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Berlin, 16 November 2018 

 

WALL TEXTS 

 

Museumsinsel Berlin 

PERGAMON. Masterpieces from the Ancient Metropolis with a 360° 

Panorama by Yadegar Asisi 

from 17 November 2018 

 

The Antikensammlung 

As part of the Museumsinsel Masterplan, all of the museums on the island 

are undergoing major structural renovation and modernization. Now it is 

the turn of the biggest building on the island, the Pergamonmuseum, with 

its reconstructions of ancient architecture. The Pergamon Altar – the best 

known monument in the museum and the one after which it was named – 

cannot be completely dismantled for conservation and technical reasons. 

So instead, while the museum is closed, we offer our visitors a unique 

alternative: an exhibition of masterpieces in the Antikensammlung from 

the Hellenistic royal capital of Pergamon including sculpture from the altar 

and featuring the 360° panorama plus multimedia displays. 

This continues the Antikensammlung’s successful cooperation with 

Yadegar Asisi on the special exhibition ›Pergamon. Panorama of the 

Ancient Metropolis‹ in 2011/2012. 

 

The Joint Project 

This exhibition is the result of a wish to deepen a unique collaboration go-

ing back several years between the Antikensammlung – Staatliche Mu-

seen zu Berlin and the artist Yadegar Asisi. The intention from the outset 

has been to present history not only in the customary scientific manner 

but also as an experience, thereby heightening the effectiveness. 

The collaborative and synergetic project – the only one of its kind in the 

world – sees archaeological research spanning 140 years brought togeth-

er with the work of a contemporary artist in a spectacular synthesis. 

The exhibition shows some of the most outstanding objects from classical 

antiquity in the Pergamonmuseum collection, and highlights special arte-

facts in installations specially designed for this exhibition space. The cen-

tre piece is the 360° panorama by Yadegar Asisi, which helps visitors to 

localize the exhibits and research results in a physical setting and to expe-

rience them also on an emotional level. 

 

The Gods of Pergamon 

Greeks and Romans believed in many gods. Most of them were imagined 

in human form. Age-old myths, transmitted orally and only later written 

down, tell of the gods’ origins and family relationships, roles and respon-

sibilities, nature and traits. The people of antiquity worshipped their gods 

everywhere: in their houses, in temples and at natural sanctuaries. 

Because of the great importance of gods and cults in antiquity, the figures 

of gods in this exhibition are not presented in just one section, but are 

omnipresent like a recurrent structural element. The marble sculptures of 

gods are therefore placed throughout the exhibition, standing accentuated 

in front of gold-coloured niches. 
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Three Studies on a Herakles Statue 

Acrylic on canvas, Yadegar Asisi, 2018 

The impressively sculptured colossal head of Herakles from Pergamon, 

2nd cent. BC, inspired Yadegar Asisi to try to reconstruct, in two of these 

three studies, the figure's possible body posture based on the posture of 

its head. With the sculpture's total size deduced from this, the drawings 

are intended to give an impression of the possible effect the colossal stat-

ue made when it was complete. 

 

BEYOND THE PERGAMON ALTAR 

 

Beyond the Pergamon Altar 

Our tour of the exhibition and panorama of the Hellenistic royal residence 

of Pergamon begins with a group of impressive figures of women from this 

important city in western Asia Minor. The figures – their garments ren-

dered with great artistry – were placed on the terrace of the Pergamon 

Altar in tribute to worthy citizens. Some probably represent deities, like the 

statue of a nymph with a small child. They all have the character of votive 

offerings inside the sanctuary. 

The Greek city of Pergamon lives on as the Turkish town of Bergama, 

north of Izmir, ancient Smyrna. Alongside Alexandria in Egypt and Antioch 

on the Orontes (south-eastern Turkey), Pergamon was one of the great 

centres of Hellenistic art in the eastern Mediterranean and was famed 

above all for its sculptures. The exhibition shows Pergamene masterpiec-

es excavated by the Berlin Museums in the late 19th cent. and brought to 

the Museumsinsel as part of the division of finds agreed with the Ottoman 

Empire. The sculptures are arranged according to context – e.g. sanctu-

ary, Pergamon Altar, royal palace – to illustrate their different functions in 

antiquity. 

