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THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION OF NIGERIA (AAN) 

OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT 

INTERNAL MEMORANDUM 

To:    To all  Members of the Association. 

From:    The President. 

Subject: Response to the German Diatribe of  Messrs. Peter Breunig, 

Katherina Neumann and Nicole Rupp against the Archaeological 

Association of Nigeria. 

Date:    21
th
 March, 2012. 

Introduction 

Kindly recall the briefing I gave you recently about happenings in the Association . Apparently, 

reports of the Association’s media visits  hit the SAFA  mailing list serve following which the 

trio of Professor Peter Breunig, Professor Katherina Neumann and Dr. Nicole Rupp decided to 

enter a diatribe  with the singular design of casting aspersions on the Presidency of the 

Archaeological Association of Nigeria (AAN), the Executive  and the recent media visits by the 

Association. 

According to the trio, the substance of our media visits are unfounded allegations ‘put forward 

solely by one Nigerian archaeologist, Dr. Zacharys Gundu of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria’. 

They claim that Dr. Gundu’s aggression against the Nok project has been known to them since 

2009. In an arrogant paternalistic  tone, they further  claim that the substance of our media visits 

touching on the Nok project is a distortion of facts.  They argue that their Nok project is the ‘only 

activity in Nigeria that is rescuing data about the context of the famous Nok terracotta  art on 

legal and scientific base, having research permits as well as partnership and a memorandum of 

understanding  between the University of Frankfurt and the National Commission for Museums 

and Monuments’. 

We are accused of distorting facts around a project that has been successfully evaluated ‘and 

classified  as  excellent and worthy of funding’ by an international expert committee  of the 

German Research Foundation. Due to our ignorance, we are said to have offended the trio and 

the international expert committee.    
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Professor Breunig and his team further claim that all archaeological materials  excavated from 

the Nok valley exported to Germany are  out temporarily in compliance  with Nigerian law. They 

further claim that ‘most archaeological materials excavated in the Nok valley are stored at the 

Janjala Nok Culture Research Station. By their admission, the Germans have exported ONLY: 

• Archaeological samples. 

• Soil samples. 

• Lithic tool samples. 

• Terracotta fragments and 

• Select pot sherd samples. 

All for XRF analysis, typological analysis, restoration work, radio carbon dating and micro 

residue analysis. 

Professor Breunig and his team argue that they have a transparent and honest working 

relationship with local communities especially in the area of their activities ‘avoiding anything 

that could  motivate local people to dig for terracotta.’. Though they admit knowledge of 

subsistence digging in the Nok valley, they argue that ‘the real (and illegal) digging of treasures 

in the ground takes place in another world that we are neither informed nor involved’. 

They also defend Julius Berger (Nigeria) Plc and dismiss our estimates of the value of looted 

antiquities  as both mischievous and fictitious. They also claim that they are fully collaborating 

on the project with Nigerians. According to them, out of 30 people who live and work in their 

camp, approximately one third are staff of the National Commission for Museums and 

Monuments. Others according to them are ‘students and staff from Universities’. 

An Internet blogger ‘Samarkeolog’  in addition to questioning our position on the German Nok 

Project, cites a German Language Archaeology Magazine as claiming that the DFG Project is 

now the largest employer in the Nok region.  

Our Position 

Our intention is to clarify the position of the Archaeological Association of Nigeria on the Nok 

Project and detail the particulars of the unethical archaeological  practices being promoted  by 

Professor Peter Breunig and his team in the Nok Valley in the name of ‘scientific’ archaeology. 

Before we go into the meat of the matter, the Association notes with sadness, the attempt by 

Professor Breunig and his team  to isolate and denigrate our position as solely put forward  by 

one man. Our position is the position of the Archaeological Association of Nigeria (AAN) 

speaking as a major stakeholder on an issue of significance to the body of archaeologists in the 

Country. When the Executive of the Association paid a courtesy call on the Director General of 

the National Commission for Museums and Monuments (NCMM) on 19
th
 July, 2010, as is the 

normal practice, the President of the Association read the text of the statement prepared by the 
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Association on the occasion. Incidentally, even on that occasion, the President raised the same 

concerns that are now the subject of controversy. Nigerian archaeology (and archaeologists) are 

used to foreign archaeologists and if our position can be construed as resentment, it is not 

resentment of an international research team but one against unethical archaeological practices. 

By attempting to isolate and portray  the President of the AAN as a resenting loner, the German 

are playing a poor historical card. We are here referring to the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 

at which 14 European powers arrogantly partitioned Africa for theft and exploitation. In this 

particular case, Professor Breunig and his team are attempting surreptitiously  to divide the body 

of Nigerian archaeologists, hold up the nebulous banner of ‘science’ in order to escape 

accountability and responsibility to Nigerian archaeologists. The Association has repeatedly 

bemoaned the lack of voice  and  inability to produce historical knowledge, lapses which are 

being exploited aggressively by the Germans against national and local interests. 

