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1. Introduction and Contextualization

The formation and purpose of European ethnographic museums have been documented 
and debated in-depth for some time. The violence embodied in these collections through 
theories of colonial superiority, broader paradigms and conceptualizations of non- 
Western civilizations during their establishment in the 19th century from the basis of 
research, as well as critique and questions about future possibilities of use in sharing 
entangled collections.

The breadth of international provenance research into collections from colonial 
contexts and debate about its methods and possibilities against the backdrop of 
demands for objects to return to their original homes echo from the times they were 
incorporated into museum collections. However, these long-standing demands and 
debate, while centring on objects, are embedded into larger social policy issues and 
discussions, with museums or other European cultural institutions often not equipped 
or mandated to make decisions. Yet, joint research and the availability of public infor-
mation offers a wealth of possibilities to relearn and expand the museum with its tasks 
and make this institution more available for ongoing societal debates.

The Weltmuseum Wien’s historical collections have roots throughout the city of 
Vienna. Its formal institutionalization occurred with the Anthropological-Ethno
graphical Department at the Imperial Royal Natural History Museum (k.k. Naturhisto-
risches Hofmuseum) in 1876. The entanglement with colonial endeavours can be traced 
even with the first inventory number in the museum’s collections: a pan pipe from the 
island Tanna (Vanuatu), brought to Europe by the still revered James Cook (1728–1779) 
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from his endeavours for the British Empire. While this heritage, both physically in the 
form of objects and metaphorically through the changing paradigms in various dis-
ciplines, informs present museum practice, it may also be viewed as a unique oppor-
tunity. Keeping in mind the incredibly sensitive and potentially emotionally challenging 
process of de-entangling object histories as well as access and terminology around these 
collections, precisely they may offer new ways of thinking with objects and collections.

The geographically structured collections at Weltmuseum Wien concur with cura-
torial responsibilities, even if overlaps are a historically rooted fact. The sub-Saharan 
African collections are comprised of about 38.000 inventory numbers accessioned 
from 1806 until 2022 from 35 present-day African nations. The quantitative majority 
of objects with 56 percent were accessioned in the 38 years between 1880 and 1918. 
Adding the collections that were accessioned prior, 60 percent of the sub-Saharan 
African collections came into the museum’s administration until the end of World 
War I. This grounds the institution of an ethnographic museum firmly within the 19th 
century and its scientific paradigms. Subsequently, contexts needing further research 
are manifold and include so-called human zoos [Völkerschauen], colonial administra-
tors, missionaries, diplomatic exchanges but also representatives from various scientific 
and other institutions. Given the museum’s common history with the Natural History 
Museum well into the 20th century, it is not surprising that collecting paradigms were 
defined by natural sciences at the beginning of accessioning for institutions.

The initial head of the Anthropological-Ethnographic Department in Vienna, 
Ferdinand Hochstetter (1829–1884) was particularly concerned with the expansion 
of ethnographic collections, which had previously ended up at the museum as gifts 
rather by chance. In 1884, after his death, Franz Heger (1853–1931), who adhered to 
the collecting mania that sprang from the racist rescue paradigm, succeeded him. 
Moreover, it was significant for the museum to present objects only available in 
Vienna. Curator Winani Thebele-Kgwatalala called this desire to own unique objects 
from the most distant parts of the world a race for cultural possession, and, in refer
ence to the Scramble for Africa, a “race for Africa 2.0”.1

The imperial royal navy collections at Weltmuseum Wien have been researched 
to some extent. The vast number of objects related to the “Novara” circumnavigation 
in Viennese institutions have brought about many research questions. However, the 
in-depth look into the Frundsberg/Billitzer collection from 1884/85 aims to add to an 
understanding about the specific role the imperial royal navy played with its endea-
vours in pre-emptive efforts to annex foreign territories for the Austro-Hungarian 
empire*. There are no in-depth perspectives with relation to the collection process and 
*	 In 1867, the Austro-Hungarian Compromise was reached, establishing the dual-monarchy of 

Austria-Hungary. In this text, we explicitly use “Austria-Hungary” for events after 1867 or “the 
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the various roles of crew members in the imperial royal navy. A broad-scale analysis of 
this role and its actors will take more time and resources, looking into several institu-
tions. A closer assessment of the collection acquired by Emerich Billitzer as medical 
doctor on board the ship Frundsberg in 1884/5 enables a first look into practices and 
structures of two institutions – the museum and the imperial royal navy. Further 
outlooks with a broader geographic and interdisciplinary perspective may add yet 
another piece to the puzzle of assessing possibilities to address historic objects.

Guided by ongoing discussions on principles and methodology of (post)colonial 
provenance research and debate on what colonial contexts might entail, this research 
aimed to combine contemporary discussions and demands for transparency with his-
torical research to tackle questions arising in European museum collections. A focus 
on provenance in ethnographic museum collections is not a new development, yet 
with recent attention on methodology and broader issues between the global South 
and North, results may contribute to discussions beyond museum objects.

The objects may be seen as physical manifestations of the imperial royal navy’s 
endeavours, a history that is so rarely present today, yet has shaped the Austro-Hun-
garian view of the world and helped establish several institutions in providing them 
with materials. Austro-Hungarian travellers went on “expeditions” eager to argue geo-
graphical questions, filling in blank spots on European maps and inscribe their names 
in the history of “discovery” of the African continent. In the process, they explored 
and renamed not only geographical landmarks, but also people living in these areas 
who undoubtedly had terminology for all aforementioned things. European travellers 
were not entering unexplored new territory.2 According to Felix Driver, these explo-
rations can be “understood as a set of cultural practices which involve the mobiliza-
tion of people and resources, especially equipment, publicity and authority.”3 Until 
today, populist notions of “expeditions” encompass ideas of adventure, of exploring 
unknown territories without reflecting historical or contemporary actualities.

On behalf of European powers, scientific institutions or through private ambi-
tions, expeditions gathered data about flora and fauna, as well as the organisation of 
life in foreign territories, including forms of political organisation. In the process, 
travellers tended to merge multiple identities into the concept of tribe, in turn fos-
tering a European view of who African people were. This European vision of Africa 
as a continent inhabited by tribal groups supported colonial conquest and strategy.4 
Travellers at times also signed agreements and treaties that later, during the partition 
of the African continent among European powers, were an important basis for deter-
mining whose claim to territorial rule was recognised by rival European powers. In 

monarchy”, referring to the Austrian empire prior to the compromise.
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this respect, travellers and their scientific endeavours contributed not only to their 
respective disciplines but also proved to be sources for colonial strategies.

In 1860, collections from the “Novara” circumnavigation (1857–1859) were pre-
sented for a year in a specialty museum at the Viennese Augarten, located in the same 
district that today includes the alley “Novaragasse”. The “Novara” contains a crucial 
historical fact for the museum in that the aforementioned founding director and 
creator of the Anthropological-Ethnographical Department of the Natural History 
Museum, Ferdinand Hochstetter, took part in the circumnavigation. It is thus a logical 
starting point for research on colonial contexts with a focus on the imperial royal navy 
as an institution and the source for many international museum objects. 

Hochstetter’s successor Franz Heger intended to obtain further ethnographic 
objects for the museum through the imperial royal navy. He published instructions for 
collecting ethnographic objects for amateurs. Scientific instructions authored by scien-
tists to guide amateur collectors in the field were not unusual. In 1872, the Zeitschrift 
für Ethnologie, the organ of the Berliner Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und 
Urgeschichte, printed the article Rathschläge für anthropologische Untersuchungen auf 
Expeditionen der Marine (Advice for anthropological investigations on naval expeditions).5 

The Berlin society was an important point of contact for Heger when he travelled 
to Berlin in 1886 to visit the newly founded Museum für Völkerkunde. Additionally, 
earlier relations with Felix von Luschan (1854–1924)**, who worked as assistant director 
at the Museum für Völkerkunde since 1885, may have also played a role. Luschan married 
Hochstetter’s daughter Emma (1864–1941) in 1885, indicating not only professional 
but some personal connection between the two institutions in Berlin and Vienna.

2. Colonial Endeavours and Developments of the Imperial 
Royal Navy in the Second Half of the 19th Century

In order to understand the journey of the “Frundsberg” and the background for the 
collection’s provenance, we have to take a closer look at the developments and role 
in colonial endeavours of the imperial royal navy in the 19th century. The appoint-
ment of Emperor Franz Joseph’s (1830–1916) brother Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian 

**	 Felix von Luschan, archaeologist, anthropologist and medical doctor, played a crucial role for 
the expansion of the Berlin collections. Significantly, his (and his wife Emma’s) collection also 
included human remains from former German colonies as well as objects, photographs and sound 
recordings. Ferdinand von Hochstetter can be seen as his mentor and family friend, introducing 
him into the Viennese scholarly circle. Further details on Luschan can be found in Katharina 
Matiasek’s contribution in this volume.
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(1832–1867) as commander-in-chief of the naval forces brought about a financial 
upswing for the imperial royal navy, which had been frequently plagued by budg
etary and image problems in the 19th century. Under Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian 
a technical as well as organizational modernization of the imperial royal navy took 
place. In 1862, the Archduke even managed to create a separate Navy Ministry, lasting 
until 1865. The original task of the imperial royal navy of securing the Adriatic coasts 
was no longer sufficient for the ambitious Naval High Command. In the future, the 
imperial royal navy was to follow a global task: The protection of Austrian vessels on 
all seas. The warships were sent out by the Naval High Command to escort Austrian 
merchant ships, especially in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Through this connection 
with maritime trade, the imperial royal navy wanted to emphasize its importance for 
the national economy, particularly for the economic circles in Trieste.6

In 1860, both, the Naval Academy and the Hydrographic Institute were founded in 
Pula (Croatia). The institute’s statutory tasks included drafting of instructions for scien-
tific missions of the imperial royal navy. Training expeditions took place with increa-
sing frequency from the 1850s onward with larger ship types being sent on ever longer 
routes for training and research purposes. In total, more than one hundred training and 
research voyages took place overseas between 1776 and 1913.7 The rising costs resulted in 
a budget cut for the land army in favour of the imperial royal navy in 1861.8 

The Archduke’s endeavours led to the most famous Austrian voyage of explora-
tion, the aforementioned world circumnavigation by the ship “Novara” (1857–59). 
By invitation of the Archduke, Karl Ritter von Scherzer (1821–1903) participated in 
the voyage as head of ethnographic, trade and national economic studies. Another 
important participant was Ferdinand Hochstetter, as already mentioned.9

In public, the voyage of the “Novara”, just as later research voyages, were coined 
under catchwords such as adventure, romance, or exotic research; but behind the 
voyage of the “Novara” were not only natural history and commercial interests, but 
also a colonial political agenda. As we will later see, “it was a conscious policy among 
navy commanders to use travellers as a camouflage for colonial conquest.”10 

Due to the upcoming Suez Canal project, the ”colonial lobby” in Austria, inclu-
ding naval commander Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian, believed that Austria-Hun-
gary’s location on the Mediterranean Sea could give it an essential role in trade with 
India, South Asia and even the Far East. To fulfil this role, it was essential, in his view, 
to have military bases along the route. One of the first steps towards this goal was the 
re-acquisition of the Nicobar Islands. The “Novara” anchored off the Nicobar Islands 
for a month in 1858, but the colonial seizure of the islands was not achieved. Walter 
Sauer reasons that there were concerns on the part of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
which was increasingly confronted with a parallel instead of coordinated foreign policy 
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on the part of the imperial royal navy, as well as the high costs required to realize this 
project.11 

The alternative was to acquire a base in the Red Sea, where the island of Socotra 
(then Suqutra) in present-day Yemen was selected. In 1857, Wilhelm von Tegetthoff 
(1827–1871) was commissioned to undertake a civilian voyage to the Horn of Africa to 
assess the possibilities of a naval base. The mission was fruitless, for again, the assumed 
costs of acquiring the island of Socotra were a deterrent, as were the impending politi
cal consequences, since the British also laid claim to the island.12 

From the end of the 1850s, naval expenditures were criticized within the Monarchy. 
From the point of view of the liberals, there was no need for the ”alleged research 
activities” overseas for economic reasons, which they also considered attempts to 
undermine the navy’s budget. There were calls for a general reduction of the military 
budget, which accounted for a large part of government spending.13 

The voyages, also conducted to serve the self-interest of the imperial royal navy, 
proved not always congruent with the interests of foreign trade. A protocol from a 
meeting in 1862 of the Council of Ministers shows the navy’s military posturing on 
voyages for the initiation of trade contacts as criticized:

“The War-Corvette ‘Carolina’ was specially designated by His 
Imperial Highness, the most illustrious Archduke Max, for a trade 
mission to Brazil and Calcutta, and a trade agent was sent on it. 
As long as he travelled on the warship, he could do almost nothing 
for his commercial purposes; the ship’s discipline and command 
hindered everything that was necessary for this. Places of stay, 
duration of stay, permission to disembark, coercion to be on board, 
space ratio on the ship – everything was regular, but for naval 
purposes such as the merchantman could not need.”14 

Due to domestic (Austro-Hungarian Compromise 1867) and foreign policy develop-
ments (defeat at Königgrätz 1866), as well as the precarious state finances of the 1860s, 
implementation of the colonial plans had become utopian for the time being. The 
upswing of the imperial royal navy, accompanied by colonialist dreams, had thus 
come to an end. The expansion of the fleet or the arms race with the Italian navy 
were regarded as prestige politics within the Monarchy and came under criticism.15 
The (renewed) creation of a Naval Ministry was prevented by the Compromise, as 
the Hungarian side rejected a fourth joint ministry in addition to the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Finance, and the Ministry of War. Following the sug-
gestion of Wilhelm von Tegetthoff, who was hailed as a hero for his victory at Lissa in 
1866, a separate department was created within the Ministry of War in 1868: the Navy 
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Section. The Navy Section consisted of the administrative branch based in Vienna, the 
naval command in Pula and other offices. Tegetthoff was appointed naval commander 
and head of the Navy Section by Emperor Franz Joseph in its inaugural year.16

2.1 Commitment to annual “Training-Missions” 

Under Tegetthoff, the imperial royal navy was to be reformed once again, and for training 
purposes he sent warships on missionary voyages. On these voyages, economic contacts 
were also to be established. Another important mission was to “show the flag” in order 
to emphasize its own status as a major European power. Therefore, the fleet was an 
important instrument to present the Monarchy as a great power outside the European 
continent, even more so as Austria-Hungary did not possess any colonies overseas.17 

Emperor Franz Joseph himself, who decreed in 1869 that cadets of the Naval 
Academy had to yearly undergo a ten- to twelve-months training campaign overseas, 
promoted the research and expedition programme.18 With the opening of the Suez 
Canal in 1869, attended by the Emperor himself and accompanied by five ships 
(including the Corvette “Helgoland”), calls for colonial bases in the Red Sea and on 
the East African coast were voiced again in Austria-Hungary. It was assumed that the 
port of Trieste would take on special importance as a starting point for European trade 
with East Africa, India, and East Asia. 

