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Abstract

The Roemer- und Pelizaeus-Museum Hildesheim is a museum whose collections 
cover several disciplines: Natural History, Egyptology, Art, Hildesheim city histo-
ry and prehistory, and Ethnology. Many, but by no means all ethnographic ob-
jects were collected in colonial contexts. The contribution will present results of 
the PAESE subproject at the Roemer- und Pelizaeus-Museum, whose focus was 
on collectors’ networks and collecting strategies from the beginnings of the  
Roemer-Museum 1844/45 until World War I. While the museum’s directors used 
their international networks to increase not only the ethnographic but also the 
natural history holdings, the focus of this contribution is on the impact of these 
networks on the growth of the ethnographic collection. Two basic types of net-
works can be distinguished: professional, personal, and political networks of the 
directors themselves; and a network connecting Hildesheim-born expatriates 
with their native city and sometimes also with each other.
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Le monde dans des vitrines. Les réseaux de collectionneurs du 
musée Roemer de Hildesheim et le développement de la  
collection ethnographique, 1844–1914 (Résumé)

Le musée Roemer et Pelizaeus de Hildesheim est un musée dont les collections 
englobent plusieurs disciplines: l’histoire naturelle, l’égyptologie, l’art, l’histoire et 
la préhistoire de la ville de Hildesheim et l’ethnologie. De nombreux objets ethno-
graphiques, mais pas tous, ont été collectés dans des contextes coloniaux. L’article 
va présenter les résultats du sous-projet PAESE au musée Roemer et Pelizaeus, qui 
se concentre sur les réseaux de collectionneurs et les stratégies de collecte depuis 
les débuts du musée Roemer 1844/45 jusqu’à la Première Guerre mondiale. Alors 
que les directeurs de musées ont eu recours à leurs réseaux internationaux pour 
enrichir non seulement les collections ethnographiques mais aussi les collections 
d’histoire naturelle, cette contribution porte essentiellement sur les conséquences 
de ces réseaux sur le développement de la collection ethnographique. Nous pou-
vons distinguer deux types de réseaux: les réseaux professionnels, personnels 
et politiques des directeurs eux-mêmes; et un réseau reliant les expatriés nés à 
Hildesheim à leur ville natale et parfois aussi entre eux.

The Collections of the Roemer- und Pelizaeus-Museum 
Hildesheim

In 1844 a Museum Society (Museumsverein) was founded by a group of Hildesheim 
citizens for the purpose of “sparking more interest in nature, fostering profound 
knowledge of the latter, disseminating knowledge of old and new art, yet without 
excluding other scholarly disciplines such as history, ethnography, the study of 
antiquities, numismatics, etc.”1 Under the name of City Museum (Städtisches Mu­
seum), the museum opened in 1845, at first in two small exhibition rooms. As the 
collections increased, a secularised medieval church was bought to provide more 
exhibition space. In the mid-1880s it was complemented by a large neo-Gothic 
museum building. In 1894, after the death of museum co-founder Dr. Hermann 
Roemer (1816–1894), the museum was renamed Roemer-Museum. In 1911 the 
Pelizaeus-Museum, housed in a medieval orphanage, was bought and added to the 
complex of buildings. It served to exhibit Egyptian and other antiquities, most of 
them donated by the Cairo-based merchant Wilhelm Pelizaeus. Hence today’s 
name of the twin museums: Roemer- und Pelizaeus-Museum.2



166

From its very beginnings, the Roemer-Museum has been laid out as a 
“Mehrspartenmuseum”, that is, a multidisciplinary museum whose collec-
tions cover Natural History with more than 200,000 specimens from zool-
ogy, geology, mineralogy, palaeontology, and botany; Art with a collection 
of paintings and sculptures, ca. 1,000 works; as well as a graphics collection 
comprising about 10,000 sheets of printed graphic works; City History with a 
collection of ca. 50,000 objects (including prehistory and archaeology); and, 
last but not least, Ethnology with about 12,000 objects. The Egyptology hold-
ings of the Pelizaeus-Museum comprise more than 8,000 objects.3

When the City Museum opened in 1845, the ethnographic collection con-
sisted of 28 ethnographic objects, including “weapons and tools from the 
Sandwich Islands” [Hawai’i] that had been given the museum as a gift by a 
certain Louis Fromm.4 Today, there are about 12,000 objects from all parts of 
the world, including:

	� The German colonies, 1884–1914/18: Cameroon, Togo, “German East 
Africa”, “German Southwest Africa”, “German New Guinea” (the 
north-eastern part of what is today Papua New Guinea, Bismarck-Archi-
pelago, parts of Micronesia), and Kiauchou (China).

