. This particular situation creates 
what can be termed as sharing. Whereas the ethno-
graphic objects that are in Germany were designed and 
created in Tanzania.8 Consequently, they have lost their 
context through a changed environment which affects 
their presentation, therefore creating a possibility of erro-
neous presentation and interpretation.

Materials, beliefs, environment, use, presentation 
and interpretation are other areas where sharing cannot 
be avoided. The architectural heritage from the Ger-
man colonial period has materials from the local market 
and other materials were imported. Technology is also 
another important element that necessitates sharing. The 
use of the heritage that is in place does invite for shar-
ing. Heritage is useful not only to the creator but also to 
numerous users. At the end of the day what is important 
on the sharing of our cultural heritage, among others, 
is not only identity, prestige, use and honor but also the 
benefits, if any. 

Sharing this heritage that is in Tanzania and Ger-
many should not be a one-way traffic methodology. It 
should be a mutual obligation and it should be agreed 
upon. The sharing should not be compulsory rather it 
should be spontaneous. Sharing, to my opinion, should 
not be based on equity. Sharing should be based on good 
will and moral intentions and obligations.

There are discussions, opinions and arguments 
that exporting the cultural heritage had an advantageous 
impact in considering that cultural heritage:
·  is a part of a universal human history and encyclopedic 

museums cultivate the dissemination of knowledge, tol-
erance and broad cultural understanding;

·  was frequently excavated or uncovered by looters, who 
brought to light a piece of artwork that the world would 
otherwise never have seen, foreign-led excavation teams 
uncovered items that contribute to cultural knowledge 
and understanding;

·  claimed ownership is found or based on constructed 
boundaries of modern nations with weak connections to 
the culture, spirit and race to the ancient peoples who 
produced those resources;

·  is disseminated around the world and encourages inter-
national scholarly and professional exchange; and
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·  that encyclopedic museums are located in cosmopolitan 
cities and if the heritage was to be removed, it would be 
seen by far fewer people.

However, on the same table of discussion, other challeng-
ing thoughts against the transfer of the heritage of colo-
nial masters include that cultural heritage:
·  in the encyclopedic museums that were established 

as repositories for looted art during imperial and 
colonial rule are located in metropolitan cities out of 
view and reach of the cultures from which they were 
appropriated;

·  that was repatriated to countries of origin has already 
been set in many cases but the heritage that museums 
currently refuse to repatriate are the most valuable and 
famous artworks;

·  resulting from foreign-led excavations have justified 
colonial rule in the pursuit of obtaining knowledge 
about the heritage;

·  while it is argued as a part of a universal human history 
by others, others say that such an argument is a deriva-
tive of colonial discourse that appropriated ancient art 
of other cultures into western historical narrative;

·  housed in the encyclopedic museums is located in west-
ern cities and so privilege European scholars, profes-
sionals and peoples;

·  cannot be protected outside of the western world is 
hypocritical as much of the artwork transported out of 
colonized countries was crudely removed, packed and 
sometimes damaged or lost in transportation;

·  is usually best appreciated, interpreted and understood 
in its original historical and cultural context;

·  taken out of the country as spoils of war, looting, impe-
rialism and colonialism is unethical, even if it isn’t 
reflected in any legislation; and

·  is a symbol of cultural resource and identity and the 
appropriation of historical heritage is an affront to a 
nation’s pride.
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6. FAZIT
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Law – Protecting Immovable Heritage in English-Speaking Coun-
tries of Sub-Saharan Africa

6. CONCLUSION

The meaning of material culture and objects in a his-
torical perspective both in Tanzania and Germany are 
now up for discussion to broaden questions about the 
presentation and interpretation in museums and heritage 
institutions and engage in new ways of looking at and 
exhibiting of ethnological objects in the future.

By exemplarily putting some ethnological objects 
from the so-called “Tanzanian collection” taken within 
the context of war – such as drums, weapons, musical 
instruments and ritual objects – for discussion in Tanza-
nia itself we expect a deeper understanding. This process 
aims at acknowledging the history and future of these col-
lections as a shared cultural heritage between Tanzania 
and Germany.
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a.1  Dung (Acc. E.67.870) · From Mbeja (Safwa) · Presented by J. R. Harding (1958) · Elefant dung (dried), tied in gras · 4 × 4 × 4 cm

 Tierkot  ·  ·  ·  · 

  Kinyesi  ·  ·  · 
 · 

a.2  Banana Leaf Container (Acc. E66.1229) · From Tukuyu (Nyakusa) · Collected by J. R. Harding (museum research, 1958) · Banana leaf container 

(dried), medicine, gras vibre · 4,5 × 19 × 6 cm

  Behälter aus Bananenblatt  ·  ·  · 
 · 

  Chombo cha majani ya mgomba  ·  · 
 ·  · 

a.3  Banana Leaf Container (Acc. E.92.0142) · From Kigoma · Collected by J. R. Harding (museum research, 1958) · Banana leaf container (dried), 

snuff tobacco (dried), gras vibre, beads · 4 × 15 × 3,5 cm

  Behälter aus Bananenblatt  ·  ·  · 
 · 

  Chombo cha majani ya mgomba  ·  ·  · 
 · 

a.4  Neckless of beads (Acc. E.94.012) · From Tabora (Nyamwezi) (1992) · Beads, natural fiber · 0,2 × 20 × 4 cm

 Perlenkette  ·  ·  · 

 Mkufu wa shanga  ·  ·  · 

a.5  Medicinal Roots (Acc. E.69.0174) · From Masasi · Purchased by the Museum in 1969 · Wood, stem, gras fiber · Various measurements,  

smallest: 0,5 × 4 × 0,5 cm to biggest: 1 × 16 × 1 cm

  Medizinische Wurzeln  ·  ·  ·  · 

  Mzizi wa dawa  ·  ·  ·  · 

–

National Museum and House of Culture (NMHC), Dar es Salaam, Tanzania
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b  Calabash (Acc. E 66.1244) · From Tukuyu (Nyakyusa) (1950s) · Collected by J. R. Harding (museum research, 1958) · Calabash (gourd), beads, 

plant fibre (dried) · 7 × 15 × 8 cm

  Kalebasse  ·  ·  · 

 · 

  Kibuyu  ·  ·  · 
 · 

–

National Museum and House of Culture (NMHC), Dar es Salaam, Tanzania



c Brass bowl (Acc. D III 57) · (acquired 1939) · Brass bowl, decorated with Arabic names and writing (1900) · 5 × 15 × 15 cm

 Messingschale  ·  ·  · 

  Bakuli la shaba  ·  ·  · 
–

National Museum and House of Culture (NMHC), Dar es Salaam, Tanzania
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d  Gun powder horn · Arab gun powder horn (c. 1820) from Kilwa, brought by Awaz b. Said to Dar es Salaam (c. 1940) · Brass material ·  

5 × 17,5 × 10 cm

  Pulverhorn · ·  ·  

  Pembe ya kutilia baruti · 
 ·  · 

–

National Museum and House of Culture (NMHC), Dar es Salaam, Tanzania
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e Sinia · Swahili Coast, 1920s · Copper, with encarved decorations · 5 × 66 × 66 cm 

