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Figure 1. Overview of the projects of the different Belgian institutions mentioned in this 
chapter, illustrating the focus on the Mediterranean and the Near East (Illustration: Flanders 
Heritage Agency).
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The Free University of Brussels was founded in 1834 and underwent the same 
reform as the University of Leuven. In 1969 the university split into the Walloon 
ULB (Université Libre de Bruxelles − part of Académie Universitaire Wallonie-
Bruxelles) and the Flemish VUB (Vrije Universiteit Brussel).6 Both universities have 
an archaeology department. Whilst the Walloon ULB has an extensive archaeology 
programme and has been very active abroad in the Classical world, the Near 
East, Africa and recently also in Latin-America (ULB 2010), the Flemish VUB 
archaeology department is considerably smaller with less research abroad. The 
foreign activities of the VUB are grouped in the Mediterranean Archaeological 
Research Institute (MARI), focusing in particular on the Bronze and Iron Age of 
Cyprus and the Near East.7

Museums

Five museums have a history of carrying out archaeological research abroad: 
the RMAH, KIK/IRPA, the Royal Museum of Mariemont, the Royal Museum 
for Central Africa and the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences. The 
archaeological research programmes of the Royal Museum of Mariemont, and 
KIK/IRPA and the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences are however small-
scale (Van Loo and Bruwier 2010; Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences, 
pers. comm.), and will not be discussed in this paper.

Out of all these museums, the Royal Museum for Art and History (RMAH) is 
the most actively engaged in archaeological projects abroad. It was founded in 1835 
and, since 1905, has partaken in many projects in Egypt, Syria, Easter Island, Italy, 
Greece, Vietnam, Mexico, Russia, Jordan, Poland, Portugal, Mongolia, Ukraine, 
Uzbekistan, Bolivia and Peru (Koninklijke Musea voor Kunst en Geschiedenis 
1991, 1992, 1993, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2004). An important aspect of the museum’s 
policy is public outreach and as a consequence, many of the scientific publications 
are aimed at a wide audience. 

The Museum of Belgian Congo8 (MBC) was established following the Brussels 
International Exhibition of 1897 and was initially aimed at obtaining the Belgian 
people’s support for King Leopold II’s practices in his ‘private’ colony of the Congo 
Free State. Leopold II later turned over this personal property to Belgium, mainly 
due to international outrage over the brutality of his reign, and annexation by the 
government of Belgium was accomplished in 1908. After the independence of 
Congo, the MBC was redefined as the Royal Museum for Central Africa (RMCA), 
widening the geographic scope in which its activities were to take place. Through 
time, the archaeology department evolved into an important scientific entity within 
the museum, specifically dedicated to the prehistory of central Africa (Maret 1990: 

6 See ‘Historiek en basis filosofie’ on the website of Vrije Universiteit Brussel. Retrieved 19 January 
2010 from http://www.vub.ac.be/home/historiek.html.

7 See also the website of the Mediterranean Archaeological Research Institute (MARI) at http://www.
vub.ac.be/mari/.

8 For further reading about the activities and current strategies of the RMCA, see Cornelissen, this 
volume.
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134). It is presently still active in Africa (Cornelissen, this volume), with as its main 
scientific goal the reconstruction of Africa’s Sub-Saharan history through the study 
of material culture and the environment.9 

Belgian scientific schools abroad

In total there are three Belgian schools with an archaeology department abroad (see 
also Braemer, this volume): the Academica Belgica in Rome, the Belgian School at 
Athens and the Netherlands-Flemish Institute in Cairo. All have a supporting role 
for research that takes place in that specific country.

The Academia Belgica was inaugurated in 1939 in Rome. Since its existence it 
has supported Belgian historians, linguists, artists and archaeologists who study the 
Italian culture. It has been an important agent in supporting excavations in Italy in 
Castro, Alba Fucens, Artena and Herdonia (Academia Belgica 1989). 