Tegetthoff’s ambitious plans for naval reform were interrupted by his early death 
in 1871. His successor Friedrich Freiherr von Pöck (1825–1884) opposed Tegetthoff’s 
reform even prior to his term in office and accordingly did not pursue it further. He 
resigned in 1883 for health reasons19, with his tenure as naval commander consistently 
viewed critically by scientific and navy circles: “Under him, the navy experienced a 
period of stagnation, even decline.”20 

2.2 “Commercial Era” of the Imperial Royal Navy

Maximilian Daublebsky Freiherr von Sterneck (1829–1897) was appointed commander 
of the imperial royal navy in 1883. Unlike Pöck, he had very ambitious goals and tried 
to follow up on Tegetthoff’s reform plans: Sterneck wanted to further modernize the 
underfunded institution while emphasizing its importance during peacetimes.21 

Therefore, Sterneck intended to use the imperial royal navy, which was mainly cri-
ticized for being too expensive, for commercial and scientific activities. His own experi-
ence with scientific voyages is documented through his participation in the North Pole 
expedition of 1872–74. Just a few months after his appointment as naval commander, 
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he began planning so-called “transoceanic voyages”, intending to send four warships on 
“training-missions” for several months. Under his leadership, the “training-missions” 
reached their peak. Although colonial plans were denied in the media, Sterneck hoped 
that the “training-missions” would gather information to support colonial plans.22

Johann Wagner described the period under Sterneck as “the commercial era of the 
imperial royal navy”23, which would eventually culminate in the Solomon Islands venture. 
Walter Sauer shows how, for example, the steel and armaments company Krupp appro-
ached the imperial royal navy in 1893 to send ships to New Caledonia to find coveted 
nickel deposits. As a result of this request, the gunboat “Albatros” was finally sent to the 
Solomon Islands in 1895 to carry out what was intended as a private land grab for the 
Krupp company, with financial support from Krupp. However, the establishment of the 
company failed due to the fierce resistance of the local inhabitants.24 

Sterneck’s trade ambitions are reinforced by the letter to his sister Mathilde on the 
occasion of the upcoming voyages of the “Aurora,” “Frundsberg”, and “Helgoland”:

“Next our ships will go out into the wide world – enviable youth! 
I expect the best successes. In time, people will come to realize 
that our trade can only develop outwardly, and our trading status 
will finally let go of its hereditary sluggishness and seek out the 
paths that have been blazed. But my thoughts wander into the 
future. August 21, 1884.”25

Karl von Scherzer, a former crewmember of the “Novara” and intermittently working 
for the Ministry of Trade, found words of praise for the imperial royal navy’s activities 
in the Österreichische Zeitschrift für den Orient. Using the “training-missions” also for 
commercial and scientific purposes “cannot be praised enough and has helped our 
Kriegsmarine to great popularity and increased prestige.”26 

3. Organization and Purpose of the “Training-Missions” 

In the summer of 1884, naval commander Sterneck sent four warships on “training-
missions”. In addition to the Corvette “Frundsberg”, the Corvette “Helgoland” sailed 
across the Strait of Gibraltar to West Africa, the Corvette “Aurora” travelled to South 
America, and the Corvette “Saida” was tasked to make for ports in Asia and Austra-
lia.27 The Weltmuseum Wien today holds objects from these particular travels by the 
“Frundsberg,” “Saida” and “Helgoland”.28

Preparations for the four “training-missions” began in June 1884. Sterneck, in his 
capacity as head of the Navy Section, contacted the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to offer 
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the upcoming “training-missions” for commercial and consular interests. To this end, 
he asked the k.k. Seerath Freiherr Glanz von Aicha (?–?), who worked in the ministry, 
for assistance.29 The foreign minister at the time, Gustav Kalnoky (1832–1898), was 
enthusiastic about the proposal, and an extensive Promemoria was written detailing 
instructions for all routes. 

These were sent to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministries of Trade in 
both halves of the empire for supplementation and control. The response from the 
Royal Hungarian Ministry of Agriculture, Industry and Trade was very restrained, 
since Hungary “only [stands] on the threshold of becoming an industrial state in the 
stricter sense” and, from the Hungarian point of view, trade with “the neighbouring 
Oriental states”30 should be promoted first. The Austrian Minister of Commerce, 
Felix Pino Freiherr von Friedenthal (1825–1906) responded positively to the offer, 
but he also had concerns about the suitability of the “training-missions” for com-
mercial purposes:

“As far as commercial information is concerned it will depend to a 
large extent on the personality of the commander of the expedition, 
if it will be possible to procure reasonably useful material. Espe
cially since the shortness of the [...] stay at the individual points, 
the comprehensiveness of the line of travel, and the difficulty of the 
material itself constitute obstacles to the solution of such a task that 
are difficult to overcome.”31

As previously with the voyage of the Corvette “Carolina” in 1857/58, the usefulness of 
the expected information regarding commerce was doubted. The instructions in the 
Promemoria therefore focused on consular interests. The collected information should 
lead to more intensive studies at a later point, with the intend to make closer com-
mercial relations possible, because “very little is known to us [...] about Africa from a 
commercial point of view.”32

In addition to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the two Ministries of Commerce, on 
8 June 1884 Sterneck inquired with the k.k. Seerath Ernst Becher in Trieste for his opinion. 
This underscores Trieste’s position in trade policy and the close ties between the imperial 
royal navy and the commercial port. According to Sterneck, the “training- missions” were 
to serve the “development of our trade interests.” In his view, this also required detailed 
directives for the commanders that would provide them with a guide for observations.33

Of primary interest were customs duties, local production, import and export 
of articles, common means of payment, existing shipping connections, and whether 
there would be any prospect of gaining a foothold in the local market. The Foreign 
Minister Gustav Kalnoky was aware that 
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“the answer to all these questions [would] require a great deal of time 
and effort, and it must be left to be seen whether it would be possible 
for the commanders of the warships, in the shortness of their stay in 
the various port places, to inform themselves equally on all points. 
However, even schematic notes would still be worthy of thanks”.34 

Not coincidentally, the imperial royal navy’s ”training-missions” became more regular 
to the African continent when Sterneck took office. It was at this point in time when 
the last remaining coastal areas were divided among the major European powers.35 
From the 1860s onwards, European travellers became increasingly interested in the 
East African hinterland. In search of the sources of the Nile, the travellers “disco-
vered” new landscapes and societies unknown to them. The published (travel) reports 
about resources in the interior fuelled interests in these areas, causing many European 
powers to position diplomatic representatives in Zanzibar from the early 19th century.36

3.1 Austrian Interests in East Africa

The Monarchy’s first contacts with East Africa took place as early as the 18th century, 
when the Dutchman Wilhelm Bolts (1738–1808) sailed through African waters on his 
way to India and acquired a land in Delagoa Bay (today Mozambique) for the Austrian 
monarchy (1778–1781). The German merchant Richard Brenner (1833–1874) and his 
Swiss business partner Carl Fisch (?–1878) seized the economic opportunities of East 
Africa and founded the trading company “R. Brenner, Fisch & Cie.” on Zanzibar 
in 1873. To make it easier for merchants from Austria-Hungary to participate in the 
economic boom of the region, Brenner, since 1871 the Austrian-Hungarian honorary 
consul in Aden, proposed the establishment of an imperial and royal consulate in 
Zanzibar. He was supported by the k.k. Seebehörde in Trieste, maintaining various 
contacts with merchant circles there. Captain Carl Schaffer, the commander of the 
Corvette “Helgoland”, which stopped in Zanzibar in 1874, recounted a very positive 
picture of the economic possibilities, but voiced doubts about Brenner’s suitability 
as consul given that he was no subject of Austria-Hungary. Before any decision had 
been made in Vienna on the establishment of the consulate, Brenner died in 1874. 
His business partner Carl Fisch was appointed Honorary Consul on Zanzibar in 1876 
(despite him being Swiss), but he died in 1878 and no successor was appointed for 
nearly one decade.37 

Until the 19th century, European land possessions in Africa were concentrated in 
three areas: southern Africa, Algeria and Senegal. On the coasts, Europeans controlled 
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forts, factories, or even individual cities. Liberia and Sierra Leone also existed as 
colonies for freed enslaved persons. The abolition of the slave trade and slavery cha-
racterized the 19th century. The slave trade with Africa was to give way to “legitimate” 
trade in agricultural products (cash crops) and ivory. Even though the Transatlantic 
Slave Trade slowly dried up, the local-African slave trade steadily increased. In Europe, 
the image of Africa changed from poor enslaved Africans, victims of the slave trade, to 
enslaving despots or tyrants.38 

In the wake of such change in imagination and perception of Africa, at the end of 
the 19th century, the Scramble for Africa could comfortably be disguised as a humani-
tarian crusade against slavery; as a crusade against the supposed archenemies of Chris-
tianity in Africa with Arabs in particular, who were portrayed as invading enslavers in 
East Africa. Zanzibar had emerged as a new centre of the slave trade and plantation 
economy in the mid-19th century, and the influential Swahili-speaking groups signifi-
cantly involved in the East African slave trade defined themselves as Arab. Although 
the Sultanate of Zanzibar served as a vehicle against slave trade for the British in the 
19th century, things changed when the British decided to occupy the territory.39

Exactly during the period when the “Frundsberg” was underway in East Africa 
for training purposes, gathering commercial information and ethnographic as well 
as natural history objects, the Berlin West Africa Conference took place from 15 
November 1884 to 26 February 1885. The conference, which today stands as a symbol 
for the Scramble for Africa, contributed to the partitioning of Africa between European 
powers under international law, or rather the regulation of the partitioning process. 
The conference served as a major impetus for the transformations and in the establish
ment of European rule in Africa.40 

Taking possession of colonies may have been a desire of colonial advocates such as 
Sterneck, but since the 1870s, the top state leadership of Austria-Hungary had abjured 
the establishment of its own colonies. As a participant of the Berlin Conference, the 
Austria-Hungary was however involved in legitimizing imperialism on the African 
continent. Walter Sauer draws the following conclusion from this: “A co-perpetration 
of the Danube Monarchy in the imperialist division of Africa [...] therefore existed 
regardless of the lack of its own state colonial involvement.”41

Austria(-Hungary) had thus already attempted to establish economic connections 
to East Africa on several occasions, and the voyage of the “Frundsberg” was intended 
to launch a new attempt. Captain Stecher had orders to look out for suitable candi-
dates for the vacant position of Honorary Consul.
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3.2 Scientific Approaches by the Imperial Royal Navy

The Promemoria was attached to the navigation orders of the ship’s commanders. As 
required by the statutes of the Hydrographic Office in Pula, the head of the office, Robert 
Müller (?–?), was commissioned by Sterneck on 8 July 1884 to prepare the exact naviga-
tion orders for the ships based on the rough voyage routes outlined by the command.

Müller suggested, “individual officers [to] be entrusted with scientific work accor-
ding to the permissibility of the service.”42 Predominantly, scientific activities such as 
depth measurement, astronomical sightings and meteorological observations were con-
sidered, depending on the qualification of the officers. “Any other scientific observations 
[...] should be assigned to the gentlemen of the naval medical officers’ corps, as well as 
the collection of natural-historical, ethnological, etc. objects for the Marine-Museum.”43 

According to Müller’s proposal, then, the ship’s medical doctors were to make 
scientific observations and, if possible, collect natural-historical and ethnological 
objects for the Marine-Museum in Pula. From the first draft of the instructions for the 
commanders, Sterneck noted in this regard:

“Since it is my intention to gradually enrich the collection of the 
Museum of the k.k.  Seearsenal [Marine-Museum] with objects of 
maritime or ethnographic interest, which at the same time are to 
form a lasting reminder of the voyages made by the individual ships, 
Your Worshipfulness is instructed to purchase such objects, with the 
understanding that the maritime and military interest will be taken 
into account.”44

Sterneck’s request was for “models or drawings of vehicles, sails and the like, customary 
in the country, then ships and fishing materials, weapons and armour.”45  According to 
Sterneck, the ship’s medical doctor was to be entrusted with the acquisition of natural 
history collections, as he was supposed to find sufficient opportunities for this during 
the respective voyage. In the first draft of the voyage instructions, collections for the 
then k.k. Naturhistorisches Hofmuseum in Vienna were not yet mentioned. The objects 
collected for the Marine-Museum in Pula (Appendix B) served two purposes. On the 
one hand, the imperial royal navy was interested in objects of maritime history and 
on the other hand, they served as souvenirs from the ”training-missions”.46 The Mari-
ne-Museum existed until 1918 as a separate museum of the imperial royal navy. Its col-
lections were confiscated by Italian troops at the end of the First World War. Although 
a share was returned to Austria in the 1930s, they were again looted from their emer-
gency depot at Feldsberg/Valtice during the Second World War, and thus substan-
tial parts are now considered lost.47 Given this history, it is currently not possible to 
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determine where the collected objects from the “Frundsberg” for the Marine-Museum 
are today or whether they were destroyed. 