 Sinia ·  ·  · 

 Sinia ·  ·  · 

–

National Museum and House of Culture (NMHC), Dar es Salaam, Tanzania
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The German word museal [museum-like] has 
unpleasant overtones. It describes objects to 
which the observer no longer has a vital rela-
tionship and which are in the process of dying. 
They owe their preservation more to histori-
cal respect than to the needs of the present.
Museum and mausoleum are connected by 
more than phonetic association. Museums 
are the family sepulchers of works of art.
Theodor W. Adorno,  
“Valéry Proust Museum”, 19671

ETHNOGRAPHIC AND HISTORICAL 
DISCOVERIES

The opening quotation to Theodor Adorno’s essay still 
has the power to startle and unsettle. The relationship 
between viewer and object, the function of an object 
in a museum and the function of a museum in society 
are all called into question. These questions were just a 
few of what we would explore in the research phase of 
the multi-disciplinary project Humboldt Lab Tanzania. 
Certainly this quote evokes a visceral response for within 
the context of this project, many of us were attempting to 
elicit contemporary significations of objects concerning 
the multiplicities of Tanzanian heritage that had not seen 
much in the way of daylight outside of museum walls. 
We were to be dealing with a set of objects that were well 

museal‘ -

-
-

Theodor W. Adorno,  
„Valéry Proust Museum“, 1977

ETHNOGRAFISCHE UND HISTORISCHE 
ENTDECKUNGEN

-

THE ARTISTIC EXPERIMENT:  
CURATING RESEARCH FOR CREATIVE 
PRAXIS THROUGH ETHNOGRAPHIC 
OBJECTS

Sarita Lydia Mamseri

Founder and co-director of BSS Visual Art  
Library, a learning and research space in Dar es 
Salaam, Tanzania | Artistic Director for Artists’ 
Research and Residency Group, Humboldt Lab 
Tanzania

DAS KUNST-EXPERIMENT:  
KURATIEREN VON FORSCHUNG FÜR 
DIE KREATIVE PRAXIS ANHAND 
ETHNOGRAFISCHER OBJEKTE
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museal

Theodor W. Adorno,  
“Valéry Proust Museum”, 1967

GUNDUZI ZA KIETHNOGRAFIA NA 
KIHISTORIA

JARIBIO LA KISANII: 
KUSIMAMIA UTAFITI KWA AJILI YA 
VITENDO BUNIFU KUPITIA VITU VYA 
KIETHNOGRAFIA
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over 100 years old since their last intended usage and 
significantly, these objects were no longer in Tanzania but 
thousands of miles away in the bowels of State Museum 
Berlin’s Ethnologisches Museum and until only recently 
“re-discovered”. Adorno, from calling, “museums […] 
the family sepulchers of works of art” goes on to say, 
“they [museums] testify to the neutralization of culture”. 
The entry point for us as an artistic research group was 
facing the fact that a portion of an epochal period of Tan-
zanian history was not even neutralized but indistinctly 
regarded within the Western (German) encyclopedic 
collection of African ethnology and cultural identity. The 
‘vital relationship’ Adorno speaks of is, in this instance 
concerned with a static space i.e. the stores, disconnected 
with the original user and indeed the casual museum 
visitor. The overarching factor, and potentially the most 
contentious factor, was that the objects under investiga-
tion were all taken in the context of war; specifically, the 
period of German colonial rule in East Africa from 1885 
to 1919.

Navigating the visible and not so visible issues of 
contention regarding “ethnographic” objects through 
artistic praxis is a relatively new concern for Tanzanian 
artists. The brutal years of German colonialism in Tanga-
nyika abruptly gave way to post First World War British 
imperialism and aloof paternalism which was in turn 
swiftly dealt with by the skillful and inspired rhetoric of 
Tanganyika (subsequently Tanzania’s) founding father 
Julius Kambarage Nyerere in 1961. As such, the memory 
of German colonialism is far in the memories of today’s 
millennial generation and more likely to be referenced 
with poetic license through oral stories, myths and school 
history books telling of characters of legendary bravery 
or power like Chief Mkwawa, leader of the Hehe2 resist-
ance during the late 1800s or Kinjiketile Ngwale, an epic 
figure in the national imagination as a symbol of active 
resistance through alternative means, namely maji (water) 
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as a protector against enemy bullets. These two figures, 
amongst others have been popularly re-imagined through 
Tanzania’s years of political evolution to serve a myriad 
of purposes, including that of Tanzanian nation-building 
and cultural revival. Within the framework of this project, 
we were asking artists to consider their roles as practi-
tioners and contemplate how they would convey their 
perspectives regarding the legacies of German colonialism 
using these ethnographic objects as the starting point. 
We were all aware that there had not been much in the 
way of an artistic research project of this nature prior to 
Humboldt Lab Tanzania hence there were few local visual 
artists that the group could readily refer to concerning the 
modalities of such an undertaking. 

The more vigorous studies and understandings 
of German colonialism are largely examined within the 
academic and institutional communities i.e. universities 
and museums and as such remains a topic of regular 
discourse within this cohort. The scope of Humboldt 
Lab Tanzania created a new matrix of academic research 
and artistic enquiry with the objects forming the starting 
point. 

ARTISTIC RESEARCH PROVIDING 
ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVES

The sensitivity with which this topic needed to be dealt 
with made it essential for a period of intensive study into 
the historical analyses of anti-colonial resistance from 
multiple perspectives. The four Tanzanian artists: Amani 
Abeid, painter/illustrator; Douglas Kahabuka, painter; 
Nicholas Calvin Mwakatobe, lens based media and Anna 
Pia Rutaiwa, multimedia, understood that to be better 
able to query their own positions it would be useful to 
know the key protagonists/movements in the making of 
this period in history e.g. Hassan bin Omari Makunganya 
and the Abushiri War, and who were the key storytellers 

-
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DIE KÜNSTLERISCHE FORSCHUNG BIETET 
ALTERNATIVE PERSPEKTIVEN
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(historians) and indeed revisionists of the story to suit 
various often political ends.

The curated 8-week research program consisted 
of creating a critical movable space whereby interlocu-
tors were invited from numerous fields connected with 
museology such as historians, curators, archeologists, 
artists, cultural/local history guides and writers to discuss 
specific “ethnographic/art-artifact” related concerns. 
Each week new dialogues would take place intensively 
questioning institutional positions of knowledge and 
continually self-reflecting upon changing/re-positioned 
views and conclusions. This multi-disciplinary process 
of curatorial research was undertaken in the spirit of uja-
maa (in this sense togetherness) with the intention of the 
creating a safe space for critical thoughts and speculative 
discussions. International curator Maria Lind defines this 
process as thinking about the “interconnections – linking 
objects, images, processes, people, locations, histories 
and discourses”. This way of thinking is “therefore, able 
to adopt various roles in critique, editing and educating. 
Thus, the curatorial is multidimensional and could be 
characterized as rhizomatic – in other words, a form of 
thought capable of erasing the Cartesian, hierarchical tree 
(of knowledge) that gave rise to linear thought and binary 
logic in the Western world and replacing it with a contin-
uous process of connectivity”.3 Hence “curatorial think-
ing” as an intellectual framework ensured that the artists 
had the space and freedom to think laterally and experi-
mentally, to make connections, indeed interconnections 
between the multi-layered histories and narratives, and 
potentially multi-functional uses to be discovered about 
these objects. This framework set up the modus operandi 
for the research phase and for the purpose of this paper 
I will group the sessions by profession or area of special-
ism to focus on important realizations. A table of the pro-
gram can be seen in the annex.

