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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Disciplines of Collection: Founding the Dresden Museum for Zoology, Anthropology and 

Ethnology in Imperial Germany 

 

by 

 

Marissa Helene Petrou 

Doctor of Philosophy in History 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2016 

Professor Theodore M. Porter, Co-Chair 

Professor Debora L. Silverman, Co-Chair 

 

I explore three different themes in the history of science through the lens of the museum: 1) 

science and the public; 2) science and empire; 3) material and visual culture. The book is an 

institutional history of a provincial museum with international aspirations to standardize museum 

management and anthropological practice. The founding director of the Dresden Museum for 

Zoology, Anthropology and Ethnography proposed an historical, non-essentialist approach to 

understanding racial and cultural difference because of his commitment to extensive field 

research, Darwinian evolution, and experimentation with techniques of visual representation. 

Director A. B. Meyer (1840-1911) identified the widely practiced science of craniometry as 

defined by technologies of exoticization that actively erased the historical, cultural and social 

details that human remains carried with them. He developed new methods that emphasized 
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intimate familiarity with variety within any one ethnic group, from skull shape to material 

ornamentation, as integral to the new disciplines of physical and cultural anthropology. This 

approach to the anthropological sciences pitted the Dresden scholars against the dominant 

ahistorical methods and anti-Darwinian beliefs of the German Society of Anthropology, 

Ethnology and Pre-history. Internationally, this historical understanding of individual cultures 

attracted the attention of Filipino nationalists and numerous US research institutions. 

I build on the work of other historians of modern German science who have pointed out 

that we must look beyond the power of the university-state model and consider the role of other 

cultural factors to understand the place and power of science in nineteenth-century German 

culture. I also address the current debate in the history of the German anthropological sciences 

regarding the disciplines’ relationship to racism and colonialism. In order to expand our 

understanding of the complex development of these sciences, I emphasize the importance of 

visual approaches to historical scholarship.  
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Introduction 

 

A group of dark-skinned men and boys kneel, lounge or stand in the sand, some shielding 

their eyes from the sun. They have clearly been directed by the photographer to gather around 

and face this direction so that the sun could illuminate the scene. The black and white 

photograph is vividly reproduced on thick expensive paper and the text beneath states simply: 

“Males of Humboldt Bay, Dutch New Guinea.” In the foreground are shadows in the sand of the 

western photographer, identifiable by his pith helmet and the rectangular shadow of the camera. 

These shadows are artifacts of the photographer’s process of seeking a clear image of his 

subjects, artifacts which the editor reproduced to indicate reflexivity of the photographic 

encounter. The photographer, Richard Parkinson, is a plantation owner and labor recruiter in 

New Guinea. The publication is the Album von Papua Typen II (1900), a publication of the 

Dresden Ethnography Museum, produced 8000 miles away. 

It is well known that photographs were a favored form of visual documentation among 

the physical and cultural anthropological sciences at the fin de siècle. However, in the scholarly 

journals of the Dresden Zoology, Anthropology and Ethnography Museum, photographs, 

drawings, tables and etchings were frequently displayed alongside one another. With a focus on 

studies of Asia-Pacific, I argue that the museum relied on a variety of visual perspectives in 

different media to gain a complete understanding of any one ethnographic object. These 

configurations were intended to facilitate the comparison of decorative styles and construction 

design of artifacts, in order to historicize the development and transfer of material culture among 

the many islands and ethnic groups of Oceania and the Philippines. Over time, museum scholars 

and their collaborators in the field utilized imaging technologies to develop practices of 
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reflexivity in the anthropological sciences. Pursuit of this regional specialization by museum 

staff is part of the history of regional competition with the new German capital over limited 

supply of ethnographica. It is also part of the history of German trade and colonialism in New 

Guinea and the nationalist movement in the Philippines.  

I investigate how this museum, within the framework of a newly unified nation and 

international scientific community, developed new human sciences via text, image and object, 

centered around the material culture of the peoples of Asia-Pacific. This project addresses three 

current trends in history of science scholarship 1) science and the public; 2) science and empire 

and 3) visual epistemology. My sources include state records, museum catalogs, publications and 

personal correspondence held at state archives, libraries and museums in Germany, England, and 

the US.  

I argue that the adherence to extensive field research, Darwinian evolution, and 

experimentation with techniques of representation inspired the Dresden scientists to propose an 

historical, non-essentialist approach to understanding racial and cultural difference. This 

approach to the anthropological sciences pitted the Dresden scholars against the dominant anti-

Darwinian and ahistorical methods standardized by the German Society of Anthropology, 

Ethnology and Pre-history. Internationally, this historical understanding of individual cultures 

attracted the attention of Filipino nationalists and launched the careers of the museum’s students 

and collaborators in European and Latin American museums.  

In 1874 the General Direction for the Saxon Royal Collections of Art and Science 

provided the newly hired Natural History Museum director, A. B. Meyer, with the funding for a 

new Museum of Zoology, Anthropology and Ethnography (ZAEM hereafter). In Germany, 

anthropology was defined as physical anthropology and ethnography referred to cultural 



 

	 3 

anthropology. The foundational collection for the new museum focused on specimens and 

artifacts of the ethnic groups of New Guinea and the Philippines. Such specialization was a 

product of a long standing interest in the region among Saxon royals, state officials and Dr. 

Meyer's three years of field research in Asia-Pacific. 

The museum’s scholars were concerned with how to produce and exhibit knowledge of 

distant cultures to remote audiences on two levels: visitors to the museum and international 

scholars. A. B. Meyer's understanding of how to produce and transmit knowledge of distant 

cultures developed concurrently through the media of scholarly and popular scientific 

publications and museum displays. Museum personnel developed museum science to guide how 

viewers of various education levels would experience and interact with the collection. Dr. Meyer 

explained that a museum's value was placed in the scientific usefulness of its collections and he 

relied on museum science to aid the “receptive faculty” of the visitor.1 The challenges faced by 

the Dresden museum were international and the museum's solutions participated in the 

standardization of museum practice.  

Directors sought to make their museums destination sites for both tourists and 

international scholars.  In competition with the political connections of the Berlin Museum, 

scientists in Dresden relied on pre-existing commercial, diplomatic and international colonial 

networks in Asia-Pacific to transport materials of culture and build collections for scholars and 

the public. My project builds on Andrew Zimmerman’s warning against the dismissal of this 

science as armchair anthropology in a global culture of imperialism and in the popular culture of 

exotic spectacles. Alice Conklin defines the activities of armchair theorists as: compare, classify 

																																								 																					
1 A. B. Meyer, "Studies of the Museums and Kindred Institutions of New York City, Albany, Buffalo, and Chicago: 
With Notes on Some European Institutions." Annual Report, 1903. 24 (1905): 529. 
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ranking data about primitive peoples whom they believed to be at an earlier evolutionary stage.2 

This type of activity does not fully describe the activities in Germany where schemes were just a 

means, not an end. The term obscures the aims and activities of German museum directors who 

envisioned extensive interaction with collected material culture as the primary means of 

knowledge collection and production for their discipline. For Meyer, building on the work of 

Darwin and Wallace, fieldwork was also an essential component to analyzing the collected 

material. 

The collecting of objects and bringing them back to Europe relied not just on the 

durability of the museum as institution but the assumed durability of the object to represent the 

source community. Yet it was up to the creativity of the ethnologists to reconstruct the broader 

culture of the source community for a European audience. In order to best organize a 

“scientifically useful” public exhibition, Meyer emphasized provenance. The standard methods 

of analysis in the anthropological sciences sought to make conclusions about humankind based 

on collections with limited provenance and little first-hand experience with the living cultures. 

Thus they were easily susceptible to the unscrupulous European dealer who bestowed exotic 

origins upon their wares. After his return from the field, Meyer identified the widely practiced 

science of craniometry as defined by technologies of exoticization that actively erased the 

historical, cultural and social details that human remains carried with them.  

To correct such mistakes across physical and cultural anthropology, Meyer trained his 

staff to collaborate extensively with researchers living among the peoples under investigation. 

Decades earlier than Franz Boas and Bronislaw Malinowski, A. B. Meyer demanded that the 

																																								 																					
2 Alice Conklin, “Civil Society, Science and Empire,” Osiris 17 (2002): 255-90, 260; cf. George Stocking, Victorian 
Anthropology (New York: Free Press, 1987); and George Stocking, After Tylor: British Social Anthropology 1888-
1951 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1995). 
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future of the anthropological sciences relied on well-qualified, long-term investigations in the 

field to make sense of the material collections that filled museum galleries. British anthropologist 

A. C. Haddon reviewed Meyer’s work to urge British anthropologists to follow Meyer’s example 

into the field.  

Central to the dissertation is an analysis of the experimentation with new imaging 

techniques in photography and photographic reproduction by collotype and autotype. 

Competition with the capital expanded from objects to methodology and theory.  It was through 

producing and reproducing images of three-dimensional objects that Meyer explored the limits of 

the existing methods of these object-based human sciences. Mid-nineteenth-century German 

physical anthropologists generally accepted drawing over photography as the most accurate 

means of representing skulls because of the control it allowed the expert. ZAEM founding 

director A. B. Meyer was one of the first to begin to use photographs in physical anthropology 

publications on skulls. Meyer identified the geometric projection as a technique of exoticization 

that actively erased the historical, cultural and social details that human remains carried with 

them. He argued that photographs were true to nature and he used them to develop new 

anthropological methods that emphasized intimate familiarity with variety within any one ethnic 

group, from skull shape to material ornamentation. 

Meyer recycled his imaging techniques in his study of material culture and published a 

series of illustrated monographs from the ZAEM’s ethnographic department. These costly 

publications of colored collotypes not only drew a broader audience but also new donors. In the 

competitive world of ethnographic collection, Meyer saw innovative reproduction techniques as 

a way for the small Dresden museum to create a niche for itself. It was through producing and 
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reproducing images of three-dimensional objects that he explored the limits of the existing 

methods of these object-based human sciences. 

It was a reverence for the process of travel that inspired the Dresden ethnologists to 

develop a new research method of imaging techniques and a new understanding of knowledge 

production. Travel practices among indigenes, Indios and Europeans yielded creativity in 

knowledge production and also tested the durability of a culture - the ability for a culture to 

maintain its own practices, values and aesthetics when in contact with other cultures. In the case 

of ethnography of New Guinea and the Philippines, museum staff examined durability and 

creativity in terms of how the numerous Oceanic cultures processed knowledge, practices and 

materials from their neighbors. Study of the Philippines included the matter of how Indio culture 

responded to or was oppressed by the Spanish colonial force and a study of the effects of 

colonialism on the oppressed peoples. It was not just about the act of traveling but how 

knowledge gained from travel was applied materially, and simultaneously, how the traveling of 

ideas and practices could be studied through material. For the Dresden museum staff, this was a 

political matter in which Dresden resisted uncritical acceptance of the dominant mode of 

understanding specimens and artifacts and responded with new methods.  

With respect to the collected ethnographic objects, the evocation of travel lent movement 

to objects which were not constructed to remain static in vitrines but instead were made to move, 

to interact with the human body, with the natural environment and with other every day or 

ceremonial objects. Meyer used multiple genres of publications as a venue to experiment with 

different imaging processes for studying racial and cultural difference. However, Meyer’s work 

with images was always intended to connect to the displays. In fact his development of imaging 

techniques developed concurrently with his organization of the collections on display. 
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And Meyer was very particular about what was required for the proper display and 

storage of the objects in the ZAEM’s collection. In fact, he began by working with a local firm, 

Kuehnscherf and Sons, to design entirely new cases made of iron and glass. These dust-proof 

and fire-proof cases, with a minimalist design, became so popular internationally that the 

Dresden museum quickly ended up on the end of a long wait list to acquire them.  

This story of the Dresden case reflects that the challenges faced by the ZAEM were 

international and the museum's solutions participated in the standardization of museum practice. 

The activities at the museum were crucial for establishing technologies of display and 

organization for the international science museum landscape. By 1892, the ethnology curator of 

the US National Museum, Otis T. Mason, wrote to his superior that the Dresden Museum has 

“the best curator I ever saw.”3  

Mason, arriving in 1892, showed up at a good time. For although the museum was 

founded in 1875, it took years before the public displays were set up for all three departments. 

The museum layout that Mason encountered was as follows: Viewed in proper order, a visitor to 

the museum would begin in the zoology collections, continue to the anthropology collections and 

then reach the ethnology collections. Meyer arranged the collections with Darwinian evolution in 

mind. This arrangement of the collections was unique because, unlike other German museums of 

anthropology, Meyer did not include an archeology or pre-history department in the museum. 

Meyer’s preference for zoology was a matter of the collections he took over from the Dresden 

Natural History Museum and his own research interests in providing empirical evidence to 

																																								 																					
3 Smithsonian Institution Archives, USNM Record Unit 189, Box 83, Folder 7, Otis T. Mason to F.W. True, Feb. 13, 
1892. 
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support Darwin’s argument on the descent of man.4 This exclusion of prehistory was also a 

rejection of the pervasive universalist approach. The universalist approach essentialized 

humankind by seeking to identify the elementary ideas common to all peoples. The universalist 

approach supported a linear view of cultural evolution by connecting prehistory with ethnology. 

The founders of the German Society for Anthropology, Ethnology and Prehistory held firmly to 

the argument that there was a connection between time and space.5 They sought to understand 

Europe’s ancient ancestors through studies of “natural peoples,” or the peoples outside of time. 

I investigate how Meyer developed his unique approach. Analysis of the ZAEM’s 

founding provides insight into the polycentric nature of Germany’s scientific landscape and the 

debates that occurred between local actors and scientists in the increasingly hegemonic capital. 

The chapters are arranged to reflect this dynamic relationship between local, national and 

international actors and institutions. This arrangement emphasizes Dresden’s close involvement 

with developments taking place in multiple sciences and institutions. This also highlights 

Meyer’s focus on source communities and the role he defined for the museum as a site of 

recreating distant cultures, making distant cultures accessible to Europeans.  The primary 

historical figure of the dissertation is A. B. Meyer, but I do not attempt to write a biography of 

the man, and without a Nachlass that would be a difficult task to fulfill. This is an institutional 

history with some extended excursions to the field sites of research.  

The approach of creating and working through collections in multiple media is part of a 

wider cultural-intellectual climate of hybridity in which Dresden ethnologists maneuvered in 

																																								 																					
4 A. B. Meyer only published two articles on pre-history: A. B. Meyer, Gurina in Obergaithal (Dresden: Hoffmann 
Verlag, 1885) and A. B. Meyer, Das Graeberfeld von Hallstatt (Dresden: Hoffmann Verlag, 1885). 
 
5 Curiously, Virchow was critical of Darwinism (via Haeckel) as a theory supporting evolutionary hierarchy of the 
races, associating the most primitive Naturvoelker with humankind's most ancient ancestors. See Rudolf Virchow, 
“Ueber einige Merkmale niederer Menschenrassen am Schaedel,” Abhandlungen der Königlichen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften zu Berlin (1875): 3.  
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order to establish a new scientific discipline: As ethnology became a new discipline the ties 

between Naturwissenschaft and Geisteswissenschaft were not yet fully severed. This was visible 

in the organization of the collections: although anthropology and ethnology were neighboring 

sciences of pre-history, they were joined instead by zoology. Although the founders of the 

museum intended to emphasize the identification of ethnology as Geisteswissenschaft, unlike the 

increasingly numerically-based anthropology (physical anthropology predominated), the 

emphasis on a comprehensive understanding of all aspects of life and culture in the foreign 

region of study resulted in a hybrid of Geisteswissenshaft and Naturwissenschaft.6 

The classification of the sciences was under debate in the early nineteenth century and 

hybrid sciences found their home in the museum.7 John Pickstone reminds us that we need to pay 

attention to the emergence of the social sciences as at once an extension of the natural sciences 

and a “scientization of politics.”8 The nineteenth century was an era that changed the way people 

experienced time on both sides of the Atlantic. New modes of transportation such as the railroad 

and the steam engine shortened the time spent traveling across long distances, the transatlantic 

cable promoted faster and more reliable transatlantic exchange. On the other hand, the scientific 

theories of Charles Darwin and Charles Lyell emphasized the experience of deep geological time 

and evolutionary patterns. Changes in temporal experience were instrumental to how 

anthropologists categorized the peoples of the world. The big distinction was not between East 

and West, North or South but static peoples of nature and historical peoples of culture. 

																																								 																					
6 While Wissenschaft is commonly translated as “science” the respective definitions for Geisteswissenschaft and 
Naturwissenschaft reflect the definition of science in German as scholarship. 
 
7 John V. Pickstone, “Museological Science? The Place of the Analytical/Comparative in Nineteenth-century 
Science, Technology and Medicine,” History of Science, 32, (1994): 111-138, 128. 
 
8 Pickstone, “Museological Science?” 129. 
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Aspiring ethnologists saw museums as laboratories.9 Like its emerging competitor, the 

biological laboratory, the museum depended on a controlled environment to protect the 

collections. The museum was constituted by the use of space by the acquired material culture, as 

well as by objects constructed to hold, store, and display these artifacts. This object-centered 

approach to the history of the Dresden museum yields a rich story of how the museum was 

utilized as a medium. It is a story of the work carried out around objects not just about 

acquisition upon acquisition. It is the world around the objects that made the Dresden museum a 

destination point for local and foreign scholars. I examine how Dresden scientists developed new 

techniques of representation and display to counter the practice of anthropology and ethnology as 

ahistorical sciences of race. 

Physical anthropology was defined by the classification of human physical forms and the 

systematic study of the origin of the human species. It was a science of race in that the central 

focus was to study physical variation in bodily characteristics to provide empirical evidence of 

racial differentiation. However, Virchow also understood physical anthropology to be a 

discipline that would demonstrate the underlying similarities across humankind. Ethnology, or 

cultural anthropology as defined by Adolf Bastian, the first German chair of the discipline, took 

a universalist approach to understand the fundamental elementary thoughts of human kind, 

which Bastian referred to as the “psychic unity of humankind.”10 

																																								 																					
9 Christina Kreps, “University Museums as Laboratories for Experiential Learning and Engaged Practice,” Journal 
for Museum Anthropology, 38 (2015): 96–111, 96; Karin Knorr Cetina has argued that laboratories can be compared 
to other scientific and cultural settings, when we examine more closely the similar relationships between objects and 
persons constructed in each setting. See Karin Knorr-Cetina, “The Couch, the Cathedral and the Lab: On the 
Relationship between Experiment and Laboratory Science,” in A. Pickering, ed., Science as Practice and Culture. 
(University of Chicago Press, 1992); see also Pickstone, “Museological Science?” and Nelia Dias, La Mesure des 
Sens: Les Anthropologues et Le Corps Humain au Xix Siècle (Paris: Aubier, 2004), 220-228. 
 
10 Adolf Bastian wrote: “In diesen Museen soll sich das Geistesleben der Naturvoelker in seinen Einkoerperungen 
darstellen, und zwar dem allgemeinen Niveau des Durchschnittsmenschen nach. . . Die Wissenschaft vom Menschen 
soll in Gestaltung dieser das geistige Leben der Menschheit vorfuehren, jene Geisteswelt, die als Product 
psychischer Schoepfung ueber den irdischen schwebt, beschauen, aus der Idealwelt gleichsam, die durch 
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Ethnology was characterized as a salvage science, fixated on the appropriation of objects.  

Depending on which evolutionary theory one subscribed to, what was at stake was the existence 

of the varied cultures, not the species, but for polygenists (and social Darwinists) the Age of 

Empire was also a battle of the races and those found wanting would be exterminated by the 

better fit.  Scientists strove to salvage the natural and cultural products of indigenous peoples 

through the collection of objects and data before these peoples vanished. The explicitly 

systematic arrangements of massive acquisitions would be science in itself. This salvage 

mentality was driven by two modes of thought: empiricism as the new scientific regime and the 

struggle for existence as Europe carved up the globe. The museum’s staff worked to situate the 

museum in several different frameworks: municipal, national and international.  

Historiography 

George Stocking’s Volksgeist as Method and Ethic was the first volume to seriously 

discuss German anthropology and its emergence out of the German intellectual tradition. His 

detailed studies of Herder and German philology reveal the unifying importance of the German 

understanding of scholarship in the development of the new human sciences. This is a line of 

inquiry that I seek to problematize, as others before me, including Andrew Zimmerman and 

Suzanne Marchand. The centrality of the object, rather than the text, or language, to the methods 

and theories of the anthropological sciences constituted a new approach to understanding non-

western cultures. 

There are two different narratives about the guiding theories behind the anthropological 

sciences in Imperial Germany. According to the work of H. Glenn Penny, Sierra Bruckner, 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
menschlichen Mikrokosmos, in aufleuchtenden Projectionen, an seinem socialen Horizont reflektiert ist, . . . 
sammeln in einem concentrierten Bild, sie waere also, in solchem Sinne: Bewusstwerden und Bewusstsein der 
Menschheit uebersich selbst, als Zweck der Geschichte.” See Adolf Bastian, Die Vorgeschichte der Ethnologie 
(Berlin: Ferd. Dümmlers Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1881), 63. 
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Suzanne Marchand, Robert Proctor and Woodruff Smith, these disciplines developed as deeply 

humanistic sciences, focused on the culture, ways of life, and ethos of the peoples examined. As 

believers in a single origin for all human races, early German ethnologists studied other cultures 

in search of the universal qualities of humankind.11 Their approach was not guided by racial 

hierarchies; instead they viewed the world within a Humboldtian framework that saw different 

cultures as part of a cosmic whole. Ethnologists insisted that Darwinian evolution did not apply 

to human culture, in contrast to Haeckel's monistic philosophy of man and nature. Anthropology 

was explicitly a project about the unifying physical characteristics of humankind. H. Glenn 

Penny shows that German ethnologists were not driven by imperialist desires or an interest in 

legitimating putative biological or racial hierarchies. Rather, Germany’s brief venture into 

colonialism provides the opportunity to explore early anthropological practice and theories 

without privileging colonialism. This perspective of German ethnology and related fields focuses 

on the work of Adolf Bastian. Historians identify Bastian’s inability to develop a clear 

methodology as a key element in the shift to Friedrich Ratzel’s diffusionist framework around 

1900. Ratzel argued that there were a few key centers of human genius whose products of 

invention diffused to the rest of humanity. The anthropological disciplines were already well 

formed and supported by societies, museums and a university chair by 1884 and therefore were 

																																								 																					
11 Han Vermeulen, Before Boas: The Genesis of Ethnography and Ethnology in the German Enlightenment 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2015); H. Glenn Penny, Objects of Culture: Ethnology and Ethnographic 
Museums in Imperial Germany (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); H. Glenn Penny and Matti 
Bunzl, ed., Worldly Provincialism: German Anthropology in the Age of Empire (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2003); Woodruff Smith, Politics and the Sciences of Culture in Germany 1840-1920 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1991); Robert Proctor, “From Anthropologie to Rassenkunde in the German Anthropological 
Tradition,” in Bones, Bodies, Behavior: Essays on Biological Anthropology, ed. George W. Stocking (Madison, 
Wis: University of Wisconsin Press, 1988). Suzanne Marchand argues that Zimmerman confuses anti-humanism 
with anti-humanitarian. However, it is Zimmerman who does offer an explicit definition of his use of humanism, 
while Penny does not. Penny’s use of the phrase “liberal-humanist” implies humanitarian, rather than the historical 
definition of “humanism” as a form of scholarship. See Suzanne Marchand, "Andrew Zimmerman, Anthropology 
and Antihumanism in Imperial Germany," The Journal of Modern History 75, (2003): 984. 
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not radically altered due to a colonialist drive.12  Penny identifies a concurrent shift in museum 

display when the initial attraction of museums as research institutions was replaced by cultures 

of public education and entertainment.13
 The most recent scholarship, by Andrew D. Evans, 

argues that the shift from the romantic progressive tradition to the racialized anthropology of the 

Nazis occurred during the Great War. 

In Anthropology and Antihumanism in Imperial Germany, Andrew Zimmerman, focusing 

heavily on the overlapping work in physical and cultural anthropology by Rudolf Virchow, 

argues for an antihumanist thrust in the development of the new anthropological sciences. He 

draws on Paul Weindling’s research on anthropology as the product of the medicalization of the 

human sciences. Zimmerman argues that physical anthropologists rejected this historicist lens. 

Since many practitioners of ethnology also practiced physical anthropology, these two lines of 

research seem to present conflicting accounts. Andrew Zimmerman aims to show that nineteenth 

century German anthropology functioned as a new anti-humanist worldview. Zimmerman’s 

argument coincides with the earlier literature on the connections between imperialism and the 

development of the human sciences in the nineteenth century. The colonial activities of Germany 

are emphasized to present anthropologists as defining themselves in opposition to the peoples 

and objects of distant cultures. Thus the newly developed human sciences overthrew the 

principles of humanism. Like the other recent histories that situate anthropology within colonial 

																																								 																					
12 See Woodruff Smith, Politics and the Sciences of Culture; Suzanne Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of 
Empire: Religion, Race, and Scholarship (Washington, D.C: German Historical Institute, 2009); H. Glenn Penny, 
Objects of Culture; Andrew Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism; Jeffrey Bowersox, Raising Germans in 
the Age of Empire: Youth and Colonial Culture, 1871-1914 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); Lynn K. 
Nyhart, Modern Nature: The Rise of the Biological Perspective in Germany (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 2009). 
 
13 John Zammito, looking back to the beginning of the nineteenth century, traces the crystallization of German 
anthropological discourse to the literary psychological model of the new novel, in addition to the medical model of 
physiological psychology, the biological model of the animal soul, the pragmatic or conjectural model of cultural-
historical theory, and the philosophical model of rational psychology. John H Zammito, Kant, Herder and the Birth 
of Anthropology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 221-222. 
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history, Andrew Zimmerman draws on a range of visual sources including photographs, 

pamphlets and posters for colonial exhibitions to demonstrate the different ways in which “the 

other” was objectified. 

In general, the history of nineteenth century European anthropology has emphasized the 

colonial context. This is especially true with works that have looked at the visual practices and 

products of anthropologists. British scholarship on British anthropology has built on post-

colonial literature to understand the overlapping history of anthropology and photography. Much 

of this work relies on a strong theoretical basis drawing on Edward Said’s Orientalism or 

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony to explain the relationship between Europeans and foreign 

cultures.14  

Helen Tilley’s Africa as a Living Laboratory combines the work of Michel Foucault and 

contemporary postcolonial history to demonstrate the interactions between power, political 

economy, and knowledge production and the weakness of power and legitimacy in colonial 

knowledge production. Through attention to the dynamic interplay between scientific fieldwork 

and research across colonial and metropolitan contexts, Tilley demonstrates that the people 

creating and maintaining imperial infrastructure were those who critiqued Europe's epistemic 

authority, truth claims, standards, and norms.15  

In the German case, the study of cultural anthropology through the lens of colonial 

studies erases years of pre-colonial museum history. Work on the German case shows that 

because German intellectual traditions differed from those of France and Britain there did not 

																																								 																					
14 See Elizabeth Edwards, Anthropology and Photography 1860-1920 (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press in association 
with the Royal Anthropological Institute, London, 1992) and Annie Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, 
Material Culture, and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and Edwardian England (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1994). 
 
15 Helen Tilley, Africa As a Living Laboratory: Empire, Development, and the Problem of Scientific Knowledge, 
1870-1950 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011). 
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exist a monolithic European cultural code regarding different peoples and cultures. The rise in 

scholarship on German anthropology has resulted from the overlap between history of 

imperialism, field research, the fine arts and museum studies. Such scholarship has also 

contributed to the more recent trend to study German history outside Germany’s present day 

borders, in a global or transnational context.16 

On the other hand it is important to not underplay the role of colonialism. The case with 

the German ethnology museums, founded between 1870-1914, provides an opportunity to 

explore the ways in which German ethnologists and ethnology museums responded to the 

acquisition of colonies in 1884. In Anthropology's Global Histories, Rainer Buschmann lays out 

the particular ways in which the Berlin museum took advantage of its position in the capital and 

its access to the Admiralty and Foreign Office.17 Museum administrators used colonialism as a 

way to promote the new discipline. As a result of German colonial activities, the Berlin museum 

linked Africa and Oceania into one department in 1904.18 

All of this literature ignores the history of collections before the founding of the 

ethnology museum as well as consideration of the larger museum landscape and the ways in 

																																								 																					
16 Sebastian Conrad and Jürgen Osterhammel, Das Kaiserreich Transnational: Deutschland in der Welt 1871-1914 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004); Sebastian Conrad, Globalisation and the Nation in Imperial Germany 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Harry Liebersohn, The Travelers' World: Europe to the Pacific 
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2008); Andrew Zimmerman, Alabama in Africa: Booker T. 
Washington, the German Empire, and the Globalization of the New South (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2010). 
 
17 Rainer F. Buschmann, Anthropology's Global Histories: The Ethnographic Frontier in German New Guinea, 
1870-1935 (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2009). 
 
18 Other recent works examining German colonial history include David Ciarlo, Advertising Empire: Race and 
Visual Culture in Imperial Germany (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2011); Jeffrey Bowersox, 
Raising Germans in the Age of Empire: Youth and Colonial Culture, 1871-1914 (Oxford University Press, 2013); 
George Steinmetz, The Devil's Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German Colonial State in Qingdao, Samoa, and 
Southwest Africa (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007); and Michael Perraudin and Jürgen Zimmerer, 
German Colonialism and National Identity (New York: Routledge, 2011). 
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which the ethnology museums participated in broader discussions and understandings of the 

collections and displays of art and science museums.  

The Berlin Ethnology Museum has received the most scholarly attention and has 

contributed to a Prussia-centric narrative of German history. Nation-based literature obfuscates 

the self-consciously international status of late nineteenth century anthropologists in the 

exchange of materials, ideas and approaches between practitioners in different countries. This 

was also a time in which international scientific congresses proliferated. The congresses were 

organized as an opportunity to move beyond more local forms of scientific practice by creating 

universal standards for their disciplines, fostering collaborative work and building harmonious 

communities of scientists, transcending national borders. Scientist participants initially trusted in 

the belief that science was inherently objective and impartial, which would make consensus easy 

to reach. At the same time, unlike in Britain and France, many of the larger towns of Germany 

created major ethnographic museums which competed with the capital for visitors. I combine 

this international perspective with the regionalist approach to German history and demonstrates 

that Germany’s polycentric character supported an international community of scientists in spite 

of rising nationalist rhetoric across Europe.19  

Meyer, as a Darwinian, further complicates the picture of German physical and cultural 

anthropology at this time, yet supports our understanding of Germany’s polycentric nature. 

Meyer exploited this in his pursuit of an international scientific community, including especially 

international collaborations and recognition of his scholarship for the ZAEM. By negotiating the 

various elements that comprised anthropological work, Meyer successfully carved out a space 

																																								 																					
19 Celia Applegate, A Nation of Provincials: The German Idea of Heimat (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1990); H. Glenn Penny and Matt Bunzl, Worldly Provincialism; and David Blackbourn and James N. Retallack, 
Localism, Landscape, and the Ambiguities of Place: German-speaking Central Europe, 1860-1930 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2007). 
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for himself as an internationally recognized museum director. Meyer’s combination of theory 

and method poked holes through the work of Bastian and Virchow, showing that racial 

essentialism and humanist universalism were championed by the same individuals. 

History of science literature on empire has looked at three different relationships: the 

sciences as tools of empire, the agency of the colonized and indigenous or vernacular knowledge, 

materials and landscapes in the co-production of science, or the push to decenter Europe and the 

Foucault and Gramsci inspired work on role of colonialism to legitimating power claims of 

science.20 As Helen Tilley states, we cannot speak of colonial science: science circulates while 

states remain territorially bounded, disciplines and their institutions are constrained by location 

but they are not intended to be immobile and knowledge is designed to travel.21 Recent histories 

of colonialism recognize the problems of discussing science in terms of core‐periphery models. 

Recent histories of science examine the reciprocal influences and multidirectional flows of 

																																								 																					
20 Phillip Curtin, Disease and Empire: The Health of European Troops in the Conquest of Africa (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998); Daniel R. Headrick, The Tools of Empire: Technology and European 
Colonialism in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981); Richard Drayton, Nature’s 
Government: Science, Imperial Britain, and the ‘Improvement’ of the World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2000); Fa-Ti Fan, British Naturalists in Qing China: Science, Empire, and Cultural Encounter (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2004); John Gascoigne, Science in the Service of Empire: Joseph Banks, the British State, 
and the Uses of Science in the Age of Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Lisbet Koerner, 
Linnaeus: Nature and Nation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999); David Phillip Miller and Peter 
Hanns Reill, eds., Visions of Empire: Voyages, Botany, and Representations of Natur, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996); Emma Spary, Utopia’s Garden: French Natural History from Old Regime to Revolution 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000); Londa Schiebinger, Plants and Empire: Colonial Bioprospecting in 
the Atlantic World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004); Harold J. Cook, Matters of Exchange: 
Commerce, Medicine and Science in the Dutch Golden Age (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007); Roy 
Macleod, ed., Nature and Empire: Science and the Colonial Enterprise (Osiris, Vol. 15), Chicago, 2000; Londa 
Schiebinger, ed., “Colonial Science,” Focus section: Isis 96 (2005): 52-87; Kapil Raj, Relocating Modern Science: 
Circulation and the Construction of Scientific Knowledge in South Asia and Europe, (Delhi: Permanent Black, 
2006); Sujit Sivasundaram, ed., “Global histories of science,” Focus section, Isis 101 (2010): 95-162; and Kapil Raj 
“Beyond Postcolonialism . . . and Postpositivism Circulation and the Global History of Science” Isis 104, (2013): 
337–347. 
 
21 Helen Tilley, Africa as a Living Laboratory: Empire, Development, and the Problem of Scientific Knowledge, 
1870-1950 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 10. 
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materials, knowledge, and people between multiple centers.22 Several scholars have identified a 

modernity versus tradition binary that places westernized man over and against women and non-

western peoples and epistemologies. Postcolonial studies has been important for our 

understanding of how science and technology were implicit in the colonial enterprise, unraveling 

the binaries that reinforced colonialism, and addressing the hybridities that resulted from it. 

Methodology 

Attention to working with things and thinking through things is at the center of the 

dissertation.  The practice, institutions and networks of exchange around the discipline were 

centered around objects: those acquired from overseas, those constructed to house acquisitions as 

well as the production of scientific publications. I follow artifacts that began in a publicly 

accessible Kunstkammer, were then divided into expanded and specialized Elector collections 

for court entertainment, which in turn were further expanded and specialized through the 

construction of new, publicly accessible buildings demonstrating royal splendor and were then 

appropriated for the founding of a research-centered museum reconfigured as a place for public 

education. To reconstruct these different manifestations, I look at how tour guides presented the 

museum to its visitors over time. I also research floor plans and acquisition records of the 

museum, published works of the directors, and visual renderings and scholarly reviews of the 

museums’ exhibitions.  

I conducted research in the archives of the Sächsisches Hauptstaatsarchiv in Dresden, the 

Sächsische Landesbibliothek, the Handschriftenabteilung in the Staatsbibliothek Berlin, 

Preussischer Kulturbesitz, the Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften, the 

Berlin Museum für Vor- und Früh Geschichte, the Smithsonian Institution Archives, and the 

																																								 																					
22 See Londa Schiebinger, ed., “Colonial Science,” Focus section: Isis 96 (2005): 52-87; Stefan Beck, Jörg 
Niewöhner, Estrid Sörensen, eds., Science and Technology Studies. Eine sozialanthropologische Einführung 
(Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2012). 
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National Anthropological Archives. At the Sächsisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, I explored the records 

of the Ministry for Culture and Public Education, Department of the Interior, Department of 

Finance, and Department of Foreign Affairs. The latter three were all involved in the museum's 

acquisition of objects and diplomatic relations between the museums in Saxony, Prussia and 

outside Germany. The records of the Ministry for Culture and Public Education hold the 

correspondence of the Commission for the General Direction of the Arts and Sciences, which 

was directly responsible for the activities of the Royal Museums. Most relevant for my 

dissertation were the Acten of Dresden’s Zoology, Anthropology and Ethnography Museum and 

those of the Natural History Museum. However, these archives also included important records 

on government funded building plans, budget and personnel. 

The collections of the museum’s publications at the library of the Dresden Museum fuer 

Voelkerkunde and the Staatsbibliothek in Berlin were integral to tracing the ZAEM’s 

experiments in imaging techniques to develop and disseminate methods of training the viewer to 

read three-dimensional objects of foreign cultures. These collections were also key to identifying 

the various methods of knowledge production carried out by the museum’s scholars.  

The museum produced an unprecedented number of high-quality images in a variety of 

genres. My approach to analyzing these images takes seriously Elizabeth Edwards assertion that 

by subjecting the material sources to historical analysis we can come closer to understanding 

how images were constructed and perceived in the past and can suggest ways in which they 

might be accommodated in contemporary analysis. Edwards advocates the historical value of 

early anthropological photographs for understanding the colonial context. The photograph and 

the practices of photography are considered as instrumental to the establishment of the 

anthropologist's authority. Edwards’ multiple edited volumes on historical anthropological 



 

	 20 

photographs has fore-grounded the shared interests of early anthropologists and photographers, 

and their audiences, in inscribing reality, and in using this as evidence in diverse representational 

projects, including assisting in the constitution of ideas about race, nationalism, and 

colonialism.23  

The methodological focus of this project on working with images and objects is based on 

recent work in STS which traces science and technologies traveling across different contexts and 

shows that knowledge, facts and objects always carry their prior contexts and histories with them 

and have to actively adapt and adjust to new contexts.24 In her edited volume Biographies of 

Scientific Objects, Lorraine Daston argues that scientific objects are born out of and die back into 

everyday objects. She identifies four principal approaches to the historicity of scientific objects: 

salience, emergence, productivity and embeddedness. Salience captures the ways in which 

everyday objects are transformed into the elusive and hard won, and thus into scientific objects. 

This approach is helpful for understanding the work that went into Meyer’s development of 

collection technologies and an overarching system of scientific display, or “museum science.”  

																																								 																					
23 See Elizabeth Edwards, Raw Histories: Photographs, Anthropology and Museums (Oxford: Berg, 2001); 
Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart, Photographs Objects Histories: On the Materiality of Images (London: 
Routledge, 2004); Elizabeth Edwards, Chris Gosden, and Ruth B. Phillips, Sensible Objects: Colonialism, Museums 
and Material Culture (Oxford: Berg, 2006); Christopher Pinney and Nicolas Peterson, Photography's Other 
Histories (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003); Coco Fusco, and Brian Wallis, Only Skin Deep: Changing 
Visions of the American Self (New York: International Center of Photography in association with Harry N. Abrams, 
Inc., Publishers, 2003); Haidy Geismar, Anita Herle, Kirk Huffman, and John Layard, Moving Images: John Layard, 
Fieldwork and Photography on Malakula Since 1914 (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, University of 
Cambridge, Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology 2010); Rosalind Morris, Photographies East: The Camera 
and Its Histories in East and Southeast Asia (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009). 
 
24 See Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986); Harold J. Cook, Matters of Exchange (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007); James 
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The history of collections has been an especially fruitful site for considering practices and 

technologies of collection as ontological and epistemological.25 Through practices of collection, 

the museum emerged as a space of knowledge for natural history in which the classificatory 

division of things and, subsequently, the ordering of the world, could be considered. The growth 

of collections and explosion of knowledge in the nineteenth century prevented any one museum 

from achieving a picture of the world in its entirety. During the second half of the nineteenth 

century, the museum landscape became one of increasingly specialized subject areas. The 

analysis of objects as sites of scholarship was instrumental to the founding of ethnology and 

anthropology as new scientific disciplines. Material epistemology was also cited as the method 

of choice to correct the failures of historians to address not only the achievements of Europeans 

but “all races.”26 In addition, these object based disciplines “maintain a standpoint of pure 

objective observation, sharply distinguished from history which cannot rid itself of a subjective 

coloration.”27 

So, what does it mean to start with objects? Andrew McClellan tells us that the primary 

aim of museums is to acquire objects. Museums can only stay alive if they are continuously 

collecting.28 While this argument applies to the activities of the Berlin Museum, it is not 

appropriate to the approach of the Dresden museum, nor does it adequately reflect international 

reviews of ethnographic museums. A comparison of Dresden to Berlin, which drowned itself in 

																																								 																					
25 See Anke te Heesen, “Boxes in Nature,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 31 (2000): 381-403; 
Krysztof Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities: Paris and Venice 1500-1800 (Cambridge, U.K: Polity Press, 1990). 
 
26 British Association for the Advancement of Science, Notes and Queries on Anthropology for the use of Travellers 
and Residents in Uncivilized Lands (London: Edward Stanford, 1874), iv.   
 
27 Adolf Bastian, Ethnologie und Geschichte in ihren Beruehrungspunkten unter Bezugnahme auf Indien, vol. 2, 
Ideale Welte in Wort und Bild (Berlin: Emil Felber, 1892), 27. 
 
28 Andrew McClellan, The Art Museum from Boullée to Bilbao (Berkeley, Calif: University of California Press, 
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acquisitions, reveals the way different approaches yielded different trajectories. Bastian's 

approach was to amass extensively and charge the next generation with the task of making sense 

of the collection.29 His successors were left bogged down with systematics. Meyer, who worked 

with a much smaller collection, believed that acquiring and producing knowledge from this 

material culture were both the responsibilities of the present generation.  

I focus heavily on Meyer’s production of knowledge through experimentation with 

imaging technologies and publication genres. The centrality of Meyer's publications to Meyer's 

own work and to this study participates in a broader discussion in Science and Technology 

Studies attentive to the importance of scientific publication as primary sources. In Culturing Life: 

How Cells Became Technologies, Hannah Landecker uses laboratory technologies as her subject 

of inquiry. How scientists discuss their own work, the objects that they work with and how they 

treat them with other objects and with words all participate in the constitution of biology. Bruno 

Latour and Steve Woolgar's anthropological studies of laboratory life highlight the laboratory 

processes behind creating an inscription for publication of the lab's research in a scientific 

journal. Landecker and Latour point to the scientific publication as a site in which the 

relationship between scientists and the technologies that define their activities plays out.30  

Gowan Dawson, building on the work of Thomas Broman, has argued that there is a 

relationship between publishing formats and certain ways of understanding and presenting the 

natural world.  In his study of periodical journalism in late eighteenth century German 

physiology, Broman suggests that genres of writing and scientific theories developed together. 

Dawson’s analysis of serialization in nineteenth century paleontology concurs with the work of 
																																								 																					
29 See H. G. Penny, Objects of Culture. 
 
30 See Hannah Landecker, Culturing Life: How Cells Became Technologies (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University 
Press, 2007); Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar, Laboratory Life: The Social Construction of Scientific Facts 
(Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1979); and Bruno Latour, Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and 
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Nick Hopwood, Simon Schaffer and James Secord that people understood the world as “serial in 

its basic structure.” Paleontologists relied on fragmentary collections and they therefore 

benefited from the sequential form of serial publication. This form of communication reflected 

the state of the material evidence discussed within, and thereby participated in the ideas 

paleontologists constructed to create a whole from incomplete parts. Meyer seemed to also be 

aware of the relationship between genres and the ideas they presented, and he was similarly 

concerned with reconstruction of a whole from various parts. He was especially concerned with 

how people filled in the gaps, and how important the gaps were to making sense of the collected 

parts.31  

Historians of science are similarly concerned with developing an epistemology that unites 

sensory and ideational knowing.32 Although there has been increased attention to visual culture 

in the history of science, only very recently have scholars attended to the actual creation of the 

images and to their usefulness as sources of knowledge – the work of Daniela Bleichmar and 

Sachiko Kusukawa are two noteworthy examples.33 Recent work on visual culture of science in 

the nineteenth century has been especially useful for this study. Julia Voss has beautifully shown 

that Darwin analyzed images as empirical evidence and then created images for his publications 

as a way to articulate his theory of random variation. Nils Güttler’s account of the role of Saxon 

publishing firms in the production of geographic maps demonstrates how geobotanists turned 
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maps into independent epistemic tools within botany.34 Stefanie Klamm has shown how German 

archeologists used multiple media, including photography, drawing, and plaster casts to make the 

past visible.35 The turn to visual culture has facilitated the breakdown of the line between science 

and non-science. Attention to visual media in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries reveals a 

broader mass public, which is reflective of the emergence of such a public in the modern period 

as well as the visual technologies that emerged. The use of visual images in a variety of contexts 

plays a significant role in the construction of the relationship between elite and popular science. 

The first four chapters focus on collection practices, beginning in the field and moving 

into the European museum setting. These four chapters together examine how Meyer 

appropriated and then altered existing collecting practices to make them more rigorous. Chapter 

One looks at what and how he collected and how the interests of the German anthropology 

community inspired his decisions. Chapters Two and Three consider the local circumstances of 

the Dresden museum landscape and how Meyer negotiated the long-standing collecting 

institutions, organizational schemes and municipal politics in his goal to introduce a new 

museum-based program for representing the history of humankind. Chapter Three focuses on the 

ZAEM’s longest lasting legacy – museum science. Chapter Four examines Meyer’s engagement 

in debates at the national and international level. This chapter discusses how Meyer applied his 

experience in the field to address flaws in existing methods that supported a racial theory of 

static physical types. Chapters Five and Six connect the work done around the objects in the 

museum’s storage and display cases to the focus on knowledge production through innovative 

reproductive techniques. These chapters explore the important role the ZAEM attributed to 

																																								 																					
34 Nils Güttler, Das Kosmoskop: Karten und ihre Benutzer in der Pflanzengeographie des 19. Jahrhunderts 
(Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2014). 
 
35 Stefanie Klamm, Bilder Des Vergangenen: Visualisierung in der Archäologie im 19. Jahrhundert: Fotografie - 
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experimentation with imaging techniques for reforming ethnographic methods. Chapter Five 

looks at the work done at the ZAEM in response to the broader intellectual debates on race and 

evolution including questions of scientific authority, access, mobility and authenticity of 

scientific data. Chapter Six looks outside of the institutional context of the museum to the 

independent researchers and source communities who were essential to the success of the 

museum as a contact zone. The arrangement of the dissertation’s chapters emphasizes the 

multiple levels at which the museum situated itself as well as the significant importance placed 

on fieldwork by the historical figures. 

Contextualizing the archives of the Dresden Ethnology Museum in the existing literature 

reveals that different museums were governed by different theories and methods. Dresden’s 

location within the culturally independent power of Saxony encourages study of how different 

states related to German unification. By focusing on the collection and displays of the museum in 

the context of the cultural movements and intellectual developments on the local, national and 

international levels, this project studies the extent to which space was available for multiple 

ordering systems of humankind in Germany’s polycentric scientific landscape. Analysis of the 

work carried out by Dresden’s scholars sheds light on the historiographical debate about the 

founding principles of the anthropological sciences. I am not interested in polemical approach of 

unmasking perceived do-gooders, like Virchow, as racist, for this has already been done. 

Meyer’s particular attention to the relationship between physical and cultural anthropology, and 

the relationship between theory and method address concerns of continued salience for 

anthropologists and museum professionals up to the present-day. 

A note on terms: I maintain the use of the Volk rather than attempt to translate it. It is a 

term that signified the union of a group of people with transcendental essence, an essence fused 
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to man’s innermost nature, represented the source of his creativity, his depth of feeling, his 

individuality and his unity with other members of the Volk.36 I also want to emphasize the 

omnipresence of the term Volk to demonstrate that Rasse was not yet the central term used to 

describe human difference. As Robert Proctor and Andrew Evans have argued, the term 

Rassenkunde (racial science) first appeared at the turn of the twentieth century and “race” did not 

come to dominate anthropological discourse until the early 1920s.37  
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Chapter One: 

Headhunting in Asia-Pacific, Defamiliarizing Western Science 

Decades earlier than the work of A. R. Radcliffe-Brown and Bronislaw Malinowski, 

Adolf Bernhard Meyer demanded that the future of ethnology rely on well-qualified, long-term 

investigations in the field in order to make sense of the material collections that filled museum 

galleries and storage rooms. 38 As a museum director, he trained his museum staff to collaborate 

extensively with researchers who held years-long residencies among the ethnic groups under 

investigation.  British Anthropologist A. C. Haddon, in a review of Meyer’s Distribution of the 

Negritos (1899), concurred with Meyer’s assertion: “There can be no doubt that observation in 

the field is by far the most important branch of anthropological work at the present time, and all 

our energies should be employed in this direction.”39  Meyer’s employment as a museum director 

in 1874 was very much a result of his decision to undertake a voyage through Southeast Asia and 

Oceania from 1870-1873. Those who inspired him intellectually together with the pressing 

demands for material evidence to supply the proliferating public collections of the new human 

sciences guided his journey. 

Meyer’s physical and cultural anthropological collections garnered him much attention 

but what really set him apart was his own interpretations of the material. Collection inspired his 

travels, yet, as his reports indicate, field observations were a crucial byproduct. While some 

European travelers never left the European compound set up in some distant land, Meyer valued 

close, personal interactions with the peoples anthropologists and ethnologists sought to 

understand. Meyer and his trained collaborators all reported the names of specific individuals 
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39 A. C. Haddon, “The Little Negroes of the East,” review of The Negritos: The Distribution of the Negritos in the 
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with whom they became acquainted and whose ancestors’ or enemies’ skulls they collected. 

Though Meyer, like other Europeans, prepared himself for hostile receptions as he traveled from 

island to island and mountain-to-mountain, he was more often welcomed than attacked, seen as 

someone to trade with, engage with, or occasionally use as a go-between with the colonial 

authorities. The range of responses the indigenous people had to these field scientists did not 

coincide with the largely one-dimensional accounts and hypotheses circulating among the 

academics in Berlin. Meyer wrote: “The inhabitants of Rubi [Papua] … led me to the conviction 

that there are in New Guinea, alongside bloodthirsty and untamed savages, also men of milder 

customs, and that they have raised themselves to these without external influence.”40 

In this chapter, I examine the key figures and research experiences that inspired Meyer’s 

intellectual development before his appointment as museum director. I focus on Meyer’s 

struggles to reconcile his experience in the field with the existing literature. In particular, I look 

at how Meyer utilized his material collections, field observations and encounters to carry out 

critical examinations of theories about human difference postulated by physical anthropology. 

His large project as a museum director to change existing practices of analysis, and thereby 

change views of Asia-Pacific peoples, began with his experience as a collector in the field.  

Meyer’s field research yielded considerable collections of visual records (maps, 

photographs, portrait and landscape sketches) and human and animal specimens and artifacts 

from his voyages. Meyer entered the field with the intention of collecting these items and 

records. In doing this, he answered the call of several scholars to expand the material collections 

of foreign animals and cultures in European museums. His personal motivation, like that of other 

explorers, included financial incentives and career prospects in the highly structured German 

																																								 																					
40 Adolf Bernhard Meyer, Auszüge aus den auf einer Neu Guinea-Reise im Jahre 1873 geführten Tagebüchern als 
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bureaucracy. Given his repeated correspondence with Rudolf Virchow and his multiple 

publications in European journals and newspapers all sent from the field, it is evident that Meyer 

sought to build a reputation in the scientific community in hopes that he would be considered for 

an academic post upon his return.  

A. B. Meyer was born in Hamburg to a German-Jewish family of successful merchants.41 

He received a dual doctorate in medicine and physiology in 1867 from the University of Zurich. 

He wrote his dissertation on electrical nerve stimulation, an expansion of the work of his 

Doktorvater, physiology professor Adolf Eugen Fick. Fick was very fond of using images to 

train students in physiology: his 1864 textbook Lehrbuch der Anatomie und Physiologie der 

Sinnesorgane included 106 woodcuts and five stereoscopic pictures. This early training in the 

visual culture of science would make a deep impression on Meyer and his production of images 

for documentation and analysis in the field. After graduation, Meyer relocated to Berlin where he 

found work as an assistant in the Physiology Laboratory of Berlin University under the support 

of Professor Isidor Rosenthal, a student of Emil du Bois-Reymond.42 

Four important figures for Meyer’s intellectual development in the anthropological 

sciences were: Charles Darwin, A. Russell Wallace, Theodor Waitz, and Rudolf Virchow. These 

men inspired and guided Meyer’s field research and framed the debates through which he filtered 

the products of his field experience. Through rigorous empiricism, Meyer sought to demonstrate 

to German critics that Darwinism was not just a theory, but it was a method that combined 

observations with the material collected in the field. 

																																								 																					
41 Petra Martin, Meyer, Adolph Bernhard, in: Sächsische Biografie, hrsg. Vom Institut für Sächsische Geschichte 
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time he did not pioneer any new theories.” 
 
42 A. B. Meyer, “die uebermaximal Zuckung,” Centralblatt für die medicinischen Wissenschaften 46 (1868): 721-
725. 
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Early on, Meyer established ties with the international community by reaching out to 

Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace. While finishing his dissertation, Meyer had read 

their works and after completing his doctorate, he initiated correspondence with the British 

recluse. Though there were many brands of Darwinism circulating in Germany in the second half 

of the nineteenth century, Meyer went directly to the source. Notably, he never referenced 

Haeckel, Darwin’s most popular German champion. During his time in Berlin, Meyer continued 

to delve into the new evolutionary theory of Darwin and Wallace. He read and translated their 

works and corresponded with them to clarify arguments as he prepared to publish his translations 

for a German audience. Meyer’s translation of their 1858 essay “On the Tendency of Species to 

form Varieties; and on the Perpetuation of Varieties and Species by Natural Means of Selection” 

was titled “ueber die Entstehung der Arten” or “On the Origin of Species.”43 The edited 

publication also included an excerpt from Darwin’s yet to be published work Origin of Species 

and Wallace’s 1855 essay “On the law which regulates the origin of species.” He went to 

England in 1870 to meet with Darwin as he finalized his translations and prepared to leave for 

the Celebes.44 

One of Meyer’s expressed aims was to bring greater German recognition to the work of 

A. R. Wallace. In his translations, he included biographical sketches of Wallace, as well as 

Darwin, and emphasized the importance of lengthy field research to their valuable scientific 

observations and investigations. He noted that Wallace deserved equal attention as discoverer 

and defender of the theory of the origin of species, a theory that the German scholarly 

community referred to as “Darwinismus.” His biographical sketch of Wallace detailed the extent 

																																								 																					
43 Charles Darwin, Alfred R. Wallace, and Adolf B. Meyer, Charles Darwin und Alfred Russel Wallace: Ihre ersten 
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of his travels and scientifically valuable collections and records from the Amazon and the Malay 

Archipelago. His attention to the role of field research for the independent conclusions of both 

naturalists attended to the criticisms of German empiricists like Rudolf Virchow and Adolf 

Bastian who questioned the evidentiary basis for this theory of natural selection. In his sketch of 

Darwin, Meyer emphasized Darwin’s claim that nothing forms a young naturalist so much as a 

journey through distant lands. “Well may be true of Darwin the beautiful words of a German 

thinker: that the man rarely penetrates deeper than the youth throws his sinker.”45  Meyer also 

picked up on what Janet Browne has since argued about Darwin: collections make the 

collector.46 

Wallace too relied on his collections, though unlike the independently wealthy and well-

positioned Darwin, he relied on them for their scientific and monetary value. Perhaps Wallace’s 

achievements as a scholar, despite his lack of connections, appealed to Meyer, who, due to his 

Jewish background, would never be able to attain a high-level academic position. Meyer 

continued to publicize Wallace’s work by publishing his translations of Wallace’s Malay 

Archipelago: the Land of the Orang-utan and the Bird of Paradise (1869) and Geographic 

Distribution of Animals (1876). Wallace’s Malay Archipelago was exceptionally important as 

Meyer prepared for his own travels and provided the template for understanding fieldwork. The 

natural history portions of the book were written expressly to encourage further investigations 

into the origin of species and their geographic distribution, the subject of Wallace’s subsequent 

book, also translated by Meyer. Indeed, Wallace’s account was widely popular and sparked a 

wave of natural explorers to Asia-Pacific who were in search of adventures with Orang-utans and 
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46 See Janet Browne, “Do Collections Make the Collector? Charles Darwin in Context,” in From Private to Public: 
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Dyaks of Borneo while taking advantage of the more comfortable journey afforded by the newly 

built Suez Canal and the steam ship. Meyer was one among a “wave of naturalist explorers” who 

travelled to the Malay Archipelago during the 1870s, yet one of the select few to make it into 

Wallace’s 10th edition of The Malay Archipelago, as “the most important of the natural history 

travellers” to have visited New Guinea.47 Other than Otto Finsch, who placed the German flag on 

New Guinea shores in 1885, the others named in the volume crossed paths with Meyer in 

Oceania, highlighting the increased European traffic and yet the limited German presence: the 

Italians Odoardo Beccari (1843-1920) and Luigi Maria d’Albertis (1841-1901) and the Briton 

Henry O. Forbes (1851-1932). 

The Birth of the Disciplines: The Anthropological Sciences in Berlin 

Meyer also pursued further study under Rudolf Virchow at the Prussian Academy of 

Sciences. By this time, Virchow (1821-1902) was already a celebrated cellular pathologist at the 

Charite Hospital in Berlin, founder of the German Progress Party, public health reformer and 

first President of the Berliner Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte. 

Virchow’s interest in expanding collections for physical anthropological pursuits and Meyer’s 

embrace of Darwinian evolution were two instrumental factors which led Meyer to leave 

laboratory research in the metropole for the adventures of field research in distant lands. The 

connection to Virchow would be of exceptional importance for Meyer while he prepared for his 

independent research expedition to Asia-Pacific. He sent frequent reports and collections back to 

Virchow and used the Prussian Academy of Sciences as his contact address while abroad.  

Through Virchow, Meyer would have encountered fellow physician Adolf Bastian, the 

recent founder of the Berlin Ethnology Museum and the first to habilitate in Voelkerkunde. In 
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1869, Rudolf Virchow and Adolf Bastian founded the Berlin Society for Anthropology, 

Ethnology and Prehistory. The following year, they founded the German National Society 

(DGAEU) for the same fields, a federative association incorporating members and societies 

throughout Germany. As monogenicists (believing in a single origin for all human races), they 

studied other cultures in search of the universal qualities of humankind. They viewed the world 

within a Humboldtian framework that saw different cultures as part of a cosmic whole. 

Humboldtian cosmography considered “every phenomenon as worthy of being studied for its 

own sake;” its mere existence entitled it to a “full share of our attention."48 Virchow connected 

this framework to his political liberalism and classic romantic idea of Volksgeist, or “the soul of 

the culture.” 

Virchow was Professor of Pathological Anatomy at University of Berlin, a staunch 

empiricist who regarded Darwinian evolution as an unproven hypothesis and an outspoken left 

liberal, leader of the anti-Bismarckian Progressive party.49 Virchow’s liberal political stance of 

equality and assimilation did not directly correlate with his practices in physical anthropology.50 

On the one hand, in the Race Prussienne debate with de Quatrefages during the Franco-Prussian 

War (1870-1), Virchow argued that his nation was a collection of diffuse ethnic elements, bound 

together by progress, history and culture.51 On the other hand, as I discuss in this chapter and 
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Chapter Five, Virchow adopted the racialized hierarchical practices of Paul Broca, which 

naturalized, and thereby erased, the individuality of different human cultures.  

Physical anthropology was defined by the classification of human physical forms and the 

systematic study of the origin of the human species. Its central focus was the study of variation in 

physical characteristics to provide empirical evidence of racial differentiation. However, 

Virchow also understood physical anthropology to be a discipline that would demonstrate the 

underlying similarities across humankind. For Virchow anthropology and ethnology were both 

dedicated to the study of race and both included human material among its objects of study. He 

explained: “The study of the races (das Studium der Racen) should be striven above all else. Just 

as the natural sciences prove the need to sharply divide plants and animals into distinct species, 

so the necessity exists, for the separate races to be attributable to ethnology.”52 

 Ethnology, or cultural anthropology, as defined by Adolf Bastian, the first German chair 

of the discipline, took a universalist approach to understanding the elementary thoughts of 

human kind, which Bastian referred to as the “psychic unity of humankind.” Through the 

collection and analysis of material culture, scholars would be able to deduce what these 

elementary thoughts were. Bastian’s ethnic psychology was evolutionist, arguing that because all 

humans share psychological traits they are equally likely to innovate - their level of innovation 

depended on local variables. Thus the disciplines of physical anthropology and ethnology had 

distinct theoretical and methodological approaches, yet the same individuals often practiced both 

disciplines and they intended to make the strange or exotic seem more familiar.  Meyer’s work 

would eventually expose these contradictions embedded in the stated interests and accepted 
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practices of the anthropological sciences.53 

Physical anthropologists in Imperial Germany were obsessed with human skulls.54 They 

traveled for them, encouraged lay explorers and diplomats to collect them, and they created new 

instruments to measure, represent, and display them. The first German journal of anthropology, 

Archiv fuer Anthropologie (1867), focused on comparisons of anatomical measurements in 

prehistoric cranial and, to a lesser extent, skeletal, remains. And the front page of the first issue 

of the Correspondenzblatt der Deutschen Gesellschaft fuer Ethnologie, Anthropologie und 

Urgeschichte declared: “race skulls are the most certain markers from which to study 

similarities, differences, migrations, racial mixing, declining cultures and the decline of the 

savage, the puzzle of the variation among the races and their mutual influences.”55 Accordingly, 

during his field research in Asia-Pacific in the 1870s, Meyer bought them whenever he could and 

robbed them from graves when he could not. 

Virchow was invested in the work of French anthropologist Paul Broca that established a 

racial hierarchy based on skull shape. Broca’s work, supported by the establishment of 

professional norms for testing hypotheses and disseminated by journals, museums, laboratories, 
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schools and learned societies, was widely accepted.56 Broca and his school assumed from the 

outset that a hierarchy of races with different mental capacities existed.57 Broca found support 

for this hierarchy in the cephalic index he developed to provide empirical evidence for 

polygenism and reinforce craniometry as a science of race. The cephalic index was measured by 

calculating skull length and breadth and held that the northern Europeans were dolichocephalic 

(or long-headed) while the East Asian and Eastern European races were brachycephalic (or wide-

headed). Virchow hoped that such methods would provide answers to the origins of different 

human races.  

Craniometric categories distinguished between races of the North and races of the East. A 

second set of anthropological categories divided the peoples of the world not by geography but 

by stage of evolution: the static, primitive, ahistorical Naturvoelker, and the civilized 

Culturvoelker. This second classification system incorporated prehistory, comparing ancient 

European ways of life to contemporary indigenous ways of life of the Naturvoelker - those 

residing in the ethnographic present. Virchow and Bastian had a Kantian view of history as the 

process of European civilization progressively engulfing the Americas and the South Sea 

Islands.58  

 Bastian’s world-view came out of his 25 years of travel around the world as a ship’s 

surgeon, which revealed to him the elementary thoughts common to all cultures. Ethnology 

developed as a way to study the similarities across the cultures despite geographic and lifestyle 

differences. For Bastian, the site of such studies was to be the museum. For this reason, massive 

collecting expeditions and purchases were made in the effort to collect samples of all types of 
																																								 																					
56 See Alice Conklin, Ch. 1 “Races, Bones and Artifacts,” In the museum of man: race, anthropology, and empire in 
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57 Conklin, In the museum of man, 6. 
 
58 See John Zammito, Kant Herder and Anthropology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002). 
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material objects from all different cultures. The impetus for this salvage methodology included 

Bastian’s commitment to empiricism as well as the belief that the culture of Naturvoelker 

(natural peoples) needed to be rescued before it was wiped out by colonialism.59 Bastian was 

committed to field research as a way to dedicate his own time, and much of his scholarship 

reported the results of social interactions while traveling. Bastian cautioned that European 

contact (colonial or otherwise) with “previously unknown” peoples would alter the 

characteristics of Naturvoelker by bringing them into history. Virchow’s 1871 address to the 

DGAEU clarified that the emphasis on objects was partly predicated on the notion of the 

existence of isolated, untouched peoples, peoples whom he believed would be the victims of 

Europe’s colonial ventures.60    

 According to Bastian, the empirical science of ethnology was defined by the explicitly 

systematic arrangement of collected objects. Creating order out of the chaos was what made it 

science.61 The methods laid out by Bastian indicated that ethnographic taxonomies and 

experimental results were reproducible anywhere.62 Though travel was central to Bastian’s 

ethnographic work, it was only his best students who chose to vigorously pursue fieldwork for 

themselves. This was partly due to Bastian’s fetishization of the object in the museum setting and 
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reliance on military and colonial networks for the expansion of the discipline rather than directed 

training in field research. Though he was considered to be the founder of a new theory-driven 

ethnology, Bastian’s notoriously unsystematic and incoherent writing style limited the potential 

of his own theoretical concepts.63 

In his twelve-page review of Darwin’s Descent of Man, Bastian wrote that the inductive 

method had ended the reign of theory and those disciplines which continue to subscribe to 

hypotheses would eventually decay. He warned: “In anthropology the reckless application of 

these hypotheses has instigated a serious confusion that will require much effort to correct.”64 

Bastian argued that, though Descent may hold for comparative zoology in the design of a 

schematic arrangement of animal organisms, anthropology did not correspond to zoology 

(though they were related disciplines, along with philosophy and history). In addition to rejecting 

Darwin’s “reductive” solution to explaining the creation of humankind, Bastian did not accept 

that the study of lower animals could be applied to the study of man, especially because man’s 

intellectual capacity uniquely endows him with agency.65 He had great expectations for the 

discipline: “Anthropology asks the highest questions of being and must remain unbiased and 
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purely objective through inductive methods as the future center of all related disciplines.”66  

Bastian cautioned that the “craze for evolution gripping society” was simply due to the decline of 

religious consciousness and the anxiety to quickly solve the “riddle of the universe” in a single 

stroke.67 Virchow too did not accept Darwin’s explanation of the origin of humankind. It was in 

fact his view that human origins were so “speculative” which inspired him to define the 

anthropological sciences as sciences of the separate races of humankind.68 For Meyer, however, 

Darwinism was not just a theory, it was a method which combined observations made in the field 

with the collected material. Meyer would contest Bastian’s critique of Descent by founding the 

Dresden Museum for Zoology, Anthropology and Ethnography (ZAEM) and connecting zoology 

with the anthropological sciences.  

Meyer and his contemporaries were well aware that gathering, owning, classifying, and 

valuing were not activities restricted to the West; but elsewhere these activities need not be 

associated with accumulation (rather than redistribution) or with preservation (rather than natural 

or historical decay).69 The western practice of culture collecting has its own genealogy, 

enmeshed in distinct European notions of temporality and order. As James Clifford has written at 

length, Europeans elaborated a scheme of classification for storing or displaying the object so 

that the reality of the collection itself, its coherent order, overrides specific histories of the 

object's production and appropriation.70 
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The collecting practices of ethnologists were consistent with a much larger trend of 

collecting among nineteenth-century museums, not only for the formation of disciplines, but also 

for the institutionalization and control of collective memory. Salvage did not have to mean 

destruction and domination as it did in some cases of European colonialism. The early nineteenth 

century witnessed the emergence of historical consciousness and resulted in public 

institutionalized forms of remembrance of what was lost. These forms included historical 

societies and museums as well as publications of folklore such as the Grimms’ Fairy Tales 

(Kinder- und Hausmaerchen). Preservation, closely intertwined with German romanticism, 

collected artifacts and documents and organized the conservation of cathedrals and other 

historical buildings. Driven by the imperative to “save,” collecting rescued and preserved objects 

of interest in order to secure them for future use by either themselves or the public they hoped to 

educate.71 However, as Susan Crane argues, no single national consciousness emerged among 

these historical societies. Although these different groups used similar means to reconstruct the 

German past, they ultimately resulted in different claims about that past.72   

In connection with the opening of the Berlin Voelkerkunde Museum in 1873, Bastian 

stated: “In these museums the mental life of the Naturvolk should be represented in their entirety 

and thereby illustrate the general level of the average person.”73 The purpose of ethnology was to 
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study the psychic unity of social thought, which underlies the basic element of the social body. 

