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The history of an osteological collection  

from Tierra del Fuego  
in the Natural History Museum Vienna. 

Introduction

The Inventory Book of the Department of Anthropology at the Natural History 
Museum Vienna (DA-NHMW) is currently referring to more than 40,000 inventory 
numbers for human remains, the first being inventoried in 1877. Almost 3,000 of 
these inventory numbers, the so-called “International Osteological Collection”, are of 
of non-European origin, most of them integrated into the department between 1877 
and 1935. Among them are also acquisitions from potential colonial contexts.1 There-
fore, their origin should be closely examined to ensure that they have been included 
in the collection in a legal and ethically justifiable2 way. There is a sensitive character 
inherent in human remains that is not only subjected to the zeitgeist, but also to 
cultural variations: what are justifiable research and collection practices for Europeans 
with “Western” or “Christian” views does not necessarily apply to the descendants 
and communities of origin of the individuals concerned. The confrontation with a 
deceased person as well as the implications and consequences of a possible unlawful 
acquisition of human remains are getting a literal face. It is therefore the task of (bio-
logical) anthropologists to not only research the provenance of human remains, but 
also to proceed here in a methodologically sensitive manner. 

In 2021, the Austrian Federal Ministry of Arts, Culture, Public Service and Sport 
(BMKÖS) launched a project with the aim of obtaining an overview of the holdings 
of colonial collections in Viennese federal museums, including the NHMW. During 
this project called KolText, the Archive for the History of Science with Martin Krenn, 
and the Anthropological Department including Sabine Eggers and Margit Berner, 
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worked closely together with external researchers Verena Pawlowsky, Katharina Butt-
inger, and the author herself to gain insights into colonial acquisition contexts and 
backgrounds present at the NHMW. The results from this work are presented in 
further contributions in this volume. 

The Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego collection (PTdF collection), containing 25 
individuals, was included into the KolText research not only since colonial acquisition 
contexts were suspected, but also because it is one of the most requested collections by 
external researchers from the DA. At the beginning and at the end of the research, it 
was actively reached out to communities of Indigenous representatives whose ances-
tors’ remains are present in the collection.

This text focuses first on situating the origins of the individuals (meaning their 
provenance) in the PTdF collection in a colonial context and presents a biograph-
ical analysis of the two collectors through whom the human remains came to the 
NHMW. Then it is examined how they were displayed in the museum by analyzing 
the exhibitions the 25 individuals were presented at since its founding, and how they 
were integrated into scientific publications. In the end, it is discussed if a colonial 
context can be observed in the acquisition, presentation and use of this collection.3 
First, however, it is necessary to situate the origin of the individuals of the PTdF 
collection in a colonial context and therefore to go into more detail concerning the 
underlying historical background in Tierra del Fuego and Patagonia at the beginning 
of the 20th century.

Colonial powers in Karokynká

Karokynká is the Indigenous name for Tierra del Fuego, a stretch of land encompas-
sing the southern tip of South America, which is today a part of Argentina and Chile. 
Both Tierra del Fuego and Patagonia were inhabited by culturally distinct marine 
and terrestrial hunter-gatherer groups, the Selk’nam, Yaghan and Kawésqar, as well 
as the Aónikenk and Tehuelche in Patagonia. Since Fernando Magellan’s first docu-
mentation of Tierra del Fuego for the “western” world during his circumnavigation in 
1520, it was consequently exploited and colonized by Europeans at the end of the 19th 
century, with politics and the church working closely together.4 Argentina declared 
itself independent from Spain as early as 1816, Chile two years later in 1818. Especially 
in the late 19th century, acts that today may be classified as genocide5 against the Indi-
genous Natives intensified6: not only having to fight for the land so important to their 
nomadic lifestyle, which the European colonists claimed for their livestock, but they 
were also hunted down by bounty hunters like Julio Popper (1857–1893)7 and killed 
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by new, European-introduced diseases such as syphilis and tuberculosis.8 Indigenous 
inhabitants were also shot purely for their allegedly very large skeletons.9 Another 
essential part in the colonization process were the mission houses where the Indi-
genous were brought to: partly deported, partly “voluntarily” in the background of the 
aggravating living conditions.10 According to Egon Freiherr von Eickstedt (1892–1965), 
a leading racial scientist and representative of German interwar and Nazi anthropo-
logy,11 it was here tried to “lift the primitive peoples culturally”.12 Today, descendants 
of the Indigenous tribes still live in Tierra del Fuego, mainly following a “western” 
lifestyle, whereas at the same time advocating for the visualization of their history and 
culture.13