HISTORICAL AND ETHNO-
ARCHEOLOGICAL FIELD RESEARCH

The artists were provided with a reading list of materials 
in preparation for the study period and it was during 
week two and three of the program that much time was 
spent thoroughly reading tomes, dissertations and theses 
on the period of German colonialism in Tanganyika that 
included topics on the wider causes and consequences 
of Maji Maji War of Resistance. Focuses such as the roles 
played by particular groups in coastal and hinterland 
resistances e.g. Matumbi and Ngoni, the effect of Ger-
man colonial economic policies on rural communities 
which in part brought about the deterioration of family 

-
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relationships and gender hierarchies leading to the emer-
gence of a new, atypically masculinized roles for women, 
the significance of agriculture on daily life and how the 
place of belief and ritual acted as a strong precursor to 
enabling a collective resistance4. The specialist ‘East Afri-
cana Collection’ within the University of Dar es Salaam 
Library and the library of the Department of History 
provided a wealth of material for the artists to learn from 
alongside existing reading material made available to 
them temporarily housed at BSS Art Library. The access 
to online academic journals also provided for fruitful 
accumulation of historical knowledge with journals such 
as African Arts, The International Journal of Historical 
African Studies, The Journal of African History bringing 
to light some of the more nuanced areas of study regard-
ing the aforementioned causal effects of German colo-
nialism. Also received were catalogue lists documenting 
the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin’s data entries for the 
objects of study much of which included the provenance, 
historical context (according to archive sources in Berlin) 
and brief ethnographies.

The intensive reading at the start of the study 
research period was intended to provide the founda-
tional support for the difficult questions and querying of 
positions that were certain to arise at a later date. This 
occurred during a roundtable discussion in the field with 
the academic research team consisting of professors and 
senior lecturers from the University of Dar es Salaam’s 
departments of Archeology, History and Creative Arts. 
The physical field of study was in south-eastern Tan-
zania, Kilwa region, where many of the objects in focus 
currently in custody at Berlin’s Ethnologisches Museum 
were listed to have originated from. The interior region 
of Kilwa, specifically Nandete is noted as the site from 
where cataclysmic event of an uprooted cotton plant 
caused the start of what is now historically recognized 
as the Maji Maji War of Resistance. For the artists to be 
physically located on the site of such gravity was mean-
ingful in a myriad of ways. Chiefly, it allowed the artists to 
recognize and articulate the importance of field research 
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in gathering and analyzing source material for artistic 
outcomes. The impact was cerebral i.e. reflecting on the 
university research team’s initial findings, and sensory, 
in that the artists felt the emotional power of the stories 
of resistance channeled through objects e.g. the calabash 
as an object of cultural identity, anti-colonial resistance 
and longitudinal resilience and the physical landscape 
e.g. the hills as hiding places for offensive and defensive 
war tactics. The artists were encouraged to marry the 
two approaches in creating artwork as a result of research 
that would resonate with local audiences expected to 
attend the exhibition. Within this framework, the artists 
understood the significance of their role. It was about 
providing alternative or nuanced perspectives concerning 
the grand narratives of (trans-)national history for new 
audiences. It was clear however that the research team 
was reticent about the artists’ role and in the context of 
this new interdisciplinary and shared way of working 
wanted to know how does an artist go about collecting 
primary and secondary source material? Was it to be an 
historical, archeological, even anthropological methodol-
ogy that will be appropriated? And to what end? There 
was a clear desire from the academic research team of the 
University of Dar es Salaam for empirical research meth-
odologies to be presented as a way of producing factual 
evidence and conclusive results. The very purpose of 
artists within the project was being questioned. How to 
respond? 

INSTITUTIONAL CRITIQUE THROUGH 
THE LENS OF ARTISTIC PRAXIS

The question of how to respond can be addressed within 
this next examination of the curatorial research phase 
that looked at institutional critique through the lens of 
artistic praxis. Given the framework of “curatorial think-
ing” the very function of the artist in a museological 
endeavor was scrutinized at every point within this pro-
ject. With our local context (Tanzania) in mind we asked 
ourselves what is the function of the (visual) artist in con-
temporary society? And what is an artist’s significance 
in relation to local and national cultural identities? Can 
an artist adopt a position of criticality in a society where 
since independence the role of the artist has been to per-
petuate a unified national identity? An example of this is 
Makonde blackwood carving movement where particular 
sub-genres such as ujamaa came to signify a coming and 
working together of all groups of Tanzanian peoples in 
order to build a strong and unified community. These 
carvings are known as ‘tree of life’ and have become 
hugely symbolic in presenting Tanzania as a solidly 
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cohesive society in order to build the nation. Has there 
been a precedent for the artist to dissect national identi-
ties within state established institutions? These were just 
a few of the questions that were forming the departure 
points for our thought processes. As this a priori method 
of praxis was a fairly new process of enquiry in advance 
of making artwork, examples of theorists/artists who have 
tackled these questions was imperative. Of particular 
interest were artists who have worked with state estab-
lished institutions to critique either the very purpose of 
the institution, people (staff, visitors and the relation-
ships therein) in the institution, and referring back to the 
Adorno quote that opened this paper, objects in the insti-
tution. The two artists exampled who have (separately) 
staged seminal interventions within the art museum as 
an institution are American artists Andrea Fraser5 in 
“Museum Highlights” and Fred Wilson6 through his 
“Mining the Museum” project. Fraser offers a useful 
basis for the understanding of institutional critique stat-
ing, “that you can’t change something over there. You 
can only change what is present in the here and now of 
your engagement with it”7. So we are to understand the 
power of effective institutional critique is to affect change 
through a process of questioning and participation. 
Fraser goes on to say that for the aims of institutional 
critique to be “specific and effective they need to be 
rooted in a reflexive engagement with our own interests, 
material conditions, and conflicts.”8 The practice of Fred 
Wilson highlights the success of such critical reflexivity 
creating subtle subversions using personal interests of 
race, culture and historical transgressions in the museum 
space. In the context of Humboldt Lab Tanzania our 
own personal and group concerns of bearing the weight 
of national historicized identities juxtaposed against 
regional identities of warriors and those askari who were 
coerced or opted in for various reasons, and the agency 
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of our authenticity within the project against claims of 
co-option all, sometimes uncomfortably, contributed to 
the gradual crystallization of knowing one’s stance/posi-
tion as an artist and direction of attack/challenge. This 
specific impetus provided us with the material of how we 
would respond.