 

The Altar Terrace of Pergamon 

Chalk on paper, Yadegar Asisi, 2018  

This drawing offers a new visualization of the terrace in front of the Per-

gamon Altar, reconstructing the architecture and the sculptures decorating 

the monument. Many of the female "draped statues" can be seen in the 

exhibition. Asisi here quotes a 19th century style of drawing. 

 

Statues in Changing Light 

Light installation of the draped statues, Yadegar Asisi, 2018 

In museums, ancient marble statues always stand in the same light. Mod-

ern museum lighting ensures effective display and ideal brightness under 

the best possible conservation conditions. But the actual display situation 

in antiquity was significantly different. Greek and Roman sculptures very 

often stood outdoors where they were exposed to the elements, including 

the dazzling Mediterranean midday sun, the warm evening light with its 

long shadows, the dark of night and the pale moonlight. 

This installation attempts to illustrate the effect of changing light on an-

cient sculptures. The angle of incidence and the colour temperatures of 

light bring out many aspects and details that reveal the high quality of 

workmanship. Folds in the garments cast completely different shadows; a 

face acquires another expression; the character changes. This phenome-

non can be observed also on the statues of richly clothed women that 

once stood on the terrace in front of the Pergamon Altar. 
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Ancient Colours, Modern High Tech 

Projection Mapping, Yadegar Asisi and the Antikensammlung, 2018 

You’ve no doubt often wondered: were these ancient statues really all 

white? The answer is straightforward: they were not. Very often they were 

ornately painted, and sometimes decorated with metal inlays or fitted with 

metal attachments. The surfaces were painted using pigments with lime, 

wax or oil as binding agents. Most of the coloration has disappeared over 

the centuries due to weather and other external influences. 

The colourful painting – polychromy – of classical sculptures has been 

known about for some time. There have been experimental reconstruc-

tions on plaster casts and reproductions. Focusing on one ancient statue, 

this installation demonstrates the effect of original polychromy in different 

variations. 

 

From Fragment to Statue 

Numerous fragments, presumably broken up for the lime kilns, were rec-

ognized as belonging to a seated figure. Though their correct position is in 

many cases unclear, the fragments were pieced together using cement 

mortar and iron dowels in Berlin around 1880. The large missing parts 

were filled in to improve stability and for aesthetic reasons. In 2002, the 

modern additions were reduced to make the original pieces easier to dis-

tinguish. This is valid restoration practice and yet it compromised the 

overall effect. In 2016, the figure was remodelled in lime mortar, employ-

ing classical forms and with some retouching of the colour. As a result the 

figure has regained some of its original sensuousness. 

New archaeological research indicates the body of a boy and a small 

head also belonged to the figure. This has been corroborated by petro-

graphic analysis and observations on the production technique. The re-

sults are shown in a digital reconstruction. 

 

PERGAMON – CITY AND HISTORY 

 

Pergamon 

Pergamon is situated in the north-west of what is now Turkey, some 25 

km from the Aegean coast, on a rocky massif up to 330 m above the river 

Kaikos (Turkish: Bakır Çay). Greeks first settled here, as in other regions 

of Asia Minor, in the 2nd millennium BC, but Pergamon only emerged as a 

city of some significance towards the end of the 4th cent. BC. Its apogee 

came as the capital of the kingdom of the Attalids in the first half of the 

2nd cent. BC, when the famous Great Altar was built along with new tem-

ples, building complexes and public spaces. The library of Pergamon was 

one of the most important in the Hellenistic world; the city was a centre of 

the arts and sciences. 

After the last king bequeathed the kingdom to Rome in 133 BC, the city’s 

political significance may have declined but it lost none of its cultural vitali-

ty and renown. The extra-urban sanctuary of Asklepios numbered among 

the most important centres of the healing cult in the entire Roman Empire. 

 

The Attalids, Rulers of Pergamon 

After the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC his world empire crum-

bled. His generals waged long wars for control of the vast territory, divid-

ing it up and establishing new kingdoms. The founder of the Pergamene 

dynasty was Philetairos (343–263 BC). Around 300 BC Alexander’s Per-
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sian booty was entrusted to him for safe keeping in Pergamon. From 281 

BC he enjoyed considerable independence from the rival kingdoms. His 

successors further enlarged the city and its sphere of influence; his great 

nephew Attalos I (reigned 241–197 BC) assumed the title of king after 

defeating the Galatians, a Celtic people. 