Martin Gusinde (1886–1969), an Austrian ethnographer and member of the 
Roman Catholic Order of the Societas Verbi Divini (SVD), travelled Tierra del 
Fuego extensively between 1918 and 1924. During his four expeditions he collected 
human remains and material objects,14 with an approach of acting as a “participant 
observer”, which was unusual for the time and presumably the reason he gained 
the trust of the Indigenous communities.15 Gusinde documented and published his 
findings, which contained ethnographic, linguistic and somatometric data as well 
as photos, in three volumes focusing on each tribe in Tierra del Fuego.16 A fourth 
anthropological volume focuses on the analysis of the body measurements he col-
lected on both human remains as well as the living and tried to find racial markers 
typical for these tribes.17 In all monographs, Gusinde also provides information in 
varying detail on how he acquired the human remains themselves. The ethnographic 
descriptions of the daily life and history of the Indigenous tribes here are generally 
understood to be just as detailed and precise as they are thought to be objective.18 
Gusinde is responsible for the collection of 17 of the 25 individuals in the PTdF col-
lection, purchased by and donated to the DA during the 1930s and partly personally 
excavated by him. In his writings, he often speaks of having “found”, “lifted”, or 
“excavated” crania from the earth.19 Nothing is known about direct purchases made 
by him in Tierra del Fuego for the DA-NHMW or on their behalf. His four expedi-
tions to Tierra del Fuego were, according to his biography, financed and supported 
by both private individuals, mostly families from Santiago, as well as clerics and the 
Chilean government.20 

For the acquisition of the other eight individuals making up the PTdF collection, 
Robert Lehmann-Nitsche (1872–1938), a German physician and anthropologist who 
later became one of the pioneers of physical anthropology in Argentina, is to be made 
responsible.21 Similar to Gusinde, he was interested in linguistic data, recording vocab-
ulary and taking photographs,22 but he also collected human remains. These were 
partly dug out by Lehmann-Nitsche himself or obtained through an intermediary 
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(see Table 1). Both Lehmann-Nitsche and Gusinde were interested in the Indigenous 
peoples of Tierra del Fuego and Patagonia because of the alleged “primitiveness” or 
“nativeness” projected onto them by Europeans.23 

Besides Gusinde’s monographies, the second valuable source in the reconstruc-
tion of the human remains’ provenance, the circumstances of their excavation and 
information like age-at-death, sex and tribal affiliation are the Inventory Books of the 
DA-NHMW. This information has been recorded in handwriting during inventory 
by DA-NHMW scientific staff.

The collection and its geographic origins

The 25 individuals of the PTdF collection were inventoried between 1930 and 1961 (see 
Table 1 for more details) and originate mostly from Isla Grande, but also Rapa Nui 
and the Chubut region in Argentina (see Figure 1). Other, non-osteological material in 
the collection includes seven samples of pubic and scalp hair,24 illustrating the diversity 
of objects in “sensitive collections”,25 and providing an idea of the extent of the degra-
ding treatments during research in colonial contexts. Other examples of non-osteolo-
gical objects in the collection include three casts made from two crania filed under two 
inventory numbers (NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-6032a, 6038a), one bust (NHMW-An-
thro-OSTE-21420) modelled by the Austrian painter and sculptor Erna Engel-Baiers-
dorf (1889–1970) and another (NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-21360) by the Austrian artist 
Friedrich “Fritz” Fahrwickl (1896–?). While the reconstruction by Engel-Baiersdorf 
resulted from a close collaboration with Gusinde and is based on NHMW-Anthro-
OSTE-6037, it is unclear if the bust by Fahrwickl was also modelled after this indivi-
dual or other osteological material and not only photographs by Gusinde.26 Copies of 
the bust modelled by Engel-Baiersdorf for the DA were available for purchase through 
the DA-NHMW as it was possible for other busts in the 1930s, ranging between 50 
to 70 Schillings.27

During the course of the provenance research, the osteological individuals’ age-
at-death and sex estimations were re-assessed. Sex is a variable to be understood as a 
spectrum and is influenced by various biological processes and features like chromo-
somes and hormones. It is differently expressed in skeletal features more pronounced 
as biological male or female, and must not be confused with the socially constructed 
concept of gender.28 Sex estimation was carried out according to Ferembach’s methods. 
Age-at-death was estimated using the methods by Meindl & Lovejoy, using Ubelaker’s 
classification into age groups (young adult: 20–34 years; middle adult: 35–49 years; old 
adult: 50+ years).29
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Inventory 
number: 
DA-NHMW