NEW ARTISTIC NARRATIVES FROM 
HISTORY AND MEMORY 

There were several interlocutions with creative prac-
titioners from the fields of the literary and visual arts. 
One such session was with writer and editor Demere 
Kitunga, co-founder of a readership and development 
agency named E&D, based in Dar es Salaam. Given the 
mythical status of the Maji Maji resistances and actors 
Kitunga wanted us to explore exactly how we are able 
to weave new narratives from memory particularly when 
the history we are attempting to remember has been so 
brutally dismembered. Prefacing her line of questioning 
by referencing Ngugi Wa Thiong’o’s philosophy of uti-
lizing storytelling as an act of remembering, we discussed 
how is it possible to differentiate myth from the dominant 
often masculinized narratives and selective memories? By 
looking at Tanzanian cultural practices, who are the ves-
sels of knowledge and the figures who bond communities 
e.g. chiefs and elders (male and female), and how has that 
knowledge been historically framed by the writers of our 
histories? How are we to discover how else women con-
tributed to the resistance effort aside from the presumed 
domesticated roles? We all agreed that the social sciences 
have a strong role in determining a greater understand-
ing of our past but there was also a strong argument 
for recognizing that the more lateral and unorthodox 
approaches such as listening to the songs that our grand-
mothers sang or expressionistic phrases our grandfathers 
may have used give us a keen, more personalized insight 
into moments of our pre-colonial and colonial past. The 
significance of this is a more resolute attempt to recon-
struct the fragments of our past thus giving us greater 
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authorship over future discourses. As artists, there is the 
freedom to use poetic license and as such this gives us an 
ability to re-imagine the gaps of our past and potentially 
spark new thought paths for research or acts of remem-
bering for a new generation. Examples of this include 
the doctoral researches into the identities and roles of 
women during the key anti-colonial resistances which 
have been partly recognized in a monumental sculptural 
tribute by artist Hashim A. Nakanoga in Nandete, Kilwa 
region and re-imagined character of Kinjiketile Ngwale 
through Ebrahim Hussein’s eponymous 1969 play. The 
discussion of these artistic creations offered insightful 
perspectives of just how the artists can create their own 
work from ethnographic objects as a result of multi-disci-
plinary research. 

The dialogue with Kitunga encouraged the artists 
to reflect on their own unique positions and how they 
could use their discipline to tell a new visual narrative to 
examine themes of memory, power, dominant narratives 
and the legacies of violent systems from a Tanzanian/East 
African perspective.

International artists whose practice involves exam-
inations of the aforementioned themes with particular 
reference to German colonialism were also welcomed 
into the discussion at varying points of the research 
phase. Contributions were made via live video links 
from Paris based Canadian artist Kapwani Kiwanga and 
Nairobi based Kenyan/German artist Syowia Kyambi. 
The specific bodies of work discussed were Kinjiketile 
Suite (2015) and I Have Heard Many Things About You 
(2016) respectively. The subject of Kiwanga’s solo show 
at South London Gallery in investigating the mythol-
ogized status of Kinjiketile Ngwale “as a starting point 
from which to trace how historical accounts linger in 
consciousness and weigh on a nation’s identity long after 
their occurrence”9 was particularly pertinent in reference 
to anti-colonial discourse and colonial legacies. I Have 
Heard Many Things About You is Kyambi’s performative 
piece through the streets of Bremen and was the result 
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of her work into the archives of the Roselius Collection 
from Lüderitz House, Übersee Museum, where she 
researched “missionary involvements in Namibia in the 
18th and 19th centuries, and the genocide of the Herero 
and Namaqua people between 1904 and 1907”.10 Both 
artists talked about their methodologies with Kiwanga’s 
involving extensive (anthropological) fieldwork in Dar 
es Salaam and specific sites across southern Tanzania 
revealing further facets of the myths told to her by her 
father from his formative years in Tanzania11. Kiwanga’s 
‘research as practice’ methodology seemingly steeped in 
her social sciences background has a strong influence on 
the presentation of her work in exhibition spaces and as 
such demonstrated to the artistic research group the dif-
ferent ways artistic creations and material culture can be 
juxtaposed to stimulate discussion of multi-layered dis-
courses. Kyambi’s practice involves a much more embod-
ied experience by the artist performatively positioning 
herself in her work and channeling much of the deep 
emotion felt during the research process. This resonated 
powerfully with the artistic research group who were 
similarly caught in the vicarious experience of the under-
standing the horrors of German colonialism. Speaking 
with an artist who had found her visual language to be 
able to convey this horror in a symbolic and empathetic 
manner was quite instrumental particularly as Kyambi 
was working with an institution which similarly has a 
contentious historical collection.

Further conversations were also held with Berlin 
based artists Nathalie Anguezomo Mba Bikoro (Gabon/
France) and Anaïs Héraud-Louisadat (France) whose 
collaborative practice dealing with political and social 
issues has the aim of fostering dialogue with different 
communities of people and institutions. Artistic research 
and education is a primary concern of theirs and inter-
disciplinary projects such as Trümmerberg Kilimanjaro: 
Artistic Reconsiderations of Decolonizing Archives in 
Tempelhof-Schöneberg12 in partnership with the Tempel-
hof-Schöneberg Museum keenly illustrated to the artists 
the importance of endeavoring to ensure a project of such 
social and political significance in Tanzania connects 
with specific audiences when in the public space. Mba 
Bikoro and Héraud’s custom of locating their practice 
in both public and institutional spaces in order to create 
cross-community dialogues again strongly resonated 
with the artists and formed the basis for deciding on 
the locations for the resulting Humboldt Lab Tanzania 
exhibition so vital connections can be drawn between the 
objects, the artworks and the sites as spaces of education 
and learning.
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Trümmerberg Kilimanjaro: Artistic Reconsi-
derations of Decolonzing Archives in Tempelhof-Schöne-
berg
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IN THE MUSEUM

The research phase also included a week-long fieldtrip 
to Germany where the artistic group were largely based 
at the Ethnologisches Museum in Dahlem, Berlin. It was 
during this trip that the artists saw the objects of study 
for the first time. Some objects felt familiar due to them 
being the focus of intensive study albeit via photographs 
or by their ubiquitous nature e.g. plant specimens. 
Other objects were surprising in their scale from the 
tiny fragility of the animal bones which were part of the 
mganga’s medicine bag but were first seen by the group 
in blown-up A4 size glossy photographs or the weighty 
presence of the Swahili drum where an A4 photograph 
can in no way convey the 3-dimensionality and authority 
of this instrument of African power and status. Another 
object to cause discomfort and unease when confronted 
with in the present was a carved wooden “toy gun”, 
noted in the Ethnologisches Museum’s catalogue as 
“Kleine Flinte nach europäischem Muster, wohl Kinder-
spielzeug” (a small shotgun according to a European 
model, probably a child’s toy). Our reading research had 
shown us that the policy of colonial collecting was gen-
erally concerned with “saving” the objects seen to docu-
ment the “authentic” and unique indigenous experience 
of African life and so to the German museum ethnogra-
phers that excluded objects that did not reference this. 
An example of this would be ethnologist Karl Weule’s 
decision, on the behalf of the Königliches Museum für 
Völkerkunde (present day Ethnologisches Museum Ber-
lin) to exclude from the war booty to be sent to Berlin 
firearms acquired by Africans most likely as a result of the 
caravan trade by Arabs. To this effect, countless objects 
were destroyed or discarded as not befitting their nec-
essary classification systems and typologies13. What was 
startlingly apparent was that this simplistic “toy gun” was 
in all probability seen as ethnically remarkable for what 
it was stylistically appropriating and sent to Germany. 
Viewing this toy gun in the Museum’s conference room 
long since removed from its place and use of origin, in the 
very same space as other “objects of resistance” such as 
the calabash and bows coalesced to present a narrative of 
old-fashioned warfare and offered little to tell of the early 
20th century modernity of African warfare such the gue-
rilla tactics employed by many groups e.g. Matumbi and 
the cohorts of fighters who were using imported weapons 

IM MUSEUM
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such as firearms in addition bows and arrows, spears and 
shields. These “Maji Maji” objects have not even been 
on display to attempt to tell a different story but have 
been muted due to their unknown presence for most of 
their migrated existence. At this very present realization 
uppermost were feelings of frustration and at times impo-
tence at the vastness of the institutional narrative we were 
attempting to at the very least, bring nuances to. These 
sentiments were recurrent throughout the research and 
residency phase.

