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A research and exhibition project
on the photographic collection Emma and
Felix von Luschan

Hidden in plain sight

On 3 December 1925, the assistant of Vienna’s Institute of Anthropology and Ethno-
graphy noted down the arrival of a gift. “24 crates v. Luschan collection”, his entry
reads, have been received from Berlin and added to the own collection.! Barely two
years earlier, the Austrian-born Felix von Luschan (1854-1924), a founding figure of
anthropology and ethnology in the German-speaking world and long regarded as a
“giant” of his field even beyond,* had died. His widow Emma von Luschan (1864—
1941) had tried in vain to keep in Berlin the private anthropological collection they
had built up over 40 years of joint scientific activity, which, in addition to plaster
casts, osteological specimens and hair samples, originally comprised over 6,500 pho-
tographs alone.? Since Felix von Luschan’s appointment to the Konigliches Museum
fiir Vilkerkunde in Berlin in 1885, the Austrian researcher couple had been active in
what was then the epicentre of the still new sciences of man. The Berlin Society for
Anthropology, Ethnology, and Prehistory in particular offered an influential forum
with far-reaching international contacts, thus placing the disciplines it represented in
the global context of colonialism well before their academic anchoring.* Eventually,
Felix von Luschan held the first chaired position in anthropology at Berlin’s Friedrich
Wilhelm University from 1909.

Their diverse repertoire of methods almost predestined Emma and Felix von
Luschan for “generous and purposeful” anthropological collecting.’ To systematically
expand the museum’s collection and their own, they also engaged in “tireless” lobbying
in colonial circles during their long years in Berlin.® Under the maxim “knowledge
is power”, Felix von Luschan also positioned his scientific field as indispensable for

- 272 -



“Outliving the Image”

a successful colonial policy.” The fact that he profited from colonial power relations
and played to them stands in fundamental contradiction to his actually liberal tenor,
as it had still prevailed in early German anthropology.® His concept of Vilkerkunde
as a “powerful unity” of physical anthropology, ethnology and prehistory® also dates
from this early period and involved a subordination of these fields to a natural science
perspective. This was met with increasing resistance from the Berlin Faculty of Philo-
sophy in a debate of natural sciences versus the humanities that had made the corres-
ponding orientation of anthropology and ethnology its precedent.

Felix von Luschan’s ordinariate was consequently limited to the field of physical
anthropology and to his person, without premises or endowment, and thus literally
starved out.” Forced to lecture in the crowded facilities of the museum under “simply
desperate conditions”, he had to resort to their own private collection as teaching
material. His offer to donate this collection, which he liked to refer to as “anthro-
pological apparatus”, to the Friedrich Wilhelms University if it was set it up in an
own anthropological institute, was repeatedly rejected.” In his popular oeuvre Vilker,
Rassen, Sprachen, published after his retirement in 1922, Felix von Luschan emphati-
cally positioned himself against the increasing anti-liberalism and anti-Semitism of his
time. His conclusion that “all attempts to divide people into artificial groups accor-
ding to the colour of their skin, the length or width of their brain capsules, the type
of their hair, etc.” would lead completely astray,” indicates that he recognised the
emerging political danger of his own discipline and knew how to distance himself
accordingly.” Felix von Luschan died in Berlin in February 1924 and was buried in his
family’s grave in Carinthia, Austria.™

Emma and Felix von Luschan’s private anthropological collection made its way to
Vienna quite fortuitously.” Now widowed, Emma von Luschan had announced that,
as Berlin had not met her late husband’s requirements, it would be handed over to
one of his students.” She negotiated with the Hamburg anthropologist and later Nazi
racial ideologist Otto Reche (1879-1966), who finally took over the collection in 1925
for the University of Vienna during his short tenure there.” Between 1924 and 1927,
he held the Chair of Anthropology and Ethnography in succession to its founder, the
Austrian physician and anthropologist Rudolf Poch (1870-1921), who had also been
a student of Felix von Luschan but had died before him. When Reche accepted a call
to the University of Leipzig in 1927, the “anthropological apparatus” remained at the
University of Vienna. In the year after Reche’s departure, yet another crate was to
arrive from Berlin, again as a gift from Emma von Luschan. On 23 April 1928, over
2,000 Lichtbilder were received in addition to the 4,380 photographs from her 1925
donation.” In the following year, the twin University Chair of Anthropology and Eth-
nography was finally divided.”
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Fig. 1 Felix von Luschan, Sultana Codron

Makri, Ottoman Empire (today Fethiye, Turkey), 1884

Cyanotype, 11,9 X 19,9 cm

Sultana Codron, a young woman from a thriving Sephardic community in what was then Ot-
toman Greece, was photographed by Felix von Luschan on his first own journey to Southwest
Asia dedicated to “type” photography. She was among the individuals whose life histories
were reconstructed during our research and exhibition project, and whose photographs were
shared with their descendants.?