	� Collections predating the establishment of German colonial rule. 
These include, for example, objects collected in Oceania prior to 1879 
on behalf of the Godeffroy trading company (Hamburg)5 and objects 
collected by expeditions to Africa funded by the German African Soci-
ety (Deutsche Afrikanische Gesellschaft) of which Hermann Roemer was 
a member.

	� Colonies of other colonial powers, such as Australia, the Dutch East In-
dies, India, British New Guinea, the Cape Colony, and Belgian Congo. 
For example, Hermann Muhlert (1816–1870), a native of Hildesheim, 
served in the Dutch Army as a military doctor in the Dutch East Indies 
(today: Indonesia) from 1840 until his retirement in 1862; when sta-
tioned on Sulawesi he compiled a collection of ethnographic objects 
which he presented to the Roemer-Museum.6

	� Independent states, such as the Unites States of America, Peru, Chile, 
Argentina, Brazil, and other nations in South America that had freed 
themselves from colonial rule in the early 19th (as in the case of Latin 
America) or late 18th century (as in the case of the U.S.A.). Examples in-
clude objects collected by Johan Adrian Jacobsen in Alaska in 1882/83 
and by Karl von den Steinen in Brazil in 1887/1888.7
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The PAESE Subproject at the Roemer- und Pelizaeus-Museum 

The focus of the PAESE subproject at the Roemer- und Pelizaeus-Museum (RPM), 
entitled “The Colonial Ethnological Collections in the Roemer- und Pelizaeus- 
Museum Hildesheim: Reconstruction of Collection Biographies and Region-
al Networks”, was on networks from the founding of the Roemer-Museum in 
1844/45 until World War I. These include the collectors’ networks of mu
seum directors Hermann Roemer (1816–1894, director 1873–1894), Achilles 
Andreae (1859–1905, director 1894–1905), and Rudolf Hauthal (1854–1928, 
director 1905/06–1925) and the impact of these networks on the ethno-
graphic collection, which grew significantly from the 1870s until World War I. 
The museum’s collecting strategy may best be summarised as “if we can get 
and afford it, let’s go for it”. This may seem random, but there was actually 
a system behind that strategy. In line with the museum founders’ vision of a 
“world museum”, the ethnographic collection was laid out as what might be 
called a “world collection”. That way, the Hildesheim Museum acquired ob-
jects from all parts of the world. In some cases they were bought from other 
museums, from collectors themselves, or from professional traders. In many 
others they were gifts. In the period between 1844 and 1914, the City Mu-
seum/Roemer-Museum received about 350 ethnographic gifts; most of these 
were presented by citizens of Hildesheim and were not large collections but 
consisted of one or a few objects.8

The role played by collectors born in Hildesheim is emphasised in a guide 
to the collections of the Roemer-Museum published in 1922: “The ethnograph-
ic collection, featuring beautiful exhibits of superb quality, is presented in 
showrooms 1–7. A large part of the objects were gifts by natives of Hildesheim, 
whose occupation or travels had taken them to countries overseas.”9

One of the primary goals of provenance research in the face of current debates on 
dealing with objects, particularly from colonial contexts, in ethnographic collec-
tions is the clarification of circumstances under which they were collected. Such 
clarification requires essential information, most importantly the name/identity 
of the collector. Other helpful information includes the place where the object 
was collected, and the time of collection, for example, in the context of “puni-
tive expeditions”. While such provenance research was an essential part of the 
Hildesheim subproject, this contribution will focus on the collectors’ networks 
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rather than on provenance in the sense of circumstances of acquisition. The 
various networks under research include dozens of collectors. The Hildesheim 
City Archives keep an abundance of documents relating to the ethnographic col-
lection of the Roemer- und Pelizaeus-Museum. In addition, comprehensive infor-
mation on gifts and purchases is found in the Annual Reports of the Hildesheim 
Museum Society, 1845–1906. Two basic types of networks can be distinguished:

	� Professional, personal, and political networks of the directors them-
selves. Hermann Roemer will be used as an example in this context.