We assume that the collections from the “Frundsberg” were not the only com-
pilation of ethnographic objects destined for the Marine-Museum, as the practice of 
collecting for both museums was already established at the end of the 1880s. Karl von 
Scherzer reported in 1888 in exactly the same words as Sterneck:

“Finally, the court museums as well as the museum of the naval arsenal 
in Pola [Pula] should also be enriched by an appropriate collection of 
maritime-military or ethnographically interesting objects, and in doing 
so, namely models or drawings of customary vehicles, sails, then ship 
and fishing materials, weapons or armour, and so on should be taken 
into consideration.”48

Even though there are no plans in the first draft regarding collecting for the k.k. Natur-
historisches Hofmuseum, contact with Franz Heger, curator of the Anthropological-
Ethnographic Department, was established to find out which objects should be collected:

“There are some instructions to be found on this subject [note: the col-
lecting of ethnographic objects] from the instructions attached in copy, 
which were compiled by the custodian of the anthropological ethnogra-
phic department of the k.k. Naturhistorisches Hofmuseum.”49 

Only in the final orders of 12 August 1884, Friedrich Stecher, who in the meantime 
had been designated as commander for the “training-mission” of the “Frundsberg”, was 
instructed to acquire objects on occasion that were specified through the instructions of 
custodian Heger. For this purpose, the commander was allowed to spend the amount of 
100 guilder50. This amount was doubled by a special decree obtained by the museum’s 
director Franz Steindachner from the Obersthofmeisteramt, which was the superior 
authority of the museum. Resulting, on the voyage of the “Frundsberg” 100 guilder each 
were designated to be spent for natural history objects and ethnographic objects.51

It is unclear at this point why only 20 fl 49.5 kr were ultimately spent on ethno-
graphica on the trip.52 In a letter dated 12 August 1884, Steindachner thanked Sterneck 
for his offer:

“As a result of the kind offer made to me by Your Excellency to 
promote the interests of the k.k. Naturhistorisches Hofmuseum to 
the best of your abilities by collecting zoological and ethnographic 
objects during the expeditions to overseas countries, carried out by 
the imperial royal navy in the course of this year, I have informed 
the k.k. Obersthofmeisteramt of Your Excellency’s intentions and 
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the latter has instructed me [...] to express my most binding thanks 
to Your Excellency for the lively and active participation in the 
interest of the k.k. Naturhistorsches Hofmuseum. In a few days, the 
desired instructions for the individual expeditions will be submitted 
with regard to the desiderata for the natural history collections.”53 

In addition to general collection advice for “training-missions”, Heger also had 
“[s] pecific desiderata for the East African coasts”54 related to the “Frundsberg”: The 
custodian did not expect any possibility of acquiring interesting objects from the ports 
in the Red Sea; to him, such objects, if any, were to come from societies from the 
hinterland, assuming they would barely have had any contact with Europeans. In 
contrast, societies living on the coasts were assumed to be in frequent contact with 
Europeans. From the coastal town of Massawa in present-day Eritrea, however, he 
hoped to receive weapons from Abyssinia through the imperial royal navy. Aden was 
an important trade hub, including ethnographic objects. According to Heger’s infor-
mation, the acquisition of objects from societies living in Somalia would be possible 
in Yemen with Vice-Consul Victor Escher (?–1913) as the local contact person. From 
Mogadishu, Heger wanted spears, bows, possibly poisoned arrows, daggers, clothing, 
shields, and talismans from societies in southern Somalia. Again, objects from socie-
ties living in the hinterland were of greater interest than from societies on the coast. 
He recommended glass beads, cotton, and tobacco as means of exchange.55  

4. The Collector Dr Emerich Billitzer

“The ship’s medical doctor is primarily to be consulted for such work [as the collection 
of objects].”56 

During the 18th and 19th centuries, the idea of researching was charged with several, 
sometimes contested meanings. Depending on the case, researchers were variously associ-
ated with science, literature, religion, trade, and rule. The activity of any scientific resear-
cher was not always easily distinguished from that of an adventurer, missionary, trader, or 
imperial pioneer. From the perspective of custodians like Heger, little expertise was needed 
to collect for the museum. Until the beginning of the 20th century it was common that 
laymen in the field assisted scientists in the museums by collecting and observing, guided by 
written instructions. These laymen were almost exclusively men who were part of colonial 
power structures like missionaries, civil servants, military officers, settlers, or traders.57

In this case, the travellers were members of the imperial royal navy, specifically 
the ship’s medical doctor Emerich Billitzer, who was assigned to collect objects during 
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the voyage due to his education. Collecting was 
however not limited to the position of the ship’s 
doctor(s). In addition to training new crew 
members, the officers of the ship had to gather 
trade and political information, make ethno
graphic observations, collect objects of interest 
and if possible, human remains as well as to carry 
out other scientific activities. Nevertheless, Bil-
litzer was singled out due to his rank as doctor and 
he therefore also wrote the report to the museum.

Emerich Billitzer (Figure 1) was born on 27 August, 
1848 in Neutra (Slovakia) as the son of the Jewish 
physician Dr med Philipp F. Billitzer and Maria 
Billitzer. After attending grammar school in 
Neutra and Budapest he studied medical surgery 
at the University of Vienna and received his doc-
torate in 1874. Prior to his studies he began his 
military career as a one-year army volunteer (12th 
Infantry Regiment) in 1869, and from 1870 he 
served as a military medical disciple in the Garrison 

Hospital No. 1 in Vienna. The following year he was transferred to the reserve, where 
he was appointed senior physician in 1874. In 1875, he was finally transferred to the 
imperial royal navy as a ship medical doctor. Here, Billitzer was promoted to the rank 
of “Fregattenarzt” in 1880, to the rank of “Linienschiffsarzt” in 1889 and finally the 
rank of “Marinestabsarzt” in 1898. Most of his service was at the naval hospital in Pula, 
although he also served on several warships. Aside the “transoceanic” voyage of the 
“Frundsberg”, he took part in the first deep-sea expedition (1890) of the ship S.M.S 
“Pola” to the eastern Mediterranean Sea.58 

Of his private life we know that he married Adele Burstyn (1868–1948) in Trieste 
in 1885 and that his first child, named Ernst Geza, was born the following year. In 1887, 
Billitzer, who was raised Jewish, was baptised a Roman Catholic in Pula. In the same 
year, his daughter Ilona Maria was born. In 1889 and 1892, his two daughters Margit 
Pauline and Erna Elfriede followed. At the time of his retirement, Emerich Billitzer 
lived in Klagenfurt, but from 1914 at the latest he lived in St. Georgen am Längsee, also 
in the south of Austria, where he stayed until his death in 21 February 1938. Although 
retired, he became the local physician in his new hometown St. Georgen am Längsee.59 
According to family records, he was buried there in an honorary grave, therefore a 

Fig. 1 Emerich Billitzer, date unkown  
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persecution in context of the Holocaust at the time of his death seems unlikely. His 
activity as a collector was commendably mentioned in a letter by Franz von Hauer 
(1822–1899), back then the “Intendant” (director) of the k.k. Naturhistorisches Hof
museum, asking the Obersthofmeisteramt on 12 June 1885 to thank the collector  
Billitzer and Captain Stecher: 

“For the bringing together of these rich collections, which are very 
desirable for the museum, the ship’s medical doctor Mister k.k. Fre-
gattenarzt Dr Emerich Billitzer took special care. A detailed report 
by him, which was enclosed with the files, provides detailed data on 
the provenance of the individual objects, as well as some interesting 
scientific information.”60 

This can be considered a common practice to keep peace and good spirits of collectors 
to ensure future collections from them. However, apart from the collection attributed 
to the 1884/85 “Frundsberg” voyage, Emerich Billitzer does not appear again as a col-
lector in the Weltmuseum Wien’s database or records.

The category of ethnographic objects should also be considered when discussing 
today’s collections. According to Johannes Fabian61, ethnographic objects were not 
simply found, they had to be devised first. In relation to the participants of the navy’s 
“training missions”, like the crew of the “Frundsberg”, they brought their own ideas 
and habits with them. Research was always conducted under the imperative of scien-
tific objectivity while the process of collecting was shaped by long traditions of collect
ing curiosities and by methodologies of natural history. Travellers devised ethnographic 
objects to meet the demands of museums and collectors in Europe. However, the 
objects were not devised through collecting alone but categories of material culture 
were defined and set in relation to each other through “scientific” investigation.62 

An important question travellers had to ask themselves was the worth of objects. 
Objects were considered worthy because they seemed to be peculiar, enticing, inter
esting, valuable, or beautiful to those collecting. In addition, old, authentic, and rare 
were essential categories.63 As we will see in the next chapter, a detailed set of instruc-
tions had to be followed by Billitzer when acquiring objects (and human remains) for 
the k.k. Naturhistorisches Hofmuseum.
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5. The Voyage of the “Frundsberg” and the 
Billitzer-Collection

In mid-August 1884, Captain Friedrich Stecher received the instructions for collecting. 
The voyage, which was to last until 22 April 1885 at the latest, started on 28 August 
1884. The following table provides an overview of the individual stops on the voyage of 
S.M.S.64 Frundsberg, including the dates of arrival and departure. The ports marked 
dark orange are those where, according to the museum’s inventory volume, objects 
were collected:65

Port Arrival Departure

Pula 28.08.1884

Port Said 09.09.1884 afternoon 13.09.1884 morning

Suez 14.09.1884 morning 16.09.1884 morning

Jeddah 20.09.1884 afternoon 25.09.1884 

Suakin 26.09.1884 30.09.1884

Massawa 02.10.1884 06.10.1884 morning

Al Hudaydah 06.10.1884 evening 09.10.1884 night

Aden 11.10.1884 afternoon 20.10.1884 afternoon

Mogadishu 04.11.1884 04.11.188466

Mombasa 10.11.1884 afternoon 15.11.1884

Zanzibar 16.11.1884 morning 29.11.1884 morning

Bagamoyo 29.11.1884 noon 01.12.1884

Comoros 07.12.1884 morning 07.12.1884 evening

Mozambique 10.12.1884 afternoon 17.12.1884 morning

Mahajanga 21.12.1884 afternoon 31.12.1884 morning

Mayotte 03.01.1885 noon 12.01.1885

Johanna (today: Anjouan) 13.01.1885 14.01.1885 evening

Nosy Be 18.01.1885 afternoon 29.01.1885 morning

Mahé 09.02.1885 afternoon 19.02.1885 morning

Aden 13.03.1885 noon 23.03.1885 afternoon

Jeddah 28.03.1885 02.04.1885 

Suez 06.04.1885 noon 13.04.1885

Pula 22.04.1885 morning

According to Heger, three main points had to be considered when collecting ethno-
graphic objects from locals: From an ethnographic point of view, only those objects 
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were to be collected which were “indigenous products” and only if they were made of 
“indigenous materials”. Furthermore, the provenance of each object was to be stated 
as precisely as possible and, where possible, the indigenous name of the objects, their 
meaning as well as details about the manufacture and use of the objects were to be 
recorded by the collector: 

“In general, from primitive peoples [sic!] who have an original 
culture that has been little or not at all affected by foreign influ-
ences, everything should be collected that they have in use; in the 
form of objects, they have produced themselves or received from 
wild neighbouring peoples. Particularly noteworthy are weapons of 
all kinds, both for offensive and protection, furthermore hunting 
and fishing equipment, tools, house and boat models, all kinds of 
household utensils, especially vessels, clothing and jewellery of all 
kinds, as well as religious objects (fetishes and the like). If possible, 
each item is to be labelled at the place of collection with a well-fixed 
label bearing the exact, indelible inscription.”67

This statement reveals ethnographic practice, methodology and terminology at the 
time with the Eurocentric perspective of categorizing people as without history, essen-
tially referring to non-European people. Contrary to historians of the time, ethnolo-
gist methodology saw “societies without history” as valuable for research, categorizing 
human beings as physically equal. Therefore, acquiring knowledge about these socie-
ties was portrayed as the easiest way to “understand all people”. Ethnology focused 
on “scientific” study of people and their material culture, while historians studied 
written sources. Instead of accepting historical change, ethnologists assumed that any 
contact between two groups would destroy the falsely assumed ahistorical character of 
one. Based on this logic, collecting material culture had to happen as quickly and exten-
sively as possible before its “original” character was lost.68 In 19th century rhetoric, the 
widespread collecting of objects was referred to as “saving” them for future research 
and use.69 Thus, “rescuing” material culture from the impending danger of being 
changed through contact was seen as the only solution to “neglect and demise”.70 Not 
only was this logic part of ethnological discourse around 1900 but was also shared by 
large sections of (bourgeois) society.71 According to Rebekka Habermas, anything was 
saved and collected “that referred to a supposedly declining culture or nature, both 
inside and outside Europe. Ethnographica, naturalia and zoologica, but also entire 
landscapes [...], were to be collected and put under protection or housed in newly 
constructed museums.”72 However, in 2005, Henry Dewal assessed that “[w]e are not 
at the end of so-called ‘traditional’ African art, whatever that means. Rather we are 
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witnessing the changes that have always been occurring and will continue to occur 
as long as African people create culture and art.”73 Therefore, it is important to keep 
the dynamics of history in mind when approaching African material culture from a 
European perspective. 

From the museum’s point of view, respectively Franz Heger, the instructions 
focussed largely on the categorization of peoples, as reiterated below. It should have 
been possible for Billitzer to acquire a great many ethnographic objects attributed to 
the Mijikenda, who lived on the opposite mainland from Mombasa, since this group 
had excellent trade relations with the interior. In particular, he wanted weapons from 
the Mijikenda themselves as well as from the Maasai. Zanzibar, as the main hub of 
goods from the interior of East Africa, should have offered good opportunities to 
acquire ethnographic collections, but here the origin of objects would have to be 
carefully clarified when purchasing. From Mozambique, objects should be acquired 
from the Makua, as they undertook slave hunts into the interior of East Africa and 
were therefore in possession of numerous ethnographic objects from the most diverse 
societies.74 

Since the north-western coastal areas of Madagascar were already very much under 
European influence and the utilitarian objects would therefore show little “original 
character”, Heger hoped to obtain objects from the Merina living in the interior. 
Acquisition could most easily happen through the mediation of missionaries working 
in the interior of the island. From the southern parts of the west coast, objects from 
the Vazimba and the Sakalava were of interest to the museum. From these societies, 
weapons, jewellery, and clothing as well as other utensils were to be collected- as com-
prehensively as possible.75

The imperial royal navy received a refund not only from the k.k. Naturhistorisches 
Hofmuseum, but also from the Schönbrunn Zoo. The note “Refunding of the amounts 
spent from the ship’s treasury of the Corvette ‘Frundsberg’ for collection purposes”76 
records that zoological objects were collected for the zoo. However, solely a Seychelles 
giant tortoise gifted by Civil-Commissioner of the Seychelles to Captain Stecher is on 
record. It being a gift, no refunds were necessary. The amount and species collected for 
the zoo could not be traced through the sources.77

To sum up, objects and human remains from the Billitzer collection are part 
of Weltmuseum Wien (cf. Appendix A) and the Natural History Museum78, but 
objects were also collected for the Marine-Museum in Pula (cf. Appendix B), the 
Marine Schule (Navy School) in Pula and the Schönbrunn Zoo. For the last two 
destinations it is unknown how many and which objects were collected, except that 
they were categorized as natural history. In addition, the Adjunct Ruggiero Gayer 
(1853–??) produced 20 watercolour paintings, today at Weltmuseum Wien79 with 
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additional eight drawings depicting harbour scenes currently held in the Austrian 
State Archives.80 While two of the watercolour paintings at Weltmuseum Wien were 
discarded due to their zoological nature, the remaining paintings, show portraits 
of people in East African towns as well as examples for tattoos and tooth modifica-
tions. Gayer also noted where and when he drew the paintings, to some of them he 
also added the “tribe” and the name of the person. 

All objects were collected in East Africa, more precisely along the Swahili Coast, 
stretching roughly from Mogadishu in southern Somalia to the mouth of the 
Limpopo in Cape Delgado.81 Reconstructing the historical context is as much part 
of the research process as researching the significance of the objects in the society in 
which they originated from or in which they were situated. The European collector 
is only one link in the provenance chain, any intermediaries must be considered, as 
well as the power or agency of original owners. Thus, the following chapters will focus 
on the historical contexts of three regions, where most of the collected objects were 
acquired: Mombasa, Zanzibar and Mozambique. 