© Photoinstitut Bonartes, Vienna / Department of Evolutionary Anthropology, University of

Vienna

With the German ethnologist and Africanist Hermann Baumann (1902-1972), a
National Socialist was appointed to the meanwhile separate Institute of Ethnology
at the University of Vienna in 1940. Next to colonial revisionist activities, one of
Baumann’s focal points was an expansion of the study collection for which he had
over a thousand ethnographic objects transferred from the Museum fiir Vilkerkunde
in Berlin to Vienna.* These were supplemented by a permanent loan of around 1,800
photographs from the Anthropological Institute in Vienna, mostly from the Emma
and Felix von Luschan collection. Since photographs were apparently not considered
proper ethnographic objects at the time, there are no records of this process,” and
their original collection context was soon forgotten. After the remaining collection
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boxes at the Anthropological Institute had emptied considerably after this loan, a start
was made there on filling them up with other photographic holdings. However, this
reorganisation was never completed and only rudimentary inventories were created.”
Here, too, any provenance became blurred, and the photographic collection Emma
and Felix von Luschan fell into invisibility despite its size. In her later years, Emma
von Luschan had increasingly retreated to the summer residence named after her late
husband, the Villa Felicitas in Millstatt, Carinthia, and chose to commit suicide there
in April 1941.%

A flood of colonial images

The photographic collection Emma and Felix von Luschan was considered lost for
decades, and it was only in the context of the present project that it became visible again
in its entirety. Formerly orphaned in two different university archives in Vienna, its
main part was rediscovered in 2017, still scattered among other photographic holdings
at the Department of Evolutionary Anthropology. Its smaller part, going back to the
Nazi era loan, was only identified in spring 2021 among uncatalogued photographs
at the Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology.* These historic photogra-
phic prints were originally stored together in 76 linen boxes, whose scarce labelling
provided the only overview of their contents. Over time, the collection boxes had
been reused, pasted over with new labels or lost altogether. When, during the move
of the Department of Evolutionary Anthropology to a new university building in
the summer of 2021, a loose print template for the original labelling of the boxes was
rediscovered,* it was possible to identify, complete and physically rearrange the pho-
tographic collection in the order previously intended.

Sorted by continents,” the anthropological photographs assembled by Emma and
Felix von Luschan between the 1880s and the 1920s are part of a flood of colonial
imagery from around the world that is currently resurfacing, not least with increasing
digital access to relevant archives. This intensive medialisation was largely contributed
to by the emerging human sciences, which felt they were losing their field of research
as Indigenous cultures were considered unable to survive in the face of European
expansion. As “primitives” without history, they were taken for an earlier stage of
mankind that would hold the key to reconstructing human development.”® Under the
paradigm of “Salvage” anthropology, a special moral urgency was invoked to compre-
hensively collect documents on the supposedly doomed, and by the end of the 19
century, the notion of “Salvage” for scientific posterity had become the driving force
in the production and collection of photographs of anthropological interest.”
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The accomplished photographer Felix von Luschan, who had been introduced to the
medium in the archaeological field by the Austrian expedition photographer Wilhelm
Burger (1844-1920),° and his wife Emma von Luschan, who was considered a “photo-
graphic artist” from an early age,” were able to draw on the first comprehensive stan-
dards for anthropological photography in the German-speaking world that had been
defined a generation before them. The 1875 guidelines by the well-travelled German
anatomist Gustav Fritsch (1838-1927) saw photography as a necessary “corrective to
the subjective view of the traveller” and standardised the taking of physical “types” in
unadorned frontal and profile views to be taken by the travelling scientist for detailed
comparison. In addition, Gustav Fritsch recommended the purchase of popular
“native types” from commercial local photo studios” which artfully showcased the
“authentic” cultural habitus of local groups that is otherwise difhicult to capture while
travelling. The directive to “photograph everything you cannot take with you”, as
given by Felix von Luschan in 1914 in his own instructions for anthropological obser-
vation and collection,” already points to a comprehensive collecting focus that goes
beyond material evidence and identifies photography as an integral part of fieldwork.>