	� A network connecting Hildesheim-born expatriates with their native 
city: there were a considerable number of Hildesheim-born people 
who took up residence in foreign countries, where they collected eth-
nographic objects and natural history specimens and sent these to the 
Roemer-Museum. In some cases, there also existed small networks con-
necting such emigrants with each other.

Figure 1  |  The Carl Massolles collection of antique Indian weapons on display at the Roemer-Museum. 
Massolles was a native of Hildesheim. Photo by F. H. Boedeker, ca. 1903. © Hildesheim City Archives 
[Stadtarchiv Hildesheim] Best. 979-2, Nr. 3, p. 11 



169T h e World    in  Showcas   e s

The large number of collectors under study in the subproject at Hildesheim 
is both a challenge and a chance. Research on many collectors who lived in 
many parts of the world is time-consuming. On the other hand, it allows gen-
eral statements on the possibilities and limitations of clarifying the circum-
stances of acquisition based not only on one collector or few collectors but 
on many collectors.

Networks Connecting Hildesheim to the World 

Let us now turn to Hermann Roemer and his networks. Roemer was director 
of the Hildesheim City Museum from 1873 until 1894. In addition, he held 
influential positions in politics and in societies promoting the exploration of 
Africa. Particularly the latter could be used to the benefit of the ethnographic 
collection at the Hildesheim City Museum. From 1867 until 1890 Roemer 
was a member of the Reichstag (parliament) in Berlin.10 In Berlin he was ac-
quainted with Adolf Bastian (1826–1905), the director of the Royal Museum 
of Ethnology. 

In the 1870s, Roemer became co-founder of the Berlin Society for the Ex-
ploration of Equatorial Africa (Berliner Gesellschaft zur Erforschung des aequa­
torialen Afrika) in 1873, a member of the German African Society (Deutsche 
Afrikanische Gesellschaft) founded in 1876, and a member of the succes-
sor organization African Society in Germany (Afrikanische Gesellschaft in 
Deutschland) founded in 1878.11 These societies funded expeditions to Afri-
ca,12 and thanks to Roemer’s membership the Hildesheim Museum received 
objects collected on expeditions predating the establishment of German col-
onies: Richard Böhm (1854–1884, Central Africa, 1880), Eduard Robert Flegel 
(1852–1886, Niger region, 1880), and Johann Maria Hildebrandt (1847–1881, 
East Africa, 1875).13

Ludwig “Louis” Gottfried Dyes (1831–1903), a native of Hildesheim and 
cousin of Hermann Roemer’s, became a key figure in Roemer’s network 
due to his extensive business contacts. Dyes was Imperial and Royal Consul 
General of Austria in Bremen, and a merchant with business connections to 
various parts of the world such as the Cape, Transvaal, Mexico, Japan, and 
Burma.14 These he used for acquiring collections for the Hildesheim Mu-
seum, which he presented with objects collected by various people from 
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his network. Examples include ethnographic objects from Oceania (Otto  
Zembsch, 1841–1911,15 Otto von dem Busch, b. 1856), Namibia (Carl Höpf-
ner, 1857–1900), and South Africa (Zulu, collector unknown). Like Roemer, 
Dyes was acquainted with Adolf Bastian,16 and he also had political contacts 
up to the highest levels.17 His business acquaintances included Adolf Lüderitz 
(1834–1886),18 which explains how Dyes obtained objects collected by Carl 
Höpfner on his expeditions in southern Africa in the early 1880s prior to the 
establishment of the German colony of “German Southwest Africa”. Due to 
their acquaintance with Bastian, either Dyes or Roemer may also have ar-
ranged the transfer of objects from the prestigious Jacobsen (Alaska) and von 
den Steinen (Brazil) collections, which came from the Royal Museum of Eth-
nology Berlin to the Hildesheim City Museum in the 1880s.

Apart from these networks of Roemer and his successors, there existed 
networks connecting Hildesheim-born expatriates with their native city and 
sometimes also with each other. Many people who had settled down or trav-
elled overseas remained faithful both to their native city and to its museum that 
they had known from childhood. They collected natural history specimens and 
ethnographic objects, which they gave or sold to the City Museum. Some of 
these collections were small while others might consist of hundreds of objects.

