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In Berlin, two sound archives emerged under colonial auspices and were part of the colonial project:

the Lautarchiv at Humboldt University, which encompasses sound produced mainly in the heart of the

German capital in the first half of the 20th century, and the Phonogramm-Archiv at the Berlin Ethnolo-

gical Museum, with voices recorded in colonial territories and brought to the metropole by travelers

or ethnologists. Along the years, these collections have contributed to a preservation of colonial

structures of power and knowledge. As a way to engage with such voices, we discuss possible approa-
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Playing a shellac record in the Lautarchiv with a modern record player. The needle must be chan-

ged regularly to avoid abrasion. Photo: Irene Hilden

ches to sonic legacies and reflect on the potentials and limitations of grappling with sensitive sound

material. By outlining the institutional histories of colonial sound collections and focusing on two par-

ticular recordings, we address the double sensitive nature of historical audio sources. We aim to raise

questions about the politics of access and presentation of sensitive sound material and argue for a

plurality of interpretations of colonial sound archives.

African voices in the Lautarchiv

As we speak, in late 2021, the Lautarchiv is in a state of limbo: housed at Humboldt University until

now, it will move to the highly contested Humboldt Forum. The decision to relocate the archive from

the university to its namesake ‘forum’ remains ambivalent. On the one hand, the Lautarchiv has suffe-

red from limited financial and human resources over the past decades, which meant that access was

contingent on the courtesy of the staff in charge. The relocation gave hope that the call for lasting

ethical care and a sustainable future for the archive’s holdings would finally be met. On the other

hand, it is still unclear to what extent the archive’s collections will be accessible to international rese-

arch communities in the future. Will (future) collaborations with various stakeholders also play a cen-

tral role, besides the mere exhibiting of the archive at the Humboldt Forum? Considering the nu-

merous non-white voices in the archive, this would indeed be much desirable.

The archive’s core consists of

more than 7,000 both origi-

nal shellac records and dupli-

cates, containing music and

speech recorded between

1909 and 1944.  One of the

oldest and most extensive

archival collections of the

Lautarchiv today are 1,651

recordings generated during

World War I by members of

the former Royal Prussian

Phonographic Commission

(Königlich Preußische Phono-

graphische Kommission).

Founded in late 1915, the

Commission was set up to compile sound recordings of prisoners of war in German internment

camps for linguistic and phonetic, musicological and anthropological purposes. Among the soldiers

and civilian internees were several people from the colonies who fought for the British and French

armies, but also some who had remained on German territory since the beginning of the war. For

some of the Commission members, the voices of non-white people were of special interest. Not only

was their research driven by colonial ideas in salvage anthropology and exoticism, it also meant that

they could spare costly research trips and take advantage of the war situation to pursue their agenda

in accumulating sound recordings.

[1]
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After the war, the shellac records became part of the Prussian State Library’s newly founded Sound

Department (Lautabteilung). While the so-called ‘war recordings’ provided the basis of the depart-

ment’s holdings, one of its new aims was to systematically compile a collection of German dialects.

Although it was no longer central to the department’s activities, researchers still occasionally recor-

ded non-German languages. The archive, for example, contains sound testimonies of non-white diplo-

mats and academics  who visited post-imperial Berlin, or of non-white artists who were

exhibited/involved in so-called Völkerschauen .

At the beginning of the 1930s, the sound collections were again transferred, this time to the Friedrich

Wilhelm University in Berlin (today’s Humboldt University). From 1934 onwards, the archival hol-

dings were located at the Institute for Sound Research (Institut für Lautforschung), directed by the Af-

ricanist Diedrich Westermann. During his incumbency, members of the institute recorded tongues

spoken by the university’s African language instructors, such as Swahili and Ewe. Newly revitalized

colonial aspirations under the Nazi regime meant that students who wished to enter colonial service

should learn African languages, for which purpose African teachers were recruited.

Bayume Mohamed Hussein, German colonialism and the Nazi regime

The voice of Swahili language assistant Bayume Mohamed Hussein (or Husen)  dates from this peri-

od. The story of his life (and death) constitutes a powerful, exceptional but also heartbreaking examp-

le of the violent workings of German colonial entanglements.  Born in 1904 as Mahjub bin Adam

Mohamed, Hussein was enrolled as a child soldier during World War I in the colony of German East

Africa (today’s Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi). At the end of the 1920s, he came to Germany to de-

mand pending payments for him and his deceased father’s service in the military. After the Foreign

Office rejected his claim, Hussein began working as a waiter and actor in the exoticizing entertain-

ment industry of Berlin. He also held the position of a language assistant at Berlin University, training

prospective colonial administrators, officers and traders.