As much as photography’s inherent “dislocation of time and space” has first
enabled the global comparisons of anthropology that have made it a full scientific
discipline in the first place,” it also poses its interpretative dilemma today. While the
taking of a photograph can be dated to a past point in time, its reception takes place
in ever-recurring presences that are determined by different frameworks.’ It is in this
sense that we have to come to terms with the fact that colonial photographs do not
have a genuine “message” and therefore need a wider contextualisation as historical
artefacts. While the perceived realism of an image corresponds to a preconception
of reality,® it is by its circulation beyond the photographic encounter that colonial
imagery experiences “reinterpretation and recharge”.” Photography’s fateful openness
to interpretation as well as its abundance of visual information that has previously
lent it to colonial propaganda and anthropological derivations, needs to be critically
readdressed on the basis of the pictures themselves.*

In a stroke of good fortune, the Photoinstitut Bonartes in Vienna, Austria’s only
research institution dedicated to historical photography, has initiated, generously
funded and accompanied the present research and exhibition project on the pho-
tographic Emma and Felix von Luschan collection.* Their expertise in the scholarly
development and dissemination of Central Europe’s historical photographic heritage*
has not only brought to light and to knowledge an eminent collection of anthro-
pological photographs that has lain dormant, but above all has enabled its critical
reappraisal from the perspective of photography. What the anthropological disciplines
largely see as devalued and historically burdened photographs they don't want to be
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associated with,® has spurred a reconsideration of anthropological photography in
its own right. Since around 1980, photography has been inquired as to its role in the
creation of anthropological knowledge,* and early critical accounts have emphasised
the medium’s colonial instrumentality and destructive effects on its Indigenous sitters,
as exemplified in the haunting image of “the stolen shadow”.#

This take has increasingly come under challenge, however, as it downplays Indi-
genous agency both in the ethno-photographic encounter* and in the local appropri-
ation of the medium, such as in professional photography studios active globally since
the 1860s.7 In a photo-centric approach under the postcolonial premise of allowing
“other ways of seeing” to emerge,* the identification of contexts that once authenti-
cated these photographs as “scientific” allows for a reading that goes beyond or behind
the photographer-anthropologists’ original intentions and instead provides access to
historical traces of the people depicted.* Reuniting the subjects of formerly anony-
mous “type” photographs with their names and life histories ultimately rehumanises
them, while the circulation of their portraits back to the communities of origin or
even to descendants sets in motion collective processes of “reclaiming the shadow”
today.*

Outliving “Salvage” photography

But what has actually survived to this day in the remaining photographs of “Salvage”
anthropology, long after their original production and collection intentions have
vanished? The exhibition cum catalogue Uberleben im Bild by the Photoinstitut
Bonartes™ explores this question through an exemplary selection of photographic por-
traits from the Emma and Felix von Luschan collection. They were chosen to represent
different collecting strategies between expedition, Vilkerschau as well as their exchange
among scholars, in which research contexts of the time, often destructive acquisition
circumstances and the circulation of inappropriate abstractions become tangible. But
above all, the exhibition looks beyond the anonymity of the anthropological “type”
photographs in favour of a “skilled vision” of their shared and situated nature,” and
allows the traces of individual lives to flash up. The depicted can thus step out of the
shadows of generic and traumatic stereotypes of their time and come back into view
as historical individuals.