Under Eumenes II (reigned 197 – 159 BC) the Pergamene kingdom 

reached its greatest extent and its capital flourished as never before or 

after. The Great Altar was among edifices dating from that period. The last 

king of the Attalid dynasty, Attalos III (reigned 138–133 BC), died childless 

and bequeathed his realm to Rome. 

 

THE 360° PANORAMA 

 

The 360° Panorama by Yadegar Asisi 

Pergamon Panorama, 360° installation, Yadegar Asisi, 2018 

The panoramic painting shows the city of Pergamon in Asia Minor around 

the year 129 AD. Majestic temples, public squares and a theatre are clus-

tered in the upper city, laid out on terraces. In the valley sprawls the Ro-

man lower city with its stadium, theatre and amphitheatre. Richly detailed 

scenes give an insight into the lives of various population groups. Famous 

ancient sculptures have been included as works of art – or re-imagined as 

background figures. 

A prominent place is occupied by the Pergamon Altar. People bring vari-

ous sacrificial animals that are to be ceremonially slaughtered at the foot 

of the altar. Their organs will be burned as offerings, the remainder dis-

tributed. 

Among the crowds in the theatre, Emperor Hadrian is enjoying the festival 

of Dionysia. Priestesses, dignitaries and scholars are gathered on the 

acropolis, while the common populace can be seen scattered between the 

theatre and the altar. Contrasting with this scenery is a stonemasonry 

workshop, a parchment workshop and a slave market. 

 

Synergies 

Classical antiquity has always been a source of inspiration for artists. Cit-

ies, their architecture, infrastructure and layout have fascinated Yadegar 

Asisi, too, since he was a young man. The Pergamonmuseum’s model of 

Pergamon on its rocky hill particularly aroused his curiosity, leading him to 

discover and explore the ancient city. 

In 2011, Asisi took the opportunity of collaborating with the Antikensamm-

lung under Andreas Scholl’s direction on the project ›Pergamon. Panora-

ma of the Ancient Metropolis‹. Over several years they developed content 

and themes in order that the 360° panorama installed in the Pergamon-

museum’s courtyard could be presented in context with a major special 

exhibition in the north wing. The exhibition producers’ fascination was 

shared by visitors: in one year 900,000 people visited just the Panorama, 

and 1.5 million the complete exhibition. It was one of the most successful 

special exhibitions ever organized by the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin. 

 

The North Frieze of the Pergamon Altar 

The North Frieze, facing away from the sun, is the battleground for the 

dark retinue of the god of war, Ares, and the Moirai, goddesses of fate 

and revenge. Right in the centre of the sequence stands one of the most 

impressive and best preserved figures of the entire Great Frieze. With her 
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hair pinned back and her garment swirling, a young woman charges to the 

right, her outstretched right arm about to hurl a pot full of snakes at her 

adversary who is already falling to his knees. This figure, which is particu-

larly accentuated in the frieze, has been interpreted as Nyx, the youthful 

personification of the night, or as Persephone, queen of the underworld. 

With her begins a series of goddesses. The three of them grouped on the 

left are largely destroyed and are generally assumed to be the Fates 

Klotho, Lachesis and Atropos. To the right of them come the three Gor-

gons with the superbly preserved lion goddess and the unfortunately very 

badly damaged chariot of Poseidon. 

 

The Graphic Reconstruction 

One of the biggest challenges for Yadegar Asisi was the complete recon-

struction of the North Frieze of the Pergamon Altar, as that frieze was go-

ing to be visible in its entirety in the Panorama. The artist produced his 

reconstruction drawings of the north and west sides of the frieze in close 

consultation with the Antikensammlung, above all with the support of 

Volker Kästner. 

In addition to filling in the gaps, Asisi was faced with another difficult task 

– assimilating the idiom of the unknown Pergamene sculptors and trans-

lating their formal language into graphic terms. Once the reconstruction 

was complete, he transposed it, with its perspective corrected, to the 

Panorama using computer graphics. 

In AD 129, the altar was only 300 years old and so presumably it was still 

almost completely intact, including the polychromy. To authentically rep-

resent the Gigantomachy in all its splendour at that time, Asisi also recon-

structed a possible full-colour rendering and added it to his Panorama. 