Bastian declared that the assignment of the museums was, through its arrangement, to exhibit the 

mental life of humanity. Every group of people shares a set of elementary ideas that materialize 

into unique patterns of thought, or Voelkergedanken. The elementary ideas or 

Elementargedanken, are hidden behind humanity’s cultural diversity and can be revealed through 

study of all the various cultures. 74 He attributed difference to geography: his notion of a peoples’ 

thoughts represented the aspects of culture which differed from place to place according to the 

influence of the physical environment and the chance events of history. The display of each 

mental world, of each social body, would illuminate the human microcosm and motivate the 

contemplation and consciousness of humanity.75 Unfortunately Bastian’s fixation on the 

collection of objects over time led to neglect of orderly arrangements, and by the turn of the 

century the Berlin Museum was criticized as a chaotic mess, a failure of empiricism.76 In Chapter 

Three, I consider how Meyer sought to balance the salvage mentality of empiricism with an 

organizational scheme for museum science. Bastian’s and Virchow’s universalism was 

problematic as well, as Brigitte Fuchs argues in “Rasse”, “Volk”, Geschlecht, Anthropologische 

Diskurse in Oesterreich 1850-1960  (2003) and as Meyer discovered through practice - 
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universalism was full of racist discourse. Meyer’s work complicates accounts of German 

anthropology that oppose Darwin-inflected essentialist approaches to a liberal cultural 

anthropology tradition. 

The material culture approach to studying indigenous groups proposed by Adolf Bastian, 

was predicated on the notion that these groups did not have written documents that could be used 

for historical study. The object was not an end in itself, but a piece of evidence and a document. 

In line with contemporary art historians and archeologists, Bastian proposed his approach as a 

criticism of what he saw as the elitist, university-centered methods of Leopold Ranke's archival-

based approach to history.77 Still, Bastian, as an empiricist, preferred the inductive methods of 

the historical disciplines to the deductive method of the natural sciences, or 

Gesetzwissenschaften. The historical method, or Geschichtswissenschaft, grew out of an 

affective impulse and focused on individual phenomena as the point of departure to study an 

event’s true history.  The goal of the historical method was “the investigation of phenomena 

themselves” and the “unwillingness to consider them as subject to stringent laws.”78 Bastian 

argued that the natural sciences too should be wary of hypotheses, “which are only ephemeral 

thought processes,” not objectively grounded in observation and experiment.79 Chapter Five 

examines how Meyer’s own attention to imaging technologies inspired his scholarship on the 

various record keeping systems of Asia-Pacific communities.  

Another instance of the new regard for material culture was the new science of 
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archaeology, which Suzanne Marchand has described as the study of ancient art through “real 

things: artifacts, art, topography, architecture, legal and economic affairs, and history.”80 The 

middle of the nineteenth century saw the decline in universal histories that juxtaposed oriental 

and occidental cultures. Archaeologists derived their methods almost exclusively from classical 

philology and thus represented the triumph of historicized classical scholarship, (Wissenschaft), 

over poetry and antiquarian reverie.81 

Archeology, or pre-history, and the anthropological sciences were seen as related 

disciplines, all to be represented by a united academic society – The German Society for 

Anthropology, Ethnology and Pre-History -- and thereby practiced by a unified set of standards. 

By the time objects began to arrive from the East in the mid-nineteenth century, a distinctive bias 

in favor of philological understanding, disciplined aesthetics, and classical pedagogy had settled 

on Gymnasia and universities and by extension the educated middle class. However, as 

archaeology and physical and cultural anthropology came to focus on the suppliers of material 

for the science of the future, rather than as interpreters of meaning in the present, a disciplinary 

divergence became more solidified.82 This provides one explanation as to why the early 

practitioners of object-centered disciplines were those trained in studying material and not 

textual sources, namely surgery, pathology, anatomy, comparative physiology and zoology. 

Physical anthropologists were almost exclusively medical doctors in Germany, unlike in Britain 
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or the US.83 

Into the land of the head-hunters 

Meyer embarked on a three-year privately funded natural history expedition to Asia-

Pacific in July 1870. He was most intent on zoological research, especially ornithology, inspired 

by the travels of A. R. Wallace and Charles Darwin and the importance of field research to the 

theory of natural selection. Wallace limited his collections to zoological specimens. He specified 

that no intelligent clarification of races had been found upon study of crania, though it had 

previously been considered to offer the "only sure basis for the classification of mankind."84 

Meyer, however, sought to fulfill Rudolf Virchow’s desire for skulls. He and his wife left from 

Rotterdam on the Dutch Ship ‘Batavia’ and arrived in the Dutch colony of Manado, Celebes 

(North Sulawesi, Indonesia) at the end of September 1870.  

In Ternate (Maluku Islands, Indonesia), the Dutch administrative capital of the region, 

Meyer employed a Malaysian hunter and server, Kamis Birahi, to accompany him through 

Celebes and the Philippines (see Figure 1.1).85 Meyer would come to value Birahi so much that 

he took Birahi back to Europe between trips for fear of losing him somewhere in the Indian 

Archipelago before traveling to New Guinea. “His advice, his Geschicklichkeit, and his loyalty 
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were of great value to me. I could trust him and he had not disappointed my expectations.”86  

Meyer’s informants included Russian explorers like Nicholas Mikluoho-Maclay, Russian 

naval officers, and the Malay hunters in his employ. He also relied on missionaries in New 

Guinea and the Celebes, yet he derided their knowledge of the peoples and environment, since 

their activities were “directed towards the conversion of the natives” and not exploration of the 

country.87  

The peoples of Celebes were ruled in the south by muslim sultanates of coastal Malay in 

the fifteenth century, the Catholic Portugese and then Spanish (who also conquered the 

neighboring Philippine islands) in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries and then the 

Protestant Dutch, who spread their control gradually, and with interruptions, over a 300 year 

period. By Meyer’s visits in 1870 and 1871, the Dutch had colonized most of the island but 

Muslim rule continued in the Sulu zone, between the Celebes and Mindanao, Philippines. 

Meyer’s trip to the Celebes was primarily a collecting mission with special attention to 

species variation. Meyer focused especially on his ornithological collections, and this paid off: 

his collections and writings from the Celebes would facilitate how the islands would be 

discovered as a site with valuable plants and animals.88 He used these collections to create 

stronger ties with the English ornithological community, sending several specimens to Arthur 

Hay, Marquis of Tweeddale, President of the Zoological Society.89 His field notes confirmed that 

the Celebes lived up to his expectation of “beautiful, extensive, and peaceful” fauna in the 
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region. He had chosen the Celebes, the Philippines, and New Guinea as field sites, in part, 

because they promised to be arenas of competition in which constant variation, struggle, and 

divergence were the primary agents, and where most speciation would take place.90  

Meyer did carry out some limited ethnographic work in Minahassa as well. Dutch, 

English, and German ethnographic work on the Celebes already existed, including work by A. R. 

Wallace and J. G. F. Riedel, which reinforced a binary of civilized European and heathen 

Naturvolk. Following Dutch writings on East and Southeast Asia, Meyer spent much of his 

efforts documenting the local creation myths, riddles, and oaths.91 He also carried-out extensive 

photographic record keeping, which I discuss in Chapter Five.  

Minahassa was one of the few places removed from the colonial capital that both 

experienced and inexperienced travelers made the effort to visit. Meyer noted that the highly 

populated northern Celebes peninsula was exceptional for its landscape and people. The 

peninsula was removed due to the chain of active volcanoes that covered it. Part of the region 

remained independent of Dutch colonial administration. Yet the Minahassa were not untouched 

by European contact. In fact the phenomenon that Meyer was most interested in was the 

relationship between the residents and the Dutch government, on the one hand, and the Christian 

missionaries (Dutch and German) on the other hand.  Meyer saw these as two separate entities 

with alternately aligned and contending interests: the pecuniary concerns of the government and 

the idealistic, evangelical aims of the missionaries. Meyer examined both the effects of their 

presence on the Minahassa and the Minahassa response to the European presence. He observed 
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that though the two European entities had been present in Minahassa for centuries, their contact 

in the daily lives of several Minahassa districts remained superficial or largely absent. He argued 

that they maintained their “originality” despite European efforts otherwise.92 Thus, Meyer’s 

definition of “original,” with respect to ethnography, was not absolute; it incorporated resistance 

to European cultural practices and “civilizing” missions.93 Meyer’s application of the word 

“original” in this ambiguous sense carries with it the contemporary conception of native peoples 

as timeless and isolated even as his ethnographic accounts argue otherwise.94 

Meyer’s reports on the people were conflicted. In his ornithology publications, he 

referred to the people with disdain for their constant engagement in war, untrustworthy 

information, and lack of modern scientific knowledge: “generally the natives know little of their 

fauna and answer a question as they think will most please the questioner.”95 However, he chose 

to incorporate ethnographic descriptions in his zoological publications. Zoological reports by his 

successors ignored the people altogether, presenting the paradisiacal environment as if devoid of 

humankind altogether.96 In his ethnographic accounts, he also referred to the Minahassa as 

combative. He defined their religion as full of superstition and their daily existence as stagnant 

for at least the last fifty years. Yet he also criticized the “trade driven” Dutch for “forcing the 

savages to compile plantations against moderate payment, the fruits of which enriched Europe,” 
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and bribing the local chiefs to convince their people that they still govern themselves.97  The 

missionaries played a key role in pacifying the Minahassa to make them pliable to the economic 

interests of the colonial administration. Thus, in those regions dependent on the Dutch, Meyer 

blamed the latter for the stagnation of the Minahassa way of life. He argued that missionaries 

failed in their aim to “civilize the Naturmenschen,” just as the Spanish failed in their American 

colonies.98  The advantage of this failure, for the ethnologist, is that he can “grab something” of 

the customs of the people as well as their language, religion, poesy, and crafts of future 

generations of the Minahassa.99 He copied the discriminatory language of Wallace and Dutch 

imperialists in his reference to the Minahassa as “savages” yet he refused to accept Wallace’s 

adoptions of the label Alfuro – a Dutch colonial term used indiscriminately to refer to all 

aboriginal inhabitants.100  

Meyer collected skulls from Minahassa for Virchow to present at the meetings of the 

Berlin Society for Anthropology.101 Virchow was Meyer’s proxy in Berlin – selectively reporting 

Meyer’s travel experiences and showcasing Meyer's craniology collections at meetings of 

learned societies around Germany. In line with Wallace’s argument, Meyer agreed that the 

Minahassa residents were predominantly Malaysians and Papuans who had long ago immigrated 

to the region.102 This contested the assumptions of Humboldt and Pritchard that the Oceanic 
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peoples belonged to one racial type. Meyer’s ornithological and anthropological studies also 

sought to test Wallace’s assessment that the “causes which influenced distribution of mankind  . . 

. determined the range of other animal forms.”103  

Berlin anthropologists were pre-occupied with discovering the “original” race indigenous 

to the region. Due to the long history of emigration and the limits of anthropology, Meyer argued 

such a question could not be answered. Nor did he find such lines of inquiry worthwhile.104 He 

did, however, collect several skulls from Minahassa for Virchow to present to the Berlin 

Anthropology Society. In Chapter Six, I examine the extensive photograph collection Meyer 

produced as he documented people from a wide range of locations, including Minahassa, 

Gorontola, the Sangi Islands, Makassar, and the countries around the Gulf of Tomini. For Meyer, 

images were a part of field research. In addition to collecting specimens, he took hundreds of 

photographs, made sketches, charted maps, and carved woodcuts. Photography came with its 

own set of difficulties and Meyer’s productivity indicates the extent of his dedication. In 1870, 

the photographic technology Meyer would have used was bulky and would have participated in 

Meyer’s consideration of what to photograph and when. The chemicals and materials involved 

and the need to develop photographs in the field determined what photographs survived and what 

negatives perished in the tropical climates that Meyer traveled through. The camera itself 

consisted of large wooden brass bound box set on a tripod. The negatives he produced were wet 
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causes having influenced the distribution of mankind that have determined the range of other animal forms.” See 
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collodion plates, the dominant negative process from 1850-1880. The production of the wet plate 

had to take place on site and then the still wet plate had to be immediately developed in the 

darkroom after exposure in the camera. Meyer would have had to carry the darkroom equipment 

with him into the field, including the glass plates, gun cotton, ether, silver halide, and clean fresh 

water. Developing the plate in the field meant that the darkroom, in this case a portable tent, was 

not an ideal controlled environment (Figure 1.3). It was exposed to dust, high temperatures, and 

low humidity, all of which affected the final print. 

Collecting in the Celebes was Meyer’s first introduction to the difficulties of maintaining 

accurate records of provenance that could survive the frequent relocations and uncontrolled 

settings that accompanied fieldwork. He reported that the labels documenting the exact localities 

where he collected specimens and the exact dates on which he collected them were often 

destroyed. “This was partly my own fault,” he confessed “as I had not labeled every specimen in 

such a way that the labels could not be torn off.”105 Yet the specimens were not always in his 

possession, and Meyer blamed his agent for not following instructions to keep each set distinct 

from one another.106 His concern for documentation was in keeping with Virchow’s instructions 

to collect “with meticulous care.”107 It reflected the rising concern for thorough documentation 

among museum officials, collectors, anthropologists, and ethnologists. The Hamburg-based 

commercial trader, collector, and ethnology museum founder, Cesar Godeffroy, wrote that 

undocumented objects could only be categorized as curiosities, not scientific objects. Godeffroy 

had established that systematically documenting, storing, handling, and publishing of collections 
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would make them much more scientifically and financially valuable than those objects that were 

hastily acquired.108 Thus Meyer was encouraged by the solidification of standards in the 

disciplines and the role that museums played in upholding these standards and supporting the 

market for such objects.  

The Negritofrage 

In October 1871, the young couple left the Celebes for the Philippines, where they 

remained for eight months. The Philippines had been a Spanish colony since the late sixteenth 

century. Here Meyer continued his search for new types of birds, and again he sent his 

collections to the British Zoological Society. He also continued his visual ethnographic 

documentation, photographing the various Indio groups he encountered through his exploration 

of the main island of Luzon. In the Philippines, as in the Celebes, Meyer was under no illusions 

that he would “discover” tribes untouched by Europeans, nor was he interested in the possibility. 

Both regions had long colonial histories and a wealth of literature published by European 

travelers over centuries. From the perspective of physical anthropology, he was interested in 

finding specimens of pure race natives to support the research of his teacher, Virchow.  

Meyer’s collections of skulls, skeletons, hair, and skin followed the instructions declared 

by Virchow the previous year at the meeting of the DGAEU. Virchow explained that such 

physical evidence of the “savage nations” are the materials necessary to determine the physical 

characteristics of such nations, and therefore they must be collected, “with urgency and 

meticulous care . . . For what we cannot procure in the next ten years will probably be 
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irretrievably lost.”109 Virchow also appealed to collectors’ sense of patriotism and posterity. He 

encouraged Europeans to collect material evidence of the nations that would soon disappear and 

to give this material to public collections, creating the possibility that, if a revue of the 

achievements of nations is held in a millenium, “we can exist honorably before our descendants 

and our traditions are more secured than those which the Roman Culturvolk has left us.”110 

One particular area of physical and cultural anthropological interest, especially for 

Virchow, was the Negritos, today referred to as the Itas. Meyer expended considerable energy 

trying to acquire skulls from the Philippines to address the Negritofrage posed by Virchow's 

work, which postulated that the dark-skinned people of New Guinea and the Philippines 

originated in Sub-Saharan Africa. The European labeling of Itas as Negritos, or literally, small 

black people, perpetuated this theory. Local villages refused to sell the remains of their ancestors 

at any price. So Meyer resorted to grave robbing.111  He did not do so lightly, and expressed his 

hesitance in taking “the most holy that these poor savages probably possess, knowing that this 

robbery would hurt them as much as it would hurt us to see the bones of our friends and relatives 

exhumed and taken away.”112 The two factors preventing him from desisting in “this robbery,” 

included the lack of relevant material in Europe and the need for such materials in order to 

“factually answer” the questions of kinship and origin of the Negritos.113 And grave robbing was 

something Virchow implicitly supported when he called on all those dedicated to anthropology 
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to donate the materials of a gravesite, wherever a grave was destroyed, or else “one bronze 

discovery after another will end up in the melting pot of a blacksmith.”114 

He sent Virchow a few full skeletons of Negritos and one skeleton and eighteen skulls of 

Tagals from Luzon, the northern and most populated island of the Philippines. Meyer argued that 

ethnographic study of traditions, practices, aesthetics, as well as the Itas, own oral histories did 

not provide any supporting evidence of a link to Africa. However, it was his collection of skulls 

and skeletons from New Guinea and the Philippines that most helped Meyer to convince 

Virchow.115  

Meyer took to heart Virchow’s belief that “as experience has taught, the construction of 

theoretical thought comes gradually, under the hands of the collector.”116 It was through his 

experience as a collector and a correspondent of Virchow that he found Virchow’s definition of 

collecting to be too limited. Virchow meant to motivate collectors to accelarate their pursuits of 

acquisition and organization of anthropological material before the “traditions of old” and the 

“isolated peoples of the world” disappeared.117 He also sought to caution people against such 

speculative assertions as Darwinismus. Meyer determined that Virchow’s view of what to 

collect, or what material should constitute the anthropological sciences, was also speculative 

when put to the test in the field. 

During his travels in the Philippines, Meyer wrote his immediate impressions to Virchow, 

																																								 																					
114 Virchow, “Protocoll ueber die erste Sitzung der zweite allgemeinen Versammlung der deutschen 
anthropologischen Gesellschaft zu Schwerin,” 46. 
 
115 Rudolf Virchow, “Über Negrito und Igorroten-Schädel von den Philippinen, Sitzungsbericht vom 15 Juni 1872“ 
in Zeitschrift fuer Ethnologie 4 (1872): 205-9. 
 
116 Virchow, “Protocoll ueber die erste Sitzung der zweite allgemeinen Versammlung der deutschen 
anthropologischen Gesellschaft zu Schwerin,” 46. 
 
117 Virchow, “Protocoll ueber die erste Sitzung der zweite allgemeinen Versammlung der deutschen 
anthropologischen Gesellschaft zu Schwerin,” 46. 



 

	 54 

contesting the reports of the French traveler de la Gironniere and the Spaniard Rujel. Meyer 

explained that his own observations and encounters with Negritos did not support arguments that 

they had an ape-like appearance, nor that their mental capacity, as a Volksstamm, was of the 

lower order. He argued that assertions of Negritos similarity to apes were especially 

“thoughtless.”118 He related encounters with Negritos who spoke more than three widely 

different languages to converse with various other tribes, such as Tagal and Pompanga.119 

Nonetheless Virchow would maintain that Negritos had an ape-like appearance and remained 

isolated from other tribes due to their limited mental abilities.120  

While in the Philippines, Meyer also collected evidence for support of Darwin’s 

argument of descent of man from apes. Following the hunting expedition that Wallace outlined 

in The Malay Archipelago, Meyer obtained skeletons, brains, and internal organs of anthropoid 

apes. He even acquired a live young orangutan, yet he was not able to keep it alive for more than 

a few weeks.121 He also sent his ethnographic observations on the Tagal to Charles Darwin, some 

of which were included in Darwin’s The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals.122 

At the end of two years, Meyer decided to return to Vienna where he left his wife in the 

care of her family because of the danger associated with an exploration of New Guinea.123 New 

Guinea had largely been ignored by the European powers colonizing Asia-Pacific in the 
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nineteenth century.  Most of the land had not been explored and therefore did not present any 

obvious economic potential.  The Dutch had annexed western New Guinea in 1828, without 

making any efforts to colonize the land. Instead they had expanded the rights of the Sultan of 

Tidore as suzerain.124 The few visitors to New Guinea, whether from nearby Australia and 

Melanesia or from Western Europe remained near the coastal regions, reporting inhospitable 

natives in the interior. Yet its inhabitants were relatively unknown in comparison to the 

neighboring highly colonized and oft explored Australia continent. 

Though there was little German presence in New Guinea, there was notable European 

presence in the area: “The eyes of civilized nations are now fixed more on New Guinea than ever 

and results will be sure to follow.”125 In 1871 the Dutch Government, which already had rights to 

some of western New Guinea, sent out a steamer and specially appointed officials to 

circumnavigate the entire island of New Guinea and take formal possession of those parts of the 

country that did not yet belong to the Dutch.  This expedition, and a second one the following 

year only achieved a fraction of its aimed conquest. The Italians and the British had also funded 

failed expeditions to the region in the interest of setting up a settler colony. Meyer carried an 

open letter from the Sultan of Tidore to the Chiefs of Papua seeking cooperation. Though Meyer 

traveled as a private individual, the letter described him as traveling under the commission of the 

government, in this case the Dutch colonial administration. Meyer understood this to mean that, 
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because of Dutch colonial presence in the region, the indigenous people would best understand 

his activities if he demonstrated material evidence of his connection to the Dutch flag.126  

While in Manila, Philippines, Meyer experienced his first exposure to contemporary 

material culture of New Guineans. A comparison of his first impressions while still in the Manila 

to his published reports upon return from Geelvink bay (present-day Cenderawasih Bay) reveal a 

clear shift in his perspective of New Guineans and his awareness of all the levels of mediation in 

the collection of material culture. In Manila, he encountered a Russian warship returning from 

New Guinea’s Astrolabe Bay. The officer of the ship had collected as much as possible to send 

to St. Petersburg. He showed Meyer two “very beautiful skulls” and endless weapons and a sack 

containing tools “which serve the savages there.” Based on the material used- stone, human 

bones, mussel shells and wood, Meyer deduced that the Papuans had not yet reached the iron 

age: “I have scarcely seen anything that so clearly reflected (wiederspiegelt) a lower cultural 

state of humans.”127  His Malay hunter provided further details, which convinced Meyer to report 

that the residents of Astrolabe Bay and Geelvink Bay were cannibals, “eating human flesh for 

religious use rather than ending hunger.”128 Once Meyer arrived in New Guinea, he changed his 

perspective of the Papuans practices and intellectual development.  

Meyer had planned his travel itinerary for New Guinea after previous encounters and 

experience in the Philippine Islands. Limited by funds and a natural history, rather than 

geographical objective, Meyer chose not to explore the entire mainland. Penetrating into the 
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interior of the larger part of the continent was deemed impossible by most, especially for those 

traveling as individuals. Meyer did claim that he explored a greater portion of the interior than 

had yet been achieved by any other European.129 He prioritized his independence in order to 

underline the natural history character of the expedition. Notably, though Meyer considered 

himself to be an individual traveler, he, like other individual white explorers, did not travel 

alone.  As previously mentioned, he traveled with a group of thirty-five Malaysian hunters and 

informants, yet Meyer was the single source of funding for the expedition.  

As one of the few Germans and even European travelers to the region, he also saw the 

appeal of his experience to the International Congress of Geographers and the German Navy. 

The international scientific community treated him as an expert on the region. He published an 

article that suggested how a geographical expedition through New Guinea could be started by an 

individual or a group which parts would be most advantageous to start from. He cautioned that 

the peculiarities of the country and the natives made the expedition through New Guinea 

significantly more difficult than one through Australia -- another Pacific region that piqued 

European scientific interests -- “where the best-fitted-out expeditions and the most able and 

courageous men have failed.”130 His immodesty was tempered by experienced advice: “In New 

Guinea it is even a question, whether the scientific or practical results are likely to be at all equal 

to the expenditure and the great danger connected with such an undertaking.”131 He also 

concluded that the German Navy should not bother to establish a port in the region. As evidence 

he listed the numerous failed efforts made by other European governments to colonize parts of 
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the island.132 

Meyer limited his exploration to the eastern and larger half of the island, which was ruled 

by the Sultan. Deterred by the “unhealthiness of the swampy shores” and the “less original” 

natives of the Southwest coast, Meyer chose to commence his expedition in Geelvink Bay, rather 

than the southwest coast (see figure 1.2).133 He cited the more frequent European visits and the 

natives’ centuries long history of trade with the Malay as particularly “damning for the 

originality” of the southwest coast natives. His concern for “originality,” in this context, was 

specific to the physical anthropological interest in pure-race specimens.134 Geologically, New 

Guinea is divided longitudinally by a chain of mountains peaking at over 15,000 feet, a huge 

barrier to the interior. Geelvink bay, where Meyer entered, was the only break in the chain. 

Meyer reported, somewhat despondently, that this geological barrier kept out foreigners, largely 

limited the diversity of fauna, and protected a gorgeous variety of flora.135 The limited diversity 

in fauna meant that Meyer could only find limited support for divergence of species. 

Preparing for the trip and managing unforeseen weather events delayed Meyer’s arrival in 

New Guinea by three months. He had hired a schooner in Ternate, the harbor of Dorey, “the only 

part of all New Guinea where any Europeans, German, and Dutch missionaries, are settled.”136  

Included in this employment were fifteen Malay sailors, a Malay captain, and twenty natives 

from different parts of the Malay Archipelago to service the schooner. Meyer relied on the 
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navigation and language skills of these native and Malay employees as interpreters and travel 

guides. Meyer himself was only fluent in German Dutch, French, English, Latin and Spanish. 

Within weeks, Meyer realized that the observations of his idol were inaccurate: A. R. 

Wallace had described the natives of the Dorey hills and mountains as “smaller, uglier, and not 

mop headed” in comparison to the inhabitants of the coast.137 Wallace also argued that the 

Papuan and the African race must have a common origin due to their moral and physical 

resemblance.138 After a lengthy residence among the natives of the interior Arfak Mountains and 

those of the northern islands of Geelvinks Bay, Meyer determined that Wallace’s impression and 

the accounts before his were incorrect. He reported “that there is no generic difference at all 

between the Papooas of the mountains and the Papooas of the coast -- except such differences as 

we find everywhere between the highlanders and coast[al] inhabitants of the same race.”139 He 

also advertised the excellent woodcarving and painting skills of the Dorey residence, including 

detailed descriptions of their filigree work and “very tasteful drawings.”140 

Meyer relied on Papuan traders while he remained for weeks in Jobie Island’s most 

populous coastal settlement of Ansus. He communicated his ornithological aims to traders 

through demonstrating specimens of Birds of Paradise, which he had obtained in Ternate and 

Dorey. He learned from traders that natives of New Guinea were also active participants in the 

falsification of provenance for European collectors. New Guinean traders often pretended that 

some rare birds of Paradise came from Jobie, with the purpose of drawing attention away from 

the resources of their own country.  
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To make sense of the human diversity he had encountered, Meyer attempted to describe 

and classify the people, to identify connections between certain groups and distinctions between 

others, to locate each group geographically, and to speculate on their possible origins. Meyer 

drew on and tested existing theories, methodologies, and frameworks of natural history, 

ornithology, geography, comparative anatomy, physical anthropology, ethnology, cultural 

history, linguistics and the fine and applied arts.  According to Hilary Susan Howes, a 

fundamental idea informing Meyer’s understandings of human diversity was the concept of race. 

Certainly, race was the driving force for Virchow’s understanding of the aims of physical and 

cultural anthropology. In this section I look at how Meyer carried out critical examination of race 

theory through his deconstruction of craniometry. 

When Meyer first embarked on his explorations in New Guinea, he agreed with the 

prevalent view that there were different stages of human development and that the peoples of 

Southeast Asia and Oceania represented varying earlier stages, depending on the level of 

development of government infrastructure and moral sensibilities. At the same time Meyer 

supported a notion of moral relativism, explaining that though the activities of indigenous groups 

who practiced head hunting and cannibalism may indicate a lack of morality, this would be a 

misunderstanding of what was in fact very clear moral codes.141  

What Meyer found, when he arrived in Rubi (Irubi), a coastal settlement at the southern 

end of Geelvink Bay, was that Papuans were still defined by strong customs; for example, “the 

women never participated in orgies with whalers and sailors, like the women of other islands 

were known to do, according to other European travelers.142 Meyer quickly shifted his attention 
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to the anthropological methods that reinforced this hierarchical difference between Europeans 

and the people from Oceania. He was more interested in cultural development in the region, 

particularly why so many different cultures seemed to exist in this one region.  

Meyer’s reports also dispelled false tales of wild, quarrelsome, bloodthirsty cannibals, 

hungering for the carcass of a foreigner. He often found himself among “friendly little tribe[s] of 

Papooas.”143 To be sure, there were also a few occasions that lived up to the adventurous 

accounts in popular travel narratives. Once, the inhabitants of Jobie attacked Meyer and his crew 

with spears and arrows. Meyer rationalized the attack as one driven by loyalty, where the Jobie 

mountain tribes believed him to be friendlier to the inhabitants of coastal Ansus.144 Meyer was 

especially sensitive to the potential hostility from the natives: when he arrived in New Guinea, 

European news outlets were circulating two accounts of recent and devastating attacks on Italian 

and Dutch expeditions. 

Meyer’s anthropological and ethnographic investigations benefited significantly from the 

Geelvinks Bay island of Mysore (Willem Schouten's island, present day Biak-Supiori). He 

quickly befriended the natives and “spent here a most interesting time, in consequence of the 

results of my collections, and what I saw of the Papooas, wild and nearly unmodified tribes, with 

all the virtues and vices of such.”145 It was here that he commenced his collection of Papuan 

skulls.  According to his preparatory research in Europe, the quantity of collected skulls sufficed 

to trace the variation limits of the skulls of this race. He intended to use craniology to “finally fix 

the type of the Papooan skull.”146 Meyer’s skull collecting was driven by his aspirations to find a 
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place in Berlin’s scientific community. His collecting practices, which developed out of 

conversations with Virchow, sought to supplement the few Papuan skulls dispersed across the 

world's museums. During his research abroad he sustained Virchow’s attention through several 

field reports and collections of anthropological material in hopes of answering Virchow's 

inquiries. 

Meyer believed that Malay skulls could not have reached Rubi since Malay traders did 

not trade that far south in the Geelvink Bay. He justified his trust in the provenance information 

he collected from the Papuans; especially significant for his argument was that the skull trophies 

of the Malays had too much significance for their owners to sell them to Europeans, certainly to 

sell them at the regular price.147  Meyer relied on Eurocentric understandings of property and 

racial difference to develop respect and trust for the Papuans and attribute agency to their 

selection and evaluation of skulls.148 Meyer came prepared to trade with the Papuans on the basis 

of gift exchange: he acquired the skulls from the Papuans in exchange for glass pearls, colorful 

tools, tobacco, and knives. According to Meyer, the Papuans traded skulls from their own trophy 

collections of enemy skulls and by digging up burial grounds.149  

Meyer’s collections and written reports from the field convinced Virchow that the 

physiognomy of Oceanians was heterogeneous. He argued that the Papuans of the mountains and 
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306-309. 
 
147 A. B. Meyer, “Über 135 Papuan Schädeln von Neu Guinea und der Insel Mysore,” Mittheilung des Zoologisches 
Museum 1 (1875): 62. 
 
148 See Howes, The Race Question in Oceania.  
 
149 Meyer, “Über 135 Papuan Schädeln von Neu Guinea und der Insel Mysore,” 62. Meyer did not express criticism 
in his discussion of Papuans' treatment of the dead. He instead explained that their actions do not mean Papuans are 
impious but rather they have their own methods of honoring the dead. See Meyer, “Neue Reise auf Neu Guinea I” 
Globus 25 (1874): 161-167. During his travels Meyer reported to Virchow “I did not have to steal the skulls in New 
Guinea as I did in the Philippines.” See A. B. Meyer to Rudolf Virchow, 22 October 1873, NL Virchow, 1429, 
Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften. 
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those of the coast were of one race, which exhibited a wide range of features that varied from 

individual to individual. He concluded that it is impossible to summarize the physiognomy of the 

Papuans in a few words.150 Virchow, on the other hand, sought to outline the markers of the 

lower human races and applied statistical methods to craniology and ethnology in order to do 

so.151 Virchow disputed the existence of transitional forms and based his craniometrical studies 

on the assumption that human races were relatively stable.  He found support for this in 

Wallace’s Malay Archipelago, in which Wallace described the “large nose, rather arched and 

high” with the “tip of the nose being elongated,” as the identifying characteristic of the Papuan 

habitus.152 Though that book had inspired Meyer’s research agenda - so much so that he 

published his German translation of it - Meyer’s own investigations disproved the essentialized 

Papuan form described by Wallace. Meyer countered that, given the “variability of Papuan body 

size and skin color and the irreducible polymorphism of their physiognomy . . . the form of the 

																																								 																					
150 A. B. Meyer, “Anthropologische Mitteilungen ueber die Papuas von Neu Guinea. I Aeussere physischer 
Habitus,” Vortrag gehalten in der Anthropologische Gesellschaft zu Wien am 10 Februar 1874. Separat Abdruck aus 
Nr. 3 und 4 Band IV, Mittheilungen der Anthropologische Gesellschaft in Wien. See also A. B. Meyer, “Bericht 
ueber meine Reise nach Neu-Guinea,” Mittheilungen der K.K. Geographischen Gesellschaft in Wien 16 (1873): 481-
487, 534-550; A. B. Meyer “Neu Guinea, Reiseskizze,” Das Ausland 49 (1873): 961-965; 987-992; A. B. Meyer, 
“Ueber die Papuas und Neu Guinea. Brief an Herrn Virchow,” Zeitschrift fuer Ethnologie 5 (1873): 306-309. In 
response to Meyer, Maclay agreed that the Papuans exhibited distinct variation, but he also argued that the Negritos 
of Luzon were of the same race and that the distinctions exhibited across the race were not that sharp. Nicholas 
Mikluoho-Maclay “Anthropologische Bemerkungen ueber die Papuas der Maclay-Kueste in Neu Guinea,” Separat 
Abdruck aus der Natuurkundig Tijdschrift. 1873. 
 
151 See Rudolf Virchow, “Ueber einige Merkmale niederer Menschenrassen am Schaedel,” Abhandlungen der 
Königlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin (1875): 1-130; and “Ueber einige Merkmale niederer 
Menschenrassen am Schaedel und ueber die Anwendung der statistischen Methode in der ethnischen Craniologie,” 
Zeitschrift fuer Ethnologie 12 (1880): 1-26. In the latter, Virchow argued that statistical proof was essential for 
ethnology as a science in which no certain conclusions could be made otherwise: “Die Zuverlaessigkeit der 
ethnologischen Untersuchung waechst mit der Zahl der untersuchten Faelle.” Certainly Meyer incorporated this 
view with respect to physical anthropology through his large collection of skulls and contentions with scholars who 
relied on only a few skulls of each race. Although Virchow used the term “Ethnologie” in his essay, he too specified 
skulls in his examples. He argued that the foundations of an osteological “Rassenkenntniss,” though not yet 
achieved, should be of general interest for ethnology.  
 
152 Wallace continued: “the peculiar form of the nose is always shown in the figures which they carve for ornaments 
to their houses, or as charms to wear round their necks.” Wallace, The Malay Archipelago (New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc., 1869), 449. 



 

	 64 

skull cannot be regarded as a permanent character in the development of the races.”153 Similarly, 

Meyer discouraged the conclusion that such physical diversity should be read as signs that 

Papuans were a mixed race. Meyer’s critique of static racial typologies, through evidence of the 

instability of human “race-types,” preceded Franz Boas’ oft-cited thesis by decades.154  

Meyer’s personal correspondence to Virchow at the end of 1873 also drew attention to 

the importance of provenance, or collecting history, of skulls he had personally delivered to 

Virchow.155 When Meyer received skulls from Nicholas Mikluoho-Maclay for Virchow via the 

Russian navy, he noted that the officer had not provided the exact origin of the skulls or evidence 

of provenance. He insisted on pursuing the matter to determine from which part of Astrolabe 

bay, the skulls were acquired “in case it is of value to you.”156 

Meyer chose to stress the problems behind the constructed system of value that 

constituted European museums. James Clifford argues that: “The time and order of the collection 

erase the concrete social labor of its making.”157 The ramifications of this aspect of collections 

were of deep concern for Meyer after his first-hand experience with all the steps lying between 

the production or acquisition of the object and its resting place in the museum vitrine. Meyer’s 

criticisms of the state of craniology were not entirely new, though they were not as widespread 
																																								 																					
153 A. B. Meyer, “Über 135 Papuan Schädeln von Neu Guinea und der Insel Mysore, Fortsetzung,” Mittheilung des 
Zoologisches Museum 3 (1878): 411. 
 
154 After Boas underwent his training with Bastian, he and Meyer became correspondents and Boas reviewed 
Meyer’s culminating work on the Negritos, The Distribution of the Negritos in the Philippine Islands and 
Elsewhere, in American Anthropologist, the flagship journal of the American Anthropological Association. 
 
155 Provenance can refer to proximity, relatedness, and collecting history. There is a deep literature on this term. See 
Christopher Tilley et.al. Handbook on Material Culture (London: SAGE, 2006) and David Gill and Christopher 
Chippendale American Journal of Archaeology. Gill has since rejected the term altogether (because of the 
intellectual confusion it creates) and prefers collecting history. There is another strand of this literature with the 
concept of ‘artification’ developed by Elliott Colla in Conflicted Antiquities: Egyptology, Egyptomania, and 
Egyptian Modernity (Duke University Press, 2007). 
 
156 A. B. Meyer to Rudolf Virchow, 6 December 1873, NL Virchow, 1429, Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften. 
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as they would become in the 1880s.158 He built on the work of Karl von Baer and Waitz from the 

previous decade when less rigorous documentation practices were common due to the limited 

quantities of specimens available. Meyer considered Karl von Baer’s Über Papuas und Alfuren 

(1859) to be one of the most significant contributions to the physical anthropology of New 

Guinea. Meyer hoped to supersede this contribution since it was based primarily on nine skulls 

held by the Imperial Saint Petersburg Academy of Sciences. In his article on the skull form of the 

Roma, von Baer commented on the rampant “scientific vandalism,” in craniological cabinets, 

“where specimens may be labeled with an old Volk name and no case reports (visum repertum) 

exist of their origin.”159 Meyer’s critical collecting of skulls was part of his continuing 

conversation with Virchow regarding the use of collections to determine the origins of human 

difference. His critique also indicates his early sensitivity to the significance of the museum as a 

scientific institution and the problematic state of museum collections. From this early stage in his 

career, in his position as an independent collector, he was already identifying concrete 

disciplinary problems associated with the disciplines’ primary site of research. He was also 

constructing a set of practices in order to solve these problems and uphold the integrity of the 

museum as the primary site of research. His criticisms of museum practices also tied into his 

criticisms of physical anthropology.160  

Psychologist and anthropologist Theodor Waitz (1821-1864) wrote the widely read six-

volume work, Anthropologie der Naturvoelker (1859-1872, the final volumes were completed by 

the geographer Georg Gerland after Waitz’ death). Waitz was the author who established the 
																																								 																					
158 See Dirk Spenneman, “Skulls as Curios, Crania as Science: Some Notes on the Collection of Skeletal Material 
during the German Colonial Period,” Micronesian Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences 5 (2006): 70-79. 
 
159 Karl von Baer „Über den Schädelbau der Rhätischen Romanen,“ Bulletin de l’Academie des sciences de St. 
Petersburg 1 (1860): 37-60. 
 
160 For an expanded discussion of Meyer’s work on provenance see Chapter Four. 
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monogenetic theory of unified descent of races in German anthropology.161 Meyer absorbed 

Waitz’ view that phrenology was not a part of contemporary physical anthropology. Waitz 

discouraged practices among his colleagues that were driven by an assumed connection between 

the form of the skull and the psychic qualities of man. He outlined the limitations of craniometry 

and urged more comprehensive studies of the physical characters. He argued that every race 

included “skull forms foreign to it,” with the consequence that “no perfectly fixed marks of race” 

existed.162 The aim of such studies was to arrange Menschenstaemme according to their internal 

relatedness through natural historical, linguistic, and historical categories. Such an arrangement 

would produce a natural division of mankind.163 Waitz was inconsistent in his assessment of the 

investigation of race skulls: he noted that the form of the skull often exhibited significant 

variability within the same people. Waitz, like von Baer, was optimistic about the potential of a 

more rigorous investigation of skulls. Yet Waitz argued that hair type and skin color exhibited a 

greater degree of constancy. As noted above, this was consistent with the broader 

anthropological community.   

Meyer’s doubts about the skull as a sound object of anthropological investigation spread 

to other anthropological specimens. In line with the instructions of Virchow, Meyer’s 

anthropological collections from 1870-73 also included hair and skin. He even included 

drawings of multiple hair samples as anthropological evidence in his articles on the Negritos of 

the Philippines. While hair samples seemed to survive the collecting process, Meyer immediately 

noticed that the organic nature of skin was prohibitively problematic for analytical purposes. He 

																																								 																					
161 Fredrik Barth, Andre Gingrich, Robert Parkin, and Sydel Silverman, eds., One Discipline, Four Ways: British, 
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162 Theodor Waitz, Anthropologie der Naturvoelker, vol. I, (Leipzig, F. Fleischer, 1859), 251, 260, 266-7.   
 
163 Theodor Waitz, Anthropologie der Naturvoelker, vol. I, 258-9. 
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reported from the Philippines: “it is terribly hard to impossible to determine the details contained 

in skin samples because the coloring turns so quickly from light yellow to dark black.”164 

 Upon immediate return from the field, Meyer questioned the relevance of both hair and 

skin color in determining racial and ethnic origins on Darwinian grounds: “On the one hand, a 

special emphasis is placed on skull forms and on the other hand the condition of hair or skin 

color, which alone can never be sufficient criteria, but can offer direction when the evidence is so 

complicated. We still do not know the time it takes for a human race to be amended.”165 Dr. 

Meyer explained that though he sought to examine the present day anthropological relationship 

between the Papuans and the Malays, “it is possible that the different groups may have diverged 

from each other and so independently altered or developed such that we can longer infer their 

origin.”166 

Virchow meanwhile pursued studies that naturalized race, including the German races. In 

the early 1870s Virchow, through the German Anthropological Society, also pursued an 

investigation of German school children to determine the fate of the classic blond Teutons and 

the brunet Type, predominantly Jewish race. The race defining types were entirely physical. In 

1875, ten years before the all the data came in, Virchow already concluded that Jews were a 

“respectable contrast to the real Germans.”167 He mapped this through a geographic distribution 

of the blond type in “Survey of the Color of Eyes, Hair, and Skin of Schoolchildren in Germany, 
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1875. Of 100 Schoolchildren Examined, the Following of the Blond Type.” Thus Virchow 

carried out domestic analyses of hair, skin, and eyes while he asked Meyer to collect the same 

data from the Papuan and Philippine races.  Unfortunately there is little archival material on 

Meyer’s background in terms of religion and politics. However, Meyer’s continuing trials to 

combat racialization of the human sciences were probably linked to Virchow’s scientific 

demonstration of Meyer’s status as a minority race in Germany.168 Virchow did not seek to 

solidify racial difference between the brown and blond races as a means to marginalize the Jews. 

As a universalist, it was actually ethnic diversity at the level of customs which he did not 

tolerate. Virchow’s commitment to an evolutionist universalism drove his support of assimilation 

of the Jews. He understood the process of assimilation as one that encouraged 

homogenization.169 

It is surprising to find that Bastian's name is largely absent from Meyer's travel reports 

and early publications from the 1870s: Bastian had traveled to Asia Pacific and published a five 

volume series on ethnography of Indonesia through the end of the 1860s. Bastian was also wary 

of ethnologists’ designation of the skull as the object by which to standardize the discipline. He 

cautioned against the prevailing principle that the human races could be classified with the same 

exactitude as their skulls, given that the head is just a small part of the human and the skull is 

even a smaller part of the brain’s activity.170 Meyer was a rigorous and ambitious scholar who 

paid careful attention to the existing literature in order to situate his own observations in the 
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field. He also intended to prove that the inductive method and studies in support of the theory of 

divergence were not mutually exclusive.  

  One of the few places Bastian and Meyer’s intellectual disagreements could be found in 

print concerns the debate over Darwin’s argument in Descent of Man. In 1883 a Laotian girl 

known as Krao was exhibited in England as “Darwin's missing link.” She was unusually hairy, 

with prehensile feet and the pout of a chimpanzee. Meyer proclaimed that the “airy phantom of a 

missing link found materialization, in the flesh, with the discovery of Miss Krao.”171 Bastian 

countered that this discovery was nothing more than a fraud “calculated to dishonestly make 

money on the great interest of the entire educated world to find the missing link between apes 

and humans.”172 Bastian and his good friend Virchow were strongly skeptical of Charles 

Darwin's Descent of Man.173 The disagreement over Miss Krao was part of a long-running debate 

between Meyer and the co-founders of the German Society of Anthropology, Ethnology and Pre-

history. 

It is possible that Meyer’s early omission of Bastian’s ethnographic scholarship was 

personal or due to competition. Bastian, similarly, omitted any reference to Meyer’s work in his 

																																								 																					
171 Heinrich Schliemann et al., “Sitzung vom 20. Juni 1885,” Zeitschrift für Ethnologie, 1885, 17:215-262, on p. 
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1880s publications on Indonesia and Oceania. He, like Meyer, referenced scholarship by Wallace 

and Dutch doctors and missionaries instead. In places where Meyer’s work would seem most 

likely to be cited, Bastian included lengthy exhortations on the importance of the inductive 

method for the future of physical and cultural anthropology.174 

It is also striking that Bastian and Virchow accepted the field observations of Wallace, 

given that Wallace developed the concept of natural selection during his time in the Malay 

Archipelago. But Wallace was treated as a practitioner of inductive method, and his theories of 

natural and sexual selection were left unmentioned. Virchow and Bastian disassociated Wallace 

from what was called Darwinism, a widespread misunderstanding that Meyer had sought to 

correct in his published translations of 1870 and 1876. One reason for this selective reading of 

Wallace could be that his work supported Virchow’s and Bastian’s evolutionist preconceptions 

that the world’s people were divided into two distinct categories: the “highly developed 

Culturvoelker” and “the ostensibly lower Naturvoelker.”175 Bastian and Virchow spoke of the 

immense diversity of East Asia and the increasing evidence provided by inductive methods that 

the previously unified group of Papuans was in fact comprised of many distinct Staemme. 

Virchow and Bastian conceded that empirical evidence had weakened their geographic system 

for “definitively ordering” the “Voelkergetuemmel” of the Malay Archipelago.176 

Meyer, like Wallace, ventured out into the Malay Archipelago in pursuit of collections to 

further studies of the natural world and to further their career prospects or at least to make a 

profit. By the time Meyer entered the field, plenty of naturalists and ethnologists had argued for 

the importance of expanded collections in Europe’s museums for the progress of scientific 
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studies of humankind. Meyer was also well versed in the existing problems of provenance that 

obstructed studies of material culture, and he accordingly attempted to keep clear records of 

provenance of his own collections. As discussed above and in Chapter Four, Meyer participated 

in scientific discourse through personal correspondence and European publications while he was 

in the field. As he built up his collections and transported them to the Berlin Anthropological 

Society, he became more sensitive to how scholars like Virchow selectively analyzed his 

collected evidence. But he did not just collect for Virchow, and he did not just collect for the 

potential profit he could make from selling his collection to a large museum. He also intended to 

publish extensively on the new scientific results made possible by his collections.177 Chapters 

Four and Five are devoted to further investigation of Meyer’s undertakings in that respect once 

he had the financial backing of the Saxon government.  

 Another prominent German Darwinist who advocated travel was Ernst Haeckel. 

Superficially, the two shared some motives for travel, including their admiration of the travel 

writings and empirical research carried out by Darwin and their dedication to discovering 

unknown organisms as a means to support his evolutionary theory. Unlike explorers or 

naturalists who traveled with trading companies, both Meyer and Haeckel were able to dictate 

their own travel itineraries. Meyer only went on lengthy trip. Haeckel aimed to find new, as yet 

undiscovered specimens. For both Meyer and Haeckel, though in different ways, travel opened 

up possibilities. As Richards has argued, travel had a romantic draw for Haeckel, including 

sexual promiscuity and a panacea for his depression as motives for his repeated research trips.178 

For Meyer, as a Jew who sought an academic career, his one lengthy voyage offered the 

opportunity to achieve prominence and accumulate resources to carry out his scholarly 
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ambitions. Bastian and Virchow’s urgent calls for public collections of material culture and 

human remains of Naturvoelker for the newly established human sciences suggested the hope of 

a career path. 

Haeckel was a zoologist, and his research trips were dedicated to expanding his 

collections of invertebrate. Meyer too was a zoologist and much of his collection consisted of 

zoological specimens. However, as his reports from the field indicate, he spent much more time 

acquiring anthropological and ethnographic items, items, which he boasted, were often quite 

difficult to procure. Haeckel was dedicated to the study of the origin of humankind, yet he 

remained a zoologist and did not join the study of physical anthropology with ethnology. 

Although Haeckel understood zoology to include anthropology, he did not participate 

significantly in the German anthropological community: he did not attend the meetings of the 

anthropological societies and he did not contribute to the various journals of the DGAEU.  

Haeckel’s famous debate with Virchow over Darwinism was about the descent of man; 

thus they agreed on what question anthropologists should concern themselves with, though the 

two disagreed on how to interpret physical anthropological evidence. Notably Haeckel and 

Virchow did agree on the relationship between anthropology and Urgeschichte (specifically what 

we would now call paleo-anthropology), while both Meyer and Haeckel, as Darwinians, believed 

anthropology must be connected to zoology. Virchow described society’s contemporary situation 

as a “revolution” marked by the impending disappearance of the isolated primitive peoples and 

the increasing discoveries of the pre-historical period.179 Haeckel agreed that “modern 

comparative ethnography, evolution, and prehistoric and anthropological research have shown us 
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that our own ancestors, ten thousand and more years ago, were savages.”180 Haeckel and 

Virchow’s view of humankind was predicated on the notion that primitive societies stood at the 

same place in time as pre-historic man, something Meyer disagreed with after his visits with the 

peoples of Asia-Pacific. 

Meyer, as I discuss further in Chapter Five, drew on his field experience to argue for the 

importance of ethnology as ultimately the most worthwhile of the anthropological sciences. Over 

the course of his field research, he became less interested in the origin of humankind, a 

development that would become clear in his decision to exclude prehistory when he founded the 

ZAEM in 1875. His collections were in fact directly tied to his renaming of the Dresden Natural 

History Museum as a museum for zoology, anthropology, and ethnography. His field experience 

clearly re-directed his attention away from the study of the connection between “primitive” 

indigenous peoples of his time and Europe’s ancient ancestors.  

																																								 																					
180 Thus Haeckel combined Darwin’s view of descent with Virchow’s system for the study of humankind: “The 
mental life of savages rises little above the higher animals, especially apes, with which they are genealogically 
connected . . . Among the different savage races the belief in fetiches presents a number of stages, corresponding to 
the beginnings of reason. The lowest stage is found in the lowest races.” See Ernst Haeckel, The Wonders of Life, A 
Popular Study of Biological Philosophy (London: Watts & Co. 1904), 58-59. 
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Figure 1.1. European Colonies. Source: Bibliothek allgemeinen und praktischen Wissens für 
Militäranwärter Band I, (Berlin: Deutsches Verlaghaus Bong & Co, 1905). 
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Figure 1.2. “Map of Geelvinks Bay and Maccluer Gulf” in A. B. Meyer, From the New Guinea 
Diary of A. B. Meyer (1875).  
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Figure 2.3. European-style Portable Darkroom and Tent. Wood-engraving from Gaston 
Tissandier. A History and Handbook of Photography (Paris, New York: Scovill Manufacturing, 
1877). 
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Chapter Two 

Social Improvement and the Saxon Monarchy: Forming Collections as a Saxon Tradition 

In 1874, the General Direction for the Saxon Royal Collections of Art and Science, the 

governing board for the collections, provided the newly hired Natural History Museum director, 

A. B. Meyer, with the funding for a new museum of Zoology, Anthropology, and Ethnography. 

In that same year, the Saxon coffers had been enriched with funds from reparations from the 

French.181 The Museum was set up in the south wing of the Zwinger -- an early eighteenth 

century construction for court entertainment renovated into a museum complex. The basis for the 

new museum in Dresden was the corresponding objects of the royal collection in the History and 

the Natural History Museums, the porcelain and antique collections, and the dissolved Academy 

of Medicine and Surgery.  

The interest of the Saxon electors in collecting foreign objects and representing foreign 

peoples dates back to the sixteenth century. The well-maintained museums of late nineteenth-

century Dresden documented this long relationship in detail through inventories, displayed items 

and visual records. When Meyer opened the new ethnography museum, he was confronted with 

the dated and vague language used to describe and organize objects in the Dresden collections. 

Appropriating objects from existing collections was also not a smooth process. The extent of the 

collections and the rulers’ early systematic ordering of them into distinct public museums 

provided additional obstacles for Meyer as the director of a new and autonomous ethnographic 

museum. Inventories of the Dresden collections from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries noted 

ethnographica as variously part of the Kunstkammer, the Porcelain Collection, the Armory, and 

the History Museum.  
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By the mid-nineteenth century the History Museum held many of the ethnographic 

objects collected by the early Electors. When Meyer requested, over a period of several years, 

that the Turkish, Asian and African ethnographica – including weapons, clothing, and tools, be 

relocated to his new ethnography museum, he repeatedly came up against significant 

opposition.  G. H. Büttner, the director of the History Museum, successfully argued to the 

General Direction that such ethnographica were tied to Saxon history, such as Mongolian 

partisans, (a broad-blade weapon), acquired by August the Strong, and therefore, from a 

disciplinary standpoint had more pedagogical value in the History Museum.182 Büttner also noted 

that such items were beautifully ornamented and therefore strategically located in high traffic 

areas of the museum and highly appreciated by numerous visitors.183 He referred to such items as 

“Prachtstuecke” – showpieces or gems -- and his attention to their ornamentation alluded to the 

location of the former electors’ Kunstkammer and its applied arts collection in the History 

Museum.184 

Büttner’s arguments indicate that he envisioned the History Museum as a collection of 

material evidence from the history of foreign lands as well as Saxony, including the global 

history of developments in Technik.185 Büttner’s discussion of the display of historical technical 

developments also referred to the origins of the History Museum in the original sixteenth-century 

Kunstkammer of Elector August I, a public collection of technical instruments to advance the 
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Unterrichts, 19306, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
183 Büttner to General Direction, 13 July 1882, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19306, 
Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
184 Büttner to General Direction, 13 July 1882, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19306, 
Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
185 On Technik see Eric Schatzberg "From Art to Applied Science," Isis 103 (2012): 555-563; and "Technik Comes 
to America: Changing Meanings of Technology Before 1930," Technology and Culture 47 (2006): 486-512.  
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Saxon economy. For example, Büttner refused to give up the ancient Chinese protection pipe, a 

form of projectile weapon, found in Java by Dresden-based Colonel von Proeck. The pipe, 

displayed as part of the Feuerwaffen (projectile weapons) collection, provided evidence that the 

Chinese practiced the breech-loading system at least by the 12th century, a system developed 

only in the 1850s by Europeans.186 The pipe also constituted evidence of vocational training in 

weapons design and thus fit into the museum’s focus on the history of arms and armor. Büttner’s 

argument regarding history museums implied that an ethnographic museum was not concerned 

with societies that were accepted to be historical, or Kulturvoelker. Instead, such a museum 

should represent Naturvoelker, or peoples without history. Items like the pipe and shoes from 

Africa and Asia were “cultural-historical collections of the ancient Culturvoelker.”187 An 

ethnographic museum, according to Büttner, was not a place that valued items for their historical 

significance. As I discuss in Chapter Five, this perspective of an ethnographic museum is exactly 

what Meyer argued against. Thus the long history of specialization among the Dresden 

collections limited Meyer’s ability to create a more universal ethnographic collection. He had to 

contend with numerous other museums for funding as well as access to existing acquisitions. 

This collecting tradition was tied to foreign and domestic politics, including social 

improvement and imperial ambitions. These agendas constituted a double-edged sword that 

Meyer had to contend with, particularly with respect to the historical presence of foreign culture 

in various cultural contexts and the infrastructure supporting numerous specialized public 

collections. The prior existence of non-western objects going back to the sixteenth century, the 

creation of a specifically ethnographic collection within the History Museum beginning in 1832, 

																																								 																					
186 The British assumed the Chinese learned of this system when the British. “Meeting April 5, 1875. Captain Nolan. 
‘Army – Artillery- Woolwich System of Rifling,’” Hansard's Parliamentary Debates, eds. Great Britain Parliament 
and T. C. Hansard (London: Cornelius Buck, 1875), 306.  
 
187 Captain Nolan. ‘Army – Artillery- Woolwich System of Rifling,’ 306. 
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and the contemporary government support to glorify Saxon history all provided a context which 

contributed to Meyer’s commitment to historicizing humankind (the subject of Chapter Five). 

Much of the city of Dresden was planned and built in the eighteenth century in the 

Baroque and Rococo style under Frederick Augustus I (Augustus the Strong) and his son King 

Augustus III. These cultural achievements in the eighteenth century drew artists, scientists, and 

entrepreneurs who supported Dresden’s early and swift industrialization in the following century. 

By the mid-nineteenth century, Dresden had a dedicated community of professional scientists 

and artists who tied preservation of the past to future progress. When Meyer arrived in Dresden, 

he delved into the task of updating the state of the collections and the facilities that housed them 

to the contemporary standards. His new museum provided continuity with the collecting tradition 

among Saxon nobles going back to Elector August’s (1526-1586) Kunstkammer of 1560. At this 

early date the Saxon electorate already funded a public scientific collection with a didactic 

purpose.  

In this chapter I trace how objects arrived to the Saxon Royal Collections, the domestic 

and foreign political climate such that these collections were made public, and the attendant 

architectural developments which connected these collections to the political ambitions of 

Saxon’s rulers. Meyer had to contend with the material remnants of these decisions three 

centuries later. I examine how the Saxon rulers constructed extensive and highly systematized 

public royal collections as part of their imperial ambitions and support of social improvement. 

Objects from beyond the Holy Roman Empire were collected and displayed as representations of 

these aims, providing instructive evidence of technical developments, foreign resources, and 

alternative forms of government. A lack of attention to provenance before the nineteenth century, 

inaccurate world maps and reliance on the infrastructure of the Dutch East India Company 
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resulted in the tendency to represent distant peoples through a pastiche of splendiferous materials 

taken from a wide range of origins. Visitors could view objects from foreign cultures in both arts 

and sciences collections, and not in an isolated collection claiming to present the primitive world. 

As discussed below, Saxon government officials and visitors to the collections consistently 

viewed cultures of various historical trajectories with openness, not ethnocentrism.  

James Sheehan's survey of museums of the German art world similarly notes the early 

move by Saxon rulers to open their collections to the public and design buildings that suggested 

their utility as public spaces of moral improvement. However Sheehan focuses entirely on the 

Picture Gallery and ignores the broader museum landscape of the city, including the presence of 

numerous non-western objects across the various collections. Saxon rulers pursued the collecting 

tradition of a wide variety of objects – from domestic and foreign-made porcelain to Ottoman 

weapons to automata – as part of their strategy to maintain political autonomy and to prevent 

social unrest locally. The collections and the buildings that housed them were used and altered 

by the government to both conserve monarchical tradition and address public interests, both 

cultural and vocational. Through these collections of foreign and domestic, natural, and artificial 

items, the government positioned Saxony within the context of global historical events.   

The Making of the Residenzstadt 

Saxony was an electorate of the Holy Roman Empire from 1356-1806. Dresden only 

gradually became the Residenzstadt (the seat of residence for the rulers and the government) of 

Saxony. In 1464 the Wittenberg-based Saxon dynasty, the House of Wettin, was divided into two 

lands - Wittenberg in the north and Meissen in the south - and two family lines, Ducal Albertine 

and Electoral Ernestine. Precisely because the Albertine Saxony included Leipzig - the economic 



 

	 82 

center and seat of the university – Duke Albrecht developed Dresden into its court capital.188 The 

Italian Renaissance style city palace was completed in the 1540s under the Lutheran Kurfuerst 

(Elector, member of the electoral college of the Holy Roman Empire) Moritz (1521-1553) to 

house the Saxon rulers and it remained their residential palace until 1918.  

 In the early sixteenth century, the Albertine line succeeded in overtaking the Ernestine 

line and Elector Moritz von Sachsen upgraded Dresden’s defenses.189 One of his concerns was 

Saxony’s repeated confrontation with the Ottomans over the past 100 years.190  Prince Elector 

Moritz called the architect Caspar Voigt to Dresden in the first year of his ascension, 1547. The 

two had recently visited Italy where they familiarized themselves with the work of the leading 

fortification experts.  Inspired by the Italian constructions, they made similar battle preparations. 

This building project inaugurated the centuries-long love affair of Saxon Electors for Italian 

culture, especially architecture, engineering, and music. Moritz and his father also spread 

Lutheranism throughout their lands. Critics argued that the attraction to the ideals of Catholic 

cultures was at odds with the Lutheran base of the court and its people. Dominic Phelps 

postulates that the turn to Italy and later to France for inspiration in Dresden court culture could 

be explained by the pro-Imperialist policies of the Electors in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries.191 Defending the Holy Roman Empire against the Ottomans was part of this: Moritz 

																																								 																					
188 The Ernestine Line, under the title Saxe-Coburg Gotha, would later provide kings to the Belgians and Bulgaria 
and husbands for the queens of Portugal and England. 
 
189 It was in Wittenberg that Martin Luther posted his 95 Theses. The Ernestine Line ultimately profited from the 
success of Protestantism, acquiring the papal lands and resisting the Holy Roman Emperor. The Lutheran 
reformation was formally introduced into Albertine Saxony by Duke Henry the Pious.  
 
190 Most often these battles took place in the Balkans Holger Schuckelt „Relations between Saxony and teh Crimean 
Tatars in the seventeenth and early eighteenth Centuries,” in Islamic Art and Architecture in the European 
Periphery: Crimea, Caucasus, and the Volga-Ural Region, eds. Barbara Kellner-Heinkele, Joachim Gierlichs, and 
Brigitte Heuer (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2008), 93-108. 
 
191 Dominic Phelps, review of Court Culture in Dresden: From Renaissance to Baroque, by Helen Watanabe-
O’Kelly. (review no. 376) URL: http://www.history.ac.uk/reviews/review/376. 
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memorialized his defeat of the Ottomans in the 1529 Battle of Vienna in a painting for his 

hunting castle in Moritzburg.192 

 Dresden was the first German city with a defense belt. This belt included walls along the 

previously unprotected right side of the Elbe in Altdresden and the erection of the most modern, 

star-shaped fortification complex on the Palace side of the Elbe.193 In the second half of the 

sixteenth century, further fortifications were constructed in Renaissance style, including the large 

armory and stables. The electors of Saxony occupied the Marshall’s office of the electorate. The 

prominent inclusion of the horse stables among the official buildings in the city center 

symbolized the responsibility of the electors for the horses of the ruler.  

Elector Augustus I (1526-1586) developed the town of Dresden into a political and 

economic center in Saxony.194 To do so, he encouraged Flemish merchants to settle in the region, 

established trade posts and improved transportation. Augustus also supported new and efficient 

developments in exploiting the iron and silver mines of the region. Dresden lies on the banks of 

the Elbe, surrounded by the eastern Ore Mountains to the south, the fertile soil of the Lusatian 

granitic crust to the north, and the Elbe Sandstone Mountains to the east. A wave of mining 

towns had already been settled along the Erzgebirge in the previous century. The 

Erzgebirge provided a natural border between Saxony and Bohemia. The Elbe provided Eastern 

Europe's most direct trade route to the Atlantic Ocean. Government support of mining valuable 

colored gemstones and cobalt provided a solid foundation for public and private industries. 

																																								 																					
192 Margaritta Coban-Hensel, “Kurfuerst Moritz von Sachsen und seine Schlossausstattungen,” in Hof und Hofkultur 
unter Moritz von Sachsen, eds. Andre Thieme und Jochen Voetsch (Leipzig: Sax-Verlag, 2004), 115. 
 
193 Like other German cities, the fortifications were endowed with their own personalities, reflected in their 
individual names. Parts were named after the planets and thus part of the cosmology of the city. As Yair Mintzker 
described it, to demolish the walls was unthinkable; it would mean destruction of the world. See Yair Mintzker, The 
Defortification of the German City, 1689-1866 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 37. 
 
194August I also built elaborate homes in Torgau, Annaberg and Augustusburg. 
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Augustus’ activities in agriculture, mining and trade supported his objective to counter 

the established court city of Wittenberg. To that end, he founded a metallurgical-alchemical 

laboratory behind the Residenzschloss to experiment in smelting methods to improve the Saxon 

mining-industry. He constructed model farms, and his wife Anna kept a botanical garden as part 

of their political and economic commitment to agricultural reforms in the region.195 He was also 

an avid collector of new technologies and maintained a Kunstkammer. The universal collections 

of the Kunstkammer contained anything available at the time considered to objectify knowledge 

of nature, history, science, technology, and art. August's Kunstkammer differed from those of his 

contemporaries in that technical or scientific instruments, rather than monstrous naturalia, 

dominated the cabinet. His collection included items related to surveying, map-making and time 

keeping, as well as a complete illuminated atlas of the Saxon territories made by Augustus 

himself.196 Thanks to his attention to organization and posterity, August’s Kunstkammer was one 

of the earliest to be documented.  

He intended the Kunstkammer to be a “working collection” that displayed an “inner logic 

and progression of ideas” through the collected items.197 Its purpose was didactic: to improve the 

professional skills of local artisans and stimulate the cultural interests of the visiting public.198 

Foreign master craftsmen from Italy or other German cities were also often hired to invigorate 

																																								 																					
195 Tara Nunmedal, Alchemy and Authority in the Holy Roman Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2007), 84. 
 
196 Sven Dupre and Michael Korey “Optical Objects in the Dresden Kunstkammer: Lucas Brunn and the Courtly 
Display of Knowledge,” in European Collections of Scientific Instruments, 1550-1750, eds. Giorgio Strano, Stephen 
Johnston, and Mara Miniati (Boston: Brill, 2009), 65. 
 
197 Wolfram Koeppe, “Pietre Dure North of the Alps,” Art of the Royal Court: Treasures in Pietre Dure from the 
Palaces of Europe, eds., Wolfram Koeppe, Anna M. Giusti, and Luchinat C. Acidini (New York: Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 2008), 59. Cf. Dirk Syndram, “Princely Diversion and Courtly Display,” in Princely Splendor: the 
Dresden court, 1580-1620, eds., Dirk Syndram and Antje Scherner (Milan: Electa, 2004), 54-69. 
 
198 Koeppe, “Pietre Dure North of the Alps,” 59. 
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local crafts.199 August’s successors discarded this vision of a harmonic collection of technical 

objects with their own acquisitions of fine arts. Yet the future Electors would see the collections 

as visible reminders of the continuity of the House of Wettin. 200 August, like his successors and 

his contemporaries Rudolf II, Duke Albrecht V of Munich, and King Frederick III of 

Copenhagen used his collections as a vehicle to display princely magnificence and taste before 

foreign dignitaries and potentates.201  

Augustus’ successor Christian I expanded on the museal structure his father had laid out 

for the electoral weapons collection and Schatzkammer.  He constructed vast Italianate stables in 

Dresden to showcase his growing armor collection, courtly festivities, and italianisation of the 

city’s fortifications and collections. The art and armor collections expanded steadily with an 

abundance of diplomatic gifts from Italy beginning in the sixteenth century. In 1587, Italian 

diplomats delivered four bronze sculptures by Giambologna on behalf of the Florentine duke 

Francesco I de Medici.202 Gifts of extraordinarily detailed oriental weapons and valuable East 

Asian porcelain as well as objects from North Africa, the Near East, Turkey, Central and South 

America followed.203 Despite Saxony’s Protestantism, the diplomatic relations between these 

two members of the Holy Roman Empire was part of a unified resistance against the Ottomans. 

																																								 																					
199 Dirk Syndram and Antje Scherner, eds., Princely Splendor: the Dresden court, 1580-1620 (Milan: Electa; 
Dresden: Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, 2004), 211. 
 
200 Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly, Court Culture in Dresden: From Renaissance to Baroque (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 
2002), 99. 
 
201 Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature, 1150-1750 (New York: Zone Books, 
1998), 266. 
 
202 The Medicis' repeated attempts to penetrate the most important court in the Protestant part of the realm, the 
Saxon Electoral court in Dresden, and integrate it into their own sphere of influence can be seen as a prime example 
of this gift-giving practice. Barbara Marx, “Medici Gifts to the Court of Dresden,” Studies in the Decorative Arts, 15 
(2008): 46-82. 
 
203 Dirk Syndram, Moritz Woelk, Martina Minning, Giambologna in Dresden, die Geschenke der Medici (Dresden: 
Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, 2006). 
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The gift-exchange between the Dresden and Florentine courts would revive again after the 

Thirty-Years War. Such gifts, and those that followed from Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf II, 

helped the Saxon Electors, like other late Renaissance European rulers, build their Kunstkammer 

collections to embody the discoveries of the New World.  

The 1587 Dresden inventory describes a Chinese lacquered folding table and writing box 

as ("Indianischen Tisch") and an "Indian set of writing implements" ("Indianischen 

Schreibetzeuge").  And a gilded Turkish dagger was recorded as a gilded Indian one, despite the 

armory’s existing collection of Turkish weapons. 204  A subsequent homage to Christian I 

included twenty-seven objects from East Asia. Thus the Italian aesthetics of the electors also 

opened the collections to the Far East. It cannot be argued that the Italian attention to provenance 

did not transfer to Dresden, for the  Cardinal de Medici referred to his own rooms decorated with 

objects from China, Persia, and the Americas as his “Indian rooms.” Throughout the 

Renaissance, maps of the hispanic New World placed the Americas next to India of “the Orient.” 