Associat-
ed collec-
tor(s)

Ethnic 
affiliation 
by 
collector

Status Sex 
esti-
ma-
tion

Age-
at-
death 
esti-
mation

Suspected 
geographic 
origin and fur-
ther details

Literature

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6030

MG Kawésqar Crani-
um

Fe-
male 
(Male)

Middle 
adult

No Data “ Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerland-
indianer, 255 
Inventory book 
4, 242

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6031

MG Kawésqar Crani-
um

Fe-
male

Young 
adult

No Data Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerland-
indianer, 257 
Inventory book 
4, 242

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6032

MG Kawésqar Crani-
um

Male Old 
adult

No Data Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerland-
indianer, 254 
Inventory book 
4, 243

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6033(c)

MG Kawésqar Crani-
um

Fe-
male

Middle 
adult

Puerto Muñoz 
Gamero, Canal 
Smith ~

Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerland-
indianer, 258 
Inventory book 
4, 243

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6034

MG Kawésqar Crani-
um

Fe-
male 

Young 
adult

No Data Gusinde,  
Anthropologie 
der Feuerlandin-
dianer, 257–258 
Inventory book 
4, 243

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6035

MG Selk'nam Crani-
um

Inde-
termi-
nate

Middle 
adult

Isla Dawson, 
San Rafael 
cemetery, 
excavated 
between the 
1st – 15th of 
January 1919 
among 40 oth-
er crania and 
three skeletal 
remains *

Bornemann, 
Pater Martin 
Gusinde, 45 
Gusinde, An-
thropologie der 
Feuerlandindian-
er, 225 Inventory 
book 4, 243

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-6036

MG Selk'nam Crani-
um

Male Middle 
adult

Caleta Josefi-
na, sand °

Gusinde,  
Anthropologie 
der Feuerland-
indianer, 211 
Inventory book 
4, 243
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Inventory 
number: 
DA-NHMW

Associat-
ed collec-
tor(s)

Ethnic 
affiliation 
by 
collector

Status Sex 
esti-
ma-
tion

Age-
at-
death 
esti-
mation

Suspected 
geographic 
origin and fur-
ther details

Literature

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6037

MG Selk'nam Cal-
varium

Male Middle 
adult

Caleta Jose-
fina, eastern 
of Altos de 
Boquerón

Gusinde, An-
thropologie der 
Feuerlandindian-
er, 208 Gusinde 
1975

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6038

MG Selk'nam Crani-
um

Male Middle 
adult

Shores of 
Bahía Inútil

Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerland-
indianer, 225–26 
Inventory book 
4, 243

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6039

MG Selk'nam Crani-
um

Male Middle 
adult

Shores of 
Bahía Inútil

Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerland-
indianer, 211 
Inventory book 
4, 244

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6040

MG Selk'nam Crani-
um

Inde-
termi-
nate

Middle 
adult

Caleta Jose-
fina

Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerland-
indianer, 225 
Inventory book 
4, 244

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6041

MG Selk'nam Crani-
um

Male Middle 
adult

Isla Dawson, 
San Rafael 
cemetery, 
excavated 
between the 
1st – 15th of 
January 1919 
among 40 oth-
er crania and 
three skeletal 
remains *

Bornemann, 
Pater Martin 
Gusinde, 45 
Gusinde, An-
thropologie der 
Feuerlandindian-
er, 225 Inventory 
book 4, 244

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6042

MG Selk'nam Crani-
um

Inde-
termi-
nate

Middle 
adult

Isla Grande Gusinde, An-
thropologie der 
Feuerlandindian-
er, 208 Inventory 
book 4, 244

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
6043

MG Selk'nam Cal-
varium

Fe-
male

Middle 
adult

Caleta Jose-
fine, sand °

Gusinde, An-
thropologie der 
Feuerlandindian-
er, 212 Inventory 
book 4, 244
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Inventory 
number: 
DA-NHMW

Associat-
ed collec-
tor(s)

Ethnic 
affiliation 
by 
collector

Status Sex 
esti-
ma-
tion

Age-
at-
death 
esti-
mation

Suspected 
geographic 
origin and fur-
ther details

Literature

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
15351

RLN,
(Heinreich 
Wodak)

Patagonia,
possible
Tehuelche

Crani-
um

Inde-
termi-
nate

Young 
adult

Part of a skel-
eton found on 
the coastline 
7km north-
north-east 
of Comodoro 
Rivadavia near 
train tracks. 
Burial included 
glass pearls. 
Probably 
donated to RLN 
by engineer 
H.Wodak in 
1914.