This anecdotal experience from the Museum 
offers a microcosmic insight to not only the intensity of 
emotions felt during the week but during the project as a 
whole. At times the weight of the project with its histor-
ical-political implications of national identities, owner-
ship, representation, memory and loss in the face of vio-
lence was so loaded that it was difficult to step back and 
use reason and rationalism to understand other positions 
– such was the anger and sorrow at times. It caused one 
of the artists to ponder on this state of daily critical ques-
tioning from numerous people/communities in Tanzania, 
Germany and the diaspora of who we are, what is our 
heritage, who is telling our history and how is it being 
told as a feeling of “living inside the story”14. To refer 
back to the Adorno quote that opened the paper regard-
ing object preservation owing more to historical respect 
than to the needs of the present, there is a need to ensure 
these objects, some of which were looted in the context of 
anti-colonial wars are the subjects of debate and discus-
sion and re-interpretation. These objects were not cre-
ated or existing in an African vacuum but in a continuum 
of varying cultural influences that spoke of the vibrancy 
of a multi-ethnic region of many clans, tribes and multi-af-
filiated groups of people with many life stories to tell and 
pass on for future generations. Every object has its story. 
For the artists there was no certainty of how or when or 
even where these object stories would end; only of the 
importance of being able to use one’s artistic voice to 
continue the mode of questioning and offering answers 
concerning object repatriation, shared heritage and 
cultural legacies. What was certain was that after these 

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

doch

-

tribes -

-

-



359

SARITA LYDIA MAMSERI



ART AND (RE)PRESENTATION | KUNST UND (RE)PRÄSENTATION | SANAA NA (MA)ONESHO

360

unsere
-

LITERATUR
Prismen. Kulturkritik und Gesellschaft. 

Kabbo ka 
Muwala [The Girl’s Basket]: Migration and Mobility in Contemporary 
Art

-

Maji Maji: Lifting the 
Fog of War.

German Colonialism: Fragments Past and Pre-
sent

The Outbreak and Develop-
ment of the Maji Maji War 1905–1907.

A Modern History of Tanganyika -

-
-

Curating Re search

-
-

Curating Research.

The Journal of African History
-

-

objects existing in an un-represented and lowly state for 
so long another artist from the group reflected, “what is 
important is that we have these [multiple] narratives, and 
we say that these are our narratives and what they mean 
to us”15. And in advance of the exhibition that was to be 
mounted, all of us agreed that this was and will continue 
to be a very present need, indeed.
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The “findings” from Humboldt Lab Tanzania were 
creatively presented in a multidisciplinary exhibition 
entitled Living Inside the Story. The title harks back to a 
moment mid-way through the project when the artistic 
research group felt the full compounded weight of new 
information, deeply felt emotions, re-lived stories and the 
grappling of many ongoing intercultural, quasi-political 
and socio-historical issues. The exhibition was shown 
in three venues in Tanzania in January and February 
2017: The National Museum and House of Culture, the 
University of Dar es Salaam and the Maji Maji Memorial 
Museum in Songea.

Living Inside the Story consisted of four thematic spaces 
incorporating artistic practice, historical research, 
museum collections and theory of museology:
Space 01: Unravelling Stories – Preserving Truths
Space 02:  Uprising and Wars of Resistance – Changing 

Meaning of Objects
Space 03: Mythic Memories
Space 04: Demystifying the Museum

THE (MAKING OF THE) EXHIBITION 
LIVING INSIDE THE STORY

Sarita Lydia Mamseri 
Founder and co-director of BSS Visual Art Library,  
a learning and research space in Dar es Salaam, 
Tanzania | Artistic Director for Artists’ Research 
and Residency Group, Humboldt Lab Tanzania
Lili Reyels 
Project Manager in Tanzania and Curator 
of Humboldt Lab Tanzania on Behalf of the 
Ethnologisches Museum, Berlin

DIE (ENTSTEHUNG DER) AUSSTELLUNG 
LIVING INSIDE THE STORY 
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EXHIBITION ARCHITECTURE

Creating a complementary space for viewing the com-
plexity of objects and artworks on display was an ongo-
ing concern from the outset of the research phase for the 
artistic group. Alexander Römer (Germany), an architect/
carpenter and a former artist in residence at Nafasi Art 
Space (2016) had already built up his personal con-
nections and resonances with communal spaces and 
their functions with different community groups in Dar 
es Salaam. His ability to create unique, often site-spe-
cific constructions in public participatory spaces was 
widely appreciated and in the notion of shared modes 
of working, it was collectively agreed within the artistic 
group to invite Römer to be the “fifth member” of the 
group to realize the architectural concept and exhibition 
co-production.

Regular conversations took place via video link 
between the artists and Römer in order to understand 
the concepts of the four artists and then as the residency 
period proceeded, to know the physical aspects of the 
artwork in order to construct a complementary space. 
Contending with numerous constraints such as differ-
ing venue spaces and sizes, creating a synergy between 
structure and content, and the fact it was to be a traveling 
exhibition hence it would need to survive multiple recon-
structions were all very real concerns.

Upon hearing the artists’ artwork ideas and the 
ways in which the objects from the National Museum 
of Tanzania (NMT) would potentially work within the 
exhibition viewing space, Römer concluded on designing 
a space based on his visits to the Village Museum, which 
is one of NMT’s six sites, where he observed the circular 
structures that historically formed the basis for the home 
environments of many of Tanzania’s groups of people. 
Römer developed this circular architectural structure for 
the purposes of this project and designed partitions to 
create rooms in the interior space which would showcase 
the exhibition’s thematic concerns. At the heart of the 
design was creating a space where the physical structure 
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was integral to the experience of being in a familiar envi-
ronment e. g. the home by using natural materials and as 
much natural light as possible.

The actual construction of the exhibition architec-
ture took place soon after the designs were agreed and 
finalized by which point Römer was in Dar es Salaam 
ready to work with the artists, their artwork, NMT staff 
and local fundi (carpenters). The chassis was made of 
locally sourced wood that was crafted by Römer and 
fundis to easily interlock with the help of nuts and bolts. 
The open spaces of the exterior framework were closed 
off with made-to-measure calico that was sewn by women 
collectives located across the districts of Dar es Salaam, 
particularly the Baba Watoto center. When complete, the 
structure measured 10 m in diameter and approximately 
2.40 m in height (Fig. 1).

THE EXHIBITION

The concepts for the four thematic spaces of the exhi-
bition were co-operatively generated by the artists’ 
artworks, the objects in focus from the Ethnologisches 
Museum Berlin and objects of comparative design or 
function from National Museum Tanzania’s own collec-
tion. As part of the collaboration between the National 
Museum and House of Culture and the Ethnologisches 
Museum Berlin within Humboldt Lab Tanzania the cura-
tor of History, Flower Manase, and the curator of Eth-
nography, Achiles Bufure, provided the information and 
suggested which objects to put on display.