Saxon Electors would continue to describe Chinese and other Eastern material culture as 

“indianisch” into the next two centuries as a catchall for the non-West.205  

Saxon electors often conflated indigenous American Indians (indianischen, indianer) with 

Africans. In a series of courtly processions, documented by Daniel Bretschneider the Elder 

(1550-1625) in drawings and paintings, Christian II and his successor Johan Georg I participated 

in scenes with Africans and American Indians, presenting Dresden as a colonial power.206 Over 

one hundred years later, Augustus the Strong would commission an American Indian sculpture to 
																																								 																					
204 Barbara Marx, “Medici Gifts to the Court of Dresden,” 53. 
 
205 This was the norm across Europe. See, for example, Dominik Collet, Die Welt in der Stube. Begegnungen mit 
Aussereuropa in Kunstkammern der Fruehen Neuzeit. Veroeffentlichungen des Max Planck Instituts fuer Geschichte 
232 (Goettingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007). 
 
206 Julia Baeumel, “Festivities and Hunts at the Dresden Court,” in Princely Splendor: the Dresden court, 1580-
1620, eds. Dirk Syndram and Antje Scherner (Milan: Electa; Dresden: Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, 2004), 52. 
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accompany the large Colombian emerald cluster. The sculpture, decorated like an Indian chief 

with tattoos, breastplate, and feather crown, was labeled “Moor.”  

Emperor Rudolf II also presented Christian II (1591-1611) with generous gifts of 

Ottoman weapons that he acquired during the Long Turkish War of 1593-1606. These gifts 

included five Turkish prisoners and three oriental horses dressed in saddles, caparisons, bridles, 

robes, and weapons.207 According to the 1606 inventory, the collections of the Armoury also 

included significant quantities of Oriental weapons, many of which were labeled as Tatar, (and 

now identified as Ottoman), probably dating back to Moritz’ battle against Suleiman and his 

Tatar soldiers.208 

Naturalia originating in the Near and the Far East, and the Indian Ocean and South 

Pacific, like nautilus shells, mother of pearl and ostrich eggs, were framed in precious metals or 

turned into objects of art and utility like goblets, votives, and caskets. Such hybridized objects 

were appreciated for their intrinsic qualities and artistic rendering.209 The electors often acquired 

the resulting Schatz (treasures) from goldsmiths like Wenzel Jamnitzer (1507-1585) and 

Nickolaus Schmidt in Nuremberg. Mother-of-pearl and irregular pearls were acquired by 

Nuremberg goldsmiths, through Spanish and Portugese seafarers, from the Persian Gulf, the Gulf 

of Mexico and the Indian ocean. The horns of Asian and African rhinocerus were particularly 

wonderous objects for seventeenth-century European rulers: they believed the horns had magical 

properties.210   

																																								 																					
207 Holger Schuckelt, “Ein kaiserliches Geschenk an Kurfuerst Chrsitan II von Sachsen im Jahr 1602, Zur Dresdener 
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The decoration of such foreign (“frembdes”) naturalia was usually inspired by myths 

from classical antiquity or Christian iconography. Goldsmiths turned nautilus shells into the base 

of gilded miniature vessels, a visualization of the myth that bizarre creatures could flip onto their 

shells and glide along the waves.211 Ostrich eggs turned into drinking vessles were valued not 

just for their foreigh and novel attributes but their status as the true sun (“sol versus”) and a 

symbol of immaculate conception in Christian iconography.212 

The Thirty Years War devastated large parts of Saxony in the seventeenth century, but 

Dresden remained relatively unscathed thanks to its strong fortifications. The city was neither 

occupied nor a battlefield, but its residents suffered from hunger, disease, and decline in trade 

and craft. At the end of the century, the city expanded beyond the fortifications. The Dresden-

born architect Caspar von Klengel was employed to develop the spacious Barock city landscape 

in the middle of the narrow medieval settlement along the right side of the Elbe. The area was 

subsequently named “Neustadt.” The fortification of the city was no longer at the international 

standard, as established by the French military engineer, the Marquis de Vauban, but it was 

sufficient to protect the city in the northern war of 1704-5. 

Dresdner Barock 

Augustus the Strong, or Friedrich King August I, who ruled Poland as King August II 

(1670-1733) continued to fund the reshaping of Dresden in the Barock style. His reign from 

1694-1733 is considered the most glamorous period in the history of Dresden. The artistically 

trained Elector August II invested in civilian building projects and was impressed by his visits to 
																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
210 Dirk Syndram, Jutta Kappel, Ulrike Weinhold, and Christine Nagel, Das Historische Grüne Gewölbe zu 
Dresden: Die Barocke Schatzkammer (Deutscher Kunstverlag: 2007), 73.  
 
211 Syndram, Renaissance and Baroque Treasury Art, 107.  
 
212 Syndram, Renaissance and Baroque Treasury Art, 104; Wolfram Koeppe, “Exotica and the Kunstkammer: 
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the court of Louis XIV and Italy. Under his reign, the cityscape of Dresden changed radically to 

reach the level of a royal capital of European significance. Augustus diverged from his 

principally Italianate predecessors in his emulation of the ‘French ideal’ in the construction of 

the Zwinger palace. His appreciation of the late Baroque and Rococo aesthetics (now known as 

the Dresdner Barock) is probably related to the fact that the French king funded Augustus II’s 

candidacy for the Polish throne. 

The magnificent late Baroque style that came to dominate Dresden in the first half of the 

eighteenth century was tied to the elector’s investment in representation of Wettin absolutism, 

political ambition and artistry. Augustus limited the influence of the landed gentry and 

centralized rule in the electorate through the Codex Augustus, new rules of Parliament and an 

expansive and lavish court center in Dresden. This period of prosperity supported the population 

growth of Dresden, from 1000 in 1700 to 63000 in 1755. 

 The Zwinger complex was in the city center, with key buildings of culture and monarchy 

built around it, including the Royal Opera House to the northwest, the city palace to the east and 

directly across the court church. When Meyer took over the Natural History Museum in 1874, 

the Zwinger was surrounded by the same buildings and largely remained the same in design, so it 

is worth discussing the design of the complex when it was completed in the early eighteenth 

century.  

The Zwinger was first constructed as a temporary festival and tournament location in the 

sixteenth century and became a permanent fixture during the high Barock by King Augustus II as 

a setting for court entertainment and to house parts of the expanding royal collections. It was 

named after the space adjoining the fortifications of the town. Augustus hired Matthaeus 

Poeppelmann to design the complex in 1709 and it was finally completed in 1728. He sent 
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Poeppelmann to Prague, Vienna, and Rome to study modern and ancient court architecture. The 

Augustusbridge connecting Altstadt and Neustadt, with its similarities to Prague's King Charles 

Bridge, was also inspired by these research trips as well. Augustus also funded Poeppelman’s 

designs for the Japanese Palace and the Three Kings Church in Neustadt. 

 Poepplemann explained the three functions of the Zwinger in his 1729 large-print 

portfolio publication of his designs: 1) political representation of power; 2) allegorical praise of 

ruler and dominion; and 3) worthy modern imitation of the ancients. All three are encompassed 

in the sculptural enactment of the Judgment of Paris atop the Rampart Pavilion that depicts 

August the Strong as Paris set to hand the Polish crown to Venus. As Poepplemann wrote: "the 

building’s external stylistic appearance consists entirely of decoration with, as it were, speaking 

creations.”213 Emblems, coat of arms, the giant blue and gold Polish crown atop the crown gate, 

and numerous Polish eagles and Imperial double eagles all referred to the king’s triple power and 

responsibility as imperial elector, king of Poland, and imperial vicar.  

Court sculptor Balthasar Permoser designed and executed the numerous decorative and 

freestanding sculptures and fountains of Greco-Roman nature divinities such as nymphs, satyrs 

and fauns, with the help of his workshop and the master sculptors Christian Kirchner (1691–

1732), Paul Heermann (1673–1735), and Benjamin Thomae (1682–1751). They also installed the 

Nymphenbad in an isolated court at the northwestern corner of the building. As Christiane Hertel 

and Thomas Kaufman have observed: "These sculptures were imaginary spectators, under whose 

gaze the carefully choreographed court festivals took place." Permoser's Hercules Saxonicus 

statue allegorically referred to August II's epithet "the strong" and the Zwinger as the Garden of 

the Hesperides. This emulation of ancient Roman emperors signified August's commitment to 
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the arts and court culture and its connection to Imperial rule. In her article on the Zwinger as a 

Pygmalion impulse, Christiane Hertel emphasizes that the design of the building and its decor 

engaged the senses of sight and touch as well as smell (orange trees), and hearing (water).214  

The prevailing atmosphere is that of careless pleasure, a revelation of the delights of the 

private life of kings. Permoser and Poeppelmann combined the classically inspired, highly 

sculptural baroque with the playful decadence of Rococo. The Rococo style valued lightness, 

delicacy and movement, in reaction to the stately formality of the Baroque. Artists used motifs 

drawn from nature and evoked distant lands, including chinoiserie motifs which the reflected 

Europeans’ growing fascination with Asia. 

The long-term intention, throughout the eighteenth century, was to build a new palace for 

which the Zwinger would serve as a courtyard, though these plans never came to fruition. The 

horse-shaped structure was only finally closed with the 1855 completion of the Semperbau for 

the Fine Arts Gallery. However the building complex and its gardens were always intended for 

public access, unlike the inaccessible palace. The engravings of Poeppelmann’s book portray the 

public character of the building as a place of recreation and social interaction. Johann Georg 

Schmidt’s engraving of the entrance to the wall pavilion showcases the public stairway 

populated by men women and children visitors. The window above is full of men and women in 

conversation, embodying the Zwinger’s purpose as a civilizing space.215 

The Grand Opera House adjoining the Zwinger was inaugurated in 1719 on the occasion 

of the wedding of Crown Prince Friedrich August with the Habsburg princess Maria Josepha. 

The location of this royal wedding in the new Zwinger connected the majestic new structure to 
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34 (2011): 210. 
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Saxony’s ambitious hope for the Imperial crown.216 The decoration included extensive green 

spaces in the courtyard. Hundreds of orange trees were housed in the Zwinger’s semi-circular 

galleries during the winter, and inhabited the courtyard along with its sculptural program during 

the summer. Permoser's Hercules delivered one of the orange trees for the ‘Zwinger-garten.’ 

To demonstrate Saxony's unique success in solving the European-wide attempts at fine-

pottery, August redirected attention from the mining laboratory and technical museum to the 

development of a porcelain museum in the Zwinger. Augustus supported alchemist Johann 

Friedrich Böttger's newly successful porcelain industry in Meissen. He referred to this porcelain 

as white gold, created by the alchemist he had rescued, then imprisoned, from Prussian King 

Friedrich Wilhelm to create gold for him. It was the first successfully produced true porcelain in 

Europe, and it would dominate the European style for half a century. August’s porcelain 

obsession revived the mining industry by funding the mining of Kaolin and cobalt blue pigments 

used by the Meissen porcelain factory. Kaolin, also known as pure white china clay, was an 

essential ingredient for producing true or hard porcelain, combined with feldspar from the 

Meissen Mountains as a flux.217 Dresden was also among the two most important centers for 

production of gold objects and jewelry in central Europe in the first half of the eighteenth 

century.218  

Visits to the collections at the French court and August's close friend Josef I in Vienna 

inspired his fascination with objets de vertu and his transformation of the Grünes Gewölbe 
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(Green Vault) in the Residenz from a storage space to a permanent public exhibition.219 The 

objects, arranged according to material, rested on shelves and tables without glass protection, 

lavishly decorating a series of light-filled and richly furnished green rooms. Poeppelmann 

designed the eight rooms in the palace which would house the 9000 precious objects wrought 

from gold, ivory, silver, diamonds and jewels, including the Ivory Frigate, the Dresden Green 

Diamond, the 132 gem-studded figurines of the Royal Court of the Grand Mogul Aureng-Zeb. 

Aurangzeb (1618-1707) was part of the European myth of the immense exotic riches of the Far 

East and the  omnipotence of a religious Asian potentate. Dinglinger’s work presented 

Aurangzeb as an absolutist dream figure in the dazzling splendor of his luxurious court. 

Dinglinger’s numerous templates included "curiose travelogues of foreign and far remote 

countries and nations," such as the 1670s illustrated travel reports by Francois Bernier and Jean -

Baptiste Tavernier from the Indian and Chinese imperial court.220 Tavernier’s accounts of India, 

Persia, Siam and Cochin were especially appealing to Dinglinger: the Hugeonot gem-dealer  

combined travel as a merchant ambassador searching for precious stones with the passion of a 

scientific explorer.221  

Dinglinger created a pastiche from numerous accounts to present an overall picture 

(“Gesamtbild”) of the European interpretation of the wonders of the Far East: peacocks cover the 

throne canopy, Japanese style elements and Chinese lettering decorate the throne.222 A special 

feature of his Gesamtbild was the ethnographic depictions of the many ethnic nations conquered 
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by the Mughal Emperor: In addition to Indians, there are Turks, Persians, Chinese (from 

Mongolia), Moors, Tatars and Mongols. The work of art is a mixture of baroque design and 

ethnographic record, of Orientalism and antiquity. Dinglinger included symbols of the ancient 

religious system of the Far East with the sun and moon pyramid of the Old Egyptians.223  

The latter is but one of many examples of August’s fascination with fantastical golden 

and jeweled renderings of foreign court-life. The prototype of the infinitely rich absolutist ruler 

became a form of escapism through artfully designed gold and jewels.224 The miniature 

triumphal arch with two obelisks by Johann Heinrich Koehler was most likely made in honor of 

August’s festival celebrating the visit of the Danish King in 1709. The festival’s theme was the 

four corners of the world with August dressed up as King of Africa. The three-part bejeweled set 

was modeled on the ornate yet temporary architecture which Augustus the Strong used to have 

erected for court festivities. In the miniaturized rendering, the centerpiece of the triumphal arch 

is the bust of a black African king flanked by small busts of two further Africans. His fascination 

with such rulers from distant lands was driven by his own monarchical aspirations. In 1722 the 

King took into his royal household two “Amerikanische koenigliche Prinzen” (American royal 

princes) and had them baptized as Lutherans before passing them on to the Tsarina of Russia. 

The princes had been living in Dresden as the property of an English captain who presented to 

the public.225 As demonstrated by August II’s collections and courtly festivals, interest in the East 

and the South had overwhelmingly positive associations as a fantasy realm of expansive wealth 

and power, but very much because of their marginal status culturally and geographically. 
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August also commissioned architectural structures inspired by Ottoman and Asian 

designs. Two examples are the palaces he built in 1707 for his mistress, Countess Anna 

Constantia of Cosel. The Taschenbergpalais was built in the Dresdner Barock style adjacent to 

the Residenzschloss. In 1715, it was renovated in an oriental style and renamed the Turkish 

Palace. A second, Renaissance style palace was built in the mountains of nearby Pillnitz. August 

hired Zwinger architect Mathaeus Poeppelmann to redesign it as a summer residence in 

“indianisch” style, by which he meant an Asian palace of desire, including chinoiserie décor 

along the façade. Within the porcelain collection, blue and white patterned porcelain from China 

and Japan porcelain was labeled “indisch.” Solid color and multi-colored porcelain from China 

was labeled as Chinese porcelain. August’s passion for East Asian porcelain was filled by the 

Dutch East India company.226 In this case, August’s association between his mistress and foreign 

tastes could be read as a feminization of the Ottomans and the Chinese, inferior to the masculine 

Europe. Yet August’s representation of foreign societies was much more complex than this. 

Augustus’ indiscriminate use of the label India/Indies/Indian, like his predecessors,’ was 

partly the result of a certain brand of Orientalism that amalgamated all cultures of the East and 

the South into a singular fascinating group. This act of montage or assemblage was grounded in 

the trade infrastructure, which made foreign goods and tastes available to Europeans. Politically 

and materially, items from China, Japan, Sumatra, Moluccas, Malaysia, Siam, and India would 

have to have arrived through the Portuguese or Dutch sea trade empire in the East. Thus the label 

"Indianisch" also reflected the geographical range of the Dutch East India Company, or the 

Portuguese empire in the East, which stretched from India to Japan.227 
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His interest in foreign culture was further embodied in the acquisition and renovation of 

Field marshal Count Flemmings’ Hollaendisches Palais. The Palace was renamed the 

Japanisches Palais after the royal porcelain collection that it housed – August had procured 

several Chinese and Japanese pieces from Holland’s collection from the Dutch East India 

Company. Chinese figures decorated the courtyard and Japanese curved roofs. Poeppelmann’s 

talents were also requisitioned to continue the chinoiserie style of the Pilnitz palace.  

Augustus II’s fascination with the foreign and his desire to conquer the Ottomans led to 

the significant expansion of the Tuerckisches Kammer. Not satisfied by the numerous diplomatic 

gifts he received from the Ottoman Sultan and Tatar Khan, he sent his aide Johann Georg Spiegel 

on exotic shopping trips to Constantinople to supply his taste for dressing up like the Sultan. He 

imported camels for his baroque festivals and Arabian horses to ride to the Dresden court. For 

the Kammer, he acquired eight life-size Arab horses carved and weighing 150 kg each 

sumptuously decorated according to their historical traditions. The horses are second in size and 

opulence to the 20m X 8 m X 6 meter tall three-pole tent fabricated from gold and silk. The 

Saxons under Augustus’ cousin, Elector John George III, had taken the tent after the 1683 siege 

of Vienna.228  

Augustus’ taste for foreign aesthetics was complex.  His appropriation of Turkish 

fashions was political and displayed as such in royal ceremonies and the organization of the royal 

collections. Augustus also developed a specialized collection in Chinese porcelain. The 

chinoiserie aesthetic decorating his new palaces was tied to his desire to emulate the Sun King 

and advertise his mastery of China’s greatest economic and cultural success – porcelain. Finally 

he sought to embody the same rich and absolute power as that of the Grand Mogul of India. His 
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activities exposed the Dresden public to a range of non-European material cultures in a variety of 

contexts, both systematic and spectacle. As Jürgen Osterhammel has stressed, historians at this 

time were also very much interested in histories outside of Europe.229 

 Asia, or the Orient, was always considered a geo-cultural concept, with shifting, often 

expanding borders across the vast territory east of Istanbul, and south of the Mediterranean. The 

label “Orient” was often used to refer to places like North Africa or the Levant, locations 

associated with the Bible or theological matters.230 The eighteenth century was a period in which 

Europeans sought to disenchant, or “entzauber” Asia. The geo-cultural concept of Asia 

incorporated the Ottoman Empire, Persia, China and India. Jürgen Osterhammel states, “Asia 

was no exotic ingredient (“Zutat”) but rather an accepted central field of world experience.”231 

Many eighteenth century thinkers found China a model of non-absolutist monarchy.  

In competition with the other lay Electors of Germandom to attain the status of a 

monarch, Augustus aspired to supplant the Habsburgs and make the House of Wettin heirs to the 

German Empire. To do so he took on the Swedes, Habsburgs and Ottomans to expand the Saxon-

Polish borders. He began by successfully winning the bid for the Polish crown in 1697. 

Augustus's Polish predecessor had achieved fame for defeating the vast Ottoman army at the 

Battle of Vienna in 1683. His Turkish collection and pretiosa collection included numerous 

Polish and Saxon examples honoring this historical success. Yet, King Augustus's hope to 

conquer the Ottoman Empire died with his failed attempt to wrest Moldavia from the Ottomans. 

Many have argued that the Polish crown prevented Augustus and his Saxon successors from 
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achieving their imperial goals.232 

The painting collection began in earnest in the late seventeenth century during the reign 

of Augustus. His expansion of the art collections and division of the collections into multiple 

specialties overtook the space constraints and layout of the existing buildings.  After the Picture 

Gallery was founded in 1721 in the Royal Stables, the armory collection and newly re-branded 

Mathematics-Physics Salon, and the Natural Curiosities collection were relocated to the 

Zwinger, as part of centralizing the monarchy in Dresden. The Picture Gallery was to represent 

the monarchy and its personal taste for art. The gallery was and still is considered one of the 

most important cultural achievements of Augustus Epoch. Saxony and its collections are still 

representative of the tastes Augustus II and by the acquisitions of his son Augustus III, (King 

Friedrich August II) (1696-1763).    

August III supported musical culture and the expansion of the art collections. He 

expanded the exhibition space and a public entrance to the Zwinger, built with the understanding 

of the complex as an “ecole publique.” Thus, the old regime building of the Zwinger was 

recreated into a new public space in the late eighteenth century. By 1750 an average of 30 

visitors per month traversed the public museums. The Japanese Palace -- home to the porcelain 

and sculpture collections, was similarly given the inscription “Museum for the public’s benefit.” 

The princely library was also relocated to the ground floor of the Palace and made publicly 

available. The library’s holdings were second only to Vienna’s.233 

Due to Augustus III focus on the fine arts, natural curiosities and handicrafts were 

separated from European masterpieces relatively earlier in Saxony than elsewhere. In the second 
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half of the eighteenth century the Picture Gallery acquisitions reflected the general preferences of  

eighteenth century elites. Landed gentry supported the arts and became generous patrons of 

musicians, architects, craftsmen and painters. The mature style of the gallery organized the 

paintings into the following stages of painting:  High Renaissance, Baroque and eighteenth 

century virtuosos. The gallery was known as the finest collection of masterpieces in northern 

Europe.234 Augustus III fulfilled his father’s plan to display the porcelain collection in the 

Japanese Palace, where it would remain with the antiquities collection until 1876. 

It was during this time when the modern system of the fine arts, or “schoenen Kuenste,” 

took hold as a category distinct from applied arts. Fine arts were not just defined by the design of 

the object or the experience it invoked in just any viewer.Periodicals and new gallery layouts 

defined these arts as those that encouraged an aesthetic experience involving recognition of the 

moral function of beauty and the necessity of a discriminating taste.235  

Augustus III gathered many of the best musicians, architects, poets and painters from all 

over Europe to Dresden. He admired the Florence city-scape and sought to recreate Dresden as 

the “Elbflorenz" (Florence of the Elbe), recreating Italy in Saxony. He even hired Italian artist 

Bernardo Bellotto (1721-1780) to capture fourteen views of the cityscape and demonstrate 

Dresden’s similarity to Florence on the river Arno. His most famous painting “Dresden seen 

from the right Bank of the Elbe” captured the Canaletto-View. Bellotto was known in Dresden 

by the name of his famous Venetian Uncle, the painter Canaletto, whose highly detailed 

paintings relied on camera obscura for accuracy. These paintings included depictions of the 

recent constructions of the private palace and terrace the King bequeathed to his Prime Minister, 
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Heinrich Count Bruehl. 

Dresden suffered heavy destruction in the Seven Years' War (1756–1763), following its 

capture by Prussian forces, its subsequent re-capture, and a failed Prussian siege. Friedrich 

August III (1750-1827), the grandson of Augustus the Strong, had only limited success in 

economic recovery or urban rebuilding, unlike his counterparts in Berlin or Munich where entire 

neighborhoods were built.  

In his tour of German cities in the late 1770s, Sir Nathaniel William Wraxall wrote:  

It is difficult to imagine a greater transition than from the Prussian to the Saxon 
dominions; or a contrast more striking than is presented by Berlin and Dresden. I am 
charmed by this city; with its environs, with its society and with its general aspect. The 
sandy plains of Brandenburg are here exchanged for a rich, finely undulated and 
populous country covered with marks of opulence, industry and freedom. Instead of the 
melancholy and deserted magnificence of Berlin, we find a smaller capital, less regular in 
its construction; but cheerful and elegant, and in a situation most picturesque.236 
 

He described all this while also noting the frightful vestiges of bombardments inflicted by the 

Prussians. Sir Wraxall observed that Saxony’s position between the two great rival powers of 

Austria and Prussia was its greatest burden.237 

During the Napoleonic wars (1803-1815) Saxony, unlike Prussia, allied itself with 

Napoleon. The removal of English competition was a boon to Saxon cotton industry. French 

policy reinforced regional specialization and helped Saxony become more industrial.238 This 

period also marked the fall of the Holy Roman Empire and the Saxon rulers took advantage of 

Napoleon’s support to upgrade its status from an electorate to a kingdom. This alliance cost 
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Saxony three-fifths of its territory in payment to Prussia after the fall of Napoleon.239  

Dresden Romantics 

Dresden became especially important for the development of Romanticism. The 

romantics interest in the Orient and the relationship between art and science supported the 

intellectual currents developments in visual techniques that Meyer would rely on to develop 

ethnological research in Dresden. A dynamic group of writers, artists, savants and intellectuals 

overlapped in the Elbflorenz including J. G. Fichte, Novalis, Schelling, Alexander von 

Humboldt, and Adam Mueller. Dresden inspired lively discussions about Kant among Christian 

Koerner, Schiller and Johann Wolfgang Goethe. Friedrich Schlegel wrote “in beautiful Dresden 

awoke my first youthful feelings, there I saw the first art works. It is there that I plunged into 

multiple sequential years of study of antiquity, and there I lived some of the happiest days among 

people who made me feel like a local (“einheimisch”)…240  

The importance of Dresden as a center of Romanticism has not been given its due, 

perhaps because of limited archival access until recently. The activities in this city support 

Robert Richards’s significant scholarship on how Romantic concepts of the self, as well as 

aesthetic and moral considerations altered scientific representations of nature.241 At the Art 

Academy, Anton Graff and Adriann Zingg were both teaching in Dresden in the second half of 

the eighteenth century. They followed Johann Winckelmann (1717-1768) who spent seven years 

at the academy, the antiques collection, and as court librarian. His major work, Geschichte der 
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Kunst des Altertums (History of Ancient Art) (Dresden, 1764) was inspired by the Dresden 

collections. Winckelmann argued that contemporary collections needed to be well illuminated 

and generously dispersed to allow the visitor to appreciate the nature of the object. 

Winckelmann’s primary concern was the antiquities collection. Over a century later, Meyer 

would echo these words with respect to scientific collections across the world.  

Winckelmann’s work was an important source of inspiration to the Romantics. Graff and 

Zingg, in turn, drew Caspar David Friedrich to the city in 1798. The gorge carved sandstone hills 

and cliffs of Saxon Switzerland inspired his romantic landscapes. Dresden-born Ludwig Richter 

was hired as a designer with the Meissen porcelain factory and then landed a job at the Dresden 

Academy of Art where he pursued landscape painting and illustrations for fairy tales. 

Romanticism in Dresden often connected the arts to the sciences, including an overlap in 

participants. Goethe was a frequent visitor of Dresden during his student days in Leipzig up until 

1813. His visits to the natural history collections inspired him to undertake essays on the form of 

animals and on plants, “Metamorphose der Pflanzen, zweiter Versuch.”242  

Romantic landscape painters believed that their artworks instilled a sense of nature’s truth 

in the viewer.243 Carl Gustav Carus’ painting “Monument to Goethe,” was a product of his 

realization that the gulf between the desire for detailed objective knowledge of nature’s 

individual elements and the Romantic longing for a unified experience of the world and man’s 

place within it could be resolved by opening up scientific inquiry to aesthetic reflection. Carus 

was an art theoretician, practitioner and personal physician to the King of Saxony.  

Jürgen Osterhammel defines this period from 1780-1830 by a shift from the inclusive 
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Eurocentrism of the Enlightenment to an exclusive Eurocentrism of the nationalist European 

mindset.244 Chen Tzoref-Ashkenazi has convincingly weakened Osterhammel’s unified narrative 

through attention to the Romantics’ turn to Hebraic, Arab, and Indian culture.245 A study of the 

Romantics who passed through Dresden supports Chen Tzoref-Ashkenazi’s argument. Studies of 

the "Orient" fostered new conceptions of the German Volk and a new conception of education. 

The political events taking place in Dresden as well as Dresden’s collections provided some of 

the inspiration for these new ideas. Romantics like Schlegel and Herder argued that India was the 

origin of feudalism, preserved in the caste system, and carried to Europe by migrating Germanic 

tribes. The Romantics sought inspiration in the Orient for a conservative German identity that 

was juxtaposed against Western modernity.246 They attempted to reconstruct a European identity 

on the basis of an imagined Germanic tradition with Oriental roots.247 While the eighteenth 

century Saxon kings memorialized the absolute power and wealth of the Mughal emperors in 

their Green Vault, the Romantics idealized India too, but from another valence. In 1839 the 

Indonesian prince Raden Saleh Bustaman arrived in Dresden. Back in Java he had received 

artistic training from the Reinwardt'schen Naturkundlichen Kommission für Niederländisch 

Indien. He moved to Europe in order to advance his career as a painter. He joined the Dresden 

late romantics and helped found German Orientalism in painting. 

The intellectual origins of Wissenschaft and Bildung as academic ideologies were deeply 
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inspired by the philosophies of Johann Herder and an appreciation of classical philology.248  The 

turn of the nineteenth century witnessed a drastic change in the German university system. This 

shift emphasized the importance of Wissenschaft (scholarship) and Bildung, or individual 

development. A third important element to proper education for the Romantics was Kultur, or 

spiritual and cultural development.249 The goal of Gymnasium and university was not just to 

educate students but also to prepare them to carry out both disciplinary scholarship and their own 

self-development.  

Bildung was an inward process of development through which the inherent abilities of 

the individual were developed and realized. Bildung referred to the cultivation of reason and 

aesthetic taste, in short, enlightenment. Self-cultivation was a continuous process to be pursued 

throughout the individual’s lifetime. Herder had envisioned the concept of Bildung as an 

equalizer among men, regardless of class. Herder’s ideas were important to Meyer’s mentor, 

Virchow. Given Meyer’s status as a Jew it is also important to consider how Bildung functioned 

for Jews’ sense of identity and the resulting connection between ways of knowing and identity 

formation in the context of a bureaucratic system that categorized individuals into types. As 

Mosse explains, the concept of Bildung was synonymous for many Jews with their Jewishness, 

especially after the end of the nineteenth century. The centrality of the ideal of Bildung in 

German-Jewish consciousness was basic to Jewish engagement with liberalism and socialism, 

fundamental to the search for a new Jewish identity after emancipation.250  

During the restoration period, post-Napoleon rulers sought to manufacture tradition, 
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building on the cultural trend of the romantics and their representations of the historic past and 

cult of monarchy. Saxony was not significantly affected by the reform era that bureaucratized 

Bavaria, Hesse, and Prussia after the Napoleonic wars. The Saxon government urged “loyalty to 

our dynasty,” and the merger between personal monarchical rule with the impersonal 

bureaucratic state was limited.251 The historical bent was advanced in 1832 with the 

reorganization of the armory collections, including the Turkish Cabinet, into the Königliches 

Historisches Museum. The Turkish collection would remain here permanently, even after several 

requests by Meyer to relocate them to the new Ethnology Museum. 

The city gained momentum economically from industrial developments, symbolized by 

the renovation of numerous cultural centers and the construction of elegant shopping streets. In 

order to bring the urban infrastructure up to the standards of the nineteenth century, Gottfried 

Semper was brought in to design new buildings for Dresden’s long-standing cultural institutions: 

The Picture Gallery, the Zwinger, the Opera House, and the Theaterplatz. All of these buildings 

were named after Semper, reflecting a reverence for Dresden’s current cultural success as well as 

its legacies.252 The Dresden trained architect was considered to be the greatest German architect 

of his day.253 Semper developed a neo-Renaissance style that appealed to the aims of 

monarchical authority. His neo-classical structures reflected Royal majesty and the Saxon rulers’ 

continued fascination with the Roman Empire.  

Understanding the Saxon context of the 1848/49 revolution and its outcome provides 

important insight into just who constituted the public and why the government sought to attract 

this public to the royal collections up through Meyer’s tenure. It was in this hotbed of 
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romanticism and impending revolution that Richard Wagner and Semper developed their visions 

of the Gesamtkunstwerk.254 Richard Wagner was hired in 1842 as court conductor and premiered 

Rienzi, the Flying Dutchmen and Tannhaeuser at the Semperoper. Semper persistently 

endeavored to fashion a comprehensive architectural theory explaining the meaning and 

transformational nature of architectural form.255 Wagner and Semper were republicans, and the 

two were prosecuted by the Saxon government and had to flee the city in 1849 for their 

participation in the Maiaufstand. 256 

The mid-nineteenth century renovations included a Romantic interpretation of the 

Zwinger-garden that had led to filling in the moat and turning the outer ramparts into an English 

Garden. By the end of the nineteenth the century, after numerous renovations, the building was 

no longer just High Baroque but also a relic of wars and revolutions and softened by romantic 

restorations. The work on the Semper Gallery for the Zwinger began in 1847 and was completed 

in 1855. By the time of its completion, Semper had already fled Dresden, along with Richard 

Wagner, for supporting the side of the rebels during the 1848-9 revolution. Remarkably, the 

gallery was finished quickly thereafter by sculptors Haehnel and Ernst Rietschel in the Italian 

Renaissance style. The sculptural ornamentation by these two reflected the classical art on the 

façade facing the Theaterplatz and modern art on the interior Zwinger side. 

The unfolding of the revolution and the governments response are important to 

understanding the social and political situation Meyer encountered when he arrived in Dresden in 

1874. The 1849 uprising in Dresden was one of the most bloody of the revolutionary years. In 
																																								 																					
254 The primary example of Semper’s Gesatkusntwerk is the pair of buildings commissioned by the Emperor of 
Austro-Hungary to house the collections of art and natural history in Vienna. 
 
255 See Harry Francis Mallgrave, “Introduction,” in The Four Elements of Architecture and Other Writings, Gottfried 
Semper (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).  
 
256 Martina Schattkowsky, Uwe John, eds., Dresdner Maiaufstand und Reichsverfassung 1849: revolutionäres 
Nachbeben Oder Demokratische Politische Kultur? (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 2000), 59. 



 

	 107 

response to the failed nationalist uprisings of 1830, Saxony introduced a revised constitutional 

monarchy with a bicameral legislature.  The government carried out agrarian reforms in favor of 

the peasantry, including emancipation. Yet political sentiment swung between conservative and 

radical, revolution and reaction, leading into the 1848 revolution. The worker’s party was 

particularly strong in the quickly urbanizing and industrializing Kingdom of Saxony. Like the 

other monarchies, Saxony refused to participate in a Prussian-led push for German unification 

after the revolutions. The government turned to Prussia for aid in suppressing the revolutionary 

uprisings. The ruling prince fled Dresden and a revolutionary government was briefly 

established. Journeymen and workers played a prominent role in the shape of the revolution in 

Saxony. A sense of belonging to a class, rather than a specific trade, had been encouraged by the 

kingdom’s advanced industrial diversification.257  

Saxony in the Gruenderzeit 

By 1900 Saxony was the third largest and economically most modern state in Germany. 

It was extremely successful in both agriculture and industry, with growth rates second only to 

Prussia in both sectors and agricultural net values up to 150 percent of those of Prussia by the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century.  One of the most densely populated regions of Germany, 

Saxony had a high degree of urbanization even outside the two large metropoles of Dresden and 

Leipzig. The economy was dominated by small-scale industry and handicrafts. 

 After Germany acquired colonies, Dresden factories capitalized on the patriotic and 

exotic associations with the new colonies. “Kiaotschau Cookies,” baked by Hromadka and 

Jaeger in Dresden, were developed the same year that Germany claimed China’s treaty port of 

Qingdao and its environs as a protectorate. The packaging presented China as an exotic and 

distant land through the representation of a reclining, opium smoking, mandarin in hat and 
																																								 																					
257 Blackbourn, History of Germany, 1780-1918, 166.  



 

	 108 

brocaded silk robes. He and his female companion sit before a porcelain tea setting with not-

quite legible Chinese characters in the background.258 The scene is not dissimilar to that found on 

August II’s Asian palace of desire in Pillnitz. 

Within Saxony, Dresden’s closest major cities included Chemnitz, Leipzig, Zwickau, and 

Halle, with Berlin only 120 miles to the north and Prague 93 miles to the south, less than two 

hours on the new railroads.  The single university of Saxony was the University of Leipzig while 

Halle was home to the Orientalist school.259  

Saxony experienced drastic economic growth aided by the development and quick 

installation of a regional and international railway system.  In 1835 the Dresden-born Professor 

Johann Andrea Schubert constructed the first German locomotive. By 1839 the Dresden-Leipzig 

line was completed and within fifteen years Dresden was linked to all major German and most 

European cities via rail. The railway line precipitated the growing industries of iron making, 

metal fabrication and textiles. The extension of a state-owned transportation network expanded 

drastically between 1850 and 1860.260 The city became a major center of motorcar production, 

food processing, especially luxury foods, banking and the manufacture of medical and 

photographic equipment. At the end of the century, the Odol factory of G. W. Kraft and Karl 

Lingner invented and mass-produced mouthwash and toothpaste. The industrial development 

supported the construction of the first German steam engine, “Saxonia,” the port (1895), several 

Elbbruecken, and the installation of an electric tram service through the city (1893).  

A liberal freedom of occupation law was passed in 1861, followed by further reforms of 
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the administration and judicial systems. Due to especially intensive industrialization in Saxony, a 

strong workers' movement developed early on. In 1863, the General German Workers' Union, a 

precursor of the Social Democratic Party, was founded in Leipzig. The first civil code of 

Germany was enacted in Saxony in 1865. The city population grew rapidly along with 

industrialization, from 100,000 residents in 1850 to 500,000 at the turn of the century, making 

Dresden the fourth largest city in Germany. Unsurprisingly social tensions increased as well, 

especially as the elegant upper and middle-class residential areas of the city developed separately 

from the tenement homes isolated out in the working districts. 

The Saxon king supported his father-in-law, the Austrian Emperor in the Austro-Prussian 

War of 1866. Saxony fought alongside Prussia in the Austro-Prussian War and subsequently 

joined the North German Federation in 1867. Although Saxony lost its political independence at 

the foundation of the German empire, it continued to benefit from longstanding relationships 

with Prussia. Saxony's incumbent king, Johann I, owed allegiance to the new Emperor, Friedrich 

Wilhelm I. Yet he also retained some of the prerogatives of a sovereign ruler, including the 

ability to enter into diplomatic relations with other states. 

Social Make-up of Museum visitors 

By the 1880s, the Museum for Zoology, Anthropology and Ethnology received an 

estimated 60,000 visitors per year. The Museum was open to the public and the government 

encouraged the museum, like all the royal collections, to be accessible to the public, free of 

charge, at least once per week. The government also encouraged the museum to attract school 

age visitors and accommodate school visits. It is useful therefore, to sketch the social make-up of 

these visitors, the political events and decisions taking place which supported public access to 

the royal collections.  
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The 1870s saw a significant reformation of the elementary school system, long demanded 

by the liberals. Under the newly appointed minister of educational and cultural affairs an 

elementary school bill was introduced that established the principle of expert state supervision, 

thus forcing the protestant church to relinquish responsibility for the schools. The curriculum 

was secularized, and the municipalities took over financial duties. 261  

After the failed revolution, master craftsmen, shopkeepers and small businessmen grew 

more conservative toward law and order in fear of the proletariat. The Saxon government 

actively pursued a bailout policy for banks and businesses in industrial towns to create work at 

signs of social discontent. James Retallack argues that the reactionary ruling elites of Saxony, 

who officially discriminated against “out-groups” (socialists and Jews) earned the kingdom the 

nickname the “playground of authoritarianism.”262 

From the workers side, living conditions were exceptionally bad in the Saxon cities of 

Dresden and Chemnitz. Rising rents created cramped quarters, and periodic outbreaks of cholera 

and typhus contended with pneumonia, tuberculosis, and influenza. In the late 1870s and the 

overworked rural population emigrated. The rise of mass-nationalist organizations gained strong 

support from the protestant and highly urbanized Saxony. In the Willhemine period at the turn of 

the century, Saxony gained the moniker “the Red Kingdom” due to the rise of the Social 

Democrats -- a modern mass movement, whose political organization corresponded to its 

political and social profile as a class oriented part of “the Volk.”263  

																																								 																					
261 Retallack, Saxony in German History, 244. 
 
262 James Retallack, “Antisocialism and Electoral Politics in Regional Perspective: The Kingdom of Saxony,” in 
Elections, Mass Politics, and Social Change in Modern Germany, eds.  L. E. Jones and James Retallack 
(Washington, D.C: German Historical Institute, 1992), 55. 
 
263 Karsten Rudolph, “Das ‘rote Koenigreich,’” in Sachsen im Kaiserreich. Politik, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft im 
Umbruch, eds. Simone Laessig und Karl Heinrich Pohl (Weimar: Boehlau Verlag, 1997), 90.  
 



 

	 111 

Saxony was the cradle of both German Social Democracy and political anti-Semitism. 

James Sheehan’s observations are especially apt: “at the level of local politics, choices are 

frequently more fluid, alliances, more uncertain and combinations more complex.”264  While 

there was a strong current of liberalism (loosely defined by constitutionalism, individualism and 

progress), mid-to-late nineteenth-century Saxon politics were dominated by an alliance between 

the Conservative and the anti-Semitic reform party.265 The Jewish emancipation and religious 

toleration initiated by Napoleon at the beginning of the century did not stick for long.  In the 

1830s the citizens of Dresden had demanded protection from the Jews over all other political 

objectives.266  That was the first decade Jews gained the legal right to religious expression, to 

learn a craft, and to possess land and property. They only had residency rights in Dresden and 

Leipzig and civic but not political rights to conduct a business nor the rights to form Gemeinden. 

The Jews in Saxony only achieved emancipation during the 1848-49 revolution years by the 

recognition of the Basic Rights of the German People in Frankfurt. Popular culture and 

Voelkisch thought identified the Jews with the modern industrialized city, which, according to 

them, uprooted the peasant and thereby destroyed the most genuine part of the Volk.267 

The economic crises that occurred at the Gruenderzeit (Founding Epoch) weakened what 

had come to be a significant economic and political position among the growing middle class. 

Although 35% of the lower chamber of the state government was represented by Social 
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Democrats in 1875, the conservatives seized the opportunity to throw the liberal concept of 

society into question and held their majority rule. Anti-Semitic workers parties, like the German 

Social Party, the Christian Social Party and the anti-Semitic People’s Party gained traction in 

Saxony and across Prussia and Hesse. By 1900 Dresden was ruled by a coalition of conservatives 

and anti-Semites.268 Even though the Social Democrats took the majority of Saxony's seats in the 

Reichstag in the next seven years, much of the city's politics remained conservative.  

The cultural trend toward former glories resumed in the post-revolutionary period.  An 

interest in the feudal past emerged among Dresden’s middle class. Baedeker tour guides 

encouraged the visitor to appreciate past cultural glories. In 1863, the polish writer Ignacy 

Kraszewski moved to Dresden and fed the fiction-hungry readership with stories of the 

aristocracy, including a trilogy about Saxony and Poland, August the Strong, and his mistress, 

Anna Constantia von Brockdorff, the Countess of Cosel. This interest in scandal was part of an 

outgrowth of public discontent with the ruling princes.  

For the Saxon monarchy, bureaucrats, and the bourgeoisie, the turn to the past was also 

turn to the future.  Many of Semper’s buildings suffered during the revolution and were rebuilt 

by him and his students in the aftermath. Nationally, Bismarck was forcing through German 

cultural unification through monument mania, and commissioning paintings of German founding 

myths.269 Even after German unification, Saxony, like Bavaria and Prussia, maintained its status 

as a kingdom with a monarchical head. The connection between king and culture was embodied 

by a sculpture of King Johann installed at Theaterplatz in 1876. In 1883, the city of Worms hired 

the Dresden architect Adolf von Donndorf to sculpt a monument to Martin Luther, this spurred 
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the Dresden municipal government to collect funds for a Luther statue of its own.270 The 

monument was placed in the Neumarkt Platz in front of Dresden’s Protestant Frauenkirche in 

“celebration of Germany’s greatest son.”271 Such a monument was to remind German citizens 

that Saxony was the birthplace of the Reformation. Indeed directors of the royal museums as 

state employees swore their oath of allegiance not only to the Saxon King but also to their savior 

Jesus Christ.  

At the time of Meyer’s employment, the government initiated numerous conversions and 

building projects along the riverbank in Altstadt: The completion of the Arsenal in the Outer 

Neustadt in 1877 made the old armory in Altstadt available for exhibition space for the 

expanding royal collections. The armory, housed in the smaller gallery of the royal stables, was 

reconstructed by Semper to house the History Museum and the Porcelain Collection. The former 

stable building was renamed the Johannaum - after the current King and patron Johann. The old 

arsenal along Bruehl’s Terrace was entirely rebuilt in neo Renaissance style between 1884-1889 

by the chief master builder Carl Adolph Canzler. The Saxon state archives were kept in the 

basement of the building along with the Plaster-casts Collection until 1889. The building was 

renamed the Albertinum - after King Johann’s successor King Albrecht - and became the home 

of the Sculpture collection. 

Like the post-revolutionary period, the Gruenderzeit continued the cultural trend of 

memorializing former glories. In 1876, Wilhelm Walther ornamented the outer side of the 

Residenzschloss with a Procession of Saxon Princes, the Fürstenzug, in sgraffito technique 

(decoration produced by scratching away the surface layer of plaster.)  The importance of the 

Saxon monarchy and its tie to the arts was again reinforced by the addition of three sculptures 
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atop the building: “Art,” “Saxonia,” and “The Fame of Princes.” The Academy of Arts and 

registry office, designed in the historicism style by Constantin Lipsius, replaced Bruehl’s Palace 

and the Bruehl Gallery. The transformation of Bruehl’s Terrace into the impressive style of the 

Gruenderzeit changed the Altstaedt landscape along the Elbe. After thirty years of start and stop 

construction, two new large neo-Baroque buildings for the royal ministries of Finance, the 

Interior, and Culture accented the opposing banks of Neustadt. Though Dresden was not 

drastically reshaped with parks, promenades, and modern architecture like other cities, it did 

install gaslight street lamps, and the new railway stations conspicuously displayed modern glass 

and iron architecture. 

The Picture Gallery had remained for over a century in the original stable building until 

the completion of the Semper Galerie in 1856. Despite the revolution, the buying activity of the 

state resumed slowly in the mid-nineteenth century.272 However, the most significant 

acquisitions were primarily contemporary works. With the development of the 

Bildungsbuergertum, through legal, cultural, and educational achievements, decisions about the 

collections, their curation, and requirements became increasingly public affairs.  

Purchases of contemporary art resumed for the first time since 1763 with support from 

the Bernard von Lindenau Foundation in 1843. This foundation, as well as the Ludwig Richter 

Brautzug Foundation, was recognized as state property and a new department of contemporary 

art in 1855 and acquired works of local patriotic artists. Art History Professor Wilhelm 

Rossmann was snatched up from the Duesseldorf Academy of Arts to lead the council of the 

General Direction of Arts and Sciences and marked the attention of Dresdeners to the 

Duesseldorfer, Muenchener, and Berliner artists Aschenbach, Vautier, Schleich, Leible, Knaus, 
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and Gentz. Similarly, Rossmann looked outside of Saxony when he recommended the Hamburg-

born, Vienna-based Meyer to take over Dresden’s Natural History Museum. Rossmann’s 

successor, the painting director and art historian Karl Woermann, expanded the contemporary art 

collection to include international artists, especially French artists Courbet and Monet. 

Woermann’s goal was to illustrate the art history of the nineteenth century in its several trends:  

democratic realism, bourgeois genre painting, open-air impressionism, as well as Dresden 

romanticism.  

The placement of art historians, and not scientists, in the primary seat of the General 

Direction would long be a source of contention for Meyer. The art historian Woldemar von 

Seidlitz (1850-1922) had a deep interest in Japanese art and was behind the development of 

Japanese collections of the Museum of Dresden. He took over as lead council of the General 

Direction from 1884-1919 and advised the king against funding Meyer’s publishing endeavors. 

Certainly Rossmann, Woermann, and von Seidlitz achieved their goals to revive the former 

international glory of the Picture Gallery as well as update it to contemporary bourgeois tastes.273   

Middle-class culture 

Gustav Freytag’s Bilder aus der deutschen Vergangenheit (1859-1867) was another 

example of an historical novel written in the wake of the nation-building failures of 1848. 

Freytag was a novelist, journalist, and liberal nationalist and most of his work was concerned 

with bourgeoisie life, which he represented in a series of historical novels. In Bilder he wrote; “it 

is the right of the living to give meaning to all of the past according to the needs and claims of 

their own times.” The specific meaning Freytag found in the past was the slow development and 

subsequent emergence of the German middle classes. These middle classes were noteworthy to 
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him as the most perfect exemplars of the German spirit (Volksseele) and as carriers of the 

movement toward freedom and enlightenment. In his writings he attempted to make a 

recognizably German whole out of the material of history and folk life.  While his work gained 

popularity immediately, Freytag achieved recognition from the professional historical 

community in the 1890s because of his contribution to cultural history and specifically as a 

leading writer of foundation myths of the German nation.274  

Another popular novelist of the Gruenderzeit chose to focus not on the German Volk but 

rather Naturvolk in distant lands. In 1875, the elementary school teacher Karl May (1842-1912) 

became editor of a Dresden family journal Der Beobachter an der Elbe (“The Observer on the 

Elbe”). He excelled as an author of serial novels for the paper.  These were developed into 

adventure stories taking place in the American Wild West or the Orient, regions in which the 

author had never set foot himself. The hero of his Wild West stories was Winnetou, a fictional 

Apache chief.  May created a picture of the American Indians as a dying race in North America.  

Winnetou’s loyal sidekick, Old Shatterhand was a German émigré, a schoolteacher employed as 

a surveyor for a railroad company. The Orientcycle appeared as a hexalogy between 1881 and 

1888 in the journal Deutscher Hausschatz in Wort und Bild. The main character, Kara ben Nemsi 

Effendi travels through the Ottoman Empire from North Africa into the Balkans. A large fan 

community developed around the author, including Kaiser Wilhelm II, Albert Einstein, Franz 

Kafka, Fritz Lang and Albert Schweitzer.275 Yet Dresden was never far from the heroes in these 

stories: in Die Helden des Westens Karl May wrote: “Saxony is the heart of Germany. Dresden is 

classic. The Elbe is classic.”  
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Emigration from imperial Germany overseas exhibited a sharp rise between 1879 and 

1886. During this time roughly 1.2 million Germans left their homeland, 90 percent of who 

settled in the United States. Notably Saxony was not one of the primary locations of origin for 

this large emigrant group.  However, as a city, Dresden experienced many of the factors that 

generally incited emigration to the “Wild West” including industrialization and urbanization. 

Dresden residents responded to these two drastic changes in daily life with the promotion of 

Heimatschutz. Heimatschutz was part of a broad and disparate movement of Heimat and 

Heimatkultur that encompassed new German literature and art rooted in the diversity of regional 

cultures and dialects.276 Heimatkultur was the indigenous ‘voelkisch’ culture beloved by rural 

communities and clung to with certain nostalgia by a majority of the urban bourgeoisie. 

 The Heimat movement contributed to a large subcategory of anthropological objects of 

Volkskunde (folklore). “Internal colonialism,” or the processes of industrial development and 

social change internal to particular national tastes, generated Volkskunde.277  In the Saxon border 

regions of the Erzgebirge, the indigenous Sorben people practiced traditional arts and crafts. 

Many villages in the very south of Upper Lusatia consisted of the Sorbian Slavic 

Umgebindehäuser or half-timbered-houses. However, during the nineteenth century, the 

prospering coal-industry encroached upon their traditional ways of living.278 

A strongly aesthetic attitude toward the land was the most radical and effective form that 
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environmentalism could take because the scattered scientific findings stood little chance of 

overturning the immense cultural consensus in favor of industrial expansion.279 In 1877, one 

hundred and forty Saxon districts lodged complaints about polluted waterways. More than ninety 

percent of them pointed to problems caused by industry. Degradation of German rivers resulted 

in the formation of contemporary societies to combat industrialization.280 These societies became 

part of a larger Lebensreform movement that took hold toward the end of the century. The 

reform leagues founded around 1900 were largely composed of urban middle class Germans 

from Protestant cities. Dresden, a Protestant city despite its Catholic monarchy, was a particular 

stronghold, after Berlin.281  

Within the city, history and preservation societies were founded to systematically look 

after buildings and monuments. Historical preservationists, like the museum curator and the 

botanical garden director, engaged in a process of classifying, ordering and passing on the fruits 

of newfound knowledge as a contribution to progress.282 In Saxony these were often pursued as a 

patriotic endeavor for the kingdom, and, less often, for the German nation.  

In Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft (1887) sociologist Ferdinand Toennies articulated the 

contemporary situation that fostered such drastic action: life in Europe in general and Germany 

in particular was rapidly losing its basic feature -- a communal, law-based lifestyle that had been 

based on an integrated and clearly delineated socioeconomic order. Now, life was becoming 

atomized and the individual merely a particle in an amorphous, anonymous, and standardized 
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mass, nearly suffocating in the drudgery of an inhumane system of production.283 

The Lebensreform movement strove for a new “natural” attitude.  The fast progressing 

industrialization and urbanization process drew many artists and their patrons to the country. 

They looked for an anti-capitalistic lifestyle in a close community that was natural, self-

sufficient, and anti-materialistic. Nevertheless the city was still another source of inspiration and 

therefore the art and Lebensreform colonies usually developed in close proximity to large cities. 

Reform movements created garden cities, hygienic housing design and interior decoration, a new 

freedom in dress styles and fabrics and new leisure activities.284 The actions and social 

expectations of the rapidly growing, reform–minded middle class were defined against the 

paternalistic, nationalistic, cultural discourses of the Kaiser’s Kunstpolitik. The Kaiser’s style 

was viewed as forward looking and optimistic in comparison to the pessimism that prevailed 

among the middle classes and the demoralized status of the aristocracy.285 

Science and Bourgeois Culture 

The study of natural history and the new natural science reinforced the modes of civil 

sociability and became part of the ideals and practices of Bürgerlichkeit. Both the liberal 

bourgeois and the Kaiser supported the sciences. Such popular national journals as Gartenlaube 

and Daheim seamlessly celebrated scientific discoveries and national pride in German progress 

in a post-unification state. The bourgeoisie was proud of the immense international prestige of 

German medical science. The German model of scientifically educated medical profession was 

emulated worldwide. At the time of the colonial expansion, German medical scientists supported 
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Germany’s strides to achieve world leadership in science and medicine. There was a patriotic 

enthusiasm for scientific discoveries. Popular interest in biology, anthropology, and natural 

history were grounded in scientific materialist currents of liberalism.286 

Scientific scholarship was called upon to answer critical questions about technical and 

social progress. Scientists in general saw their role in society in broad terms. Universities 

contributed to the “cult of the Technik,” the emphasis on scientism, efficiency and management, 

and the awareness of weakness and diffusionism. In the humanities and social sciences 

psychology and anthropology drew attention to the importance of intuition, myth, and 

primitivism. Sociologists studied the complexity of large cities, modern bureaucracies, and mass 

politics.287 

The study and appreciation of nature was intertwined with notions of good citizenship. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, Germany experienced large-scale process of 

Verbürgerlichung - a rise in civil values, attitudes, and societal practices.288 The Bürgertum was 

defined both by education (Bildungsbürger) and material success (Wirtschaftsbürger), and its 

growth was intimately tied up in the expansion of civil society, or bürgerliche Gesellschaft. In 

the nineteenth century, the rise of capitalism -- conditional on trust and social capital and an 

expanded educated class -- cultivated a model of social and political order intended for all social 

groups.289 The democratic network in Saxony sought to spread peoples’ education in Germany 
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through “the vehicles and media that were essential elements of the ongoing project of expanding 

the realm of civil society: print culture of journals and books, public discussions...and the 

increasing number of free associations.”290 

In his essay on the Saxon Emil Adolf Rossmaessler (1806-1867), Andreas Daum has 

shown that the proliferation of a Bürgertum culture in the decades preceding unification occurred 

particularly through associations, educational efforts, and diverse media and institutions of 

public life. After 1848, a distinct proletarian society and culture began to form. Education was 

seen as a means of enhancing the social progress of the proletarian population and put special 

emphasis on the natural science (rather than explicitly on Bildung). The middle classes 

meanwhile saw the natural sciences as a proper field for cultivating understanding between 

different social groups.291 The city hosted exhibitions for local and rural residents alike. 

Institutions like zoological gardens and museums aimed to provide recreation, education, and 

moral improvement. Professionals were often also political officials, directly implementing the 

twin aims of civil society and state bureaucracy.  

Science societies in Dresden dated back to the restoration period. ISIS, Dresden’s society 

for the promotion of natural history, was founded in 1833 by physicians, pharmacists, 

government officials, artists, students, and museum personnel. ISIS membership was open to 

academics and laity alike who were willing to contribute to the intellectual and scientifically 

oriented life of society. In this aspect, ISIS distinguished itself from other natural history oriented 

societies of Dresden, which were restricted to the university educated nobility and upper 

bourgeoisie. Many important personalities of the Saxon scientific and cultural life were members 

																																								 																					
290 Andreas Daum, Wissenschaftspopularisierung im 19. Jahrhundert: Bürgerliche Kultur, naturwissenschaftliche 
Bildung und die deutsche Öffentlichkeit, 1848-1914 (Munich: Oldenbourg Wissenschaftsverlag, 2002).  
 
291 Andreas Daum, “Science Politics and Religion: Humboldtian Thinking and the Transformations of Civil Society 
in Germany 1830-1870,” Osiris 17 (2002): 113-4. 
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of ISIS, including the romantic painter and founder of the Dresden Surgical-Medical Academy, 

Carl Gustav Carus. Rudolf Virchow and Ernst Abbe were made honorary members. Members 

were dedicated to expanding knowledge and conservation of nature. The society received support 

from the Saxon Ministry of Education in 1835. The founders chose the name Isis from the 

ancient Egyptian goddess of nature. Members directed their efforts primarily towards the 

scientific research and exploration of Saxony. A special feature of the research presentations at 

ISIS meetings were the so-called "Vorweisungen" or submissions of natural objects, such as 

minerals, fossils, plants, and animals as evidence. Subject-related sections within the society 

were soon founded in botany, zoology, geology and mineralogy. Later, mathematics, physics, 

chemistry and history were added as neighboring sciences. Results of the multidisciplinary 

discussions held at the joint sessions were published in the society’s monthly journal. 

 The Technische Bildungsanstalt, or Technical Institute, was founded in 1828 to educate 

skilled workers for the rapidly developing industrialized economy of Saxony. The Institute was 

centrally located along Bruehl’s Terrace, adjacent to the Academy for Fine Arts. In the founding 

year of the German Empire, the institution was renamed the Royal Saxon Polytechnic, and 

course-offerings expanded to include non-technical subjects such as economics, law, philosophy, 

history, and foreign languages. In 1875, the polytechnic relocated to an expanded building east 

of city center. The school officials received status as a degree granting college, or Hochschule in 

1890.  

Public education in science was also supported by the natural history museum. In 1820, 

the botanist, ornithologist, and anatomist Heinrich Gottlieb Ludwig Reichenbach was hired to 

direct the collection of Natural Curiosities. He renamed the collection as the “Natural History 

Museum” in 1836. After severe damage in the Maiaufstand, the museum reopened in 1857 
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through significant support of royalists who sent numerous collecions of naturalia from all over 

the world: Kurukus from Brazil and Central America, menure superba from south-east Australia, 

Indian night swallows, the crowned pigeon from Java, the Chinois minor from New Zealand, the 

argus pheasant from Sumatra and the Bangali peacock pheasant. Though the collections were 

open to visitors, they would not be formally displayed until Meyer’s tenure. Taxidermied 

specimens were separated from their sekeletons, which were kept in the royal veterinary school. 

Meyer would keep these differently prepared specimens separate after he reunited them under 

one museum during his tenure. General Wolf Curt von Schierbrand (1807-1888) made numerous 

donations of zoological and botanical specimens collected during his military service travels 

through Java. He also donated ethnographic material from the same region to the History 

Museum. Dr. F. A. L. Thienemann’s numerous ornithological specimens from around Europe, 

Commandant Victor Jean Francois Loche’s collections from Algeria and Madagascar, and J. R. 

Foerster’s acquisitions from his travels to the South Seas and New Zealand were integral to 

cultivating the collection of foreign specimens.   

The King donated the natural history library and herbaries of his ancestors Friedrich 

August I and II. The Library was made public and included exhibits of 900 sketches of local 

plants drawn by King Friedrich and the artist Ernst Moritz Tettelbach (1794-1870), among 

others. Reichenbach also commissioned glass examples of flowers, snakes, and instructive 

models of meduses, “imitated by nature,” from the factory of Dresden artist Leopold Blaschka.292 

The new reception room to the museum was decorated with the names of all the donors and a 

lengthy inscription in honor of the king’s generosity. 

In 1869, King Johann created the independent council for “General Direction of the 

																																								 																					
292  Guide through Dresden, its environs and Saxon Switzerland (Dresden: C. C. Meinhold and Sons 1870), 48. 
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Royal Collections for Art and Science.” This department had been previously tied to the Minister 

of the Royal House as part of the Ministry of the Interior.293  A state minister operated as 

“manager of general direction;” a scholarship councilor represented the scientific concerns; a 

privy councilor from the ministry of the royal house was responsible for administrative concerns. 

The Finance Minister Richard Freiherr von Friesen managed the budget of the collections. 

 The General Direction hired Dr. Bruno Geinitz in the same year to separate the Mineral 

Cabinet from the Natural History Collection into an independent museum. The minerology 

collection had also been damaged, though not destroyed, during the Maiaufstand. The Academy 

of Medicine and surgery maintained the Dresden anthropological collections until the Academy’s 

dissolution in 1868. The Natural History Museum divided these collections with the University 

of Leipzig. Reichenbach, who had doubled as a professor at the Surgical-Medical Academy, 

continued to expand the natural history museums new anthropological department into the next 

decade.  

Meyer’s interest in museum management, the subject of the following chapter, was partly 

inspired by a local community of museum directors focused on museology. In 1878, the same 

year of Meyer’s first publications on museum infrastructure, privy councilor Dr. J. G. Gefaess 

started the Journal for Museology and Related Sciences. Gefaess was a man of many hats, 

serving as director of three different royal collections: the Green Vault, the Porcelain and Plaster 

Collection and the Coin Cabinet. Gefaess’s primary concern was for the art-loving public, 

especially the applied arts, and the importance of adequate inventories and catalogues to record 

collections on display and in storage of both public and private collections.  Though the journal 

had an art historical bent, its aim was to systematically make the “most interesting objects of 

																																								 																					
293 Hildegard Vieregg, Vorgeschichte der Museumspädagogik: Dargestellt an der Museumsentwicklung in den 
Städten Berlin, Dresden, München und Hamburg bis zum Beginn der Weimarer Republik (Münster u.a: Lit-Verl, 
1991), 114. 
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museums available for general knowledge; an organ whose goal was a joint-operation” across 

the fields of museology, and those of collectors and enthusiasts of Fine Art, Antiques and art 

industry, a journal deemed to be a timely and necessary archive of objects for the international 

traffic of museums, private collections, and dealers.294 

Conclusion 

The content and organization of the Saxon collections changed over time yet their 

maintenance was consistently tied to political and economic exploits of the Saxon rulers. Public 

access to the latest technical and scientific knowledge started with Elector August in the 

sixteenth century. His successors celebrated their dynasty through anniversaries commemorating 

this history, continuing the aim of social and economic improvement through the collections. 

During the greatest expansion of the collections, King Augustus the Strong diverted government 

support away from social improvement through science and technology and towards 

development of the fine and applied arts. His royal successors and the civil servants under the 

constitutional monarchy continued this pursuit of Dresden’s status as a world capital of the fine 

arts. When Meyer arrived, he contended with this long standing support of the fine arts 

collections and their political importance for Dresden and Saxony. Meyer also contended with 

existing architectural and interior design from the eighteenth century.  In museum-based 

scientific research, he confronted persistent methods and theories that distanced and obscured 

collections from the human and life sciences. Meyer also developed ties with Dresden’s 

successful contemporary industrial community, especially in design and imaging techniques. As 

I discuss in the following chapters, Meyer appropriated the government focus on the arts in order 

to build the Dresden resources in the sciences. He built on the work of the Dresden Romantics 

																																								 																					
294 J. G. Gefaess, “Was wir wollen,” Zeitschrift fuer allgemiene Museologie und verwandte Wissenschaften 1 (1878): 
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who intertwined the arts and the sciences to achieve the goal of individual development and 

social progress. In the following chapters, I look at how Meyer used such obstacles to his 

advantage as a museum administrator and an ethnologist. 

 

 

Figure 2.1. External view of Dresden Museum of Zoology, Anthropology and Ethnography, part 
of the Dresden Zwinger. ca 1890. 
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Chapter Three 

Making Museum Science: Display Technologies v. The Uninvited Guests of Collection 

 “There is nothing more harmful for the collection than the effects of light,” cautioned 

Director Meyer in 1894, “therefore, the rooms of the museum must be held in total darkness 

when they are not in use.”295 The museum staff must accept their “duty, with anxious care,” to do 

everything possible to protect the collection from the evil effects of these “bombarding ethereal 

waves.”296 According to Meyer, such destruction threatened to render the collection unfit for 

public viewing, undercutting the scientific and market value of the museum objects. 

 In this chapter I examine how Meyer worked with his staff and local businesses to 

organize “scientifically useful” displays. The previous chapter examined the museum landscape 

in Dresden and the resources and limitations that Dresden’s long collecting history presented to 

Meyer’s aims as a new museum director. In this chapter, I consider how Meyer sought to adapt 

these local conditions to create the best environment for European audiences to study peoples, 

animals and cultures transported from distant lands. I look at the devices of collection 

management that came to constitute their own discipline: museum science. I consider how these 

devices dealt with the challenges of pre-industrial architecture in an industrial city, an expanding 

and diverse public audience, and internal pressure to create a research institution in the capital of 

Saxony. Focusing on these technologies highlights the material challenges faced by the museum 

in its dual objectives to preserve the items and make them publicly accessible. Some of the 

challenges to the museum were perennial and others were recent products of industrialization. I 

look at how Dresden drew on and actively revised the culture of collecting to follow the 

																																								 																					
295 A. B. Meyer, “Bericht ueber einige neue Einrichtungen des Koeniglichen Zoologischen und Anthropologisch-
Ethnographischen Museums in Dresden,” Abhandlungen und Berichte des Königlichen Zoologischen und 
Anthropologisch-Ethnographischen Museums zu Dresden 4 (1894): 19. 
 
296 A. B. Meyer, “Bericht ueber einige neue Einrichtungen,” 19. 
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trajectory of the creation of museum science.  The practice started with attention to 

"Einrichtungen" and an obsession with collection technology that developed into an articulated 

“museum science." Meyer’s museum science would secure international recognition for both 

Meyer and the Museum for Zoology, Anthropology and Ethnology. His work on techniques of 

display was one of his longest lasting legacies. 

 I argue that analysis of the range of objects of concern for the museum reveals the 

contradictory practices and aims of collection-based sciences. The specimens and artifacts were 

frequently objects taken out of their natural environments in order to be conserved in a highly 

controlled setting. Like its emerging competitor, the biological laboratory, the museum depended 

on a controlled environment to protect the collections. However, the goal of conservation 

constantly butted heads with the museum's status as a public institution, whose main purpose was 

to attract both scientific and casual visitors.  

 The challenges faced by the ZAEM were international and the museum's solutions 

participated in the standardization of museum practice. The activities at the museum were crucial 

for establishing technologies of display and organization for the international science museum 

landscape. By 1892, the ethnology curator of the US National Museum, Otis T. Mason, wrote to 

his superior that the Dresden Museum has “the best curator I ever saw.”297  

 One of the staff's early motivations for developing a science of museum management was 

that Dresden was not a university town, and therefore, the museum had the opportunity and the 

responsibility to be the local site of research for the disciplines of zoology, anthropology and 

																																								 																					
297 Otis T. Mason to F. W. True, 13 February 1892, Box 83, Folder 7, USNM Record Unit 189, Smithsonian 
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ethnology.298 In order to do so, they constructed numerous devices for arranging, storing and 

preserving their collections within the institutional setting of the museum. The design of new 

cases marked a revision of a centuries-old technology for housing collections. The museum 

created entirely new devices for the internal organization and support of individual items, each 

according to its material particularities. These display technologies brought the museum 

international recognition. Museum personnel developed museum science to guide how viewers 

of various education levels would experience and interact with the collection.  As discussed in 

Chapter Two, the ZAEM staff continued the long Dresden tradition of highly specialized and 

curated public museum collections. They combined the city’s history of innovation in display 

with innovation in industry to set new standards locally, nationally, and internationally. 