Inventory book 
6, 66

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
15352

RLN Patago-
nia/
Rapa Nui 
(?)

Crani-
um

Fe-
male

Young 
adult

No Data Inventory book 
6, 66

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
15353

RLN Patagonia Crani-
um

Fe-
male

Young 
adult

Chubut Inventory book 
6, 66

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
15354

RLN Patagonia Crani-
um

Male Middle 
adult

Chubut, Lago 
Musters

Inventory book 
6, 67

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
15357

RLN Selk'nam Crani-
um

Male Old 
adult

Northeast Isla 
Grande: battle-
field far away 
from the coast, 
excavated 26th 
of March 1902 ‘

Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerlandin-
dianer, 218 Inven-
tory book 6, 67

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
15358

RLN Selk'nam Crani-
um

Male Middle 
adult

Northeast Isla 
Grande: battle-
field far away 
from the coast, 
excavated 26th 
of March 1902 ‘

Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerlandin-
dianer, 218 Inven-
tory book 6, 68

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
15359

RLN Selk'nam Crani-
um

Male Middle 
adult

Northeast Isla 
Grande: battle-
field far away 
from the coast, 
excavated 26th 
of March 1902 ‘

Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerlandin-
dianer, 218 Inven-
tory book 6, 68

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
15360

RLN Selk'nam Calvar-
ium

Inde-
termi-
nate

Old 
adult

Northeast Isla 
Grande: battle-
field far away 
from the coast, 
excavated 26th 
of March 1902

Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerlandin-
dianer, 218 Inven-
tory book 6, 68
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Inventory 
number: 
DA-NHMW

Associat-
ed collec-
tor(s)

Ethnic 
affiliation 
by 
collector

Status Sex 
esti-
ma-
tion

Age-
at-
death 
esti-
mation

Suspected 
geographic 
origin and fur-
ther details

Literature

NHMW-
Anthro-
OSTE-
21462

MG Selk’nam Crani-
um

Inde-
termi-
nate

Middle 
adult

Isla Grande Inventory book 
7, 30

NHMW-An-
thro-OS-
TE-21463

MG Yaghan Calvar-
ium

Fe-
male

Young 
adult

Isla Navarino Inventory book 
7, 30

NHMW-An-
thro-OSTE-
6032a

MG Kawésqar 2 Casts 
of cra-
nium 
6032

- - No Data Inventory book 
4, 243

NHMW-An-
thro-OSTE-
6038a

MG Selk'nam Cast of 
cra-
nium 
6038

- - No Data Inventory book 
4, 243

NHMW-An-
thro-OSTE-
6033(pa)

MG Kawésqar Post-
cranial 
ele-
ments

- Old 
adult

No Data “ Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerlandin-
dianer, 114, 255

NHMW-An-
thro-OSTE-
6033(pb)

MG Kawésqar Post-
cranial 
ele-
ments

- Old 
adult

Puerto Muñoz 
Gamero, Canal 
Smith ~

Gusinde, 
Anthropologie 
der Feuerlandin-
dianer, 258

NHMW-An-
thro-OS-
TE-12420

No Data Selk’nam Bust 
based 
on 
6037

- - Artist: Erna 
Engel-Baiers-
dorff

Inventory book 
5, 262

NHMW-An-
thro-OS-
TE-21360

No Data Selk’nam Bust - - Artist: Fritz 
Fahrwickl

Inventory book 
7, 12

MG: Martin Gusinde; RLN: Robert Lehmann-Nitsche

Individuals marked with ~, “ ,*, °, ‘ are from the same burial context.

Sex estimation was done according to Ferembach's methods. Age at death was estimated using the 
methods by Meindl & Lovejoy, and using Ubelaker's classification into age groups (young adult: 20–34 
years; middle adult: 35–49 years; old adult: 50+ years).

One individual (NHMW-Anthro-OSTE6030) was estimated to be female, although there is evidence (men-
tioning of a first name) that this individual is in fact male. This may be due to the advanced age of the 
individual, as the markers used to determine sex here become more gracile with age.
It was decided to not mention the first names of two individuals (NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-6030, NHMW-An-
thro-OSTE-6033) since they do not contribute to the clarification of the provenance and are not Indige-
nous, but Spanish first names. Additionally, they are freely accessible in the cited literature.