The network connecting Hildesheim-born collectors with the Roemer-Museum 
may be illustrated by some prominent cases. Ernst Ohlmer (1847–1927) was 
born in Betheln near Hildesheim. He went to sea as a young man, was cast up on 
the Chinese coast, and entered service with Maritime Customs in the Chinese 
Empire in 1868. He eventually became Maritime Customs Director and com-
piled an exquisite collection of Chinese porcelain for the Roemer-Museum.19

Another Hildesheim-born collector was merchant Ludwig August Stelling 
whose Amsterdam-based business had a branch in Sulawesi, from where he 
sent ethnographic objects and zoological specimens to the Roemer-Museum.20 
Mining engineer Albert Götting, in turn, moved from Hildesheim to Bolivia, 
then to Chile, and provided the museum with archaeological, mineralogical, 
and ethnographic objects.21 The merchant Conrad Machens compiled a large 
ethnographic collection in Fiji.22 Carl Massolles, the son of a Hildesheim 
plumber, established himself as a piano and organ builder in Belgaum, India, 
where he bought old weapons from local rajahs and nawabs and sold that 
collection to the Roemer-Museum in 1895.23 Physician Dr Marheinecke had 
moved to St. Louis on the Mississippi River, where he gathered ancient Native 
American stone tools in his vineyard and sent them to Hildesheim in the late 
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1870s, together with a letter in which he expressed his homesickness for his 
beloved native city.24 Early collections are represented by ethnographic ob-
jects acquired in Texas by Hermann Roemer’s brother, Ferdinand, in the late 
1840s,25 and the abovementioned collection complied by Hermann Muhlert 
in Sulawesi in the mid-1850s.

The importance of the ethnographic collections of the Roemer-Museum 
decreased during Hauthal’s term as director. With regard to non-Europe-
an cultures, he was mainly interested in Peruvian “antiquities”, and he 
used his network in the Andes to compile an outstanding collection for the  
Roemer-Museum.26 Hauthal believed that the “world museum” as designed by 
Hermann Roemer, Achilles Andreae, and Edgar Walden,27 was outdated. He 
decided to make local history (Heimatkunde) the new focus of the museum: 
“The programmatic expression of this reorientation was the establishment of 
a ‘patriotic collection’, a hodgepodge consisting mainly of weapons and flags 
of the former Hannover army […] and historical clothing from the region. 
[…] That way, Hauthal brought the formerly open-minded Roemer-Museum a 
provincial attitude that was to leave its imprint on the museum’s further de-
velopment.”28 Nevertheless there was still an influx of ethnographic objects. 
Until his death in World War I, Edgar Walden continued to provide the mu-
seum with doublets from the Royal Museum of Ethnology Berlin where he 
was employed.29 Hauthal himself occasionally acquired ethnographic objects 
or collections. And people continued to give objects to the Roemer-Museum 
whose renown still reached far beyond Hildesheim and Lower Saxony.

Conclusion 

In order to get a full picture, and thus a deeper understanding, of the col-
lecting strategies and practices of European museums, it is necessary to go 
beyond research on selected case examples. We need to find out what broad-
er networks existed, how they were established, and how they worked. If we 
may generalise from the example of the Hildesheim City Museum/Roemer-
Museum, we can assume that many if not most ethnographic objects were 
not given or sold by “big-name collectors” such as the more or less promi-
nent members of the German Colonial Force who sent huge quantities not 
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only of ethnographic objects but also of natural history specimens from the 
German colonies to the Royal Museum of Ethnology (Königliches Museum für 
Völkerkunde) in Berlin. 

We can assume that museums outside the imperial capital received most 
of their ethnographic objects in the context of local and translocal networks 
such as those described in the present contribution. To be sure, Hermann 
Roemer used his political network (and the networks of Louis Dyes) to pro-
vide the museum with significant contributions by prominent figures such 
as Höpfner, Böhm, Flegel, Hildebrandt, and Zembsch. However, these objects 
make up only a small fraction of the ethnographic collection as a whole. A 
substantial number of objects and collections, some of them outstanding, 
came from citizens of Hildesheim or natives of Hildesheim living abroad, 
such as Stelling, Massolles, Ohlmer, Machens, and Muhlert. 

Others were offered the museum by people living in other parts first of 
the German Confederation (1815–1866), then of the German Empire (1871–
1918), due to the renown enjoyed by the City Museum/Roemer-Museum far 
beyond the boundaries of Hildesheim. These connections between the mu-
seum and collectors, spanning many parts of the globe like a spider’s web 
with the Roemer-Museum at its centre, constitute another type of network. 
The collecting strategies and practices of the museum become apparent from 
the interplay between these formal and less formal networks made up of a 
multitude of diverse actors.
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