Unethical Archaeological Practices 

Our position that the German Project in the Nok valley is involved in unethical archaeological 

practices revolves around four questions: 

i. Whether Professor Breunig and his team are actually collaborating with Nigerians in  

their study here, and whether such collaboration is equitable. 

ii. Whether they have a memorandum of understanding with their Nigerian Collaborators. 

iii. The where about  of the bulk of the materials they have continued to excavate in 

Nigeria and their supporting documentation. 

iv. Whether Professor Breunig, his team and the DFG have an ethical responsibility to 

involve and empower other Nigerian archaeologists especially those in the University 

in their investigation of the Nok valley. 

We acknowledge that many of these questions underscore voice, inclusiveness, equity, power, 

control, ownership and responsibility in archaeology. They also underscore duplicity on the side 

of the Germans. Though the Germans in their diatribe (which we attach for your reading) 

acknowledge the NCMM as their  partner and collaborator in the Nok project and claim that 

students and staff from universities take part in it, they are totally silent on other critical issues. 

In the past, they have claimed in their writings (see Nicole Rupp 2009: Beyond Art: 

Archaeological Studies on Nok Culture, Central Nigeria, where she claims  the Nok Project as a 

Joint  Research Project of ‘the University of Frankfurt, The National Commission for 

Museums and Monuments and the University of Jos’, Nicole Rupp (2010): Also titled 

Beyond Art: Archaeological Studies on the Nok Culture, Central Nigeria in West African 

Archaeology, New Developments, New Perspectives Edited by Philip Allsworth- Jones (Bar 

International Series 2164, pp 67-78), acknowledges  Professor Joseph  Jemkur  of the University 

of Jos as an academic partner of the Project. (see page 77) Elsewhere (see Gundu and Assa 2010) 

two of our members have questioned this kind of collaboration/partnership. They have argued 

that it is not based on any structured Memorandum of Understanding and drawn attention to the 
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fact that the University of Jos has only two archaeologists with only one known to the project. It 

has also been argued that if credible collaboration with Nigerian Universities were the desire 

here, why did the Germans not choose from the list of three Universities in the country with full 

Departments of Archaeology? The exclusion of these three universities undermines the goal of 

equitable partnership more so when no Nigerian archaeologists nor institution were involved in 

the initial project design. The current  silence around the role (place) of the University of Jos in 

the Project is extremely disrespectful and speaks volumes of what the Germans are up to in the 

Nok valley. 

Where is the Memorandum of Understanding? 

Is there a Memorandum of Understanding here? In July, 2011 when the Association visited the 

DG of the NCMM, we asked this pointed question and the answer was that the MOU was in the 

pipeline. If now the Germans are claiming that the MOU (between the University of Frankfurt 

and the NCMM) is in place and can be accessed easily, it means two clear things: One is the fact 

that the University of Jos (or any other University in Nigeria) is out of the Project. Two is  the 

fact that the Project was run from 1995 (when it started) to 2011 without an MOU. This is 

extremely irresponsible. If the Project was run without a Memorandum of Understanding 

between 1995 and 2011, what was guiding the Project? If the MOU exists today, why is the 

Association, a major stakeholder completely unaware of it? If it really exists, does the MOU 

respond to the needs of the Nigerian public and the local archaeological community? What 

benefits are coming to the country and other stakeholders because of the letter and spirit of the 

MOU?  The Archaeological Association of Nigeria is acutely aware of the fact that European 

archaeologists (including Americans) backed by foreign institutions and funds use the African 

field as a  laboratory to produce PhDs and ‘African experts’ who are routinely deployed for their 

strategic interests. The Association is also mindful of the institutional weaknesses of the NCMM 

and the wide competence and expertise  gaps in the NCMM and Archaeology Departments in the 

Nigerian University which open these bodies to exploitation and abuse. A Memorandum of 

Understanding that refuses to address these concerns, giving Nigeria the opportunity to also train 

and produce its PhDs and experts, addressing the institutional weaknesses of the NCMM, closing 

gaps where they exist at the moment and giving primary stakeholders an opportunity to be part of 

the project from problem formulation is at best exploitative and at worst, disrespectful 

paternalism. 

Where are the excavated materials? 