Table 1 Inventory numbers of all entries for individuals associated with Tierra del Fuego and 

Patagonia at the DA-NHMW.
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The first 15 individuals of the PTdF collection were purchased in 1930 for a price of 
3,800 Austrian shillings from Gusinde30 or, according to another receipt, 3,500 shil-
lings.31 Although at this time the DA faced structural and financial problems,32 never-
theless a special loan to the Federal Ministry of Education to purchase the first collec-
tion was granted. This was not only due to the rarity value of these humans remains, 
but also because Gusinde offered the Department these individuals for sale in the 
first place by being “particularly accommodating”.33 Two additional individuals were 
donated to the Department three decades later, in July 1961, by Gusinde according to 
their entry in the Inventory Book.34

Fig. 1 Map illustrating the places of origin of the individuals of the Patagonia and Tierra del 

Fuego collection at the Natural History Museum Vienna. The individuals are indicated by their 

inventory numbers. Missing are the five individuals for which the geographic origin could not 

be determined, including the individual supposedly from Rapa Nui. 
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According to the Inventory Book of the DA-NHMW, the remaining eight indivi-
duals were donated by Robert Lehmann-Nitsche at an unknown time and inven-
toried in 1935.35 Four of them are from an unknown battlefield in the north-east 
of Isla Grande, where Lehmann-Nitsche had excavated them on March 26th in 
1902.36 It was neither possible to reconstruct the exact place nor the reason for the 
suspected armed conflict, since there were numerous violent encounters between 
Europeans and Indigenous peoples at this time. The other four of the eight indi-
viduals that belong to the Lehmann-Nitsche subconvolute at the DA-NHMW 
were not mentioned in Gusinde’s Monograph. According to the Inventory Book, 
NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-15351 is supposed to have had a note stating that the 
individual is “Native” and was found in 1914 as a complete skeleton with grave 
goods approximately seven kilometers north-east of Comodoro Rivadavia, gifted 
to Lehmann-Nitsche by an engineer named H. Wodak.37 As the note itself is no 
longer present, it can now only be assumed that H. Wodak could be referring 
to the German engineer Heinrich Wodak (?–?), who indeed was working on a 
construction site in Chubut at this time.38 Another case of unclear provenance is 
represented by NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-15352. This individual had the inscription 
of being from Rapa Nui written on the left parietal, which was later crossed out: 
an only slightly legible inscription with graphite pencil, starting with “Baia”. In 
an attempt to reveal more of the inscription, special light photography was used. 
However, due to interferences with a preservative coat applied to the bone surface 
during curational processes, this method was unsuccessful.39 It remains therefore 
not determinable whether the individual NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-15352 even ori-
ginates from Rapa Nui. The other two individuals of the Lehmann-Nitsche sub-
convolute that were not described in Gusinde’s monograph are originating from 
Chubut (NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-15353) or Lago Musters in Chubut (NHMW-
Anthro-OSTE-15354), and were inventoried without any further detailed informa-
tion regarding their provenance.

It should be noted that Gusinde assumed the ethnicity of the human remains 
to one of the tribes living in Tierra del Fuego based on both the cranial morphology 
and the region the skeletal remains were excavated from. Especially regarding the 
individual NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-6037, Gusinde was uncertain regarding the tribal 
affiliation due to the geographic overlap of the settlement area of the tribes and later 
revised this affiliation.40 Because of this and the nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle of 
the tribes, these ethnic assignments are not absolute. Therefore, these labels should be 
used with caution in further research happening in the fields of evolutionary anthro-
pology and bioarchaeology.

Colonialism in Karakynká?
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In-house history: exhibitions of human remains from  
Tierra del Fuego 1931–1996

One of the peculiarities of (museum) collections in the natural sciences is that their 
significance is rarely reflected in the financial value of the objects, but is rather based 
on the importance of the objects to the scientific community.41 This also applies to 
osteological collections. The PTdF collection is one of the most requested collections 
by external researchers at the DA-NHMW. This is not only because it consists of a 
collection of human remains from hunter-gatherer individuals whose lifestyles and 
adaptations are studied in evolutionary anthropology, but also because they are evalua-
ted as a contrast to agricultural and farming societies as an outgroup for analyses. 
There were also at least three exhibitions where documentation about the integration 
of individuals from this collection is available. This includes the special exhibition “Die 
Feuerländer – Rasse und Kultur eines Urvolkes” (“The Firelanders – Race and Culture 
of a Primitive People”) from 1931, another special exhibition “Die Menschheit – eine 
Familie” (“Man – One Family”) from 1948–1949, and a permanent exhibition of the 
DA within the NHMW between 1978 and 1996. The last two have also been docu-
mented with photographs. Additionally, internal communication and correspondence 
between DA-NHMW members and, for example, Martin Gusinde, as well as his 
extensive monographs about Tierra del Fuego could be used for reconstructions.