 

The North Frieze of the Pergamon Altar 

Chalk and wax on paper, Yadegar Asisi, 2018  

In order to present as complete a picture as possible of the Pergamon 

Altar, Yadegar Asisi set himself the task of reconstructing the north side of 

the Great Frieze. This drawing served as a model in terms of layout, scale 

and coloration, for integration into the panorama. 

 

PERGAMON ALTAR – THE BUILDING 

 

The Building 

To the Romans, the Pergamon Altar was the eighth wonder of the world. 

Structurally the monument is essentially an elaborately embellished podi-

um. Its function was to serve as a platform for the sacrificial altar in the 

central courtyard and as a mount for the famous Great Frieze on the out-

side walls. The Great Frieze is 2.30 metres high, 120 metres long and 

was composed of more than one hundred larger than life-sized figures. It 

depicts a central event in Greek mythology: the epic battle fought between 

the Olympian gods and the giants for control of the world. The Telephos 

Frieze on the walls of the colonnaded courtyard, which is reached via a 

monumental stairway, recounts the life of the mythical founder of Perga-

mon. 

No contemporary accounts of the construction of the altar exist. The dedi-

catory inscription and the signatures of individual sculptors survive only in 

fragments. Archaeological evidence nevertheless permits a dating to c. 

180–160 BC, i.e. to the reign of Eumenes II. 



 

 
Photographs are permitted exclusively for the purposes of current reporting about the exhibi-
tion/event. For any other use of the photos, you are required to independently resolve any 
issues of copyright or rights of use. You are responsible for acquiring other rights (e.g. copy-
right of photographed artworks or personal rights). Page 6/10 

GENERALDIREKTION 

PRESSE – KOMMUNIKATION – SPONSORING 

 

Stauffenbergstr. 41 

10785 Berlin 

 

 

MECHTILD KRONENBERG 

HEAD OF PRESS, COMMUNICATION, 

SPONSORSHIP 

 

MARKUS FARR 

PRESS OFFICER 

 

Tel: +49 30 266 42 3402 

Mobile: +49 151 527 53 886 

 

presse@smb.spk-berlin.de 

www.smb.museum/presse 

 

 

PROJECT-RELATED COMMUNICATION 

 

KARSTEN GREBE 

PUBLIC RELATIONS 

 

asisi F&E GmbH 

Oranienplatz 2 

10999 Berlin 

 

Tel: +49 30 695 80 86-12 

Fax: +49 30 695 80 86-29 

 

karsten.grebe@asisi.de 

www.asisi.de 

 

PERGAMON ALTAR – THE TELEPHOS FRIEZE 

 

The Telephos Frieze in an Installation by Yadegar Asisi 

Installation, Yadegar Asisi, 2018 

Along with the Great Frieze, which remains in the Pergamonmuseum, the 

relief cycle showing the myth of Telephos is the most significant sculptural 

ensemble belonging to the Pergamon Altar. The Small Frieze, as it is 

known, once adorned the four walls of the enclosed but roofless altar 

courtyard, where it stood in the shade behind a colonnade. Only approxi-

mately half of this frieze has survived. Yadegar Asisi’s installation of the 

relief cycle in a space enclosed on three sides is an abstract rendering 

and new interpretation of the original display situation. While the relief 

panels are illuminated by constant museum lighting, the slowly changing 

light coming from the ceiling and through the row of pillars at the entrance 

imitates the play of light and shade altering as the day progresses. 

 

The Small Frieze of the Pergamon Altar 

The Small Frieze, or Telephos Frieze, adorned the walls of the inner 

courtyard on the altar platform. It presents a continuous narrative recount-

ing the life of the mythical hero Telephos, who was regarded as the 

founder of Pergamon and the ancestor of its ruling dynasty. Landscape 

and architectural details identifying the scene of the action as well as the 

different scaling of the figures endow it with an atmospheric sense of 

space. Of the original 74 marble relief slabs, 47 survive complete or in 

fragmentary state; a selection is presented here. In most cases scenes 

spread out over several slabs, which are 1.58 m high. They were carved 

only after the blocks had been installed in the courtyard. The sculptors 

began on the left at the end of the frieze; at the start on the right some 

slabs remained unfinished. The Telephos Frieze was therefore probably 

created in the final years of work on the altar, before work ceased after 

the death of King Eumenes II. 