The Belgian School in Athens was founded by Belgian members of the French 
School at Athens in 1962. Its original aim was to supervise excavations in Greece 
that were conducted by Belgian universities. Currently, it supports research in Sissi, 
Ténos and Torikos.10

The Netherlands-Flemish Institute in Cairo (NVIC) is an academic centre which 
helps scholars and students from the supporting Dutch and Flemish research centres 
(museums and universities) with their activities in the field of Arabic and Islamic 
studies, Egyptology, archaeology and papyrology. Most recently, it has supported 
Belgian research in Egypt in Elkab, Qurta, El Hosh and Deir El-Basha.11

Funding institutions

The majority of the above mentioned scientific organizations have their own research 
budget, which is granted by the communities. However, this is often insufficient 
for the full scope of activities, and additional financial support is needed. There 
are many private and governmental institutions in Belgium which subsidise or 
support research and a full list is beyond the remit of this paper. However, the most 
important providers of additional funds are the Walloon and Flemish communities 
through the National Fund for Scientific Research (Le Fonds National de la Recherche 
Scientifique, FNRS or Nationaal Fonds Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek, N-FWO).

The FNRS/N-FWO was founded in 1928 after a speech by King Albert I in 
1927 in which he pleaded for more attention to science and innovation.12 Since its 
beginnings, the FNRS/N-FWO has had one main goal, which is to (financially) 
support and stimulate scientific research. Initially it was privately funded, but since 
1948 the Belgian state has become the main investor. In 1992 the FNRS/N-FWO 
split into the Flemish FWO (Fonds voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek Vlaanderen) 

9 See the website of the RMCA or Koninklijk Museum voor Midden Afrika in Tervuren at http://www.
africamuseum.be/home. 

10 See the website of the Belgian School at Athens at http://www.ebsa.info/.
11 See the website of the Netherlands-Flemish Institute in Cairo at http://www.institutes.leiden.

edu/nvic/.
12 See also the website of the FWO, Fonds Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek at http://www.fwo.be/.
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and the Walloon FRS (Fonds de la Recherche Scientifique) allowing each linguistic 
group to define its own science policy. Nowadays, the communities are the most 
important funders, but a small part is still funded by private investors.13

One of the first major projects funded by the FNRS/N-FWO was an 
archaeological excavation in 1930 in Apamea, Syria (Balty 1985: 217) and a 
scientific mission to Easter Island (Halleux and Xhayet 2007). To date, the FNRS/
N-FWO has been the most important institution in subsidizing foreign research 
by Belgian universities and museums through funds for research projects. 

Project proposals are nowadays evaluated on the following topics: collaboration 
between different research units, innovativeness of the project, innovativeness 
of the used methodology, international scientific level of the research unit and 
significance of the project (both on a national and international scale).14 As for 
archaeology, both domestic and foreign projects get funding, however projects 
outside Belgium usually tend to get a more privileged review, due to the more 
international scope and scientific output (i.e. international publications). 

13 See http://www.fwo.be/.
14 See http://www.fwo.be/.

Figure 2. Drawings of some El Argar (third millenium BCE) funerary contexts, excavated 
by the brothers Siret in Spain. Given their background in geology, they paid considerable 
attention to accurate recording. (Illustration: Koninklijke Musea voor Kunst en Geschiedenis/
Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire).



76 european archaeology abroad

An overview of Belgian archaeology abroad

1830–1940: Towards the first major excavation projects

The first Belgian archaeological activity outside Belgium was undertaken by 
amateurs (such as clergymen, engineers and geologists) who excavated, registered 
and/or collected archaeological finds during their work or travels abroad (in for 
example Mexico, Congo and Spain). However, due to their limited training and the 
scarcity of sources they left behind, it is almost impossible to trace back the scope 
and agenda of these first archaeological undertakings. They varied from proper 
archaeological work with great attention for registration and context (see figure 2; 
Siret and Siret 1888) to undertakings solely focusing on the acquisition of finds.

In 1905, J. Capart (archaeologist and deputy conservator of the Egyptology 
department of the RMAH) was granted the concession to excavate a tomb in 
Sakkara, Egypt. The work by Capart can be regarded as the first professional 
excavation abroad. In subsequent years, this pioneer excavated several other sites 
in Egypt (Mekhitarian 1985: 225). A general interest in the classical world (figure 
3), which was also in line with the personal interest of members of the Royal 
Family, can be distilled in the first major excavations funded by the FNRS/N-
FWO. These missions were undertaken by the RMAH and included excavation 
programmes in Apamea, Syria (1930) (Balty 1985: 217) and Elkab, Egypt (1937) 
(Mekhitarian 1985: 225) − which are both still running until today. These first 
professional archaeological projects, orchestrated by the national museum, mainly 
focused on excavating archaeologically-rich contexts such as temples or graves, and 
on the acquisition of antiquities. Such an interest in prestigious art pieces is also 
illustrated by the expedition to Easter Island (figure 4) from 1934 to 1935. Funded 
by the FNRS/N-FWO, a Belgian team sailed to Easter Island to acquire a moia 
statue for display in the RMAH (Forment 1985). Sadly this statue was removed 
without real archaeological fieldwork, which is illustrative of the object-oriented 
archaeology of the time.15