Just a few months after the receipt of the PTdF collection, the first exhibition 
displaying individuals from the collection was opened in January 1931. It is also the 
one of the three exhibitions where the least documentation and material is available. 
It was opened by the then director of the Anthropological and Prehistoric Depart-
ment, Josef Bayer (1882–1931), as a special exhibition called “Die Feuerländer – Rasse 
und Kultur eines Urvolkes” in parts of Hall 10 of the NHMW. Gusinde was invited 
to give the keynote lecture.42 The exhibition should provide an overview of the way of 
life of the so-called “primitive people”, including the tribes from Tierra del Fuego.43 
Here, NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-6044 was, among other human remains, exhibited 
with illustrative objects, including objects originating from Gusinde’s private collec-
tion and which are now in the collections of the Weltmuseum Wien.44 Photographs 
that Gusinde took of Fuegians were also included so that they “could be shown in 
the picture with a description of their character”45, as the contemporary correspon-
dence of the museum puts it, reflecting racial stereotypical thinking patterns prev-
alent at this time. Shortly after the end of the Second World War, the DA housed a 
special exhibition at the NHMW, based on a design by the head of the DA-NHMW, 
the anthropologist Robert Routil (1893–1955), and under the artistic direction of 
Austrian graphic designer Victor Slama (1890–1973). The exhibition, which ran 
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from December 1948 to June 1949 using the title “Die Menschheit – eine Familie” 
(“Man – One Family”), highlighted biological and cultural aspects of anthropology. 
Basic biological concepts such as cell division were dealt with as well as the spread 
of Homo sapiens on earth. As the name of the exhibition almost conciliatory implies, 
the thematically broad exhibition intended to “heal wounds” and “warn” from the 
consequences of a misinterpretation of the “arrogant master race theory”46 previously 
spread by the Nazis and to re-position anthropology as an alleged neutral science. Yet 
the concept of the human race continued to be propagated and conveyed as scien-
tifically unambiguously demonstrable.47 The alleged scientific neutrality of physical 
anthropology’s ability to measure, categorize and hierarchify into races was still being 
emphasized, and only the political misuse of the concept of race was strongly con-
demned during the whole exhibition.48

The hierarchical or even general classification of humans into races is strongly 
rejected today. Individual regional adaptations are no markers that would justify the 
categorization of human races, and the human genome is too similar on the molecular 
level for unique genes or even base pairs to be present, which would allow the sub-
division into races.49 In the exhibition from 1948 to 1949, individual “human races” 
were selected seemingly at random together with cultural objects and human remains 
in showcases. This included the Fuegians, who were placed in the large hall next to 
Tasmanians and Inuit. Among the pieces displayed in the showcase of the Fuegians 
were cultural objects such as bows, quivers and arrows as well as the stylized bust of 
a Selk’nam, NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-21430. This bust was based on not further dis-
closed photographs by Gusinde, modeled by Fahrwickl, and was exhibited together 
with NHMW-Anthro-OSTE-6037.50 As the bust modelled by Engel-Beiersdorf was 
based on the same calvarium, it may be assumed that both busts were using this indi-
vidual as a base. After the death of the previous head of department of DA, Viktor 
Lebzelter (1889–1936), Robert Routil and Gusinde jointly conducted investigations in 
the prisoner of war camps of the German Wehrmacht, Kaisersteinbruch and Wolfs-
berg, in 1940 and 1942.51 Previous to his time at the NHMW, Routil had also been 
active in the Anthropos Institute, an ethnographic institute founded by the SVD, 
and would have liked to be seen by Wilhelm Koppers and Wilhelm Schmidt (both 
Societas Verbi Divini) in the post of head of the DA.52 In a letter dated April 1952, 
Routil tells Gusinde in detail about plans for a new permanent exhibition, planned in 
three halls of which only the paleoanthropological was realized, and asks him to send 
him his pictures of the Bambuti, “Bushmen” and Fuegians.53 It is not clear from the 
following correspondence whether these pictures arrived – only a message from the 
curator of the division of physical anthropology, Thomas Dale Stewart (1901–1997) at 
the Smithsonian Institution, United States National Museum in Washington, D.C.  
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dated January 1953 speaks of the successful sending of photographs of other Indige-
nous groups through Gusinde’s mediation.54