 

Telephos, Founder of Pergamon 

The oracle of Delphi warned King Aleos of Tegea that his sons would be 

killed by the child of his daughter Auge. He made Auge priestess of Athe-

na to ensure she remained a virgin. But she was raped by a drunken Her-

akles and gave birth to a son. Aleos exposed the baby in the mountains 

and left Auge adrift on the sea. She was washed up on the shore near 

what would later be Pergamon and was adopted by King Teuthras. 

Telephos was suckled by a lioness and raised by nymphs. Later he found 

his mother again and became Teuthras’ successor. When Greeks on their 

expedition to Troy attacked the Pergamon region, Telephos was wounded 

by Achilles. Since an oracle revealed that the wound could only be healed 

by the person who caused it, Telephos took the Greek military leader’s 

son hostage to guarantee his healing by shavings from Achilles’ spear. In 

gratitude he showed the Greeks the road to Troy. 

This contrived myth was intended to prove the divine ancestry and Greek 

origin of the kings of Pergamon and hence legitimize their claim to power. 
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PERGAMON ALTAR – 

THE GREAT FRIEZE AND DIGITAL PROJECTIONS 

 

The Great Frieze of the Pergamon Altar 

In artistic terms the Great Frieze, the principal embellishment of the altar, 

marks the high point of Greek relief art. More than one hundred larger 

than life-size figures of superlative sculptural quality and inventiveness 

were originally part of it. It is an impressive achievement of the unknown 

master and his team of exceptional sculptors that not a single group of 

fighting figures is repeated. Indeed, the frieze seems like an unbroken, 

billowing flow of images. The diverse garments, weapons, hairstyles and 

even shoes are all meticulously rendered. The wealth of detail also in-

cluded the many metal attachments and the applied colour, now almost 

entirely lost. Tiny traces of red reveal, for instance, that the giants' wounds 

were shown bleeding. Primarily on conservation grounds the Great Frieze 

– 120 metres long and weighing many tons – has to remain securely pro-

tected in the Pergamon-museum during the renovation phase. 

 

Battle of the Gods and Giants 

The myth tells of the battle between the giants and the Olympian gods for 

control of the world. The giants, warlike sons of the earth mother Gaia, 

had risen up against Zeus and the other Olympians to wrest power from 

them. According to an oracle, the gods would only be victorious if a mortal 

fought on their side; they consequently asked Herakles, son of Zeus and 

mightiest of the heroes, to help them. In dramatic clashes fought one on 

one, the gods defeated the terrifying giants – some with wings and ser-

pent legs – as they tried to storm Mount Olympus. Zeus and Athena both 

played a prominent part in the battle. The myth stood for the triumph of 

order and civilization over chaos and brute force. For the Greeks it sym-

bolized their victories over barbarians and thus also Pergamon’s defeat of 

the Galatians who had invaded Asia Minor. 

 

Digital Projection of the Pergamon Altar by Yadegar Asisi 

Video-Installation, Yadegar Asisi, 2018 

The video installation, designed by Yadegar Asisi, first shows the recon-

structed front side of the Pergamon Altar in the Pergamonmuseum. Then 

the walls of the museum dissolve, opening the altar up to full view and 

revealing its full dimensions. The camera travels along the north side and 

ends in a wide-angle view of the rear side of the monument with the sur-

rounding landscape. Next the ancient buildings around the monument are 

added virtually, along with the Roman city at the foot of the acropolis. The 

altar and the prominent structures on the mountain and in the valley slow-

ly fade out. The visualization then comes closer to the present day. The 

former site of the altar is blended in as it appears to visitors today. We see 

a time-lapse photography sequence of the present-day town of Bergama, 

presenting it by day, at dusk and at night, before the installation leaves 

Turkey for Berlin and re-enters the Pergamonmuseum. 

 

The First Excavations 

Excavations at Pergamon by the Museums of Berlin commenced in Sep-

tember 1878. Between 1878 and 1886, campaigns several months long 

took place every year, focusing above all on the Upper City with its tem-

ples, palaces and public buildings. The excavators, led by Carl Humann, 
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devoted particular attention to the Great Altar and its immediate surround-

ings. There they found a number of larger-than-life marble statues of 

seated or standing female figures in elaborate drapery. Some came to 

light in the mass of debris on the altar terrace; others had been built into 

walls in post-classical times. In April 1879 the painter Christian Wilberg 

visited Pergamon to document the excavations on behalf of the Prussian 

ministry of education. 

