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WALL PANELS OF THE EXHIBITION 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Like almost no other painter of his day, Wilhelm Kuhnert (1865–1926) defined the Western 
conception of Africa and African nature in the colonial era. He was one of the very first European 
artists to travel to the colony of German East Africa (present-day Tanzania, Burundi, Rwanda, 
and part of Mozambique) around 1900. There, he produced countless sketches in pencil and oil 
recording the animal kingdom, but also capturing the landscape. These detailed studies served 
Kuhnert as the basis for the hundreds of monumental paintings he produced in his Berlin studio 
after returning to Germany. With them, he familiarized the Western public with the world of 
African animals for the first time. Yet Kuhnert was not only a painter, but also a graphic designer 
and author. As a result, his works reached a great many people through numerous books such as 
Brehms Tierleben, on school wall posters as well as on chocolate packaging for the company 
Stollwerck.  
 
King of the Animals. Wilhelm Kuhnert and the Image of Africa sheds light on his oeuvre both in 
the context of art history, the history of the natural sciences and above all against the backdrop of 
German colonial history, without which his art is quite inconceivable. Kuhnert benefited from 
colonialism on two accounts: While traveling through the colony of German East Africa he relied 
on the colonial infrastructure, such as routes, military and missionary stations. By advertising the 
colonies in newspapers and colonial exhibitions in Germany, a market was created for his 
paintings. On the eve of World War I, Kuhnert’s depictions offered the Western viewer a free 
space for associations steeped in the romanticism of nature and the exotic. In reducing the 
continent to wildlife and landscape, Kuhnert painted a picture of Africa that prevails to this day 
and needs to be discussed critically. 
 
KUHNERT AND GERMAN EAST AFRICA 
 
Kuhnert’s paintings are closely bound up with the history of German colonialism. The artists 
traveled a total of three times to the colony of German East Africa, where he relied on the colonial 
infrastructure, such as stations, caravans and porters. His diaries reveal that Kuhnert was a 
witness of everyday colonial violence, and himself actively took part. For example, on his first 
expedition he went on one of the retaliatory strikes Reich Commissioner Carl Peters organized 
against the civilians. In 1895, he testified against Peters before the Imperial Disciplinary Tribunal, 
where Peters had to justify the licentious executions he had commanded. During Kuhnert’s 
second expedition in 1905, the Maji Maji War broke out in the south of the colony, one of the 
most brutal conflicts in German colonial history. It was sparked by the ever stricter rule by the 
Germans, who imposed forced labor on the local population and raised taxes and goods quotas. 
By the end of the conflict, some 200,000 people had lost their lives, almost all of them Africans. 
Kuhnert had initially sought refuge in the German fort at Mahenge, whence he took part in the 
Battle of Mahenge. The violent warfare was rarely reflected in Kuhnert’s art, however. In general, 
people play only a subordinate role in his works and served merely as figures inserted to highlight 
the sweep of the landscape or a specific scale. Kuhnert was a beneficiary and advocate of 
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German colonialism. Although he criticized the colonial administration in his diaries, he never 
questioned the colonies’ legitimacy. 
 
ART AND HUNTING 
 
Hunting formed a central part of everyday life on expeditions and had two functions for the artist: 
Firstly, it was an important working step, as Kuhnert was only able to get close to the animals and 
produce his studies once they were dead. Secondly, the painter had to keep his retinue of up to 
70 porters fed. The hunt tended to follow a fixed pattern: After an often arduous hunt, Kuhnert 
first of all recorded the game that had been killed in pencil drawings or oil sketches, after which 
the porters cut up and ate the meat. In particular, skulls and hides tended to be preserved and in 
part dissected – they later decorated Kuhnert’s Berlin apartment in the form of hunting trophies. 
In addition, the artist had traps set for nocturnal animals. Although hunting had a pragmatic 
background for Kuhnert, it was nevertheless a real passion for him. Yet as an artist, he felt in the 
right vis-à-vis other hunters, as his hunting activities fulfilled a “higher purpose.” 
In his day, Kuhnert noticed how many species were having to flee their original habitat. In his 
diaries, publications and in individual drawings he criticized excessive hunting and how entire 
areas were being emptied of game – but as a rule excluded himself from such considerations. 
Only in his private notes did he sometimes doubt his own activity. 
 
ON EXPEDITION 
 
Wilhelm Kuhnert traveled to the African continent a total of four times: On three occasions he 
visited the colony of German East Africa, and on the remaining trip he traveled to Anglo-Egyptian 
Sudan. His expeditions often lasted several months or even longer than a year. Kuhnert traveled 
on foot, accompanied by a caravan consisting of up to 70 local porters, trackers and armed 
guards who protected the train. Kuhnert benefited in this regard from the colonial structures and 
decorated his tent with the German Imperial standard. 
 