The use of boxes as organizing devices had been a part of natural history practice for over 

a century before the museum movement of the late nineteenth century.299 The historical shift in 

working around objects occurred between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. While 

objects in the seventeenth century were often collected as curiosities, in the eighteenth century, 

objects were collected to be ordered, classified, and compared with one another. At that time, the 

collector claimed the status of scholar who used the sophisticated organization technologies of 

																																								 																					
298 A. B. Meyer to the General Direction for the Arts and Sciences, 19 November 1874, Ministerium des Kultus und 
öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19283, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. Lynn Nyhart and Andreas Daum have pointed out 
that we most look beyond the power of the university-state model of nineteenth century German science and 
consider the role of other cultural factors and institutions in order to understand the place and power of science in 
German culture. See Lynn Nyhart, Biology Takes Form, Animal Morphology and the German Universities, 1800-
1900 (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 1994) and Andreas W. Daum, Wissenschaftspopularisierung Im 19. 
Jahrhundert: Bürgerliche Kultur, Naturwissenschaftliche Bildung Und Die Deutsche Öffentlichkeit, 1848-1914 
(München: R. Oldenbourg, 1998). 
 
299 In “Boxes in Nature,” Anke te Heesen considers the written and material collecting practices of eighteenth 
century German physician D G Messerschmidt. She identifies the organizing principles of written lists, notes, boxes 
and cases as Messerschmidt’s instruments for collecting data and things and notes that these instruments were 
themselves “often rearranged for different purposes, focusing on the process of arranging a collection as a typical 
element of academic culture.” See Anke te Heesen, "Boxes in Nature," Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 
31 (2000): 381-403. 
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the time to make the specimens useful.300 Objects were no longer collected for their symmetry or 

unusual beauty. Instead objects were cataloged and classified to stand for an order and a system 

of nature. The things of collections served as “Anschaulichkeiten” which communicated the 

existing knowledge of the world.301 Through these collecting practices, the museum emerged as 

a space of knowledge for natural history and art history, in which the classificatory division of 

things and, subsequently, the ordering of the world, could be represented.  The growth of 

collections and explosion of knowledge in the nineteenth century prevented any one museum 

from achieving a picture of the world in its entirety. During the second half of the nineteenth 

century, the museum landscape became one of increasingly specialized subject areas.  

Things were no longer descriptive; they illustrated not just knowledge of the world but 

were also carriers of meaning, testimonials of the world that would generate further knowledge. 

The museum was a large container in which the collected boxes of specimens and artifacts could 

be cataloged, arranged, displayed, and stored so that scholars could access the biographies 

assumed to be held in these objects.302  The analysis of objects as sites of scholarship was 

instrumental to the founding of ethnology and anthropology as new scientific disciplines. 
																																								 																					
300 E. C. Spary and te Heesen, Anke, eds., Sammeln als Wissen (Göttingen: Wallstein 2001). To understand natural 
history collecting practices in the late nineteenth century, and collecting itself, as not simply a process of hoarding 
specimens, but instead an exploratory activity, it is important to also note the recent scholarship on Linnaeus's 
taxonomic projects which argue that Linnaeus was not an essentialist, rather, “For Linnaeus, the ‘natural system’ (as 
he himself called it) was an open research problem that could only be attacked by inductive strategies which 
involved complex practices of collection, comparison and inscription.”  Staffan Mueller Wille has argued that 
Linnaeus's collecting strategies conferred stability and continuity to the explorative practices of contemporary 
natural history. “The ludicrous image of pre-Darwinian naturalists being engaged in some kind of armchair 
reasoning does not hold for Linnaeus.” See Staffan Mueller Wille, “Collection and collation: theory and practice of 
Linnaean botany,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Biological and Biomedical Sciences 38 (2007): 541–562. 
 
301 Anke te Heesen and Petra Lutz, eds., Dingwelten, Das Museum als Erkenntnisort (Köln: Böhlau, 2005), 12-13. 
 
302 The museum referred to ethnographic and zoological-anthropological objects as Gegenstaende and Objekte and 
traders referred to them generally as “Naturalien.” I use the terms “specimen” and “artifact” in order to emphasize 
that the museum collected both natural and cultural objects, Richard-Pearce Moses, defines "artifact" as "a man-
made, physical object."  and "specimen" as "an item of natural origin, often used to distinguish biological, botanical, 
and geological materials from man-made artifacts." Glossary of Archival and Records Terminology, 2005, Society 
of American Archivists, 26 May 2005 http://www.archivists.org/glossary/index.asp>   
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Material epistemology was the method of choice to remedy the failures of historians to address 

the achievements not only of Europeans but “all races.”303 In addition, these object-based 

disciplines “maintain a standpoint of pure objective observation, sharply distinguished from 

history, which cannot rid itself of a subjective coloration.304 

 Mary Winsor has noted that the museum movement was spurred by a “museum idea” that 

people of all levels of education could benefit from visiting well-arranged museums, with 

adequate labeling for the most casual of visitors. An inevitable consequence of admitting more 

visitors was a “dual arrangement,” dividing a museum's holdings into certain objects on display 

and reserving others in storage for expert study. This meant better protection of research material 

and clearer presentation for the casual visitor. Newly constructed museums incorporated this 

arrangement into their architecture, including separate rooms for crowds and rooms for storage 

and study.305  

 The display of nature involved a spatial concept and set of material conditions that began 

at the moment of object collection, when specimens were placed in boxes for transportation, 

storage, and organization. Once selected as part of a collection an object began a new phase of 

life involving migration from box to box. In order to transport the item from the field, it was 

																																								 																					
303 British Association for the Advancement of Science, “Notes and Queries on Anthropology for the use of 
Travellers and Residents in Uncivilized Lands” (London: Edward Stanford, 1874), iv.   
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often placed into whatever box was immediately available. Cigar boxes were especially favored 

for butterflies.306 Zoological specimens that had been killed on site for transport and required a 

wet conservation were placed in glass vessels full of alcohol.307 The individually boxed 

specimens were then placed into a large box, sometimes a suitcase or trunk, to be shipped back 

to ports in Germany. A museum staff member would pick up the box directly at the port and take 

a train back to the museum to unpack it. Its contents were often a mix of specially requested 

items and unexpected ones. 

 Once cataloged, the items visited the preparatory room to be treated by taxidermists, with 

the conservation technique depending on the type of specimen. This process was meant to 

conserve the item for long-term storage in either a public display case or a storage case, 

depending on the specimen.  

  From the middle of the nineteenth century onwards, taxidermy had several types of 

clients. Private collectors, sportsmen, and expositions appreciated fanciful designs and whimsical 

arrangements. Scientific institutions demanded “sober poses.”308 Dual arrangement altered the 

dynamics of the specimen market. Lynn Nyhart has written on the debates that emerged in the 

natural history museum community concerning the use of a wider range of taxidermy genres in 

displays for the general public.  Group displays, or dioramas, in fin-de-siècle public museums 

achieved their status as science with much difficulty and many opponents, particularly due to 

their resemblance to popular entertainments.  Some museums, most notably, The American 
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in Berlin, Anleitung zum Sammeln, Konservieren und Verpacken für das Zoologisches Museum in Berlin (Berlin: A. 
Hopter in Burg, 1907), 45. 
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Museum of Natural History in New York (est. 1881) and the Oceanography Museum in Berlin 

(est. 1900/1906), accepted these new models of display as science mixed with art to appeal to the 

public. Longer established museums emphasized their commitment to research- oriented 

displays, even though they too viewed public displays as the museum's main purpose.  

 Meyer explained that a museum's value was placed in the scientific usefulness of its 

collections: 

  A crowded installation does not fulfill the goal of inspection. Overabundance oppresses 
 the receptive faculty and is the vice of museum science. . . The visitor to a museum 
 should not be tormented with endless series of like or similar objects, and he need not 
 himself, laboriously pick out from an excess of material, the objects which are to him 
 comprehensible, instructive or entertaining. They are placed before him without any 
 annoying or tiresome labor on his part. This principle (is) essential to an exhibition 
 collection.309 
 
The Dresden staff's commitment to the museum’s role as a serious research institution, whether 

for the general public or the scientific community, made it perhaps more “conservative” in its 

strategies of display.310 In fact, the staff strongly tied its commitment to public education and 

scientific research to its conservation activities. A collection of rotting and/or sun-bleached 

objects would mean complete failure for the museum.  

 Cases of iron and glass were preferable not only as barriers against dust but also against 

fire. Sources of fire damage in the museum's history included political events, the natural 

environment, and the buildings infrastructure. Meyer's predecessor, Heinrich Gottlieb Ludwig 

Reichenbach had to reconstruct Dresden's Natural History Museum after a portion of the 

Zwinger was burned down in the Revolution of 1849. Most of the natural history collection and 

the entire scientific library -- one of the most valuable botanical collections in Europe -- was 
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destroyed. The collections had taken up the entire first floor of the Zwinger complex. Due to the 

extensive damages to the collections, when Reichenbach reopened the collection with only three 

gallery rooms, he renamed it the Zoological Museum. Although this event took place 25 years 

before the hiring of Dr. Meyer, Meyer immediately and systematically identified all possible fire 

sources within the building's structure and interior design.  Political events and natural disasters 

could not be controlled, but the collection itself could be housed in a sturdy fireproof setting to 

minimize the destruction. In his government reports and scholarly publications he argued that the 

contents would have been protected against the fire had the galleries featured iron cases in 1849: 

“Such cases offer effective resistance to all kinds of attacks.”311 He began to install iron and 

glass cases in the museum in 1878 and spent the entire 30 years of his tenure advocating for the 

replacement of all wooden cases in museums. 

 The heating system, which relied on burning coal, was problematic on two fronts: 1) it 

meant that every museum in the building had controlled fires burning throughout the day; 2) coal 

burning produced soot, which invaded the atmosphere and found its way into preparatory and 

conservation rooms and display cases and thus corrupted the collections.312 In 1879 Meyer 

requested fire extinguishers for all of the work rooms, citing the fire hazard of the combination 

of the iron ovens and the alcohol based conservation materials used by the taxidermists in a 

wooden interior setting. In a final push to sway the General Direction's support, he argued that 
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“the experience of 1849 cannot be left out of our consideration.”313 

 Since the ZAEM was located in a larger complex of museums, any mismanagement 

nearby could also mean disaster for it. One such event occurred in 1880 when a fire broke out in 

the chimneystack of the Abguss (plaster casts) Museum in the Zwinger.314 The chimney stack in 

which the fire occurred was situated on the platform of the Zwinger of Bogen Galerie M, 

adjacent to one of the Zoological galleries and was the only one connected to the large double 

hot water oven which heated the gallery and the small single hot water heater of Anbau B. The 

smoke of the latter was led to the chimney through a smoke pipe in the basement of the Zwinger.  

The house stoker determined that the source of the fire was improper cleaning of the soot in the 

chimney.315  

 By 1889, the problems with soot had escalated to the point that the museum moved all 

heating ovens out of the collection rooms and in to the basement. Director Meyer recommended 

that General Direction upgrade the heating system from coal to gas. 316 But this request was 

denied.  

 The threat of soot arose not just in-house but from the entire city. Dresden had 

established itself as a city of commercial and industrial importance by the time of unification. 

Causes of smoke and soot included railroads and factories located in industrial districts in the 

west and northwest of the city. Although Dresden had a well-enforced smoke ordinance 
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beginning in 1887, soot production was still out of control twenty years later. Critics noted that 

while private factories were closely monitored, the furnaces of municipal enterprises set a bad 

example.317 City officials cited domestic fires as the main source of smoke and soot up until 

World War I. Most of the coal used in private homes and public building was lignite, or brown 

coal, which produced limited smoke, yet dust and soot remained “a nuisance.”  Investigations by 

Dresden's Institute for Hygiene showed that the proportion of soot in Dresden's atmosphere 

exceeded that of Berlin and Hamburg: “The soot falling is so great that rain falling on any white 

object or material distinctly spots with black.” 318 

 “The constantly rising dust layers” brought in by the museum’s 60,000 yearly visitors 

compounded the impact of the “soot-impregnated Dresden atmosphere.”319 The best defense 

against these particular corruptive elements was improved construction for display and storage 

cases. This was a costly investment that the General Direction discouraged in favor of repairs to 

the old wooden cases. Meyer rejected this suggestion due to the flammability of the case material 

and the leaky closures. Since the structure of the case could not be repaired enough to correct 

this, “the objects quickly become dirty again, after much staff labor to clean them.”320 Another 

fault with the wooden cases was that the materials used to construct them did not survive the 
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temperature difference of the season. The drying out of the caulk fillings in the wood during the 

winter was a constant problem. Although these could be repaired with a quick and dirty fix of 

canvas and oil paint, the overall appearance of the wooden cases was “clumsy and unnecessarily 

bulky.”321  

 Once iron and glass cases were established in museums internationally, the aesthetic 

preferences for different materials became a matter of debate. In 1899 George Dorsey, of the 

Chicago Field Museum, complained that “the iron cases of Dresden and Berlin, of which we hear 

much, are rather ungainly, lacking in the beautiful finish which can be obtained in wooden 

cases.”322 Yet, the cases designed by the Dresden Museum with the Firm Kuenscherf and Sons 

were quickly ordered and installed in Berlin's Natural History Museum, the American Museum 

of Natural History in New York, Vienna's Natural History Museum, and museums and 

universities in Leiden, Lübeck, St .Petersburg, and Strassburg. 

 These cases used a minimum amount of iron and wood, incorporating plates of glass of 

the largest practicable dimensions. No unnecessary ornamentation or closures should be added, 

Meyer argued. The first cases the Dresden museum commissioned used a double glass that could 

only be produced in limited dimensions and required support rungs along the iron frame to stay 

in place.   

 Several museums, across Europe and the US adapted Director Meyer's design by using 

reflective glass. Reflective glass could be produced in a single, undivided pane, filling the entire 
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door without relying on the visually “disruptive” mechanism of rungs.323 Dr. Meyer immediately 

saw that this type of glass was “exceedingly beautiful, whereby not only were the rungs on the 

doors completely eliminated, but the appearance of the objects is much nicer, because they are 

all visible without distortion.”324 In this instance, he was not only concerned with less defective, 

more aesthetically appealing display cases. He was concerned that the museum was falling 

behind in display technologies just as quickly as it had set an international standard. In his 

appeals to the General Direction, he noted that zoology museums in all the major cities, whether 

they used his designs or not, were installing reflective glass. Meyer, already in the process of 

designing new cases for the ethnographic collection, said it would be “ein wirklicher Fortschritt” 

to use reflective glass because “ethnographic objects endure distortion even less than the 

zoological [objects].”325  

 The reflective glass was also preferable because of the way it handled the deficient 

natural lighting within the museum. The Kuehnscherf firm constructed new cases to interact 

productively with the architectural framework of the museum and the existing light sources. 

Because the lighting arrangements in the Dresden museum were deemed “defective,” cases were 

designed with glass panes on all four walls and the top panel to let in the maximum amount of 

light (see fig. 3.1). The museum relied on natural light from large glass windows and skylights. 

Such a design was only recommended if needed, because the glass tops of the vitrines were 

difficult to keep clean in a heavily visited museum.326 In numerous reports and reviews of 
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international museums, Dr. Meyer opined that the proper lighting method is by side windows, 

preferably on both sides of exhibition halls, in order to check the reflection from the glass of 

cases standing in the shadows.327 

 The shelves within the cases were installed on iron rails, the number and distribution of 

which varied depending on whether the panes held heavier or lighter objects. The use of iron 

rails, instead of the traditional wide, wooden boards, allowed the light to permeate between the 

individual objects without creating shadows on the objects from obtrusive support beams.   

Reviews of Meyer’s further improvements complimented Meyer’s devotion to 

improvements in iron cases and methods of installation. Brooklyn Museum curator F. A. Lucas 

identified Meyer as the “the first to work out the details of their [iron cases] construction and 

bring them into use on any extensive scale.”328 Philadelphia’s Wistar Institute of Anatomy and 

Biology installed a plant to manufacture the same cases for their institution. The directors of the 

institute praised Meyer for his achievement in creating the most advanced case to resist changes 

in climate and prevent fire damage. Nevertheless, in agreement with George Dorsey, the 

directors of the Wistar Institute found such simple glass boxes too bare and unattractive: they 

added a cornice to the design. Thus Meyer’s minimalist aesthetic preference was too 

unconventional. Although Meyer’s writings justified the scientific benefits of such a simple 
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aesthetic design, other institute directors indicated that cases themselves should be adorned to 

better serve their secondary role as interior decoration: “Primarily a case is for the preservation 

of specimens, but secondarily it plays an important part in furnishing a museum.”329 The merits 

of the case were otherwise considered unequaled for storage, library and office use.330 

The windows of the gallery rooms also required devices to control the entrance of light 

into the displays. While newly constructed buildings could use lightweight iron window shutters, 

these were impractical for buildings as old as the Zwinger. The opening and closing of the 

windows was also “zeitraubende Arbeit,” especially for the limited staff of museum overseers 

and cleaning ladies.331 By 1892, a mechanical device was constructed which allowed for the 

opening and closing of a number of window curtains at the same time. The device consisted of a 

hand crank, cord, worm, and Gallascher chain and sprocket. The top portion of the Gallascher 

chain was joined to a clamp, which held a cord from each curtain. The other end of each cord 

was connected to the middle of the top rod of the curtain. A rod at the lower back of the curtain 

connected to a turning wire attached at the top of the curtain. One hand crank could be turned to 

simultaneously open or close all the curtains along one wall. The importance of such a mundane 

device cannot be overestimated. In an 1893 museum publication on Museumseinrichtung 

(dedicated to the Museums’ Association), out of 20 pages of illustrations, four pages, with 

twenty-five different figures, were devoted to the various parts and various angles of this curtain 
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device (figure 3.2).332 The article’s very technical discussion of this contraption emphasized its 

laborsaving efficiency. However the primary value of window curtains was that they were the 

first defense against the detrimental effects of sunlight on the collection.333  

 The staff of the new ZAEM realized early on that the rich, baroque eighteenth-century 

architecture of the Zwinger, full of pillars and columns and narrow galleries, was not appropriate 

for a modern science museum. The architectural challenges faced in Dresden were common 

across the international museum landscape. As of 1900, only four of the museum buildings for 

natural history and ethnology most commonly reviewed by the museum community were 

designed for their contemporary purpose. These were the British Museum (Natural History), the 

Natural History Museums of Paris and Vienna, and the Ethnological Museum at Berlin.334 The 

special limitations of the buildings’ architecture meant that the size of the cases mattered. The 

irregularly placed support columns dictated the variety of case sizes found in the gallery rooms. 

The only way to exploit space was in height. Even when space was not limited, the addition of 

space through height could accommodate the inevitable growth in the collection.335 These cases, 

which could always be divided by partitions to accommodate specimens of varying size, were 

large enough to accommodate oversize items such as carved ivory tusks and mounted bears.  

 Cases were not just meant to preserve and display objects. They were also tools for the 

researcher and the staff to arrange and rearrange the objects within any collection. The cases and 

the objects were meant to be interacted with, but only by scholars and not the general public.  

Cases were instruments used by visiting scholars and staff to test and reconsider relationships 
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between species or ethnographic objects. Multiple doors on each display case were installed so 

that the specimens could be easily accessible in cases of acquisitions, cleaning, labeling, or 

research.  

 Smaller-scale objects, such as shells and eggs required cases of a less intimidating size. 

Consoles were constructed at a height low enough for the viewer to bend at the torso over the 

display table. Various combinations were possible for the angling of the console, depending on 

the collection to be displayed. For example, the base could be horizontal, parallel to the floor 

while the glass cover could be set at an angle so that objects could be arranged according to size, 

with the larger ones in the back. The museum designed a glass cover made from a single glass 

pane with a narrow iron framework to draw the eye of the viewer directly, and singularly, to the 

array of specimens.  As display cases, the key was to design them so that the objects themselves 

took center stage. 

 After a decade of use, the much-vaunted dust-proof cases of ZAEM proved themselves to 

be not quite so dust-proof. Although most museums that commissioned the cases were pleased 

with the results, the perfectionists in the field, including Director Meyer, found that interacting 

with the case as Ordnungsmoebel, and not just Schliess- or Zeigmoebel, allowed dust to penetrate 

with the opening and closing of doors.336 The multiple doors on each display case were installed 

so that the specimens could be easily accessible in cases of acquisitions, cleaning, labeling, or 

research.  Not only did dust adhere to the object as a result, but also the sudden change in air 

pressure and flow disrupted the placement of light and fragile objects. Other museum curators in 

England made similar observations and proposed drilling a hole in the top of the case and 
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installing a miniature chimney stuffed with cotton strands to equalize air-pressure and filter out 

dust.337 This device was actually one that had been used and discarded by the Berlin Natural 

History Museum since its installation of the iron and glass cases. The alternative employed by 

Dresden's curators was to adjust their own physical movements when engaging with the cases. 

 Thus the ultimate end was not to have cases and devices that created a permanent system 

of display and organization. The intended interaction with the cases by the staff, to add objects, 

remove objects for further study, or to loan to other institutions, was a primary activity.  Such 

activity meant that staff was needed to clean and oversee the collections.  Meyer expanded the 

payroll to include a cleaning staff, security, and overseers, all of which participated in the 

development of a specific scientific atmosphere. The cases needed constant care, just as they 

were part of the conservation system for the objects they contained. The cases were considered 

objects on display, with their own set of specialists responsible for conserving them. Unlike the 

objects they contained, the new museum facilities were not only meant to preserve their precious 

cargo, but they also were meant to last themselves. They were designed to be indestructible and 

demand no repairs. This was important because when any of the display devices required repair 

it disrupted the entire arrangement of the contents in the case and made the objects vulnerable to 

injury.  

 To summarize, collection cases (whether for storage or display) were generally designed 

to apply uniformly to collection groups of objects in any of the three scientific departments of the 

museum. Whether a console or freestanding case was used, it was not the type of object group 

but the size of the objects in the group that determined the size and design of case required. The 

cases were designed to be utilized as needed, to adjust to the needs of the museum as a whole, 
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not just a particular discipline.  

Interior devices within the case were designed to address the specificity of the object, 

according to size, material, structure, and level of individual support calculated to preserve the 

shape of the object as well as make visible its various and unequal sides and grooves. These 

interior devices were specific to objects within the particular disciplines. They also provided 

additional methods of organization. 

 Originally, cheap cardboard caskets were used to arrange shells, crustaceans, and 

echinoderms. These “inconvenient” cardboard caskets for shells, crustaceans, echinoderms and 

the like were replaced with “indestructible” iron ones, in a third round of replacing wooden 

infrastructure with iron and glass.338 The matte black color was selected, to match the matte 

black display surface and the matte black interior support rails, such that the objects stood out in 

sharp relief, which was “exceptionally advantageous for privileging small exhibited objects, such 

as crustaceans.”339 Other colors were deemed less attractive because they made the objects 

“swim together in the back drop.”340 At the same time, Director Meyer argued that it was not 

necessary for a museum to be a stickler with consistency. To use only one color for all 

backgrounds, such as yellow, could fatigue the eyes to the point that they seek an escape from 

the collection. Black hid soot from the building's heating system and the city air. Colors, 

materials, internal devices and external cases had to achieve harmony for a pleasing appearance. 

All should let the objects stand out at the same time that they were protected from harmful 

substances (figure 3.3).  
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 The principle followed for skeletons was “to not injure the bones and to lay them on the 

stands such that they can also be easily removed.”341 The stand for a lion skeleton, for example, 

was not intended to be particularly exceptional. Instead it was valued for its simplicity of form 

and invisibility when put into use. The frame for the skull only provided support at the horizontal 

branch of the pallet, leaving the lower jaw to hang freely but securely, even in transportation, in 

the curved, two-pronged fork screwed into this horizontal branch. The entire torso, with spine 

and pelvis, was placed in the ad hoc bent frame and fastened with thin wires. The four 

extremities were individually clasped securely to the stand, with the shoulder blades connected to 

the front extremities. In appearance, one can see relatively little of the frame through the 

skeleton. The individual parts of the frame could be removed and repaired, or replaced, without 

destroying the entire apparatus. The frame was painted in bone color to blend in with the 

skeleton it supported. The whole skeleton stood on a black, polished, hollowed-out board. The 

collection label was placed in a tin frame nailed into the board. 

 Large specimens, such as the skull of a sperm whale, required exceptionally large support 

stands. The ZAEM's specimen had been part of the Royal Collections since 1575. According to 

the records of the collection, the whale had been caught in the Tundra near Schleswig in 1575 

and given as a gift by Herzog Johann the elder in Schleswig to Princess Anna of Saxony.  By the 

late nineteenth century, its large dimensions (4.65, x 1.93 m x1.6 m), were supported by a metal 

structure of crosses and crossbars that resembled train tracks. In the 1880s, Director Meyer 

deemed the large and visible support structure ugly and unsuitable for the aesthetic demands of 

display and had it replaced. Although the weight of skull, which “required the strength of 12 men 

to carry,” was a concern for the solidity of the stand, the new support structure focused on the 
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skull’s center of gravity.342 In so doing, a simple metal structure could be placed within the skull, 

with a forked support cradling the lower jaw. This minimized the space taken up by the stand 

itself, and maximized the view of the skull.343  

 An orangutan skeleton from Sumatra was placed in a metal frame, which held the 

skeleton upright. This was accomplished through bone-specific support for the pelvis and the 

skull, such that the spine and lower extremities hung freely. The pelvic support was welded to 

the holder for the lower extremities. The supporting rod for the skull extended along the spine, to 

which it was bound through light, loose wire loops and small clamps. Such a frame was also 

considered appropriate for human skeletons (see fig. 3.4). 

 Relatively few support devices were deemed necessary for ethnographic objects. These 

objects were most often laid directly on the shelves of the display cases. This was not always the 

best use of space and some items were both more visible and better preserved when hung 

upright, such as textiles. However, in practice, it was difficult to design a display apparatus that 

did not dislodge itself due to gravity and poor structural design.344 One simple device consisted 

of steel clamps with hooks of varying sizes according to the object to be hung. The supports were 

screwed in and the object placed into the holder, allowing long, flat objects, such as knives, 

scabbards, swords and lances, to be hung along the wall of the case and maximize order and 

space.  

 For the display of large specimens preserved in glass jars of alcohol, the effect of light 

was yet again a limiting factor. Because the glass of the container had to “relate well” with the 

reflective glass of the display case, potential suppliers to the museum of glass containers 
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comprised a short list: the most expensive large glass containers, found in the best glass 

factories, interfered with the glass of the display case and thus marred the viewing of the 

displayed object. The glass containers sold in aquarium shops were also not useable because of 

their clumsy enclosure, which was not airtight. This would affect the strength of the alcohol and 

lower its preservative quality. Finally, as with the display cases, the metal framework of the glass 

vessel had to be narrow enough to maximize the viewing surface of the item. In the example of 

two Probiscis monkey heads, the Dresden museum used a nine-liter container, the smallest 

possible size, for the vessel to offer enough opposition to the pressure of the alcohol against the 

glass wall.  Although the alcohol acted as a preservative on the specimen, it could destroy the 

container that held it. The inside of the glass was reinforced by sodium silicate, then covered in a 

layer of paraffin wax, to protect the sodium silicate from the corrosive effects of the alcohol.345 

The relationship between devices of display and those of conservation was an ongoing balancing 

act.  

  Although most cases were iron and glass, and the caskets for shells and echinoderms 

were of metal, the museum continued to use wood for the display devices of its ornithological 

collection. This is surprising given that this particular collection was highly prized locally and 

internationally and because Director Meyer was an ornithologist himself. While the museum did 

not generally aim at reconstruction of the natural environment from which the collections 

originated, the ornithology displays continued to use wood for the storage and display of eggs 

and stuffed birds to give an impression of the natural environment. The decision to place nests on 

wooden branches or on the case floor was determined based on where the particular bird built its 

nests on the ground or in tree branches.  Birds were displayed directly alongside their nests and 

eggs. In fact, one of Meyer’s inventions that was highlighted by American museums was the 
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simple use of dyed sawdust as a medium in which to arrange eggs: “since this affords a good 

background and at the same time holds the eggs in any desired place.”346 

 The width of the wooden base of the bird stands was designed as an invisible protective 

barrier. Each base was designed according to the width of the bird such that two birds placed side 

by side would not touch. This protected the efforts of the taxidermist to stuff the dead bird skin 

in a realistic manner, which also imbued the specimen with a certain level of immortality. The 

setting of these specimens in wood, organized together, rather than separating out eggs, birds and 

nests, aimed at a uniformity of display in which the actual display devices “fell out” of the 

picture. 347 

A chest of drawers with glass covers for each drawer was also constructed for storage of 

eggs. The eggs were place on a bed of cotton strands to hold them in place. This storage allowed 

for quick overview of all the eggs. Eggs were placed in blocks of uniform height. The hollowing 

in which they rested varied according to egg size so that all were elevated to the same height for 

ease of viewing. The glass covers could also be lifted, which allowed for interaction with the 

egg. Thus Meyer and the Kuehnscherf Firm designed the cases to be interacted with at various 

levels, such that the objects within could be accessed both visually and tactily, without 

unnecessary exposure to dust and soot. 

 A consistent method of labeling enhanced uniformity of the display. The labeling method 

for specimens was a sophisticated one in which the material of the label itself was exploited to 

convey information. For the zoological collection, labels for family, genus, and type were each 
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of a different size and placed in different locations on the specimens' casket. The labels were 

printed on site and color-coded to indicate the approximate origin of the specimen: white for 

Europe, yellow for Asia, blue for Africa, green for America, and violet for Australia. 348 For 

family, genus and type, the museum used a uniform matte gray color, because it did not yellow 

over time. Thus even the labels were produced with an intention towards permanence of the 

collection. Color-coded maps placed next to the exhibit cases visualized the geographic 

distribution of the individual animal species, families, and genus. Geographic regions were 

painted red; the movement of wandering birds was tracked in blue.349 Ethnographic maps were 

similarly included in the ethnographic display. Each case included a small map of the world and 

the territory of the particular people was always marked in red. Thus, in the case of ethnography, 

the common denominator of all nations as made up of humans was indicated through the 

consistent use of a single color, rather than a different color for each race or geographic region.  

 The Dresden museum did not follow the approach of the Berlin Ethnology Museum, 

where labels were kept sparse and text was generally eschewed in order to resist interpretive 

language of the displays.350 The ZAEM’s curators expected the visitors to observe the exhibits 

alongside a handbook. Adhesive mechanisms were developed to allow for the often double sided 

labels, (and sometimes multi-page labels), that adjoined the items on display. Some labels 

included bibliographic information to encourage the viewer towards further investigation. The 

connection between object and text was meant to encourage viewers to contribute to the 

burgeoning scholarship on zoology, ethnology, and anthropology. This aim was connected to the 
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museum's own positioning of itself as the only scholarly institution for these three sciences in 

Dresden.351  

And then there was the issue of smell: Atmosphere of a science museum 

 As Meyer developed his notion of a scientific atmosphere, it came to include not just 

design and organization but sounds and smell as well.  Over time, he defined museum odors as 

undesirable. In the 1870s and 1880s the museum’s workrooms were alongside the collection 

rooms and the odors produced from the objects collected and the work of the taxidermist was 

quite noticeable. Some work rooms and some of the Spiritus Sammlungen had been relocated to 

the basement due to fire safety precautions and the negative effects of light on the older glass 

vessels, respectively. This relocation also initiated a new relationship between the messy work of 

taxidermy and the ordered rooms of the galleries. As space became available in the basement of 

the Zwinger, the museum continued to relocate workrooms downstairs and expand the galleries 

on the upper floors. But smell was not yet a factor under consideration. However, at the end of 

the 1880s, the sense of smell was classified as a distraction to the visitor's experience of the 

museum, even in cases where smell strongly signaled the activities of scientific practices at 

work, such as zoology. The practice of zoology was defined by observation of the exterior of the 

animal, dissection, and observation of the interior. The museum taxidermists preserved each of 

these different parts such that visiting zoologists could immediately access them, side by side, 

without having to carry out the dissection.  
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the acceptance of rules for label specimens, exchanging duplicates, [and publishing annual reports]. See A. B. 
Meyer, “Museum Reform,” Nature, 16 (1877): 227.  However, it was not until 1905 that a journal for museum 
science appeared. The journal, Museumskunde, included reviews of international museums, however most of the 
contributors were German. 
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The smell of preservative became an issue at the same time that other, distinctly non-

science oriented smells were also identified as undesirable elements in the atmosphere of the 

museum. Soon after the founding of the museum, a security guard was hired to live on site in one 

of the rooms of the Zwinger. This was preferable because it insured 24-hour observation and 

immediate notice in case of fire. Security continued to be a concern for decades, but the smells of 

his daily cooking and the sounds of his everyday activities, especially when he had family 

visitors, became identified as incongruous with the aims of the museum.352 This participated in 

the ongoing development of what should be found in the museum and how the museum should 

be experienced. The construction of this atmosphere meant eliminating the sensual presence of 

the very people who participated in the daily functioning of the museum. The result was to 

eliminate the evidence of all the work that went into the collection process and develop the aura 

of objectivity. 

 The identification of smell as a distraction further emphasized the primacy of vision in 

educating the broader public. Touch was still a valued sense for the scientific researchers to 

gauge the texture of specimens and artifacts. Applying instruments of measurement to human 

specimens dominated the practice of physical anthropology. The creation of tables of bone and 

skull measurements required extensive handling of anthropological objects.  However, the 

necessities of conservation required restricted tangible access in the case of the average museum 

visitor. Touch was not explicitly devalued as a way of knowing. In fact, it was highly valued but 

conflicted with the greater objective of preserving the objects. As the museum space expanded, 

Meyer turned one gallery into a lecture hall for public lectures. These lectures were an 

opportunity for the staff to teach the public about the collection and how to read objects. Objects 

																																								 																					
352 A. B. Meyer to General Direction, 30 June 1887, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19300, 
Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
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were frequently taken out of their cases for use in public lectures, yet even then, the audience 

could only access these objects through sight.  

 The emergence of the ZAEM as a research museum was a targeted goal of the staff from 

the museum's founding in 1875. This was reinforced through the establishment of regular 

scholarly publications and reviews of other natural history and art museums. Establishing the 

science museum as its own research institution was the aim of museum curators at the end of the 

nineteenth century. Their success in establishing the museum as an institution suited for public 

education and scholarly research was reinforced by the state's decision to encourage state-

sponsored museums to make their institutions more accessible to the public. Already in the 

1870s the museums had publicly accessible display cases. Those that were not in these public 

exhibition rooms were still accessible via appointment. The discussion of such a policy in travel 

guides at the time indicates that making such appointments were commonplace for the interested 

traveler. The location of these objects in the research rooms rather than the display area did not 

always indicate that they were deemed unfit for public consumption. More often than not, the 

cause was lack of sufficient display cases and gallery rooms to display the entire collection.  

Meyer's evaluation of museum collections was also sensitive to architecture that did not 

adequately preserve the items on display. Take for example Dr. Meyer’s report on the Paris 

Museum of Natural History in 1899:  

The light in the wall cases is not always sufficient since the main source is above, and 
 only at great intervals are there side windows. It would certainly have been better if the 
 second floor, like the ground floor, had been arranged as a covered room with light from 
 both sides. But the architect here, as so often happens, has subordinated the interior 
 uses of the building to its exterior beauty. Light from above, which is perhaps best for a
 picture gallery is not always well suited for natural history collections. The showy 
 wrought iron railing, about 250 meters long, which incases [sic] the stairs to the gallery, 
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is very obtrusive. It represents large fern leaves, and is, by itself, a piece of art, but in this 
 place it is too massive, too conspicuous, and consequently distracting.353  

 
Too often the exterior of a museum was designed without reference to the interior. 

Responding to the ZAEM’s baroque architecture, Meyer advised that the arrangement of the 

exhibition halls and offices should be decided upon first and the exterior adapted to them. Meyer 

sought to avoid emotional and nostalgic arrangements like those found in artistically aesthetic 

displays. As Meyer specified in his review of the Paris museum, the display requirements of a 

natural history collection were distinct from those of art collections. Meyer’s identification of the 

unique requirements for the different disciplines was an important element in his museum 

science work. Unlike his colleagues in Berlin, he was hesitant to label objects in Dresden's 

collection as art.  The Dresden museum was physically located in same building complex as the 

Dresden Fine Arts Collection. The Berlin Ethnology Museum occupied a newly constructed 

building of its very own in 1886. Thus, these two examples provide different perspectives on 

changes both within the museum's internal landscape, vis-a-vis the exhibition of objects, as well 

as on changes with regards to the museums' external geographies, vis-a-vis their position in a 

relational landscape. 

In addition to art and scientific artifact there is a third possible category with which to 

consider non-western objects in Europe at this time: the commodity.354 In Objects of Culture 

Glenn Penny devotes a chapter to the international market for material culture. In Anthropology 

and Antihumanism in Imperial Germany Andrew Zimmerman has a chapter on 'Commodities, 

Curiosities and Displays of Anthropological Objects,' in which he argues that the Berlin display 

																																								 																					
353 Meyer, “Studies of the Museums and Kindred Institutions of New York City, Albany. Buffalo and Chicago. With 
notes on some European Institutions,” 588.  
 
354 See for example the articles in Phillips and Steiner, Unpacking Culture: Art and Commodity in Colonial and 
Post-colonial Worlds (University of California Press, 2006), 6. 
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cases of iron and glass were designed to recall the display style of department stores. Both Penny 

and Zimmerman reference Arjun Appadurai's The Social Life of Things: Commodities in 

Cultural Perspective (1986). However neither of them fully takes up Appadurai's call for a 

reevaluation of Marx and, in-turn, a redefinition of our notion of commodity to include “any 

thing intended for exchange.” Appadurai's argument is that the commodity does not only apply 

in the context of high capitalism. David Ciarlo argues that fetishization of the commodity was 

connected to commodification of the commodity. Exhibition in Germany was crucial for new 

visual strategies that looked to the foreign and exotic for entertainment. Exhibitions helped 

construct a world view of the industrial age. Ciarlo applies Tony Bennett’s framework of the 

exhibitionary complex to the German case: Exhibitions drove Europeans to arrange the 

multiplicity of the world and then showcase it.355  

 The emergence of new museums at the beginning of the twentieth century that 

specifically targeted the public and used popular forms of entertainment, presented direct 

competition for more established research oriented museums.356 The ZAEM, which had 

established itself as a research museum by this point, did not see public access as an opponent to 

the museum's research interests. Rather, the museum staff was openly dedicated to public 

education as well as scholarship. The staff was critical of new display styles that compromised 

the scientific value of the objects on display in exchange for “cheap” entertainment. In the 

inaugural issue of the museum studies journal Museumskunde, Benno Wandolleck, a zoology 

assistant of the museum, wrote a scathing review of the use of “tableaux” in the Chicago Field 

																																								 																					
355 David Ciarlo, Advertising Empire: Race and Visual Culture in Imperial Germany (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 2011), 27. 
 
356 Lynn Nyhart argues that these academic ties made it difficult for such museum staff to strike the right balance 
between their traditional research tasks of specimen collecting and analysis and those tasks associated with public 
education. See Nyhart, “Science Art and authenticity in Natural History Displays,” 311. 
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Museum in 1905.357 He argued that the tableaux captivated the lay public at the expensive of 

scientific foundation which a “scholarly museum must maintain under all circumstances.” 

Wandolleck feared that the tableaux came “dubiously close” to the panopticon. He appreciated 

the artistic gift required to prepare such displays, for the very ability that such artistry could 

achieve a degree of verisimilitude. However, for Wandolleck, the absence of real rocks, water 

and live plants, despite the best painting possible, created the impression of rigid and 

disinterested dolls set in hay: “The slightest slip up makes the whole thing ridiculous, and if 

everything is correct, the groups will always look boring.”358  He concluded, “they do nothing for 

the understanding of nature, nor will the public be educated in art.”  

Dr. Meyer had hoped to be able to embody his views regarding museums in the 

construction of a new museum in Dresden. His plan for the future exhibition layout of the 

zoological collection consisted of a central index collection, supplemented by series displaying 

the geographical and geological distribution of plants and animals and various features in their 

life histories. Such a layout would maintain the preferred geographic arrangement of material. 

Notably Meyer hoped to continue to separate a public exhibition space from a research 

collection. He found that, with respect to zoology, the average visitor did not go to the museum 

for study, while the scholar did not often conduct research from the exhibition material.  

This was not the case with anthropological and ethnographic collections. Although the Dresden 

ethnographic collections were arranged geographically, Meyer advocated that the future exhibit 

should bring together all objects of a kind to display their development and variation. As I 

discuss in Chapter Five, Meyer spent significant time working through imaging techniques to 

																																								 																					
357 Benno Wandellok, a student of Meyer’s, continued Meyer’s work on the use of photography in scientific studies.  
 
358 Benno Wandolleck, review of Chicago Field Columbian Museum Annual Report of the Director 1903-1904, 
Museumskunde 1 (1905): 234-236. 
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study the history of the development of material culture of individual cultures. He sought to 

replicate this historical development of humankind in the museum exhibition space as well. 

Meyer was greatly inspired by the Pitt Rivers Museum’s arrangement of items into 

developmental histories. Yet he also argued that a concurrent geographical series should be 

installed to illustrate the customs of different races and ethnic groups on their own terms.359  

Conclusion 

The focus of museum curators on technologies of display was intended to highlight that 

the scientific order of the collection would make the objects inside the display case accessible to 

the viewer. The cases were designed to maximize the presence of the collection and minimize the 

presence of the apparatus containing it. However, the emergent museum science, which was co-

produced with the disciplines of museum-based ethnology and physical anthropology, was 

centered around the apparatus primarily, and the specimen secondarily. It is not just the objects 

of the collection that were on display; the technologies were on display too. This is clear from 

the reports of museum directors across Europe and the US in which they reviewed each other’s 

museums, including architecture, display practices, technologies, specimens, and artifacts. 

Reviews clearly defined the collection not simply by the skulls, birds or textiles exhibited but the 

entire apparatus in which these items were housed.  

Dust, soot, fire, and sunlight were undesirables against which the museum and its objects 

needed to be protected, in order to maintain the scientific quality of the collection and its status 

as a public research institution. Objects of concern for the museum were not just items like whale 

skeletons, hummingbird eggs, or Maori hei-tiki. Glass cases, metal caskets, locks, and labels 

were also part of the material culture: display technologies designed to combat the uninvited 

																																								 																					
359 See Meyer, “Studies of the Museums and Kindred Institutions of New York City, Albany. Buffalo and Chicago. 
With notes on some European Institutions,” 1903. 
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guests to the museum and participate in the development of a scientific atmosphere.  This was a 

disciplinary moment for anthropology and ethnology and the conversation centered on collection 

design and aesthetics. The aims of the new technological devices for collections included ease of 

storage and display that facilitated research and education. The banalities of glass cases and iron 

skeletal stands were the instruments which helped the viewer make sense of the object.  

 Here was a small museum in an ill-equipped and outdated building that became 

exemplary in the way it collected, displayed, and conserved cultural objects and in order to do 

that they had to come up with original and replicable forms of display. The museum was 

motivated by an interest in setting up its own niche in Dresden as a scientific institution.  Its 

objective was to promote scholarship rather than just hoard. Cases were constructed to maximize 

the visibility of each object's distinctive markings. Objects filled the cases in clear arrangements 

that laid out the connections between them and thus directed the viewer to appreciate the object 

in its singularity and as part of a whole system. However the whole system of connections and 

relationships was not definitively known. The organization of these objects in large, ordered 

cases offered a cataloging system for the viewer to make sense of the object. Yet the cases and 

the arrangements were designed to adjust to new acquisitions and new understandings of 

relationships between objects. The built-in malleability did not assert that the existing organizing 

system was necessarily the correct one.  

Privileging the three dimensional object developed the twofold aim of Meyer: As a 

scientist he wanted to contribute to the development of the new scientific discipline of ethnology; 

as a museum director he saw to the development of the museum as a scientific location within 

which scientific scholarship took place. In the following chapter I examine more closely Meyer’s 

critique of existing museum practices as a result of his interest in emphasizing field research as a 
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key component of the anthropological sciences. The collecting of objects and bringing them back 

to Europe relied on the durability of the museum as institution and the assumed durability of the 

object to represent the source community. Meyer’s critique of existing practices exposed the 

weaknesses of such a framework when not balanced by field research.  

Museum science recognized the limitation of space due not only to the privileging of 

three-dimensional items but also to the limits placed by urban development and architecture. 

This chapter explored the ways Meyer turned to display and storage techniques as a means to 

maintain the museum’s institutional integrity. In chapters Five and Six, I explore how 

publication was employed as a means to extend the space and reach of the museum. In the genre 

of the scientific article, two-dimensional imaging technologies offered another form of space to 

the scientist in which to communicate visual information.  
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Figure 3.1. Quersaal of Dresden Ethnology Museum ca 1890. Cases are arranged by region: 
Philippines, Celebes, Borneo, Moluccas, Lesser Sunda Islands, Palau Islands, and New Ireland. 
Source: Photographic Collection, Museum fuer Voelkerkunde, Dresden. 
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Figure 3.2. Installation for window shades. Source: A B Meyer. "Bericht ueber einige neue 
Einrichtungen," Abhandlungen und Berichte 1892-3 (1894): 1-27, Plate 13. 
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Figure 3.3. Interior organizational devices for Collection Cases, ca. 1893. Source: A B Meyer. 
"Bericht ueber einige neue Einrichtungen," Abhandlungen und Berichte 1892-93 (1894): 1-27, 
Plate 11. 
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Figure 3.4. Stands for orangutan and human skeletons. Source: A B Meyer. "Bericht ueber einige 
neue Einrichtungen," Abhandlungen und Berichte 1892-93 (1894): 1-27. Plate 8. 
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Chapter Four 

Cross-cultural Encounters and the Social Life of Things 

G. H. Büttner, the director of the History Museum, argued that an ethnographic museum 

was not concerned with “historical” societies (Kulturvoelker), but rather peoples without history 

(Naturvoelker). Items like the ancient Chinese protection pipe and shoes from Africa and Asia 

were “cultural-historical collections of the ancient Culturvoelker.”360 An ethnographic museum, 

according to Büttner, was not a place to value items for their historical significance. However, he 

distinguished between an ethnographic collection in a history museum and an ethnographic 

museum. He did think that ethnography, as a practice or classification of material culture, could 

be applied to all societies. Büttner’s distinction was the institution itself.  

The previous two chapters investigated the local conditions that Meyer contended with as 

the director of a new museum in the court city of Dresden. This chapter continues to examine 

Meyer’s development of new collecting practices by looking at how he utilized field research to 

critique standards at the national and international levels. When the Saxon government hired A. 

B. Meyer to rebuild Dresden's Natural History Museum, Meyer sold his rich collections from 

Asia-Pacific to the government and then used them to organize a new zoology, anthropology and 

ethnography museum.361 Meyer was hired by the Saxon government expressly because of his 

research in locations of interest to the state, namely Oceania and Indonesia. Field research also 

brought considerable collections of visual records (maps, photographs, portrait, and landscape 

sketches) and human and animal specimens and material culture from his voyages.  From the 
																																								 																					
360 Büttner to General Direction, 13 July 1882, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19306, 
Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
361 Meyer wrote Adolf Bastian in March 1875, asking Bastian if he would be interested in purchasing Meyer’s 
collections from New Guinea and the Celebes for the Berlin museum. Unfortunately Bastian’s response was not 
included in the archival material. See A. B. Meyer to Adolf Bastian, 11 March 1875, acc. Darmstadt 1927.51 Adolf 
Bernhard Meyer, Handschriftenabteilung, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Preussischer Kulturbesitz. 
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very founding of the new museum, there was a certain durability and credibility associated with 

the process of travel. Field experience was valuable for more than just the opportunity to collect 

material necessary for empirical scientific study. Meyer would come to realize that it was 

invaluable for analysis of this material too. 

In this chapter, I discuss the importance of field research for Meyer’s understanding of 

what methods and theories should comprise the anthropological sciences. I argue that the 

experience of field research was essential to Meyer’s critique of existing and widespread 

practices in the metropole that further exoticized peoples from distant lands, instead of fulfilling 

the scientific goal of knowing them. In Appadurai’s groundbreaking volume The Social Life of 

Things, Igor Kopytoff writes that “what is significant about the adoption of alien objects -  as of 

alien ideas – is not the fact that they are adopted but the way they are culturally redefined and put 

to use.”362 Anthropologists of Imperial Germany and electors of the late Renaissance were highly 

attuned to the role of the museum in redefining and “putting to use” foreign objects. When 

Meyer took over the Dresden museum for natural history, he had to addresses practices of 

exoticizing specific to the Dresden collections historically and practices of exoticism carried out 

by contemporary scientists. In the first several years of the new museum's existence, many of the 

collections were in storage or undergoing preparation for display in part because so many of the 

objects had little documentation regarding their provenance.   

Acquiring ethnographic objects from source communities 

Meyer’s experience in the field was instrumental for his critique of the western 

classificatory system in ethnography. For example, in his attempt to acquire Korwar (ancestor 

figures carved out of wood) from the Mafoorese of New Guinea (Numfoor Island), Meyer 

																																								 																					
362 Igor Kopytoff, “The cultural biography of things: commoditization as process,” in The Social Life of Things: 
Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 67. 
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registered that objects were not simply inert fabricated materials but were related to people as 

family members of the native community. “Korwar are not intended to be sold and are not sold 

to foreigners though there is a market for wood carvings among foreigners traveling through 

Dore Harbor.”363 Locals believed the spirit of the dead passed into the Korwar, which defined the 

Korwar as a specific type of memorial portrait. The Korwar had a particular social biography 

because of its relationship to the community.  

In his account, Meyer highlighted the tensions that existed between the aims of the 

ethnologist to collect while preserving authentic cultural practices. He observed the Papuans 

interaction with the Korwar as a “medium of communication between the deceased and the 

living.”364 And he knew that the family’s relationship to the Korwar was private, as Papuans kept 

them hidden from view from unexpected visitors. Accordingly, each Korwar Meyer encountered 

was also materially different, “hat seine Eigenthuemlichkeit,” even if similar in general size and 

proportions.365  

He noted that for Papuans, their encounters with material items like Korwar were 

understood as experiences with the person honored by item. Meyer would later emphasize in the 

museum’s visitors’ guide that the native relationship with material culture was not defined by 

fetishism, which he deemed an inaccurate understanding. As I discuss in Chapter Five, he argued 

that understanding the language of the source community would yield better ethnographic 

research, in part by erasing the existing projections of western theories embedded in western 

terminology. 

Meyer specified that the designation of these nations as “heathen,” when not Christian, 
																																								 																					
363 Adolf B. Meyer, “Notizen Über Glauben und Sitten der Papúas des Mafoor'schen Stammes auf Neu-Guinea,” 
Mittheilungen des Vereins für Erdkunde zu Dresden, XII (1875): 23-39, 28.   
 
364 Meyer, Bericht über eine Reise nach Neu-Guinea, 18-9.   
 
365 Meyer, “Notizen Über Glauben und Sitten der Papúas des Mafoor'schen Stammes auf Neu-Guinea,” 30.  
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Muslim or Hindu, was only used as a brief way to identify those who did not follow western 

religions.366 He advised the museum visitor that “heathen” was an “untenable ethnographic 

term,” partly because it implied that native religions were just a “negation of western religions” 

similarly consisting of demon, god, and ancestor worship.367 Meyer emphasized that the concept 

of religion among the peoples of Asia-Pacific could not be simply defined in western terms but 

rather incorporated other modalities of spiritual belief than service to god(s). A more accurate 

term to describe the religion of much of the eastern island world, he stated, was animism and 

explicitly not fetishism.368 

Both the ethnologist and the source community also contended with other foreign 

travelers through the region. Meyer noted how the community had already responded to this 

demand by tapping into the market among foreigners for local woodcarvings.  

The Papuans would not separate easily from the Korwars, and only with great effort 
could I acquire a series of these death portraits. They love to carve and paint wooden 
figures to sell to foreigners at the Dore harbor, where there is a relatively large number of 
ships, whale fishermen, war ships of many nations and other such traffic, the newness of 
the fabrication alone easily reveals the deception. A used Korwar is always dark from 
soot and dirt and is commonly made of hard, dark or black wood and not out of soft, 
white wood. Such items are made for play (wauerik) and are not real Korwars for they 
contain no spirit.369  
 
Meyer briefly acquired a “real” Korwar from a Papuan on the island of Manaswari. Yet, 

as he reports, a fellow villager immediately contested the purchase and begged for its return. The 

Papuan claimed the portrait belonged to him and held the spirit of his deceased father. He held 

																																								 																					
366 Meyer, “Notizen Über Glauben und Sitten der Papúas des Mafoor'schen Stammes auf Neu-Guinea,” 30. See 
Peter Logan, Victorian Fetishism: Intellectuals and Primitives (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2009). 
 
367 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden : Wilhelm Baensch, 1892), 54.  
 
368 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden : Wilhelm Baensch, 1892), 55.  
 
369 Meyer, “Notizen Über Glauben und Sitten der Papúas des Mafoor'schen Stammes auf Neu-Guinea,” 28. 
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that the only reason Meyer was able to purchase the Korwar was because the seller had stolen it 

from him to take advantage of the demand. Eventually, with the help of an informant, Meyer 

successfully obtained four Korwar in the mountain settlement of Weueli. As much as Meyer was 

critical of the ethnological enterprise, it did not stop him from pursuing collecting practices, 

which meant asking natives to actively treat their material culture in “inauthentic” ways. 

Through this encounter in the field, Meyer identified the problems that arose for the 

ethnologist who wanted to acquire authentic objects of the cultures under investigation yet knew 

that the authenticity of the object was immediately thrown into question once it was treated as an 

object for sale and no longer engaged with in the traditional way it was intended to be. Thus 

Meyer noted that Western presence could change the culture in the very act of collecting under 

Occidental classification schemes.  

Meyer’s article, “Notes on the Beliefs and Customs of the Papuans of Mafoor Island,” 

was written in direct response to the work of missionaries and as a warning to the ethnology 

community against relying on reports from missionaries. A lengthy footnote at the beginning of 

the article situated his ethnography in the work of Dutch Orientalist Johan Hendrik Kern and the 

writings of Dutch missionaries.  Meyer specifically addressed Kern's call to the learned world to 

consider the latter. The article conveyed the missionaries' lack of success in converting the 

natives.370   

Meyer stated that foreign presence did not have to be detrimental to native culture. The 

Mafoor were in frequent contact with Malays, and, in the previous centuries, had traveled to the 

Sultanate of Tidore to pay tribute. Throughout the early modern period and up through the 

																																								 																					
370 Meyer was conflicted about missionaries. He acknowledged their guidance while he was in the field. Yet, like 
other anthropologists of the day he criticized the missionaries for their pre-occupation with converting indigenous 
populations yet making no effort to even familiarize themselves with the populations that concerned them. See 
Meyer, “Notizen Über Glauben und Sitten der Papúas des Mafoor'schen Stammes auf Neu-Guinea,” 23. 



 

	 168 

nineteenth century, Mafoor also traveled to the colonial capital of Ternate where they 

encountered Christians and Muslims, merchants and travelers from across Europe and Asia.  The 

“wanderlustig” Mafoorese traveled far and wide, and Meyer documented their elaborate customs 

for celebrating the departure and return of such voyages.371 Meyer’s ethnographic accounts 

argued that the Mafoor maintained their beliefs and practices even after exposure to foreigners 

both regional and western.372 However he did not associate this persistence of belief system as 

part of a static, primitive ahistorical society. Instead he indicated that the Mafoor engaged with 

various different cultures. They physically traveled to them, incorporating foreign social, cultural 

and political institutions into their practices. From a methodological standpoint, Meyer 

concluded that no matter how many objects were collected, engaging with the source community 

on a personal level was key to advancing the discipline. This meant, particularly, re-

conceptualizing Asia-Pacific islanders from a generalizable race (“Rasse”) or ethnic group to 

myriad ethnicities (Volkstämme).373  

Meyer’s account of the Mafoor belief system provided an alternative approach to the 

humanistic universalism promoted by Bastian in his respective ethnographies of non-western 

belief systems. Bastian’s writings were humanistic in that he situated his ethnographic narrative 

of autochthonous mythologies in the philological tradition of ancient Greek and Latin texts. He 

thereby constructed his universalist argument by weaving together mythologies collected during 

his travel experience with accounts from Pliny and Plutarch, Gobineau, Wallace, de Quatrefages, 

																																								 																					
371 Meyer, “Notizen Über Glauben und Sitten der Papúas des Mafoor'schen Stammes auf Neu-Guinea,” 35.  
 
372 Meyer, “Notizen Über Glauben und Sitten der Papúas des Mafoor'schen Stammes auf Neu-Guinea,” 24. He 
vacillated between referring to them as Mafoor and Mafoorese.  
 
373 For example, Meyer wrote that he lived among the “Papuan race,” and visited many “Stämme,” the Mafoor being 
one example. See A. B. Meyer and Rudolf Virchow, “Ueber die Papua's und Neu-Guinea,” Zeitschrift für 
Ethnologie 5 (1873), 306. 
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and the brothers Grimm.374 Bastian and Meyer disagreed on matters of theory, method, and 

policy. Meyer’s account, however, explicitly argued for cultural difference, noting that the 

Mafoorese maintained their original belief systems even after a lengthy history of cross-cultural 

encounter with Christians and Muslim. Within the universalist system of Bastian, as well as 

Virchow, difference was explained in terms of linear evolution: the world’s people were divided 

into two distinct categories: the “highly developed Culturvoelker” and “the ostensibly lower 

Naturvoelker.”375 Bastian supported his exercise of relating the Samoan mythological system 

with that of classical Greece by perceiving the former as belonging to that of a people with lower 

psychological development. 

Meyer’s article also emphasized the skills acquired for collecting expeditions in the field. 

At the time, the most important genre of anthropological writing was the questionnaire because 

most anthropologists relied on untrained amateur travelers or otherwise untrustworthy observers. 

Meyer argued that this reliance on the amateur was problematic and sought to encourage 

professional anthropologists to value field research for more than just material acquisitions.376 It 

also meant, significantly, that the person had gained some working knowledge in the language, 

values, and practicalities of travel, and in how to engage with source communities and the 

colonial government in the region, in order to acquire future collections. This included 

knowledge of what obstacles source communities established to prevent collectors from 

collecting. Language was a particularly tough obstacle to knowledge acquisition of Asia-Pacific 

																																								 																					
374 For example, in Inselgruppen in Oceanien, Bastian easily shifted from lengthy passages in Latin to the ancient 
Greek myth of Calliope in his discussion of Samoan creation myths. See Adolf Bastian, Inselgruppen in Oceanien: 
Reiseergebnisse Und Studien (Berlin: Dümmler, 1883). On the importance of the work of Jacob Grimm for 
anthropology see Virchow, Correspondenzblatt, (1871): 41-47, 43. 
 
375 Adolf Bastian Die Molukken, Reise-ergebnisse und Studien (Berlin: Ferdinand Duemmlers Verlag, 1884), xi. 
 
376 In the next decade Meyer would also write a questionnaire for officers in the German navy traveling through 
Oceania. This was to ensure accurate and adequate documentation of provenance and the ZAEM’s access to new 
acquisitions, in resistance to Berlin’s bully system.  
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cultures. Meyer explained that no matter how many objects were collected, engaging with the 

source community on a personal level was key to advancing the discipline.  

His emphasis on language and his numerous articles on linguistics of Oceania contested 

the argument of the Berlin Gesellschaft fuer Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte 

(BGAEU) that language was an uncertain measurement, an unacceptably subjective and mutable 

source of knowledge.377 Bastian’s interest in distinguishing ethnology from philology supported 

this dismissal of language. Yet Meyer argued that linguistic studies had practical value for 

engaging with the source community. Furthermore, ignoring language only participated in 

erasing the culture as a living community and therefore participated in the extinction rhetoric, 

which assumed the impending disappearance of these non-western communities. This was 

consistent with the view of humanists Heymann Steinthal and Moritz Lazarus who contested the 

term Naturvoelker.378 The two founded the Zeitschrift fuer Voelkerpsychologie und 

Sprachwissenschaft and argued, like Herder before them, that to study language required 

knowledge of the spiritual content of the national consciousness.379 As I discuss below, Meyer 

would argue that acknowledgement of native languages and the prevalence of multilingualism 

among natives was instrumental to understanding both native culture and intellectual abilities.  

Meyer sought to be one of the few independent explorers who leveraged their field 

research into an academic position.380 Like Darwin, he used his specimens and the information 
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derived from them, as well as his unique New Guinea travel experience, to create an identity for 

himself as a reputable naturalist.381 Yet this was only possible through previous connections he 

made as a physiologist and his knowledge of the international scientific landscape. Upon 

immediate return from New Guinea, Meyer delivered lectures on his travels and collections to 

learned societies in London, Paris, Berlin, Vienna, and Dresden. He sent his physical 

anthropology collections and reports of his travels to Virchow during his expedition, which 

Virchow then shared with the German learned community at proceedings of the Berlin and 

German Anthropological societies and in his publications. Meyer also submitted articles for 

publication in Petermann’s Mittheilung, Globus and Nature, and the journals of the Koenigliche 

Geographische Gesellschaft in Wien, the Deutschen Gesellschaft fuer Anthropologie, Ethnologie 

und Urgeschichte, the Philologisch-Historischen Klasse der Königlich-Sächsischen Gesellschaft 

der Wissenschaften, Preussischen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften, and the Zoologisch-

botanischen Gesellschaft in Wien. He had 12 articles published within the first year of his return 

on topics ranging from new species of birds of paradise to Negrito skulls to volcanoes. His 

travels and bibliography appeared in German-, English-, French-, Dutch- and Italian-language 

journals.   

The widespread interest in Meyer’s field research highlighted the significance of his work 

in the German scholarly community: he was one of the first German-born naturalists to visit and 

traverse New Guinea, and he did so over a decade before Germany claimed part of the island as a 

colony. Thus Meyer’s reports provide valuable insight into the region disentangled from German 

colonial interests and bureaucracy on the ground. 

Because European knowledge of the geography of Oceania was still limited, one of 

Meyer's first publications was a geographic map he produced with a cartographer to show the 
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location of numerous islands and geographic landscapes and his own travels from coast to coast. 

The German government requested that Meyer produce this map for the German International 

Geography Exhibit in Paris in 1875. The map was reproduced by collotype and hand-colored. It 

included woodcut portraits of 10 Papuans that Meyer met and drew during his travels – two of 

each gender at five different stages in life. Each portrait was accompanied by the name, gender, 

height and age of the sitter, a short biographical sketch of their social position in their 

community. For example:  

Mansinami of Andei, belonging to the Arfak tribe. An elderly man ca. 60-70 years old 
and 1.524 m tall. He is a “wizard,” lively despite his age, with fiery eyes of astuteness 
and passion. He was so thin that one only saw skin and bones on him, and because of the 
shadows on the face, the form of his skull is clearly recognizable.  
 
Jamangoni of Rubi, a man in his prime, 1.576 m tall. In his movements lies savagery and 
venturous courage, a headhunter of purest water. His hair comb is decorated with a bird 
feather.  
 
Stremma of Hattam on the Arfak Mountain. Old man, 1.616 m tall, .9997m around the 
shoulders. He is a tall robust man, the nakedness so beguiling and I was rarely among 
Papuans and Malaysians who were so tall. His movements and his entire being gave the 
impression of energy and celebration; he was not very talkative but definitely not 
unintelligent.382 
 

From the field to the display case 

In 1874 the Saxon general direction organized a search to hire a new director for the 

Dresden Royal Museum of Natural History. Wilhelm Rossmann, lead council of the General 

Direction, reached out to Professor W Peters at the Berlin Museum fuer Naturkunde. Rossmann 

was interested in the potential of Dr. Martens, currently an assistant at the Berlin Museum. 

Professor Peters replied that though Dr. Martens was an excellent researcher and likely to receive 

a Professorship, he was not management potential. Peters instead recommended the highly 

qualified A. B. Meyer, “a Jew from Hamburg who had recently returned from New Zealand with 
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the Novara expedition.”383 The Novara expedition was in fact an expedition led by the Royal 

Academy of Sciences in Vienna in the late 1850s.  It was the first worldwide expedition led by a 

German-speaking land and was highly publicized. It is possible that Meyer was associated with 

this expedition because of his position as a Privatdozent at the University of Vienna. 

 Rossmann reported to the king that Professor Peters assured him that Meyer did not have 

the specific Jewish mannerisms or appearance.384 As discussed in the previous chapter, Saxony 

industrialized early but, lacking an intermediate phase of enlightened despotism, it took up the 

question of Jewish emancipation very late, and when it did it was particularly hesitant. In 

Saxony, the Enlightenment gained no place in the practice of government. Consequently, the 

introduction of an enlightened policy of toleration was hardly discussed.385 Though the Jews 

were emancipated through the 1848-49 revolutionary government, their acceptance into 

government and legal professions remained exceedingly low.386 Rossmann and Meyer worked 

together to rewrite his oath of office as a civil servant such that the Protestant religious 

affirmation was revised to a Jewish one.387 

Yet Meyer was not just hired in spite of his race; he was hired because of it. As a Jew, he 

would not be eligible for a professorship. This meant he could not demand the higher salary that 
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would accompany such a position, which was a decisive factor for the General Direction.388 This 

was also a political move. The General Direction was part of the Ministry of Culture and Public 

Education, as was the Technische Hochschule. Rossmann advised the King that it was preferable 

to maintain autonomy in hiring decisions for the Royal Collections, rather than work with the 

Hochschule.389 

 The emphasis on field research for the new hire reflected the changing face of natural 

history from local specimens to foreign acquisitions. As discussed in Chapter 1, the Dresden 

collections were extensive and divided according to early eighteenth-century categories. The 

long-standing interest in the broad geographic region of the “Far East,” including Asia and the 

Ottoman Empire and regions colonized by the Dutch East India Company, was reflected in 

specialized collections like the Turkish Cabinet and the Porcelain Collection. The collections 

resulted from the elector’s burgeoning interest in colonizing the Americas and East Asia.390 

“Indianisch” items were also dispersed across the Armory and the Green Vault. In the mid-

nineteenth century, the content of the royal collections was altered by public donation from local 

citizens, soldiers, and Saxon State Officials. The complete reconstruction of the Natural History 

Museum from newly acquired donations shifted the focus of the collection to the South Seas and 

Meyer’s collections strengthened this emphasis. From his perspective, the new position offered 

him a challenging intellectual milieu, even without a university. He looked forward to the 
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opportunity to study his zoological, anthropological, and ethnographic collections.391 

Scholars who had little first hand experience with the living cultures developed the 

practiced methods of analysis and based them on the existence of a limited number of specimens 

with limited documentation as to provenance. In the following section, I discuss how practices in 

the metropole dismissed important identification data present in ethnographic accounts from the 

field. In Chapter Five, I look at how Meyer addressed imaging techniques in craniometry that 

actively ignored material traces of provenance embodied in the specimen.  

Meyer dealt with the issue of provenance at length in “Einige Bemerkungen ueber den 

Werth welcher im Allgemeinen den Angaben in Betreff der Herkunft menschlicher Schaedel aus 

dem ostindischen Archipel beizumessen ist,” (1874), (“Some remarks on the value which must 

be generally attached to the information regarding the origin of human skulls from the East 

Indian Archipelago”). He argued that many scholars had adopted the “bad habit” to mark skulls 

with the labels of cities, countries, or islands, such as “Manila,” “under the delusion” that these 

labels differentiated these individual skulls from one another or represented a tribe (Stamm), a 

Volk, or a race (Rasse).392 He cited his field observations from the Celebes that so-called 

“Manado” ethnic group consisted of a great series of different tribes (Voelkerschaften) and races: 

“Visitors from Java, Ternate, Tidore, Bugin, Sangi, China, Europe, and Arabia are also always 

present and all mix colorfully with one another, producing descendants which anthropologists 

label ‘Menadorese.’ He cited the importance of historical trade and colonial relations and 

encouraged scholars in the European metropole to avoid assumptions that these distant lands 

remained isolated from the West or other islands or countries in the Pacific. He encouraged his 
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colleagues to pay attention to the historical situation of each location. Skulls labeled “Manila,” 

for example, came from a location where Tagals, Visayas, Chinese, Spanish, British, Americans, 

Germans, and many others reproduced a “mishmash” of descendants over centuries. Meyer drew 

an analogy to European specimens, stating: “to label a skull ‘Manila-skull’ is just as absurd as 

labeling one ‘Viennese’ ‘Berliner’ or ‘Londoner’ and calling it scientific.”393 

He went on to declare the reports which classify skulls in this way as “completely useless 

for race theory, (“Rassenlehre”), only serving to naturalize (“einbuergern”) mistakes which then 

become perpetually more difficult to root out.”394 To correct this issue Meyer asserted that such 

objects could only be valued as “race skulls” if their selection met rigorous scientific methods, 

meaning, above all, that their origin was absolutely reliable through documented evidence. This 

included confirmation that the human remains belonged to the tribe or race residing in that 

geographic origin, that they carried the name of the local tribe or race. Such rigorous methods 

ensured that the average value of the individual object was not lost through careless mistakes. 