5.1 Mombasa – Arab Influence and Trade with the Interior

As the “Frundsberg” could not reach the port of Mogadishu due to harsh weather con-
ditions, the first stop on the Swahili Coast was Mombasa, where the ship arrived on 10 
November 1884 and stayed until 15 November 1884. Mombasa was under the rule of 
Sayyid Barghash (c. 1838–1888), the second Sultan of Zanzibar and son of Seyyid Said. 
Although Mombasa had lost its status as the most profitable trade centre under Seyyid 
Said, it was still an important harbour when the “Frundsberg” arrived. Trade with the 
interior was still a major factor. According to Captain Stecher, “Mombas [Mombasa] 
has a very favourable position with regard to the traffic with the interior of Africa, 
which is conveyed from there by various routes, but still cannot work its way up to its 
former prosperity.”82 

Therefore, when the “Frundsberg” arrived in Mombasa, the city was a melting 
pot for different communities, with most of them involved in the trade or caravan 
business. During the five days the ship spent in the harbour of Mombasa, Bil-
litzer acquired the following objects for the k.k. Naturhistorisches Hofmuseum: 
Inventory numbers 21.891 to 21.933 (cf. Appendix A). Furthermore, he bought one 
spear, two bows and two quivers with arrows for the Marine-Museum in Pula (cf. 
Appendix B).
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Billitzer described the objects from Mombasa to be of “Uanika” origin, called Miji-
kenda today. Following Rebecca Gearhart and Linda Giles83, the “term ‘Mijikenda’ 
seems to have been coined to denote the unity of the nine hinterland groups vis-à-vis 
other ethnic groups, and to replace the term ‘Nyika’ [in German “Uanika”], which 
they [themselves] considered pejorative.” Mijikenda translates into “the nine cities” 
referring to the oral traditions of origin, where initially nine groups of people lived in 
their own kaya (fortified settlement). Nowadays the Mijikenda are considered “a con-
federation of nine culturally, linguistically, and historically related peoples: Giriama 
(also spelled Giryama), Digo, Chonyi, Duruma, Dzihana (Jibana), Kauma, Kambe, 
Ravai (Rabai), and Rihe (Ribe).”84 

Swahili traders had close and long-lasting economic relations with Mijikenda 
people, who served as intermediaries between coastal societies and people further in 
the hinterland. Since the 18th century, Mijikenda people developed trading networks 
between the coast and the hinterland, becoming the most important long-distance 
traders in the northern parts beside Kamba people. Mijikenda were the largest ethnic 
group in the Kenyan coastal region, who inhabited the coast and the hinterland 

Fig. 2 Quiver (21.920) and arrows (21.921–21.925) Emerich Billitzer acquired in Mombasa © 

Weltmuseum Wien
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between Tanga in northern Tanzania and the Tana River near Malindi.85 Mijikenda 
used to be hunters, but eventually became horticulturalists and pastoralists, depending 
on the possibilities of their surroundings. According to oral history, Mijikenda lived 
together in fortified settlements in the 17th century, but 
in the course of the 19th century, due to their new role as 
intermediaries, many of them left the fortified settlements 
in the interior and settled into the coastal areas.86 According 
to Ahmed Idha Salim, this emigration caused changes 
within Mijikenda society. The search for trading opportu
nities and fertile land undermined the way of cohabitation 
inside the kaya. Additionally, the authority of the elders was 
undermined, as life became structured on a smaller scale – 
the lineage – and the age-set system died out because of 
dispersal.87 

The origin of the collected weapons cannot be deter-
mined for sure but given the fact that many Mijikenda had 
changed from being hunters and horticulturists to intermedi
aries in this time period, the sale of hunting equipment and 
weapons by them seems plausible. Although weapons were 
still needed for elephant hunting and securing the safety of 
a caravan, the newly imported firearms were preferred. One 
of the major import articles were (old) guns from Europe, 
hence trading rifles for ivory was common in Mombasa, 
although access to firearms was very limited at that time. 
Stecher records that “a small number of people are armed 
with guns, the majority with spears, bows and arrows, short 
swords or daggers.”88 

In addition to the weapons attributed to Mijikenda, 
Billitzer bought two short swords (21.934 and 21.935) in 
Mombasa (Figure 3). These Maasai-swords, as Billitzer coins 
them, were generally very common in East Africa, not only 
among Maasai people. According to Christopher Spring, 
Kikuyu and Maasai smiths forged most of them.89 The Maa-
sai-sword was called ol alem or simu and the older type had a 
distinctive median ridge. The newer types were forged from 
imported bush knives, or pangas, are flat and therefore are 
missing the median ridge. Another distinctive feature is the 
leather-covered wooden grip. While the older version of the 

Fig. 3 Maasai-sword 

(21.935) from Mombasa  

© Weltmuseum Wien
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sword has ribbed hilts, the newer versions possess a smoother grip.90 The two swords 
from the Billitzer-collection are examples of the older version of Maasai-swords. A 
ribbed leather belt, as attached to one sword (21.935), is described as characteristic for 
Maasai and Kikuyu by Spring (1993: 114) and was worn on the right hip as a symbol 
of status by murran, the warrior class of the Maasai.91

Pastoralist-Maasai lived in the grasslands of the rift valley between central Kenya 
and Tanzania, while the agriculturalist Masaai lived between Mount Kilimanjaro 
and the Kenyan highlands. Like Mijikenda, Masaai is an umbrella term for different 
groups who are culturally, linguistically, and historically related. The Maasai people, 
who lived as pastoralists and covered wide areas with their raids, came in touch with 
many other communities, so human and animal diseases could spread easily. In the 
1880s a serious outbreak of smallpox occurred coinciding with a cattle disease (pleu-
ro-pneumonia) that decimated the Maasai livestock.92 

With the introduction of coloured glass beads and other trade goods, those 
became a marker for ethnic boundaries in East Africa, which began to become more 
entrenched at the end of the 19th century.  Colourful beads and cloth led to a revolu-
tion in East African art. As has been shown by Donna Klumpp and Corinne Kratz, 
designs for sword belts became a visual marker to show ethnic distinctions within a 
common shared cultural understanding of acceptable looks.93 Therefore, the origin of 
a belt could be determined by colour contrasts and the order of the colours. However, 
on the two sword belts of the objects in the Weltmuseum Wien, the bead sections are 
missing.

5.2 Zanzibar, Bagamoyo and the World of the Indian Ocean

After leaving Mombasa on 15 November 1884, Captain Stecher navigated the “Frunds-
berg” south towards Zanzibar. This commercial route was used between the coastal 
towns of the Swahili Coast for centuries by local as well as European vessels. Follo-
wing the establishment of the Omani Sultanate at Zanzibar in the first half of the 19th 

century, which controlled the coastal areas of East Africa, these regions started to act 
as one economic unit. From then on, almost all trade was conducted via Zanzibar, 
where Sultan Seyyid Said held the monopoly over trade.94 With growing prosperity, 
Seyyid Said spent more and more time on Zanzibar until, by 1840, he made Zanzibar 
his permanent residence.95 The very fertile island had a decent harbour and addition
ally, “Zanzibar was also strategically placed opposite the Mrima coast, which by then 
had become the major outlet for the most important items of trade coming from 
the hinterland, ivory and slaves.”96 Consequently, following the increase in trade and 
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encouraged by Seyyid Said, many Omani settled on Zanzibar and on Pemba starting 
plantations for cloves and copra of considerable scale.97 Captain Stecher remarks upon 
his arrival on Zanzibar on 16 November 1884:

“The dominant race [sic!] is the Arab, of which about 5,000 indivi-
duals live in the city. They are mostly landowners and own a large 
part of the rich and fertile island; furthermore, about 5,000 Hindus 
and Banjans live in this city”.98 

Seyyid Said and the Omani used forced labour to develop clove plantations, which 
became Said’s main economic activity by 1840. This led to a high demand in enslaved 
people from the interior. Therefore, the expansion of slave raids into the hinterland 
is connected to the establishment of a plantation economy offshore, firstly because 
of the French-dominated islands like Réunion or Mauritius, and more significantly 
because of plantations on Zanzibar and Pemba.99 The increase of trade between 
the coast and the interior also demanded more financial funds. To promote trade, 
Seyyid Said “actively encouraged Indian financiers, the so-called banyans, to move to 
Zanzibar and the coast”100 who subsequently provided financial support for caravans 
into the interior. However, enslaved people were not the only commodity sought in 
the interior: Said and other coastal people of influence were interested in the ivory 
trade too, which was handled mainly by local people since the end of the 18th century. 
During the 19th century, Zanzibar became a trading hub for the entire East African 
region. It served as an export market for ivory and enslaved people from the hinterland 
as well as for the crops of the plantation economy from the offshore islands. Fabrics, 
glass beads, guns, ammunition, and household goods were imported in turn.101  

This was not the first organized trade between the east coast and the hinterland. 
As Mijikenda and Kamba people in Kenya, Nyamwezi people, as the most important 
group, had created routes from west-central Tanzania to the coast and were still 
largely responsible for trade in the 19th century. They reached the coast around 1800102 
and had opened trade routes as far as the interlacustrine area in the late 18th century, 
where they traded with the realms of Buganda or Bunyoro.103 The term “Nyamwezi” 
was used by other Africans living in the coastal areas, meaning “people of the moon” 
or “people of the west”, referring to their homeland in the central plateau region 
of Tanzania.104 After the planting season, groups of Nyamwezi porters organized 
caravans to visit the coastal trade cities. Nyamwezi could not provide the regularity 
that arose through the constant increase in demand of enslaved people and ivory for 
Zanzibari exports. Thus, the need for a more systematic approach developed, with 
Arabs and especially Indians providing financial background for large caravans to go 
deeper into the interior.105 
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The plantation owners of the coastal areas scarcely raided for enslaved people them
selves, but their willingness to act as buyers served as great stimulus. Militarized 
groups, such as Yao people in the south raided their neighbours and forced them 
into slavery.106 As Roland Oliver and John Fage described: “In general the Zanzibari 
obtained their ivory and slaves by trade and not by force. They armed the native rulers, 
and the native rulers did the rest.”107 The export of enslaved people to Zanzibar and 
Pemba was considered legal until 1873, when Seyyid Barghash, who came into power 
in 1870, was forced by the British to sign a treaty to end the human trade under the 
threat of naval bombardment. Although the trade of enslaved people diminished con-
siderably after that treaty, slavery continued until colonial occupation. Simultaneously, 
demand for ivory increased, with the search intensifying and leading further into the 
hinterland. Hence, more work force and weapons were needed.108 

The most important trade routes for Zanzibar started from the ports Bagamoyo 
and Sadani on the opposite coast. From there, the routes lead through areas of dif-
ferent people: Zarmo, Kami, Aagara, Luguru, Gogo and to Nyamwezi.109 As the ivory 
trade intensified, so did the level of organisation of African commercial groups, with 
Nyamwezi people as one example. With a large number of coastal traders coming 
inland, Nyamwezi trade did not decline but was rather expanded as long-distance 
trade. By the end of the 19th century, a significant part of the Nyamwezi male popu-
lation was involved in trade business, most of them as porters. The increased economy 
in the interior also led to the production of other goods and a higher demand of 
import goods like salt, food, and iron.110 

Bagamoyo with its fertile hinterland and beaches suited for dhows became the 
most important city of the Mrima coast around 1850. During peak season, up to 
30.000 Nyamwezi porters were in Bagamoyo by the end of the 19th century.111 Captain 
Stecher reports similar numbers for Bagamoyo: 

“At the time of the caravan arrivals, the village is sometimes said to 
number 30 to 40.000 people from all the tribes of the interior, who 
camp in the immediate vicinity of the town. In some weeks, from  
7 to 10.000 Africans from the interior arrive, loaded with ivory, 
head gum and sesame seeds.”112 

However, Norman Bennett assumed a much lower number based on his sources. He 
estimated that up to 20.000 Nyamwezi porters reached the coast annually.113 Regard-
less the exact numbers, these figures clearly indicate the importance of Bagamoyo as a 
centre for trade with the interior. 

The “Frundsberg” arrived at the port of Bagamoyo on 29 November 1884 and left 
on 1 December 1884. Billitzer stated that, “a favourable field could only be found once, 
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in Bagamoyo, anywhere else, despite all the eager enquiries and attempts made in the 
other ports, the collection of racial skulls and skeletons proved to be impracticable.”114

For scientific research within the racial paradigm, human remains were obtained 
on a large scale during and prior to the colonial period from all parts of the world. 
According to Cressida Fforde “[f ]undamental to the analysis of human remains was 
the assumption that race could be distinguished and identified through quantitative 
measurement of skeletal (and, later soft tissue) material.”115 The practice of collecting 
human remains (and ethnographic objects) was entangled with historical processes 
of imperialism and colonialism. Until the mid-20th century, predominant belief in 
human biology determining human culture by way of conceptualising “race” enabled 
hierarchies of human beings based on physical criteria, seemingly legitimized by scien-
tific research.116 Accordingly, Heger was eager to obtain human remains for the k.k. 
Naturhistorisches Hofmuseum and with help of Frère Oscar, a missionary of the French 
Mission Notre Dame de Bagamojo, Billitzer was able to obtain a skeleton: 

“On 30 November 1884, in a grove close to the mission, I succeeded 
in finding the skeleton of an Unyamwesi corpse which, according 
to my companion [Frère Oscar], had been in the bushes for 3–4 
months, still covered with dry tendons and skin heals, and brought 
it into the boat. The string of beads on the left forearm and a 
wire ring found between the skeletal remains were also taken into 
custody.”117 

Additionally, Billitzer “found” one skull during a short trip in Bagamoyo and another 
skull on the coastline of Bagamoyo. Because of the places where he “found” the 
human remains and information provided by Frère Oscar, he attributed the “race” as 
Nyamwezi118:

“Since, according to the mission members […], Bagamoyo is 
the final destination of all caravans from the interior of Africa to 
Zanzibar and the majority of the carriers come from the moon 
country – Unyamwezi Land of the Moon – it can be assumed with 
the utmost probability that the mentioned finds belong to individ
uals of this race.”119 

Attached to the human remains located near the Mission were an iron bracelet 
(21.954_a) and glass beads on a string (21.954_b), categorizing these objects as grave 
furnishings. Strings with glass beads were also used for treatment of infertility, with 
artefacts needing to be ritualized, “such as placing it in a graveyard”.120 This does not 
align with Billitzer’s statement of the object being attached to the left arm of the dead. 
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Hence, it is more likely that both objects were jewellery which were interred with the 
deceased. 