Each thematic space of Living Inside the Story 
told its own story around the hermeneutical power of 
the objects as investigated through the University of Dar 
es Salaam research team’s academic fieldwork and the 
artists’ own interpretations as a result of their artistic 
research and residency. The importance of including 
a multiplicity of voices within the scope of the project 
– both past and present – was imperative to telling the 
re-imagined life stories of these objects from Tanzanian 
perspectives. As Raphael Chikukwa, deputy director 
of National Galleries of Zimbabwe, said to the artistic 
research group during a session on critically curating 
art/objects from Africa, “if you don’t represent your-
self, you will be represented. And you’ll be misrepre-
sented… [thus] telling our own stories is important. 

fundi -

fundi

-

-

DIE AUSSTELLUNG

-

-

-

Living Inside the Story

-

residency -

-
-
-



369

SARITA LYDIA MAMSERI | LILI REYELS

ONESHO

Kuishi Ndani ya Simulizi 

1

Technical drawing by Alexander Römer

2
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Taking ownership about who you are [is important]”.1 
Consequently, that is what Living Inside the Story has 
endeavored to do; to offer new and alternative viewpoints 
to understanding the impact of German colonialism in 
Tanzania.

01 UNRAVELLING STORIES – PRESERVING 
TRUTHS

German colonial rule – “German East Africa” – was 
established in 1885. It encountered several anti-colonial 
wars of resistance fought on the ground, with most of the 
losses on the African side. The research of the legacy of 
these histories leads to the question “who wrote and still 
writes the narratives of this memory?”

The ethnological collection at the Ethnologisches 
Museum in Berlin, for example, documents most of the 
different phases of anti-colonial wars of resistance against 
German colonial power. The wars and its heroes have a 
strong place in the oral cultures of remembrance in Tan-
zania today. 

At the center of our attention were three objects:
– The Ngoma Kuu (cylindric drum)
– The “Brass plate” (so-called “Gong”)
– The “Zaubersack” (magic/medicine bag)

It was by bringing together Tanzanian-German histori-
cal and ethnological research, artistic interpretation and 
questions of museum practices that critically revised the 
way knowledge is produced and remembered. The out-
come is multiple views both in Germany and Tanzania. 
Alternative perspectives to the established narratives 
support to understand historical “realities”. The strategy 
was to re-activate history and objects by causing these 
silenced artefacts to speak with multiple voices.

Artist Biography

Nicholas Calvin Mwakatobe is visual artist working 
with photography and film. He explores themes pertain-
ing to memory (personal/cultural) and narratives (his-
torical/fictional) as a way of reconciling who we are as a 
people living in a world of competing narratives. Current 
projects include a photography project – Values, Reli-
gion and Development – under Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) whereby his 
interest is to explore the idea of home away from home; 
how migrant communities carry on the values from their 
own countries and how this contributes to the process of 

Living Inside the Story
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development. This journey has taken him to numerous 
regions of Tanzania and Diasporic communities in Ger-
many and Switzerland.

He lives and works in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.

Artistic Statement

In reflecting upon Berlin’s Ethnologisches Museum’s 
collection within the context of Humboldt Lab Tanzania, 
the question of legacy has been central. Any collection 
implies a collector’s mindset, motive and dominant nar-
ratives about the collection. However, rarely is the story 
singular and/or wholly positive. 

In the matrix of an object’s creation, acquisition 
and subsequent evolution of interpretations contain gen-
erations of stories, known and unknown. “Ethnological” 
objects were part of the social-economic matrix in Tanga-
nyika; in connection with the labor force the objects were 
ways and symbols of sustaining society. It was the very 
same labor force that the colonial government exploited 
for their gain; hands that fed generations were forced 
to yield sisal and cotton for European industries. The 
strategic disruption of the social-economic matrix was 
enforced via terror and violence and justified by ideas 
of self-imposed European superiority. Therein lies the 
blood.

The current context surrounding the existence 
of these objects in the Ethnologisches Museum is not 
removed from this violent history and narratives; these 
objects stand today as mirrors in which we can see faults 
of our forebears and the potential to transcend their 
mistakes. But it is at the price of genuinely scrutinizing 
ourselves, our ways of thinking, and the legacy of systems 
and power relations we inherited from them.
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Artwork

Food, Sisal, Memory
Single channel video installation
03 m, 34 sec
2016

02 UPRISING AND WARS OF   RESISTANCE – 
CHANGING MEANING OF OBJECTS 

The objects that are at the center of this project may be 
interpreted as an example of adaptations and resilience of 
the local societies in the course of resistances to foreign 
colonial rule. Additional change of meaning was attrib-
uted to them after they became property of the Germans 
as “trophies of war” and later, after being brought to the 
museum, as “scientific objects” to be researched, recon-
structed and reinterpreted.

There were different forms of resistance, like the 
Abushiri War along the northern coastal towns and the 
local and regional leaders of resistances like Hassan 
bin Omari (Makunganya) on the coast near Kilwa. For 
instance, the so-called “gong” was most probably used as 
a “talasimu”, a charm for protection.

Later, many different factors lead to the outbreak of 
the Maji Maji War of Resistance (1905–1907) in regions 
such as Mohoro and Nandete. It was in Mohoro where, 
on the eve of the Maji Maji War, a number of the so-called 
“Zauberer” (sorcerers) were detained and executed. 
Even though it is not possible to ascribe the “magic bag” 
that was at the center of Humboldt Lab Tanzania and its 
content to a certain detainee in Mohoro, its connection 
with the Maji Maji War as “spoils of war” is likely, since 
the months that followed many healers accused of dis-
persing the “water” were arrested and their equipment 
confiscated. 

Food, Sisal, Memory

02 UPRISING AND WARS OF RESISTANCE – 
CHANGING MEANING OF OBJECTS 

-

talasimu

-

-

-
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Chakula, Katani, Kumbukumbu

02 UASI NA VITA VYA UPINZANI – 
KUBADILISHA MAANA YA VITU

talasimu

3

Nicholas Calvin Mwakatobe, Food, Sisal, Memory, single channel video 

installation, 03 m, 34 sec, 2016

 Food, Sisal, Memory, -
  

Food, Sisal, Memory

4

The video installation in the exhibition
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Artist Biography

Douglas Kahabuka is a professional self-taught artist 
who specializes in still life, wildlife, landscape, historic 
and religious paintings in acrylic, oil and watercolors. 
His paintings reside in homes and collections in the 
USA, Europe, East Asia and a number of African nations 
including Morocco, Uganda, Malawi and Tanzania. 

He lives and works in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.

Artistic Statement

Living inside stories is good for the soul. You cannot 
forget about your past history and value someone else’s 
history. When I looked at the thousands of objects taken 
from Tanganyika in Berlin’s Ethnologisches Museum 
from during the German colonial era, I felt each object 
asked me, “I have been here for over a hundred years, 
what will you say about me back home?” 

The four paintings carry the stories and memories 
of these objects such as the abuse of power, forced labor, 
whipping native people, taxation, the killing of people on 
different grounds and the destruction of culture through 
razing villages to the ground.

I want to portray some of the imagined stories of 
these objects currently situated in Berlin and many more 
in other German cities, which carry the blood of our 
people who resisted foreign domination. The paintings 
pay tribute to these objects and remind us to think about 
the way forward regarding these objects. To consider the 
remains of our people on foreign soil, which by bringing 
them back will help us to reconnect with our national 
history. 