During his time in the German capital, Hussein constantly experienced racial discrimination and

would ultimately not survive the prevailing racism that existed in the repressive Nazi state. Because

he entertained intimate relationships with white women, the Gestapo arrested him in 1941, without

trial. After three years of imprisonment in the concentration camp Sachsenhausen, he was killed by

the Nazis in November 1944. In 2007, a tripping stone – Stolperstein – was inaugurated in front of his

family’s last residence in Brunnenstraße in Berlin. It was the first commemorative stone dedicated to a

Black victim of Nazi terror and persecution since the inception of this decentralized memorial

project.

Why ‘collective listening’?

Hussein’s voice was recorded in 1934. In this recording, Hussein reads out a text in Swahili. Today,

this recording constitutes a compelling, yet ambiguous trace of a colonial subject in the metropole.

Compelling because it appears as a material and sonic expression of a Black person living and

working in Berlin. Ambiguous, since this powerful recording was produced and archived in an institu-

[2]
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The collective listening workshop on ‘Academic Silencing’ was organized by Irene Hilden and Jas-

min Mahazi at the Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin in 2019. Photo: Artur Gerke

tion of hegemonic colonial power – i.e. the university – and because listening to his voice can be a poi-

gnant, but also unsettling experience.

Two authors of this article,

Irene and Jasmin, wanted to

engage with Hussein’s recor-

ding collectively, revolving

around the question: how

could the post-colonial fu-

tures of the Lautarchiv look

like? So we organised a

workshop as part of Irene’s

broader research on the

Lautarchiv’s colonial collec-

tions.  In order to allow for

diverse interpretations of

this recording, we invited se-

veral Swahili speakers, inclu-

ding specialists in Swahili

studies and members of the Swahili-German diaspora. The rationale was not to repeat an act of epis-

temic violence by perpetuating an exclusive power over interpretation. The workshop facilitated col-

laborative, sensitive and affective engagement with this historical source and brought together diffe-

rent expertises, perspectives and positionalities.

Power and peril of sound: the double sensitivity of oral colonial sources

“Sound cannot be sounding without the use of power.“

(Walter J. Ong) 

Whenever one plays a sound recording from colonial times, there is always the danger of re-produ-

cing violence, for the recording is burdened with the weight of racial hierarchy, injustice and power

relations.

During our ‘collective listening’ workshop, the hearers were strongly affected by Hussein’s voice pou-

ring out into the room. To us listeners, it resonated with unease, detachment, hesitation, self-con-

sciousness, insecurity, impersonality. We agreed that Hussein had to read out a text which he did not

identify with. The act of recording thus it seemed was the product of iniquity and injunction.

Audio recordings from colonial times are sensitive historical objects, not only because of the

unfair/unjust context of recording, but also because of the audios’ content. Bayume Hussein read out

confidential information about marriage practices and customs during weddings. According to Swa-

hili culture, some of these are even too intimate to be shared in public. The workshop participants

estimated that this content must have come from a female informant and shared the opinion that

[6]
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such words should have only been articulated by a woman among women.  The sounding of these

intimate details also aroused a sense of shame among Swahili-socialized listeners, all the more in a

mixed gender group.

This sensitive aspect of the recording, however, cannot be simplified in terms of strict gender divisi-

on, nor at the intersection of religious and gendered mores. To understand it, one has to look into par-

ticular modes of social interaction in the Swahili context. Embodied encounters imply that one se-

riously considers both heshima (honour/respect) and sitara (modest concealment), the latter being un-

derstood as protecting anything intimate from disclosure to a judging audience, and protecting it

from arousing shame (-ona haya) in a more ‘public’ setting . These descriptions of intimate nuptial

practices conveyed through Hussein’s voice were unanimously identified by the workshop partici-

pants as a forceful intrusion into Swahili culture. Considering both the content and how this recor-

ding perpetuated a system of colonial knowledge production, the participants concluded that Bayu-

me Hussein’s recording from the Lautarchiv should not be played.

Colonial recordings in the Berlin Phonogramm-Archiv

The Lautarchiv is not the only archive in Berlin where sensitive sound recordings from colonial con-

texts can be found. Some of the scholars involved in the production of the Lautarchiv recordings had

indeed first gained experience when making recordings for the Berlin Phonogramm-Archiv, another

sound archive founded at the very beginning of the 20  century. In fact, the Lautarchiv can be con-

sidered a ‘daughter’ of the Phonogramm-Archiv, which also holds recordings of German prisoner-of-

war camps during World War I, namely 1,022 wax cylinders of music recordings produced by the Roy-

al Prussian Phonographic Commission. In total, the Phonogramm-Archiv is composed of almost 17,000

wax cylinder sound recordings produced between 1893 and 1954, a large number of which were ge-

nerated in German colonies by ethnologists and colonial officers.