Reports by earlier travellers James Grant, John H. Speke or Richard Burton claim 
like Billitzer who himself quoted the following passage in his report, that only chiefs 
and notables were buried, while the deceased commoners were left in the wilderness: 

“In the past, the corpses were thrown into the first best under-
growth and eaten there by the tisihyans; that is why there are no 
death fields in the country. At first, the Wanyamwezi did not want 
to allow the Arabs to be buried because this would pollute the soil, 
but the merchants finally got their way. When a Wanyamwezi dies 
on foreign soil, his compatriots, if they consider it worth the trouble 
to bury him, proceed in the following manner: They arrange the 
head so that it looks towards the maternal village, stand the body 
upright, or tie it in a ball, or place it so that the legs are embraced 
by the arms.”121 

However, Salvatory Nyanto states that side-lining of deceased bodies was not practiced 
by Nyamwezi people. Oral testimonies and written sources endorse the opinion that 
deceased persons of all social strata were in fact buried. As death was understood as a 
transition into the spiritual world by Nyamwezi people, they prepared the deceased 
with items to accompany them. Traditionally, weapons, food, tools, clothes, and 
jewellery were typical grave furnishings to support the departed in the afterlife.122 
Although Oscar Baumann (1864–1899) mentioned in his travelogue of the “Usambara 
Expedition” in the year 1888 a graveyard of the mission to be ”[…] under the coconut 
trees behind the garden”123 it seems unlikely that Billitzer had obtained the human 
remains from a Christian graveyard. Since Nyamwezi people came in great numbers to 
Bagamoyo and diseases were common where big crowds gathered, it seems plausible 
that they would use surrounding areas for funerals. Also, the grave furnishings indicate 
the human remains as Nyamwezi, as Burton and Speke describe objects of a similar 
kind to be favoured among them.124 There is currently no further knowledge about 
personal details on the people whose remains are now part of a museum collection.

Furthermore, Billitzer acquired objects which could be seen as proof of the 
connections of East Africa with the world of the Indian Ocean. Centuries before 
European colonial expansion into East Africa, Africans already had manifold connec-
tions throughout the world and were integrated into diverse economic and political 
networks in the world of the Indian Ocean and the littoral.125 Along with migration, 
trade was one of the defining factors of the world126, therefore it is not surprising that 
Billitzer bought two shields attributed to Baloch people (21.936, 21.937) in Mombasa 
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(Figure 4), and two ammunition bags of the irregular troops of the Sultan on Zanzibar 
during his stay from 16 November to 29 November 1884. Baloch people originally 
came from the Baluchistan region of Iran, and were recruited as mercenaries by several 
East African rulers. Descriptions of them can be found, for example, in the travel 
accounts of Burton and Speke127, where Burton hired them as mercenaries from the 
Sultan of Zanzibar. Stecher also gives a short description of Baloch people. He menti-
oned them as part of Sultan Barghesh’s troops, with each soldier holding two ammu-
nition pouches, carried around their hips:

“The irregulars, composed of volunteers and of Arab descent or 
Baluch, are reliable and form the real support of the throne. Their 
division and training is not a military rigour, although the compa-
nies are now commanded by captains appointed by the Sultan.”128 

As has already been noted, the “Frundsberg” could not reach Mogadishu, hence Bil-
litzer could not buy the dagger from Barawa (21.889) and the spoon from Berbera 
(21.890) there, as indicated by the inventory book of the Weltmuseum Wien and 
Billitzer’s report to the museum. The report for the Marine-Museum in Pula gives 

Fig. 4 Shield (21.937) used by mercenaries of the Sultan of Zanzibar © Weltmuseum Wien
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clues as to the place of acquisition: A dagger with the 
same description was bought for the Marine-Museum in 
Zanzibar.129 The same seems to be the case with the axe, 
which is described as “Kaffernaxt” (21.954), either refer-
ring to the Kaffa-Kingdom in present-day Ethiopia, or to 
Bantu-people in general. This designation is frequently 
found in historic museum records and derives from the 
Arabian word kāfir, meaning infidel. It is thus considered 
prejudiced. 

Both objects, the axe and the dagger for the Ma
rine-Museum were bought in Zanzibar, so it is plausible 
that the similar objects at Weltmuseum Wien were also 
acquired there. The origin of the dagger may be assumed 
to be in Somalia, as form and appearance are considered 
typical for the region. The daggers, called belawa, have 
an asymmetrical blade, with a three-pronged or crown-
shaped pommel. The handle is made of horn (Figure 5).130 

5.3 Madagascar in the 19th Century

The first stop of the “Frundsberg” on Madagascar was 
the city Mahajunga, an important trade port on the west 
coast of the island. The ship arrived there on 21 December 
and stayed until 31 December 1884. After a visit to the 
Comoro Islands, the “Frundsberg” circled back to Mada-
gascar, this time to the island Nossi Be, where it anchored 
in the port of Andoany from 18 January until 29 January 
1885. The report from Billitzer states that he collected 

the objects 21.942–21.953b for the k.k. Naturhistorisches Hofmuseum during these two 
stays. Additionally, Billitzer collected two boat models as well as two canoe models in 
Madagascar. In the port town Mahajanga he acquired a canoe attributed to Sakalava 
people, a harpoon, a knife, a lighter and two spears attributed to “Hovas”. All of these 
objects were collected for the k.k. Marine-Museum in Pula.131  

In the inventory volume of Weltmuseum Wien, Michael Haberlandt (1860–1940), 
responsible for recording the Frundsberg/Billitzer collection, mistakenly assigned a 
silver coin (21.942) to Madagascar. According to Billitzer, this coin was minted in the 
city Mozambique. Billitzer mentioned that the objects 21.943 to 21.946 originate from 

Fig. 5 Belawa (21.889) pro-

bably bought on Zanzibar 

by Billitzer © Weltmuseum 
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“Hovas”, the objects 21.947 to 21.952 from Sakalava people.132 Sakalava are a Malagasy 
society who lived in the 19th century as herders on the west coast of the island. Sakalava 
kingdoms founded in the 17th century were the first major large-scale political struc-
tures on Madagascar. By 1800, they were the most influential and raided neighbouring 
people to enslave them.133

The people who were dubbed “Hovas” by Europeans are actually Merina people, 
living at the time in the highlands of Madagascar called Imerina. This region is now 
referred to as the province Antananarivo. The term Hova was a misnomer as it was 
a social status within the ranked social system of Imerina. Adriana was the highest 
and Andevo the lowest rank in the highland societies. Most people belonged to 
the middle rank Hova134, “and this is undoubtedly the reason that Europeans so 
easily extended the term to the population as a whole, discovering, as they did 
that highlanders employed no common ethnonym of their own.”135 Pier Larson 
also states that “by the early nineteenth century the ethnonym Merina, although 
often employed to collectively designate the people of central Madagascar, was not 
truly an ethnic identity at all but a political one in the early stages of becoming 
ethnicized.”136 Solofo Randrianja and Stephen Ellis also support this statement: 
“’Merina’ itself was a political identity, without great genealogical depth, while 
some Sakalava and other groups consisted largely of fugitives or emigrants from 
the central highlands.”137 

In 1875, Andrianampoinimerina (1745–1810) managed to overthrow one of the 
kingdoms in central Imerina and thereby founded what became commonly called the 
Merina kingdom. At the end of the 18th century, he started to expand his realm, with 
the heaviest resistance in the west by Sakalava troops. By the end of his reign in 1810, 
the Merina kingdom was the most influential kingdom in Madagascar.138 

Radama I (1793–1828) succeeded his father and managed to gain control over a 
port on the east coast (Toamasina) to trade directly with Europeans. Under his rule, 
British missionaries were allowed to enter the kingdom. While British missionaries 
focused on the highlands, where Radama supported them, French Catholic missio-
naries tried to establish themselves on the west coast, where Sakalava groups settled. 
Radama promoted the missionary work as he tried to use Western ideas introduced by 
missionaries to reorganize his kingdom. International recognition was a main goal of 
the king’s foreign policy. Through his diplomatic relations with the British Empire, he 
had access to military advisors, craftsmen and, most importantly, European weapons, 
enabling him to expand even further. With his soldiers trained and equipped by the 
British, he gained control over the entire east coast, while in the west some Sakalava 
groups still resisted and maintained their sovereignty. From 1817, Radama I started to 
bear the title King of Madagascar.139 
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With the premature death of Radama I in 1828, his first wife Ranavalona I (1782–
1861) ascended to Queen of Madagascar after a military coup. From then, until 
the occupation by France in the 1890s, the leading military officers and officials 
held the real power, although they were never able to make a rightful claim to the 
throne.140 It was paramount for them to gain control over the ruler from the divine 
Monarchy as the legitimate authority, the “universal sovereign at the centre of the 
earth”.141  

Ranavalona I proceeded with her late husband’s expansion plans and finally 
defeated the remaining Sakalava groups, who fled to the islands of the west coast, 
where they sought French protection. This is the reason for the later French claims 
to the western territories, which were formerly under the control of Sakalava people. 
Although Sakalava people were defeated and most of them fled, some independent 
areas remained in the south and the west of the main island.142 

Nevertheless, under the rule of Ranavalona I and her new husband Prime Minister 
Rainiharo (?–1852), the foreign police became more hostile towards European influ-
ences. She expelled the missionaries; Christianity became a forbidden religion and 
British advisors were removed from their state offices. Thereupon, diplomatic relations 
with Britain and France deteriorated, which lead to a joint European navy attack on 
the port of Toamasina in 1845.143  

Foreign policy changed after the death of Prime Minister Rainiharo in 1852. 
Both of his sons were influential politicians, who did not share their father’s repul-
sion towards European influence and renewed diplomatic exchange with outsiders. 
Through trade and diplomatic relations, the French 5-Franc-Coins were introduced 
probably in 1855 and became official currency of the Merina Kingdom in the same 
year. According to Gwyn Campbell, coins 

“first reached Imerina in the early seventeenth century and by 1650 
lubricated much long-distance trade in the interior. […] Due to 
the volume of imported coin – to pay for the slaves and provisions 
required by the burgeoning plantation economy on the Mascarenes –  
coins became the predominant currency in the foreign trade of 
Madagascar and, alongside gunpowder and cloth, one of the main 
forms of domestic currency.”144 

Therefore, from the 17th century onwards, foreign coins from Europe, North and 
Central America, especially silver coins, became widespread in Madagascar, but it was 
not until the reign of Radama I that larger quantities of coins entered the country 
through the sale of enslaved people, the presence of missionaries and foreign traders. 
Silver coins proved useful since they could be locally used either as payment to the 
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west coast Swahili merchants for textiles and rifles or as jewellery until they became 
official currency.145 

Since the 5-Franc-Coin was worth a small fortune and no smaller coins existed, the 
Malagasy found a simple solution: They cut the coin into smaller pieces (Figure 6).146 
The system of cutting coins was established in the 18th century when the Spanish silver 
dollar was very common in Madagascar. The value of whole and chipped coins was 
determined by their weight. The standard unit of account, ariary, which was based on 
the weight of one whole Spanish silver dollar, was 27 grams or 720 rice grains or 24 
voamena, beans of the  Abrus precatorius. Therefore, one Spanish silver dollar, and later 
the 5-Franc-Coin, which only weighed 25 grams, were called ariary after the standard 
weight.147 

The five pieces of silver coins (21.946), which Billitzer labelled “Vouamen” are 
the 24th part of one 5-Franc-Coin and therefore the weight equivalent of one voame-
na-bean, which weighs approximately 1,13g.148 Three of the collected silver coin pieces 
weigh between 1,01g and 1,06g and are therefore very close to the supposed voamena 

weight. One other piece has the weight of 0,55g, which is nearly equivalent to the 
weight of half a bean (0,56g, called ilavoamena). The last one weighs 0,89g and thus 

Fig. 6 Pieces (21.948) of a 5-Franc-Coin called vouamen © Weltmuseum Wien
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does not correspond to any standardized size. These are the only objects mentioned in 
the travelogue edited by naval officer Jerolim Benko (1843–1904)149, in his description 
of the currencies on Madagascar.150 

Billitzer collected the piece of a coin, which he described as a “quarter of a 5-Franc-
Coin” (21.939) on the Comoros Island Anjouan or Nzwani.151 It could be identified 
as the quarter of a silver 5-Lire-Coin from Italy152, arriving on the island probably 
through trade. It weighs 6,14g which is the equivalent of six beans with the standard
ized total weight of 6,76g, called kirobo.153 

As Michael Lambek shows, coins also had religious value in addition to their 
economic worth. In Sakalava societies, especially those living around Mahajanga, 
silver coins were used to “enable the circulation of sacred ancestral power (hasting).”154 
In a society ruled by sacred kingship that developed in precolonial time under the 
impact of mercantile trade, coins were vital for the continuation of the ruling dynasty 
for three reasons:

“First […] specie signified the external trade that enabled certain 
people to gain and retain power over others and was the substan-
tial index of the material outcome of that trade […]. Second, it is 
through gold and silver that generational continuity is produced. 
Coins are critical in marking the transition of ‘collapsed’155 members 
of the royal clan into vocal and active royal ancestors […]. This 
cycle of production is in turn linked to the cycle among living in 
which money is exchanged for blessing, blessing which promises 
increased prosperity and wealth for its recipients […]. Third, then, 
money is a means by which commoners approach both living 
royalty and royal ancestors at shrines and via the spirit mediums.”156  

In conclusion, coins minted in Europe or the Americas were introduced to Mada-
gascar through trade, serving multiple purposes. On the one hand, they were adapted 
for local trade or were used to make silver-jewellery or silver-coffins for members of 
the ruling dynasty. According to Lambek, coins underwent different ritual processes 
and were thereby overlaid by new layers of meaning. Then, they were collected by Bil-
litzer, a member of an expedition mainly concerned with trade interests as an example 
for local currency in Madagascar. Now, those coins are in storage at Weltmuseum 
Wien as ethnographic objects.