The last exhibition in which human remains from the PTdF collection were dis-
played was the permanent exhibition of the DA from 1978–1996, that took place in 
two halls. The visitors were taught the basics of anthropology, which, according to the 
collection guide, was “the most important task of the department”.55 Hall 16 presented 
the “Evolution of Man”, with a focus on hominid evolution but also showcased on the 
Neolithic period through the Middle Ages in the 15th century. In Hall 17 followed the 
“Races of Man”. In the introductory explanation of the contents of Hall 17, the visitor 
was then introduced to the concept of race defined by the UNESCO in their “State-
ment of Race”, that was adapted various times after its first publication in 1950. The 
exhibition guide refers to the later versions of 1951 and 1962 (1967). Both versions are 
clearly against the categorization of races.56 Nevertheless, examples for racial categori-
zations through body size, head shape and behavior were provided in the exhibition, a 
contradicting representation found in the whole exhibition.57 So did the hall contain 
altogether 17 showcases, where three “races” and four of their “subraces”, modified 
after Eickstedt, were presented.58

According to notes acting as placeholders with reference to the permanent 
position, which are still in the human remains’ Schädeltassen59 today, at least five 
crania (skulls with lower jaws) were displayed during this exhibition. For one of 
them, NHWM-Anthro-OSTE-6032, there is also photographic evidence that the 
individual was displayed on the top right corner among seven other individuals 
from South America.60 It was the actual cranium that was exhibited and not one 
of its two casts, as the cranium shows inscriptions on the right mandible and right 
temporal bone that the casts are lacking. Accompanying all exhibited crania were 
bullet point descriptions of the appearance of the alleged “subrace” to which these 
individuals belonged, illustrating the alleged “racial” diversity on this continent. 
However, it becomes apparent here that the definitions of Eickstedt were only par-
tially followed in the exhibition: he assigns Selk’nam and Kawésqar to different 
“subraces”,61 and not as the same, as it happened in Hall 17. These contradictions 
are further contrasted by Gusinde considering the Selk’nam to be, in fact, “a major 
race in the anthropological definition”.62 Additionally, there are strong discrepancies 
between the data in the Inventory book and those of the exhibition guide regarding 
the number and ethnic affiliation of individuals of the PTdF collection. A thorough 
search for more individuals originating from Tierra del Fuego or Patagonia in the 
catalogues and depot of the DA-NHMW did not reveal further individuals present 
in the DA-NHMW, and similar discrepancies exist regarding Māori human remains 
from New Zealand.

Constanze Schattke



–  93  –

The permanent exhibition was closed in 1996 after international debates about the 
racist content of the anthropological showrooms conveyed to the public, triggered 
by a letter to the journal Nature by the English anthropologist Adam Kuper, but also 
by previous criticism by the Viennese anthropologist and university professor Horst 
Seidler.63 

Integration of the collection into scientific publications

As mentioned before, the PTdF collection in the DA belongs to the most requested 
collections from external researchers. To analyze the research question(s) the collection 
was integrated into, a total of 20 German-, English- and Spanish-language publica-
tions were identified which had integrated the PTdF collection from Vienna in the 
data sets for their research (see Figure 2).64 Journals in which the collection was pub-
lished in, included “American Journal of Physical Anthropology”, “Anales del Insti-
tuto de la Patagonia”, “Annalen des Naturhistorischen Museums Wien”, “Anthropos”, 
“HOMO – Journal of Comparative Human Biology”, “Journal of Human Evolu-
tion”, “Relaciones – Sociedad Argentina de Antropología”, “Revista Chilena de Antro-
pologia”, “RUNA”,  “The Anatomical Record – Advances in Integrative Anatomy 
and Evolutionary Biology” and “Zeitschrift für Morphologie und Anthropologie”. 
All online resources were searched for with certain key words that would retrieve the 
publications and papers based on their titles and provided key words (see Table 2). 
The search was conducted in three languages, prospective to the collection’s origin 
(Spanish), the location of the NHMW based in Vienna, Austria (German), as well as 
English being the language most commonly used in science.