Rigor was all the more important as physical and cultural anthropologists began to work with 

ever more extensive quantities of material.  

Once the skulls were known to be authentic objects from the places they were identified 

with, the names they carried, or of the people who were documented to be born in these places, 

then they were “fit for wise selection under exact knowledge,” verifiable through local relations 

and able to withstand repeated testing of their sources.395 Only such material could contribute to 
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race theory. Even on site, there were multiple variables to consider when confirming the exact 

origin of the item. Meyer encountered examples of such possible variables during his travels: his 

servant, for example, was born in Ternate, in the Moluccas, to a Sangiri father and Javanese 

mother. Ternate, like Java was also home to immigrants and the children of intermarriage 

between westerners and indigenes. Field research provided valuable insight as to both indigenous 

and European activities. 

Most of the skulls from the East Asian archipelago arrived in European museums through 

Holland, due to its widespread colonial presence in the region. Colonial officials, soldiers, 

sailors, and merchants collected these skulls. Many preserved such items without documentation 

of their origin. Others collected under contract from an employer or at the behest of a scholar. 

The majority of collectors were traders whose only interest was in profit, without a care to 

accurate provenance, or more aptly, without hesitation to falsify labels.  

Meyer looked to the Dutch scholars who had the most experience in developing rigorous 

methods to determine provenance. Such scholars reported a similar absence of scruples even 

among custodians of scientific institutions. The Dutch scholar Halbertsma observed a custodian 

in the Leiden Anatomy Institute intentionally mislabel the skull of a Leidener as “Russian” in 

order to raise the value of the collection. Such activities made him question whether all the items 

labeled “Java” were authentic.396 Was any label, no matter how general or false, better than none 

at all? For the purpose of race theory, Meyer and several Dutch scholars agreed that the primary 

concern was the collection of pure race skulls (“reine Rassenschaedel”) and not those of mixed 

race (“Mischformen”).397 Java was an especially suspicious label because, it was the “home of 
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the abandoned . . . a central point for all human efforts in this part of the East: the state, the 

military, the bureaucrats, the sellers, the planters . . . Java is therefore where the great parade of 

the wanderers from the motherland happily go to.”398 Yet, this very aspect of Java made it a 

difficult place to carry out physical anthropological research of original (e. g. indigenous) 

communities. As discussed in Chapter Five, Meyer would pursue this research only briefly until 

he became disillusioned with the aims of physical anthropology. 

Meyer cited the work of Virchow as a prime example of the mistaken conclusions 

reached when one accepted labeled skulls without further critical thought to their constructed 

designations. He also used Virchow’s work to demonstrate that scholars without field experience 

were particularly susceptible to uncertainties of provenance. Virchow relied on the skulls 

collections of the Wiesbaden Museum for his 1873 article on teeth filing practices in Asia-

Pacific. However, Virchow began his article by crediting Meyer for bringing his attention to the 

practice of teeth filing among the Negritos of Luzon through his personal collections. Thus 

Virchow, again, used the material products of Meyer’s field research to add further weight to his 

own assessments. He concluded “that the custom of filing down the teeth laterally is prevalent 

across a large area in the Malay Archipelago and not a peculiarity of the black tribes.”399 He 

made this conclusion on the basis of three skulls each labeled as originating in a different island: 

‘Madura’ ‘Menado’ and ‘Makassar’ respectively. Madura is a Javanese island while Manado and 

Makassar are both islands of the Celebes. Virchow, not having traveled to the Malay 

Archipelago, assumed that these cursory labels were correct. Yet Virchow was also familiar with 

much of the existing literature on the peoples of the East Indies. As a scholar in the metropole he 
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privileged the specimen over the ethnographic accounts. Furthermore, he accepted the labeling of 

the specimen as accurate, over and above the ethnographic accounts and despite the numerous 

variables that could delegitimate the accuracy of the label.  

Meyer used this article as a platform to clarify his own research and distinguish his 

practices and conclusions from those of Virchow. The custom of filing the teeth into triangular 

points, creating the effect of a saw, was one of interest to travelers, both lay and specialist. The 

custom was documented as one practiced by very few peoples of the East, including some 

Negrito tribes on Luzon, the Tschagallelegats of the Mentawei Islands near Southwest Sumatra, 

and the Papuans of the south coast of New Guinea. Field-based scholarship of other travelers, 

including Meyer, to the Celebes and Madura reported no evidence of such practices. The 

sloppiness of Virchow’s conclusions is particular striking given the centuries-long Dutch 

presence in Makassar, Manado, and Madura. Meyer, enlisting history as his evidence, noted that 

over the long period of Dutch rule, both Dutch officials and naturalists had studied large 

collections of skulls and produced numerous accounts of the varied customs of the inhabitants  

from  these islands.  Meyer also referenced his own half-year residency in Manado and three 

months in Makassar to justify his scepticism of Virchow’s conclusions. Meyer had never heard 

or saw anything to support Virchow’s claims, yet he also exhibited modesty regarding the 

completeness of any one traveler’s observations: “since the traveler escapes a thousand times 

more than he can observe.”400 

Meyer used Virchow as but one example of how frequently skulls from the East Indian 

Archipelago were mislabeled and how frequently scholars accepted these labels uncritically. This 

case demonstrates some of the different ways in which objects were privileged as specimens of 

empirical evidence in the anthropological sciences. Virchow’s assessment erased several stages 
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in the life of the skull from its origin to its arrival in the Wiesbaden Museum. He also accepted 

the status of the museum as a scientific institute without considering the human players involved 

in how objects were acquired, cataloged, and displayed. Meyer drew on his field research 

experience and historical events to carry out critical analysis of the social biography of the 

objects that led to their arrival in the Wiesbaden museum with haphazardly applied labels. In the 

previous chapter, I examined Meyer’s dedication to technologies of display, which enforced 

rigorous protocols in science museums.  

Before Meyer’s travel expedition, the skulls from the East Indian archipelago in most 

European museums were acquired from the Dutch. The Dutch lengthy and extensive presence in 

the region also created numerous obstacles to accurate documentation of material. The economic 

interests and colonial ambitions of the Dutch introduced various levels of migration of natives 

across the islands of the archipelago. Men from the Mentawei islands, off the coast of Sumatra, 

were often enslaved by Dutch soldiers and kept in the garrisons at Java, the Celebes, or sent to 

the colonial center of Batavia. Their skulls traveled from Batavia to Europe and could have been 

designated with the origins of Menado, Makassar, and Madura at any point during the journey or 

their sale. Meyer calculated that the skulls were brought to Europe by Europeans living in the 

Mentawei Islands or the South Coast of New Guinea, or acquired by traveling Dutch war soldiers 

on expedition and sold to a European trader.401 

 Meyer argued that it was far more likely that “the skulls’ exotic provenances had been 

bestowed upon them by an unscrupulous European” to garner a higher price for his wares. 402  

The success of the dealer’s monetary interests relied on a market of demanding scholars who 

were unfamiliar with local conditions and therefore easily misled. What Meyer meant by 
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“exotic,” in this case, is not just foreign but rare for the skull trade and vague for the scientist. 

Meyer’s own attention to provenance was ironically driven by the strictures laid out by the 

German anthropological community to ascertain pure race skulls and avoid hybrids. In Chapter 

Five, I discuss how skulls traveled in terms of being recycled from objects of physical 

anthropology to those of ethnology by examining the application of imaging techniques by 

Dresden scholars to their study of skulls.   

Demystification of the Exotic 

Meyer’s physical anthropology collection significantly altered the character of the 

museum’s existing department. The items the museum acquired from the dissolved Academy for 

Surgery and Anatomy were predominantly the remains of local Saxon criminals and skulls and 

moulages of distinguished personalities.403 Yet he realized quickly that field research was not 

just significant for its collecting opportunities but also for information gathering of the 

immaterial.  

 From the very beginning of Meyer’s tenure he undertook an overhaul of the cataloging 

system of museums to address the important issue of provenance for the anthropological 

disciplines. I focus here on a specific case in physical anthropology. Meyer recognized that 

museum practices were instrumental not just for his goals in Dresden but also for the existing 

methods of physical anthropology as a museum-based discipline across Germany. Even with the 

increased quantity of skulls entering European museums, most scholars continued to practice 

methods developed by scholars who had little firsthand experience with the living cultures and 

who worked with small collections of limited provenance. Yet, for a discipline concerned with 

racial origins, provenance was of the utmost importance. Through field research, Meyer 
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underlined two key factors which practitioners in the metropole ignored. First, the skull's ease of 

mobility as an object and the cultural practices that fostered this mobility raised significant 

uncertainty regarding which race or ethnic group was represented by the collected object. 

Second, traders took advantage of the market for exotic skulls and failed to provide detailed 

documentation of origin. 

As Meyer worked through cataloging the Dresden collections, he took on historically 

local problems as well as widespread contemporary problems. For Meyer, exoticism was 

embedded into the practices of German scientists, expressly in its allusion to the foreign, 

sensational, dehumanized, and thereby unfamiliar and unknowable in any intimate way.404 The 

aim of Dresden scholars was to apply field research experience to reduce the perpetual exoticism 

of museum collections representing cultures outside of the Holy Roman Empire. Dresden’s 

scholars undertook systematic examination of cultures to understand them on their own terms as 

I discuss in Chapter Five. The practice of exoticizing was a practice of mystification, driven by a 

search for radical otherness.405 Dresden’s scholars developed practices that highlighted intimate 

knowledge of variety as central to the process of familiarization with foreign source material. I 

consider the definition and application of the term exotic in order to address the two different 

traditions in which Meyer worked in order to distinguish the early modern from the modern 

representations of the non-west. I problematize the word exotic and disentangle it from the word 

“other” to better historicize the term and highlight its vague contemporary use. 

 Due to the age of the Dresden collections, it is worth taking a short digression into the 

genealogy of the word “exotic” beginning in the early modern period. The word “exotic” came 
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into use in the late sixteenth century to refer to the outside, the unusual or the strange, but, most 

often, simply foreign. In fact, German speakers most often used the term “frembdes” in the early 

modern period. In the late Renaissance, “frembdes” often signified a lack of information about 

the object of reference. Exotic was a label applied to curiosities or rarities both foreign and 

domestic, while “frembdes” was reserved for the strange items collected from distant voyages.406 

The main form that European representation of Otherness took was wonder, an ecstasy of 

astonishment, and a sense of the marvelous.407 Daston and Park contend that the great interest in 

the strange races and species of Asia and Africa was not primarily an expression of anxiety, nor 

an obsessive attempt to objectify and exorcise pervasive fears of disorder, ignorance, 

dispossession, or sin. The more rare the object the more marvelous.408  

The Latin, “exotica curiosa,” was a classification applied to naturalia from foreign lands, 

including plants, minerals, and animals in the early modern period.409 The term “exotica” became 

extraordinarily more common in the nineteenth century, with peaks at the beginning and end of 

the century. Botanists, like Reichenbach, Meyer’s immediate predecessor, and entomologists 

were especially fond of the Latin term and included “exotica” in the binomial nomenclature for 

certain genera introduced from other lands. In such cases the geographic origin was often 
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included with the name. Snait Gissis argues that by the end of the eighteenth century, the 

discourse on society collapsed into the discourse on nature. Humans became classified and 

visually represented along the same lines as flora, according to similar assumptions about visible 

features. It was at this time that the use of the category “race” hardened.410  

“Exotisch” was also used more widely during the early nineteenth century, with various 

ebbs and flows before steadily increasing at the end of the century into the 20th century when it 

replaced the word “exotica” in natural history publications. Its usage applied to specimens 

outside of Europe. After Germany acquired colonies of its own, the German dictionary definition 

of exotisch in 1888 was simply: foreign, strange (auslaendisch, fremdartig).411 In France, the 

term was applied to any organism that originated nearly anywhere other than the country or place 

under study.”412 Yet the term exotic was often used to define something specifically from a 

tropical region, radiating with a certain magical quality due to its foreignness: strikingly, 

excitingly, or mysteriously different.413 In popular German literature at the end of the century, 

the word exotic was used expressly to denote the non-western or non-modern (often 

synonymous), meaning lack of features resembling that which is produced or consumed in the 

western hemisphere.414 The “other” was exotic by virtue of distance in time or space from the 

																																								 																					
410 Snait B. Gissis,  “Visualizing "Race" in the Eighteenth Century,” Historical Studies in the Natural Sciences 41 
(2011): 41-103, 42. See also Michael D. Harris, Colored Pictures: Race and Visual Representation (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2003); and Urs Bitterli, Cultures  in Conflict: Encounters between European 
and non-European Cultures, 1492–1800, trans. Ritchie Robertson (Cambridge: Polity, 1989). 
 
411 Konrad Duden, Vollständiges orthographisches Wörterbuch der deutschen Sprache (Leipzig: Verlag des 
bibliographisches Institut, 1888), 73. 
 
412 And thus ends his critical examination of the term through the study of zoological acclimatization. Michael A. 
Osborne, Nature, the Exotic, and the Science of French Colonialism (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana Univ. Press, 1994). 
 
413 Oxford English Dictionary: exotic. [http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/66403?redirectedFrom=exotic#eid]. 
 
414 One example is Ernst von Hesse Wertegg’s travel narrative from his tour of China and Japan. He explained, for 
example, that Chinese newspapers were not “what we in Europe would identify as Chinese, or exotic, unique, 
because they did not originate in Chinese culture but rather European culture which the Chinese adopted.” Ernst von 
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world of western logic and progress.415 

To reinforce the mystery associated with distance, the collectors of the Dresden Royal 

collections from the early modern period participated in practices of erasure. Bird of paradise 

skins, for example, which had had been collected by travelers to Oceania were marked as 

“Indian,” a catchall label for objects from East Asia and warm climates. As discussed in Chapter 

Two, “Indian” was a term used by Dresden collectors even when specific information as to 

provenance was recorded on point of acquisition. The keeper of the Dresden Kunstkammer 

inventory, often the Elector himself, thus actively erased the point of origin in favor of a more 

generalized term. In any event, educated men, ranging from merchants, philosophers, 

antiquaries, and artists, to municipal or courtly bureaucrats and accountants, typically compiled 

the inventories.416 Within the Dresden collection, inventory compilers applied the term “Indian” 

to intentionally highlighted the magical quality of an object. The specific points of origin for 

such items like mother-of-pearl and nautilus shells were woven into how such objects were 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
Hesse Wartegg, China und Japan: Erlebnisse, Studien, Beobachtungen auf einer Reise die Welt (Leipzig: J.J. 
Weber, 1897), 275. Notable, Hesse Wartegg also traveled to Samoa, Bisckmarch Archipelago and New Guinea. 
 
415 Micaela Di Leonardo, Exotics at Home: Anthropologies, Others, American Modernity (Chicago, Ill: Univ. of 
Chicago Press, 1998). Contemporary scholars problematize the term race and “other” in their studies of European 
cross-cultural encounters, yet often take the term “exotic” for granted. In contemporary literature about the 
nineteenth century, it is often hyphenated with “other” or with “erotic” depending on the theoretical lens applied to 
the case in question. Brenda Farnell “Theorizing the Body in Visual Culture” in eds. Marcus Banks and Jay Ruby 
Made to be Seen: Perspectives on the History of Visual Anthropology 136-158. There is a large literature in 
postcolonial studies that analyzes practices of exoticism from the perspective of gender, a topic which is beyond the 
scope of this chapter but is worth returning to. I mention just a handful here: Micaela Di Leonardo. Gender at the 
Crossroads of Knowledge: Feminist Anthropology in the Postmodern Era. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1991); Frederick Cooper and Ann L. Stoler. Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World. 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997); Stoler, Ann L. Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault's 
History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995); Anne McClintock. 
Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest. (New York: Routledge, 1995); Alison 
Griffiths, Wondrous Difference: Cinema, Anthropology, and Turn-of-the-Century Visual Culture. (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2002). Brigitte Fuchs “Rasse” “Volk” “Geschlecht:” Anthropologische Diskurse in 
Österreich 1850-1960. (Frankfurt: Campus, 2003). Some of this literature also deals with the exotic-erotic, or sexual 
associations tied to the exotic and colonialism as result of sublimated sexual desire. 
 
416 Jessica Keating and Lia Markey “Introduction: Captured objects.” Journal of the History of Collections (2011) 23 
(2): 209-213. 



 

	 186 

utilized in the production of applied arts, including the representation of fantastical sea 

creatures.417 Similarly, the origin of Ostrich eggs in the Near East (Vorderindien) contributed to 

the symbolic value of the eggs in Christian iconography.418 The use of the label “Indian” by the 

Saxon rulers, the Medicis, and the Dutch signals a broader trend among classification systems in 

the late Renaissance period.419 It fixed a chaotic mix of cultural information into one semantic 

statement. 

Through the end of the sixteenth century, the label “Indian” was tied to existing maps that 

placed the India of South Asia next to the Indies of the Americas. However, even though 

travelers reported more specific indigenous and colonial names for the countries and islands of 

Southeast Asia and Oceania, European maps and scholars continued to refer to Southeast Asia as 

Hinterindien and the Indian Archipelago, which included peoples from a wide range of societies 

and geographic origins, from Sumatra to the Solomon Islands and from the Philippines to the 

Lesser Sundas.  

To use Juergen Osterhammel’s term, such practices mystified East Asia as well as the 

Americas. Anthropologists of the nineteenth century were dedicated to demystifying non-

western cultures, yet Meyer argued there was much room for improvement. I consider Meyer’s 

work as a process of reducing the exoticism of or demystifying Asia-Pacific.420 In employing this 

latter term, I also contest Osterhammel’s argument that Europeans’ engagement with the extra-

																																								 																					
417 For an alternative analysis of the nautilus shell see Daston and Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature. 
 
418 Syndram and Scherner, Princely Splendor: the Dresden court, 1580-1620. 
 
419 See Claudia Swan “Lost in Translation-Exoticism in Early Modern Holland” 100-117, and Barbara Marx 
“Medici Gifts to the Court of Dresden.” Studies in the Decorative Arts, 15 (2008): 46-82. 
 
420 On practices and discourse of demystification by Germans about the German colonial project, see Iothan 
Osayimwese, “Demystifying Colonial Settlement,” in German Colonialism, Visual Culture and Modern Memory, 
ed. Volker Langbehn (New York: Routledge, 2010), 124-147. 
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European world became ethnocentric after 1780 (see Chapter Two). 421 As Osterhammel shows, 

India was used as a label in popular pamphlets but not by educated elites in travel literature. It is 

thus striking that this label continues in museums, especially given the Romantics’ interest in the 

India of South Asia: the land of the Hindus and the Sanskrit translations. 

Meyer had to contend with the fact that because much of the Dresden Royal Collections 

went back to the sixteenth century, he had a significant amount of material without 

documentation of provenance. Furthermore, because of the advanced state of museum 

specialization in Dresden, and the dispersal of foreign objects across a wide range of collections, 

Meyer could not access the original inventories or receipts, when they did exist, which specified 

land of origin. Thus older archiving practices limited Meyer’s effort to address contemporary 

practices of mystification.  

The use of the term “Indian” also highlighted the vehicle by which the object arrived in 

Europe – the Dutch East India Company -- at the expense of the object’s point of origin. Dutch 

merchants supported such cataloging practices when they reframed mutilation of naturalia for 

transportation purposes in order to attribute a sense of mystery around the origins of the objects. 

																																								 																					
421 In The Demystification of Asia Osterhammel attends to the inaccurate use of terms in contemporary scholarship 
on cross-cultural encounters. His book argues against the widespread view that the European construction of the self 
was ethnocentric, devoid of serious engagement with strangers from the extra-European world. In line with his more 
recent work on the history of colonialism and globalization, Osterhammel seeks to recontextualize the historical 
relationship between Western and Eastern cultures beyond the colonialism and racism that dominated the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. He demonstrates that in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, numerous participants 
in the republic of letters emphasized world experience as a key component to constructing scholarship about 
humankind. I find Osterhammel’s work especially appealing because his material sources were produced by those 
who spent considerable time traveling through Asia. The colonial turn in the history of science, or “The European 
Colonial Science Complex” (Schiebinger, 2005) has similarly supported this view in the French, British and Spanish 
contexts in the early modern period. See Londa Schiebinger and Claudia Swan, eds., Colonial Botany: Science, 
Commerce, and Politics in the Early Modern World (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylania Press, 2007); Daniela 
Bleichmar, Visible Empire: Botanical Expeditions and Visual Culture in the Hispanic Enlightenment (Chicago: 
Univ. Chicago Press, 2012) and Roy MacLeod, ed., Nature and Empire: Science and the Colonial Enterprise (Osiris 
15; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001).  
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For example, they removed the feet of birds of paradise to better pack them during shipping, yet 

they sold this mutilation as a part of the original specimen, implying that the footless creature 

was in perpetual flight and therefore could not be pinned down on a map as indigenous to any 

geographic region.422 During the early modern period the Dutch East India Company 

(Vereenigde Oost-Indischen Compagine, VOC) was the most important source for first-hand 

knowledge about India and Asia in general in the German speaking territories. The VOC also 

gave many Germans the opportunity to visit Asia and two thirds of the VOC employees were of 

German origin. The strong presence of the VOC in written accounts and objects brought back 

from Asia continued in collectors’ own documents. Collectors were more interested in European 

means of transporting distant objects and European presence in distant lands than in the source 

communities of such material culture or geographic origins of certain natural specimens. The 

Dutch remained prominent in German access to Asia-Pacific even during Meyer’s field research. 

His critical observations of their activities in Asia-Pacific contributed further to his efforts to 

give voice to the islanders.423  

Recent literature on the polycentric, provinical characteristics of Imperial Germany is 

also important to contextualising Meyer’s work. 424 Meyer’s travel experience was significant for 

																																								 																					
422 Claudia Swan, “Birds of paradise for the sultan: Early seventeenth-century Dutch-Turkish encounters and the 
uses of wonder,” De Zeventiende Eeuw 29 (2013): 61. Claudia Swan’s recent essay “Lost in Translation – Exoticism 
in Early Modern Holland” demonstrates that information about objects collected abroad was consciously suppressed 
or falsified by European merchants in order to increase the exotic quality associated with the object, and therefore 
increase its market value. Swan does not explicitly define or problematize the term exoticism. Yet her evidence 
indicates that exoticism was the process of active erasure of information in order to mystify objects, and thereby 
distant lands. See Claudia Swan, “Lost in Translation – Exoticism in Early Modern Holland,” in The Fascination of 
Persia: The Persian-European Dialogue in Seventeenth-Century Art & Contemporary Art from Tehran, ed., Axel 
Langer (Zürich: Museum Rietberg, 2013). She develops this history of the status of the exotic in her subsequent 
article, “Birds of Paradise for the Sultan.”  
 
423 Meyer complained, for example that the Dutch lumped together “all heathen tribes” under the label Alfuren. See 
Meyer and Virchow, “Schaedeln und Steinwaffen von Celebes,” 203, and Meyer, Minahassa auf Celebes.  
 
424 Celia Applegate, A Nation of Provincials, The German Idea of Heimat (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1990); H. Glenn Penny, Objects of Culture; and James Retallack, Localism, Landscape, and the Ambiguities of 
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his understanding of racial and cultural difference, yet when he combined his first-hand 

experience in the field with methodology established by scholars based in the fatherland, he 

discovered that such methods were incompatible with new data gained in the field. The existing 

methods erased the historical, cultural, and social details, which these human remains carried 

with them. According to Andrew Zimmerman, anthropology focused on that which was 

seemingly exotic to humanity while humanism (defined as the interpretation of the textual 

monuments of European history) rejected the exotic.425 The distance, conceived as both cultural 

and geographic, defined the exotic subject matter of anthropology that separated the researcher 

from the researched group.426 Thus exotic was often also tied to notions of primitivity, a 

characteristic of the timeless Naturvoelker. 427  

As postcolonial literature point outs, the eradication of spatial and temporal markers 

highlighted a racially inscribed Otherness which, through discursive techniques, reassured 

Europeans of their cultural superiority. Collections revealed the cultural constraints under which 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
Place; and Alon Confino, The Nation as a Local Metaphor: Wurttemberg, Imperial Germany, and National 
Memory, 1871-1918 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997).  Historians of modern German human 
sciences have, like Osterhammel, accepted the dominance of racism in the late nineteenth century. Many have 
carried out well-researched studies which seek to understand it in more nuanced forms than Said’s Orientalism. See 
Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism; Penny and Bunzl, Worldly Provincialism; Woodruff D. Smith,  The 
German Colonial Empire (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1978); George Steinmetz, The Devil's 
Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German Colonial State in Qingdao, Samoa, and Southwest Africa (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2007); Sebastian Conrad, German Colonialism: A Short History (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011); Marchand, German Orientalism; Andrew D. Evans, Anthropology at War; and 
Chris Manias, Race, Science and the Nation: Reconstructing the Ancient Past in Britain, France and Germany, 
1800-1914 (London & New York: Taylor and Francis, 2013). Evans argues that WWI was really the primary 
catalyst for the radical shift towards racism and away from the liberal tradition.  
 
425 Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism, 239. 
 
426 Peirano, “When Anthropology is at Home,” 105. 
 
427  Anne McClintock writes that in the photographic studio, exotic time was reproduced as exotic spectacle, as 
panoptical time. In the last decades of the nineteenth century, panoptical time came into its own as the image of 
global history consumed — at a glance — in a single spectacle from a point of privileged invisibility. Anne 
McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York: Routledge, 1995), 
37, 125. 
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objects were acquired. Public collections often reinforced a society's world-view through the 

organized displays of museums and world fairs. Nineteenth-century collections of primitive 

artifacts and racial types were used in the construction of a racial and cultural hierarchy, which 

placed "civilized" Western nations at the pinnacle of progress and evolution.428 

Ethnography’s early roots in Dresden 

With respect to ethnography, unlike physical anthropology, most of Meyer’s critics were 

local. An ethnographic tradition already existed in Dresden, particularly as a mode of inquiry, in 

the Spätromantik period. Meyer, having already gained international recognition for his field 

research, utilized this experience in his research methods and critique of the discipline at the 

local bureaucratic level and internationally. In both settings, he specified the importance of 

provenance and the value of field research in establishing provenance. Meyer worked to shape a 

new kind of museum in Dresden that would also provide a new model to the international 

community for conducting physical and cultural anthropology.   

 Meyer sought to make the ZAEM the local site of research for the disciplines of zoology, 

anthropology and ethnology.429 Meyer renamed the Dresden Natural History Museum to the 

ZAEM in 1875; however the museum staff did not install the public display of the ethnographic 

																																								 																					
428 Robert W. Rydell, All the World's a Fair: Visions of Empire at American International Expositions, 1876-1916 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984); Annie Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture, 
and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and Edwardian England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994); 
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“Do Collections Make the Collector? Charles Darwin in Context,” in From Private to Public: Natural Collections 
and Museums, ed. Marco Beretta (Sagamore Beach, Mass: Science History Publications/USA, 2005), 171-187. 
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Chicago Press, 1994) and Andreas W. Daum, Wissenschaftspopularisierung Im 19. Jahrhundert: Bürgerliche 
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collection until the 1880s. As discussed in the previous chapter, Meyer struggled for years to 

have the ethnographic collection of the Historisches Museum turned over to the ZAEM. The 

basis for the collection of the new ethnology museum in Dresden was the corresponding objects 

of the royal collection in the History and the Natural History Museums as well as a small portion 

from the porcelain and antique collections. The combination included 2000 ethnographic objects 

and was set up in the south wing of the Zwinger adjacent to the anthropological collection. 

Meyer’s own objects, sold to the General Direction in 1875, played a central role in the 

collection.  

Meyer’s predecessor, Reichenbach, had attempted to make the NHM the city’s primary 

research site for zoology. Yet Reichenbach’s real passion was botany. After Reichenbach’s 

retirement the Technische Hochschule took over responsibility for the royal botanical gardens. 

Reichenbach, had also acquired the anatomical collections from his friend Carl Gustav Carus 

when the Academy dissolved in 1868. Yet he did not reconfigure the display of the collection for 

anthropological purposes. Meyer was also not the first to introduce ethnography to Dresden’s 

cultural and intellectual landscape. In addition to the History Museum, other institutions and 

curators of the royal collections had developed an interest in and definition of ethnography 

during the restoration period.  

As discussed in Chapter Two and above, the Dresden royals acquired numerous foreign 

artifacts since the Renaissance. After 1830, students could take classes in ethnology at the 

Dresden Technical Institute, and museumgoers could see ethnographic artifacts in the History 

Museum as well as the Armory. Major von Schierbrand, stationed in Java until the 1850s, 

donated his naturalia collections to the Natural History Museum and donated weapons he had 

collected in the South Seas to the History Museum. When the ethnology museum was founded in 



 

	 192 

1875, Meyer acquired these weapons for the new museum's collection.430  

Within Dresden’s intellectual community, ethnology’s outliers first emerged in different 

fields of geography, zoology, and medicine. Ethnographic facts filled the five volume History of 

Geographic Discoveries (1828-9). Beginning in 1835 students could take a course on “Lände 

und Völkerkunde” in the geography program of the Dresden Polytechnic.  

Dresden’s Dr. Karl Andree founded 1862 the illustrated journal for Lände- und 

Völkerkunde Globus. The journal was increasingly focused on the new “science of people” 

Völkerkunde, and was an important venue for Meyer’s reports from New Guinea. In the 

following year, Andree founded the Geographical Society of Dresden with Dr. Sophus Ruge of 

the Dresden Technical School. Ruge was the leader of the Geographical Society from 1874-

1903. His area of specialty was the connection between nature and history in addition to the 

fundamentals of ethnography, which he published as History of the Age of the Discoveries 

(1881). In the same year that he took the leadership of the Geographical Society, he also received 

the inaugural post of Professor of Geography and Ethnology at the Technical School. The 

courses taught within this field included general and specific Völkerkunde as well as ethnology 

of Europeans, or Volkskunde, of Semites and Indo-Germans.  

 The roots of ethnology in cultural history go back to the 1830s when cultural history 

emerged as an area of scholarship based both in the university and in the museum collections. In 

1832, the Royal Historical Museum emerged out of the Ruestkammer and the Kunstkammer and 

included 2000 ethnographic objects. Karl Konstantin Kraukling, the first director, concertedly 

increased the ethnographic inventory and collected materials from expeditions as a departure 

point for a scientific ethnological collection. He cultivated his interest in ethnographica through 

																																								 																					
430 Dresden displayed these objects for 20 years under the label “Arimoa islands” until widespread interest across the 
international community in the Micronesian islands of Matty and Duror turned up new evidence that allowed Meyer 
to correctly identify them. 
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the study of academic writings on cultural history.  

The most influential Dresden scholar for the rise of cultural history was the historian 

Gustav Klemm, who served as head librarian of the royal library and as director of the porcelain 

collection. Klemm had fantasized about a museum for the cultural history of mankind. His works 

on the general cultural history of mankind were later credited in the development of Völkerkunde 

as a scientific discipline. Klemm attempted to provide a coherent narrative of development by 

arranging human societies within a cultural-evolutionist schema.431 He created his own exhibit of 

8000 objects representing his approach to cultural history. He united pre-historical archaeology 

with anthropology, oriental studies, and ethnography.432 However, despite these studies in 

cultural history and geography, all of the ethnographic objects from warm climates in the various 

royal museums were classified as “Indian.”433 The arguments of the History Museum Director, 

G. H. Büttner, discussed in the previous chapter, drew on Klemm’s work.  

Layout of the Zoology, Anthropology and Ethnology Museum  

Meyer agreed with Klemm and Büttner’s attribution of history to extra-European 

cultures. He also argued that specific labels mattered for scholarship that aimed to understand the 

relations among people and their historical development. The application of a generic label such 

as “Indian” obscured the highly differentiated make-up of the peoples of Asia-Pacific and 

succeeded in supporting a binary framework for conceptualizing humankind. Meyer sought to 

change this perspective by implementing the experience of his field research and intellectual 

concerns in the layout of the new museum.  

																																								 																					
431 See Chris Manias, “The growth of race and culture in nineteenth-century Germany: Gustav Klemm and the 
universal history of humanity,” Modern Intellectual History, 9, (2012): 1–31. 
 
432 Gustav Klemm, Allgemeine Culturgeschichte der Menschheit (Leipzig: B. G. Teubner 1844). 
 
433 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden: Albanussche Buchdrueckerei, 1874). 
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Viewed in proper order, a visitor to the ZAEM would begin in the zoological collections, 

continue to the anthropological collections, and then reach the ethnographic collections. The 

zoological collection began with local fauna of Saxony before leading to gallery rooms filled 

with specimens from ever more distant lands. The visitors’ guide explained connections between 

the collections. For example the description of the collection of large mussels, tridacna gigas, 

originating in the South Seas, explained that numerous indigenous groups employed such 

mussels, for the construction and design of weapons and tools. These indigenous groups also 

attributed religious and mythical significance to said mussels.434 Continuing onto the next 

department, Meyer arranged the collections with Darwinian evolution in mind: The 

anthropological collection immediately followed the display of anthropoid apes. The visitors’ 

guide highlighted Meyer’s hierarchical arrangement of chimpanzees as closer relatives to 

humans, being “more graceful and more easily tamed than the clumsy gorillas.”435 Hanging over 

this case, incongruously, was a collection highlight: the eight meter long skull of a sperm whale 

caught in 1575.  

The small public anthropological exhibit began with a case of painted plaster busts and 

plaster heads of various races, taken partly from living and partly from dead subjects. This case 

represented the “black and brown inhabitants of the South Seas, North American Indians, 

African Negroes, the aborigines of Australia and Tasmania.”436 The neighboring case displayed 

plaster busts and heads of celebrated persons, part of the collection of phrenologist Gall. The 

																																								 																					
434Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden: Albanussche Buchdrueckerei, 1881), 51.  
 
435 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden: Albanussche Buchdrueckerei, 1892), 51; and Generaldirektion der 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu 
Dresden (Dresden: Albanussche Buchdrueckerei, 1897), 74. 
 
436 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden: Albanussche Buchdrueckerei,1892), 52. 
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latter was made public for its novelty value, as Meyer found Gall’s phrenological designations to 

have “no scientific value.”437 The former provided a connecting thread to the contents of the 

ethnographic collection. Notably the public exhibit did not include any actual skulls or skeletons.  

Until 1892 the public exhibit also included a case of plaster casts of human brains and animals 

for comparative purposes as well as the preserved brain of an anthropoid ape, drawing a thread 

back through the zoological collections. By 1896, this case was curtained off with the research 

collection. Cases in the latter contained plaster casts of the heads of the “Insane, Idiots, and 

Criminals, Pathological skulls,” a series of skulls representing the stages of development; skulls 

of various races, especially Oceania and the Philippines; and artificially deformed skulls from all 

over the world, which demonstrated Meyer’s argument that craniometry was a futile science as I 

discuss further in Chapter Five. The collection also included evidence of skulls as ethnographic 

objects through a series of ornamented skulls from Borneo, the Solomon Islands, New Caledonia 

and New Guinea. Such items were noted as part of the collecting practices of certain tribes. 

Further physical material with ethnographic value included shrunken and ornamented heads from 

Peru and Ecuador and dried heads and skin from Luzon and New Zealand with tattoo markings. 

Skeletons and skulls of “various races” were separated from the case of European skulls. Yet 

skulls from Luzon in the Philippines were also kept in a separate case, indicating that space 

constraints rather than racial hierarchy determined spatial divisions. The collection also included 

plaster casts of brains and specimens of hair from various races.438  

The public ethnographic collection was significantly larger and organized by geographic 

region once it was finally installed in the early 1880s. Visitors entering a room of the museum 
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438 A. B. Meyer to General Direction, Jahresbericht 1881, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 
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would encounter a series of display cases labeled and ordered by region. In the main gallery 

room for example, a visitor could peruse separate cases from each of the following regions: 

Philippines, Celebes, Borneo, Moluccas, Lesser Sunda Islands, Palau Islands, and New Ireland 

aligned in a maze-like arrangement. The cases were placed in geographical order, which allowed 

the viewer to wind her way through the collection and thus take a virtual tour of the South 

Seas.439 These geographical groupings were not ordered in a racial hierarchy but rather presented 

peoples of various races, so intermixed as to prevent the separate classification of each of 

them.440 

One of the wall cases of Java material culture represented nine stages in the manufacture 

of the batik Sarongs of Java. Included in the case were two bird-shaped trachyte441 gutters from a 

ruined Temple and labeled as “classic art from AD 400-900.”442 Comparative displays of writing 

implements and stone axes of “savage peoples” (wilder Völker) and Nephrite objects from 

Europe, Asia, Oceania and America complemented the geographic arrangement.443 

The collections from Java and Borneo were donated by General von Schierbrand, Kessel, 

the Rajah Brooke of Sarawak, and world traveler Dr. Wilhelm Joest of Berlin. Those from the 

Celebes, the Moluccas, New Guinea and the Philippines were collected by the Assistant Resident 

of the Celebes, Dr. J. F. G. Riedel, and Dr. Meyer. Meyer’s collections also represented the 

peoples of what would become the German Colonies of Kaiser Wilhelmsland and Bismarck 

																																								 																					
439 A. B. Meyer, “Neue Museums-Einrichtungen,” Abhandlungen und Berichte 10, no. 5 (1903). 
 
440 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Guide to the Royal 
Collections of Dresden (Dresden: Albanussche Buchdrueckerei, 1897), 95. 
 
441 Trachyte is an igneous volcanic rock. 
 
442 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden: Wilhelm Baensch Buchdrueckerei, 1889), 109. 
 
443 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden, (Dresden: Wilhelm Baensch Buchdrueckerei, 1889), 109. 
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Archipelago. Dr. Semper brought the material culture from the Palau Islands from his 

explorations of 1862. Jacob Weisser of the German warship Hyaene provided the museum’s 

collections of Easter Island.444  

The visitor’s guide instructed the public that the ethnographic department served to 

illustrate the state of civilization, manners, customs and relations of those nations that have not 

inherited or fully taken part in the ancient civilization of the Mediterranean.445 Both “ancient and 

modern” material culture of these nations was exhibited, indicating not lack of history but 

divergent histories from the nations tied to the Holy Roman Empire.446 Meyer stated that the 

designation of these nations as “heathen,” when not Christian, Muslim or Hindu, was only used 

as a brief way to identify those who did not follow western religions.447 The visitor was advised 

that “heathen” was an “untenable ethnographic term,” partly because it implied that their 

religions were just a “negation of western religions” (notably Judaism is not included in his list) 

similarly consisting of demon, god and ancestor worship.448 Thus Meyer was aware of the 

distinction between occidental and native modes of classification. Meyer emphasized that the 

concept of religion among the peoples of Asia-Pacific could not be simply defined in western 

																																								 																					
444 A. B. Meyer to General Direction, 1 January 1881, Jahresbericht 1880, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen 
Unterrichts, 19305, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv; A. B. Meyer to General Direction, Jahresbericht 1881, 
Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19306, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv; A. B. Meyer to General 
Direction, Jahresbericht 1884, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19306, Sächsische 
Hauptstaatsarchiv; A. B. Meyer to General Direction, Jahresbericht 1887, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen 
Unterrichts, 19306, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
445 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden: Wilhelm Baensch Buchdrueckerei, 1889), 109. 
 
446 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden: Wilhelm Baensch Buchdrueckerei, 1889), 109. 
 
447 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden: Wilhelm Baensch Buchdrueckerei, 1889), 109. See Peter Logan, 
Victorian Fetishism: Intellectuals and Primitives (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2009). 
 
448 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden : Wilhelm Baensch, 1892), 54.  
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terms but rather incorporated other modalities of spiritual belief than service to god(s). A more 

accurate term to describe the religion of much of the eastern island world, he stated, was 

animism.449 Notably, it was only in the English translation of Meyer’s writing that “Animismus” 

or “Seelendienst” was translated into Fetishism.450 Meyer’s note implicitly contested Bastian’s 

use of the term “Fetisch” in his ethnographies. 

The majority of the collection consisted of pieces from the East Indian Archipelago and 

the South Seas, with several cases representing northeast Asia, India, Australia, and America. 

Meyer acquired the American Indian items donated to the History Museum by nineteenth-

century Saxon-born explorers Sir Robert Hermann Schomburgk, Eduard Friedrich Poeppig and 

Alphons Stübel. The small Africa collection expanded somewhat after Germany established its 

colonial presence in East Africa, Southwest Africa, and Cameroon. These supplemented the 

existing collections from other travelers of the late-nineteenth century, physicians Ludwig Wolf 

and Emil Holub.  

Several of the items in the China and Japan cases were ancient pieces of porcelain and 

earthen vessels collected from Asia-Pacific. The exhibit showcased the technical history of 

Chinese porcelain as well as the widespread market for it throughout East Asia into the Middle 

East dating back to the fifth century A. D.  This history, echoing the display in the Porcelain 

Collection, was demonstrated through heavy green dishes of ancient Celadon from Cairo, the 

Philippines, Ceram and Japan, ancient grey Chinese Celadon from Siam, and modern Chinese 

and Japanese Celadon. Similarly old Chinese stoneware and glazed earthenware vessels were 

																																								 																					
449 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Fuehrung durch die 
Koeniglichen Sammlungen zu Dresden (Dresden : Wilhelm Baensch, 1892), 55.  
 
450 Generaldirektion der Koeniglichen Sammlungen fuer Kunst und Wissenschaft, ed., Guide to the Royal 
Collections of Dresden (Dresden: Albanussche Buchdrueckerei, 1897), 95. The “heathen” religions were referred to 
as “Fetishism” because everything is believed to possess a soul and the soul can leave the object which it inhabits.” 
This is roughly a misapplication of the contemporary use of Fetishism among German scholars.  
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found in almost the whole of the East Indian Archipelago. Visitors were informed that china was 

highly valued and still used in Ceram, Java, and Borneo: In Borneo, Chinese earthenware vessels 

were respected as possessors of souls and used to hold the remains of the dead. Examples from 

the Philippines showed local modifications of the vessels through Mangianese inscription.451  

The General Direction biennially published the Führung durch die Koeniglichen 

Sammlungen zu Dresden. These guides through the royal collections tracked additions to the 

royal collections and prominent donors, as well as reorganizations of the collections into new 

departments and museums. Visitors to the museum were thereby directed to note the significance 

of the arrangements of the objects on display and understand the relationship of the individual 

item to the larger schematic argument. 

The arrangement of the collections was unique because, unlike other German Museums 

of anthropology, Meyer did not include an archeology or pre-history department in the museum. 

After founding the ZAEM, Bruno Geinitz, the director of the new Dresden Museum for 

Mineralogy and Geology requested and received government approval to develop a prehistory 

department in that museum.452 The new science of archaeology was established as a realm for the 

representation of national triumphs in an era of increasing agitation for colonial conquests and 

other demonstrations of Germany’s newfound international prestige.453 Urgeschichte included 

archeological studies of ancient civilizations, such as Greek, Roman and Egyptian, as well as 

																																								 																					
451 The museum acquired significant portions of the Central, East, and South Asian collections from Missionary H. 
A. Zwick, Rajah Tagore of Calcutta, and Consul C. Pieschel, stationed in China and Japan in the 1860s, 
respectively. After appeals to the General Direction, Meyer successfully acquired much of the valuable 200-year-old 
weapons of Edo Shogunate Japan from the History Museum. 
 
452 Dr. Bruno Geinitz to General Direction, 15 October 1875, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 
19298, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
453 Suzanne Marchand, Down from Olympus, Archaeology and Philhellenism in Germany, 1750-1970 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1996). 
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pre-historical humankind, or paleontology relying on evidence found in Germany. The inclusion 

of Urgeschichte supported the patriotic motivations of Virchow and Bastian in their formation of 

the DGAEU.  As Virchow explained, the society was organized to bring together exemplary men 

from all parts of Germany in acknowledgment of the great achievements of Germans in the 

different areas of anthropological scholarship, after scholars from other nations became 

increasingly accustomed to concealing the achievements of Germans within their own national 

interests. It was very much a nationalist endeavor, intended to unite scholars from different 

regions of the newly created Deutschland, through the achievements of anthropology’s German 

forefathers: Herder, Forster, Soemmering, Meckel, Blumenbach, Steffens, Bopp, Humboldt, 

Schleiecher, Muellenhoff, Grimm, and Fraas, “whose work stands as a glory of our nation.”454  

Meyer’s observations of colonialism at work in Asia - Pacific convinced him that it was 

not a worthwhile venture for Germany, or any European nation to pursue. As discussed in 

Chapter One, Meyer’s preference for zoology was a matter of the collections he took over as 

Natural History Museum director and his own research interests in providing empirical evidence 

in support of the descent of man.455 This exclusion of prehistory was also a rejection of the 

universalist approach. The universalist approach, in Bastian’s conception of it, essentialized 

humankind by seeking to identify the elementary ideas common to all peoples. The connection 

between prehistory and ethnology, supported a linear view of cultural evolution. Virchow 

asserted that the proximate cause which encouraged the formation of an independent 

anthropological society was the questions raised by discoveries in paleontology, including 

questions of the age of humankind, the development of humans from lower to higher forms, 

																																								 																					
454 Virchow, Correspondenzblatt (1871): 43. 
 
455 A. B. Meyer only published two articles on pre-history: Gurina in Obergaithal (Dresden: Hoffmann Verlag, 
1885) and Das Graeberfeld von Hallstatt (Dresden: Hoffmann Verlag, 1885). 
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“questions which, in their further pursuit, have led to the investigation of the races and the 

problem proposed by Darwin: the variability of the races and species.” He went on to state that 

German anthropology was relatively reserved towards Darwin’s “speculations.” Scholars, 

including the founders of the Berlin Society for Anthropology, Ethnology and Prehistory, held 

firmly to the argument that there was a connection between time and space. They sought to 

understand Europe’s ancient ancestors through studies of Naturvoelker, or the people outside of 

time. Furthermore, Virchow’s assertion that they were living in a period of “revolution” did not 

just identify the connection between colonization and archeological discoveries, or the extinction 

of the Tasmanian and the discovery that humans had lived alongside mammoths.456 Virchow saw 

these events as part of a broader revolution in spiritual life as indicated by the dying out of 

Europe’s elderly generation, a generation that upheld the traditions, memories, and fables of the 

ancients, traditions that had passed orally from generation to generation from the “Urvätern” on. 

These traditions, unwritten and uncollected, structured people’s conceptual categories 

(“Anschauungskreise”), until they became alien in the new “world of ideas” motivated by 

modern life.457 Thus Virchow connected all peoples whose ways of life, materially and 

intellectually, had or were dying out. As Meyer would point out, this connection, through the 

category of extinction, was of course based in certain assumptions about how cultures and races 

were defined in the first place. 

Conclusion 

The standard methods of analysis in the anthropological sciences sought to make 

conclusions about humankind based on collections with limited provenance and little first-hand 

																																								 																					
456 Virchow, “Protocoll,” Correspondenzblatt, 45. 
 
457 “It is unmistakable that in proportion to the modern freedom of movement causing an ever further jumble of 
humans, the perpetual exchange of space, the instability of residences, the people are dissuaded of the strength of 
memories, and all sagas, all traditions of the past will be lost.” Virchow, Correspondenzblatt (1871): 46. 
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experience with the living cultures. Thus anthropologists were easily susceptible to the 

unscrupulous European dealer who bestowed exotic origins upon their wares. I argue that the 

experience of field research was essential to Meyer’s critique of existing practices in the 

metropole that further exoticized peoples from distant lands, instead of fulfilling the scientific 

goal of knowing them. The results of extensive field research led Meyer to propose an historical, 

non-essentialist approach to understanding racial and cultural difference. This approach to the 

anthropological sciences pitted Meyer against the dominant methods and theories standardized 

by the German Society of Anthropology, Ethnology, and Pre-history. 

For Meyer, well-qualified, long-term investigations in the field were instrumental to 

knowing the material that filled museum galleries and storage rooms. To know this material 

meant to know the biography of the object from its point of origin to its placement in a display 

case of a European Museum. This included intimate knowledge of the peoples who produced 

these objects and their way of life. It also included knowledge of the European market for such 

objects and the logistics that provided transport of foreign objects to European-based scientists 

and institutions. Meyer’s experience of traveling to distant lands and living amongst different 

cultures tested the durability of existing scientific methods. In the following two chapters, I 

discuss how Meyer addressed the importance of developing new standardized methods to 

communicate information about distant peoples through their material culture.  

Unintelligible publications and unintelligible, overstocked display cases were two of the 

acknowledged limitations of Adolf Bastian and his ethnographic practice. Both of these 

limitations resulted in a failure to communicate information, whether for a scholarly or lay 

audience. Meyer was particularly concerned with the failure of Bastian’s work to achieve his 

mission for ethnology as the fulfillment of history -- to rectify the narrow range of historical 
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inquiry such that it included the indigenous populations of the Pacific, Africa and the 

Americas.458 Through travel experience and cross-cultural encounters, Meyer started to contest 

the priorities of European physical anthropologists and ethnologists. He also struggled to 

reconcile the existing literature with his observations in the field. Like Virchow and Bastian at 

this time, he criticized colonialism, not just because it threatened to “spoil the originality” of the 

people but because it had proven inhumane, ineffective and unprofitable.459  

Field research was an eye-opening experience into how collections were put together and 

managed during their transit. Meyer learned from his cross-cultural encounters that field results, 

both observations and material acquisitions, were complicated by a variety of opposing interests, 

which he then incorporated into his scientific work. He became more reflexive about his training 

and the existing literature that had guided his research questions. 

In these first four chapters, I have examined how Meyer negotiated and assessed the 

collecting practices at the local, national, and international levels. I have also discussed how 

Meyer identified a link between existing methods of using collections and the physical and 

cultural anthropology theories espoused about humankind. Meyer employed his observations in 

the field to develop new strategies of display and analysis in order to best make these three-

dimensional objects legible and to display knowledge of their relationship to one another to a 

public audience. In the following chapters, I explore how this reverence for the process of travel 

inspired the Dresden ethnologists to develop a new research method of imaging techniques and a 

new understanding of knowledge production.  

 

																																								 																					
458 Adolf Bastian, Die Vorgeschichte der Ethnologie, 55. Cf.  Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism, 47. 
 
459 Meyer, “Neue Reise auf Neuguinea I,” 161; Meyer, Die Minahassa auf Celebes, 14; Adolf Bastian, Die 
Molukken.  
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Chapter Five 

Flattened Objects: Imaging Practices for Historicizing Humankind 

In this chapter, I discuss the use of images in scholarly publications of the Museum for 

Zoology, Anthropology and Ethnography (ZAEM). Visiting and resident researchers published 

scholarly articles on the Dresden collections in the museum’s journal, Notes and Transactions, 

and its complementary series of ethnographic publications on objects and photograph albums of 

types.460 Such in-house publishing was unique to the Dresden museum and central to the 

employees' aim to produce and exhibit knowledge of distant cultures to remote audiences on two 

levels: visitors to the museum and potential visitors elsewhere.461 Image-laden scientific 

publications offered virtual mobility to this small museum, as well as expanded room for display.  

The process of two-dimensional reproductions reduced the volume and materiality of the 

original object to ink on paper. And yet the success of this reductive process as an ethnographic 

tool was due to the production of a multiplicity of representations: The two-dimensional images 

comprised a training guide to reading the original three-dimensional object. Dresden's 

ethnologists sought to correct previous scholarship that fixated on the singularity of the object 

and stripped away its history of production and use. Dresden scholars presented these multiple 

images, in their published form, to highlight the particularities of an individual object in order to 

contextualize the object as part of a particular culture. 

I argue that these new image-based ethnographic methods developed out of a critique of 

physical anthropological methods of representation and analysis. Physical anthropology and 

																																								 																					
460 A. B. Meyer to the General Direction for the Arts and Sciences, 19 November 1874, Ministerium des Kultus und 
öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19283, Saxon State Archive.  
 
461 Adolf Bastian was also a prolific writer but was considered horribly unintelligible. See for example Carl Vogt to 
Rudolf Virchow, 21 February 1870, Christian Andree, Rudolf Virchow, Sämtliche Werke (Peter Lang, 1992), 496-
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ethnology were nascent fields without standardized practices, and Meyer took advantage of this 

space for development to experiment with visual techniques.462 My focus on practices reveals 

that the interdisciplinary theoretical aim of the museum was to historicize humankind by: 1) 

providing evidence of the descent of man from apes, and 2) demonstrating the varied and distinct 

cultural histories of the indigenes of Asia-Pacific.  

It was through producing and reproducing images of three-dimensional objects that 

Meyer explored the limits of the existing methods of these object-based human sciences. I argue 

that his struggle against the dominant methods used in Germany was due to his own acceptance 

of Darwinian evolution, a minority view among his colleagues. As Meyer worked through 

images, his own historicization of humankind shifted from that of the linear evolutionary 

hierarchy, favored by his German colleagues, to one of random and varied branching. For Meyer, 

as for Darwin, images were instrumental to explaining evolution in a way that could not be 

achieved with text alone. Julia Voss has beautifully shown that Darwin analyzed images as 

empirical evidence and then created images for his publications as a way to articulate his theory 

of random variation. Meyer and his students similarly created techniques of representation to 

gather empirical information. Through their image-based analysis of objects, they found 

evidence that supported non-purposive cultural variation. They then used these new techniques 

of representation in scholarly publications to demonstrate this variation to the scientific 

community.463  

																																								 																					
462 As Josh Ellenbogen, Jennifer Tucker, Andre Gunthert, Alan Sekula, and Steve Edwards have argued, this period 
of the nineteenth century marked a turning point in the use of photography in the sciences. The two best-known 
examples are Bertillon and Galton, who both worked with photography to create visual standards for revealing 
invisible information. 
 
463 As Julia Voss and Nick Hopwood have demonstrated, Darwin’s images were different than those of his most 
popular German supporter, Ernst Haeckel, and their different images present different evolutionary theories: the 
former are random and the latter are purposive. Meyer was also a published translator of Darwin 's thesis of natural 
selection and he never referenced Haeckel. See Julia Voss, Darwin's Pictures: Views of Evolutionary Theory, 1837-
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To follow the trajectory of this image-based methodology and its mobilization as 

evidence for historicization, I discuss three different cases of the use of images in the ZAEM's 

scientific publications. First, I examine the case of Mafoka, a chimpanzee from Gabon displayed 

in the museum as an early stage in human development. Mafoka became part of the German 

Anthropological Society's debate on the relationship between apes and humans and on scientific 

practices of observation. Second, I discuss a series of craniometry publications on Papuan skulls 

in Dresden's collection. Over the course of sequential articles, Meyer first accepted and then 

rejected the favored imaging device for representing skulls and the anthropological usefulness of 

measuring them. Finally, I discuss the use of images in the museum's ethnographic publications. 

With a focus on ethnographies of Asia-Pacific, I argue that the ZAEM relied on a variety of 

visual perspectives in different media to gain a complete understanding of any one ethnographic 

object. I show how these configurations were intended to facilitate the comparison of decorative 

styles of artifacts, in order to historicize the development and transfer of material culture among 

the many islands and indigenous groups of the South Seas. 

Descent of Man: Life and Death in the Natural History Reform Movement  

In the first several years of the museum's existence, many of the collections were in 

storage or undergoing preparation for display. However, articles and representations of these 

items were immediately published from 1876-1878 in the museum's first series of scholarly 

publications. A review in Nature confirmed Meyer’s assertions that establishing a journal was 

one of the best methods of promoting a scientific institution: “While the institution remains in 

place, its journal travels about the world, makes its most recent acquisitions known to its 

supporters and correspondents and encourages them to promote its welfare by further 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
1874 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2010) and Nick Hopwood, "Pictures of Evolution and Charges of 
Fraud: Ernst Haeckel's Embryological Illustrations," Isis 97 (2006): 260-301. 
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donations.”464  

The second journal issue from the museum included two articles on the anatomy of apes 

in the museum's collection. Meyer's article, titled “Notes on the anthropomorphic apes of the 

Dresden Museum,” was heavily illustrated including 13 paintings, drawings, and photographs of 

different cataloged specimens. The main goal of this article was to demonstrate that Mafoka, a 

young female ape from the Dresden Zoological Garden, was in fact a chimpanzee.465 These 

articles on anthropoid apes were part of an anthropological debate initiated by Thomas H. 

Huxley and Darwin that, from an evolutionary standpoint, apes and humans were closer than 

apes and monkeys.466  They were also part of a methodological debate on authenticity and 

accuracy in scientific evidence and practices of observation. 

Meyer included humanizing portraits of Mafoka to support his argument that she was an 

ancestor of humans. Mafoka is depicted in six different plates, in seven different images. The 

first plate is a life-size portrait finished a month before her death (fig 5.1). Because facial hair 

and skin color were distinguishing markers between gorillas and chimpanzees (gorillas had 

darker hair and skin), Meyer reminded the viewer of the portrait to consider that facial color 

changed according to the lighting, the mood or the physical state of the animal, and her face 
																																								 																					
464 Review of Mittheilung aus dem Königlichen Zoologischen Museum zu Dresden, ed. A. B. Meyer, Nature 13 
(1876): 464.  The following institutions received copies of the Mittheilungen: Boston Public Library, Cincinnati 
Public Library, the British Museum, the Russian Academy of Sciences, the Greek, Dutch, Brazilian and Argentine 
governments, the US government library, the Society of Writers of Edinburgh, various US universities and public 
libraries, Philadelphia Academy of Natural Sciences, Peabody Institution, Berlin Staatssammlung, University of 
Tuebingen, Dessau Staatssammlungen, Wolfenbuetten Library, Polytechnic Braunschweig, Rudolfstadt 
Staatssammlungen, Staatssammlungen Hamburg, Bremen Public Library, Bremen Natural History Museum. See A. 
B. Meyer to General Direction, 18 June 1881, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, Band 19303, 
Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
465 A. B. Meyer, “Notizen über die Anthropomorphen Affen des Dresdner Museums,” Mittheilung aus dem 
Königlichen Zoologischen Museum zu Dresden 2 (1877): 238. For debates on the matter of Mafoka’s classification 
see “Notes,” Nature 12 (1875): 482 and A. B. Meyer, “The Dresden ‘Gorilla,’” Nature 13 (1875): 106. 
 
466 T. H. Huxley, Evidence as to Man's Place in Nature (New York: D. Appleton & Company, 1873); Charles 
Darwin, The Descent of Man: And Selection in Relation to Sex (John Murray: London, 1874); and Meyer, “Krao.” 
See also Stephanie Nestawal, Monstrosität, Malformation, Mutation: Von Mythologie Zu Pathologie (Frankfurt, M: 
Peter Lang, 2010). 
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appeared to darken with age. This plate was reproduced for publication as a hand-colored 

lithograph. On plate 12 is a life-like drawing of the entire animal (fig 5.2). For Meyer, the full 

drawing was the most realistic portrait completed of her.  

Long exposure times made it impossible to photograph live animals until the 

technological developments of Eadweard Muybridge, E. J. Marey, and Ottomar Anschuetz in the 

next decade. Therefore, the published photographs of Mafoka were taken after death or taken 

from her death mask. An enlarged photograph of Mafoka post-mortem is juxtaposed with a 

photograph of her death mask on a single plate, following the images that depicted her in life 

(fig. 5.3 and fig. 5.4). Meyer commissioned these photographs from the renowned Dresden-

based photographer Hermann Krone. Only three years prior, the Saxon crown had hired Krone to 

produce views of the Saxon countryside and cityscape which Krone then independently 

published as the Koenigs Album der Stadt Sachsens to celebrate the golden anniversary of King 

Johann and Queen Amalie. This habit of photographers to produce and distribute multiple prints 

from existing negatives, beyond the number requested by the client, was widespread.467 Though 

Meyer trusted Krone as a highly skilled photographer, he did not trust that his commissioned 

images of Mafoka would not turn up in the hands of others. Carl Nissle, a zoologist interested in 

the case of Mafoka, admitted to approaching Krone for copies of the Mafoka prints. Krone 

divulged that Meyer had taken extra precautions and retrieved all the images printed by Krone as 

well as the original negatives.468  

Meyer was highly attuned to the role in which context played in how an image was 

viewed. The three plates of four different images, made from four different media, “offer an 

																																								 																					
467 Naomi Rosenblum, A World History of Photography (New York: Abbeville Press, 1997), 62-3.  
 
468 Carl Nissle, “Beiträge zur Kenntniss der sogenannten anthromorphen Affen, III Die Dresdener Mafuka,” 
Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 8 (1876): 50. 
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authentic study of the outer habitus of the face . . .To be sure the photograph of the dead 

[Mafoka] leaves much to be desired in terms of clarity, and therefore is supplemented by the 

death mask.”469 The following two plates depict the mounted female ape placed in a vitrine 

between two male chimpanzees of different ages. All three are positioned standing upright and 

apparently bracing themselves by holding on to a tree trunk (fig. 5.5). Such imagery was a 

repeated visual allegory for the gorilla, which could only stand upright with assistance.470 Yet, 

Meyer went against Huxley and Darwin’s ranking of the gorilla as the closest descendant of man.  

These two photographs of completed displays of Mafoka's remains instructed the reader 

on how to connect the reading of images in the publication to the three-dimensional specimens in 

the display case. The portraits of Mafoka made during her lifetime were also included within the 

display case.471 The display cases of anthropoid apes were placed strategically at the boundary 

between the zoological collection and the physical anthropology collection.472  

In the museum's scholarly publications, as in its displays, Meyer sought to train the 

viewer's eye through organized arrangements that did not overwhelm the viewer with data. 

Mafoka was dissected into different parts for study and display. The process of this dissection 

was reproduced in images documenting the progression from life to multiple catalogued 
																																								 																					
469 Meyer, “Notizen,” 234. 
 
470 See Isidore du Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, “Description des mammifères nouveaux ou imparfaitement connus 
Quatrième Mémoire, Famille des singes, second supplément,” Archives du Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle, 1858-61, 
10:plate I. 
 
471 Führer durch das Königliche Zoologische Museum zu Dresden, (Dresden: B. G. Teubner, 1881), 7. 
 
472 On nineteenth century natural history museum displays see Samuel J. M. M. Alberti, The Afterlives of Animals: A 
Museum Menagerie (Charlottesville: Univ. Virginia Press, 2011); Victoria E. M. Cain “’The Direct Medium of the 
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1890–1923,” Journal of Visual Culture, 2010, 9:284-303; Lynn K. Nyhart Modern Nature: The Rise of the 
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Donna J. Haraway, Primate Visions: Gender, Race, and Nature in the World of Modern Science (New York: 
Routledge, 1989). 
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specimens in death. Two plates depicted the plaster casts of Mafoka's right hand and foot from 

above and from below (fig. 5.6). The casts were reproduced in actual size "making everyone 

capable of comparing the hands of other anthropoids, in order to make a conclusion as to the 

variety of the anthropoid."473 

Except for the first painted portrait of Mafoka, all the images were reproduced as 

collotypes for publication. The collodion printing process was a wet-plate photographic process 

capable of recording microscopically fine detail. The high quality prints were made from a sheet 

of light-sensitive gelatin exposed photographically to the image without using a screen. It 

happened that the publisher for the Saxon court was an early specialist in the process.474 Though 

the process was invented in the 1850s, it was not in widespread use because it was too expensive 

and inconvenient for field and studio portrait photography. However, the process was ideal for 

printing small batches of inanimate objects, and Meyer took advantage of this to set the small 

Dresden collection apart. 

By the time Meyer published his selected images of Mafoka, pictures of her had already 

appeared in various periodicals, both popular and scholarly. The debate about Mafoka’s 

classification drew a lot of attention: animal artists Paul Meyerheim, Ernst Gessner, E. 

Reichenheim, Heinrich Leutemann, J. W. Wegener, and Gustav Mützel were all sent to the 

Dresden Zoological Gardens to draw Mafoka.475  

																																								 																					
473 Meyer, “Notizen,” p. 234. On the living conditions of Mafoka, Meyer wrote: “That this ape survived so long in 
captivity is to be attributed probably only to the good provisions, which it enjoyed. I believe however, it would have 
been able to succeed longer if the places in which it was forced to live were not so unfavorable and unsuitable: A 
moderately sized glass box within a house, in which there were a quantity of other animals (mammals, birds, 
reptiles), and in which always, at least for someone, who does not live always in such spaces, abominable air must 
be inhaled.” 
 
474 The Picture Gallery also took advantage of this on occasion, See Gems of the Dresden Gallery: Comprising the 
Most Famous and Popular Works in the Dresden Collection, Reproduced in Heliotype from the Best Engravings; 
with Notices of the Works and the Artists (Boston: J.R. Osgood, 1877).  
 
475 Other visitors included Hamburg’s Zoological Garden Director Heinrich Bolau, Berlin’s Provincial Museum 



 

	 211 

One of Mafoka’s visitors and portraitists was anatomy professor Dr. Robert Hartmann. 

Hartmann argued first that Mafoka was actually a gorilla and later changed his assessment to 

argue that she was a hybrid. Such interbreeding would mean that the gorilla and chimpanzee 

were just varieties of the same type, which is precisely what Meyer was arguing against.476 

Hartmann stood alongside Bastian and Virchow, his fellow co-founders of the Berlin Society for 

Anthropology, Ethnology and Pre-History, in opposing Darwin's monkey doctrine. Zoologist 

Carl Nissle, one of the doctors who had visited Dresden to examine Mafoka, suggested that the 

“Gorilla theme” was of particular interest among Berlin scholars who had tried but failed to 

acquire a living Gorilla for the local zoo.477 Few Europeans had ever seen a gorilla and the first 

reported case of a wild sighting turned out to be a forgery of French formalist Geoffroy St-

Hilaire’s reconstruction of a jarred specimen held in the Paris Museum of Natural History.478 

Nissle, an assistant of Hartmann's, observed that though Mafoka was now dead, “the entire 

scientific world could participate in determining her species through the evidence in faithful 

photographs and reported observations of her external characteristics during life.”479 Nissle, like 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
Director, Ernst Friedel; animal life popularizer Alfred E Brehn; Hamburg animal trader Carl Hagenbeck, Berlin 
Aquarium director Dr. Otto Hermes, and British biologist Frank Beddard. The debate over Mafoka continued on the 
international stage for the next 50 years. British anatomists and zoologists were particularly interested in the notion 
of a hybrid species. The French-American explorer, Paul Du Chaillu, capitalized on Mafoka to propel his argument 
for the Koolookamba species. 
 
476 Robert Hartmann, Die Menschenähnlichen Affen (Berlin: Habel, 1876), p. 201-204. The explorer and gorilla 
hunter Hugo von Koppenfels argued that Mafoka was a chimpanzee-gorilla hybrid and sent skulls from Africa to 
Meyer which he thought supported the existence of this classification. 
 
477 Rudolf Virchow et al., “Sitzung vom 20 Nov 1875,” Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 7 (1875): 250. Hartmann agreed 
with Huxley that humans and apes were closely related. In 1859-60, Hartmann went on an exploratory mission to 
northeastern Africa, which provided extensive material for his subsequent writings on black Africans and anthropoid 
apes. His publications also supported the widespread interest in the history of pile dwellings in central Europe and 
their current configurations among Naturvoelker. 
 
478 Gowan Dawson, Darwin, Literature and Victorian Respectability (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2007) 60-63. 
 
479 Carl Nissle “Beitraege zur Kenntniss der sogennanten anthropomorphen Affen: Die Dresdener Mafuka,” 
Zeitschrift fuer Ethnologie 7 (1876):46-59, 46. Nissle included one plate of different views and positions of Mafoka, 
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Meyer agreed that lengthy interactions with and observations of the live Mafoka were preferable.  