Queen Ranavalona’s successor Radama II (1829–1863) tried to reverse his mother’s 
anti-European policy and re-established diplomatic relations with France and the 
British Empire. Radama II wanted to modernize his kingdom further through 
foreign traders and missionaries, also calling all exiled Malagasy Christians back to 
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Madagascar. The king’s policy of signing treaties with foreign nations, granting them 
many privileges, angered Malagasy officials. As the king relayed more and more to 
foreigners in ruling his kingdom, the opposition against his reign started to grow and 
ultimately led to his assassination in 1863.157 

Following the assassination of the king, leading officials reigned, especially the 
sons of former Prime Minister Rainiharo named Rainivoninahitriniony and Rainilaia-
rivony. They crowned Rasoherina (1814–1868), wife to the former king Radama II as 
a puppet ruler and started to revise the treaties signed by Radama II. By then, foreign 
policy was geared towards the idea of an independent kingdom while at the same time 
modernizing it with a commitment to Malagasy traditions. Trying to reinstall Britain 
as a protective force, Ranavalona II (1829–1884) converted to Protestant Christia-
nity after she came into power in 1868. Nevertheless, no British support was received 
during either the First Franco-Merina War (1883–85) or the Second Franco-Merina 
War (1894–95) when France finally occupied the whole island.158 

At the time the “Frundsberg” arrived at the two harbours Mahajanga and Andoany 
(Nosy Be), both were under French control. While the island Nosy Be was ruled by 
the French since 1845, the port Mahajanga was occupied in 1883 during the First Fran-
co-Merina War. As reported by Captain Stecher, Mahajunga was still a war zone at the 
time of the visit: 

“Since the capture of Majunga [Mahajanga], on which occasion all 
Hovas [Merina] withdrew, the French command has been anxious 
to protect the town by erecting small fortifications against raids by 
Hovas encamped only a few kilometres from the town.”159 

The provenance of the spear (21.943) and the spoon (21.944) “of a rich Hova”160 remain 
unclear. According to Billitzer he acquired both in Madagascar, as well as some objects 
for the Marine-Museum in Pula mentioned before. In the report for the Marine-Mu-
seum, Billitzer is more precise: he acquired two spears from Merina people in Mahajan-
ga.161 Mahajanga used to be part of the Sakalava kingdom of Boina and was conquered 
by Merina troops in 1828.162 Since the French drove all Merina out of the city during the 
First Franco-Merina War, Billitzer probably couldn’t buy those objects from Merina 
themselves. As a consequence of ongoing wars and several severe smallpox outbreaks 
in the 1880s, there was significant stagnation in trade.163 Since Merina traders couldn’t 
reach the coast, very few export goods reached the international market, which makes 
it also unlikely that these objects came to Mahajanga through trade:164 

“The Hovas [Merina], […] mediated the wholesale trade of Mada-
gascar’s national products with foreigners, have emigrated, so that 
the once flourishing city of 8 to 10.000 inhabitants can now barely 
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boast a population of 2.000 souls. It consists mainly of Sakalava 
and Makuas, freed slaves, as well as a few hundred Banjanen, who 
monopolise the retail trade in the town.”165

Therefore, if we believe Billitzer’s attribution of the objects being of Merina origin, it 
is most likely that they were taken from fallen Merina soldiers and sold at the market 
in Mahajanga. To keep Merina troops away from the city, the French Commander 
Wyts sent a river gunboat and troops inland to conduct “sharp reconnaissance” on a 
regular basis. Those reconnaissance missions also served to monitor temporary fortifi-
cations built by Merina troops. Stecher reported, that “[d]espite these measures, night 
skirmishes with sneaking Hovas are the order of the day.”166 Keeping in mind that 
Mahajunga was still a warzone and attacks by Merina troops and other minor conflicts 
happened regularly, this is likely the way in which they came into the possession of 
Billitzer.

As a result of the Franco-Merina Wars, the Merina kingdom needed more foreign 
coins, since European traders delivering rifles and gunpowder usually didn’t accept 
cut coins. While adulteration of coins was a minor problem in the 18th century, the 
shortage of silver coins in the 19th century led to an increase in counterfeit coins. The 
silver of the forged coins, like the one collected by Billitzer (21.945), were mixed with a 
portion of iron, tin, or copper.167 The fragments of cut coins were supplemented with 
lead. Because weighing cut coins was time-consuming and the frequency of counter-
feit pieces in circulation, the French colonial government withdrew all cut coins in 
1896 and officially introduced the French currency.168  

Other objects collected in Madagascar are a board game (21.955), with half a 
coconut shell (21.953) filled with tokens for the board game (21.954). The current 
location of the board game is unknown in museum records but following the descrip-
tion of Billitzer and Haberlandt, it may be a Katra-Board game as described in Roth’s 
“Madagaskar. Land zwischen den Kontinenten” (1994: 173).  The only information 
Billitzer provides is that he acquired the game in a “Judierdorf” on Nossi Be. The 
meaning of this term, possibly referring to a settlement of Jewish people on the island 
or any other society living on Nossi Be could not be verified at this point. According 
to Murray, the game was common on Madagascar with slightly differing rules among 
the various people living there.169 

The provenance of the jewellery (21.947 to 21.952) remains unclear (Figure 7). 
Although Billitzer described them to be of Sakalava origin, this could not be verified. 
Billitzer acquired them either in the port town Mahajanga or on Nossi Be, where 
according to him 3.000–4.000 Sakalava lived, who emigrated from Madagascar to the 
island.170 
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For the emerging plantation economy in the French Mascarene Islands and La Réunion 
in the mid-18th century, Madagascar was the most important source of provisions and 
enslaved people. With South America, the Middle East and India obtaining enslaved 
people from the region, Madagascar had a crucial role in the East African slave trade of 
the 19th century. In addition to trade links with South Africa, a slow integration into 
the international economy began in the 19th century.171 Although the slave trade was 
officially abolished by the Merina government in 1847 and by 1877 all enslaved people 
on the island were set free172, East African slave trade increased in the 19th century. 
For the Merina kingdom the staple exports consisted of cash crops, cattle and gold 
whereas imports comprised mainly cloth, arms and until 1847 humans. Contrary, for 
the independent areas of the island, slave trade was still very profitable.173

Since the strength of the Merina kingdom dwindled in the second half of the 19th 
century, Sakalava started to raid Imerina again, with Merina troops unable to prevent 
raids for humans and cattle. Campbell remarks that “[s]uch a fierce rivalry developed 
between suppliers of slaves for export that all contemporary accounts refer to a state 
of perpetual internecine warfare in central, southern, and western Madagascar from 
the late 1880s”.174 In addition, the French Commander Wyts enlisted Sakalava soldiers 
against the Merina troops during the First Franco-Merina War.175 Therefore, it is 
possible that the jewellery Billitzer claims to have bought from Sakalava originates 
from societies raided by the Sakalava.

Fig. 7 Earrings (21.947) with unknown provenance © Weltmuseum Wien

The Austro-Hungarian Imperial Royal Navy als Ethnographic Collector



–  256  –

6. Conclusion

The introductory remarks and extensive background on institutional museum and 
naval history in the Austria-Hungarian and the history of collecting with a broader 
contextualization of collecting situations on site have yielded two major insights. 
Firstly, the majority of objects registered as Emerich Billitzer’s collection were not 
purchased at their place of origin or use. Based on Heger’s instructions and Billitzer’s 
own report, we may assume that he bought most objects from intermediaries such 
as Mijikenda residents directly in the harbours the Frundsberg dropped anchor. An 
important aspect of European ethnographic research about 19th century Africa focused 
on material culture and tangible heritage through collecting and documenting cultural 
artefacts. However, travellers moved in a world determined by the exchange and cir-
culation of a diverse number of trade goods along trade routes, in turn influencing 
production through their demands. 176

The categorization of objects as ethnographic developed alongside the discipline 
of anthropology, with traders like the Mijikenda aware of the interests of European 
travellers in ethnographic objects177 and adding them to their caravans’ repertoire 
to the coast. Whether Mijikenda or Sakalava people as intermediaries had acquired 
objects through trade, military action or other forms of power inequalities cannot be 
answered with currently available sources. However, and this constitutes the second 
major insight, the consulted sources indicate that objects from Madagascar were 
acquired in a context of violence: the first Franco-Merina War. 

All objects not attributed to Madagascar could only be bought during the short 
stays in the ports, selecting from the available range of goods. In this case, as listed in 
the inventory volume, the acquired objects were mainly weapons, jewellery and house-
hold items. Thus, the existing demand in trade goods can be considered mirrored by 
the range of objects contained in this collection.

In addition to the objects, a skeleton and two skulls were brought to Vienna, now 
held at the Anthropological Department of the Natural History Museum. The acqui-
sition of human remains along with the grave goods (21.954a & b) from Bagamoyo 
must be considered problematic under the described circumstances. The grave goods, 
which are today listed as jewellery in the Weltmuseum’s inventory were separated from 
the human remains and accessioned into the ethnographic collections separately from 
their original owners.

The ethnographica were collected without any records of context information. 
Fabian compares this type of collecting to surface archaeology.178 Barbara Planken-
steiner describes the collections of the imperial royal navy as the result of chance 
encounters. They consist of objects, that “may have been offered at the harbour, 
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products created in the harbour towns specifically for sale to passing sailors, i.e. early 
‘souvenir art’”179. An example for this could be the wooden spoon (21.890), which 
Billitzer probably acquired in Zanzibar. This practice was already deplored during the 
“Novara” circumnavigation. According to Christa Riedl-Dorn, there were complaints 
“that all the collections only came from the immediate vicinity of the ports and it 
would have been cheaper to leave the collecting to the ship’s medical doctors”180, a 
practice engaged in the case of the “Frundsberg”.

The main task of the “Frundsberg” crew was not to collect objects or human 
remains, but to gather information regarding trade relations and commercial options. 
The crew had to report on observations made in these regards, with a focus on estab
lishing new or intensifying existing trade relations between Austria-Hungary and 
persons in African trading ports. Collecting objects and human remains may thus be 
assessed a secondary activity. 

Participants of “training missions” were not only pursuing scientific interests 
during their journeys, but through their presence and actions influenced political and 
economic goals of Austria-Hungary or its various interest groups. Even though the 
scientific role of the imperial royal navy was repeatedly highlighted, colonial political 
interests of the Naval High Command illustrate that research tasks served as a pretext 
as well. Through their assessments and descriptions of economic conditions and capa-
cities for commerce in East Africa, crew members were acting, consciously or not, as 
agents of Austria-Hungary and its business interests.

A main task in the evolving field of provenance research on colonial contexts is 
the need to sort preliminary results and collection contexts in a meaningful way that 
enables further engagement with collections and attached materials with access that 
goes beyond institutional participation. Unlike Nazi-looted art, with a clear frame
work in Austria how to approach provenance research and the different scenarios 
that recommendations based on this research trigger, most European countries are 
in the process of establishing a framework on dealing with collections from colonial 
contexts. While it is clear that these are much more diverse in geography, time and 
general understanding of key concepts with object-specific contexts needing to be 
considered, a broader approach is also necessary to be able to address long-standing 
issues of violent circumstances of acquisition. An especially delicate matter arises when 
we think of colonial era objects collected by members of the Jewish community who 
were then seized during the national socialist regime. In the case of Emerich Billitzer, 
who died in 1938, this does not seem to apply. However, in future cases, several layers 
of violent acquisition and re-acquisition may become apparent. We cannot weigh or 
compare one against the other, but in public discourse and policy this will be a vital 
issue to be discussed.

The Austro-Hungarian Imperial Royal Navy als Ethnographic Collector



–  258  –

The outlined historic research presents the entanglement of European individuals 
through their ranks in an imperial institution. Today, we are left with the tangible 
heritage they relocated, paired with broader questions on future strategies for today’s 
museums keeping them. European museums benefited from the expansion of colonial 
structures which facilitated collection processes of objects as well as human remains. 
In turn, colonial or racist theories and world views were not only adopted but 
mirrored and reinforced through exhibitions and research.181 This also concerns Welt-
museum Wien and the Natural History Museum, exemplified through the example 
of the “Frundsberg” voyage. Both museums house collections from the imperial royal 
navy acquired during European colonial expansion from the mid-19th to the early 
20th century. Further international, interdisciplinary and inter-institutional research 
on these collections is necessary to understand the collected cultural artefacts, their 
contexts and meanings as well as the modes of acquisition. While it is important to 
share results of such provenance research and make them easily accessible, genuine col-
laboration with members of communities of origin, members of the African diaspora, 
and international colleagues will ultimately lead to an enhanced understanding of 
collections, the questions we might ask and the possibilities of their use.

The importance and meaning of non-European collections cannot solely be under-
stood from Europe. Members of communities of origin have been “seeking to preserve 
the evidence of their cultural past and to teach younger generations about the lives 
and achievements of their ancestors and also to take control over the interpretation of 
their histories and cultures”182 for many decades. Indigenous communities worldwide 
have struggled for the right to determine the future of their ancestors, whose human 
remains lie in the storage facilities of museums along with the grave goods, sacred 
objects and other significant artefacts.183
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Appendix 
Inventory- 
Number

Description of the Object/ 
Title

Community of 
Origin

Geographic Information

21.889 Dagger with sheath/ Belawa Somali Somalia

21.890 Wooden spoon Somali Somalia

21.891 Spear Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.892 Bow Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.893 Bow Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.894 Bow Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.895 Quiver Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.895 to 

21.919

Quiver with arrows Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.920 Quiver Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.921 to 

21.925

Arrows Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.926 Arrow Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.927 Arrow without arrowhead Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.928 Arrow Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.929 Arrow without arrowhead Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.930 Arrow, arrowhead wrapped 

in leather

Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.931 Arrow Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.932 Arrow without arrowhead Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.933 Shield Mijikenda Kenya/Mombasa

21.934 Sword with sheath/ 

ol alem

Swahili Kenya/Mombasa

21.935 Sword with sheath/ 

ol alem

Swahili Kenya/Mombasa

21.936 Shield Baloch Kenya/Mombasa

21.937 Shield Baloch Kenya/Mombasa
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Inventory- 
Number

Description of the Object/ 
Title

Community of 
Origin

Geographic Information

21.938 Necklace Comoros

21.939 Quarter of a 5-Lire coin Comoros

21.940 Agricultural tool Comoros/Mayotte

21.941 Musical instrument: Rattle Comoros/Mayotte

21.942 Silver coin Mozambique

21.943 Spear Merina Madagascar

21.944 Spoon Merina Madagascar

21.945 Forged 5-Francs coin Merina/ 

Sakalva

Madagascar

21.946 Pieces of silver coins Merina/ 

Sakalva

Madagascar

21.947 Pair of earrings Sakalava Madagascar

21.948 Nose ring184 Sakalava (?) Madagascar

21.949 Nose ornament185 Sakalava (?) Madagascar

21.950 Earring Sakalava (?) Madagascar

21.951 Earring Sakalava (?) Madagascar

21.952 Earring Sakalava (?) Madagascar

21.953 Half of a coconut shell (Part 

of a boardgame)

Madagascar/ 

Nosy Be

21.953 a Tokens of a boardgame Madagascar/ 

Nosy Be

21.953 b Boardgame186 Madagascar/ 

Nosy Be

21.954 Axe

21.954 a Iron bracelet187 Nyamwezi Tanzania/ 

Bagamoyo

21.954 b Glass beads on a string188 Nyamwezi Tanzania/ 

Bagamoyo

Appendix A: List of Objects from the Frundsberg – Billitzer Collection at Weltmuseum Wien
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Quantity Object Place of purchase

1 Original canoe, attributed to Sakalava Mahajunga

1 Fishing harpoon

1 Knife

1 Lighter

2 Boat: Models Madagascar

2 Canoe: Models

1 East African Canoe Mombasa

1 Axe Zanzibar

1 Somali knife from Brava

1 Bedouin lance Al Hudaydah

1 Spear (assegai), attributed to Mijikenda Mombasa

2 Bows

2 Quivers with arrows (poisoned arrowheads)

1 Dagger

2 Cartridge bags of the irregular troops of the Sultan 

of Zanzibar

Zanzibar

1 Somali armour consisting of shield, two lances, and 

a sabre

Aden 

2 Spear (assegai), attributed to Merina Mahajunga

Appendix B: List of Objects of the Frundsberg – Billitzer Collection at the Marine-Museum in 

Pula189

The Austro-Hungarian Imperial Royal Navy als Ethnographic Collector



–  262  –

Notes

1	 Winani Thebele-Kgwatalala, Geteiltes Erbe oder Rückgabe? Vom Umgang mit kolonialen Objekten, in 
Historische Urteilskraft. Magazin des Deutschen Historischen Museums 01 (2018), 12–15, 12–13.