 

Discovery and Division of Finds 

The impressive reconstruction of the front of the altar in the Pergamon-

museum often leads to a big misunderstanding, namely that the altar was 

still standing when excavations commenced, and was dismantled by the 

excavators before being transported piece by piece to Berlin. In fact, all 

that Humann and his team found at the site were the foundations. The 

altar had already been dismantled in the late 7
th
 cent. AD, when architec-

tural members and above all the relief slabs were used to build defensive 

walls against Arab incursions. In the centuries that followed, some of the 

marble work was burned in kilns for lime production. What survived of the 

two friezes went to Berlin under agreements on the division of finds. It was 

transported to the coast by ox cart and from there by ship. 

 

PERGAMON’S PALACE DISTRICT 

 

Pergamon’s Palace District 

The plateau of the acropolis was occupied by the royal residence with its 

palaces, military facilities (barracks and arsenals) and the sanctuary of the 

city’s patron deity Athena. A fortification wall offered protection against 

external threats and separated the palace district from the rest of the city. 

The Pergamene kings could not compete with the sprawling palace com-

plexes in Macedonia and Alexandria owing to limited space on the 

acropolis. Yet the palace interiors were sumptuously decorated with 

painted stucco and impressive floor mosaics. The wall decoration consist-

ed of ashlar socles, friezes and niche architecture executed in polychrome 

marble and stucco. The decor of the palaces also included sculptures like 

the so-called Dancer of Pergamon. She was found in the banqueting hall 

of Palace V, the floor of which was adorned with the ›Hephaistion mosa-

ic‹. 

 

The Palace of Pergamon 

Lightbox, Yadegar Asisi, 2018 

The decor of Pergamon's palaces survives only in a very fragmentary 

state. In Hellenistic times floors were often decorated with figural mosaics. 

The walls were plastered and often also painted with frescoes. In this 

work Yadegar Asisi attempts to evoke the atmosphere in one of these 

palace rooms. 

 

Pergamene Mosaic Art 

Pergamon was a leading centre of mosaic art. Two particularly fine floor 

mosaics were found in the royal palaces on the acropolis: the ›Parrot mo-

saic‹ decorated a room used for cultic purposes, the ›Hephaistion mosaic‹ 

a banqueting hall. The latter is named after its creator, who immortalized 

himself by means of an original signature on the mosaic itself. The floors 

are executed in tesserae technique, which spread in the 3rd and 2nd cent. 
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BC. Whereas previously mosaicists had mainly used pebbles, mosaics 

now came to be made from minuscule pieces of cut stone (tesserae), 

semi-precious stones and glass. This greatly extended the range of avail-

able colours and allowed much closer setting. Small panels of high artistic 

quality – like the Alexandrine parakeet in the so-called Parrot mosaic – 

would be produced in the workshop and inserted into the composition at a 

later stage. 

 

THE SANCTURAY OF ATHENA 

 

The Sanctuary of Athena 

Situated just above the altar terrace is one of the oldest and most im-

portant shrines of Pergamon, the sanctuary of Athena. The temple to the 

city’s patron deity dates to the late 4th cent. BC. The Pergamon Altar was 

later built in alignment with it. During the reign of the Attalids the sanctuary 

of Athena was the central cult site. Numerous victory monuments were 

also to be found there. Among them were stoas erected under King Eu-

menes II along the edges of the temple precinct. Their architectural orna-

ment, including the relief panel on display here, shows enemy weaponry – 

a reference to Pergamon’s military victories. The sanctuary of Athena at 

the same time projected the Attalid dynasty’s cultural aspirations. The 

royal art collection, which the marble statues of Athena and so-called He-

ra may have been part of, was presumably housed here. So too was the 

library of Pergamon, which rivaled Alexandria’s as the most important li-

brary of the Hellenistic age. 

