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WOLBERT G.C. SMIDT, Photos as Historical Witnesses: The First
Ethiopians in Germany and the First Germans in Ethiopia, the
History of a Complex Relarionsbzlp. With an Introduction by Richard
Pankhurst, Afrika Visuell, 2 (Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2015). 132 pp. Price:
€ 29.90. ISBN: 978-3-643-10195-2.

German ethiopisants like to emphasize the time-depth of the scholarly
relations between their country and Ethiopia particularly with reference to
the pioneering relationship between Hiob Ludolf and Abba Gorgorios in the
second half of the seventeenth century.! Portraits of this two men, presented
in the first chapter of the book under review, seem to have been indispen-

! See e.g. E. Hammerschmidt, ‘A Brief History of German Contributions to the Study
of Ethiopia’, AE, 6 (1965), 255-277; E. Haberland, Three Hundred Years of Ethiopian-
German Academic Collaboration, Sonderschriften des Frobenius Instituts, 2
(Frankfurt a.M.: Frobenius Institut, 1986); U. Braukimper, ‘Der Beitrag der deutschen
Ethnologie zur Athiopien-Forschung’, in P.O. Scholz, ed., Von Hiob Ludolf bis
Enrico Cerulli, Halle/S. 3.~5. Oktober 1996, Bibliotheca nubica et aethiopica, 8
(Warszawa—Wiesbaden: Zaktad Graficny, 2001), 159-170; cf. also Bairu Tafla, Ethiopia
and Germany: Cultural, Political and Economic Relations, 1871-1936, AthFor, 5
(Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1981).
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sable, painted some two hundred years before photography was invented.
The compilation of photographic materials provided by Wolbert Smidt for
the field of Ethiopian-German relations presents photographic materials
from the 1860s to the end of the twentieth century and contains an
astonishing wealth of themes. The forty chapters generally follow the path of
historical chronology, although, depending on the topics, overlapping
sometimes occurs. Some of the contents of the book are briefly sketched here.

The earliest and obviously very rare photos showing German travellers and
missionaries, and the craftsmen cooperating with them date back to the 1860s
and 1870s. Up to this time, most illustrations in their works, e.g. in the book of
Gerhard Rohlfs, were obviously based on paintings. Photographic materials
considerably increased following a German diplomatic mission headed by
Friedrich Rosen in 1905 and the establishment of a German embassy at Addis
Abiba in the following year. From now onwards an increasing amount of
photographic images were taken in the capital, showing prominent persons
and buildings, and, to a lesser extent, landscape, people and cultural items in
other parts of the country. A special highlight of Ethiopian-German relations
was the sending of an envoy, ddggazmac Misisa Wirqe, by Emperor Manilok
IT to Berlin in 1907 and the visit of the Ethiopian scholar aliga Tayyi Maryam
to the Department of Oriental Studies in Berlin from 1905-1907.

Photographic documentations were also provided by German agents
involved in espionage missions in and around Ethiopia during the First
World War, particularly by Arnold Holtz, Leo Frobenius and Salomon Hall.
Although Empress Zawditu and ras Tafiri Mdk“annon sympathised with the
Allied powers after the fall of Prince Iyasu Mika’el in 1916, they granted
freedom of movement to German diplomats, a fact which is clearly revealed
in the photographic materials. After the war, numerous diplomatic and
economic relations between the two countries were documented. A series of
photos reveals the important role of German ladies-in-waiting in the family of
the later Emperor Hayli Sollase I, in whose coronation in 1930 David Hall
played a prominent part in manifold ceremonies. Another series depicts the
construction of the mausoleum for Emperor Manilok by the Master Builder
Carl Haertel in 1927. David Hall, the German advisor to Hayli Sallase I,
negotiated Hitler’s consent to the delivery of weapons to Ethiopia in the war
against Italy 1935. However, photographic evidence is not provided.

After World War IT Hayld Sollase I was the first foreign head of state to
visit the Federal Republic of Germany in 1954. A series of photos show him
with leading political representatives. Ethiopian-German relations in the field
of Fine Arts were established in the late 1950s and culminated in the works of
Gibri Krostos Dista mainly trained in Cologne. Some examples of his work
are given in the book. To this day, the German school at Addis Ababa which

Aethiopica 19 (2016) 294



Reviews

started as an evangelical missionary endeavour continues to be a success in the
relations between the two countries. A special chapter is devoted to the
relations of the German Democratic Republic with Ethiopia. There are
pictures showing a statue of Karl Marx opposite the Faculty of Humanities of
Addis Ababa University; other photos show examples of industrial aid. The
last panel entitled ‘Ethiopia — Germany today’ is illustrated by a photo
showing President Roman Herzog surrounded by high clergy officials at
Aksum in 1996.

The book, for which Richard Pankhurst as a leading authority of Ethio-
pian history provides an introduction, is presented in three languages,
German, English and Ambharic. There are appendices listing the German
diplomatic representatives in Ethiopia, a chronological table of events from
1855 onwards, a report on the Rosen mission of 1905, diplomatic notes and
a bibliography of primary and secondary literature.

Although the chronological data of the photos could not always be
precisely identified, the book is a useful collection of photographic
‘historical witnesses’. Unfortunately, a technical detail for which the
publishing house must take responsibility, the reproduction of the photo
materials is far from satisfactory. Moreover, the layout is well below
standard, with parts of the text often incomplete at the right edge. This
publication urgently calls for an improved reprint.

Ulrich Braukimper, Georg-August-Universitit Gottingen
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