Next to research in the classical world, the prehistoric archaeological work in 
the Congo continued. Although this research was mainly performed by Belgians 
who were not originally trained as archaeologists, the merit of the research projects 
by J. Collete, F. Cabu and M. Bequaert are widely acknowledged for specifying 
central Africa’s place in prehistory (Maret 1990).

1945–1990: Universities digging abroad 

In the late 1940s a group of Belgian archaeologists started excavations in Alba 
Fucens, Italy, under the direction of the Academia Belgica and the University of 
Leuven (Mertens 1981). Ghent University, on the other hand, began a survey 
and excavation programme in Fars, Iran, in 1951 (Vanden Berghe 1954). These 
universities, where archaeology was increasingly taught as an independent 

15 See ‘Het mysterie van POU’. Retrieved 15 December 2011 from www.fedramagazine.
be/UserFiles/Pdf/pdf165_nl.pdf. 
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Figure 3. Distribution of research 
activities across different periods. 
A: 1830-1940; B: 1945-1990; C. 
1990-2009 (Illustrations: Flanders 
Heritage Agency).
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discipline, were new actors who increasingly started up excavation projects which 
resulted in a growing number of research projects abroad and a changing research 
attitude. In addition, the major projects of the RMAH were restarted after World 
War II, and investigations in Congo continued (Maret 1990). 

Since the 1950s, the more prominent role of universities in the undertaking of 
research abroad led to a growing multi-disciplinary approach,16 clearly breaking 
with the antiquarian tradition. Excavation programmes such as at Alba Fucens 
in Italy (Mertens 1981), Apamea in Syria (Balty 1985: 222), Pessinus in Turkey 
(Pessinus Excavations Project 2008), and Elkab in Egypt (Limme 1985) became 
for example characterized by an increasing integration of biologists, topographers, 
geographers and geologists into archaeological research.

16 Multi-disciplinary research involves different academic disciplines that relate to a shared goal, but 
with multiple disciplinary objectives. Participants exchange knowledge, but they do not aim to cross 
subject boundaries in order to create new integrative knowledge and theory (Tress, Tress and Fry 
2004: 488). 

Figure 4. An Easter Island statue is loaded on board the Mercator. (Photo: Nederlands 
Fotomuseum).
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This growing multi-disciplinary aspect subsequently evolved into inter-
disciplinary research17 in the 1980s. A prime example of this is the archaeometry 
research by the universities of Ghent and Leuven. This project was one of the 
earliest that determined the provenance of classical marble from the Mediterranean 
based on an intense collaborative study between archaeologists, chemists and 
geologists (Moens, De Paepe and Waelkens 1992).

The research programmes during this period were often subject to international 
tension caused by changing post-war political relationships. The independence of 
Congo in 1960 was a particularly important event which meant that archaeological 
research in the region was hampered by political instability. Other international 
conflicts affecting research by Belgians included the Yom Kippur War between 
Israel and Egypt (1973) which turned the area around El Kab into a militarized 
zone, which meant that RMAH archaeologists started to excavate elsewhere in 
Egypt (Limme 1985); the Iranian Revolution of 1979 made it impossible for Ghent 
University archaeologists to continue their research in Luristan, West-Iran; and the 
first Gulf War in 1990 halted research led by L. Demeyer (Ghent University) in 
Iraq.