One recording from the Phonogramm-Archiv, la-

belled as ‘Waldow Kamerun 6’, reveals further

issues related to sensitivity of, and access to, co-

lonial sound archives. This historical source,

which features several voices, was recorded in

February 1907 by Hans Waldow in Lolodorf in

the colony of German Cameroon, who was head

physician of the Victoria Hospital at the time.

The recording begins with an announcement by

Waldow himself:

“Togo song sung by two Togolese people in
Lolodorf. Recorded by Doctor Waldow. The
song reads: ‘We are not many, but we can do
whatever we want; the ants are small, but
they can bite…’.“

[8]

[9]

th [10] 

[11]



12.11.22, 10:16 Accessing Colonial Sound Archives: For a Plurality of Interpretations. | Sammeln

https://sammeln.hypotheses.org/2748 6/10

Wax cylinder ‘Waldow Kamerun 6’ in its case. Photo: Berlin Phono-

gramm-Archive

The voices of the two Togolese follow. They sing

a song in Ewe language, spoken today in the

West African countries of Togo, Benin and

Ghana.

Listening to this recording, several aspects can

stand under scrutiny: one may for instance focus

on the announcer and his biography (Hans Wal-

dow), on the history of migration of Ewe-spea-

king people from Togo to Cameroon, on Ewe lan-

guage (e.g. maxims and proverbs in this song), on

musicality (melody and rhythm), on the recor-

ding context (German colonial history in Ca-

meroon and colonial knowledge production), or

on the politics of memory (how can one experi-

ence or revisit the past). Depending on the sub-

ject matter, different approaches are possible:

‘auditive anthropology’ , ‘close listening’ ,

‘archival silences as historical sources’ , ‘listen-

ing to history’ , and last but not least, ‘collec-

tive listening’ .

Since listening is indeed an active practice, not a

passive one, all these approaches imply an ethics,

especially when dealing with colonial contexts. The practice of ‘collective listening’ proved as one

possible way of “rethinking the politics of listening and producing knowledge” . It enables us to

learn about the past, but also to generate knowledge in the present. As shown above, sound recor-

dings from colonial contexts should always be treated with caution, since these sound samples may

remind listeners of the racist and colonial oppression their ancestors had to endure and therefore

can offend people’s sensibilities. They are even liable to reproduce racist stereotypes. Some of the

contents recorded and archived should obviously be played only on very particular occasions, utte-

red by particular singers, and heard by particular audiences, as in the case of Hussein’s recording.

Ewe songs and proverbs are themselves also embedded in social and ritualistic practices. These re-

cordings hence force us to consider different knowledge traditions, epistemologies and concepts of

social interaction, and to operate a return to current political and social issues such as racism. In or-

der to mend the wounds of colonial oppression, to go against hegemonic hoarding of such knowledge

and to tackle post-colonial “epistemic injustice” , an ethics of listening means to create a more in-

clusive sphere in which different listeners can interact, deeply considering but also engaging with

boundaries such as race, gender and scientific authority.

 ‘Collective ownership’ and politics of access

[12] [13]

[14]

[15]

[16]
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As we advocate for a plurality of interpretations of sound recordings from colonial contexts to unfold

their various meanings and understandings, this also implies rethinking politics of access and presen-

tation when curating these collections. Given the current debates about colonial histories and their

legacies, it is about time for European sound archives to share these recorded bodies of knowledge

with the people and institutions from their culture of origin. Clearly, Bayume Hussein was never truly

the owner of his own voice when he read about nuptial practices. But today, who cares for his utter-

ance? Can we speak of ‘collective ownership’, just as we speak of ‘collective listening’? One could ar-

gue that sound recordings – even those generated in colonial contexts – belong to the institutions

where they have been produced, namely the Lautarchiv and the Phonogramm-Archiv. However, what

has become clear from our research is that if one considers the voice of the speaker or singer as part

of their body, if one engages  with the colonial power relations under which these voices were recor-

ded, these recordings then belong to those singers and speakers, and hence, their descendants. In the

case of the so-called ‘Waldow recording’, this would mean the people of Lolodorf in Cameroon, and

the people of Aného in Togo.

So why not consider these sound recordings as ‘shared heritage’? Not in the logic of justifying the

wrongful detention of cultural artefacts , but as a shared heritage that can be – symbolically and

physically – truly shared and thereby follows Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy’s vision of a new rela-

tional ethics . In practice this means to facilitate both shared research and co-curated, co-created

spaces of knowledge that not only tell the entangled histories of these colonial sound recordings, but

also allow a dialogue across traditions and epistemologies through listening to and learning from

each other.
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Swahili coast.
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