Douglas Kahabuka
-

-

-

-

-
-
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Douglas Kahabuka

5

Douglas Kahabuka, 2016

01. 02.
Eagle over Kilimanjaro Magic, Blood Objects, Kilwa
Acrylic on canvas Acrylic on canvas

62 × 80 cm 80 × 60 cm

03. 04.
Resist! Fight! (German colonial Killing Fields 
Askari and Ngoni warriors) 
Acrylic on canvas Acrylic on canvas

80 × 60 cm 80 × 60 cm

01 02.
Eagle over Kilimanjaro Magic, Blood Objects, Kilwa

03. 04.
Resist! Fight! (German colonial Killing Fields 
Askari and Ngoni warriors) 

01. 02.
Tai juu ya Mlima Kilimanjaro Mazingaombwe, Vitu vya Damu, 
Kilwa

03. 04.
Pinga! Pigana! (Askari wa Kikoloni Viwanja vya mauaji
wa Kijerumani na wapiganaji wa   
Kingoni) 
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Artist Biography

Pia Rutaiwa is a mixed media artist employing a wide 
range of materials and forms including photographs, fab-
ric, newspapers, CDs and the written and spoken word.

Her key themes of interest are liberation move-
ments, Tanzanian ancestry, traditional spirituality and 
Afrofuturism. She takes inspiration from the musical 
genius of many African and African American legends 
such as Fela Kuti, Bi Kidude and Nina Simone.

She lives and works in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.

Artistic Statement

The focus of my art for Humboldt Lab Tanzania was 
women and children, spirituality and truth. 

Often the narrators of history are men, so the sto-
ries of women are frequently marginalized. I wanted to 
address the portrayal of women in this period of Tanza-
nian history through my art. During the research phase 
I looked at photographs in the Ethnologisches Museum 
collection of women during German colonial rule in East 
Africa. I felt we have become desensitized to the suffering 
they experienced because on paper they are nameless 
figures so far removed from a place and time we can 
honestly imagine. For this reason, I wrote the roles they 
may have had: “she is a mother”, “she is a sister”. I did 
this to emphasize their humanity.

Spirituality is at the center of the Maji Maji massa-
cre because it was a spiritual leader who convinced the 
African people that they could attack the German colo-
nizers. This is often seen today by people as something 
that was unwise and naïve. But why should the blind 

Pia Rutaiwa

-

-

-
-

-

-

-
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Pia Rutaiwa

6

Pia Rutaiwa, Untitled (Usilie kwa machungu yote ya Mungu/Don’t cry bit-
terly for all God has put you through), mixed media on textile, 143 × 103 

cm, 2016 

The artwork of Pia Rutaiwa, here in the second exhibition venue: the 

“Heritage Building”, University of Dar es Salaam, looked at by Achiles 

Bufure and Philip Maligisu 

Untitled (Usilie kwa machungu yote ya Mungu/Don’t cry 
bitterly for all God has put you through)   
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faith of these people be any different than that of Joan 
of Arc or St. Valentine? I believe they are martyrs just as 
these famous European characters are. They believed in 
freedom and the right for their kind to live and they used 
their spirituality to give them strength. They had a noble 
cause.

The adage on the kanga (the rectangular textile 
cloth) is to say that the tragedy of the Maji Maji massacre 
is something you can only give to God. Spirituality is 
very important to Tanzanian people and we use faith to 
explain things that are beyond human comprehension or 
beyond our control. That being the cruel murder of num-
bers of Tanzanian people.

While taking an excerpt from Wikipedia I wrote on 
poster paper that what was called a Maji Maji “rebellion” 
was not a rebellion. Rebellion implies the resistance of 
a legitimate rule but Africans had their own legitimate 
rule; colonialism was forced upon us. It was the colonial-
ists who were trespassing on land that did not belong to 
them.

In this respect I call this historical event a massa-
cre. It is far worse than a massacre because it was not just 
senseless killing that occurred in one bout. It was calcu-
lated and strategic and barbaric. It was made to wipe out 
all Tanzanian enemies in the community of resistance and 
that is why I call it a genocide.

I wrote this on poster paper simply because I did 
not want this to be decorative. I did not want the viewer 
to be fixated on how the words were written but to focus 
only on what the words said. Much like how notes are 
written in a classroom. You do not care of their aesthet-
ics. You are only aware that what has been written is 
important to know.

03 MYTHIC MEMORIES

How do we remember incidents from history? In what 
ways are they able to link various actors from Tanzania 
and Germany together in practice? And what role can 
objects play in this collaborative dialogue? 

And: who is telling this story? During Humboldt 
Lab Tanzania, we have encountered multiple “voices” 
and stories. When there was dialogue, there was also mis-
understanding, translation, re-phrasing, verifying, telling 
and listening. For artists, experts and museologists, this 
meant re-thinking incidents, names, artistic and museol-
ogy practices. 

kanga -

-

-
-

kein
-

-

-
-

-

03 MYTHIC MEMORIES

-

-
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Artist Biography

Amani Abeid is a visual artist and freelance illustrator 
who expresses his painterly creativity through oils, 
acrylics and coffee. He has had a number of solo and 
group exhibitions in Tanzania and internationally has 
exhibited his works in Kenya, Sweden and South Africa. 
He recently completed a three-month residency at Great-
more Studios, Cape Town.

He lives and works in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.

Artistic Statement

Healing the wounds and pain 
caused 
by German colonial rule 
to Tanganyika and the rest of Africa 
shall always be determined by how deeply we immerse 
ourselves …
to live inside the stories, 
to find and listen to the voices of objects gone
and emotionally wrestle 
with loss.
Critically understand.
Reflect with the present moment. 

It is very hard to rub out the past; just like an ink sketch, 
you either trash the sketch or take the new one by cor-
recting ourselves from the mistakes of the first sketch. Or 
use a solid dark paint to paint on top of the original first 
sketch. 

Their stories of the past, with our reflections of the 
present will determine the journeys of our futures.

Amani Abeid

artist in residence
-

-
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Amani Abeid 

7

Amani Abeid, Colonial Scars (installation), acrylic on canvas, clay pots, oil 

paint, water, 150 × 150 cm (painting), 25 × 10 cm (pots), 2016)

 Colonial Scars , 

Colonial Scars
 

8

Detail of Amani Abeid’s artwork: painted clay pot, filled with water, with 

portrait of sub chief Songea Mbano, hanged for anti-colonial resistance 

against the German colonial rule 

sub-chief
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04 DEMYSTIFYING THE MUSEUM

-

-

-

Living Inside the 
… Stores  -

04 DEMYSTIFYING THE MUSEUM

What goes on behind the scenes in a museum? What 
becomes of the objects not on display? How does new 
research into objects affect existing displays and our 
understanding of historical events? Museums have a duty 
to preserve, research and exhibit. Is it a shared responsi-
bility to preserve “global” objects of historical meaning? 
Sometimes, objects are the only “witnesses” in certain 
aspects of history of colonialism. What role the museum 
can have at all as an intermittent between preserving and 
showcasing? In what way can museum collaborations 
bring together shared interests and promote further 
understanding as well as the sharing of a common his-
tory? Is it something two countries should wish for? And 
in what ways can the museum give extended access to 
the descendants of the communities of origin of certain 
objects?

The film Living inside the … Stores that was cre-
ated by Nicholas Calvin Mwakatobe during the artists’ 
trip to Berlin in October 2016 raises some of these 
questions by filming in the storage of the Ethnologisches 
Museum Berlin in order to present this to a broader Tan-
zanian public.

ENDNOTES
1 Session took place at BSS Art Library, Dar es Salaam on 5 Novem-

ber 2016.