One life history researched for the exhibition is that of Soli, a nine-year-old boy
from what is now Papua New Guinea, who was photographed by Felix von Luschan
in 1892. Soli had been brought to Berlin for “education” that year by Fritz Rose
(1855-1922), who had previously served as the first Imperial Commissioner of German
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New Guinea.”* His “mentor” Rose belonged to a circle of individual collectors in the
colonies, whom Felix von Luschan was able to harness for the interests of the Royal
Museum of Ethnology in Berlin. Fritz Rose, who bequeathed almost 100 collection
objects from Oceania to the museum,* was presumably instructed accordingly in
Felix von Luschan’s internship on anthropological documentation before his deploy-
ment as a colonial official. The “type” photograph of young Soli comes from this very
course of study, for which Rose had in turn provided him as a living anthropological
“model”.” Felix von Luschan also owed Soli a “multiple instruction” on various col-
lection objects from New Guinea.* This already hints at Soli’s further biography,” for
example from his surviving letters to the Rose family after his return home in 1894 or
from later phonographic recordings.®® Like his son after him, he remained active for
the Neuendettelsau missionaries in Kaiser-Wilhelms-Land throughout his life, not
least owing to his good knowledge of German — boldly shifting the borders between
the colonial “civilising mission” and his own Indigenous culture. With the location
of Soli’s descendants living today, his Berlin portraits, originally recorded as global
“anthropological types”, could return to Papua New Guinea as individual testimonies
to be reappropriated locally.”

A reception history® traced in the exhibition begins with a camera that was mis-
takenly delivered to the East African field camp of the German colonial topographer
Max Weiss (1874-1944) in 1904. Thus inspired to take self-taught anthropological
photographs, he captured an impressive profile picture of the young ruler Kissilerobo
in the midst of his people in the course of a border mapping expedition in what
is now Uganda.® The exhibition shows how this field photograph in its retouched
version became an icon of a long-obsolete “Hamite thesis” that saw light-skinned
immigrants from Asia as the conveyors of culture to a supposedly ahistorical Africa.
Felix von Luschan, having collected the photographs of Max Weiss, contributed to
the “construct” of this thesis®> by photographically comparing the striking portrait of
the “Hamite” Kissilerobo with mummy portraits and suspecting his origin in ancient
Egypt. By this derivation, Felix von Luschan reattributed cultural achievements to
the African continent itself, even if he thus promoted a hierarchical view of its popu-
lations that ultimately served colonial administration.® Kissilerobo’s portrait, which
Felix von Luschan had made appear from ancient Egyptian tombs, subsequently reap-
peared again and again as an iconic photographic “revenant” under various prevailing
“Hamite concepts”. During National Socialism, for example, it was oriented towards
the ideal of the “Nordic race”, while its sculptural realisation in bronze as “beautiful
Hamite”® remained on display at the Field Museum in Chicago until well into the
post-war period.
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Fig. 2 Emma von Luschan, Felix von Luschan

Berlin, German Empire (today Germany), 1900

Albumen print, 12,2 X 19,8 cm

Emma and Felix von Luschan’s collecting activities did not stop at their own person. They sys-
tematically photographed and collected “type” photographs from distant parts of the world,
but also documented the academic world of Europe to which they themselves belonged. In the
process, they occasionally made themselves the object of their anthropological recording.

© Photoinstitut Bonartes, Vienna / Department of Evolutionary Anthropology, University of

Vienna

Last but not least, the exhibition Outliving the Image takes a look at how Emma and
Felix von Luschan have positioned themselves photographically within their discip-
line. Next to official working photographs which show them immersed in the study
of museum objects or human remains,® their private collection reveals that the anth-
ropologist couple had also anthropologically collected themselves — via standardised
anthropological photographs, facial plaster casts and also their own hair samples.*
In their only joint publication from 1914, they noted that it was not a particularly
pleasant fact to be incomparably less informed about the anthropology of their “own
tribes and fellow tribesmen” than, for example, about those from the “innermost
parts of Africa”.®® Felix von Luschan’s will, drawn up jointly by the couple in 1922,
even foresaw that his own skeleton should in due course be transferred to Berlin’s
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anthropological university collection.® It can be assumed, however, that Emma and
Felix von Luschan were not just following a scientific systematics when they made
themselves the object of their own photographic-anthropological recording. Rather,
their “auto-anthropology”” seems to reverse the scientific gaze in an experimental
and playful way. Whether they aimed at collapsing the power imbalance between the
researcher and the researched ultimately remains an open question.

Katarina Matiasek is a curator at both the Photoinstitut Bonartes Vienna and the Anthro-
pological Collection of the University of Vienna, focusing on anthropological photography.

Some passages in this article have been published in German in the 40th conference pro-
ceedings of the Millstatt and Carinthia History Symposium, edited by Sabine Seelbach and
published by Frank & Timme of Berlin, in 2024.
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