2	 Johannes Fabian, Im Tropenfieber. Wissenschaft und Wahn in der Erforschung Zentralafrikas (Mün-
chen, 2001), 75–78; Carsten Gräbel, Die Erforschung der Kolonien. Expeditionen und koloniale 
Wissenskultur deutscher Geographen, 1884–1919 (Bielefeld, 2015), 23.

3	 Felix Driver, Geography Militant. Cultures of Exploration and Empire (Oxford, 2001), 8.

4	 John Parker/Richard Rathbone, African History. A very short Introduction (New York, 2007), 
34–44.

5	 Rudolf Virchow/Adolf Bastian/Robert Hartmann, Rathschläge für anthropologische Untersuchungen 
auf Expeditionen der Marine, in Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 4 (1872), 325–326.

6	 Renate Basch-Ritter, Österreich auf allen Meeren. Geschichte der K.(u.)K. Marine 1382 bis 1918 
(Graz, 2000), 247–250; Walter Sauer, Schwarz-Gelb in Afrika. Habsburgermonarchie und kolon
iale Frage, in Walter Sauer, ed., k.u.k. kolonial. Habsburgermonarchie und europäische Herrschaft in 
Afrika (Wien, 20072), 17–78, 44–59.

7	 Christoph Hatschek, Sehnsucht nach fernen Ländern. Die Entdeckungsreisen der k. (u.) k. Kriegsma-
rine, in Wilfried Seipel (ed.), Die Entdeckung der Welt. Die Welt der Entdeckungen (Wien, 2001), 
85–138, 86.

8	 Sauer, Schwarz-Gelb in Afrika, 44–48.

9	 Christian F. Feest, Das Museum für Völkerkunde, in Christian Feest/Kurt Binder, eds., Das Museum 
für Völkerkunde in Wien (Salzburg, 1980), 13–34, 19.

10	 Walter Sauer, Habsburg Colonial: Austrian-Hungary’s Role in European Overseas Expansion Recon
sidered, in Austrian Studies. Colonial Austria: Austria and the Overseas 20 (2012), 5–23, 8.

11	 Sauer, Schwarz-Gelb in Afrika, 48–49; for the circumnavigation of the Novara see: Renate 
Basch-Ritter, Die Weltumsegelung der Novara 1857–1859: Österreich auf allen Meeren (Graz, 2008); 
Christa Riedl-Dorn, Die Weltumsegelung der Fregatte Novara, in Wilfried Seipel (ed.), Die Ent
deckung der Welt. Die Welt der Entdeckungen (Wien, 2001), 161–188.

12	 Hatschek, Sehnsucht nach fernen Ländern, 88–92; Sauer, Habsburg Colonial, 14; Gerald Schlag, 
Koloniale Pläne Österreich-Ungarns in Ostafrika im 19. Jahrhundert, in Amt der Bgld. Landesregie-
rung, ed., Abenteuer Ostafrika. Der Anteil Österreich-Ungarns an der Erforschung Ostafrikas. Ausstel-
lung in Schloß Halbthurn, 11. Mai bis 28. Oktober 1988 (Eisenstadt, 1988), 262–272, 267–268.

13	 Sauer, Schwarz-Gelb in Afrika, 50–57.

14	 Horst Brettner-Messler/Klaus Koch, Die Protokolle des österreichischen Ministerrates 1848–1867. 
V Abteilung: Die Ministerien Erzherzog Rainer und Mensdorff. Band 4: 8. Mai 1862–31. Oktober 
1862 (Wien, 1986), 197 (translated by DS), https://hw.oeaw.ac.at/ministerrat/serie-1/a5-b4-pdf.
xml#a5-b4_einzelseiten/a5-b4_s197.pdf (11.02.2022).

15	 Niklaus von Preradovich, Der k.u.k. Marinekommandant Admiral Max Freiherr von Sterneck 
(1829–2897), in Bohemia. Zeitschrift für Geschichte und Kultur der böhmischen Länder 8/1 (1967), 
367–381, 374; Sauer, Schwarz-Gelb in Afrika, 51–52.

Nadja Haumberger, Dominik Wolf



–  263  –

16	 Basch-Ritter, Österreich auf allen Meeren, 113–115.

17	 Hatschek, Sehnsucht nach fernen Ländern, 92.

18	 Ibid., 93.

19	 Lydia Sterneck-Griswold, ed., Admiral Max Freiherr von Sterneck. Erinnerungen aus den Jahren 
1847–1897, (Wien, 1901), 18.

20	 Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, (ed.), Österreichisch Biographisches Lexikon 1815–
1950, Bd. 8, online edition, 1980, 139, DOI:10.1553/0x002838dc (translated by DS).

21	 Johann Wagner, Österreichische Kolonialversuche in der zweiten Hälfte des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts 
(Universität Wien: Dissertation, 1955), 157–158.

22	 Ibid., 158–159.

23	 Ibid., 155, translated by DS.

24	 Christa Riedl-Dorn, Forschungsreisen im Geist des Eurozentrismus. Erwerbungen für das Naturhis-
torische Museum Wien im 19. Jahrhundert, in Pia Schölnberger, ed., Das Museum im kolonialen 
Kontext. Annäherungen aus Österreich (Wien, 2021), 199–229, 201–207; Sauer, Schwarz-Gelb in 
Afrika, 71; Sauer, Habsburg Colonial, 16.

25	 Sterneck-Griswold, Admiral Max Freiherr von Sterneck, 222, translated by DS.

26	 Karl von Scherzer, Reisen der österreichisch-ungarischen Kriegsflotte, in Österreichische Monatsschrift 
für den Orient 1 (1888), 1–6, 1, translated by DS.

27	 Österreichisches Staatsarchiv (OeStA), Kriegsarchiv (KA), Marine, Neues Marinearchiv (NMA), 
Zentralstellen Kriegsministerium (ZSt KM), Marinesektion (MS), Präsidialkanzlei (PK), Akten 
187 I 1/5-1884.

28	 cf. Verena Pawlowsky in this volume.

29	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I  1/7-1884, Doublebsky Freiherr von 
Sterneck zu Ehrenstein (Abschrift), 8. Juni 1884.

30	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/4-1884, Matlekovits, 24. Juli 1884 
Abschrift, translated by DS.

31	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/4-1884, Pino Freiherr von Friedenthal, 
3. Juli 1884, translated by DS.

32	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I  1/4-1884, unknown Author, 22. Juni 
1884, translated by DS.

33	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/7-1884, Doublebsky Freiherr von 
Sterneck zu Ehrenstein (Abschrift), 8. Juni 1884.

34	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I ¼-1884, Pino Freiherr von Friedenthal, 
3. Juli 1884, translated by DS.

35	 Sauer, Schwarz-Gelb in Afrika, 70.

36	 Barbara Kölfner-Tockner, Österreich-Ungarn in Zanzibar. Über die Geschichte des österreichisch-un-
garischen Honorarkonsulates in Ostafrika vor 1914, in Mitteilungen des Österreichischen Staatsarchives 
47 (1999), 147–195, 149–152; Schlag, Koloniale Pläne Österreich-Ungarns in Ostafrika im 19. 

The Austro-Hungarian Imperial Royal Navy als Ethnographic Collector

https://doi.org/10.1553/0x002838dc


–  264  –

Jahrhundert, 178–180; Walter Schicho, Handbuch Afrika 3. Nord- und Ostafrika (Frankfurt am 
Main 2004), 312.

37	 Kölfner-Tockner, Österreich-Ungarn in Zanzibar, 147–152.

38	 Andreas Eckert, Die Berliner Afrika-Konferenz (1884/84), in Jürgen Zimmerer, ed., Kein Platz an 
der Sonne. Erinnerungsorte der deutschen Kolonialgeschichte (Frankfurt 2013), 137–149, 138–141; 
Arno Sonderegger, Die Dämonisierung Afrikas. Zum Despotiebegriff und zur Geschichte der  
Afrikanischen Despotie (Saarbrücken, 2008), 214–230.

39	 Ludwig Stross, Sclaverei und Sclavenhandel in Ost-Afrika und im Rothen Meer, in Österreichische 
Monatsschrift für den Orient 12 (1886), 211–215; Albert Wirz, Sklavenhandel, Sklaverei und 
legitimer Handel, in Inge Grau/Christian Mährdel/Walter Schicho, eds., Afrika. Geschichte und 
Gesellschaft im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert. (Wien, 2003), 75–91, 77–80.

40	 Eckert, Die Berliner Afrika-Konferenz, 147–148.

41	 Sauer, Schwarz-Gelb in Afrika, 68 (translated by DS).

42	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/5-1884, Müller, 16. Juli 1884, transla-
ted by DS.

43	 Ibid., translated by DS.

44	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/10-1884, Doublebsky Freiherr von 
Sterneck zu Ehrenstein, translated by DS.

45	 Ibid., translated by DS.

46	 Henrietta Lidchi/Stuart Allan, Introduction. Dividing the Spoils, in Henrietta Lidchi/Stuart Allan, 
eds.: Dividing the Spoils. Perspectives on Military Collections and the British Empire (Manchester, 
2020), 1–16, 10.

47	 Stefan Kurz, scientific assistant to the director of the Museum of Military History in Vienna; 
unpublished e-mail correspondence from 11.12.2020.

48	 Scherzer, Reisen der österreichisch-ungarischen Kriegsflotte, 1 (translated by DS).

49	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/10, Doublebsky Freiherr von Sterneck 
zu Ehrenstein, translated by DS.

50	 Guilder (Florin in Latin, fl) was the currency in Austria-Hungary at the time. One guilder was 
the equivalent of 100 kreutzer (kr). 100fl was a rather small amount for collections. The Anthro
pological-Ethnographical Department had a budget of about 3.000fl in 1884 (OeStA, Haus-, 
Hof- und Staatsarchiv (HHStA), Hofarchive (HA), Obershofmeisteramt (OMeA), 1079 Rubrik 
50/4/1-1884. The imperial royal navy had a budget of 9.432.930fl (OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt 
KM_MS_PK Akten 203 XV 14/1-1884).

51	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/10-1884, Steindachner, 12. August 
1884; AT-OeStA/HHStA HA OMeA 1095 Rubrik 50/A/5-1885.

52	 Weltmuseum Wien, Archiv, Inventarband WMW 1885/12/21889.

53	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/10-1884, Steindachner, 12. August 
1884, translated by DS.

Nadja Haumberger, Dominik Wolf



–  265  –

54	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/10-1884, Heger, 23. August 1884, 
translated by DS.

55	 Ibid.

56	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/10-1884, unknown author (Sterneck?), 
6. August 1884, translated by DS.

57	 Regina Sarreiter, „Ich glaube, dass die Hälfte Ihres Museums gestohlen ist“, in Anette Hoffmann/Britta 
Lange/ Regina Sarreiter, eds., Was Wir Sehen. Bilder, Stimmen, Rauschen. Zur Kritik anthropome-
trischen Sammelns (Berlin 2012), begleitende Publikation zur Ausstellung „Was Wir Sehen im 
Pergamon-Palais der Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin (15.5–6.7.2012), 43–58.

58	 Günther Schefbeck, Die österreichisch-ungarischen Tiefsee-Expeditionen 1890–1898 (Universität 
Wien: Dissertation, 1989), 205; Österreichisches Staatsarchiv, Kriegsarchiv, Neues Marinearchiv, 
Personalunterlagen, Offiziere und Beamte Akten, QL 408 Billitzer Dr. 

59	 Unpublished documents from his descendants.

60	 Naturhistorisches Museum Wien (NHMW), Archiv für Wissenschaftsgeschichte, Intendanzakten, 
Jg. 1885, Z. 386/138/1885, Hauer, 12. Juni 1884, translated by DS.

61	 Steven Fabian, Making Identity on the Swahili Coast. Urban Life, Community and Belonging in 
Bagamoyo (New York, 2019), 256–257.

62	 Sarreiter, „Ich glaube, dass die Hälfte Ihres Museums gestohlen ist“, 47.

63	 Fabian, Im Tropenfieber, 256–265.

64	 Abbreviation for Seine Majestät Schiff meaning His Majesty’s Ship.

65	 Jerolim Freiherr von Benko, Die Reise S.M. Corvette „Frundsberg“ im Rothen Meere und an der Ost-
küste Afrikas in den Jahren 1884–1885 (Wien, 1885); OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK 
Akten 189 I 5/29; Weltmuseum Wien, Archiv, Inventarband WMW 1885/12/21889.

66	 The ship was not able to approach the harbour due to bad weather.

67	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/10-1884, Heger, 23. August 1884, 
translated by DS.

68	 Andrew Zimmermann, Bewegliche Objekte und globales Wissen. Die Kolonialsammlungen des 
Königlichen Museums für Völkerkunde in Berlin, in Rebekka Habermas/Alexandra Przyrembel, eds., 
Von Käfern, Märkten und Menschen. Kolonialismus und Wissen in der Moderne, (Göttingen, 2013), 
247–258, 248–250.

69	 Rebekka Habermas, Rettungsparadigma und Bewahrungsfetischismus. Oder was die Restitutionsde-
batte mit der europäischen Moderne zu tun hat, in Thoomas Sandkühler/Angelika Epple/Jürgen 
Zimmerer, eds., Geschichtskultur durch Restitution? Ein Kunst-Historikerstreit (Köln, 2021 Böh-
lau-Verlag), 79–99, 79.

70	 Susan Crane, Collecting and Historical Consciousness in Early-Nineteenth-Century Germany (Ithaca, 
2018), 39.

71	 Habermas, Rettungsparadigma und Bewahrungsfetischismus, 79–83.

72	 Ibid., 90.

The Austro-Hungarian Imperial Royal Navy als Ethnographic Collector



–  266  –

73	 John H. Dewal, Signs of Time, Shapes of Thought. The Contributions of Art History and Visual 
Culture to Historical Methods in Africa, in John E. Philips (ed.): Writing African History (Rochester, 
2005), 329–347, 340.

74	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 187 I 1/10-1884, Heger, 23. August 1884,  
translated by DS.

75	 Ibid.

76	 AT-OeStA/HHStA HA OMeA 1081 Rubrik 71–75-1884, translated by DS.

77	 NHMW, Archiv für Wissenschaftsgeschichte, Intendanzakten, Jg. 1885, Z. 343/41/1885, Stecher 
(Abschrift), 18. März 1885.

78	 cf. Verena Pawlowsky in this volume.

79	 NHMW, Archiv für Wissenschaftsgeschichte, Intendanzakten, Jg. 1885, Z. 386/138/1885, Hauer, 
12. Juni 1885.

80	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 206 I 6/13-1885.