On his trips, Kuhnert not only drew by pencil, but also produced countless sketches in oil. In 
these studies he focused less on a detailed reproduction of an animal and more on recording the 
colors of the hide or feathers, or capturing the mood. He also made straightforward studies of the 
landscape – an important basis for his large-format oil paintings that he later executed in his 
studio in Berlin. Even if many of the studies in oil suggest a spontaneous and natural encounter 
with an animal, they were usually preceded by a hunt.  
 
KUHNERT AS ILLUSTRATOR  
 
Drawing was the most important basis for Wilhelm Kuhnert’s work. While still a student he was 
busy almost every day producing drawings at Berlin Zoo. When traveling around Europe too, he 
repeatedly visited local zoological gardens. On his expeditions, drawing again structured his day. 
As a comparison swiftly shows, in his African drawings Kuhnert often pursued other objectives 
than in those he made in Europe: The sketches created in zoos stand out for their great attention 
to detail. Kuhnert’s focus was either on the entire animal, on capturing its being, or on individual 
limbs and postures. He also made similar drawings in Africa, whenever he had the time to closely 
study a dead or living animal. Many of these drawings are, however, of a fleeting nature and seek 
to capture situations, such as an elephant herd in high grass or two gnus dueling, with but a few 
strokes. In some cases, Kuhnert also jotted down color details on the sheet that would later be 
useful when producing the final paintings in his studio. 
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ANIMAL AND LANDSCAPE   
 
Wilhelm Kuhnert’s key contribution to 20

th
-century animal painting was the representation of wild 

African animals in their natural habitat. He was not content to follow his teacher Paul Meyerheim’s 
suggestion that he portray an imaginary landscape: “A wooden board covered with various pieces 
of coal, sand scattered in between, and the most beautiful of deserts is complete!” Studying the 
landscape in Africa enabled Kuhnert to create a true-to-reality impression of the animal in its 
natural habitat in order in this way to create credible paintings. For Kuhnert, the natural 
surroundings constituted an elementary part of animal life and therefore were always included in 
his artistic work. 
 
In particular in the studies he prepared in oil, animals and landscape form a unity that is often 
rooted in the viewer’s perspective: Kuhnert was able to view many of the animals only from afar, 
often concealed between high trees or in thickets. He also studied their habits, which he recorded 
in detailed notes. 
 
KUHNERT AND THE IMAGE OF AFRICA 
 
Wilhelm Kuhnert not only made paintings and drawings; he was also active as an illustrator. His 
career started with pictures for the popular-science encyclopedia Brehms Tierleben. In 1890 
Hans Meyer, a publisher, commissioned him to produce the illustrations for the third edition of the 
popular reference work. And it was Meyer who suggested to Kuhnert that he travel to German 
East Africa and see the animals and landscape there with his own eyes. 
 
Illustrating was not just a lucrative source of income for Kuhnert, but also enhanced awareness of 
his paintings. Throughout his life Kuhnert remained faithful to illustrating and made use of all 
manner of media, such as school wall posters, publications on animal lore and chocolate 
wrappers, not to mention his own books Im Lande meiner Modelle and Meine Tiere. Thus, his 
depictions were not only shown in exhibitions but found their way into middle-class homes and 
German classrooms. Kuhnert created a romantic, misty eyed image of the African continent, 
reducing it to a natural paradise, seemingly devoid by humans. 
 
“LION KUHNERT” 
 
Wilhelm Kuhnert was especially fascinated by lions – they were one of his best-known and most 
popular themes. Indeed, it was not for nothing that he was known as “Lion Kuhnert.” At Berlin Zoo 
Kuhnert studied the “king of beasts” closely, but only encountered lions a few times in the wild. 
His first encounter with one in German East Africa was a disappointment, as the lion seemed to 
possess “no royal dignity whatsoever.” It was only on buffs or crests that the big cat was able to 
assume the desired position and play the role of “‘His Majesty’ among the animals.” While 
Kuhnert often idealized lions in his large-format paintings with romanticized images of them, his 
drawings primarily capture their characteristic behavior and appearance. 
 
NATURE’S STAGE 
 
of the day emphasized the faithfulness and realism of Kuhnert’s images of animals. The paintings 
truly had something documentary about them and presented the African animal kingdom to 
Western eyes almost “true to life.” Although Kuhnert’s artistic portrayal of the animals is very 
realistic, precisely his large-format paintings are highly staged. He usually painted the animals as 
if seen from below, thus enhancing their already powerful appearance. Moreover, he focused on 
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strong and large animals, above all buffalos, elephants and lions. He used the same composition 
for his paintings of non-African animals such as the tigers and bison he studied in Sri Lanka or in 
the Bialowies nature reserve (present-day Białowieża National Park, Poland and Belorussia).  
 
For all his attention to detail, Kuhnert’s paintings are not free of interpretation. Particularly his later 
lion paintings are firmly in the tradition of an anthropomorphic representation, meaning that they 
are construed as the mirror of human emotions and values. Thus, in his most popular pictures 
Kuhnert presented lions as pairs, not in prides – or displayed them as an idyllic family. Such 
representations were only realistic to a limited degree and instead reveal a conservative, as it 
were “natural” bourgeois ideal.  
 