English German Spanish

Fireland, Patagonia Feuerland, Feuerländer,  
Patagonien 

Tierra del Fuego, fuegian,  
Patagonia(n), 

Osteological Osteologisch, 
Osteologische Analyse

Osteología

Skull Schädel Cráneo 

Racial/ racial science Rassenkunde Raza 

Indigenous Indianer/ indigen indígena 

Table 2 List of keywords used to find publications of and with Fuegian skulls belonging to the 

Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego collection at the Natural History Museum Vienna.
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The first publication on the collection dates from 1924 and was written by the then 
director of the DA, Viktor Lebzelter.65 In total, four major and one minor groups 
of questions could be identified, all dealing with fundamental issues and concepts 
from biology, most importantly migration dynamics and adaptations to climate 
and subsistence. Whereas in the 1930s the PTdF collection was mainly used to 
find supposedly “race-typical” features to classify and stereotype Indigenous 
populations, the individuals serve primarily as a so-called outgroup in questions 
dealing with differences in adaptation from hunter-gatherers to arable popula-
tions today. They are also used in works dealing with adaptations of Homo sapiens 
to extreme weather conditions or with the population and migration history of 
both American continents. The geographic isolation is decisive for the interest in 
collections of human remains from Tierra del Fuego shown worldwide and not 
only in Vienna.66
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None of the publications referred to or addressed the collection contexts of the human 
remains. This also includes the more recent papers published in this millenium. Such 
uncritical adoption of data raises the question of whether the collection should be 
released for research at all. Here, three demands on the human remains collide: on 
the one hand, the curators have a responsibility towards the collection and its history. 
On the other hand scientists should be able to pursue the answer to their research 
questions without hindrance. Lastly, the descendants have the expectation that their 
ancestors’ remains will be treated with dignity.

Summary and Outlook

The provenance of the PTdF collection at the DA-NHMW testifies to an eventful history 
and reflects not only changes in scientific questions, but also the zeitgeist. Common to all 
exhibitions is the categorization and representation of the Indigenous inhabitants of Pata-
gonia and Tierra del Fuego according to “races”. This hierarchical categorization is one of 
the most effective social classifications67 and was legitimized by disciplines like evolutionary 
anthropology, or as it was also called in its beginning, physical anthropology. Through the 
exhibitions at the NHMW, this concept of races was confirmed and anchored in visitors’ 
minds. The racial categories and prejudices have persisted to the present day, despite modern 
molecular genetic analyses. These are clearly proving that such categories are without any 
support, according to which the concept of “race” has to be strongly rejected for various 
reasons and as simply wrong.68 Colonial systems of power have contributed to the creation 
of racist categorizations. Peace and conflict researcher Claudia Brunner calls “racialization 
[even] the axis of the coloniality of power”, placing it in one of the three expressions of 
coloniality: power, knowledge, and being.69 Gusinde and Lehmann-Nitsche freely exploi-
ted the, as historian Linda Erker called it, “semi-colonial”70 power structures they had as 
European scientists over the Indigenous population in South America to create knowledge. 
The ongoing publications integrating the PTdF collection, as well as its past integration 
into exhibitions, reflect the scientific community’s constant interest in the human remains 
of the Indigenous people of Tierra del Fuego and Patagonia. This is in stark contrast to the 
treatment the Indigenous peoples received during their lifetime. 

At first glance, this does not seem to be a “classic” case of colonialism. The individ-
uals of the PTdF collection only arrived in Austria at the beginning of the 20th century, 
and then from areas that had already achieved independence from the colonial powers 
at that time. The provenance of the collection is nevertheless problematic. The museum 
has benefited from colonial structures through the acquisition of the PTdF collection: 
financially, through the exhibitions in which the human remains were central exhibits, 
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and scientifically through the publications and requests that the DA receives from the 
scientific side to study the collection. There is also the prestige that the house received 
and still receives through this collection, visible in the constant publication process 
of and interest in the collection. These colonial structures continue while individuals 
are still in the anthropological department of the NHMW. In the case of the KolText 
project, contact with Indigenous members and representatives was actively sought 
at the beginning and during the provenance research. The exchange that developed 
with the Selk’nam was characterized by building up mutual trust and understanding 
between the representatives and the scientists that only deepened further in the course 
of the project. This allowed both parties to openly communicate the possibilities of 
provenance research, its significance and its consequences to each other.71 

At the present, provenance in the DA is discussed and evaluated, as it is generally 
recommended,72 individually on a case-by-case basis. Detailed recommendations for 
human remains in museums, as they already exist in Germany,73 could considerably 
facilitate the handling of such collections and reduce possible fears and reservations 
from the scientific community, possible representatives and the public. In addition, 
cooperation with representatives and/or descendants to integrate more diverse per-
spectives into the research process, insofar as this is desired by possible representa-
tives, is highly desirable. Cooperation on an equal level would be a first step towards 
researching and coming to terms with colonial provenances.
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