1990–Present: Community archaeology and the post-Soviet era − two 
new worlds for Belgian archaeology

For both new and existing research programmes, the main scope was still the 
Classical world. But the political developments in the Soviet Union opened up 
a new world for some Belgian institutes, and the number of Belgian activities in 
Russia and other former Soviet areas saw a remarkable increase (Koninklijke Musea 
voor Kunst en Geschiedenis 1991, 1992, 1993, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2004; Gheyle 
2009; Otte, pers. comm.).18 

It is interesting to note that the excavation or survey programmes during this 
period, both in and outside Europe, have mainly been research-led projects and 
less frequently related to rescue and preventive work. Moreover, a significant rise 
in non-invasive surveys and prospective work is noticeable during this period, 
which can be attributed to the growing field of landscape-archaeology and new 
techniques like geophysics and Geographical Information Systems.

Another interesting development is the ever intensifying cross-cultural 
cooperation between Belgian institutions, local archaeological institutes and local 
stakeholders.19 Such collaborations increasingly transcend the purely functional 
(for example the use of infrastructure and facilities for fieldwork) and academic 
(such as joint research and publishing with host institutes); nowadays, research 
collaborations abroad increasingly take on board the educational opportunities of 

17 Interdisciplinary involves several unrelated academic disciplines in a way that forces them to cross 
subject boundaries. The concerned disciplines integrate disciplinary knowledge in order to create new 
knowledge and theory and achieve a common research goal (Tress, Tress and Fry 2004: 488).

18 See also ‘Fouilles’ on the website of the University of Liège. Retrieved 19 December 2011 from 
http://www2.ulg.ac.be/prehist/fouilles/fouilles.html.

19 See Cornelissen, this volume, about collaborative projects in Congo.
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heritage sites, community archaeology, the development of a local framework for 
heritage tourism, capacity building at governmental and university levels, as well 
as the intangible values of archaeology. Examples of such collaborative, indigenous 
and community projects are commonly found in non-Western contexts and vary 
from collaborations where a local museum is constructed,20 to projects where local 
children of Easter Island are taught the history of their island (Vlaams Instituut 
voor het Onroerend Erfgoed 2009) and to initiatives where local communities 
are assisted with the development of a framework for sustainable heritage tourism 
(Sagalassos 2011).21 

The results of excavations or surveys can also be implemented into local heritage 
management structures. This is one of the objectives of the Altai project (in Siberia) 
by Ghent University. Specifically, the aim of the research is to develop and maintain 
sustainable heritage management solutions for some of the ethno-natural parks 
in the Altai Mountains. Such heritage management approaches are community-
based, starting from a careful assessment of the perception of cultural heritage by 
local indigenous populations. The Altaians for example perceive the numerous 
burials sites as spiritual charged places; disrespect for these monuments is not 
tolerated which has already led to culturally charged disputes with archaeologists. 
This means that an integration of socio-cultural and economic needs of the 
indigenous population within archaeological conduct is imperative. In addition, 
the possibilities and restrictions of sustainable heritage tourism are implemented 
into the management plan, which again are mainly based on indigenous values and 
the vulnerability of the archaeological heritage (Plets et al. 2011). 

Conclusion

In this brief history of Belgian archaeological research abroad, several types of 
players have been distilled that are active abroad, and each has had its own influence 
on the ‘way’ in which archaeology was performed. The museums, which initiated 
the professionalization of archaeology in Belgium, were also the first Belgian non-
amateurs that started up professional excavation projects abroad, which had much 
to do with prestige and the acquisition of antiquities. The universities subsequently 
moved the more object-oriented approach towards a more multi-disciplinary and 
eventually inter-disciplinary archaeology, with still a focus on the classical world. 
This traditional scope of Belgian archaeology abroad was however remarkably 
widened with the disappearance of the Iron Curtain. A final, less-pronounced trend 
is the recent attention to and active involvement of the indigenous population.

As mentioned in the introduction, Belgian archaeology − both outside and 
inside Belgium − lacks a thorough reflection of its own history. This paper should 
as such be considered as a starting point for future research on Belgian archaeology 

20 See also the 2005 speech in English in the section on the Pessinus Excavations Project on the website 
of Universiteit Gent at http://www.archaeology.ugent.be/pessinus/ 2005speechenglish.

21 See also ‘Planning for Sustainable Tourism in Sagalassos and Ağlasun’ on the website of the Sagalassos 
Archaeological Research Project. Retrieved 16 December 2011 from http://www.sagalassos.
be/en/community_archaeology/sustainable_tourism.
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abroad. As a small country with a limited budget for scientific research, comparison 
with its neighbouring countries is thereby imperative.
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