Meyer was critical of Hartmann's limited use of images as evidence. Hartmann used a 

single drawing he had made of Mafoka in profile to argue that her external features clearly 

identified her as either a gorilla or a hybrid, but not a chimpanzee (fig 5.7). He described Mafoka 

as irrational, violent, roguish and disobedient -- an ape that rejected an anthropoid classification 

by ripping off the western clothes in which she was habitually dressed.480 Those who agreed that 

Mafoka was the most immediate ancestor of humans described her as having humanoid 

emotions, communication, mannerisms, likes and dislikes.481 Meyer explained that Hartmann's 

visit with the live Mafoka was too short for him to get an adequate image of her, for her 

appearance varied according to age, lighting, and angle.482 Thus, Meyer claimed his images 

presented the real Mafoka. It was in the multiplicity of images, produced across her lifetime, that 

the external variability of the real Mafoka could be captured, and the close relationship between 

chimpanzees and humans could be established.  

This argument between Meyer and Hartmann further played out in the pages of 

Zeitschrift für Ethnologie, the journal for the Berlin Society for Ethnology, Anthropology and 

Prehistory. Hartmann labeled it “den Kampf um die Leiche Mafuca's.”483 The debate concerned 

the biological nature of Mafoka, access to the material, and the realism of representations relative 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
drawn after life and lithographed by Gustaf Muetzel. Muetzel was an artist, professional photographer and illustrator 
of numerous zoological, anthropological and ethnographic works, including some of Meyer's publications. 
 
480 Carl Nissle “Beitraege zur Kenntniss der sogennanten anthropomorphen Affen: Die Dresdener Mafuka,” 50. 
 
481 On Darwin’s argument that Chimpanzees were less expressive than man and Gorilla, see Charles Darwin, 
Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (London: John Murray, 1872), especially the reproduced drawing 
of a Chimpanzee, “disappointed and sulky,” on page 144. 
 
482 Meyer, “Notizen,” 1877, 237. 
 
483 Robert Hartmann Beitraege zur Kenntniss der sogenannten anthropomorphen Affen. Von einige Wort fuer Hrn 
Dr H. Bolau zu Hamburg, Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 9 (1877) :117-128, 118. 
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to the actual cadaver.484 Hartmann insisted that Mafoka's corpse should have been sent to the 

Berlin anatomical museum for analysis to better clarify her taxonomy. What Hartmann was 

invoking was the increasing practice among museums in the nation's capital to claim priority 

access to objects of scholarly interest. Meyer, who scoffed at the idea that there was any real 

scientific disagreement, argued that the Dresden Museum and the Dresden Zoological Garden 

had a longstanding relationship whereby the museum acquired the zoo's deceased animals at the 

going rate for such specimens.485 Meyer explained that the acquisition of Mafoka was part of this 

long-term relationship between the two Dresden institutions and therefore “more natural” than 

sending the cadaver to Berlin.486 

Professor Hartmann, in turn, attacked the scientific status of Meyer's newly-opened 

museum and asserted that the “material should be managed by a specialized museum and thus 

made available for examination by subject specialists.”487 Meyer responded that such a statement 

was superfluous and noted that Mafoka's presence in Dresden had attracted several renowned 

specialists and the evidence as to her nature had been presented in lectures and publications.488 

Furthermore Meyer emphasized both the international recognition of his museum and his own 

willingness to make Mafoka accessible by filling requests from museums across Europe for 

photographs, cast reproductions and even individual parts of the animal. Hartmann, a member of 

the country’s political and scientific capital, argued that Meyer was “obligated” to send him the 

																																								 																					
484 Though zoologists were much concerned with specific taxonomic names, those involved in the debate over 
Mafoka continued to use the general term “nature” in reference to what was at stake. 
 
485 A. B. Meyer, “den im Dresdener Zoologischer Garten verstorbenen Chimpanse, Sitzungsbericht 15 Juli 1876” 
Zeitschrift fuer Ethnologie 8 (1876): 159. 
 
486 A. B. Meyer, “den im Dresdener Zoologischer Garten verstorbenen Chimpanse,” 159. 
 
487 Meyer, “den im Dresdener Zoologischer Garten verstorbenen Chimpanse,” 159. 
 
488 Meyer, “den im Dresdener Zoologischer Garten verstorbenen Chimpanse,” 159. 
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entire cadaver for a fourteen-day examination, not just the photographs, plaster casts and 

skeleton ear.489 His argument prioritized the original yet dead specimen over copies, while 

Meyer asserted that the scientific community accepted reproductions as equally scientifically 

useful. Meyer explained that if another scholar previously requested to review the remains, 

Berlin should not be opposed to allowing that request to take priority: “Obviously, the objects of 

a museum do not belong to the staff but to the entirety (“Gesamtheit”), and anyone who does not 

know that must learn it.”490 His perspective was that the broader community, not individuals, 

owned scientific objects. And every institution should have equal, not hierarchical access. 

The politics of this debate revolved around the struggle of a local museum against the 

increasingly hegemonic capital and called upon notions of scientific authority, access, mobility 

and authenticity of scientific data. Meyer and Hartmann's opposing views on the value of the 

living specimen place them on opposite sides of what Lynn Nyhart, Oliver Hochadel, and 

Annelore Rieke Mueller have identified as a reform-movement in nineteenth-century German 

natural history. This reform movement sought to move away from the zoological emphasis on 

anatomical and taxonomic studies of cadavers, as practiced at the university.491 The majority of 

reform movement participants were also Darwinists. The debate over Mafoka shows that this 

reform was not just about practices of studying the specimen itself but also representations of 

that specimen. For Meyer, representations of the living specimen could convey life, even though 

the images themselves were inert. This ability to convey life made images of the living more 

																																								 																					
489 Meyer, “den im Dresdener Zoologischer Garten verstorbenen Chimpanse,” 160. 
 
490 Meyer, “den im Dresdener Zoologischer Garten verstorbenen Chimpanse,” 159.  
 
491 See Nyhart, Modern Nature; Annelore Rieke-Müller and Lothar Dittrich, Der Löwe Brüllt Nebenan: Die 
Gründung Zoologischer Gärten im Deutschsprachigen Raum 1833 - 1869 (Köln: Böhlau, 1998). Oliver Hochadel 
observes that most of the naturalists of the reform movement were Darwinians while the older generation held onto 
a static and ahistoric understanding of nature. See Oliver Hochadel, “Watching Exotic Animals Next Door: 
‘Scientific’ Observations at the Zoo (ca. 1870–1910),” Science in Context 24 (2011): 186. 
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informative, i.e. accurate, analytical tools, than autopsy to understand the specimen as a living 

being. These representations had added value because they could travel to many scholars 

simultaneously in a way the corpse could not. They contended with the notion of the importance 

of locality at the same time that Meyer galvanized the creation and distribution of such 

representations in order to reinforce local ownership of Mafoka.  

The failure of craniometry as a science of race 

Over a period of several years, Meyer also experimented with different imaging 

techniques for studying human specimens. In the museum's first journal publication, Meyer 

published an article on “135 skulls from Papua, New Guinea and Mysore Island.” Meyer had 

acquired the skulls in Oceania and he was eager to publicize his successful field research. His 

collecting practices, which developed out of conversations with Rudolf Virchow, sought to 

supplement the few Papuan skulls dispersed across the world's museums. He argued that the 

large quantity of skulls he collected from New Guinea and the islands of Geelvinksbay would 

make it possible to determine where and if there still existed a pure Papuan race, a mixed race of 

Papuan and Malay, or a pure Malaysian race. He sought to answer the “Negritofrage” posed by 

Virchow's work, which postulated that the dark-skinned people of New Guinea and the 

Philippines originated in Sub-Saharan Africa.  

In this first article, Meyer followed the generally accepted measurements by Johann W.  

Spengel and Hermann von Ihering, which focused on the cephalic index. French anthropologist 

Paul Broca had developed the cephalic index to provide empirical evidence for polygenism and 

reinforce craniometry as a science of race. The index was measured by calculating skull length 

and breadth and held that the northern Europeans were dolichocephalic (long-headed) while the 

East Asian and Eastern European races were brachycephalic (wide-headed). Though the German 
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Anthropological Society was officially monogenist, Virchow was a great admirer of Broca’s. 

Both the liberal Virchow and the egalitarian Broca disputed racism yet used the cephalic index to 

argue for the superiority of the dolichocephalic races.492 

Images of the skulls were made from the Spengel-modified-Lucaesian drawing apparatus 

and were then reduced with a pantograph, a mechanical duplication instrument used for scaling 

(fig. 5.8). Meyer's article included four plates, each picturing five skulls from five angles, and 

each skull is missing its lower jaw, as a result of having been preserved by the indigenous as 

trophies of enemies (fig. 5.9).493 Meyer's images were consistent with the practices of German 

anthropologists around the time of unification, which generally accepted drawing over 

photography as the most accurate means of representing skulls because of the control it allowed 

the expert. The Lucaesian apparatus fixed the skull in relation to a glass plate and the user 

viewed the skull through a lens. The skull was drawn in ink directly on the glass plate, and was 

then transferred onto paper. The Lucaesian apparatus produced a geometric rather than 

perspectival projection.494 Anthropologists, after much debate, agreed this was preferable to 

reproducing how the human eye sees. The naturalist Karl von Baer explained, “it is true that only 

the geometric drawings, and not perspectival projections can represent the natural form of these 

objects.”495 The perspectival aspect of photographic images is quite different from the 

																																								 																					
492 See Paul Broca, “Sur le volume et le forme du cerveau suivant les individus et suivant les races,” Bulletin Societe 
d’Anthropologie Paris 2 (1861): 139-207; Rudolf Virchow, “Über einige Merkmale niederer Menschenrassen am 
Schädel,” Abhandlungen der Königlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin (1875): 1-130; Andrew 
Zimmerman, "Three Logics of Race: Theory and Exception in the Transnational History of Empire," New Global 
Studies, 2010, 4.1; Antje Kühnast, “Racialising Bones and Humanity,” in Racism and Modernity, Festschrift for 
Wulf D. Hund, ed. Wulf D. Hund, Sabine Ritter and Iris Wigger (Wien: Lit, 2011),162-178. 
 
493 See also Meyer's collaborator in New Guinea, Richard Parkinson, on Buka and Bougainville practices, where the 
jaw is preserved and the chief's houses usually hold rows of these skulls along the rafters. Richard Parkinson, 
Dreissig Jahre in der Suedsee (Stuttgart: Strecker & Schröder, 1907) 486. 
 
494See Johann C. G. Lucae and Karl E. Baer, Zur Morphologie Der Rassen-Schädel: Einleitende Bemerkungen Und 
Beiträge; Ein Sendschreiben an Carl Ernst V. Baer (Frankfurt a.M: Brönner, 1861). 
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perspective associated with Renaissance images. Photographs replaced Renaissance constructive 

perspective with a flat two-dimensional order, or what art historian Peter Galassi has termed 

analytic perspective.496  

Meyer continued his investigations in a second article, which depicted only three skulls 

per plate, at a larger reproduction (two-thirds original size), on larger paper to “allow for better 

recognition of anatomical detail.”497 Meyer was disappointed with the results: the larger sizes 

added no detail and made comparison cumbersome. Meyer's skull measurements also followed 

Paul Broca's method to measure the prominence of the chin and rank the level of prognathism, 

and thereby intelligence, of different ethnicities against that of the chimpanzee. Meyer used these 

measurements to argue that Papuans measured second to Europeans.498 

Andrew Zimmerman has argued that anthropologists treated nature, and therefore their 

objects of study, as ahistorical, and their very focus on objects was a practice of 

ahistoricization.499 Physical anthropologists looked for physical differences in skulls, skeletons, 

skin and hair and many explained those differences as evidence of racial difference and 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
495 Karl von Baer explained: “It is true that only the geometric drawings can represent the form, and that with 
perspectival drawing it was difficult to portray these objects in their natural size." See Karl von Baer and Rudolph 
Wagner, Bericht über die Zusammenkunft einiger Anthropologen in September 1861 in Goettingen zum Zwecke 
gemeinsamer Besprechungen (Leipzig: 1861), p. 33 and Andrew Zimmerman, “Looking Beyond History: The 
Optics of German Anthropology and the Critique of Humanism.” Stud. Hist. Phil. Biol. & Biomed. Sci., 32 (2001): 
385–411, 405-6. 
 
496 Peter Galassi, Before Photography (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1981), 12. On spatial significance 
in Renaissance perspective see Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1988). 
 
497 A. B. Meyer, “Über 135 Papuan Schädeln von Neu Guinea und der Insel Mysore, Fortsetzung,” Mittheilung des 
Zoologisches Museum 2 (1877): 165. 
 
498 A. B. Meyer, “Über 135 Papuan Schädeln,” (1877): 216. This article immediately preceded his article on Mafoka 
in the journal's second issue. Meyer's skull measurements also followed Paul Broca's method to measure the 
prominence of the chin and rank the level of prognathism of different ethnicities against that of the chimpanzee. 
Meyer used these measurements to argue that Papuans measured second to Europeans. The ordering was as follows: 
Chimpanzee, jaw of La Naulette, resident of New Hebride, jaw of Grotte of Arcy, Dolmen from Chamant, 
contemporary Parisian, Loyalty islander, Papuan, German. 
 
499 See Andrew Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism. 
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indicators of a racial hierarchy.500 They reinforced the stasis of such indicators by conveying 

information in the form of tables. Most anthropologists argued that the identification of static 

physical types, or races, was necessary for ethnographic analysis -- such as determining 

migration patterns. Meyer revealed that many physical differences could be found within one 

race and that some of those differences could instead be explained by ethnography, or socio-

cultural practices that reshape the body during an individual’s lifetime. In order to read objects, 

Meyer historicized each individual. The first several pages of the articles focused on 

ethnographic information that guided Meyer in his analysis. For example, when sex (Geschlecht) 

was not clear, it was determined based on ethnographic knowledge of gendered activities of the 

ethnic group, such as hunting, felling trees, building houses, participating in battles, fishing, and 

activities which generally involve exposure to wind and water.501 Yet, for the purposes of 

craniometric research, Meyer’s analysis of skulls to deduce the history of the individual was a 

means to fulfill the discursive standards of his contemporaries – the completion of craniometric 

tables, tables that identified categories of nature as timeless. 

With each publication Meyer presented a new technique to represent the skulls in the 

																																								 																					
500 Skulls were selected as the primary indicator of race, as the main object of study for the physical anthropologist. 
This selection was not arbitrary but rather the result of a confluence of factors. Within the context of visual culture 
and cultural history, skulls fit into the widely accepted understandings of human nature set forth by Johannes Casper 
Lavater. Scientists and the public alike saw a correlation between facial features and morality. Although phrenology  
had lost its status as a science by the 1870s, its emphasis on the importance of the physical features of the human 
skull did not vanish. Similarly, within visual culture, as discussed in the following chapter, facial features remained 
significant in portraiture, including photographs, paintings, drawings and etchings. In terms of collecting practices 
by explorers, naturalists, etc, skulls were easier to collect and transport than complete skeletons – Meyer and 
anatomist E. Tuengel reported that the skeletons in the Dresden collection had “stark defect[en].” See A. B. Meyer 
and E. Tuengel, “Verzeichnis der Race-skelette und – schaedel des Dresdner anthropologischen Museums,” 
Mittheilung des Zoologisches Museum 3 (1878): 328. Skulls, unlike skin, did not quickly change in appearance over 
time.  
 
501 Meyer and his assistant E. Tuengel practiced deducing sex by reading their collection of skulls of Saxon locals 
and blocking the labels. In Meyer's text, skulls were read to tell the history of the individual in order to determine 
the sex. He explained that, based on his observations in New Guinea, the work of Papuan women was not so hard, 
such that, in the course of time, no “maennlichen Typus” should emerge, “unlike the case with the women of our 
laboring classes.” Thus Meyer implied that identifying the sex of a skull depended on knowledge of the particular 
activities of the community in question and could not be universalized. See Meyer, “Über,” 1877, 167. 
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most legible format. In the third issue Meyer did not follow the same methods of depiction for 

various reasons: 1) He believed it was more instructive to have 25 depictions on a smaller plate 

to compare each next to one other, rather than only 15 on a larger plate; and 2) The methods of a 

minimized geometric projection produced unavoidable aberrations just as large as those that 

accompany the perspective photographs and the latter, Meyer argued, are absolutely true to 

nature.502 Meyer, incidentally, followed the advice in an 1861 article by Karl von Baer on using 

photographs for publication. Baer explained that because of the imaging process, geometric 

projections could not be minimized to the ideal size for comparative purposes. He recommended 

using photography to minimize the projection.  

Meyer’s response to von Baer’s call for “future investigations based on large numbers of 

skulls and photographs” concluded that Lucae’s apparatus itself was a flawed tool for skull 

analysis and flawed basis for any science of race.503 So he dispensed with Lucae's apparatus 

altogether. Using photography, he could reduce the dimensions to 25% of their original size, 

maintain sharpness of detail and have adequate space for several skulls on one sheet, allowing 

for a simultaneous view of all angles of one skull in one row. "This allowed the eyes to easily see 

the smallest differences -- a decisive advantage for comparison," which was the purpose of the 

minimization.504 Meyer argued that the clarity of the image in the photograph made this 

comparison possible (fig. 5.10).505 He chose the collotype over the lithograph because it created a 

more "realistic" ("Naturtreue") representation and it was easier to produce. He explained further 

																																								 																					
502 Meyer, “Über,” 1878; 409. 
 
503 Karl E. von Baer, “Über Papuas und Alfuren,” Memoires de l'academie Imperiale des sciences de St. 
Petersbourg 6 (1859): 338-339. 
 
504 A. B. Meyer, “Über 135 Papuan Schädeln von Neu Guinea und der Insel Mysore, Fortsetzung,” Mittheilung des 
Zoologisches Museum 3 (1878): 409. 
 
505 Meyer, “Über 135 Papuan Schädeln,” (1878): 409. 
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that artificial treatment and irregularities of the skull could not be reproduced in a lithograph. 

The different colorations of the skull were made visible in the photographs through 

lighter or dark tints. Meyer argued that this was more realistic (Naturtreue) than cleaning or 

bleaching the skulls to make them look similar to one another, because that would "wash away 

the authenticity of their origin," by which he meant how the skulls were treated by the ethnic 

groups they belonged to, such as whether they were preserved in a grave site or in a house as a 

trophy.506 For Meyer, the realism of the photograph meant that the history of the skull was made 

visible. The geometric projection erased the history of the person to whom the skull belonged. 

And yet even these comparative photographic plates could not correct the limitations Meyer 

found in craniometry's ahistorical basis. 

By the last article, Meyer expressed his frustration with craniometry to produce anything 

fruitful. He demonstrated that races exhibited such extensive variety in physical traits and 

therefore craniometry could not fulfill its promise to uncover migration patterns and inter-ethnic 

relations within a certain geographic region. He also believed that prior ethnographic knowledge 

was necessary for the scholar to be able to glean craniometric information from collected skulls. 

Ultimately, he was wary of how much scientific value should be placed in measuring skulls. In 

this he was a minority, but not alone among other Darwinians.507 About five years later, the 

German Anthropological Society, including Meyer, signed the Frankfurt Craniometric 

Agreement. This agreement officially standardized German methods for measuring skulls. Much 

of the agreed upon standardizations were those developed by Hermann von Ihering that Meyer 

																																								 																					
506 Meyer, “Über 135 Papuan Schädeln,” (1878): 411. 
 
507 See for example, the work of Herrmann Schaaffhausen. Andrew Zimmerman and Hilary Susan Howes have 
written about the enormous power wielded by Rudolf Virchow that suppressed open support of biological evolution 
within the goals of the German Anthropological Society.  See Hilary Susan Howes, The race question in Oceania: 
A.B. Meyer and Otto Finsch between metropolitan theory and field experience, 1865-1914 (Frankfurt am Main: 
Peter Lang, 2013) and Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism. 
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had relied on for his studies. Central to this standardized methodology was the deutsche 

Horizontalebene (or ‘German horizontal,’ aka Frankfurter Horizontale) - a line running from 

above the ear hole to beneath the eye socket.508 By signing the Frankfurt Agreement, Meyer 

signaled his support of the broader German scientific community, though he did not agree with 

the standards. 

In addition to the methods and tools of analysis, Meyer questioned the study of the skull 

as an ahistorical object of inquiry. In the field of craniometry, like all other collection-based 

disciplines, anthropologists were concerned with provenance. The skull's ease of mobility as an 

object and the cultural practices that fostered this mobility raised significant anthropological 

uncertainty about which race or ethnic group was represented in the collected objects. Meyer 

considered this the largest limitation to a serious worthwhile craniology study of the Malay 

Archipelago.509 

Once he rejected craniometry, Meyer took numerous anthropologists to task, especially 

Armand de Quatrefages, Ernest Hamy, Virchow, and Bastian for their sloppy work and rush to 

theorize the existence of new races based on a few skulls of indeterminate provenance.510 

Though Meyer’s collections and written reports from the field convinced Virchow that the 

																																								 																					
508 Julius Kollmann, Johannes Ranke, and Rudolf Virchow, “Verständigung über ein gemeinsames craniometrisches 
Verfahren," Anthropologisches Archiv 15 (1884): 1–8. 
 
509 Rudolf Virchow, “Über Negrito und Igorroten-Schädel von den Philippinen, Sitzungsbericht vom 15 Juni 1872,” 
Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 4 (1872): 205-209. In the 1910s, Franz Boas argued that if craniofacial features were so 
malleable in a single generation, then the cephalic index was of little use for defining race and mapping ancestral 
populations. The Malay Archipelago was the area referred to by A R Wallace, and other European travelers before 
him, for South East Asia and Oceania and assumed the dominance of the Malay race. 
 
510 See Armand Quatrefages and Ernest-Théodore Hamy, Crania Ethnica: Les Cranes Des Races Humaines Décrits 
Et Figurés (Paris: J. B. Baillière et fils, 1873); Rudolf Virchow, “Über einige Merkmale niederer Menschenrassen 
am Schädel und über die Anwendung der statistischen Methode in der ethnischen Craniologie,” Zeitschrift für 
Ethnologie 12 (1880): 1-26; Adolf Bastian, Die Voelker des ostlichen Asien, vol. 5, Reisen im Indischen Archipel 
(Jena: Constenoble, 1869). Even though Meyer agreed with some of Virchow's arguments, such as the lack of 
connection between Negritos of Asia-Pacific and Sub-Saharan Africa, he was critical of Virchow's limited use of 
empirical evidence. 
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physiognomy of Oceanians was heterogeneous, Virchow disputed the existence of transitional 

forms and based his craniometrical studies on the assumption that human races were relatively 

stable.  He found support for this in Wallace’s Malay Archipelago, in which Wallace described 

the “large nose rather arched and high” with the “tip of the nose being elongated” as the 

identifying characteristic of the Papuan habitus.511 Though that book had inspired Meyer’s 

research agenda - so much so that he published his German translation of it - Meyer’s own 

investigations disproved the essentialized Papuan form described by Wallace. Meyer countered 

that, given the “variability of Papuan body size and skin colour and the irreducible 

polymorphism of their physiognomy . . . the form of the skull cannot be regarded as a permanent 

character in the development of the races.”512 Similarly, Meyer discouraged the necessity of 

concluding that such physical diversity should be read as signs that Papuans were a mixed race. 

Thus Meyer emphasized variability of physical characteristics and discouraged the pursuit of 

racial theorizing due to the overwhelming evidence that undermined identification of distinct, 

stable racial categories. Meyer used this evidence of the instability of human “races,” as 

determined by physical characteristics, to critique Virchow’s support for static racial 

typologies.513  

																																								 																					
511 Wallace continued: “the peculiar form of the nose is always shown in the figures which they carve for ornaments 
to their houses, or as charms to wear round their necks.” Alfred Russel Wallace, The Malay Archipelago (London: 
Macmillan and Co., 1872), 586. On Wallace’s review of Meyer’s field research in New Guinea see Alfred R. 
Wallace, “Meyer’s exploration of New Guinea,” Nature 9 (1873): 102 and Hilary Susan Howes, “Anglo-German 
Anthropology in the Malay Archipelago, 1869-1910: Adolf Bernhard Meyer, Alfred Russell Wallace and A. C. 
Haddon,” in Anglo-German Scholarly Networks in the Long Nineteenth Century, eds. Heather Ellis and Ulrike 
Kirchberger (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 126-146. 
 
512 Meyer, “Über,” 1878, 411. Meyer repeats this argument in Meyer and Alexander Schadenberg, Die Philippinen 
II: Negritos (Dresden: Stengel & Markert, 1893) and A. B. Meyer, Distribution of the Negritos (Dresden: Stengel, 
1899), 78. 
 
513 The two ethnologists were not only aware of each other’s work, they corresponded and Boas reviewed Meyer’s 
The Distribution of the Negritos in the Philippine Islands and Elsewhere in American Anthropologist, the flagship 
journal of the American Anthropological Association. 
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Many anthropologists and ethnologists argued the dark skin color of the Negritos 

indicated an ancestral tie to sub-Saharan Africa. The European labeling of Aetas as Negritos, or 

literally, small black people, perpetuated this theory. Meyer argued that ethnographic study of 

traditions, practices, aesthetics, as well as the Negritos own oral histories did not provide any 

supporting evidence of a link to Africa. However, it was his collection of skulls and skeletons 

from New Guinea and the Philippines that most helped Meyer to convince Virchow.514  

In 1881 Meyer published two articles on artificially deformed skulls as part of an 

honorary publication celebrating the work of his teacher Rudolf Virchow. The articles carried out 

an ethnographic study of the skulls by analyzing the global practice, historically and 

contemporaneously of artificial flatting of the occipital. In addition to the mechanics of giving 

birth, many different practices had been cited as causes of skull deformation, such as material 

structures for carrying the baby and habits of holding and suckling the baby. As such, 

anthropologists had difficulty distinguishing between types of intentional and indirect causes of 

reforming skull shape. Most physical anthropologists, Meyer argued, were more inclined to 

assume that the shapes of collected skulls of non-European races were natural rather than 

artificial. He took a global view and historical perspective to show that the particular skulls in 

question from Borneo and Mindanao, Philippines were also artificially deformed. Meyer argued 

against the numerous writings, including those by Virchow, that the extraordinary short-

headedness and perpendicular line of the occiput of these collected skulls was a natural 

phenomenon. Though Meyer's arguments were a minority view, his status in the German 

anthropology community, and his support of rigorous debate as a key aspect of a scientific 

community is signaled by his inclusion in this honorary publication.   

Meyer used a single comparative plate to distill his point. He divided the plate into two 
																																								 																					
514 Rudolf Virchow, “Über Negrito und Igorroten-Schädel,” on p. 205-209. 
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columns of five different skulls, including two from France and three from Asia-Pacific, and one 

skull-deforming apparatus of the Malanaus of Borneo (fig. 5.11). Meyer sought to differentiate 

ethnology from physical anthropology even if there was overlap in the objects of analysis. In this 

case, he analyzed the same characteristics of anthropological interest and even included cranial 

measurements but took a broader contextual view that cited both material culture and a wider 

variety of anthropological specimens.515  

Meyer recycled skulls from physical to cultural anthropology through his publication 

practices. Central to this recycling process was the reduction or flattening of skulls from three-

dimensional irregular objects into two-dimensional representations. Though he dismissed the 

usefulness of measuring the skulls he found the specimens informative for understanding 

meaning and practices among indigenous groups in treating both the living and the dead. Though 

recycling bones from physical to cultural anthropology seemed to blur the boundary between the 

two, Meyer demonstrated that it was not the objects themselves but the practices for studying 

them that distinguished the two disciplines. Instead, the craniometric specimen became 

scientifically valuable for the ethnographic mode of analysis and therefore was recycled from 

one research field to another.  

Meanwhile, craniometry continued to occupy the interests of contemporary 

anthropologists and, despite the Frankfurt Agreement, it continued to be practiced as what Meyer 

considered quick and dirty empiricism in favor of racial theorizing. Meyer’s travel experience 

was significant for his understanding of racial and cultural difference yet when he combined his 

first-hand experience in the field with methodology established by scholars based in the 

fatherland, he discovered that such methods were incompatible with the new data gained in the 

																																								 																					
515 A. B. Meyer, “Ueber kuenstliche deformierte Schaedel,” in Gratulationsschrift an Rudolf Virchow (Dresden: B. 
G. Tuebner, 1881). 
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field. The existing methods erased the historical, cultural, and social details that these human 

remains carried with them. They were technologies of distancing, which only further exoticized 

or defamiliarized the objects and peoples under investigation.  

As a museum director, Meyer sought to keep abreast of the trends in museum collections, 

and he continued to expand the collections of the anthropological department of the museum. 

This included new acquisitions of Racenschädel (racial skulls), hair samples, Racenbust (racial 

busts), and photographs and drawings. To secure state funding for such acquisitions, Meyer 

explained, “Plaster castes of different races colored according to life were necessary for all 

anthropology collections.”516 As Meyer expressed in his critiques of German and French 

craniometric studies, empiricism relied on analysis of all existing data, both old and new, and as 

such was a method that could support new theories in light of new evidence. Demonstrating his 

command of the material and existing debates was critical to maintaining his status as a scholar 

and the status of the Dresden museum in an international scientific community.  

When an example of unfounded racial theorizing was published citing the Dresden 

anthropology collections as the source material, Meyer, after a craniometry hiatus of 24 years, 

collaborated with his anthropology assistant J. Jablonowski on a 115-page exposé on the state of 

contemporary physical anthropology. The geographer Wilhelm Volz, who had not yet traveled to 

Asia-Pacific, had published the article “Contributions to the Anthropology of the South Seas” in 

the prominent physical anthropology journal of the German Society for Anthropology, 

Ethnology and Pre-history.517 Volz used the Dresden material to hypothesize that a pre-Malay or 

Papuan Urpopulation had migrated to Easter Island. 

																																								 																					
516 A. B. Meyer to General Direction January 1881, Jahresbericht, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen 
Unterrichts, Band 19305, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
517 Wilhelm Volz, “Beiträge zur Anthropologie der Südsee,” Archiv für Anthropologie. XXIII, (1895): 72-73. 
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 Meyer and Jablonowski were outraged by the ongoing literature that made speculative 

conclusions at the expense of accuracy. They cited Volz’ “fantastic hypotheses about racial 

intermixing and migration of South Sea tribes based on a few arbitrary details.”518 They felt that 

the Dresden museum had the “moral obligation to publish these skulls … in a form which 

corresponded to their scientific worth.”519 

 To do so, they included seven plates and four in-text depictions of skulls in the Dresden 

collection. The skulls are depicted in ½ original size with the intention of demonstrating the large 

variety in cranial breadths, and therefore the futility of isolating hard and fast “types.” Unlike the 

plates made for comparative purposes in the 1870s, these plates included fewer depictions, of 

only two skulls and three angles per skull, in larger reproductions. The plates were made to 

provide a general overview of the cranial variety among any one group using evidence that could 

not easily be overlooked by any thorough scholar. The plates are arranged quite similarly to the 

one I will discuss further in the next section of bronze kettle drums in an ethnographic 

monograph published four years prior. A plate of nine depictions of skull segments was included 

to highlight “anatomical particularities” of each skull presented on the previous plates.520 

The final plate consists of two photographs, in frontal and profile view, of two Easter 

Island men living in Tahiti. The independent scholar, research traveler, and patron Arthur 

Baessler took these photographs. Baessler, inspired by Meyer's series of ethnographic photo 

albums, had recently published these images in his own two-volume contribution on the peoples 

of the South Seas in their social and cultural environment. He would later initiate his own 

research journal, modeled after the ZAEM’s Notes and Transactions. These in situ photographs 

																																								 																					
518 Meyer and Jablonowski, “24 Schädel der Osterinsel,” Abhandlungen und Berichte 9 (1901): 106. 
 
519 Meyer and Jablonowski, “24 Schädel der Osterinsel,” 106. 
 
520 Meyer and Jablonowski, “24 Schädel der Osterinsel,” 106. 
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were a product of Meyer’s insistence on collaboration with long-term field researchers to convey 

a distant culture to a European audience. As I will discuss below, the images were meant to act 

as virtual witnesses as well as guides to train the eye to read these objects. Access to the objects 

was not enough. In the case of physical anthropology, Meyer drew from his methods in 

ethnographic publications to re-embody and thereby recreate the context of the skull as part of 

the life of a specific individual in a specific culture.   

Berlin ethnologist Paul Ehrenreich was receptive to this critique of contemporary 

physical anthropology. He .reviewed Meyer and Jablonowski's article in Globus, the popular 

illustrated journal for geography and ethnology. Ehrenreich classified their work as: 

… A protest against the tendency in modern anthropology to seek tangible results 
through broad speculations, one-sided schematic arguments and arbitrary groupings of 
cephalic index numbers despite inadequate methodology. The views set out [in this 
article], will gradually penetrate and help substantiate a new era of anthropological 
research methodology.521 

 
“Between art and science:” Training the eye to historicize non-western ornamentation 

In the intervening years, the museum shifted its focus from anthropology to ethnography 

and began a series of publications from the Dresden Ethnographic Museum. These articles 

provided a venue to publish beautifully illustrated monographs on ethnographic objects. In his 

1885 appeal for a government-funded ethnographic publication series, A. B. Meyer wrote: 

"Scientific objects are first accessible when they are represented in a certain size such that one 

can exactly recognize the style of decoration, construction and the uniqueness of the object down 

to every detail for the comparative methods of ethnography."522 The printing techniques he 

																																								 																					
521 Paul Ehrenreich, review of “24 Schaedel der Osterinsel,” by A.B. Meyer and J. Jablonowski, Globus: illustrierte 
Zeitschrift für Länder- und Völkerkunde 81 (1902): 36. 
 
522 A. B Meyer to the General Direction December 1885, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen, Band 19300, 
Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. The same year Meyer requested that the government permanently hire (feste 
Anstellung) his ethnology assistant, Dr. Max Uhle. Meyer explained that “ethnology, a modern and eagerly 
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selected for craniometry also represented the details Meyer deemed necessary for ethnographic 

scholarship. This new scholarship took advantage of the clarity and detail of collotype 

reproductions of photographs to represent their ethnographic collection.  

The very first article investigated pictographic writing systems among different islands of 

Oceania.523 Meyer paired reproductions of the pictorial writing inscriptions with textual 

descriptions of myths and origin stories of the different ethnographic groups. The primary 

questions of investigation were: Why did pictography, and the practice of record keeping more 

generally, have such an uneven distribution across the region? And, even more disturbing, what 

should be made of the evidence of decline and disappearance altogether? To Meyer and 

ethnologist Carl Semper, who had collected or recorded many of the pictographs presented in the 

article, the patchy existence of pictographs argued against theories of cultural diffusion but also 

provided material evidence of cultural devolution through the disappearing practice of record 

keeping (fig 5.12).524 

The material culture approach to studying indigenous groups as proposed by Adolf 

Bastian was predicated on the notion that such groups did not have written documents that could 

be used for historical study. Bastian, in line with contemporary art historians and archeologists, 

proposed this approach as a criticism of what he saw as the elitist, university-centered methods 

of Leopold Ranke's archival-based approach to history.525 Bastian sought to give voice to 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
cultivated science in the last 10 years, has undergone an expansion and deepening, which will only be successful 
through undivided devotion. Occasional employment generates the dangerous dilettantism.”  Uhle had already spent 
four years specializing in ethnology under Meyer’s leadership. See Meyer to General Direction, 16 Juni 1885 
Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen, Band 19300, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
523 Carl Semper was an ethnologist who traveled extensively for the Godeffroy Museum in Hamburg. The article 
included a photograph of pictographic wood carvings from the Palau islands which would later inspire the work of 
the Dresden-based German expressionist group "Die Bruecke.” 
 
524  In Germany Bismarck was forcing through German cultural unification through monument mania, and 
commissioning paintings of German founding myths. 
 



 

	 229 

indigenous peoples, but his ethnographic approach ignored the efforts of indigenous peoples to 

document their own histories. Several ethnographies published by the ZAEM discussed evidence 

of record keeping through pictographs and looked at the historical development of ornament to 

argue that ornament too was a process of record keeping, recording its own history as well as 

historical events. 

The representations of pictographic woodcarvings included heliotypes of the collected 

woodcarvings and heliotypes of Semper's watercolors of the woodcarvings he observed in the 

field. The illustrator’s familiarity with the object of representation was more important than his 

familiarity with the technique of representation. Semper’s fieldwork and ethnographic 

publications made his manual documentation credible.  

Meyer expressed clear disapproval of the use of representations made by those who were 

not subject specialists, even if they were specialists of artistic representations. According to 

Meyer, the representations were to be guided by scientific aims rather than artistic ones and 

should not be reproduced through "artistic" processes, namely lithography, copper and steel 

engraving and the woodcut. The result of these processes was “capricious and clumsy with a 

high grade of scientific imperfection,” due to the efforts of the drawer to “deliver something 

artistic and pleasing” when the exact natural scientific reproduction would be preferred.”526 

Meyer preferred the collotype because he identified the lithographer with different aesthetic 

interests, interests that could not be controlled by the scientist for practical purposes. This made 

the lithographer an impediment to science for corrupting the original information held in the 

image. And Meyer had plenty of evidence that he was not alone in these expectations: American, 
																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
525 H. Glenn Penny, Objects of Culture: Ethnology and Ethnographic Museums in Imperial Germany (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 25. Kasper Risbjerg Eskildsen, “Leopold Ranke's Archival Turn: 
Location and Evidence in Modern Historiography," Modern Intellectual History 5 (2008): 429. 
 
526 Meyer to General Direction, 28 December 1885, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen, 19300, Saechsische 
Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
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English, French, and German anthropologists and ethnologists consistently reviewed the 

Publications of the Dresden Ethnographic Museum with adjectives like “superb,” “unusually 

fine,” and “of the highest standard.”527 These reviews referred to the quality of reproductions, the 

clear arrangement of the plates and the organization of the textual ethnography.  

Preference for the collotype was a matter of perceived aesthetic difference, based in 

knowledge difference and not based on a problem with human interference. With respect to 

photography, Meyer quite encouraged human interference in the treatment of photographic 

representations including manipulation of the size of the object and cropping of the image. In 

fact, the ability to manipulate the representation, in terms of size, was an asset of photography. 

The manipulation created a tool for analysis, such as the comparative craniometric plate and 

ethnographic plates of objects that present multiple angles of the same object all on one plate.  

Simultaneously, Meyer was in awe of the remarkable artistic diversity of New Guinea 

and the Bismarck Archipelago. He considered these islands the most ethnographically interesting 

region of the earth, because “the products of artistic activity are so exceptional and the different 

regions of this group of islands are so distinct from one another.”528 As a zoologist, Meyer 

admired the accuracy with which New Guinean artists could realistically depict different animal 

species. In his 1889 monograph on New Guinea masks, Meyer made note of how the masks in 

																																								 																					
527 George Grant MacCurdy, review of Publicationen aus dem Königlichen Ethnographischen Museum zu Dresden. 
Herausgegeben mit Unterstützung der Generaldirektion der Königlichen Sammlungen für Kunst und Wissenschaft 
zu Dresden Band XIV, Celebes I: Sammlung der Herren Dr Paul und Dr Fritz Sarasin aus den Jahren 1893-1896. 
Anhang: Die Bogen-, Strich-, Punkt- und Spiralornamentik von Celebes, by A. B. Meyer and O. Richter, American 
Anthropologist 4 (1904): 716. See also F. W. Hodge, review of Album of Papua Types II: North New Guinea, 
Bismarck Archipelago, German Salomon Islands, by Dr. A. B. Meyer and R. Parkinson, American Anthropologist 
(New Series) 3 (1901): 174; Ernest Hamy, review of Les habitants de Suriname, by Prince Roland Bonaparte, Revue 
d'ethnographie 4 (1885): 175-176; Ernst Hamy, review of Seltene Waffen Aus Afrika, Asien Und Amerika, by A. B. 
Meyer and M. Uhle, Revue d'ethnographie 5 (1886): 470; review of Masken Von Neu Guinea Und Dem Bismarck 
Archipel by Adolf B. Meyer, Nature 42 (1890): 268; G. Gerland, review of Schnitzereien Und Masken Vom 
Bismarck Archipel Und Neu Guinea, by Adolf B. Meyer and R. Parkinson, Geographisches Jahrbuch 18-19 (1894-
5): 223; O. T. Mason, review of Tanzobjekte Vom Bismarck Archipel, Nissan Und Buka, by Willy Foy, American 
Anthropologist (New Series) 3 (1901): 172-173. 
 
528 A. B. Meyer, Masken von Neu Guinea und dem Bismarck Archipel (Dresden: Stengel, 1889). 
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the shapes of animal faces are consistently accurate in their depiction of local species types.  

When the Saxon government used the term “luxury publication” to label these expensive 

productions and cut funding for them, Meyer countered that this type of reproduction of 

ethnographic objects was an inseparable part of publications. Images were used explicitly to 

make the scientifically valuable objects of the collection available for general knowledge. He 

explained further “these publications stand between science and art and are bought by a public 

which has an artistic interest and which is used to and loves such a quality and style.”529 Thus 

Meyer indicated that though these publications were directed at the learned (“Gelehrten”), he 

demonstrated that the quality of the images appealed to the broader public, specifically the 

growing middle class, which supported the widespread growth in print culture, particularly 

special interest journals.530 

French anthropologist Gustav Dumoutier noted in the Revue d'ethnographique that the 

high quality of black and white and color images represented the objects in “unsurpassable 

perfection of details and wealth of tone.”531 British orientalist H. G. Keane commended both the 

“enlightened director” and the government:  

These costly publications, which could scarcely be undertaken without the active 
cooperation of the General Administration of the Royal Artistic and Scientific 
Collections of the Saxon capital, will, when completed, prove a great boon, especially to 
students of eastern antiquities, and of the progress of human culture amongst the people 
of southern Asia.532  

																																								 																					
529 Meyer to General Direction. 28 Dec. 1885. Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen, Band 19300, Sächsische 
Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
530 Matthew Jefferies, Imperial Culture in Germany, 1871-1918 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003). Andreas 
Daum, “Science Politics and Religion: Humboldtian Thinking and the Transformations of Civil Society in Germany 
1830-1870.” Osiris 17 (2002):107-140, 123. 
 
531 Ernest Hamy, Revue d'ethnographique 4 (1885): 174. 
 
532 Henry George Keane, review of Althertümer aus dem Ostindischen Archipel und Angrenzenden Gebieten by A. 
B. Meyer, Nature 32 (1885): 478. 
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These publications not only drew a broader audience but also new donors. In the competitive 

world of ethnographic collection, Meyer saw innovative reproduction techniques as a way for the 

small Dresden museum to create a niche for itself. None of the other big European cities had 

successfully achieved the same level of perfection. For example, the American Mr. Bishop had 

initially planned to take a Parisian artist with him to New York to draw his ethnographic 

collection on site. After seeing Meyer’s publications, he decided instead to take photographs and 

have these made into collotypes in Dresden under Meyer’s supervision.533  

The exceptional quality of the Publications from the Ethnographic Museum also drew the 

attention of the Sarasin cousins of Switzerland. The naturalists, Fritz and Paul, undertook an 

expedition of the Celebes (present-day Sulawesi) from 1893-1896 and 1902-3. They approached 

Meyer to publish their collections from the Celebes as a two-volume set.534 This was just the 

type of collaboration that Meyer pursued – an international endeavor based in extensive field 

research. The volumes presented the products of field experience by two trained Swiss scholars. 

In-text photographs taken in situ supplemented carefully arranged plates of ethnographic objects 

at the end of the publication. Meyer took a comparative approach to present the material, 

incorporating the Celebes collections of Berlin, Leipzig, Rotterdam, and Dresden. 

The American Anthropologist reviewer, quite familiar with Meyer’s work in museum 

management and print, observed that the quality of detail in text and image and the organized 

structure of the volume constituted “a good substitute for a well-labeled museum.”535 The 

																																								 																					
533 A. B. Meyer to General Direction, Dec 28, 1885, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, Band. 
19300 Saechsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
534 Only one volume was published in the end. 
 
535 George Grant MacCurdy, review of Publicationen aus dem Königlichen Ethnographischen Museum zu Dresden. 
Herausgegeben mit Unterstützung der Generaldirektion der Königlichen Sammlungen für Kunst und Wissenschaft 
zu Dresden, Band XIV, Celebes I: Sammlung der Herren Dr Paul und Dr Fritz Sarasin aus den Jahren 1893-1896. 
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Sarasin brothers were also attracted to Meyer’s ability to create a unified ethnography from a 

wide assortment of material. Meyer commended the extensive field research of the Sarasins for 

the quality of the ethnographic account. As with his previous publications, discussed at length 

below, the ethnographic material was studied from the perspective of the origin, development 

and distribution of the motives used in ornamentation.  

After Meyer had secured government funding, he transitioned from hand-colored, full 

plate photographic reproductions of objects to a more complex and explicitly more scientific 

manipulation of imaging techniques and representations. The development of this process can be 

traced through Meyer’s ethnographic publications on kettledrums of Southeast Asia. Meyer’s 

1884 work surveyed 52 drums of different types located in European museums. He corrected the 

previous scholarship that argued that these drums originated in Malaysia. Through comparative 

plates constructed from drawings and photographs that depicted the different drums from 

multiple angles, he demonstrated that the Karen drums were made in Siam or Burma. The article 

presented the first analytical study of the Karen drums brought to Europe at the beginning of the 

decade.536 European knowledge of the drums was so limited that they were displayed upside 

down as vases or kettles in the 1883 International Exhibition for Learned Societies in 

Amsterdam.537   

The publication by Meyer and a follow-up article by his ethnographic assistant Max Uhle 

explicitly argued that the study of these objects of art was important for the history of oriental 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
Anhang: Die Bogen-, Strich-, Punkt- und Spiralornamentik von Celebes, by A. B. Meyer and O. Richter, American 
Anthropologist 6 (1904): 717. 
 
536 A. B. Meyer, Alterthümer Aus Dem Ostindischen Archipel Und Angrenzenden Gebieten: Unter Besonderer 
Berücksichtigung Derjenigen Aus Der Hinduischen Zeit (Leipzig: A. Naumann & Schroeder, 1884). This 
monograph received an immense amount of praise internationally for its use of images. 
 
537 Richard M Cooler, The Karen Bronze Drums of Burma: Types, Iconography, Manufacture and Use (New York: 
E. J. Brill, 1994), 15. 
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Asia.538 International reviews of this article perceived the artistic value of the objects through 

such expensive two-dimensional representations. French ethnologist Leon Rosny wrote that the 

Dresden museum's publication of considerable antiques and documents on the populations of the 

East Indies, of Melanesia and Polynesia, “reveal the very rich depot of the world for the study of 

the arts and civilization of Oceania.”539 

In the 1897 article, Meyer and ethnologist Willy Foy re-evaluated the classifications of 

types and instead concluded that the bronze kettledrums were made in Cambodia and then 

traveled across different areas of Southeast Asia. Meyer and Foy classified the Southeast Asia 

drums into six types, each distinct in form and decoration from each other.540 This article was the 

first introduction of Type V, the Karen drum, as a distinct type. In this article, photographs were 

again used generously to provide images of the three dimensional object from multiple angles. 

The photograph flattened the object, yet the multiple perspectives attempted to reconstitute the 

object's three-dimensionality (see Fig. 5.13).  

In order to demonstrate the development of these different typologies, the authors 

included two separate plates of isolated designs. One plate of 47 different figures demonstrated 

the development of bird decorations on kettledrums; a second plate depicted 29 different wave 

and cloud decorations. Each ornamentation also corresponds to a more general “type”: for 

																																								 																					
538 Max Uhle, “Sur Quelques Tam-tams Siamois,” Memoirs de la Societe des Etudes Japonais, Vol 4, (1885): 153. 
 
539 Léon de Rosny, "Revue Archéologique," Journal Officiel de la République Française 17 (1885): 100-01. 
 
540 Austrian ethnologist Franz Heger’s work published in 1902 proposed a new classification into four types, Heger 
Types I, II, III, IV. The Karen drum was re-classified as type III, but remained a unique type. Heger examined 165 
drums, including the 52 discussed by Meyer and the 125 karen type drums. The Heger Typology, which presents 
that Type I, the oldest, gave rise directly to each Type II, Type III, and Type IV is the classification system currently 
accepted. Heger was the director of the anthropological-ethnographic department of Vienna’s natural history 
museum. 
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example, number 38 is a formal characteristic of ornamentation on type IV.541  

The reader must also use the text in order to understand the authors’ visual argument 

regarding the developmental history of bird ornamentation: the plate of autotypes does not 

demonstrate the branch-like development in any obvious way (fig. 5.14). For example, figures 1-

10 are different representations of birds in flight. Out of these flying bird figures, the decorations 

labeled 11-22 developed. Figure 20 is actually a repeat of the back wings on bird 4 and it is 

repeated to show how 21 and 22 emerged from a doubling of style 4. For the second series of 

ornaments, which depict stationary birds, figures are also repeated as a means of showing 

development. For example, figure 30 is a reproduction of figure 25 to the origin of figure 31. 

Thus, not every number and not every figure actually correspond to a new style. Instead, the 

images are arranged, and styles are repeated in order to allow the reader to follow the different 

stages of development. A rearrangement of the figures according to the textual descriptions 

reveals the branchlike developmental relationship between the figures (fig. 5.15). This plate 

treats the kettledrum as an object to be analyzed via dissection of its parts and then 

reconstruction, it represents the object not just on its own but also as part of a series.542 Meyer 

chose not to show the similarity to Darwin’s diagram from the Origin of Species. Instead he 

assigned the reader the task of drawing this tree on her own with the given information. Such an 

obscure presentation of Meyer’s argument could have been a tool to engage the viewer in 

interaction with the data.  

																																								 																					
541 A few years later H. Mueller published a similar plate of color collotype images (by A Frisch in Berlin) of the 
development of 'Lo-lo” ornamentation. Herbert Mueller, Beiträge Zur Ethnographie Der Lolo: Katalog Der 
Sammlung Weiss Im Kgl. Museum Für Völkerkunde Zu Berlin (Berlin: D. Reimer, 1900). 
 
542 Like Darwin's Descent of Man, representations of humans were markedly absent and the argument was made 
through images of birds. The emphasis on the scientific usefulness of representations underpinned ornithological 
practice. Ornithologists relied on visual representations in order to identify and study the real thing. Meyer was a 
devoted ornithologist who would have brought bird watching guides along with him on his field research in Asia 
Pacific. Darwin's publications reaffirmed the importance of bird representations as evidence of the variability of 
evolution. 
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The article also provides a good example of the incorporation of autotypes in publications 

in order to reproduce ornamentation designs for in-text illustrations and complement 

photographs of artifacts. Most articles did not explicitly articulate a typology of ornamentation 

styles for different ethnographic objects. Artifacts were visually dissected and ornamentation was 

isolated as a means to more sufficiently train the viewer's eye to read decorative styles as 

documentation of the actual course of events of the settlement of Asia Pacific islands. The 

autotype was a reproductive process used to increase the visibility of patterns, such as tattoos or 

ornamentation styles on objects. Such patterns were not consistently captured in high detail 

through photographic reproductions.  

In his monograph “Dance objects from the Bismarck Archipelago,” Willy Foy used 

similar representational methods to look at how specific ornament styles developed within one 

culture. He very explicitly used the term developmental history or “Entwicklungsgeschichte” to 

describe his analysis and to emphasize this approach as a critique of the prevailing ethnographic 

methods in 1900:  

It is all very well and good to get lost in the particular ornament of a particular object of a 
particular culture, to look for an Urmotif or earlier state of western civilization, but to do 
that is entirely speculative. What we need to do is look at these cultures as they are, on 
their own terms, as a whole culture, with their own history, and not assume that finding 
the same pattern in one object in a North American culture and an African culture really 
signals an international phenomenon. When we apply this to the comparative study of 
masks, it completely disrupts our theories of cultural similarities between Oceania and 
America and the argued historical connection of diffusion between Africa and Oceania.543 

Using in-text autotype illustrations and full plates, he demonstrated that within each 

culture, patterns had their own developmental history. The process involved comparing enlarged 

																																								 																					
543Willy Foy, Tanzobjekte vom Bismarck Archipel, Nissan und Buka, Publicationen aus dem kgl. ethnographischen 
Museum zu Dresden 13 (Dresden: Stengel, 1900): 2. Here, the work of Dresden’s scholars fits with historicism. The 
causal logic of modern historicism dictated that each event be understood as an individual unit, assessed on its own 
terms and according to its own unique development. Each discrete event had its own distinct properties; the 
aggregate of such events yielded no coherent design. See David N. Myers, Resisting History: Historicism and Its 
Discontents in German-Jewish Thought (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2003), 2. 
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explanatory figures of the patterns on the different objects, as in the plate titled “Images towards 

a study of the fish ornament in North New Mecklenburg.” Foy investigated many different kinds 

of objects -- mouth-pieces of masks; decorative facades of mask houses; boat carvings -- in order 

to construct a developmental history of the fish ornament in northern New Mecklenburg (fig. 

5.16 and fig. 5.17). Foy explained that each of the plates was constructed to illuminate the local 

cultural context of design. The designs on each object constructed a connected, historically 

developing series. Yet, as in his previous article with Meyer, Foy did not arrange the isolated 

patterns in an obvious demonstration of this argument. Instead, the active reader was guided 

towards independent discovery of this relationship through the accompanying text.  

This method of training the eye through visual representations was similar to that used in 

the museum's early articles on anthropoids. Generally, photographs depicted the construction of 

the whole object, and autotypes or drawings dissected objects and magnified clues to make them 

legible. This method trained the eye by not overwhelming it with a variety of data.544 The 

autotype limited the viewer's attention to one particular part of the object. These visual excerpts 

guided the reader as to how to view the complete object in the photograph and made it possible 

for images to explain the argument.545  

An important example of the use of autotypes is found in the ZAEM’s publication of 

ethnographic representations made by indigenous people. Western depictions of humans were 

largely absent from these articles. Swedish ethnographer Hjalmar Stolpe's article “Uber die 

																																								 																					
544 Meyer also wanted to museum displays to train the eye by paring down the data that the viewer was exposed to: 
Meyer, “Studies of the Museums and Kindred Institutions of New York City, Albany. Buffalo and Chicago. With 
notes on some European Institutions,” Report of the United States National Museum (1903): 325. 
 
545 Historians of visual culture have emphasized that visual stimuli are intelligible only insofar as the viewer can 
relate them to known frames of reference. Viewers employ at least two frames of reference in their interpretation of 
photographs: (1) visual genres, and (2) visual allegories. As photography developed during the nineteenth century, 
viewers interpreted its visual productions with reference to visual genres and visual allegories that were already well 
established in other mediums of representation. See Cory Willmott, "The Lens of Science: Anthropometric 
Photography and the Chippewa, 1890–1920," Visual Anthropology 18 (2005): 309–337. 
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Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner” (“On Tattooing among the Easter Islanders”) (1899), is unique 

for its inclusion of western and native depictions of Easter Islanders and their tattoo patterns. The 

representations were a co-production between the European and Easter Islanders he met in Tahiti 

between 1883 and 1885.546 Stolpe explained that while his contacts, two policemen in Nukahiva, 

knew the tattoo pattern they did not know how to draw the necessary curves of the human figure. 

So Stolpe showed them the contours of a male face and the necessary points like eyes, nose and 

mouth. Indigenous knowledge and western knowledge were combined to record indigenous 

tattoo patterns:  

What stems from my hand is to be understood as an exact copy of the original drawing. 
All the rest is drawn by Pioeva, with help from Amoi. The drawing process was very 
slow and thoughtful, because it concerned characteristics that had to be very particular. . . 
The two artists agreed in a unified voice that their drawing was a distinction among 
married men.547 
 

Stolpe reproduced the drawing within the text using autotype, which involved a transfer of the 

patterns onto wood in order to increase their visibility (fig. 5.18).548  

Pioeva and Amoi, “intelligent youths” who knew much about tattoo designs, were not 

raised in the old traditions; “they were no Maoris,” and therefore could not explain meanings at 

length.549 Instead, Stolpe investigated this question further through analysis of “Tapas” or statues 

that depicted the tattoo patterns found on some Easter Islanders. A discussion of the material 
																																								 																					
546 Notably, all of the close relationships Stolpe developed with indigenous Easter Islanders were with individuals 
who no longer lived on Easter Island. Tepano worked in Tahiti and was named after his godfather, the apostolic 
Vicar on Tahiti, bishop Tepano Jaussen. He was described by Stolpe as "a handsome, relatively powerful man, with 
a high forehead, sparkling eyes, eagle nose and virile beard growth." He seemed to lead a relatively irregular life in 
Papeete as Harbor and warehouse worker. Pioeva and Amoi were living as police servants in Nukahiva. See Hjalmar 
Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” Abhandlungen und Berichte des Koenigl. zool. u. 
anthropologisch-ethnographisches Museum zu Dresden Festschrift, no. 6 (1899): 9-11. 
 
547 Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” 9-11. Georg Gerland reviewed this “original” drawing as of 
“besonderem Wert.” See Georg Gerland, Geographisches Jahrbuch 23-24 (1900): 202.  
 
548 Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” 4. 
 
549 Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” 10. 
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culture of the people provided further material evidence for this argument. Stolpe demonstrated 

that the “tattoo ornamentik has the same basic character, if not completely identical to the 

decorations of the material products of the people.”550  

Previous scholarship by explorers including Cook, Forster, Kotzebue, and Chamisso had 

claimed the Easter Island tattoo “designs” were “limited by the fancy and ability of the artist.”551 

Such scholarship emphasized the individuality of the tattooist over a common aesthetic of the 

group. Stolpe proceeded with an opposing observation that highlighted clear, constant patterns 

across all those who were tattooed: “The tattoo ornament style of the Easter Islanders is 

autonomous (“selbststaendig”) like the myriad ornamentik of the rest of the Polynesian islands. 

Like those, it must have had a quite independent development and stand in organic connection 

with the local culture.”552 According to Stolpe, the perceived differences in pattern are explained 

by the different styles for each of the tribes, only a few of which remained after the population 

was decimated.553 Though Stolpe wrote a harsh critique of the existing ethnographic literature, 

he relied on the reproduced tattoo patterns represented in these older works in order to lay out his 

argument for the development in tattoo practice and ornament among the Easter Islanders. For 

Stolpe, the images provided more reliable evidence than the text. In order to lay out his argument 

																																								 																					
550 Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” 10. 
 
551 Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” 2. Simon Schaffer, writing on the previous scholarship 
written by the British explorers in the 1790's argues that the Polynesian tattoo was seen as an inscription device 
symmetrical with the tools and practices of the ship's astronomer. See Simon Schaffer, “On Seeing Me Write,” 
Representations 97 (2007): 90-122. 
 
552 Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” 3. Stolpe does not describe these earlier explorers as using 
the term ‘individuality’ in the modern sense associated for many of his contemporaries with Kultur and 
industrialized nations. 
 
553 Only 150 Easter Islanders were counted in 1882. Wilhelm Geiseler, Die Oster-Insel: Eine Stätte Prähistorischer 
Kultur in der Südsee: Bericht des Kommandanten S. M. Kbt. "hyäne" Kapitänlieutenant Geiseler, über die 
Ethnologische Untersuchung der Oster-Insel (rapanui) an den Chef der Kaiserlichen Admiralität (Berlin: Mittler, 
1883), 6. 
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of the historical development of a distinctly Easter Islander tattoo ornamentation, he included 

reproductions of the original figures and provided a new reading of them to indicate that though 

the meaning of the tattoos may have changed, a consistency of design remains.554 

A central piece of evidence for Stolpe was a demonstration of tattoos as a form of record 

keeping of events on the island. Through analysis of Juan Tepano, “a living chronicle of Easter 

Island,” Stolpe argued that the Polynesian tattoos were part of the archive of European-

Polynesian history: In 1868 Dr. J. L. Palmer visited Easter Island with the English war ship 

Topaze. Palmer and his crew went to see the large stone statue 'Tau-ra-re-n'ga, found on the 

volcano Te Rana Kau. They then carried the eight-foot-high and four-ton statue to the beach, put 

it on board the ship and took it back to the British Museum. Tepano “memorialized in his skin . . 

. a completely realistic portrayal of a historic event”: the English captain and his crew as they 

carried the giant statue away.555 Stolpe extrapolated from this that because of the “relative 

realism” of ornament and its use as a form of record keeping, ornament should be considered a 

type of inscription that Easter Islanders carve into objects and ink into their own skin.556 When 

ornament is accepted as an inscription, it can also be seen as a record of its own origin.557  

Conclusion 

A constant refrain of Director Meyer was how ignorant Western scholars were of other 

																																								 																					
554 Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” 5. Stolpe refers to the Easter Islanders as Naturvoelker, a 
term which was not otherwise used among Dresden’s ethnologists by this time. To be sure, contemporary architects 
and criminologists saw tattoos as atavistic. Furthermore there was a perceived difference between art and decoration, 
and an arts and crafts movement in Germany that contested this distinction. Frank Trommler has identified a culture 
of Sachlichkeit at the beginning of the twentieth century: a reform movement which emerged at the turn of the 
century and reconciled art and industry through applied arts in response to the failed revitalization of German 
cultural life through elaborately invented historical traditions. See Frank Trommler, “Creation of a culture of 
‘Sachlichkeit,’” in Society, Culture, and the State in Germany, 1870-1930, ed. Geoff Eley (Ann Arbor, Mich: 
University of Michigan Press, 1996). 
 
555 Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” 8. 
 
556 Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” 8. 
 
557 Stolpe, “Über die Taetowirung der Oster-Insulaner,” 13. 
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ethnic groups, even amidst the piles of collected material. No single image could provide 

sufficient representation of the artifact or specimen. For the ZAEM scholars, there was an 

implicit assumption that the scientific information held in the three-dimensional object was 

hidden, even if that information was right on the surface. It was hidden by virtue of the fact that 

the viewer did not know how to read the object.  

Building up a discipline around the collection of objects brought to Europe from distant 

lands relied on the durability of the museum as institution and the assumed durability of the 

objects to represent the source community. Yet it was up to the creativity of the ethnologists to 

reconstruct the broader culture of the source community for a European audience. Dresden 

resisted uncritical acceptance of the dominant ahistorical mode of understanding non-western 

peoples and responded with new methods. The questions these ethnographers asked as to the 

history of development of material culture are bound up in their own experiments with 

developing techniques to represent and study ethnographic material. In this way, the practitioners 

of this new discipline wrote themselves into the same history of humankind that they sought after 

through ethnographic research. 
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Figure 5.1. Painted portrait of the middle-aged female chimpanzee Mafoka, by J. W. 
Wegener. Reproduced as a color lithograph because Mafoka’s coloring was part of the 
debate on to classify her. From A. B. Meyer, "Notes on the Anthropomorphic Apes of 
the Dresden Museum," Mittheilung aus dem k. zoologischen Museum zu Dresden 2 
(1877): 223-247, plate 11. 
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Figure 5.2. Drawing of Mafoka by E. Gessner, reproduced as a photograph. From A. 
B. Meyer, "Notes on the Anthropomorphic Apes of the Dresden Museum," Mittheilung 
aus dem k. zoologischen Museum zu Dresden 2 (1877): 223-247, plate 12. 
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Figure 5.3 and 5.4. Photographs of Mafoka: lt. Deceased, rt. death mask. Source: A B Meyer, 
"Notes on the Anthropomorphic Apes of the Dresden Museum," Mittheilung aus dem k. 
zoologischen Museum zu Dresden 2 (1877): 223-247, plate 13. 
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Figure 5.5. Chimpanzee Display from ZAEM's Anthropology Collection with Mafoka in the 
center. From A. B. Meyer, "Notes on the Anthropomorphic Apes of the Dresden Museum," 
Mittheilung aus dem zoologischen Museum zu Dresden 2 (1877): 223-247, plate 14. 
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Figure 5.6. Plaster cast of Mafoka's hand and foot from above. From A. B. Meyer, "Notes on the 
Anthropomorphic Apes of the Dresden Museum," Mittheilung aus dem zoologischen Museum zu 
Dresden 2 (1877): 223-247, plate 21. 
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Figure 5.7. “Mafuca” Source: Robert Hartmann, Die menschenähnlichen Affen und ihre 
Organisation im Vergleich zur menschlichen (Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1883), 202 
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Figure 5.8. Lucaesian Drawing Apparatus. From: Johann C. G. Lucae, Die Statik und Mechanik 
der Quadrupeden (Frankfurt a.M., Mahlau, 1883), 21. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lucasian Drawing Apparatus. Source: Lucae, Johann C. G. Die Statik Und Mechanik  
Der Quadrupeden (1881) 
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Figure 5.9. Geometric projections of Papuan skulls, ¼ original size, reproduced by lithograph. 
From A. B. Meyer, "135 skulls from Papua, New Guinea and Mysore Island," Mittheilung aus 
dem k. zoologischen Museum zu Dresden, 1876, 2:plate 4. 
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Figure 5.10. Photographs of Papuan skulls, ¼ original size, reproduced by collotype. 
From A. B. Meyer, "135 skulls from Papua, New Guinea and Mysore Island," Mittheilung 
aus dem k. zoologischen Museum zu Dresden, 1878, 3:plate 35. 
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Figure 5.11. Photographs of artificially deformed skulls from France, Borneo and the 
Philippines, Source: A. B. Meyer, “Ueber kuenstliche deformirte Schaedel,” Gratulationsschrift 
an Rudolf Virchow (Dresden: B. G. Tuebner, 1881): plate 1. 
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Figure 5.12. Photograph of Palua Island pictograph. Source: A. B. Meyer, Bilderschriften des 
Ostindischen Archipels der Sudsee. (Dresden: Stengel, 1881), plate 1. 
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Figure 5.13. Chinese Kettle Drums. Drums labeled 1 and 2 are examples of Type III; drums 
labeled 3-6 are examples of Type IV. From Willy Foy and A. B. Meyer, Bronzepauken aus 
Südost-Asien, Alterthümer aus dem Ostindischen Archipel und angrenzenden Gebieten. 
(Dresden: Stengel, 1897), Plate V. 
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Figure 5.14. The development of the bird ornamentation on kettledrums. From Willy Foy and A. 
B. Meyer, Bronzepauken aus Südost-Asien, Alterthümer aus dem Ostindischen Archipel und 
angrenzenden Gebieten. Dresden: Stengel, 1897, plate 12. 
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Figure 5.15. The branched development of the bird ornamentation on  
kettledrums. By the author. 
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Figure 5.16. “Mask mouth pieces, mask house decorations, boat decorations.” From: Willy 

Foy, Tanzobjekte vom Bismarck Archipel, Nissan and Buka. (Dresden: Stengel, 1900), 
plate XII. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Mask mouth pieces, mask house decorations, boat decorations,” Source: Foy “Dance Objects 
of the Bismarck Archipelago, Nissan and Buka” Publication of the Ethnological Museum of 

Dresden 13 (1900)  
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Figure 5.17. “Images towards a study of the fish ornament in North New Mecklenburg.” 

From: Willy Foy, Tanzobjekte vom Bismarck Archipel, Nissan und Buka. (Dresden: 
Stengel, 1900), plate XIII. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

“Images towards a study of the fish ornament in North New Mecklenburg” Source: Foy “Dance 
Objects of the Bismarck Archipelago, Nissan and Buka” Publication of the Ethnological 

Museum of Dresden 13 (1900)  
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Figure 5.18. Tattoo according to the original drawing of Easter Islander Pioeva. From Hjalmar 
Stolpe “Ueber Tattoewierung der Osterinslulaner,” Abhandlungen und Berichte des ZAEM 
Dresden Festschrift (1899): 9.  
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Chapter Six 

Family Portraits and Measuring Sticks: Photography, Colonialism and the 

Anthropological Sciences 

In 1889 Filipino nationalist and German-trained scientist Jose Rizal appointed Meyer to 

the International Association of Philippinists because his work countered the dehumanizing 

scholarship of Spanish ethnologists. The attention to travel and creativity presented evidence that 

undermined the essentialization of human nature and the perceived fixity and isolation of Indios 

(a generalized term of the Spanish for non-Christians, adopted by Filipino propagandists). 

Dresden’s ethnographic work did not idealize the native or the Indio as a noble savage outside of 

time, but rather presented her as part of a dynamic history within her own geographic region and 

part of Europe’s as well. Rizal collaborated with Meyer to upend Spanish colonial associations 

with progress.  

After a difficult attempt to collaborate with Adolf Bastian on a collecting venture through 

German government channels, Meyer determined that he would have to cultivate his own 

relationships with German expatriates in Asia-Pacific. After unification, Berlin strove to 

centralize Germany's art and science collections in the capital, and the ethnology museum was no 

exception. Bastian’s contacts in the Admiralty, Foreign Office, and various trading companies 

supported this aim. His policy of distributing only duplicates of items to the regional museums 

served to reinforce the ideal that visits to any of the country's ethnology museums would be 

comparable. This policy discounted the ambitions of the regional museums.  