81	 Willie E. Page/Davies R. Hunt, eds., Encyclopedia of African History and Culture. Volume II African 
Kingdoms (500 to 1500) (New York, 2005), 213.

82	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 189 I 5/29-1884, Stecher, 17. November 1884, 
translated by DS.

83	 Rebecca Gearhart/Linda Giles, Linda, Introduction, in Rebecca Gearhart/Linda Giles, Linda eds., 
Contesting Identities. The Mijikenda and their Neighbours in Kenyan Coastal Society (Trenton, 2013), 
XXIII–XXXXVIII, XXIX.

84	 Gearhart/Giles, Introduction, XXIV.

85	 Jacob F. Ade Ajayi, ed., Africa in the Nineteenth Century until the 1880s. Abridged Edition (Oxford: 
1998), 84–86; Ahmed Idha Salim, The East African Coast and the Hinterland, 1800–45, in Jacob 
F. Ade Ajayi, ed., Africa in the Nineteenth Century until the 1880s. London: Heinemann, 211–233, 
223.

86	 Gearhart/Giles, Introduction, XXVII.

87	 Salim, The East African Coast and the Hinterland, 223–224.

88	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 189 I 5/29-1884, Stecher, 17. November 1884, 
translated by DS.

89	 Christopher Spring, African Arms and Armour (Washington D.C., 1993), 113.

90	 Walters Böhning/Johannes Kalter/Helmtraud Sheikh-Dilthey, Ostafrika. Geräte, Waffen, Schmuck 
(Heidelberg, 1972), 22; Spring, African arms and armour, 113–114; Manfred A. Zirngibl/Al-
exander Kubetz, panga na visu. Kurzwaffen, geschmiedete Kultgegenstände und Schilde aus Afrika 
(Riedlhütte, 2009), 235, 317.

91	 Paul Spencer, Becoming Maasai. Being in Time, in Thomas Spear/Richard Waller, eds., Being Maa-
sai. Ethnicity & Identity in East Africa (Oxford, 1993), 140–156.

92	 Isaria N. Kimambo, The East African Coast and the Hinterland, 1845–80, in Jacob F. Ade Ajayi, 
ed., Africa in the Nineteenth Century until the 1880s (London, 1989), 234–269, 261–262; Thomas 

Nadja Haumberger, Dominik Wolf



–  267  –

Spear, Introduction, in Thomas Spear/Richard Waller, eds., Being Maasai. Ethnicity & Identity in 
East Africa (Oxford, 1993), 1–18, 1–4.

93	 Donna Klumpp/Corinne Kratz, Aesthetics, Expertise, & Ethnicity. Okiek & Maasai. Perspectives on 
Personal Ornament, in Thomas Spear/Richard Waller, eds., Being Maasai. Ethnicity & Identity in 
East Africa (Oxford, 1993), 195–222, 197.

94	 Isaria N. Kimambo/Gregory H. Maddox/Salvatory S. Nyanto, A new History of Tanzania (Dar-es-
Salaam, 2017) 90–93.

95	 Salim, The East African Coast and the Hinterland, 220.

96	 Edward A. Alpers, The Indian Ocean in World History (Oxford, 2014), 107.

97	 Edward A. Alpers, The Nineteenth Century. Prelude to Colonialism, in Bethwell A. Ogot/J.A. Kiern-
an, eds.: Zamani. A Survey of East African History (Nairobi, 1968) 238–254, 244.

98	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 221 XIV 1/2-1885, Stecher, 10. Dezember 
1884, translated by DS.

99	 Alpers, The Indian Ocean in World History, 107; Kimambo, The East African Coast and the Hinter-
land, 235.

100	 Robert M. Maxon, East Africa. An introductory History (Morgantown, 20093), 116.

101	 Roland Oliver/John D. Fage, A Short History of Africa (New York, 19896), 149–150.

102	 Fabian, Making Identity on the Swahili Coast, 50–51.

103	 Kimambo, The East African Coast and the Hinterland, 240; Oliver/Fage, A Short History of Africa, 
151.

104	 Fabian, Making Identity on the Swahili Coast, 51.

105	 Norman R. Bennett, The Arab Impact, in Bethwell A. Ogot/J.A. Kiernan, eds.: Zamani. A Survey of 
East African History (Nairobi, 1968), 216–237, 216–19 and 222–226.

106	 John Iliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika (Cambridge, 1979), 50.

107	 Oliver/Fage, A Short History of Africa, 151

108	 Ibid., 153–154.

109	 Bennett, The Arab Impact, 217.

110	 Maxon, East Africa, 117–118.

111	  liffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika, 43–44.

112	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 221 XIV 1/2-1885, Stecher, 10. Dezember 
1884, translated by DS.

113	 Norman R. Bennett, Mirambo of Tanzania 1840? –1884 (New York: 1971), 12–13.

114	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 222 XIV 3/2-1885, Billitzer (Abschrift), 
17. April 1885, translated by DS.

115	 Cressida Fforde, Collection, Repatriation and Identity, in Cressida Fforde/Jane Hubert/Paul Turn-
bull, eds., The Dead and their Possessions. Repatriation in Principle, Policy and Practice (London, 
2005), 25–46, 25.

116	 Ibid.

The Austro-Hungarian Imperial Royal Navy als Ethnographic Collector



–  268  –

117	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 222 XIV 3/2-1885, Billitzer (Abschrift), 
17. April 1885, translated by DS.

118	 For an anthropological analysis of the human remains see Miriam Reichel, Das rezente Tansa-
nia-Konvolut der osteologischen Sammlung des NHM Wien: Eine anthropologische Analyse im wissen-
schaftshistorischen Kontext, (Universität Wien: Diplomarbeit, 2010), 40–41, 59.

119	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 222 XIV 3/2-1885, Billitzer (Abschrift), 
17. April 1885, translated by DS.

120	 Bertram B. B. Mapunda, Symbolismus und Ritualismus im Kontext des vorkolonialen Afrika: Das 
Beispiel Deutsch-Ostafrika, in Lili Reyels/Paoloa, Ivanov/Kristin Weber-Sinn, eds., Humboldt Lab 
Tanzania. Objekte aus den Kolonialkriegen im Ethnologischen Museum, Berlin – Ein tansanisch-deut-
scher Dialog, (Berlin, 2018), 150–207, 182.

121	 Karl Andree, Die Expeditionen Burton‘s und Speke‘s von Zanzibar bis zum Tanganyika- und Nyanza-
See. Rehmann‘s Wanderung nach Dschagga und Krapf‘s Reisen im äquatorialen Ostafrika und Abessini-
en (Leipzig, 1861), 216.

122	 Salvatory S. Nyanto, Religious Experiences of Life After Death in Buha and Unamwezi Cosmologies, 
Western Tanzania, in History Research 6/2 (2016), 80–100, 86–88.

123	 Oscar Baumann, In Deutsch-Ostafrika während des Aufstandes. Reise der Dr. Hans Meyer’schen Expe-
dition in Usambara (Wien, 1890), 32 (translated by DS).

124	 Andree, Die Expeditionen, 214–215.

125	 Alpers, The Indian Ocean in World History, 1–5; Michael Pesek, Koloniale Herrschaft in Deutsch-Ost-
afrika. Expedition, Militär und Verwaltung seit 1880, (Frankfurt, 2005), 44–45.

126	 Alpers, The Indian Ocean in World History, 114–117; Gwyn Campbell, Africa and the Indian Ocean 
World from early times to circa 1900, (Cambridge, 2019), 176–179.

127	 Richard F. Burton, The Lake Regions of Central Africa. A Picture of Exploration. Volume I (London 
1860), 127–128); Andree, Die Expeditionen, 103–107.

128	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 221 XIV 1/2-1885, Stecher, 10. Dezember 
1884, translated by DS.

129	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 222 XIV 4/1-1885, Stecher, 15. April 1885.

130	 Spring, African Arms and Armour, 104–105.

131	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 222 XIV 4/1-1885, Stecher, 15. April 1885.

132	 Ibid.

133	 Peter Kneitz, Im Land „dazwischen“. Die Sakalava-Königreiche von Ambongo und Mailaka (west-
liches Madagaskar, 17.–19. Jahrhundert), in Anthropos 103 (2008), 33–63, 33; Walter Schicho, 
Handbuch Afrika 1. Zentralafrika, Südliches Afrika und die Staaten im Indischen Ozean, (Frankfurt 
am Main, 1999), 60–62.

134	 David Graeber, Lost People. Magic and the Legacy of Slavery in Madagascar, (Bloomington, 2007), 
33–39.

Nadja Haumberger, Dominik Wolf



–  269  –

135	 Pier M. Larson, Desperately Seeking ‘the Merina’ (Central Madagascar): Reading Ethnonyms and their 
Semantic Fields in African Identity Histories, in Journal of Southern African Studies 22/4 (1996), 
541–560, 552.

136	 Ibid., 549.

137	 Solofo Randrianja/Stephen Ellis, Madagascar. A Short History (London, 2009), 134.

138	 Larson, Desperately Seeking ‘the Merina’, 544; Schicho, Handbuch Afrika 1, 60–62.

139	 Ajayi, Abridged Edition; 165–166, Kneitz, Im Land „dazwischen“, 35; Randrianja/Ellis, Mada-
gascar, 123–126.

140	 Graeber, Lost People, 34.

141	 Randrianja/Ellis, Madagascar, 141.

142	 Ajayi, Abridged Edition; 167–168.

143	 Gwyn Campbell, An Economic History of Imperial Madagascar, 1750–1895. The Rise and Fall of an 
Island Empire (Cambridge, 2005), 166; Randrianja/Ellis, Madagascar, 126–128.

144	 Campbell, An Economic History, 47.

145	 Ibid., 47; Rolf B. Roth, Madagaskar. Land zwischen den Kontinenten. Eine Einführung in die tradi-
tionelle Kultur Madagaskars anhand der Sammlung des Linden-Museums Stuttgart [Begleitpublikati-
on zur gleichnamigen Ausstellung vom 27.10.1994–30.4.1995] (Stuttgart, 1994), 72.

146	 Roth, Madagaskar, 72–75.

147	 Campbell, An Economic History, 285–292; Roth, Madagaskar, 74–75.

148	 Roth, Madagaskar, 74.

149	 Jerolim von Benko was responsible for several publications regarding voyages of the imperial royal 
navy. Those publications were commissioned by Sterneck. 

150	 Benko, Die Reise S.M. Corvette „Frundsberg“, 58.

151	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 222 XIV 3/2-1885, Billitzer (Abschrift), 17. 
April 1885, translated by DS.

152	 According to Anna Fabiankowitsch (2021, unpublished e-mail correspondence from 18.05.2021) 
this part of a coin was from the Kingdom of Itala: Vittorio Emanuele, 5 Lire (VITTORIO 
EMANUELE II / REGNO D’ITALIA L.5), forged in Milan between 1869–1875 with a standard 
weight of 25 gr.

153	 Roth, Madagaskar, 74.

154	 Michael Lambek, The Value of Coins in a Sakalava Polity. Money, Death, and Historicity in Mahaja-
nga, Madagascar, in Comparative Studies in Society and History 43/4 (2001), 735–762, 756.

155	 Since in the eyes of the Sakalava members of the royal clan don’t die, but transform into royal 
ancestors, Lambek uses the phrase ‘collapse’. Lambek, The Value of Coins, 758 n8.

156	 Ibid., 739–740.

157	 Ajayi, Abridged Edition, 169–170; Randrianja/Ellis, Madagascar, 129–134.

158	 Ajayi, Abridged Edition, 169–170; Graeber, Lost People, 34.

The Austro-Hungarian Imperial Royal Navy als Ethnographic Collector



–  270  –

159	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 221 XIV 1/9-1885, Stecher, 4. Jänner 1884, 
translated by DS.

160	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 222 XIV 3/2-1885, Billitzer (Abschrift), 17. 
April 1885, translated by DS.

161	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 222 XIV 4/1-1885, Stecher, 15. April 1885.

162	 Lambek, The Value of Coins, 737.

163	 Campbell, An Economic History, 150.

164	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 221 XIV 1/9-1885, Stecher, 4. Jänner 1884, 
translated by DS.

165	 Ibid., translated by DS.

166	 Ibid., translated by DS.

167	 Campbell, An Economic History, 289.

168	 Roth, Madagaskar, 75.

169	 Harrold J. R. Murray, A History of Board-Games other than Chess (Oxford: 1952), 214–215.

170	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 221 XIV 1/11-1885, Stecher, 11. Februar 
1885.

171	 Campbell, An Economic History, 6–8.

172	 Randrianja/Ellis, Madagascar, 127.

173	 Campbell, An Economic History, 8–9.

174	 Ibid., 178.

175	 OeStA/KA Marine NMA ZSt KM_MS_PK Akten 221 XIV 1/11-1885, Stecher, 11. Februar 
1885.

176	 Fabian, Im Tropenfieber, 278–279.

177	 Barbara Plankensteiner, Der Mythos des heroischen Entdeckers in Afrika und die Ethnologie in Wil-
fried Seipel, ed., Die Entdeckung der Welt. Die Welt der Entdeckungen (Wien, 2001).

178	 Fabian, Im Tropenfieber, 262.

179	 Barbara Plankensteiner, Endstation Museum. Österreichische Afrikareisende sammeln Ethnographica, 
in Walter Sauer, ed., k.u.k. kolonial. Habsburgermonarchie und europäische Herrschaft in Afrika 
(Wien, 20072), 279 (translated by DS).

180	 Riedl-Dorn, Forschungsreisen im Geist des Eurozentrismus, 203–204 (translated by DS).

181	 Larissa Förster, Der Umgang mit der Kolonialzeit. Provenienz und Rückgabe, in Idris Edenheiser/
Larissa Förster, eds., Museumsethnologie. Eine Einführung. Theorien-Debatten-Praktiken (Berlin, 
2019), 78–103, 79.

182	 Moira Simpson, The Plundered Past. Britain’s Challenge for the Future, in Cressida Fforde/ Paul 
Turnbull, eds., The Dead and their Possessions. Repatriation in Principle, Policy and Practice (Lon-
don, 2004), 199–217, 203–204.

Nadja Haumberger, Dominik Wolf



–  271  –

183	 Jane Hubert/Cressida Fforde, Introduction: the Reburial Issue in the Twenty-first Century, in Cressida 
Fforde/ Paul Turnbull, eds., The Dead and their Possessions. Repatriation in Principle, Policy and 
Practice (London, 2004), 1–16, 1.

184	 Unkown location.

185	 Unkown location.

186	 Unkown location.

187	 Burial object.

188	 Burial object.

189	 The location of these objects is unknown today; cf. Stefan Kurz, scientific assistant to the di-
rector of the Museum of Military History in Vienna; unpublished e-mail correspondence from 
11.12.2020.

The Austro-Hungarian Imperial Royal Navy als Ethnographic Collector