 

Herakles Frees Prometheus 

Pergamon, Sanctuary of Athena, 1880, c. 100 BC, Marble 

The statue group illustrates a famous myth: Herakles frees the shackled 

Prometheus from his torments. Thrusting forward his bow, the hero shoots 

an eagle that was sent by Zeus to devour Prometheus’ liver as punish-

ment for his flagrant defiance. A third figure, a personification of the 

Kaukasos, alludes to the scene of the action. The group furthermore has a 

political dimension, one that may explain why it was displayed at so old 

and venerated a site as the sanctuary of Athena. Herakles here has por-

trait-like features and wears a royal ribbon in his hair which identifies him 

as a ruler. There is much to suggest the figure represents Mithridates VI, 

king of Pontos. His uprising against the Romans may have been com-

memorated by the Pergamenians in this monument. 

 

THE PERGAMONMUSEUM – FROM VISION TO REALIZATION 

 

Excavation and Research from 1878 until Today 

It is to Carl Humann, a German civil engineer, that we owe the discovery 

of the Pergamon Altar and the early investigation of Pergamon. Visiting 

the ruins in the winter of 1864/65, he witnessed slabs with relief carvings 

being broken up and burned in lime kilns. Humann realized the artistic 

value of the sculpted marble works which were threatened with complete 

destruction and would later prove to be part of the Pergamon Altar. He 

persuaded the Museums of Berlin to conduct regular excavations at Per-

gamon. With the permission of the Turkish authorities, several successful 

excavation campaigns followed from 1878 to 1886. A portion of the art 

works and architectural members was acquired for the Museums of Berlin 
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in accordance with the agreed division of finds. Field research at Per-

gamon continues to this day, directed for a long time now by the German 

Archaeological Institute. While the old excavation concentrated on the 

acropolis, investigations today encompass the ancient city as a whole and 

the surrounding area. Another focus is restoration and preservation of the 

world heritage site. 

 

The Forerunners of Today’s Pergamonmuseum 1878–1930 

The relief panels from the Pergamon Altar were first exhibited in the Ro-

tunda of the Altes Museum in 1880. That was never considered a viable 

location for permanent display, however. A solution was seemingly found 

in the first Pergamonmuseum, which opened in 1901. Its main attraction 

was a reconstruction of the altar including the entire Great Frieze. But the 

museum soon proved too small for the growing collection; and when 

structural faults came to light, the building was demolished in 1909. The 

architect Alfred Messel had already been commissioned to design a new, 

larger building – the Pergamonmuseum of today. The three-wing complex 

was intended to accommodate part of the Antikensammlung, the Deut-

sches Museum and the Vorderasiatisches Museum. The First World War, 

the unstable ground and disputes about the right exhibition concept re-

sulted in repeated delays, with the museum finally opening in 1930. 

 

An Eventful History 1930–2014 

Visitors flocked to the newly opened Pergamonmuseum in 1930 and were 

particularly impressed by the huge halls displaying architectural recon-

structions. Only nine years later the museum closed its doors indefinitely. 

The Second World War had begun and the museum’s objects needed to 

be protected during the hostilities. In spite of efforts made, the museum 

building and the permanently installed exhibits suffered substantial dam-

age. The Pergamon Altar friezes had been dismantled in time and stored 

in a bunker. They were removed from there by the Red Army and trans-

ported to the Soviet Union, like many other works of art. In 1958 the friez-

es were returned and reconstruction of the Pergamon Altar began. They 

were thoroughly restored only decades later. The restoration of the friezes 

in the Altar Hall, concluded in 2004, was a milestone in the museum’s re-

cent history. Currently the Altar Hall and the Hellenistic Hall are closed 

due to the ongoing structural renovation of the Pergamonmuseum. 

 

Looking to the Future 

The Museumsinsel Berlin has been a UNESCO World Heritage site since 

1999. Also in that year the Museumsinsel Masterplan was adopted. This 

lays down guidelines on preserving the historic ensemble for future gen-

erations and further developing it as a modern museum district. An im-

portant part of the masterplan is the renovation of all museum buildings on 

the island in compliance with conservation standards. Currently the Per-

gamonmuseum is undergoing comprehensive renovation. This is being 

staggered in such a way that some parts of the exhibition will always be 

open to the public. A new entrance pavilion and a fourth wing are being 

added to the museum according to plans by the architect O. M. Ungers. 

This will make it possible to display four collections at once in the Per-

gamonmuseum. Monumental architecture from ancient Egypt, the Near 

East, Greece and Rome as well as the Islamic world will be presented 

together for the first time on one unique tour. 