Today, Professor Breunig claims that MOST of the materials his team have excavated are in a 

store house at their Janjala Research Station. We know that the Janjala Research Station was 

built about two years ago. Prior to the construction of the station, where were MOST of these 

materials housed? What of the supporting documentation (field notes, maps, pictures, sketches 

etc) ? In an article  by Schulz 2009 (see http://www.sott.net/articles/show/191784) titled 

‘German Archaeologist labours to solve Mystery of Nok’, half a ton  of  Nok pot sherds are 
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reported to have been sighted in Professor Breunig’s office at the University of Frankfurt. Now 

this does not sound to us as mere samples taken out for analysis. Professor Breunig and his team 

have been sharing pictures of near complete terracotta pieces recovered from the Nok valley with 

‘the whole world’ (The President of the Association personally saw some of these pictures at 

Rice University in December, 2007). Nicole Rupp has flaunted some of these near complete 

pieces on her face book page in the past. Many of these pieces now carted away are so 

‘complete’ that inferences as wide ranging as body adornment and disease conditions have been 

made from them. In the picture below, Professor Breunig holds one of these pieces. If these have 

been carted away without proper records and the Germans are admitting the export of mere 

‘fragments’ what is the guarantee that Nigeria will ever get back anything more than ‘fragments’.  

The Association is also aware of the fact that at Utak Kamuan Garaje, Kagoro where the 

Germans were incidentally detained after entering the site illegally, they returned and only last 

year exported a cast in POP to Germany. Though the Nigerian authorities gave an export permit 

for this cast, no one except the Germans knew the contents of the cast and it is doubtful whether 

it was opened in Germany at the Romisch- Germanisches Zentralmuseum in Mainz in front of a 

Nigerian archaeologist as required by the export permit.   

  

The collaboration Question 

The Association is of the opinion that since Professor Breunig and his team parade university 

credentials and affiliation, in addition to partnering with the NCMM, they should also have 

partnered with a Nigerian University, this is not only  international good practice, it would also 

have benefitted the training of archaeologist in the Nigerian University and given both Nigerians 

and Germans a genuine and respectful opportunity to jointly create knowledge on the Nok 

culture and disseminate same. Yes, the Association is aware of a Nigerian student affiliated with 

the German Project studying for his M.A. at the University of Cologne. We are however unaware 
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of students and staff from other universities taking part in this project. We are not aware of any 

Nigerian student on this project who is registered for a PhD programme in any university, 

anywhere in the world! It is very clear that the German archaeological investigations in North 

Eastern Nigeria involving 14 years of work (1991-2004) around sites like Gajigana, Firki (south 

of the lake Chad ) and the region around river Yobe were not based on any genuine (and signed) 

Memorandum of Understanding nor any structured partnership. The institutional weakness of the 

NCMM alluded to earlier was merely exploited as well as the naivety of the University of 

Maiduguri both of which were flaunted as partners in the 14 year project 

Looting and Subsistence Digging 

In addition to these ethical questions is the issue of looting and subsistence digging. Our position 

is that Professor Breunig and his team are exploiting the abject poverty  of the people and 

communities in the Nok valley, knocking their heads and carting away valued antiquities. We 

said that they are giving the local people money for showing them Nok sites and they have not 

denied this. By their own admission, they pay 5 Euro as bonus for showing a ‘Nok site to the 

Project’. Of course, people  have to dig before they can point out a Nok site to the project and the 

5 Euro no matter how small it maybe is a motivation for subsistence digging. They also admit 

accepting fragments of terracotta from subsistence diggers in return for ‘small amounts paid to 

balance their expenses’. Of course, this is also motivation!. Why on earth is Professor Breunig 

and his team interested in fragments of terracotta dug out of context by illicit diggers. If they 

accept these fragments in return for ‘small amounts paid to balance their expenses’, it is 

anybody’s guess what they have been doing or could do when illicit diggers turn up with whole 

terracotta. The Association knows that Professor Breunig and his team contradict themselves 

when in one breath, they claim ‘The real (and illegal) digging for treasures in the ground takes 

place in another world that we are neither informed about nor involved ‘ just to admit in another 

breath that ‘Some weeks ago, for instance, a large terracotta similar to the one exhibited in the 

Louvre Museum in Paris, was excavated by some of our local labourers in our research 

region’ (emphasis ours). It is clear from these contradictory statements that labourers employed 

by the Germans in the Nok Project  are also illicit diggers! The Germans have been known to 

pop champagne at the discovery of life size terracotta in the Nok valley, yet they claim that their 

finds are no more than fragments. Though they claim a grinding stone in some context here may 

be more significant than a terracotta, they are known to go only to places where  there are  

reports of  terracotta. Their interest in Utak Kamuan Garaje, Kagoro was because of reports of an 

accidental discovery of a terracotta in the village, even though, the permit they had for working 

in the valley did not cover the  Garaje area!. 