ENDNOTEN

-

-
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04 KUFUMBUA MAKUMBUSHO 

Living Inside the … Stores

9

Video film Living Inside the … Stores by Nicholas Calvin Mwakatobe 

(October 2016) in the exhibition at the National Museum and House of 

Culture, Dar es Salaam, January 2017

 Living Inside the … Stores -

TANBIHI
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Nicholas Calvin Mwakatobe

Food, Sisal, Memory 
Single channel video installation 

03 m, 34 sec 

2016

Food, Sisal, Memory

Chakula, Katani, Kumbukumbu 
 

 



Douglas Kahabuka

Resist! Fight! (German colonial Askari and Ngoni warriors) 
Acrylic on canvas 

80 x 60 cm 

Killing Fields 

Acrylic on canvas 

80 x 60 cm 

2016

Resist! Fight! (German colonial Askari and Ngoni warriors) 

Killing Fields 

Pinga! Pigana! (Askari wa Kikoloni wa Kijerumani na wapiganaji wa Kingoni)  

 
Viwanja vya mauaji  
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Pia Rutaiwa

Untitled (Usilie kwa machungu yote ya Mungu/Don’t cry bitterly for all God has put you Through), Detail 

Mixed Media on textile 

2016

Untitled (Usilie kwa machungu yote ya Mungu/Don’t cry bitterly for all God has put you Through), 

Untitled (Usilie kwa machungu yote ya Mungu/Don’t cry bitterly for all God has put you Through),  
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Amani Abeid

Colonial Scars (installation) 

Acrylic on canvas, clay pots, oil paint, water 

150 x 150 cm (painting), 25 x 10 cm (pots) 

2016

Colonial Scars  

 

 

Colonial Scars  
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HUMBOLDT LAB TANZANIA – DATA AND FACTS

PARTICIPANTS

Project Manager (Germany): Paola Ivanov

Project Manager (Tanzania) and Curator: Lili Reyels

Scientific Associate (Project of Provenance Research “Tanzania/Germany: Shared Object Histories?”): Kristin 
Weber-Sinn

Artistic Director: “Artistic Research and Residency Group” and Exhibition Living Inside the Story: Sarita Lydia 
Mamseri

Museologist: Hendryk Ortlieb

Administration (Staatliche Museen zu Berlin – Preußischer Kulturbesitz): Maike Wasielewski

Tanzanian Artists: Amani Abeid, Nicholas Calvin Mwakatobe, Douglas Kahabuka, Pia Rutaiwa

Exhibition Architecture: Alexander Römer

Exhibition Team Living Inside the Story: Alexander Römer, Sarita Mamseri, Acley Mwalusamba (Light Engineering), 
Baba Watoto Center (Tailors), Staff of Nafasi Art Space (Temela Hassan), Edson Martin Mpili (Woodwork), Lili Reyels

Graphic Designer: Mussa Sango

Sound Recording: Aika Kirei

Translation/Lector German: Lili Reyels, Jörg Riekert, Kristin Weber-Sinn, Ingrun Wenge

Translation/Lector English: Galina Green, Sarita Lydia Mamseri, Emily Richards

Translation/Lector Swahili: Bertram Mapunda, Jasmin Mahazi

Research Team Tanzania: Elias Jengo, Bertram Mapunda, Oswald Masebo, Lili Reyels, Philip Maligisu

Team National Museum of Tanzania: Achiles Bufure, Flower Manase, Philip Maligisu, Audax Mabulla, Balthazar 
Nyamusya

Goethe-Institut Tanzania: Eleonore Sylla, Daniel Sempeho

Interlocutors/Lecturers: Natalie Anguezomo Mba Bikoro, Rafael Chikukwa, Anaïs Héraud-Louisadat, Donatius 
Kamamba, Demere Kitunga, Kapwani Kiwanga, Syowia Kyambi, Egon Kochanke, Audax Mabulla, Hermann Parzinger, 
Moritz Wullen

Photo Documentation: Pavel Desort

Printing Company: DTP (Dar es Salaam)

TIMELINE

Time Span: 01/07/2016–30/06/2018

01/09/2016: Beginning of Artistic Research and Residency Group

September 2016: Research trip of the researchers (University of Dar es Salaam) to the places of origin of the objects

October 2016: Trip of the Tanzanian Artists to Berlin

November 2016: Tanzanian-German Conference at Goethe-Institut Tanzania, Dar es Salaam

01/11/2016: Start of Residency Periode of the Artists

20/–27/01/2017: Exhibition Living Inside the Story in the National Museum and House of Culture, Dar es Salaam

03/02/–10/2/2017: Exhibition Living Inside the Story at the University of Dar es Salaam, Heritage Building

25/02/2017: Exhibition Living Inside the Story at the Maji Maji Memorial Museum in Songea

2018: Release of the Publication
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RESEARCH AND RESIDENCY PROGRAM OF THE ARTISTIC GROUP IN TANZANIA

Session Location* Topic Interlocutor(s)

Session 
01

BSS Library Project Introduction Dr Lili Reyels
Sarita Mamseri

Session 
02

UDSM His-
tory depart-
ment and 
Library

Historical reading and research at the 
University of Dar es Salaam (UDSM)

Group-led research with departmental 
assistance by Iddy Magotti

Session 
03

Kilwa region, 
SE Tanzania

[Roundtable in the field] Object research 
findings and discussions with UDSM 
team

Professor Mapunda (Archaeology & His-
tory); Dr Masebo (History); Professor 
Jengo (Art) and Philip Maligisu (Cura-
tor Ethnography / National Museum of 
Tanzania)

Session 
04

BSS Libary Artists and Institutional & Object 
Critique

Sarita Mamseri

Session 
05

Soma Book 
Café

Weaving New Narratives from History & 
Memory

Demere Kitunga

Session 
06

Ethnologi sches 
Museum, Ber-
lin, Germany

7-day research trip to Berlin based at Eth-
nologisches Museum.
Included visits to other museums and 
sites of related interest and discussions 
with practitioners in the field e.g. histori-
ans, curators, artists

PD Dr Paola Ivanov
Kristin Weber-Sinn
Hendryk Ortlieb

Session 
07

BSS Library Artist Talk with Kapwani Kiwanga (via 
Skype)

Session 
08

BSS Library Artist Talk with Syowia Kyambi (via 
Skype)

Session 
09

BSS Library Critical Curating Raphael Chikukwa (Deputy Director 
and Chief Curator / National Gallery of 
Zimbabwe)

Residency 
Period
(6 weeks)

Nafasi Art 
Space studios

Artists in Residence | Events included:
Project presentation to artistic community 
at Nafasi Art Space
Interim show with talks at Humboldt 
Lab Tanzania international conference, 
Goethe-Institut Tanzania

*All sessions took place in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania unless otherwise stated.
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Living Inside the Story

Living Inside the Story
-

Artistic Research and Residency

Living Inside the Story
Living Inside the Story

Living Inside the Story
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Lehrab-
schnitt

Ort* Thema Vortragende

-
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-

-
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- artists in residence
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Kuishi Ndani ya Simulizi

Kuishi Ndani ya Simulizi

Kuishi Ndani ya Simulizi 

Kuishi Ndani ya Simulizi 

Kuishi Ndani ya Simulizi 
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Vikao Mahali* Mada Wahusika

* Vikao vyote vilifanywa Dar es Salaam, Tanzania isipokuwa kama kumetajwa kuwa vimefanywa kwengine.
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