In 1882, Meyer suggested to Bastian that he use his contacts to encourage the German 

navy to conduct a salvage operation in Rapa nui (Easter Island). The ship's purser, Jacob Weisser 

assembled a significant collection of 113 artifacts. While Bastian and Meyer had tacitly agreed to 
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split the collection, Bastian decided to keep seventy-five percent of them. Meyer protested by 

involving Saxon and Prussian officials. The result was an increase in Meyer's share of the 

collection to fifty-six of the 113 artifacts. Yet the quantitative increase did not completely satisfy 

Meyer, who believed that Bastian still ended up with the qualitatively better objects. Meyer 

believed that cooperation between his institution and Bastian would always be to his 

detriment.558 Instead, Meyer remained in contact with Weisser and developed connections with 

other Germans in the South Seas, Germans who pursued ethnographic collections and sought out 

the Dresden museum as a potential patron.559 

In the previous chapter I discussed the combination of an adherence to Darwinian 

evolution and experimentation with techniques of representation of objects that inspired the 

Dresden scientists to propose an historical approach to understanding racial and cultural 

difference. Until the late 1890s, most of these scholarly publications did not incorporate 

photographs of the people who created these objects. This chapter analyzes published images of 

																																								 																					
558 A. B. Meyer to General Direction, 3 April 1883, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19306, 
Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv; A. B. Meyer to General Direction, 20 April 1883, Ministerium des Kultus und 
öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19306, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv; A. B. Meyer to General Direction, 30 April 1883, 
Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19306, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv; Minister of the Interior  
Nostitz Wallwitz, Foreign Ministry to General Direction, 16 April 1883, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen 
Unterrichts, 19306, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. On the national policy regarding the delivery and acquisition of 
doubles in museum collections originating in the German protectorates, see Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen 
Unterrichts, 19045, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. Archival research indicates that the growth of an international 
network of museums continued to rely on long-standing diplomatic relations of political institutions such as the 
Departments of the Interior, Foreign Affairs and Finance. Delegates from these departments maintained diplomatic 
relations and fostered new contacts with foreign intellectuals, they transported acquisitions, gifts, and publications, 
they settled disputes between the Dresden museum and other natural history museums over competition for new 
artifacts, and they provided honorary medals to exceptional donors to encourage further civic support of the 
collections. 
 
559 Jacob Weisser to A. B. Meyer, 1896, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19305, Sächsische 
Hauptstaatsarchiv. Meyer’s position as a privy counselor also had its advantages for his contacts. Several of his 
donors and collaborators, including Weisser and Richard Parkinson, requested that Meyer recommend them for state 
commendations in recognition for their scientific contributions. In 1891 Meyer successfully recommended 
Alexander Schadenberg for the Ritterkreuz 1 Klasse der Albrechtordens. See A. B. Meyer to General Direction, 10 
March 1891, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19305, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. In 1897, 
Meyer recommended Parkinson to the King Albrecht for the Ritterkreuz 1 Klasse der Albrechtordens, which 
Parkinson received in June of that year. See Ministerium fuer auswaertigen Angelegenheiten to A. B. Meyer, 10 
June 1897, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts 19307, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
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the people themselves, in situ, and the role of field research in supporting historicization of 

colonized peoples. These images were published as a series of photographic albums of ethnic 

types published by the Dresden Ethnology Museum from 1885-1904. 

The focus on photography in this chapter draws on the work of anthropologist Haidy 

Geismar. With regards to visual ethnography of Oceania, Geismar has written that photography 

may be seen as an ideal technology for capturing some of the tensions that surround knowledge 

formation and the cultural and political encounters endemic to the discipline. Building upon 

other literature in visual anthropology, Geismar argues that photographic images are “creative 

actors within the development of ‘anthropological’ ideas.”560 While the language used by 

photographers and ethnologists indicates that they understood the produced images to be 

“records” (Aufnahmen), the shift in styles, organization, and presentation reflects a self-

conscious awareness that photos were subjective, malleable and products of a particular 

relationship between photographer and subject, European scientist and pre-industrial Asia-

Pacific islander. Meyer’s albums, in combination with the works they supplemented, suggested 

the possibility of multiple readings. 

This chapter is divided into three parts to examine how Meyer intended these albums to 

function in the context of visual ethnology and colonialism. The first section situates Meyer’s 

work in the broader visual culture of German colonialism and German ethnology. These albums 

should be viewed in the context of German visual culture more generally, because of the 

developments taking place in both science and popular culture regarding the production and 

consumption of images. The next two parts provide cases studies of Meyer’s visual ethnography 

of two different regions with two different colonial histories: part two considers the albums of 

																																								 																					
560 Haidy Geismar, “Malakula: A Photographic Collection,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 48 (2006): 
522-523. 
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the newly acquired German colonies of New Guinea and Bismarck Archipelago and part three 

discusses the albums of the long-time Spanish colony of the Philippines. I present a comparative 

case study of visual ethnography of New Guinea and the Philippines to elucidate the importance 

of distinct colonial histories and the multiple political aims and professional ambitions of the 

museums collaborators in the field. Through these two case studies, I demonstrate how Meyer 

and his collaborators in the field worked to reform existing methods of ethnographic practice.  

Part I: German Visual Culture of Colonialism and Ethnology 

A. Germany’s Colonial Acquisitions 

The actions and ideology of the ethnologists in Berlin were a jumble of contradictions 

especially after Germany's acquisition of colonies in Africa and the South Seas. Although 

Bastian condemned imperialism, as a director of a museum funded by the Kaiser in the nation’s 

capital, he took advantage of the close connections he had to the Foreign Office and the 

Admiralty.  In addition he encouraged others to take advantage of opportunities wherever 

indigenous governments fell to Western military forces. A variety of trade companies emerged in 

support of these colonies and made possible the expansion of public consciousness of the 

colonies and also gave ethnologists access to material culture. 

Though most Germans would never personally encounter a non-European, there were 

many popular contesting venues for exposing the German audience to the native. In 1885, 

Cunningham's Australian Cannibal Show, part of P. T. Barnum's “Last Sensation: The 

Ethnological Congress of Strange and Savage Tribes,” toured Dresden, Chemnitz, and Berlin. 

The aboriginals were presented as ethnographic objects of study and described in pamphlets as 

“truly bloodthirsty monsters in appallingly ugly human shape.”561 Such Völkerschauen appealed 

																																								 																					
561 Pamphlet for Cunningham’s Australian Cannibal Boomerang Throwers, 1885. Rosalyn Poignant writes that 
“cannibal narratives played an important ideological role for the development of European colonialism and capitalist 



 

	 263 

to basic Schaulust, or spectacle. After the 1884 Berlin Congress, the majority of Völkerschauen 

were of African peoples, though not necessarily from Germany's colonies. The German Colonial 

society did not support the sensationalized tactics of the Völkerschauen. They sought to educate 

through dignified restraint and authenticity: “The Germans should get to know their brown and 

black countrymen from their better side.”562 

Within the public consciousness of German colonialism, German East Africa, German 

South West Africa, Togo, and Cameroon were significantly more prominent than Germany's 

protectorates in the Pacific.563 Colonial policy was generally formulated and debated with regard 

to the African empire, and policies initiated by the central colonial authorities were usually 

implemented in Africa first.564 While German images of the colonial African was savage, and, 

after the Herero massacre, violent, Asia-Pacific was eroticized in German bourgeois culture. The 

Pacific islands, particularly Samoa, emerged as the primary site of ethno-colonial eroticism in 

Völkerschauen.565  

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
modernity, when the civilized European self became defined by its savage/cannibal other-cannibal narratives have 
played an important ideological role in underwriting the colonial destruction and dispossession of indigenous 
people.” Professional Savages: Captive Lives and Western Spectacle (Yale University Press, 2004), 178. 
 
562 Hanns von Zobeltitz, “Von der Berliner Gewerbeausstellung,” Daheim (1896): 401. 
 
563 See David Ciarlo, Advertising Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011) and Jeff Bowersox, Raising 
Germans in the Age of Empire, Youth and Colonial Culture, 1871-1914 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
 
564 Hermann J Hiery and John M. Mackenzie, European Impact and Pacific Influence: British and German Colonial 
Policy in the Pacific Islands and Indigenous Response. (Washington, D.C.: German Historical Institute, 1997), 9. 
Much literature on the German colonial period is also dedicated to the African colonies. The notable exceptions 
include the work of Rainer Buschmann, Hermann Hiery, Robert Welsch and George Steinmetz.  
 
565 David Ciarlo, Advertising Empire, 99. Regarding German colonial fantasies in North America, see Nicole 
Grewling, Fighting the Two-souled Warrior: German Colonial Fantasies of North America, PhD diss. University of 
Minnesota, 2007. Grewling identifies the benevolent yet condescending portrayal of non-white ethnicities as a 
justification on which Germans based their claims to colonial rule and inserted themselves into the narrative to 
portray the image of the noble German colonizer. On Asia-Pacific see Jutta Engelhard, Peter Mesenhoeller Bilder 
aus dem Paradies: Koloniale photographie Samoa 1875-1925 (Köln: Jonas, 1995); Markus Schindlbeck and Peter 
Bolz, Die ethnographische Linse: Photographien aus dem Museum für Völkerkunde Berlin (Berlin: Das Museum, 
1989); and Lora Wildenthal, “Race, Gender and Citizenship,” in Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a 
Bourgeois World, eds. Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 
263-345. 
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By 1902 the people of the German protectorates in the South Seas included Polynesians 

of Samoa, Melanesians of the Bismarck Archipelago and the coast of Kaiser Wilhelmsland 

(German New Guinea), Papuans of Inner New Guinea and New Mecklenburg, and Micronesians 

of the islands north of the equator.566 In the late nineteenth century, the ambitious great powers 

of Europe needed Pacific colonies, especially as coaling stations for their steam navies. 

Naturalists and trade companies were instrumental in setting up Germany’s colonial presence. 

Adolph von Hansemann, a banker from Berlin, established the Hansemann group to acquire New 

Guinea for the Germans. The naturalist and ethnologist Otto Finsch was hired to take care of the 

deal with the locals in New Guinea, and Hansemann convinced the German government to 

colonize the region. Bismarck copied the Dutch model and agreed to let chartered companies 

fund the colonization project, saving government money. Bismarck sanctioned Otto Finsch to 

establish colonies on northeast New Guinea, Bismarck Archipelago, and the Marshall, Caroline, 

and Mariana islands.  Hansemann’s group became the chartered Neu Guinea Kompagnie. The 

German government retained the rights over foreign relations and justice. 

Later, Finsch traveled with the German Navy and the German South Seas Trade and 

Plantation Society through the Pacific to buy them land for possible German coaling stations.567 

Finsch was simultaneously carrying out naturalist studies and took the time during this colonial 

mission to contact Meyer and co-author an article on recent ornithological discoveries in New 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
 
566 In spite of the dizzying foreign policy changes made on paper, there was an Anglo-German company to facilitate 
exploiting common economic interests in the Pacific. See Sebastian Conrad, Globalisierung und Nation im 
Deutschen Kaiserreich (Munich: Verlag C. H. Beck oHG, 2006); Hiery and Mackenzie, European Impact and 
Pacific Influence, 5; B. Pullen Burry, In a German Colony; or Four Weeks in New Britain (London: Methuen & 
Company, 1909).  
 
567 See Otto Finsch, Samoafahrten: Reisen in Kaiser Wilhelms-Land Und Englisch-Neu-Guinea in Den Jahren 1884 
U. 1885 an Bord Des Deutschen Dampfers "samoa" (Leipzig: F. Hirt & Sohn, 1888). Finsch was formerly the 
director of the Bremen Museum but gave up his position to travel. 
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Guinea.568 From 1885-1898, the chief magistrates of these Pacific protectorates were all 

executives for the New Guinea Company, which was administered under Imperial Charter.569 

From 1899, the Reich directly administered the protectorate as represented by the Imperial 

Government of German New Guinea. The Imperial Government judged the success of the 

protectorate by the growth of the private sector. The German New Guinea protectorate of Kaiser 

Wilhemsland (north mainland New Guinea) and the Bismarck Archipelago expanded northwards 

when Germany purchased from Spain the Palau, Mariana, and Caroline Islands.570 Governors 

often paid more attention to business interests than administrative work, except when 

conservationists groups back in Germany forced them to curtail trade in exotic fauna.571 

B. Imagining Asia-Pacific 

The albums put together by Meyer and Schadenberg constitute the most extensive 

ethnographic photographic record of the peoples of the Philippines in the last third of the 

nineteenth century.572 By the time Meyer issued the first Philippine album, numerous images 

were already circulating in popular and scholarly consciousness. The publication of this album in 

1885 also coincided with Germany’s acquisition of colonies. The first illustrated German book 

dedicated to the region was Fedor Jagor’s (1816-1900) Reisen in der Philippinen (1875). Jagor’s 

recounting of his Philippine ethnographic and naturalist explorations from 1859-1860 was a 

widely well-received travel book and gained Jagor much attention as a specialist in ethnography 
																																								 																					
568 Otto Finsch and A. B. Meyer, “Vögel von Neu Guinea zumeist aus der Alpenregion am Südostabhange des Owen 
Stanley-Gebirges ...”, Zeitschrift für die gesammte Ornithologie 2, no. 4 (1885): 369-91, Taf. XV-XXII. 
 
569 The Annual Reports of the company concentrate on the administrative and commercial activities and contain 
little statistical information on the native population nor mission societies or economic competitors. See 

570 Kgl. Preussische Gesandtschaft J. Wedel to Sächsische Staatsminister der auswärtigen Angelegenheiten von 
Metzsch, 5 June 1899, Ministerium der auswärtigen Angelegenheiten, 1316, Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
571 See Rainer Buschmann, “Exploring tensions in material culture: commercialising ethnography in German New 
Guinea, 1870-1904,” in Hunting the Gatherers: Ethnographic Collectors, Agents and Agency in Melanesia, 1870s-
1930s, eds. O'Hanlon, Michael, and Robert L. Welsch (New York: Berghahn Books, 2000), 55-79. 
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of the Philippines.  

The Spanish compiled collections of images into albums, which depicted the different 

racial castes identified by the government. Some of these include the album Provincia de 

Cagayan (Cagayan Province) (ca 1875), which documented nineteenth-century tobacco farming 

methods, local customs, pastimes, and traditions among Filipinos and foreign missionaries in 

Luzon; and Recuerdos de Mindanao (Memories of Mindanao), which recorded everyday life in 

Muslim region of the Philippines.573 British, Dutch, and Spanish photographers established 

studios in Manila in the 1860s. In addition to commissioned portraits, studio photographers also 

created panoramic views and ethnographic portraits to sell to European magazines. British, 

German, Austrian, and Spanish explorers to the Philippines in the 1870s and 1880s published 

their ethnographic and scenic photographs in European magazines as well as in their scholarly 

publications.574 Yet, unlike Meyer and Schadenberg’s albums, many of these published images 

were illustrations made from the photographs.  

More broadly, Meyer, Schadenberg, and Parkinson also had to contend with the growing 

European market for images of ethnic types, daily life, and ethnic customs of people around the 

globe, as well as evidence of imperialist adventures and success. The demand for such images 

was filled by a growing number of travelers and both amateur and professional photographers 

who sought commercial success. Some examples include William Johnsons’ The Indian 

Amateur’s Photographic Album (1856), Francis Frith’s Egypt and Palestine Photographed and 

																																								 																					
573 Juan Guardiola, El Imaginario Colonial (Manila: National Museum of Filipino People 2006) 88. 
 
574 In 1883 J.F. Stiehm in Berlin published their "Marine" series including views of Singapore and the Philippines 
made by Gustav Riemer the purser on the Austrian S.M.S.Hertha expedition of 1880. Professional photographer and 
painter Austrian Wilhelm Burger (1844-1920) was part of the Austrian mission in Asia from 1869-1870 and later 
marketed rather prosaic stereoviews of Borneo, Singapore, Sulu and the Philippines. Images of the Philippines were 
regularly reproduced in British and French magazines such as The Illustrated London News from the 1860s but 
relatively little is known of the earliest photographers. The Spanish Government agent Sinibaldo de Mas took up 
portrait work in 1841 to earn extra income. See Juan Guardiola, El Imaginario Colonial, 211-212. 
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Described (1860), John Thomson’s Illustrations of China and its People (1873-4), Felice Beato’s 

Photographic Views of Japan with Historical and Descriptive Notes (1868), which included a 

volume dedicated to “Native Types,” and Baron Reteniz von Stillfried’s Views and Costumes of 

Japan (1875). In 1886 the French Joseph Montano and Dr. Paul Rey also published many 

portraits of the Philippine “races” in Voyage Aux Philippines et en Malaisie. Rey and Montano 

followed the rules adopted by physical anthropologists: Each portrait was captured and printed 

according to the same scale and each individual was presented en face and profile. 

 Commercial photographers produced landscape views and ethnic portraits for tourists. 

Urban-dwelling businessmen who had been informed by their physicians that such views 

provided restorative effects also purchased landscapes.575 Dutch photographer Francisco van 

Camp was known for his series of ethnic portraits of Filipino types found in Manila and his 

recording of the major earthquakes of 1880. In fact, as mentioned below, several of van Camp’s 

studio portraits of wealthy Tagal and mestizo Filipinas can be found in Meyer’s first album of 

Philippine types.  

C. The Genre of the Photograph Album 

Meyer’s field experience in Asia-Pacific provided strong evidence for his opposition to 

colonialism in the 1870s. Meyer advised the German military against establishing a post in New 

Guinea based on his observations of the Dutch in Celebes and New Guinea and the Spanish in 

the Philippines.576 He found that colonialism had proven inhumane, ineffective, and unprofitable, 

and to a lesser extent, it threatened to “spoil the originality” of the people.577 

As discussed in previous chapters, images were an important part of ethnographic and 
																																								 																					
575 Naomi Rosenblum, A World History of Photography (New York: Abbeville Press, 1997), 106. 
 
576 Meyer, “Neue Reise auf Neuguinea I” Globus 25 (1874): 161-167. 
 
577 Meyer, Die Minahassa auf Celebes, 14. 
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anthropological research, and Meyer encouraged this form of documentation among his 

collaborators in the field. It was through processing the material, engaging with contemporary 

debates, and developing new methods to present that material to a broadening scientific and 

public community that crystallized the importance of the field experience.578  

The first three albums, on Filipino (1885), Celebes (1889) and Papuan types (1894), 

respectively, published Meyer’s images taken during his travels from 1870-73. In 1870, the 

photographic technology Meyer used was bulky and would have affected Meyer’s consideration 

of what to photograph and when. The chemicals and materials involved and the need to develop 

photographs in the field determined what photographs survived and what negatives perished in 

the tropical climates that Meyer traveled through. The camera itself consisted of a large wooden 

brass bound box set on a tripod. The negatives he produced were wet collodion plates, the 

dominant negative process from 1850-1880. The production of the wet plate had to take place on 

site and then the still wet plate had to be immediately developed in the darkroom after exposure 

in the camera. Meyer would have had to carry the darkroom equipment with him into the field, 

including the glass plates, gun cotton, ether, silver halide, and clean fresh water. Developing the 

plate in the field meant that the darkroom, in this case a portable tent, was not an ideal controlled 

environment. It was exposed to dust, high temperatures, and low humidity, all of which affected 

the final print. However, the collodion photographic process accounts for the excellent definition 

and high quality of Meyer’s images.  

The positives were printed using the albumen process, which involved coating thin, good 

quality paper with an emulsion of egg white and sodium or ammonium. The paper was then 
																																								 																					
578 See Hilary Susan Howes, The Race Question in Oceania: A.B. Meyer and Otto Finsch: between metropolitan 
theory and field experience, 1865-1914 (New York: Peter Lang, 2013). I show that Meyer and Finsch experienced 
profound transformations in their beliefs about human difference, with respect both to manners and customs and to 
physical features, as a result of their encounters with actual people in Oceania. I conclude, however, that their ability 
to communicate these changes to influential colleagues in the metropole was limited by a rigid professional 
vocabulary, essentialist tools and technologies, and an epistemologically and ideologically unreceptive audience.” 
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exposed directly to the negative and then exposed to sunlight. The print was then washed and 

toned in gold chloride, fixed and re-washed. The resulting image has a low-gloss and rich purple-

brown tones. However, this printing process accounts for the soft sepia tones and yellow 

highlights that the prints acquire with age.579   

Meyer and the publisher agreed to publish the prints on high-quality paper, a decision 

that Meyer had to justify to the General Direction. He argued that the quality of the paper was 

selected based on how it would feel to the reader.580 This decision indicates that the reader’s 

interaction with the material form of the images would participate in how they valued the 

research publication. 

The publishing firm Meyer used, Stengel & Markert, was one of the major German 

producers of photo post cards. The firm was established the same year that Meyer began 

publishing these photograph albums. Stengel & Markert specialized in collotype printing, which 

Meyer preferred to achieve high-quality reproductions. However, local competitors Roemmler & 

Jonas and Wilhelm Hoffmann had both been in business for over 20 years and also specialized in 

the collotype process. The Hoffmann Verlag also printed photo postcards as well as posters and 

publications for the General Direction of Arts and Sciences. Meyer had previously used Verlag 

R. v Zahn for the Mittheilung aus der K. Zoologischen Museum zu Dresden (1875, 1877, 1878); 

B. G. Teubner, for the museum guidebooks, and Leipzig’s A. Naummann & Schroeder for the 

first five Publicationen aus dem Königlichen Ethnographischen Museum zu Dresden, before 

switching to Stengel & Co. for the remaining Publicationen. Thus Meyer’s preferred printer was 

a new firm that specialized in high quality photo post cards of travel sites, monuments and 
																																								 																					
579 B Coe and M Hayward Booth, Guide to Early Photographic Processes (London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 
1983). 
 
580 Meyer to General Direction, Dec. 1885 SHStA “the [paper] strength as well as the large format are practical for 
holding the leaves of paper in the hand while reading and secondly the difference in the paper price is relatively 
insignificant that my publisher refused to change it.”  
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celebrity portraits sold to the masses.  

Analysis of Meyer’s publications indicates that he identified a connection between 

publishing formats and certain ways of understanding and presenting the natural world.   

Meyer’s attention to the publication process as a form of knowledge production coincides with 

the work of physiologists and paleontologists who developed genres of writing together with 

scientific theories.581 Paleontologists relied on fragmentary collections, and they therefore 

benefited from the sequential form of serial publication. This form of communication reflected 

the state of the material evidence discussed within and thereby participated in the ideas 

paleontologists constructed to create a whole from incomplete parts.  

Meyer seemed to be aware of the relationship between genres and the ideas they 

presented, and he was similarly concerned with reconstruction of a whole from various parts. He 

was especially concerned with how scholars and readers filled in the gaps, and how important the 

gaps were to making sense of the collected parts. Meyer published his collections in multiple 

genres, all of which were meant to complement one another. He frequently expressed concern 

about scholars limited knowledge of the people’s of Asia-Pacific, but he also used multiple 

genres of publication to redirect how the gaps in the collected knowledge should be filled.   

The albums begin with short descriptions of each photograph. The authors advised the 

readers that the descriptions were not to be considered as extensive ethnographic research. They 

cite several references, including other works by the museum's ethnologists, for the reader to 

pursue further research. These albums were very different from the other publications by the 

museum in their limited textual content. Nonetheless, the albums provide context to the isolated 
																																								 																					
581 See Gowan Dawson, “Paleontology in Parts,” Isis 103 (2012): 637 – 667; Thomas Broman, “J. C. Reil and the 
“journalization” of Science,” in The Literary Structure of Scientific Argument: Historical Studies, ed. Peter Dear 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991), 13-42. Dawson’s analysis of serialization in 19th century 
paleontology concurs with the work of Hopwood, Schaffer and Secord that people understood the world as “serial in 
its basic structure.” See Nick Hopwood, Simon Schaffer, and Jim Secord, “Seriality and Scientific Objects in the 
Nineteenth Century,” History of Science 48 (2010): 251-285. 
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and visually manipulated ethnographic objects in the scholarly publications. Over time, with 

colonial presence, new photographs documented the history of where such items were once 

found and how they were once used. The introductory texts frequently provide historical 

information to the individual or indigenous group depicted in each image. 

The albums were also unusual among German anthropological and ethnographic 

publications because of their insistant promotion of photography over geometrically altered 

images. The photographs, as well as the albums can be seen as sites of the tensions resulting 

from Meyer's struggle to devise new methods of visualization to guide new perspectives on pre-

industrial peoples while still creating images that are legible, and therefore conform to existing 

visual codes. For example, like many European photograph albums, ethnographic or otherwise, 

the first two albums, included plates of up to four cartes de visite per page. Occasionally the 

different cartes were arranged according to theme (see fig 6.1). Plate IV, for example represents 

four different numbered cartes of “Women of Minahassa, North Celebes.” The women depicted 

are given no names but their position in society is indicated: 1 is a “Bantik girl, (a small 

independent tribe, marked by its strength and beauty, and resistance to Christian and Muslim 

conversion.);” images 2 and 3 are “Christians (one of the women depicted is perhaps of mixed 

blood)” and 4 is the “Daughter of the chief, (Major Tulian).”582 

It was a common practice in Germany for individuals to have cartes de visite which they 

produced of themselves, which they then exchanged with visitors or when travelling. 

Commercial photographers also produced travel related cartes de visite depicting monuments, 

landscapes and local costumes. They then collected the acquired cartes de visite into albums. As 

scholars of German photography have noted, urban-dwelling Germans were notably active in the 

construction of personal photograph albums, a practice that developed out of German society’s 
																																								 																					
582 A. B. Meyer, Album von Celebes Typen, (Dresden: Stengel, 1889), 6-7 and plate IV. 
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culture of commemoration during the period of unification.583 Travel albums were such a 

common system for the storage, organization and display of photographs in the nineteenth 

century that they are sometimes invisible.584  

Meyer’s first two albums conform to this practice in that they include photographs by 

unattributed photographers collected by travelers to the Philippines. For example, the 1885 

album of Philippine types includes several cartes de visite studio portraits of wealthy Tagal and 

mestizo Filipinas. These cartes were taken by the Dutch photographer Francisco van Camp in his 

Manila based studio. Yet Meyer does not credit van Camp. Instead he credits the collectors, Drs. 

Carl Heinszen and Wilhelm Joest. It is very possible that Heinszen or Joest acquired these 

images in Manila and transferred them to Meyer without note of their original provenance. 

Indeed many collectors of cartes de visite created for or collected by travelers did not make note 

of the original creator.  

Eva Giloi explains that albums of cartes de visite were arranged in all sorts of ways, 

sometimes "carelessly" or "lacking structure."585 Sometimes the arrangement was to 

accommodate the format size, regardless of content, others arranged their albums 

chronologically, according to purchase date but without symbolic significance. Thus albums 

were products of personalized collecting habits: cartes could be moved around within the album 
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or taken out for use in other contexts. The carte de visite facilitated a “quiet, close, physiognomic 

study" through exactness of detail. Cartes had a 10 second exposure time, were necessarily 

posed, and commonly used montage to show people in different costumes. In spite of the static 

position of the subject, people who collected cartes de visite of the emperor felt like he could 

"step out of the picture toward the viewer." 586 

The common photographic portrait was a sign of respectability, and the arrangements in 

the studios represented, or hinted at, a respectable environment. Anthropological and 

ethnographic forms of portraiture were either intended as scientific materials or historical 

documents, or occasionally formed part of artistic compositions. The individuality of the human 

subjects was of secondary importance. When an institution of the state used portraits, such as the 

Kaiser, individuality was exactly the aim. These various uses and contexts resulted in a tension 

between the social function of portrait photography as a proof of respectability and its 

administrative function, as a means of recording, identifying, and detecting.587 Rather than view 

the native as a specimen -- like a butterfly tacked onto a box -- Meyer presented the peoples of 

the Celebes, Philippines, and New Guinea using the same visual language in which Europeans 

were presented. 
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D. German Visual Anthropology and Ethnology 

Meyer did not follow the anthropometric photographic practices laid out by Thomas 

Huxley, J. H. Lamprey, Gustav Fritsch or M. Gottschau which positioned a naked individual 

next to or within a measuring device. As many scholars of European ethnology have noted, 

ethnologists followed the physiognomic studies of Johann Caspar Lavater and connected 

physical attributes to ethnological or cultural ones.588 Just one year before Meyer’s travels 

through Asia-Pacific, both Huxley and Lamprey laid out instructions for anthropometric 

photography, arguing that the physical measurements of the person under study were essential to 

the ethnologist. They sought to standardize photographic practices such that any viewer of the 

photograph could assess the height of the person photographed, without engaging with the 

person directly. Huxley advocated the placement of a measuring stick next to subject and 

directed the photographer to consistently photograph the subject from the same distance in order 

to account for the perspectival effect of this visual medium. More widely used was J. H. 

Lamprey’s method of setting a backdrop of a wooden frame with silk threads forming two-inch 

squares. Lamprey wrote that such an apparatus would “greatly help” the “study of all those 

peculiarities of contour which are so distinctly observable in each group . . . and serve as good 

guides to their definition which no verbal description can convey and but few artists could 

delineate.”589 Those who practiced anthropometric photography believed that the study of 

physical attributes would help identify specific types or races, which would then allow for the 

																																								 																					
588 Although the British anthropologists believed in Darwinian evolution, most German anthropologists viewed 
nature as timeless and race as immutable. 
 
589 J. H. Lamprey, “On a method of measuring the human form for the use of students of ethnology,” Journal of the 
Ethnological Society of London 1 (1869): 85.  
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study of migration patterns and inter-ethnic relations within a certain geographic region.590  

Art historian Carol Armstrong argues that the circular movement of nineteenth-century 

positivism, defined by the tautological twinning of the indexical (causal, physiognomic) and 

empirical also describes the circular movement of photography, which was defined by 

authentication (indexical) and illustration (inductive confirmation).591 A look at Galton’s 

composite photography demonstrates that late nineteenth century empiricism combined the 

deductive approach of physiognomy with induction: Galton tried to make photographs of ideas. 

He argued against designating individuals as representative of the prevalent type, for the 

selection process favored the exceptional and grotesque, thereby yielding untrustworthy 

results.592 Galton’s construction of composite photographs as a means to make types visible (by 

embedding the archive in a single photograph) was driven by his dedication to mathematical 

laws of error.593 Galton believed that such laws governed the distribution of physical forms in 

population groups and accounted for the stability of types.594 Furthermore, Galton believed that 

humanity’s identification of types as a means of ordering nature arose from the process of the 

human mind’s impressions of individual instances of the same sort.595 However, Galton made 

most of his composites from photographs he acquired, thus enforcing the equation of physical 
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and behavioral characteristics. As art historian Philip Prodger notes, the composite of a criminal 

displayed “all the features feared most by the general population.”596 

Most German anthropologists and ethnologists agreed with the theory behind 

anthropometric photography but they did not find photography, as a medium, to be the ideal 

form of visual representation specifically because they found its perspectival depictions to distort 

the measurements of the scientific subject. Photography was still experimental at this time and 

although the English embraced this aspect as part of the photograph’s claim to authenticity in 

support of empiricism, the Germans were more hesitant.  

The flattened perspective of the photograph was something that contemporary artists 

were replicating in paint. Artists compressed landscapes and voided perspectives, or, more 

specifically, the synthetic constructive perspective of the Renaissance. They replaced 

Renaissance perspective with what art historian Peter Galassi has termed analytic perspective – 

spatial significance has been replaced with a flat two-dimensional order.597  

Two exceptions within German anthropology were Gustav Fritsch and M. Gottschau, 

both avid photographers who published their suggestions for anthropometry. According to 

Gustav Fritsch, photographs provided a “corrective” to the “artistic hand” of the portraitist who 

practiced the manual arts. For Fritsch, this was especially relevant in the case of European 
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representations of foreign nations, for the European artist would, “involuntarily,” recreate the 

“European forms,” rather than those of the foreigner sitting before him.598 Nonetheless, the 

processes of photography were not sufficient in and of themselves to represent the unique forms 

of foreign peoples. Fritsch and Gottschau therefore distinguished between physical and cultural 

anthropological photographs and devised methods to represent the dimensions of the human 

subject. The former required the subject to remove all clothing and adornments, stand against a 

plain pale backdrop and pose for a full anterior, posterior and profile representation.599 Gottschau 

took Lamprey’s suggestion one step further and wrapped his photographic subjects in a 

measured grid of wire frames.600 His attempt to account for perspectival distortion had the effect 

of placing the subject in a personalized cage.  

Excepting Gottschau and Fritsch, German anthropologists preferred the geometric 

approach that relied on illustrators rendering of photographs, corrected by anthropologists. Just 

as geologists altered photographs in order to map the data in the image according to accepted 

reference points or coordinates, which geologists used to make sense of representations of 

foreign landscapes, ethnologists sought to do the same with visual renderings of the human body. 

The reference points that were decided upon, bodily proportions for example, rather than 

choosing to see how the individual clothed or adorned herself, reveals what type of knowledge 

																																								 																					
598 Gustav Fritsch, review of Anthropologisch-ethnologisches Album in Photographien, by C. Dammann, Zeitschrift 
für Ethnologie 6 (1874): 67–69. Fritsch continued his work on visual methods of representing the physical 
measurements of the human body to the end of the century. His intended audience was both artists and 
anthropologists. See for example Gustav Fritsch, Die Gestalt des Menschen, mit Benutzung der Werke von E. 
Harless und C. Schmidt für Künstler und Anthropologen Dargestellt (Stuttgart: Neff, 1899). 
 
599 On colonialism’s fascination with nakedness see Philippa Levine, "States of Undress: Nakedness and the 
Colonial Imagination," Victorian Studies 50 (2008): 189-219. 
 
600 M. Gottschau, “Neuer Messapparat, für photographische Aufnahmen von Lebenden und von Schädeln oder 
Skeletten,” Archiv für Anthropologie 12 (1880): 233-249.  
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ethnologists sought after.601  

 As discussed in the previous chapter, Meyer emphasized the realism offered by 

photography as the key factor in its superiority to other forms of illustration, especially the 

geometric approach. Thus Meyer’s albums of types, as photographic reproductions of 

photographs that eschewed the use of devices of measurement, contested the methods of visual 

representation and analysis in German physical anthropology as well as ethnology. 

Across all six albums, Meyer and his coauthors included only two explicitly 

anthropometric images, which were reproductions of the work by a Dutch ethnologist. The two 

images, which appear in the Album of Celebes Types, seem to be used as examples of the limits 

of such photographic methods. In each image the individual is depicted frontally and in profile, 

as a portrait bust. The individual's head is placed alongside a fixed measuring stick. A label has 

been placed in the center of each image, presumably by Professor Niemann, between the two 

head shots of each individual. This label identifies the images explicitly as anthropological 

photographs and includes physiognomic information, beginning with an assigned number and 

continuing on with name, place of residence, tribe, language, gender, age, skin color, hair color, 

eye color, height and skull circumference. Compared to Meyer's images, the individuals are 

stripped of any material culture or context that would be used to characterize the individuals 

ethnic group (see Fig. 6.2 and 6.3). 

In his textual description of the individuals, Meyer questions Niemann's ethnic 

identification. For example, the individual labeled as resident of Salayer is identified as 

Buginese, but his language is listed as Makassar. Meyer points out that Salayer is an island south 

																																								 																					
601 On the practice of the employment of lithography to turn photographs into empirical scientific data in geology, 
see Barbara Novak, Nature and Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980); Alan Trachtenberg, The 
Incorporation of America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982); and Rosalind Krauss “Photography’s Discursive 
Spaces: Landscape/View,” Art Journal, 42 (1982): 311-319. 
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of Celebes, where the Buginese are not known to live. Meyer goes on to explain that the museum 

had received these images as a donation, as if to both please the donor and distance himself from 

the work. Though several of the Dresden Museum’s albums included images acquired from 

outside photographers, this is the only case in which Meyer specified which images were 

contributed by an outside party.  

 The brothers Fritz and Paul Sarasin consulted Meyer’s work on the Celebes in 

preparation for their own geological investigation of the region. They commented that the 

photographs in Album of Celebes Types “were not produced towards anthropological purposes 

but rather present the people who wore their best clothes for the photographer, thus the clothing 

is the principal thing, and the significance of the Album is rather more ethnographic.”602 

German scholars simultaneous hesitance towards photography, yet recognition of its 

potential for the anthropological sciences is reflected in Carl Dammann's serial “Atlas of 

Anthropological-Ethnographic Types,” published for the Berlin Society for Anthropology from 

1873-76. Each page of Dammann's Atlas reproduced up to twelve cartes de visite of different 

“types” of ethnic groups” and attempted to encode a typology of race. The cartes de visite were 

collected from traveling shows, circuses and correspondents of the anthropological society. For 

example, Gustav Fritsch’s photographs of South African groups comprise nine folios of the 

album. Dammann took some of the photographs himself from his base in Hamburg where he 

encountered seamen from Zanzibar. However, the overall project is a product of unauthorized 

copying, a decontextualization of the photographs and use of them in new ways unintended by 

the initial photographers, commissioners, or publishers. 

British ethnologist E. B. Tylor argued that the images published by Dammann as a serial 

																																								 																					
602 Paul and Fritz Sarasin, Materialien zur Naturgeschichte der Insel Celebes, Vol. 5, bk. 2, Versuch einer 
Anthropologie der Insel Celebes (Wiesbaden: C.W. Kreidel, 1906), 27. 
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showed the blending of mankind.603 Yet, this was not the only way the German Anthropological 

Society read the atlas: Gustav Fritsch’s review specified that this album made possible the 

opportunity to identify and compare the racial characteristics (“Rasseneigenthumlichkeit”) of 

man.604 Specifically, the atlas reflected a rigid, timeless concept of race, as supported by the 

Society. The arrangement of the bound edition, published by Carl’s brother, implied an 

evolutionary narrative. A new title, Ethnologischer Atlas Sämmtlicher Menschen-Racen in 

Photographien (Ethnological Photographic Gallery of the Various Races of Men), replaced the 

more open category of “types” with “race.” The first images were of prominent Germans, and 

the names of the individuals were given, including Bismarck and the emperor. From there the 

labels of individuals devolved into generalizations such as “Arab” and “Kaffir” and developed a 

hierarchy down from white, fully-dressed European to nude tribal native.  

The Atlas encourages a physiognomic reading of the human races. The overwhelming 

majority of the images are headshots, thus divorcing the individual from any ethnographic 

details. The text for the non-European plates emphasizes physical traits and the level of 

civilization achieved by the peoples in question.605 Dammann's internationally circulated "atlas 

of types" continued the work of G. Schadow's 1835 National-Physiognomieen and J. C. 

Prichard's 1843 Natural History of Man, both of which had relied on the engravings of artists 

who had accompanied colonial expeditions.606  

																																								 																					
603 Edward B. Tylor, "Dammann's Race Photographs," Nature 13 (1876): 184-185. 
 
604 Gustav Fritsch, review of Anthropologisch-ethnologisches Album in Photographien by C. Damman, Zeitschrift 
für Ethnologie 6 (1874): 69. 
 
605 C. Dammann and F.W. Dammann, Ethnologischer Atlas Sämmtlicher Menschen-Racen in Photographien 
(Hamburg: Otto Meissner, c. 1880), plate XXII. 
 
606 Ellen Strain, “Exotic Bodies, Distant Landscapes: Touristic Viewing and Popularized Anthropology in the 
Nineteenth Century,” Wide Angle 18 (1996): 70-100.  
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The first example of a publication of types funded by a German ethnographic museum 

was Süd-See Typen, Anthropologisches Album des Museum Godeffroy in Hamburg (1881).607 

Thomas Theye has identified this album as an unusually systematic attempt at a collection of 

anthropological photographs of a particular region.608 The Album consists of 600 anthropological 

photographic reproductions of photographs of “Typen,” taken almost exclusively by Godeffroy’s 

field researcher Johann Kubary. As discussed below, Kubary was actually the mentor of one of 

Meyer’s key collaborators, Richard Parkinson. Kubary spent 30 years in Oceania, particularly 

Micronesia and Samoa, and Adolf Bastian was his mentor. For the Godeffroy album, Kubary 

contributed numerous photographs produced by following anthropometric guidelines. Kubary 

followed these guidelines while on location for the purpose of determining ancestry or ethnicity 

(“Abstammung”) and race. Yet he also complained that producing such images was not easy 

because the subjects, “Naturmenschen,” tired easily and thereby failed to maintain an upright 

position.609 So Kubary supplemented the photographs with the measurements he took by hand.  

 In both of these cases the authors and publishers aimed to construct a clear 

anthropological definition for the word “type,” as well as identifying markers for distinct 

anthropological types within the human species. Meyer’s application of the word “type” 

indicates how unstable and varied the word’s definition was at the time, especially as a category.   

The word “type” had a very broad usage and most photographic portraits of the time were known 
																																								 																					
607 Museum Godeffroy in Hamburg, Süd-see Typen: Anthropologisches Album des Museum Godeffroy in Hamburg; 
28 Tafeln Mit 175 Original-Photographien, Einer Ethnologischen Karte des Grossen Oceans und einem 
Beschreibenden Text (Hamburg: Friederichsen, 1881). 
 
608 Thomas Theye, “’Wir wollen nicht glauben, sondern schauen.’ Zur Geschichte der ethnographsichen Fotogapfie 
im deutschsprachigen Raum im 19. Jahrhundert,” in Geraubte Schatten: Die Photographie als Ethnograpisches 
Dokument, ed. Thomas Theye (München: C.J. Bucher, 1989), 66. See International Archive for Ethnographie 1904: 
Katalog der ethnographisch anthropologischen Abtheilung  des Museum Godeffroy", zusammen mit dem „Album 
der Südseetypen" die vollständigste  Iconographie der Stämme des Stillen Oceans, die bis dahin existierte genannt 
wurde. 
 
609 Museum Godeffroy in Hamburg, Süd-See Typen, 6.  
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as “Typenbilder.”  Thomas Theye argues that Meyer’s use of the word “type” is closer to the 

colloquial label for photographs, as the verb “typen” was colloquially used for the verb to 

photograph. Though Meyer’s own language indicates a numerical distinction between images 

and peoples depicted, this multiple meaning of the word type, to refer both to the photograph and 

the physical traits of the person depicted supports two of Meyer’s arguments 1) that the 

photograph is an accurate record (“Aufnahme”) of physical and ethnographic traits and 2) within 

any one ethnic group and any one race, one finds a wide variety of physical types.  

Meyer’s continued use of the term “type” into the 1900s, after the German 

anthropological community had adopted the word race, reflects his contention of the 

classification of humankind according to a rigid set of physical characteristics. Anthropologist 

Johannes Ranke explained that the main goal of physical anthropology was to divide humanity 

into sharply distinguished groups by their physical characteristics.610 “Race” was defined as an 

average of measurements and bodily characteristics. Physical anthropologists attempted to limit 

the application of the word race to categories of physical variation. Meyer, however, chose not to 

use the word race, indicating he did not support reading the images in terms of racial 

characteristics. The “Introduction” of the Celebes Album explains that there are 250 'depictions' 

(“Abbildungen”) on 37 plates, depicting 250 types of Celebes. This indicates that "type," for 

Meyer, means "individual,” where every single person represented belongs to her own type.611 

For example, the description for the very last plate in the second album on Philippine types, 

explains that the two images of Ilocanas women in Vigan depict two different “types” of the 

same “Volk.” The image on the left is that of a slender women, while the women on the right is 

																																								 																					
610 Johannes Ranke, Der Mensch (Leipzig: Verlag des Bibliographischen Instituts, 1887), 2:236. 
 
611 Robert Hartmann and Adolf Bastian do this too in Zeitschrift für Ethnologie. Meyer continues to use this term 
into the twentieth century. 
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curvy (see Fig. 6.4). The labeling of different “types” could simply refer to body type, as in the 

widely-read work of gynecologist Hermann Ploss' Das Weib in der Natur- und Voelkerkunde 

(1885). Some reviewers read these images as physical anthropological photographs, in that they 

conceptualize the body as the object of knowledge. Yet, as discussed above, these 

anthropological images did not conform stylistically to the anthropometric standards accepted by 

most German scholars. 

Part 2: Papuans of New Guinea 

Meyer published Parkinson’s extensive photographic documentation which brought life 

to the ceremonial and everyday objects that otherwise seemed inanimate in their new context of 

iron and glass cases. Parkinson was a German trader, planter, and ethnologist who lived as a 

permanent resident in New Guinea for most of his life.   

In order to better illuminate some of the networks of knowledge that supported Dresden’s 

published reports, it is worth sketching a brief biography of Richard Parkinson and the numerous 

networks he positioned himself in. The German-born Richard Parkinson (1844–1909) first 

encountered naturalist collectors during his two years as a surveyor and plantation manager for 

Godeffroy & Sons in Samoa. There he was first trained in field collecting by ethnologist and 

naturalist Johann Kubary.  It was in Samoa where he met his soon to be bride, Phebe Coe (1863–

1944). Phebe’s sister was Queen Emma (1850–1913), the proprietor of E. E. Forsayth & Co, a 

trading company in Duke of York Islands, which soon relocated and expanded to a large coconut 

and cotton plantation in New Guinea.612 Richard Parkinson’s experience as a real estate agent 

and expert in German trading interests, as well as his professional ethnographic interests, soon 

turned the Forsayth Company into a serious competitor with German firms. They set up their 

																																								 																					
612 See Arthur Baessler, Südsee-Bilder (Berlin: Verlag von A. Asher & Co., 1895), 102.  
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headquarters and main plantation at a port east of Blanche Bay, which they named Ralum. The 

Parkinsons managed one of the best plantations adjacent to Ralum, and Phebe recruited laborers. 

Under Parkinson’s advice and expertise, Forsayth & Co started large scale planting of coconut, 

coffee, cocoa and spice trees, tobacco and cotton (he introduced and operated a cotton-gin), and 

experimented with the indigenous sugar-cane. By 1898, the Forsayth and the German Eduard 

Hernsheim plantations were the largest on the Gazelle Peninsula.613 

Parkinson’s activities involved numerous excursions and required him to learn about the 

islands and their surroundings. The Parkinsons were known as fair traders, which was essential 

for building trust with the initially hostile local villagers, the Tolai. In general, the people of 

Gazelle Peninsula respected the Forsayth Company much more highly than any high-ranking 

German naval or colonial officer they encountered.  Yet Parkinson eventually became a private 

member of the colonial administration’s Advisory Council as representative of the planter 

community. Parkinson’s German nationality also became valuable for the Company, once 

Germany colonized the region.614 He wrote to the administrator of British New Guinea:  

Since we became Germanized, the authorities all at once claimed me as a German 
subject. A few years ago there was a great blarney about my German citizenship. . . all at 
once they inform me that I am a real good German subject and citizen and that I am 
entitled to hold office in this new Government. This is because I am the only one at 
present [who] really knows anything about the country and they think they can make use 
of me.615 
 

																																								 																					
613 Groeben, “Impact of Travels on Scientific Knowledge: Ralum (New Britain).” 59; Robert L. Welsch and A B. 
Lewis, An American Anthropologist in Melanesia: A. B. Lewis and the Joseph N. Field South Pacific Expedition, 
1909-1913 (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 1998), 128-131. 
 
614 Laura Chrisman and Patrick Williams, drawing on Marist scholarship, define imperialism as the “globalization of 
the capitalist mode of production, its penetration of previously non-capitalist regions of the world and the 
destruction of pre- or non-capitalist forms of social organization.” See Laura Chrisman and Patrick Williams, 
Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 2. 
 
615 Richard Parkinson to G Ruthven Le Hunte, 20 March 1886, Murray Papers vol. 4, ML CYA 314 
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After the Bismarck Archipelago became a German protectorate (Schutzgebiet), business 

expanded and so did the plantations where goods for export were produced. The Parkinsons were 

respected by the colonial government for their efforts to cultivate a strong expatriate settler 

community.  German naval captains accepted Parkinson onto the warship H.M.S. Moewe to tour 

along the coast of German New Guinea.616 Parkinson relied on the ships of the Forsayth 

Company to visit New Ireland, New Hannover, New Britain, and the Salomon Islands. In 1890 

he named the sound in Bougainville after the Saxon King, King Albert. King Albert Strait runs 

along Buka and Bougainville islands. 

Parkinson indicated he was pro-colonialism through some of his publications. His first 

article was on German plantations in New Pomerania and he published in Deutsche 

Kolonialzeitung.  The title of one his early ethnographic publications was: “Contributions to 

Knowledge of the German Protectorates of the South Seas.”617 And in 1890 he published an 

article on sailing directions through King Albert Strait in Nachrichten ueber Kaiser-

Wilhelmsland und den Bismarck Archipel.618 This journal was a publication of the Neuguinea 

Compagnie. Parkinson was also credited with “discovering” and naming Koenig Albert Sund 

(between Buka and Bougainville) after the Saxon king.619 His first ethnographic monograph on 

Oceania, Im Bismarck Archipel (1887), includes a frontispiece titled “Factory of the Hernscheim 

& Co. on the island of Matupai (Imperial German Consulat).” Parkinson’s writings and activities 
																																								 																					
616 Beginning in 1895, the H.M.S. Moewe surveyed and mapped the German protectorates in the South Seas. In the 
previous decade this ship was involved in claiming Togo, Gabon, Angola and South-west Africa (Namibia) as 
German colonies.  
 
617 Richard Parkinson, “Contributions to Knowledge of the German Protectorates of the South Seas,” Geographische 
Gesellschaft Hamburg, Mittheilung 1887-1888: 201-281. 
 
618 Richard Parkinson “Segeldirektion in der Koenig Albert Strasse,” in Nachrichten ueber Kaiser-Wilhelmsland und 
den Bismarck Archipel (6:49). 
 
619 A. B. Meyer to Watzdorf, 26 August 1896, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 19307, 
Sächsische Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
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indicate that, for him, business, colonialism and ethnography were all of a piece. After 1894 

most of his articles were explicitly ethnographic. The two exceptions were a publication on 

Bougainville for the Deutsche Kolonialblatt (1896) and an article on plantations in Bismarck 

Archipelago for the newspaper Tropenpflanzer (1897). Tropenpflanzer was dedicated to 

Tropische Landwirtschaft and was the organ of the Deutsche Kolonialgesellschaft’s Kolonial-

wirtschaftliches Kommitee.  

In his widely read autobiography, Dreissig Jahre in der Südsee  (Thirty Years in the 

South Seas) (1907),620 Parkinson explained that his business activities supported his interest in 

local zoology, ecology, and ethnography. He utilized his business contacts to start collecting 

specimens and artifacts. In order to devote more time to collecting, he left the Forsayth Co. in 

1887 and joined his friend Kubary as a labor recruiter for the German New Guinea Company.621 

However, Parkinson left the NGC five years later, because restrictions on employees’ personal 

collecting pursuits and interaction with indigenous people, and because the pay was too low.  

Meyer and Parkinson made no mention of Parkinson’s colonial or business interests in 

the two Albums of Papuan Types. Meyer’s description of Parkinson’s credentials excludes the 

photographer’s previous ties to the colonial administration and commercial firms. Instead, 

Meyer’s preface describes Parkinson as a resident of New Guinea who represented characteristic 

scenes of indigenous life during his many travels. Parkinson’s former employer is mentioned 

simply as the provider of his transportation, rather than the provider of his livelihood.622  

																																								 																					
620 Richard Parkinson and Bernhard Ankermann, Dreissig Jahre in der Südsee: Land und Leute, Sitten und 
Gebräuche im Bismarckarchipel und auf den Deutschen Salomoinseln (Stuttgart: Strecker & Schröder, 1907). 
 
621 Emma and her business partner Farrell also had a long history of collecting and sold much of the ethnographic 
material they acquired to the Australian Museum. While they saw the financial value to collecting practices they 
were less supportive of Parkinson’s scientific pursuits.  
 
622 See A. B. Meyer and Richard Parkinson, Album von Papua Typen (Dresden: Stengel, 1894), preface; and Meyer 
and Parkinson, Album von Papua Typen II (Dresden: Stengel & Co., 1900), preface.  
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Museum directors appreciated Parkinson’s skills at collecting material, and zoologists 

relied on Parkinson for setting them up at the Ralum Zoological Station.623 When Meyer had first 

visited the region, in the early 1870s, only 30 Europeans (20 Germans and 10 Englishmen) lived 

in the Bismarck Archipelago.624 By 1897, there were 186 Europeans, of which 56 were German, 

mostly on the Gazelle Peninsula.625  

In 1893, during a visit to Europe, Parkinson read a copy of A. B. Meyer’s 1889 

publication “Masks of New Guinea and the Bismarck Archipelago,” which inspired him to start 

collaborating with the Dresden Museum. He initiated correspondence with Meyer that same year 

by offering to sell him a large collection of ethnographic objects from New Guinea. It was Meyer 

who encouraged Parkinson to develop his photography skills in order to systematically document 

the peoples and islands of Oceania.626   

The Dresden ZAEM was not the only German museum Parkinson contacted as a 

potential buyer of his ethnographic work. During his seven years of collaborating with Meyer, 

Parkinson also corresponded with Felix von Luschan at the Berlin Ethnology Museum. However, 

																																								 																					
623 Thanks to the work of archivist Christiane Groeben at the Stazione Napoli, we know much about Richard 
Parkinson's work with Anton Dohrn to set up a Zoological Research Station at Ralum from 1894-7. This was the 
same period in which Parkinson carried out much correspondence with and research for the Dresden ZAEM. 
Friederich Dahl was sent to run the station, after Parkinson made the initial preparations. Parkinson also sent 
Papuans from New Pomerania to the station in Naples receive training in fishing and preserving marine animals for 
scientific purposes before returning to work at the Ralum Station. Dahl was expected to carry out thorough 
collections of fauna, including brains from natives. He failed in this, explaining that none of the 150 native workers 
on the Ralum plantation died during the year of his research trip. PAW (1812–1945); II–VII–133, fol. 96–97: Dahl 
to PAW, 1897.06.15. Stazione Zoologica Anton Dohrn. See Christiane Groeben, “Impact of Travels on Scientific 
Knowledge: Ralum (New Britain): A Research Station (1894–1897) sponsored by the Naples Zoological Station,” 
Proceedings of the California Academy of Sciences 55, Supplement II (2004), 57–76. 
 
624 Hans Meyer, Siegfried Passarge, Leonhard Schultze, Wilhelm Sievers, and Georg Wegener, Das Deutsche 
Kolonialreich: vol. 2, part 1 Togo (Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut, 1910), 426. 
 
625 Meyer, Abhandlungen und Berichte 7 (1899): Table I.  
 
626 A. B. Meyer and Richard Parkinson, Album of Papua Types. The images produced in the albums also appeared in 
Parkinson’s articles for the popular geography journal Globus, Hugo Zoeller’s Deutsch Neu Guinea  (Stuttgart: 
Union Deutsche Verlagsgesellschaft, 1891) and the New Guinea Company’s annual reports for German New 
Guinea.  
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Parkinson was repeatedly disappointed by von Luschan’s actions as a museum curator. His 

common complaint was Luschan’s understanding of the relationship between the Berlin museum 

and commerce. On one occasion Parkinson took von Luschan to task for turning his museum into 

a “commercial enterprise” by trying to lower the price of collections.627 On another occasion 

Parkinson criticized Luschan for encouraging New Guinea-based trading companies to focus 

their ethnographic collecting activities on two small Micronesian islands. When the trading 

companies had finished collecting ethnographica, they set up trading stations on the islands and 

introduced dozens of migrant laborers from New Guinea. On one island, the migrants introduced 

a foreign strain of malaria to the islands, which decimated the population. On the other island, 

the people feared punishment by the colonial government after warriors killed a German trader 

for grave robbing. Hundreds fled their island by canoe and drowned in the sea. Parkinson blamed 

Luschan for inciting this “ethnographic raid.”628  

A shift occurred in German - New Guinea relations between the time of Meyer’s visit and 

the publication of the Papua albums. The increased presence of German traders and missionaries 

supplied interpreters, which made communication with the locals easier for collectors. However, 

Parkinson reported that by the end of the century artifacts were much harder to acquire. In 1890 

the Rehnish mission and Neuguinea Compagnie stations in Hatzfeldthafen were abandoned due 

to the hostility of the numerically strong native population. The area was also closed to labor 

recruitment. The natives murdered a Malay bird of Paradise hunter and stole his firearms in the 

same year. In Bogia Potsdamshafen (Monumbo) and in Hansa Bay there was unrest among the 

																																								 																					
627 Richard Parkinson to Felix von Luschan, 8 March 1898, Berlin Museum of Ethnography, Preussische 
Kulturbesitz, IB Australien/E 224/98. 
 
628 Richard Parkinson to Felix von Luschan, 6 February 1904, Staatsbibliothek Preussische Kulturbesitz, LuP, 
Parkinson file.  
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natives towards the plantations and mission stations.629 The Company argued that the similar 

hostile response to German presence indicated that the natives must be related by descent, 

culture, and customs to those in Hatzfeldthafen, as suggested by hairstyle, physiognomy, and 

physique, and the practice of headhunting. Though the natives did not menace the European 

settlements in 1890, they attacked the coastal natives living close to the mission stations.630 The 

people of the Rai Coast began resisting the white government through threats delivered by 

message and approaching the police detachment armed with spears. They went to villages that 

were friendly to the government and incited protests. In the remote areas a white bird of paradise 

hunter and his native servant were attacked in the Rai Coast Mountains.631 

The Albums of Papua Types 

Album von Papúa Typen includes images of Papuans in German and Dutch New Guinea. 

There are several plates of frontal and profile views of individuals, reminsicent of 

anthropometric photographs (see fig 4). Unlike the work of German anthropologists Felix v. 

Luschan, Virchow, Gottschau and Fritsch, in the photos by Meyer and Parkinson individuals are 

almost always wearing adornments. Meyer and Parkinson did not make an effort to photograph 

the subjects completely stripped of their own garments. The labels on each plate state simply 

gender, ethnic group, and island of residence. However, plate descriptions often include names 

for each individual, in addition to details about clothing and bodily adornments. The album also 

documents festivals and includes lengthy descriptions of festival practices, and all the attendant 

material culture and social siginificance. For example, three plates depict the Duk-Duk (men’s 

secret society of New Pomerania) festival, followed by three plates documenting a memorial 
																																								 																					
629 “Annual Report for 1907-8,” in German New Guinea: The Annual Reports, Peter G. Sack and Dymphna Clark, 
(Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1979) 277. 
 
630 “Annual Report for 1907-8,” 277. 
 
631 “Annual Report for 1907-8,” 292. 
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celebration of the dead (see Fig. 6.5). 

The documentation of such festivals was unusual at the time and reflects a level of trust 

between the photographers and the different ethnic groups photographed.  His scenes of 

costumes worn during rituals of secret societies were the first visual records of such events 

among the peoples of New Pommerania. The people of the Solomon Islands, which neighbor 

mainland New Guinea, were amenable when confronted with Parkinson’s camera. Both men and 

women placed themselves “fearlessly” before the device according to Parkinson’s direction.632 

This was not always the case. Hugo Zoeller reported that when he and Parkinson arrived in 

Numa-Numa and Parkinson took out his camera the people of the village immediately fled.633  

The Zeitschrift fuer Ethnologie, the Organ of the German Society for Anthropology, did 

not review this or any of the albums of types published by Meyer. Other journals, such as the 

Geographische Jahrbuch, the Revue d’ethnologie, and Globus reviewed all the Albums, along 

with ethnographic monographs they supplemented. The silence of Virchow, Bastian and Robert 

Hartmann, the editors of the Zeitschrift fuer Ethnologie, indicates their disapproval of the 

Albums as an ethnographic project. This is especially striking given that the Zeitschrift fuer 

Ethnologie published the articles written by Meyer’s collaborators, which the albums reference 

as supplements. 

 The geographer and ethnologist Georg Gerland reported that the “The illustrations, 

especially of the Duk-Duk ceremonies, give a good image of the physique and the entire external 

life.”634 However, Gerland was much more impressed with Meyer and Parkinson’s “almost more 

instructive,” “Carvings and Masks from Bismarck Archipelago and New Guinea,” (1895) which 
																																								 																					
632 Hugo Zoeller, Deutsch Neu-Guinea, 318. 
 
633 Zoeller, Deutsch Neu-Guinea, 329. 
 
634 G. Gerland, “Bericht ueber die ethnologische Forschung 1894-5,” Geographisches Jahrbuch 18-19 (1895): 223. 
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supplemented the Album.635 “Carvings and Masks from Bismarck Archipelago and New 

Guinea” was published as part of the ZAEM’s Publications from the Ethnographic Museum. The 

Publications series took advantage of the intellectual community’s perception of journals as a 

vehicle that promoted the institution by virtue of its ability to “travel the world.”636 The volume 

discusses the use of masks in New Ireland, the geographic distribution of masks from New 

Guinea, Kaiser-Wilhelmsland, and New Ireland, the application and significance of the masks, 

the meaning of their carvings and skillfulness, religious views and festivals of the Voelker who 

produced them.  Gerland’s review of this publication was extremely positive, and certainly 

lengthier than the few sentences he spared on the Album of Papuan Types. He concluded that the 

volume, with its “exquisite pictures” belongs to the “most important and indispensable 

publications in our field.”637 However, his review primarily values the contents of the text and he 

barely discusses the existence of the photographs that the text refers to. He indicates that the 

volume is useful because the authors take care to guide the reader’s viewing of the photographs 

through textual explanation. Gerland’s reviews reflect the reader’s difficulty in knowing what to 

make of the photographs presented in the sparsely annotated albums of types.  

Masks were of particular scholarly interest for Parkinson and were selected as especially 

evocative of movement, narrative, and history. The intangible social and spiritual roles of the 

mask take form in the albums of types. The albums relate the life of the mask and its connection 

to and transformation of the human body and the individual’s role in society. The authors also 

note that the Papuans only gave away the masks for the museum’s collection after the masks had 

																																								 																					
635 Gerland, “Bericht ueber die ethnologische Forschung 1894-5,” 223. 
 
636 Review of Mittheilung aus dem K Zoologischen Museum zu Dresden 1, by Dr. A. B. Meyer, Nature 13 (1876): 
464. 
 
637 Gerland, “Bericht ueber die ethnologische Forschung 1894-5,” 223. 
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filled their purpose. The authors highlight that evidence of the masks use and long-distance 

transport are clearly visible.638  The evocation of travel lent movement to objects which were not 

constructed to remain static in vitrines but instead were made to move, to interact with the 

human body, with the natural environment and with other every day or ceremonial objects. 

Concurrent with Meyer’s, Schadenberg’s and Parkinson’s visual ethnography endeavors 

was the development of motion study through photographic means. In the 1870s and 1880s 

photographers like Ottomar Anschütz, Etienne-Jules Marey, Eadward Muybridge, and Thomas 

Eakins all carried out experiments to graphically analyze motion using photography. Anschuetz’s 

120 exposures of the activities of a family of storks at the Breslau zoo were widely publicized in 

1884. The association of movement with time and change is reflected in the title of Eakin’s print 

of a pole jumper, “History of a Jump,”  (1884-85). Marey, Muybridge, and Anschütz all designed 

devices to reconstitute the appearance of movement through the viewing of many, but separate, 

“analytical” images in rapid sequence.639  

Parkinson’s ethnographic photographs were also inspired by a fellow German expatriate, 

J.W. Lindt (1845-1926). Lindt resided permanently in a large German community in Australia 

and became famous for his collected portraits of the natives of Asia-Pacific. Beginning in the 

1870s, he started to compile a visual record of the colonial Australian and Pacific cultures, 

producing and publishing portfolios of images far in advance of most of his photographic 

contemporaries in their aesthetic scope, technical ambition and market reach.640 The earliest 

albums, Australian Aboriginals (1873-4) and Australian Types (1874), were comprised of studio 
																																								 																					
638 Meyer and Parkinson, Schnitzereien und Masken vom Bismarck Archipel und Neu Guinea (Dresden: Stengel, 
1895), 2. 
 
639 Robert B. Haas, Muybridge: Man in Motion (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), p. 120.  
 
640 Ken Orchard “J W Lindt's Australian Aboriginals and Australian Types (1873-74)” in The J W Lindt Collection, 
Grafton Regional Gallery, May 2005. 
 



 

	 293 

tableaux photographs: aboriginal peoples and colonial settlers, either individually or in 

groupings, are positioned in front of painted landscape backdrops among artifacts and vegetation, 

and sometimes authentic native fauna. Lindt recreated environments that no longer existed for 

the aboriginals because the British had already taken so much of the land away.641 Thus the 

photograph that was produced was actually a staged historical re-enactment.642 

Intrigued by the diversity of native cultures in the adjacent Pacific Islands, Lindt sought 

out and acquired passage on colonial government ships to British New Guinea (1885), New 

Hebrides (1890), and Fiji (1892). Picturesque New Guinea (1887) stood out as a landmark in 

adaptation of photography to the production and artistry of the illustrated book. The images in 

this book are not studio portraits. Instead they are voyeuristic views of daily life and New 

Guinea’s little documented landscape. Meyer’s editorial notes indicate an expectation that his 

audience was familiar with Lindt’s work on British South New Guinea.643 While Parkinson drew 

on Lindt’s representation of peoples in their own villages, his photographs do not convey a 

relationship of distance between photographer and subject or viewer and subject like Lindt’s 

voyeuristic views.  

Parkinson used photographs to engage with the community and also observe customary 

responses and practices for grieving the dead. In some cases, the viewing of photographs of the 

dead was requested as part of the mourning process:  
																																								 																					
641 See Rosalyn Poignant, “Surveying the Field of View: The Making of the RAI Photographic Collection” in 
Edwards, Anthropology and Photography 1992, 42-55, 54. 
 
642 Such stagings are reminiscent of the life groups that populated the colonial exhibitions across Europe and would 
later populate the new natural history museums of the late nineteenth and early 20th centuries. They look 
remarkably like the diorammas, or tableaux that Meyer's student, Benno Wandollek would criticize as so obviously 
artificial that they taught the viewer nothing about either science or art. Anne McClintock writes that in the 
European photographic studio, exotic time was reproduced as exotic spectacle, as panoptical time. In the last 
decades of the nineteenth century, panoptical time came into its own as the image of global history consumed — at a 
glance — in a single spectacle from a point of privileged invisibility. See Anne McClintock. Imperial Leather: 
Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest. (New York: Routledge, 1995), 37, 125. 
 
643 Meyer and Parkinson, Album von Papuan Typen, 1. 
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I have witnessed old men letting tears flow down their cheeks when I have shown them 
photographs of long-dead sons or wives. Widows pour forth silent tears at the mention of 
their dead husband and when it became known that I had the photograph of one or other 
of the dead, I was frequently begged to show it to the weeping person.”644  
 
A review of the second Papua Album in the popular geography journal Globus 

highlighted first and foremost that the quality of the photographs transported the reader to New 

Guinea: “attentive studying of the photographs provides the reader with the intense feeling of 

being transformed into a real live person on the shores of New Guinea, seeing everything with 

my own eyes.”645 While the reviewer appeals to the immediate photographic realism of the 

album, the introductory texts instruct the reader to consider these albums as supplements to the 

monographs on ethnographic objects. The albums were not meant to stand alone.  

The second album of Papuan types has a clear narrative structure to its organization. It 

begins with landscape shots of the first village visited, as if taken from the ethnographer's ship 

upon arrival. The narrative of the traveler’s encounters reverberates with the reconstruction of 

the society’s own culture for marking the passage of time. Parkinson discusses different stages of 

life, different activities of society at different times of the year, social relations within the 

community and between people of different generations and different genders. The images depict 

ceremonies that occur at certain moments of time, in some cases memorializing the life of 

someone, in others marking the transition between boyhood and manhood, such as the Ingiet 

festival. The images also look at long term, more subtle traditions such as how the Papuans of 

																																								 																					
644 Parkinson, Dreissig Jahre in der Südsee, 38. The language barrier still remained strong, even for ethnologists 
such as Parkinson and Schadenberg who remained in Asia Pacific for decades, because the number of languages and 
cultures far exceeded their capabilities.  
 