The German Contempt for Local Communities 

Our position that the Germans  are knocking community heads is predicated on a formal letter 

dated 31
st
  from the Ham Community Development Association protesting the antics of the 

Germans in the Nok valley. The Ham community were also interested in knowing where the 
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materials excavated by the Germans in the Nok valley  were kept.. Because we wanted to make 

sure this letter  really came from the Community, we sought and got audience with the Kpop 

Ham on 2
nd
 December, 2011. The Kpop Ham confirmed that the letter was written with his 

knowledge and consent. He repeated some of the concerns expressed in the letter and said, the 

Ham community resorted to writing the Association because the Germans had consistently 

ignored him even as he attempted to reach them for common ground. This is surprising but true.  

The Kpop Ham and some members of his community were actually taken to Germany to attend 

the 19
th
 biennial meeting of SAFA. The Kpop Ham had access to Professor Breunig and his team 

and could talk even on phone. When their misunderstanding started, Professor Breunig cut off 

contacts with him and arrogantly ignores his calls to date. With the benefit of hindsight, the 

Kpop Ham and his community were merely used and discarded for the next community.. Their 

appearance in Frankfurt was probably some display for the amusement of Europeans, no one 

least of all, Professor Breunig took them seriously. As a primary stakeholder, we know, the 

concerns of the Kpop Ham and his community are valid and if not handled  well, these concerns 

will degenerate and rub on generations of archaeologists- especially those interested in further 

work on the Nok culture. 

The Association appreciates the support the German Project is giving to the Janjala community 

and the good relations the Project has with the communities and traditional rulers in Kagorko 

where they are working at present. If the Germans   become known for using and discarding 

communities, they will create problems in the study of the Nok because the  known  Nok area 

cuts across many communities, states and localities. No matter how badly the research design for 

this project is, it will with time require inroads outside the immediate Janjala area –even outside 

Kaduna State where the project is currently focused. 

The Accusation against Julius Berger (Nigeria) Plc 

On our accusation against Julius Berger Nigeria Plc, we invite discerning minds to note that 

when our allegations broke out, Julius Berger’s spokesman, Mr. Clement Ilobo, the Company’s 

Public Relations Officer, denied the allegation, ’saying that the Company is not aware of the 

activities of the German Archaeologists in the Nok valley’. This contrasts with what Professor 

Breunig and his team have been consistently saying about Julius Berger. In Nicole Rupp (2009), 

Julius Berger is acknowledged in the Nok Project for their ‘logistic support’ and are also listed 

as sponsors of the project. In Nicole Rupp (2010), the Company is acknowledged for ‘generous 

technical support and  help to cope with everyday life in a country not always easy to live as 

a foreigner’.  Are we missing out on something here? Archaeological materials are a strategic 

cultural and heritage resource. While the Association has no issues with professional 

archaeologists of foreign extraction working on our cultural heritage, we are extremely 

uncomfortable with multinational companies whose motive is profit without more. We are even 

more worried when the Company is acknowledged for ‘logistic support’ even when their 

spokesman denies knowledge of the German Project in the Nok valley. This disconnect is a red 

flag!!!.  
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The Value of Antiquities  

The Germans have also reduced our estimates of the black market value  of Nok terracotta and 

other antiquities. We concede for obvious reasons that they are far ahead of us on art prices on 

the illicit international market but reiterate the point we wanted to make by those estimates. The 

point is that, the global turnover on illicit sale of antiquities is third only to drugs and armaments.  

We do not want to misguide anyone here but to call attention to the different motives people may 

have even for doing ‘archaeology’. 

We appreciate people who have repeatedly asked us to provide documentary support for some of 

the issues we have raised. Lack of proper and full documentation, transparency, inclusiveness 

and accountability in the project alone is sufficient evidence in support of many of the issues we 

have raised. The Project has no inventory of what has been recovered in the many sites 

excavated (including their supporting documentation). To the best of our knowledge the NCMM 

has no detailed inventory of what has been taken out, when it was taken out. It also has no clear 

understanding of why and when such materials will be returned. We have raised these concerns 

with the NCMM and it unfortunate that the Commission has been shifty on all issues even to a 

major stakeholder like the Association. 

The Association is of the view that the Germans have cleverly exploited the institutional 

weaknesses of the NCMM, our weak and ineffective antiquities  laws and the greed of a few 

elements in the NCMM. 

It our hope that the NCMM and the Germans will take these concerns  in good  faith in order to 

make amends, include more stakeholders in the project and work in line with global good 

practice. We are also hopeful that when next the International Expert Committee of the German 

Research Foundation  come in to evaluate this project, they will seek engagement with other 

stakeholders and show interest in their reading of the project. Let it be known that our position is 

not out of resentment for foreign participation in Nigerian archaeology. If resentment is read in 

our position, it is resentment for poor archaeological scholarship masquerading as scientific 

research.  

(Signed) 

Zacharys Anger Gundu, PhD. 

President, Archaeological Association of Nigeria.  

 

Cc: Professor Peter Breunig. 

 Professor  Katharina Neumman 

Dr. Nicole Rupp 