645 B. Hagen, review of Album of Papua Types II, by Dr. A. B. Meyer and R. Parkinson, Globus 77 (1900): 17-18. 
See also J. Edge-Partington, review of Papua-Album II, by Dr. A. B. Meyer and R. Parkinson, Man 1 (1901): 143; F. 
W. Hodge, review of Album of Papua Types II: North New Guinea, Bismarck Archipelago, German Salomon 
Islands, by Dr. A. B. Meyer and R. Parkinson, American Anthropologist 3 (1901): 174. 
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Bougainville tell the passing of time, or the wearing of balloon-shaped hats by young men to 

mark the transition between youth and marriage. Some of the photographs were historical 

documents by the time of publication, recording practices that had since been wiped out by 

colonial authorities.646  

For the second album, Parkinson attempted to photograph regions that had not been 

represented in the prior album. He also sought after “new characteristic scenes of native life.”647 

It is notable that Parkinson did not produce anthropometric photographs, given that his mentor, 

Kubary, produced a series of such images in Samoa in the mid 1870s, around the time the two 

became acquainted. Kubary’s images depicted a completely nude subject standing in a bare 

studio alongside a measuring stick. Parkinson’s images, unlike those of Kubary or Lindt, are 

quite striking for the time. He sought images that depicted the life of the residents, instead of 

isolating them against a plain backdrop or in a fabricated studio setting. Peter Mesenhoeller has 

described Parkinson’s photos as “of surprising and unusual authenticity for his time.”648 The 

album does not include any cartes de visite, the photographic print that encouraged “close 

physiognomic study.” Instead the images were printed in post card format and arranged two to a 

page, or as full size quarto plates. 

By plate five, the reader encounters a group shot of some Papuans, with the brief caption 

"Males of Humboldt Bay, Dutch New Guinea,” (see Fig. 6.6). Men and boys of all ages kneel, 

lounge, and stand before the camera, some shielding their eyes from the sun. They have clearly 

been directed by the photographer to gather around, and face this direction so that the sun could 
																																								 																					
646 Parkinson’s own leanings shift quickly between 1900 and 1907, from open-minded relativism to towing the 
government line of dehumanizing natives as cannibals. 
 
647 A.B. Meyer and Richard Parkinson Album of Papua Types II (1900) preface.  
 
648 Peter Mesenhoeller, “Kulturen zwischen Paradies und Hoelle,” in Geraubte Schatten, ed. Thomas Theye 
(Munich: Bucher, 1989), 361. 
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illuminate the scene. In the foreground are shadows on the sand of the western photographer, 

identifiable by the standard pith helmet, and the rectangular shadow of the camera itself.649 The 

shadow of Parkinson is an artifact of the process of seeking a clear image of his subjects, by 

having them face the sun, just as the sun casts a long shadow on the photographer's back. Given 

how careful Meyer was in composing plates, he must have consciously chosen to include this 

one and not excise the shadow. By reproducing this image, Meyer and Parkinson inscribed the 

ethnographer into the ethnographic account.  

Ethnographic photographs from the field, such as this, were cataloged in the museum 

expressly as "ethnographic objects." To catalog such photographs as objects is striking because 

they were not material culture produced by the indigenous people but rather the western 

photographer. Meyer explained to the Saxon government funding committee that “such 

photographs were not only study aids, they replace the objects which are not obtainable in the 

original.”650 Yet equating them, categorically, with material culture produced by the indigenous 

people throws into question ideas about authenticity and authorship in evaluating ethnographic 

objects, particularly given Parkinson's shadowy presence in the photograph.651 Such categorizing 

could also be seen as another form of reflexivity. 

																																								 																					
649 Many scholars have already done plenty of Foucaultian based discursive analysis of how nineteenth-century 

ethnographic photographs “othered" the subjects by creating images very much like this one. They argue for an 
effect of "capturing" and thereby distancing the western scientist from the colonized savage. These post-
colonialist accounts end up silencing the very indigenous people that they seek to valorize. Some scholars of 
visual anthropology have more recently sought to rectify this. Chris Pinney has referred to the mirroring of the 
viewer's own culture in the photograph as "modern anthropology's Las Meninas." See Chris Pinney, "The 
Parallel Histories of Anthropology and Photography," in Anthropology and Photography 1860-1920, ed. 
Elizabeth Edwards (Yale University Press, 1992), 76. 

 
650 Meyer to GD Dec 28 1885, HSTA 19300. 
 
651 This would also be a good example of Haidy Geismar's assessment that photography is an ideal technology for 
capturing some of the tensions that surround knowledge formation and the cultural and political encounters endemic 
to the discipline of anthropology. See Geismar, "Malakula: A Photographic Collection," Society for Comparative 
Study of Society and History 48 (2006): 524. 
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In Parkinson's report, he explains the photographic experience with the islanders as an 

encounter between the foreign European, the foreign device of the camera, and the indigenous 

people.  

The harmony was disturbed temporarily by the setting up of a photographic apparatus, 
however it also seemed to me to quickly reproduce their previously won confidence. 
Some old men looked timidly into the camera, though soon they recognized on the dull 
plate the pictures of their compatriots, and then all pressed close up to the new wonder. It 
does not disturb an indigenous person, as a rule, to observe a picture; one will look 
through a number of portraits to find one personality he knows well, and observe it with 
devotion. On the most varied South Sea islands, I have never had such an excited Volk 
before my camera. If one lifted a finger in order to signal them to stand still, the entire 
multitude, as on command, lifted their fingers upwards; if one yelled at them, they 
answered the same in return, and had one produced then, after much effort, a tolerable 
stillness to remove the cap of the lens, in that same moment the heads of all gentlemen 
went together to better admire the blinking spot of the lens.652 
 

Parkinson's observation of the indigenous response to the camera highlights the western device 

as disruptive, yet it was a device that he considered to be quickly accepted as striking a 

productive dialogue between the traveling westerner and the locals. In the printed photograph, 

both the photographer and his culture is made visible. 

Part 3: Albums of Philippine Types 

A. Anti-colonial reforms in the Philippines  

In 1889 Filipino nationalist Jose Rizal (1861-1896) invited Dr. A. B. Meyer to join the 

																																								 																					
652 As intimated in this report, not all islanders were so trusting of foreign visitors wielding photographic equipment. 
The people of Squally Island (adjacent to Matty Island) exhibited enough hostility to Parkinson’s’ photographic 
efforts that he cut his visit short. The entire population greeted Parkinson’s ship at shore, armed with lances and 
clubs and rocks. Without any ability to communicate verbally, Parkinson sought to pacify the armed hosts with the 
display of a knife, a bright string of beads and a strip of red cotton. To Parkinson, such a display had the effect of 
presenting himself as harmless.  This perspective was based on a complex of assumptions about these unknown 
people based on the customs and personal experience with other islanders. Parkinson saw this as an appeal to greed, 
at the same time that he also viewed it as the offering of gifts and the appeal to wonder. Yet, once Parkinson and his 
crew were allowed onto the island, much more violent precautionary measures were taken to establish western 
power, including multiple demonstrations of firing a loaded gun, a guard at his back and camera armed with a 
revolver. Perhaps not surprisingly, the setting up of the camera was regarded with great mistrust.   
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Board of Directors of the International Association of Philippinists.653 By that time, Meyer was 

well known for the high quality images he published of the museum's collections and his own 

ethnographic field research in Asia-Pacific. Rizal particularly appreciated how Meyer's 

ethnographies highlighted the cultural history of the Philippines prior to Spanish colonialism. 

This set Meyer apart from Bastian and Virchow, who had increasingly relaxed views of 

imperialism.654 Jose Rizal enlisted Meyer in the efforts of Filipino nationalism because the 

latter’s ethnographies of the Philippines countered the dehumanizing work of Spanish 

ethnologists.  

Rizal is perhaps best known for his utilization of the novel as a venue to construct the 

nation by deploying narrative that invoked and questioned the universal norms that define a 

specifically “modern” community in both temporal and spatial terms.655 Rizal hovered between 

foreign and native and the sliding between these categories shows how unstable an appellation 

“Filipino” was in Rizal's time.656 The colonial and economic history of the Philippines produced 

numerous Filipinos who, like Rizal, were of multiracial and multiethnic descent. He appropriated 

the categories of foreign, native, and modern to construct and stabilize the Filipino identity and 

vision of a cultural and political nation. 

In addition to his literary work, Rizal was an ophthalmologist and ethnologist who 

																																								 																					
653 “We shall create another section called Races and Independent Regions in which we shall include all the 
sultanates and independent tribes, such as the Moros, Negritos and others.” Jose Rizal to Ferdinand Blumentritt, 6 
February 1889, in Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, vol. 1, Jose Rizal and Ferdinand Blumentritt (Manila: National 
Historical Institute 1992), 237. 
 
654 On Bastian, see Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism; Rudolf Virchow, “Über micronesische Schädel,” 
Korrespondenzblatt der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Anthropologie 17 (1886): 128. 
 
655 Rizal’s novels, Noli Me Tangere (The Social Cancer) and El Filibusterismo (The Reign of Greed) offended the 
Catholic Church and the Spanish Government. His family had to hide their support of him to avoid persecution. 
These books led to Rizal’s prosecution as a revolutionary and eventually his execution. 
 
656 Hau, Necessary Fictions: Philippine Literature and the Nation, 1946-1980, 59. 
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maintained close ties to Germany, the land he referred to as his “scientific mother country.”657 

Rizal's conception of both modern and native, not as binary opposites but as amorphous and 

overlapping entities drew on his training as a Filipino in Germany in the mid-1880s and again 

from 1888-1892. The relatively late unification and industrialization of Germany followed by its 

meteoric accession economically, technologically and politically was an inspiring example to 

Rizal of what the disadvantaged Spanish colony could achieve with diligence and will power.658  

After four years of study in Spain as part of a vibrant community of reform-minded 

Filipino educated class (Ilustrados), Rizal continued his medical studies in Germany where most 

intellectuals subscribed to humanist liberalism. Prominent scholars like Virchow and Bastian 

openly criticized Bismarckian colonialism and subscribed to liberal notions of the “psychic unity 

of mankind.”659 Unlike Spanish scholarship on its colony, German scholarship on the Philippines 

was not driven by any direct political interest in the country. Yet foreign policy indicated 

otherwise. At the level of international politics, Spain was struggling to keep hold of its colonies 

in Asia-Pacific just as Germany very quickly and suddenly became a colonial power in the area. 

Gathering information about Germany's foreign policy was also part of Rizal's stated intentions 

because of Bismarck’s ambitions to annex the Spanish Caroline Islands and German trade 

companies increasing interest in the commercial potential of Asia.660  

Rizal first contacted Ferdinand Blumentritt during this time in Germany as a prolific 

																																								 																					
657 Resil B. Mojares, Waiting for Mariang Makiling: Essays in Philippine Cultural History (Quezon City: Ateneo de 
Manila University Press, 2002), 53. 
 
658 Caroline Hau, Necessary Fictions: Philippine Literature and the Nation, 1946-1980 (Ateneo de Manila 
University Press, 2000), 50-52. 
 
659 See Chapter One. 
 
660 Jose Rizal, Madrid to Teodora Alonzo 1885 in Letters between Rizal and Family Members, 1876-1896, José 
Rizal (Manila: National Historical Institute, 1993), 193-94. See translation in Mojares, Waiting for Mariang 
Makiling, 55. 
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scholar of Philippine languages, cultures and history. With Blumentritt's help, Rizal entered the 

world of European Orientalist scholarship and built networks with European scientists to 

challenge colonial authority.661 In 1886 and 1887, he visited with Hendrik Kern, Professor of 

Sanskrit at Leiden; A. B. Meyer; Wilhelm Joest, a worldwide explorer and ethnologist (whose 

collection founded the Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum in Cologne in 1901);662 and Fedor Jagor, a 

naturalist who had traveled through Southeast Asia for the Berlin Ethnology Museum. Jagor 

invited Rizal to the meetings of the Geographical Society in Berlin and introduced him to other 

scholars, including Rudolf Virchow.663 He also visited A. B. Meyer in Dresden and began the 

first of several donations to the museum’s collections of Philippine ethnography, anthropology 

and zoology.  

By 1889 it was Meyer and Jagor’s work on Filipino ethnography that stood out as most 

significant for the plans of the Filipino nationalists. Meyer’s work had “excited” him since he 

had first discovered it through Blumentritt’s citations.664 Bastian and Virchow may have 

welcomed Rizal into their intellectual sphere but by the late 1880s they had softened their 

opposition to German expansionism.665 On a personal level, Rizal confessed that upon first 

introduction, “Virchow told me jestingly that he wished to study me ‘ethnographically’ and I 
																																								 																					
661 Rizal reported to Blumentritt, with great humor, that his countrymen saw him as an agent of Bismarck. See Jose 
Rizal to Ferdinand Blumentritt, 5 September 1887, in Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, vol. 1, Jose Rizal and 
Ferdinand Blumentritt, 136. Though Rizal was a critic of Bismarckian colonial policy, his own work against the 
Catholic Church as an agent of retrogression was in line with Bismarck’s Kulturkampf.  
 
662 Meyer had published some of Joest’s photographs in Album von Philippinen Typen (1885). 
 
663 Blumentritt had offered to write a letter of introduction to Virchow on Rizal’s behalf but Rizal was not interested 
in meeting him at the time. Jose Rizal to Ferdinand Blumentritt, 22 November 1886, in Rizal-Blumentritt 
Correspondence, vol. 1, Jose Rizal and Ferdinand Blumentritt (Manila: National Historical Institute 1992), 21-22. 
Eventually, Virchow invited Rizal to become a member of the DGAEU. 
 
664 Rizal to Blumentritt, 22 November 1886, in Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, vol. 1, Jose Rizal and Ferdinand 
Blumentritt, 21-22. 
 
665 Smith “Anthropology and German Colonialism” in ed. Arthur J. Knoll, Lewis H. Gann Germans in the Tropics: 
Essays in German Colonial History (New York: Greenwood Press, 1987), 39-57. 
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replied ‘yes’ for the love of science.”666 Rizal was keenly aware of Virchow’s immediate 

distancing of himself, the scholar, from the native, Rizal. Yet Rizal also exploited his position as 

both a physical specimen and trained doctor to gain membership to the German Society for 

Anthropology. 

  The Nationalists sought to create an autonomous time and space outside the frame of 

colonial rule. It was in Germany, observing that one had to go to German museums and read 

German books if one was interested in Filipino history, that Rizal was inspired to also “do 

something for the science and the history of my native country.”667 Folklorist and fellow 

nationalist Isabelo de los Reyes concurred that German was the language of advanced scholarly 

thinking. Reyes was pleased when his research on folklore was published in the German 

periodicals Ausland and Globus, which he claimed were the leading European journals in the 

field.668  

Rizal sought to promote scholarship in the Philippines by forming an International 

Association of Philippinists, or the IAP. He compiled a multiracial roster of officers spearheaded 

by Filipinos with the aim to expand Filipino scholarship and ultimately replace the Germans as 

the leading experts. The major IAP theme in which Meyer's work was seen as key was that 

colonialism caused the degeneration of Filipino skills and created the lazy Indio with a 

																																								 																					
666 Rizal to Blumentritt, 22 November 1886, in Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, vol. 1, Jose Rizal and Ferdinand 
Blumentritt, 21-22. 
 
667 Rizal to Blumentritt, 22 November 1886, in Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, vol. 1, Jose Rizal and Ferdinand 
Blumentritt, 21-22; Rizal to Blumentritt 13 April 1887, in Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, vol. 1, Jose Rizal and 
Ferdinand Blumentritt, 71. 
 
668 Benedict Anderson, Under Three Flags (New York, NY: Verso, 2005), 12. Paterno used the data presented by 
Meyer, Virchow and Kern to support a universalist and evolutionist reading of world cultures. Resil Mojares, Brains 
of the Nation (Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2006), 57. De los Reyes also used western sources 
as the primary guide for writing cultural history. He relied on Spanish colonial missionary reports and chronicles 
and secondarily texts by Meyer and other non Spanish Europeans. De los Reyes asserted the distinct entity of the 
Filipino. 
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bankrupted sense of patriotism. Early Filipinos had exported silk to Japan whereas now the 

situation was reversed. Meyer’s work demonstrated that old industry and local morality had 

declined because of the abuses and disincentives of colonial rule. 

Meyer’s historical, non-essentialist approach to understanding racial and cultural 

difference made him stand out in comparison to such titans from Berlin as Adolf Bastian and 

Rudolf Virchow. By 1889, a cluster of Bastian’s followers was practicing applied anthropology 

in service of the colonial administration. Within a decade of Germany’s acquisition of colonies, 

most of the younger generation of German physical and cultural anthropologists had redirected 

the disciplines toward support of colonialism, with special interest in acclimatization as a “white 

problem.” 669 The acclimatization question was thus centered on biological characteristics of 

race. Meyer’s opposition to racial determinism coincided with Rizal’s arguments for a branching 

evolution based in environment and history.670  

Meyer, who collaborated with Rizal, was appealing for the nationalist cause because his 

own ethnographies of the Philippines countered the dehumanizing work of Spanish ethnologists. 

At the level of international politics, Spain was struggling to keep hold of its colonies in Asia-

Pacific just as Germany very quickly and suddenly became a colonial power in the area. Meyer 

was selected over the explorer Fedor Jagor, and the difficulty in this decision reflects both an 

emphasis on field research and the infancy of the profession: “We have nominated two German 

members because we cannot decide who is more worthy of the two, if it is the explorer from 

																																								 																					
669 Pascal Grosse, “Turning Native,” in Worldly Provincialism: German Anthropology in the Age of Empire, eds. H. 
Glenn Penny and Matti Bunzl (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), 180. German anthropology of 
acclimatization would set the pace for the conceptualization of colonial politics on biological grounds and its link to 
eugenic or racial hygiene policies. Notably, Woodruff Smith and Manfred Gothsch argue that anthropologists had 
little impact on Germany’s colonial agenda. Woodruff Smith, Politics and the Sciences of Culture in Germany 1840-
1920 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991); Manfred Gothsch Die Deutsche Völkerkunde und Ihr Verhältnis zum 
Kolonialismus: Ein Beitrag zur Kolonialideologischen und Kolonialpraktischen Bedeutung der Deutschen 
Völkerkunde in der Zeit von 1870 bis 1975 (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 1983). 
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Berlin or the privy councilor of Dresden who is devoted to the study of natural sciences.”671 

Meyer, unlike Jagor, was connected to a respected institution with the resources to publish and 

distribute scholarship to a broad audience.  

B. Family Portraits and Measuring Sticks 

The year before Rizal and Meyer’s first meeting, Meyer had published his first of three 

photograph albums of Filipino types. The series of photographic representations, reproduced as 

both scholarly and popular ethnographies, provide evidence of reflexive ethnographic practice on 

multiple counts. Billed as albums of types, they are reflexive of the genre itself and the efforts of 

physical anthropologists to create typologies of ethnicity and race. The albums are products of 

fieldwork and reflective of the European researcher’s relationships with the different peoples of 

his adopted home. Contrary to what the title suggests, many of these images provide historical 

narratives.672  

The first album of Philippine types included 32 plates showing “approximately 250 

types” from Luzon and Mindanao, the two largest of the Philippine islands. The album begins 

with several staged, cabinet-format family portraits of Aetas, or Negritos as scholars most often 

referred to them. The Negritos are presented as hunter-gatherers living in small communities 

with fellow family members. Each portrait depicts familial relations, including gender roles and 

social functions. Like a family photo album, Meyer shows several different images of the same 

family, performing different activities, sometimes varying in the number of relatives present. 

They are always outdoors in a peaceful floral setting. In plate three, for example, the husband is 

bent down on one knee with his arrow drawn, seemingly prepared to hunt down the family's next 

																																								 																					
671 Jose Rizal to Ferdinand Blumentritt, 6 February 1889, in Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, vol. 1, Jose Rizal 
and Ferdinand Blumentritt, 237. 
 
672 For an alternative analysis see Nathaniel Weston Scientific authority, nationalism, and colonial entanglements 
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	 304 

meal. Beneath him, incongruously, lays his resting son. In the background, the wife stands over 

her child and husband, holding a quiver of arrows in her hand with a look of confusion on her 

face due to the theater of it all, (see Fig. 6.7). In the group photographs, it is always the adult 

women, rather than or in addition to the men, who stare directly into the camera. It is evident that 

it was important to Meyer to represent women standing and staring into the camera this way, for 

his text explains that women spend much of their day crouching and as a result, the skin on their 

knees is wrinkled and stretched. Yet, because Meyer frequently posed women standing, their 

skirts often cover this detail.673  

Meyer’s decision to represent the Negritos in matriarchal nuclear family arrangements 

was a response to the Spanish accounts of the Negritos. Spanish Jesuit scholars argued that the 

Negritos maintained their independence through the tenacity of the women in the community. 

The Spanish equated the independence of the “aboriginal” Negrito with stasis and degeneration. 

As evidence they cited reports by Spanish friars that the promiscuous women of the mountains 

confessed to fornicating with monkeys and produced monkey-looking babies.674 Rizal called 

these stories “idiotic and shameless tales not worthy of credence.”675 The photographs presented 

in the first and second albums of Philippine types repeated certain visual tropes yet the authors 

used the text to signal to the reader what an important role staging plays in the production of 

photographs. 

Meyer’s work was evidently inspired by the staged studio portraits of indigenous and/or 

colonized peoples already circulating in Europe. In several other photographs Negritos stand 
																																								 																					
673 A. B. Meyer, Album von Philippinen Typen (Dresden: Wilhelm Hoffmann, 1885), 3. [Meyer translated “saya” as 
“Rock”, German for “skirt”.] 
 
674 Sinibaldo de Mas, “Pagans, from Informe sobre el Estado de las Islas Filipinas en 1842,” in Travellers on the 
Cordillera, ed. William Henry Scott (Manila: the Filipiniana Book Guild, 1875), 15. 
 
675 Jose Rizal, To the Women of Malolos (Quezon City: R. Martinez & Sons, 1958), 1889.  
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before a backdrop of a bamboo fence or building, though the text informs us that the primitive 

and nomadic Negritos do not construct houses.676 In other cases a white sheet served as the 

backdrop, almost entirely concealing the bamboo structures in the background. Like the studio 

portraits made by Lindt, which reconstructed historical settings, and those collected by 

Dammann, these portraits pointedly obscure the setting in which the Negritos live through 

absence or negative space. 

Although Meyer’s photographs share certain attributes with those practitioners of 

anthropometry, his contemporaries commented instead on the distinct differences. For example, 

French anthropologist Ernest Hamy reported that Meyer's collection, though “reproduced with 

great care,” and “methodically arranged,” was “less conducive to facilitating physical study of 

the subjects.”677 The lack of standardization in Meyer’s photographic portraits was immediately 

clear to Hamy who specified that this “serious default” was due to the album’s reproduction of 

photographs “of all sizes and taken from all positions.”678 Yet from an ethnographic standpoint, 

Hamy found the “picturesque” images to show an “abundance of information,” otherwise 

neglected in strictly anthropological photographs.679 Particularly interesting, Hamy specified, 

was the album’s reproduction of the use of equipment by various peoples of Luzon. Thus 

Meyer’s contemporaries who sought to categorize the different peoples of the world through 

physical attributes were acutely aware that Meyer’s methods of visual representation did not 

support such practices.   

C. Working Towards Reflexivity in Ethnography 
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The subsequent album, like the second album of Papuan types, eschews the use of cartes 

de visite for an alternative style of print: the post card format with dimensions of 3.25in x 5.5in. 

This second Album of Philippine Types, titled: “North Luzon: Negritos, Tinguians, Banaos, 

Guianaanes, Silipans, Calingas, Apoyaos, Kiangans, Igorrots and Ilocanos” included 50 quarter 

plates in collotype with over 600 people depicted. Co-edited with Alexander Schadenberg (1851-

1896), the album was originally published in 1891 in Dresden, Cebu, Manila, and London, in 

German, Spanish and English editions and thus intended for a very wide audience. The German 

edition was published by the ZAEM’s regular publisher, Stengel and Markert. The English 

edition was published by Kegan Paul, Trench, Truebner & Co. LIM, and the two Spanish 

editions were published by Schadenberg’s friend and fellow ethnologist, Otto Koch.  

Schadenberg was a Manila-based German pharmacist who used his doctorate in 

chemistry to finance his independent research expedition and collections. He inserted himself 

into the international network of ethnologists and sought out Meyer and Rizal in particular. 

Schadenberg was so invested in the political cause that he distributed the reformist newspaper La 

Solidaridad (The Solidarity) among friends in the Ilocos and Abra regions of the Philippines’ 

largest island, Luzon. He did this at the risk of being denounced and Bismarck fingered as the 

inspirer of the Filipino liberal propagandist movement.680  

Meyer and Schadenberg collaborated to promote in-depth field research as the primary 

means of knowledge gathering and to warn against the pitfalls of armchair theorizing. In his 

monographs on the Negritos, Meyer wrote that the future of the discipline relied on well-

qualified, long-term investigations in the field in order to make sense of the material collections 

that filled museum galleries and storage rooms. In a letter to the Berlin Anthropological Society, 
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Schadenberg wrote: 

I have so far visited in detail the inhabitants of the provinces of Abra, Bontok, Lepanto, 
La Union, and parts of Nueva Vizcaya and Isabela.681 The much-discussed question of 
[classifying] the Igorots I dare not approach yet; this problem they solve in Europe with 
more ease than we here on the spot.682 
 
Born in Breslau, Germany to a court dignitary, Schadenberg obtained a doctorate in 

chemistry from Breslau University.  He accepted a position as a chemist at the Spanish wholesale 

drug firm Pablo Sartorius in Manila. He took advantage of his new location and financial 

security to carry out a number of excursions into the interior, visiting the Negritos of Bataan, 

Zambales, and Pampanga. In 1882, he and Otto Koch carried out an exploration of the 

Philippines southern island of Mindanao, especially the volcanic Mount Apo on Davao Gulf. The 

region was considered by the Spanish authorities to be “beyond the pale of civilization,” in part 

because the local Bagobo tribe was notorious for their practice of human sacrifice.683 Koch and 

Schadenberg lived among the Bagobos of Mindanao for six months to conduct a close 

ethnographic study and learn the language. They hired a specially trained Bagobo youth to help 

them assemble an extensive collection of ethnographic objects and specimens of the local flora 

and fauna.684  

During a three-year return visit to Europe, Schadenberg established connections with 

																																								 																					
681 Contemporary scholars, in their efforts to identify the 19th century names with present day ethnic groups have 
concluded that this is not entirely possible because the number and diversity of the 19th century cultures does not 
exist in the present. Floy Quintos, “Notes on the Schadenberg Album,” in Tipos Filipinos, A. B. Meyer and 
Alexander Schadenberg (Manila, Philippines: National Historical Institute, 2008), 3-6. 
 

682 Alexander Schadenberg, “Beiträge zur Kenntnis der im Innern Nordluzons lebenden Stämme,” Zeitschrift für 
Ethnologie 20 (1888): 34. 

683 Otto Scheerer, “Alexander Schadenberg: his life and work in the Philippines,” The Philippine Journal of Science 
22 (1923): 447-459. 
 
684 Their discovery of Bagobo use of ylang-ylang oil led to a flourishing industry in its production by pharmaceutical 
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several European museums while he organized and wrote about collections. He continued to 

support himself through pharmaceutical work in order to maintain his independent collection of 

Philippines ethnographica, botanica, and zoologica.  It was during this time that he first 

contacted A. B. Meyer, among other museum directors. Schadenberg donated close to 1000 

ethnographic objects and 350 human skulls to the Dresden museum.685 When a position opened 

up he returned to the Pablo Sartorius Pharmacy in the Philippines at a branch in Vigan, the 

capital of Ilocos – Sur, in Northern Luzon. He arrived with his family in Vigan in November 

1885, and soon began expeditions through the Cordilleras, the rugged mountain region of 

Northern Luzon and home to many of the ethnic groups that maintained independence from the 

Spanish.  

Images and texts by Meyer and Schadenberg superficially support physiognomic 

arguments and yet close readings reveal attempts to undermine such naturalizing. As discussed 

above, anthropometric photographs were based in physiognomy, which read mental and moral 

characteristics of a person through facial and bodily features. The authors attribute significance 

to physical traits by choosing to draw the reader’s attention to them. Yet Meyer and Schadenberg 

demonstrate that physical traits do not correlate with moral characteristics. Instead, the textual 

descriptions guide the reader towards moral relativism in considering such actions as head 

hunting. For example, the Apoyaos, we are told, “are headhunters and are not very tall or robust, 

with dark yellow skin, like the Chinese. They are slit eyed, particularly the women. Their noses 

are generally aquiline. The women are ugly, the men are more pleasant in appearance.”686  

While the Apoyaos are described as ugly headhunters, a designation that the Spanish used 

																																								 																					
685 See A. B. Meyer to General Direction, 3 December 1903, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, 
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686 Meyer and Schadenberg, Album von Philippinen Typen II, 13. 
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to vilify them, when we follow the authors’ directions and refer to Schadenberg’s separate 

publications we learn that the Apoyaos did not at all conform to the hostile savages they are 

painted out to be. The Apoyaos, like other ethnic groups in the mountains of Luzon, were a threat 

to the Spanish government because their introduction of tobacco into the provinces ruined the 

government’s tobacco revenues.687 Schadenberg aided them in their quest to seek better trade 

relations with the local Spanish magistrate.688 In Schadenberg’s photographs, the Apoyaos’ 

participation in the tobacco trade is represented by images of women smoking tobacco and 

wearing their tobacco “Arbeitsgeraeth,” (work tool), stowed in their hair.689 The images thus 

depict women enjoying the products of their labor as well as carrying the tool involved in that 

labor. When the reader refers to Schadenberg’s separate publications, as cited in the album, she 

gains an explication of the Apoyaos’ preparation of tobacco plants for trade. Thus the 

photographs of the album portray how the Apoyao community maintained their independence 

from the Spanish and subverted Spanish rule over other ethnic groups (see Fig. 6.8). 

The album, as a whole, unveils how easily distant peoples can be intentionally 

misrepresented. Both Meyer and Schadenberg used publications to explicitly argue against that 

very problem which seemed to be increasingly endemic in the anthropological sciences. For 

example, the reader learns that two of the Igorrot women photographed by Schadenberg had 

been designated to appear in the Madrid Colonial Exhibition of 1888 and they were given lances 

from their local Spanish magistrate to include as part of their costume (see Fig. 6.9). However, 

because the women chose not to include these lances, once they arrived in Manila, on their way 
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to Madrid, the Archbishop sent the women back home.690  

Thus Meyer and Schadenberg comment to the reader on how the Spanish government 

sought to construct an artificial presentation of the native women of the colonial Philippines. 

They encourage the reader to question the authenticity of commercial ethnography at the height 

of colonial exhibitions and Völkerschauen in Europe. Meyer and Schadenberg’s example of the 

Igorrot women demonstrate that the Europeans involved in transporting native peoples to Europe 

initiate a process of transformation. The authors’ unveiling of this process also reveals one aspect 

of the relationship between Europeans and ethnographic subjects. Colonial Exhibitions were sites 

where the public could view the relationship between scientist and Naturvoelker. In the 1880s, 

scientists observed, measured, and quantified the bodies and behaviors of the peoples displayed 

in front of onlookers.691  

A second example is a plate of a clearly posed Aeta woman from Abra sleeping in the 

grass under a tree (see Fig. 6.10). The photograph is obviously staged, given Meyer's own 

descriptions that Aetas, or Negritos, often make beds for themselves rather than sleeping directly 

on the ground. The photo was taken such that the woman's deformed feet, especially her toes, are 

in the foreground. This image, taken by Alexander Schadenberg, highlights a deformity of the 

toes that was seen by some anthropologists as evidence of the link between humans and apes and 

thus also argues that indigenous peoples are at an earlier stage of physical development than 

Europeans. However the authors inform the reader that this trait is a consequence of repeated use 

of the toes to grip objects and not evidence of descent.692  
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Meyer and Schadenberg’s attention to context was not new. Meyer’s intellectual hero, 

Charles Darwin, had already established how subjectively individuals read appearances even of 

people from Europe. In Expressions of Emotions in Man and Animals, Darwin demonstrated that 

how people read photographic portraits was not consistent. After displaying a series of 

photographs to “above twenty educated persons of various ages and both sexes,” he found that 

context, particularly textual description, was necessary for making the facial expressions of the 

photographed subject legible to the viewer.693 Without the text to explain expression, or control 

the viewers reading, the viewer’s subjectivity intervened. Darwin’s primary interpretation of the 

results of his experiment was that an individual’s face was not objectively readable. Implicit in 

his conclusion was that the photograph too, as a decontextualization or recontextualization of 

appearances, was not legible without explanation.  

Given the exposure time necessary to produce clear photographic images in the 1870s 

and 1880s, it would have been difficult for Meyer and Schadenberg to take clear photographs 

that were not staged, particularly photographs of people in the process of moving any parts of 

their bodies at close range. However, in Album II, Meyer and Schadenberg include a plate taken 

at a distance of Igorrot men and women working in the rice fields and attempt to animate the 

static photograph. The textual description of the photo describes the “Arbeit” (work or labor) of 

men is to till the soil, while women plant the rice.694 The subsequent photograph includes images 
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of men and women who have just “returned from work in the field” (“Feldarbeit”).695 Even in 

this image, people appear to have halted their actions momentarily to stare straight at the camera 

for Schadenberg’s benefit (see Fig. 6.11). However, the text, written in the active voice attempts 

to lend movement to the static image. This effort to lend movement is supported by the 

subsequent image that tracks the men and women returning from the fields. Meyer and 

Schadenberg’s combination of text and images create a sense of multidimensionality of the 

living cultures that contested reductive racialized studies. 

A frequently cited reference for Meyer and Schadenberg’s second Album is the work of 

Filipino nationalist, ethnologist and labor reformer Isabelo de los Reyes.696 De los Reyes was one 

of the few Ilustrados and revolutionaries who argued for the intellectual equality of Indios. Of 

the Ilustrados, it was his work which Meyer and Schadenberg most often referenced as de los 

Reyes appealed to having first-hand knowledge and using it in the name of science: He carried 

out field work among the Tinguian in Abra a few years before Schadenberg for his work on the 

new science of folk-lore. He argued that though the Tagalogs and Ilocanos seemed to be of 

distinct races, (based on language and physiognomy), field research on their local knowledge 

(“saber popular”), including customs, beliefs, superstitions, incantations, and adages would 

reveal the common origin of the two ethnicities. Politically this would demonstrate the pre-

colonial history of the archipelago. De los Reyes work would also have appealed to Meyer 

because it privileged folklore and expressly not mythology in the study of ethnicity, the latter 

being so important to Bastian’s universalist approach. De los Reyes political aims were also in 

line with Meyer’s scientific aims for ethnography: to reconstruct the indigenous past.  Yet his 
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Filipino colleagues who had accepted the more racialized approach of Blumentritt and Virchow, 

scholars who had never visited the Philippines, berated de los Reyes. Reyes, like Meyer, rejected 

craniometry and critiqued and corrected the work of Hans Meyer, a German pro-colonialist 

whose research on the Philippines was frequently cited by fellow German scholars in the 

Zeitschrift fuer Ethnologie. 

Two monographs on Philippine material culture supplemented the Philippine albums of 

types. The first monograph, an ethnography of Northern Luzon cultures, features seventeen 

plates of utensils, weapons and ornaments reproduced in their original size. Objects are presented 

in the volume according to their function in the following order: 1) related to religion 2) 

weapons, 3) garments 4) jewelry/decoration 5) houses 6) house-hold items 7) tools. This 

organization diverged from that of other ethnographers who ordered the objects according to the 

material of construction.  Though the plates succeeded their brief textual explanations, the text 

was written and organized as an aid to analyzing the plates. The text was ordered in the same 

sequence as the plates and also directed the reader to the related items across the plates. Thus the 

presented arrangement of material was one of several suggested possible ways of relating the 

different items to one another. The emphasis on open, rather than fixed ordering highlighted the 

various pairings of items and their different contexts of use by the source community. Within 

each section the discussion of the objects is divided into subsections based on the ethnic or Indio 

group and includes references to the specific plates in Philippine albums II and II which depict 

the people of said group. Blumentritt agreed with Rizal that Meyer’s work established history 

and culture of the Indios prior to Spanish colonization. Of the 1890 publication, Blumentritt 

noted: “Some Igorot pipes arouse much interest for their decorations which are identical with 

those of the objects found in very ancient tombs in Japan. This proves that the Igorots must have 
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had relations with Japan long before the coming of the Spaniards.”697 

The two monographs on the Philippines served multiple functions in addition to 

supplementing the albums of types: they were ethnographic monographs, dictionaries of the 

Negrito language, and catalogs of the museum’s collections. These monographs based in 

collected objects were also the first volumes to include photographs from the field, signaling a 

shift towards combining field research photos with collected objects. Yet photographs were also 

part of the museum’s cataloged ethnographic objects.  The images were predominantly of objects 

in the museum’s collection with the text included as a catalog of the museums collections. The 

text for the two plates depicting houses of Igorrots, Ginaanes, Kianganes, Apoyaos, and 

Tinguians includes a combination of photo descriptions for in situ village shots and cataloged 

models of house structures. The ethnography is accompanied at the end by the list of catalog 

numbers of the hundreds of objects depicted and described in the monograph. Cataloging was 

considered an essential part of museum management among museum directors, but it was a time-

consuming activity and the staff was not equipped with the labor power from the government to 

carry it out.698 

Autotypes were also used to highlight and analyze the inscriptions of the Philippine 

alphabet found on some of the weaving appliances (see Fig. 6.12 and Fig. 6.13). This was part of 

a larger project of Rizal, Meyer, and Schadenberg to end the mistaken belief that Malay was the 

origin of Tagalog.699 As discussed in Chapter Four, Meyer had a broader interest in the history of 
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language and literacy among the cultures of Asia Pacific. A subsequent article by Meyer, 

Schadenberg and Willy Foy on Mangyan inscriptions on bamboo objects provided additional 

evidence of indigenous Philippine language development, literacy, and record keeping.700   

Reviews of this collection of publications on the peoples and material culture of the 

Philippines indicate that readers did follow the authors’ instructions to understand each 

publication as part of a larger body of work. G. Gerland, for example, reviewed the Album von 

Philippinen Typen II alongside the ethnographic monographs that complemented it as well as 

Schadenberg’s separate publication on the Apoyaos.701  

 “Album of Filipino Types III, Negritos, Manguianes, Bagobos,” (1904) includes 190 

figures on 37 plates in heliotype, based entirely on negatives taken by Dr. Schadenberg. His 

widow donated them to the museum to continue the published series of albums after the second 

album went out of print.702 As in previous albums, the texts direct the reader to make note of 

hairstyles, clothing patterns, style and fit, mannerisms, religious practices, body ornamentation, 

jewelry decoration, hunting and/or farming techniques and accouterment, and gender roles and 

relations. Gestures are interpreted reflexively as the subject’s response to the photographer and 

the act of being photographed. Regarding the photo on plate 2 of a Negrito couple, Meyer writes, 

“the way in which the woman to the right holds her left hand denotes shyness.”703 The album 

ends with six plates of Bagobo houses and a Bagobo bridge. Though the title indicates types and 

the introduction specifies types as individuals, these images also include several shots of housing 
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and storage structures and infrastructure. 

 This was the last of such albums to be published by the museum before Meyer’s 

retirement.704 By 1904, both Rizal and Schadenberg had died, the Filipino Revolution was 

defeated and the US government replaced Spain as the Western imperial presence in the region. 

As mentioned in Chapter Three, Meyer had already established a relationship with the US 

Bureau of Ethnography through his tours of the US libraries and museums.  In this album, he 

directs the reader especially to American zoologist Dean C. Worcester's The Philippine islands 

and their people,” (1898, 1901) in order to gain a “clearer comprehension” of the plates 

presented here.705  

It is possible that Meyer, who previously proved quite adept at maneuvering between 

different political contexts domestically, shifted his historicist method in the wake of the 

unforeseen American dominance in the region. Many plates are anthropological, including 

images of the same person frontal and posterior, seated and standing. There are also numerous 

group shots with several of the same individuals repeatedly depicted. Additionally, the album 

includes photos of people depicted in the earlier albums, and thus, as a series, the albums follow 

particular individuals through time. In many of the photos, the individuals are smiling, either at 

the camera, or at something outside the frame of the image. The opening image is of a group of 

smiling, even laughing, Negritos looking directly at the camera (see Fig 6.14). Though the image 

may have been cropped for publication they appear to be standing in very close proximity to the 

photographer, unlike many of the group shots in earlier albums that reveal significant distancing 
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between the two.  Meyer did not credit Schadenberg as an author, and his impersonal 

descriptions of the photos seem incongruous with the familiarity between the photographer and 

the Filipinos. For example, Meyer’s description of plate 1 refers to these males as “Kultur-

Negritos,” wearing European dress as servants to Europeans.706 He draws the viewer’s attention 

to the practice of teeth filing, visible in the smiling faces. Perhaps the individuals smiled upon 

request to show off this ethnographic detail. That they agreed to do so indicates a level of 

comfort with the photographer, Schadenberg, who had years of experience visiting with the 

Negritos of Luzon until his death in 1896.  

 The albums of types provide in situ illustrations of these objects in use. Thus the albums 

conveyed movement to objects not intended to be static, they were not just supplements to the 

other publications; they were supplements to the objects themselves. The ethnographic albums 

were arranged to convey a sense of travel as ethnographic method - as a signifier of credible 

research and as a means to test the durability and creativity of a culture. The combination of 

publications was utilized to help the culture travel to a foreign audience, a European one. For 

Rizal, the ability for a culture to travel and especially the production of material for export, rather 

than reliance on import, was a significant marker for independence. Rizal used evidence of pre-

colonial Indio trading practices discussed in the monographs and the second Philippine Album of 

types to encourage and teach the Mindanao how to unite and engage in trade and free themselves 

from the Spanish-sponsored Chinese businessmen.707   

As discussed in the previous chapter, Meyer developed a sophisticated method of turning 

two-dimensional representations in multiple media into a visual language of ethnographic 
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analysis of three-dimensional ethnographic objects. In the ZAEM’s ethnographic monographs, 

photographs depicted the construction of the whole object, and autotypes or drawings dissected 

objects and magnified patterns or clues to make them legible. These configurations trained the 

eye to register decorative styles as documentation of the actual course of events of the Asia 

Pacific islands. Through this approach Meyer uncovered a history of Filipino skills in 

shipbuilding, weaving, pottery, metallurgy, and agriculture. 

Autotypes were also used to highlight and analyze the inscriptions of the Philippine 

alphabet found on some of the weaving appliances. This was part of a larger project of Rizal, 

Meyer and Schadenberg to end the mistaken belief that Malay was the origin of Tagalog.708 

Meyer too had a broader interest in the history of language and literacy among the cultures of 

Asia Pacific. His very first Publication from the Ethnographic Museum of Dresden focused on 

the history of pictographic inscriptions in Oceania.  This undermined the natural historical 

approach to studying indigenous groups, an approach predicated on the notion that such groups 

did not have written documents that could be used for historical study.  

Now, to address the tension underlining all of this: scientific racism with respect to the 

Negritos. To Rizal, Negritos were wild black mountain men, not part of his vision of the Filipino 

nation.709 Rizal was not alone amongst the Philippine propaganda movement to accept racist 

Spanish and German scholarship on the Negritos that classified them as the bottom of the 

evolutionary scale.  Pedro Paterno explicitly referred to the aboriginal Negritos as a static, 

																																								 																					
708 Jose Rizal to Ferdinand Blumentritt, 5 April 1896, in Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, vol. 2, Jose Rizal and 
Ferdinand Blumentritt, (Manila: National Historical Institute 1992), 523. 
 
709 Raquel Reyes Love, passion and patriotism: sexuality and the Philippine Propaganda Movement, 1882-1892 
(Singapore: NUS Press, 2008), 216. Reyes interprets Meyer’s work on penis mutilation as part of the German 
scholarship that used sexual practices as markers of morality and support for a racialized hierarchy. However, 
Meyer’s work should also be seen in the context of contemporary German debates on circumcision. 
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primitive, pure race, (raza estacionaria),710 which would, degenerate in time and disappear 

unlike the “robust” mixed races of a “higher grade of culture.”711  

As several historians have pointed out, most prominent ilustrados, including Rizal, Pedro 

Paterno, and T.H. Pardo de Tavera accepted European scholarship that dismissed the Indios. 

Resil Mojares, Raquel Reyes and Megan C. Thomas have demonstrated that the Ilustrados' 

nationalist project to define the “Filipino” often repeated Orientalist and racialist discourses of 

the Spanish colonialists;712 even as they dismissed Spanish scholarship they ignored the cases 

when the preferred German literature repeated the same claims as the Spanish colonizers.713 

Raquel Reyes notes that Rizal’s relative silence on the Negritos is significant of Rizal’s 

lack of interest in their participation in the newly defined “Filipino.”714 Reyes relies heavily on 

the work of Ferdinand Blumentritt to generalize all German scholarship at the time. She 

concludes that the “profound influence exerted on [Rizal] by the German historical ethnographic 

tradition undoubtedly contributed to Rizal’s blindness towards racism, errors and inconsistencies 
																																								 																					
710 “La raza Ita ha permanecido estacionaria mucho tiempo, y ha ilegado hasta nuestros días con sus costumbras y 
toda su civilización, cristalizadas así por los siglos.” Pedro Paterno, Los Itas (Manila: Tip. Linotype de Colegio de 
Sto. Tomas, 1890), 164. Paterno aimed at a universal history, inspired by German anthropologists as well as both 
Lamarck and Darwin.  
 
711 “Así la raza de los Itas se ve cada día más débil, más reducida y próxima a desaparecer por completo. Vencida 
por invasores de complexion mas robusta, y dotados de un mas alto grado de cultura, hubo de refugiarse en la 
fragosidad de las montanas, donde se la encuentra, aun ahora, en diversos puntos del Archipelago.” Pedro Paterno, 
La Antigua Civilizacion Tagalog (Madrid: Imprenta Moderna, 1892), 4. Cf. Resil Mojares, Brains of the Nation: 
Pedro Paterno, T. H. Pardo de Tavera, Isabelo de los Reyes and the Production of Modern Knowledge (Quezon 
City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2006). 
 
712 See Resil Mojares, Waiting for Mariang Makiling: Essays in Philippine Cultural History; Megan C. Thomas, 
Orientalists, Propagandists, and Ilustrados: Filipino Scholarship and the End of Spanish Colonialism (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2012); and Raquel Reyes, Love, passion and patriotism.  
 
713 Reyes, Love, passion and patriotism, 201. For example, Sinibaldo de Mas wrote in 1843 that when the Spanish 
first arrived in the Philippines, they found that very active commerce with the Chinese had already been established, 
“that these were a civilized and seafaring people when Europe was still in a barbarian stage.” Sinibaldo de Mas, 
“Pagans” from Informe sobre el Estado de las Islas Filipinas en 1842, vol. I (Madrid, 1843), 9-35. In German 
Travelers of the Cordillera  (Manila: The Filipiniana Book Guild, 1975), 1-16. 
 
714 Jose Rizal to Ferdinand Blumentritt, 9 May 1895, in The Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, vol. 2, Ferdinand 
Blumentritt and Jose Rizal (Manila: Jose Rizal National Centennial Commission, 1961), 507-9.  
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in Blumentritt’s 1882 account on Filipino sexual behavior.”715 Megan C. Thomas similarly 

lumps together the work of Meyer and Schadenberg with that of Virchow and Hans Meyer, 

scholars who subscribed to methods of essentializing. Thomas argues that the outdated Spanish 

scholarship, so reviled by the nationalists, classified peoples as Christian or non-Christian, while 

the more advanced German scholarship organized people along lines of race.716 Benedict 

Anderson, however, notes that racial hierarchy was of importance to everyone living under the 

Spanish administration of the Philippines.717 Peninsulars, Creoles, Spanish and Chinese 

Mestizos, Chinese and Indios were italicized social strata.718 Rizal clarified that his proto-

national label Filipino (“Philippiner”), defined while he was a student in Madrid, included 

creoles, mestizos and Malays.719  

A fuller picture of Meyer and Schadenberg’s ethnographic work distinguishes their 

particular contribution to Filipino scholarship. It also highlights that the Filipino nationalists did 

not generalize German scholarship; they selectively appropriated German scholarship that would 

address their political aims with respect to Spanish colonialism. Different nationalists 

appropriated different European anthropological methods, depending on their political aims with 

respect to the Indios and Negritos.720 Isabelo de los Reyes was one of the few Ilustrados and 

																																								 																					
715 Raquel Reyes, Love, passion and patriotism: sexuality and the Philippine Propaganda Movement, 1882-1892 
(Singapore: NUS Press, 2008), 202. 
 
716 Thomas, Orientalists, Propagandists, and Ilustrados, 65. 
 
717 Benedict Anderson, Under Three Flags: Anarchism and the Anti-Colonial Imagination (New York, NY: Verso, 
2005), 62. 
 
718 Anderson, Under Three Flags, 62. 
 
719 Jose Rizal to Ferdinand Blumentritt, 13 April 1887, The Rizal-Blumentritt Correspondence, vol. 1, Ferdinand 
Blumentritt and Jose Rizal (Manila: Jose Rizal National Centennial Commission, 1961), 72. 
 
720 For a lengthier analysis of this see Nathaniel P. Weston, “The Philippine Revolution in the Proceedings of the 
Berlin Society for Anthropology, Ethnology and Pre-history, 1897-1900, Five Translations,” Philippine Studies: 
Historical and Ethnographic Viewpoints 61 (2013): 385-410. 
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revolutionaries who argued for the intellectual equality of Indios. 

The organization of Meyer and Schadenberg’s photographic albums support IAP 

President Ferdinand Blumentritt’s racialized wave migration theory, identifying the Negritos as 

the original inhabitants and the Indios as Malay intruders, who, through successive migrations, 

drove the Negritos from the coast into the interior mountains. In the context of German 

scholarship the Negritofrage was a significant debate within craniometry, a science of race that 

Meyer found largely pointless by this time. Many anthropologists and ethnologists argued the 

dark skin color of the Negritos indicated an ancestral tie to sub-Saharan Africa. Meyer argued 

that ethnographic study of traditions, practices, aesthetics, as well as the Negritos own oral 

histories did not provide any supporting evidence of a link to Africa. The study of the Negritos 

was also marshaled into the theory of descent debates: generally considered to be the most 

primitive race, living in a region inhabited by anthropoid apes, some speculated that the Negritos 

were evidence of an Übergangsrace (transitional race). While some contemporary scholars 

argued that the gripping toes found among the Negritos was evidence of animalistic practices and 

animalistic anatomy, Meyer never used such language. Rather, since his field research in 1873, 

he argued that assertions of Negritos similarity to apes were especially “thoughtless.”721 

Fellow nationalist Paterno repeated the argument of Spanish Jesuit scholars that the 

Negritos maintained their independence through the tenacity of the women in the community. 

The Spanish equated the independence of the “aboriginal” Negrito with stasis and degeneration, 

contrasting their ways of life with the more highly cultured immigrant conquerors. The Spanish 

Jesuits viewed the Malay immigrants as more highly advanced than the Negritos, a perception 

that both Pedro Paterno and de los Reyes supported. The latter argued that Negritos were most 

																																								 																					
721 A.B. Meyer to Rudolf Virchow, 23 January 1873, NL Virchow, 1429, Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften. 
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likely a separate race from the Indios. Although de los Reyes prioritized ethnicity over race, 

especially in his effort to show similarities across all the ethnic groups of the Philippines, this did 

not extend to his treatment of the Negritos. While he specified the importance of seeing the 

common Malay ancestry across the Indio groups, he also specified that this commonality was not 

visible among the Negritos. He further distanced the Negritos from his identification of Filipino 

culture by specifying that Negritos could be found in other Malay islands, identified by their 

“misanthropic, nomadic habits.”722 

It is striking that the Negritos were the one non-Western Volk for which Meyer reserved 

a sense of urgency, of impending extinction. He and Schadenberg referred to the Negritos as “a 

doomed savage ‘Volkstamm.’”723 For Meyer, the Negritos were “a people who have been driven 

back and deprived of the opportunity to develop itself freely.”724 This ethnic difference was not 

due to biology but history, and in the case of Philippine current events became a political 

difference. 725 After the Filipino revolution of 1896, Rudolf Virchow observed that the Negritos 

the “most valid claim to aboriginality”and yet they were not a part of the revolution. Virchow 

																																								 																					
722 Isabelo de los Reyes y Florentino, Prehistoria de Filipinas (Manila: Esteban Balbas, 1889), 9-10; Isabelo de los 
Reyes y Florentino, Las Islas Visayas En La Época De La Conquista (Manila: Tipo-litografía de Chofré y ca, 1889), 
6-8. 
 
723 A. B. Meyer, Die Philippinen II. Negritos (Dresden: Stengel & Markert, 1893), 1.  A. C. Haddon, in his review of 
Meyer’s English translation of The Philippines II: The Negritos, agreed that field research was the key, for “The 
time is fast approaching when it will be too late,” A. C. Haddon, “The Little Negroes of the East,” review of The 
Negritos: The Distribution of the Negritos in the Philippine Islands and Elsewhere, by A. B. Meyer, Nature 60 
(1899): 434. In a letter to the General Direction regarding recent acquisitions, Meyer described the significance of a 
donation of 38 Negrito skulls: “the strange Negritorasse, a Volksstamm that is dying out and difficult to access.” 
This use of “Rasse” indicates that for Meyer, Volksstamm and Rasse are synonyms. See A. B. Meyer to General 
Direction, 6 September 1895, Ministerium des Kultus und öffentlichen Unterrichts, Band 19307, Sächsische 
Hauptstaatsarchiv. 
 
724 Meyer, Distribution, 82. 
 
725 Though the Dresden museum did not include a pre-history section, for many, including Virchow and Feder Jagor, 
the research on the peopling of the Philippines, the theories of migration and the role of skulls in developing this 
history were all similar to prehistorical lines of inquiry carried out by European scientists on their own origins.  The 
discovery of a long prehistory was tied to questions of ancestry and therefore identity. Pre-history, like physical 
anthropology, was invested in racial categories. 
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cited their lack of politics as a sign of their primitive status.726 Yet as Meyer’s concern implies, 

the Negritos had not been invited to participate.727 Blumentritt corroborated that this active 

ignorance of the Negrito culture was common across the Ilustrados. He wrote to Meyer in 1897 

that Schadenberg’s widow did not want to sell his ethnographic collection to Dr. Regidor Jurado 

because Jurado, “wie alle Philippinen (Pardo de Tavera angenommen) keine vorliebe fuer 

Objekte der ‘wilden Philippinen.’”728 

 While most Filipino nationalists and propagandists marginalized the Negritos, Meyer 

published extensively on them and encouraged other scholars to do so before they died out. 

Meyer was arguably the foremost German scholar on the Negritos by this time and a cultural 

relativist. Citing the weakness of craniometry as solid basis for the study of race, he emphasized 

that many different physical types may be found among the Papuans and the Philippine Negritos, 

yet the similarities outweigh the differences when we look beyond the shape of the skull. After 

25 years of writing on the physical characteristics of the Negritos and the Papuans, he was very 

hesitant to venture a conclusion regarding race. Meyer wrote:  

At the present time, our knowledge of the mutability and amount of variation in organic 
form and their result is still so inadequate that it is extremely rash to speculate in this 
general manner on the genetic connection of races and doubtless easier to set up a clever 
hypothesis than to prove its full legitimacy, let alone necessity.”729 

																																								 																					
726 Rudolf Virchow, Sitzungsberichte der Königlichen Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin 111, 
(1899): 14. 
 
727 There is a separate paper to be written on the significance of Meyer’s status as a German-Jew and his support of 
nationalism for a potential German colony. 
 
728 “Like all Philippine peoples (excepting Pardo de Tavera) [Jurado has] no preference for objects of ‘wild 
Philippines peoples.’” F. Blumentritt to A. B. Meyer, 3 July 1897, Ferdinand Blumentritt correspondence, 
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress. 
 
729 A. B. Meyer, The Distribution of the Negritos in the Philippine Islands and Elsewhere (Dresden: Stengel, 1899), 
72. Meyer explained further that conclusions made about the Papuan and Negritos were really unproven hypothesis 
based on limited evidence, specifically skulls. He argued that anthropology and ethnology demands more from 
skulls than they can furnish and the “practice of describing a skull in detail will never lead to profitable results.” See 
Meyer, Distribution, 86. 
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In the same year, Virchow published a contrary argument, stating that the variation among the 

Negrito population was quite small.730  

Virchow and Meyer’s disagreement regarding the Negritos is symptomatic of their 

disagreement regarding the study of humankind more broadly. Though the Dresden museum did 

not include a pre-history section, for many, including Virchow and Feder Jagor, the research on 

the peopling of the Philippines, the theories of migration and the role of skulls in developing this 

history were all similar to pre-historical lines of inquiry carried out by European scientists on 

their own origins.  The discovery of a long prehistory was tied to questions of ancestry and 

therefore identity. Pre-history, like physical anthropology, was invested in racial categories. 

It was during a particular moment in German colonialism in which Meyer wove together 

the history of these Southeast Asian cultures and thereby drew the support of Filipino reformers 

seeking to overthrow Spanish colonial policies promulgated by the argument of the fixed and 

lazy Indio character. Reverence for the process of travel opposed this perceived stagnation of 

native culture and instead highlighted creativity in knowledge production and tested the 

durability of a culture, the ability for a culture to maintain its own practices, values and aesthetics 

even when in contact with other cultures. It was not just about the act of traveling but how 

knowledge gained from travel was applied materially, and simultaneously, how the traveling of 

ideas and practices could be studied through material. In the case of ethnography of New Guinea 

and the Philippines, this was considered in terms of how the numerous Oceanic cultures 

processed knowledge, practices and materials from their neighbors. In the case of the Philippines 

this was a matter of how Indio culture responded to or was oppressed by a colonial force and a 

study of the effects of colonialism on the oppressed peoples.   

																																								 																					
730 Rudolf Virchow, Sitzungsberichte der Königlichen Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin 111, 
(1899): 14-26. 
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Figure 6.1. Women of Minahassa, North Celebes Source: A B Meyer: Album von Celebes 
Typen. Dresden: Stengel, 1889, plate 4. 
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Figure 6.2. Anthropological photograph, physiognomic. Source: Meyer, Album von Celebes 
Typen, Plate 26. 
 
 



 

	 327 

 
Figure 6.3. Ilocanos women, two different types of the same Volk. Source: Meyer and 
Schadenberg,  Album von Philippinen Typen (1891), plate 50. 
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Figure 6.4. Man from New Pomerania. Source: Meyer and Parkinson, Album von Papua Typen, 
(1894), plate 3. 
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Figure 6.5. Duk-Duk Festival in New Pomerania. Source: Meyer and Parkinson, “Album of 
Papua Types” (1894), plate 13. 
 

 
Figure 6.6. “Males of Humboldt Bay, Dutch New Guinea.” Source: Parkinson and Meyer, 
Album von Papuan Typen II (1900) Plate 5. 
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Figure 6.7. 'Negritos of Sampanga, Luzon' Source: Meyer, Album von Philippinen Typen I, 1885 
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Figure 6.8. Apoyaos. Source: Meyer and Schadenberg, Album von Philippinen Typen II, Plate 
27. 
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Figure 6.9. Igorrots of Bontoc designated to appear at the Madrid Colonial Exhibition of 1888. 
Source: Meyer and Schadenberg, Album von Philippinen Typen II, plate 36. 
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Figure 6.10. Negrito Woman with child from Abra. Source: Meyer and Schadenberg, Album von 
Philippinen Typen II (1891), Plate 4. 
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Figure 6.11. Igorrots of Bontoc and Lepanto. Igorrots at work in the field and returning from the 
field. Source: Meyer and Schadenberg, Album von Philippinen Typen II (1891), Plate 32. 
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Figure 6.12. Source: Meyer and Schadenberg “The Philippines: North Luzon,” Publicationen 
aus dem Ethnographischen Museum zu Dresden 8 (1890), 18. 
 
 

 

Figure 6.13. Tiguians weaving apparatus. Inscription in Figure 6.11 magnified from weaving 
shuttle labeled ‘c.’ Source: Meyer and Schadenberg, “The Philippines: North Luzon,” 
Publicationen aus dem Ethnographischen Museum zu Dresden 8 (1890), Plate XV. 
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Figure 6.14. Negritos of Luzon. Source: A. B. Meyer, Album von Philippinen Typen III, 
Dresden: Stengel, 1904, Plate 1. 
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Conclusion 

Meyer retired in 1906 after 31 years as director of the Dresden Museum for Zoology, 

Anthropology and Ethnology. Meyer’s successor, Arnold Jacobi, redirected the attention of the 

museum’s curators to producing scholarship on the museum’s physical anthropology collection. 

Jacobi followed the rising trend in craniometric studies. In 1906, he hired Otto Schlaginhaufen, 

student of Rudolf Martin, to run the physical anthropology section of the museum.731 

Schlaginhaufen’s studies of this collection provided support for racial hygiene, and his work 

would eventually participate in the rise in racial science as the dominant concern of anthropology 

in the 1920s. Schlaginhaufen’s regular publications in the museum’s Abhandlungen und Berichte 

are just a few examples of the many changes in the direction of research under Meyer’s 

successor. However, the ethnologists Meyer trained in Dresden found careers as museum 

professionals at the Berlin Ethnology Museum, Cologne’s Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum of 

Ethnology, and Lima’s Museo Nacional de Historia.  

The history of Meyer’s work at the Dresden ZAEM helps us reconcile the existing 

narratives of German anthropological sciences as both humanist and racist. Among other 

German scientists in these disciplines, Meyer was an outlier in several respects: as a Jew who 

achieved the highest civil servant rank of Geheimrat (privy councilor), an ethnologist in support 

of Darwinian evolution, and a proponent of field research and photography as key components in 

standardizing methods of analysis. His position as privy counselor in the court of the Saxon king 

indicates that there was a level of openness in science and society to minorities. Meyer supported 

plurality as a solution to what he saw as liberalism’s conflicting goals of universalism and 

																																								 																					
731 For more on Rudolf Martin and racial hygiene, see Andrew D. Evans, Anthropology at War, World War I and the 
Science of Race in Germany (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 2010). 



 

	 338 

equality.732 He argued for the understanding of different ethnicities on their own terms, rather 

than connecting physical markers or “race” with cultural nationality. This argument built on and 

refined one of liberalism’s key concepts: the division of race, nation and Volk. 

The formation of international standards for museum organization, facilities and display 

technologies was supported by a culture of travel and publication that reviewed content and 

arrangement of collections around the world.  At the same time, directors of ethnology sought to 

highlight the particular artifact and the variety in human cultures, without emphasizing physical 

difference or perceiving difference in terms of linear evolution. I argue that setting these 

international standards through the development of “museum science” was necessary for 

building an international community of ethnologists as well as ensuring future jobs for the next 

generation.  

Both Meyer’s historical understanding of individual cultures and his development of 

museum science launched the careers of Dresden-trained scientists in European and Latin 

American museums. Standards that were based in the material conditions and the general public 

of an industrial European city were thus applied to museums in non-western societies that were 

subjects of ethnographic study. The students and collaborators of Meyer, dispersed across the 

world, continued his project to historicize cultural diversity. 

Meyer’s student, Max Uhle (1856-1944), was hired first by the University of 

Pennsylvania in 1895 to augment its collections from South America. He was subsequently 

sponsored by Penn’s Provost William Pepper to write up his field research in Philadelphia, 

before permanently returning to Latin America. Funding from Phoebe Hearst, through the 

University of California, provided further support of his archeological research in South 

																																								 																					
732 Penny has argued that Bastian’s approach was pluralist but I would argue that Meyer’s aversion to the 
universalist approach of Bastian, in favor of an emphasis on cultural differences (rather than identifying universal 
ideas) indicates that Meyer did not equate pluralism with universalism. See Penny, Objects of Culture. 
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America. Uhle, funded by US institutions, joined a community of German intellectuals already 

established across Latin America, and a growing community of German plantation owners, 

which was supported by the German government to expand Deutschtum in the region. He 

directed the archeology department of Peru’s Museum of National History, founded the Museum 

for Ethnology and Anthropology in Santiago, Chile and was first chair in Ecuadorian 

archaeology at the Central University in Quito. 

The publications and archives of the Dresden museum offer the opportunity to evaluate 

the existing narrative of visual culture of the anthropological sciences in Germany and 

internationally, as well as the existing narrative of representations of the indigene in western 

visual culture more broadly. Contextualizing the work done at the Dresden Museum reveals the 

tension between developing an international science within regional and national cultures of 

scientific practice. 

The research method of ethnologists and physical anthropologists alike attributed 

primacy to museum collections of material culture, including photographs of foreign cultures and 

artifacts as the sources for scientific inquiry and analysis. The history of visual anthropology 

indicates early anthropology harnessed the belief in the power of the photograph to represent a 

real object and seamlessly transfer reality from the thing to its reproduction.733  This history 

relies on British sources, while scholars of German history have emphasized German scientists 

hesitant reception of photography. 

Current scholarship on the history of visual anthropology at the turn of the twentieth 

century focuses overwhelmingly on photography as the key form of visual representation. Many 

scholars have articulated the parallel histories of early photography and anthropology. 

Anthropologists, like other scientists in 1900, valued the objective truth of the photograph above 
																																								 																					
733 Leslie Devereaux and Roger Hillman, Fields of Vision (Berkeley: University of California Press 1995), 94. 
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all other representations in their scrutiny of nature. However, as I demonstrate in this 

dissertation, in the scholarly journals of the Dresden Museum, photographs, drawings and 

paintings and were frequently displayed alongside one another. Furthermore, much of the 

research on the history of German anthropology museums focuses on the Berlin Ethnology 

Museum, a museum which was both critical of experimenting in visual methods and which 

prioritized acquisitions over producing knowledge. 

Recent literature on the state of museological collections and anthropological practices 

has sought to critically address the misrepresentation of cultures. My research indicates that such 

reflexivity was practiced by some of the founding members of the anthropological disciplines. 

This reflexivity was tied to the experience of a field research, to which Dresden’s scholars and 

collaborators attributed significance much more than other German ethnology museum 

professions. For example, Felix von Luschan, Director of the Berlin Ethnology Museum, carried 

out eight years of field research yet ranked the importance of methods standardized in museums 

above personal interaction with source communities. It was Meyer who emphasized that the two 

need not be incommensurate.  

Meyer participated in knowledge production through research publication and museum 

display. He sought to carry out these two approaches in more effective ways than his 

contemporaries. Much of his commentary on how to best educate through museum display 

implicitly addressed the failures of the Berlin Ethnology Museum. His own prolific reviews and 

publications sought to establish new standards in ethnographic publications. Meyer published his 

work in English, German, French and Spanish. He had clear intentions of addressing an 

international audience and thereby cultivating an international community. 
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   Meyer’s effort to participate in the broader scientific community paid off. Foreign 

scientific journals positively reviewed Meyer’s scholarship as well as his direct contribution to 

raising the level of scholarship produced by the scientific community. A Nature review of 

Mittheilung aus dem k. zoologischen Museum zu Dresden III (1878) noted: “Meyer is not only 

capable of producing good work himself but of extracting good work out of other people, a task 

often more hard to be accomplished than the former one.734 US and European collecting 

institutions of cultural patrimony including museums, libraries, and archives ordered and 

installed the display cases designed by Meyer. They flooded the Dresden-based Kuehnscherf 

firm with orders such that the ZAEM was put on a wait list. His reviews of collecting institutions 

were also highly valued. The Chicago Public Library commented:  

Hardly ever did a scholar visit us with a mind so open to our good sides and to those 
elements of the American library idea that reserve universal recognition, than did this 
famous scholar and scientist. In his quiet way he dug out the fundamental thoughts 
underlying our public library system, and reproduced them in a book that remains as yet 
one of the very best general handbooks of the American library.735 

Understanding the work that took place at the Dresden ZAEM contributes to the current 

discussions in museum studies regarding the history of such binaries as art and science, public 

and scientist, westerner and indigene. Current historical studies focus on the production of these 

binaries at the end of the nineteenth century with only limited examination of how these binaries 

were debated at the time. Understanding how these binaries were debated and in what spaces can 

contribute to contemporary museums as they seek to redefine themselves with respect to the ever 

changing communities in which they are situated and those which they represent.  

This dissertation provides insight into the multiplicity and complexity of museums by 

																																								 																					
734 Review of Mittheilung aus dem k. zoologischen Museum zu Dresden 3, by Dr. A. B. Meyer, Nature 19 (1879): 
553-554. 

735 Chicago Library Bureau, Public Libraries: A monthly review of Library matters and methods 16 (1911): 320. 
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analyzing the relationship between an individual science museum and other cultural and research 

institutions at the local, regional and national level. In addition, analysis of the ZAEM’s history 

reveals the close relationship between museums and local businesses, local government and the 

public. All of these entities participated in the formation of collecting practices to provide the 

basis of the object-centered human sciences.  
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