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ABSTRACT: The German anatomist and palaeontologist Hermann Klaatsch arrived in Australia to study the abo-
rigines in March 1904. The aim of his trip was to continue his research on the phylogenetic history of humanity and 
test his colleague at the University of Heidelberg Otto Schoetensack’s hypothesis that Australia was the cradle of 
humankind. He travelled the country’s coastline without interruption, except for a trip of a few months to Java, until 
May 1906. During his trip, which also included Tasmania, Klaatsch studied the aborigines from an anthropological, 
craniological, and material culture perspective, taking notes, making drawings, taking photographs of the natives, 
and compiling ethnographic collections which were dispatched to several German museums. Klaatsch made near-
ly 400 photographs of Australian natives and took plaster casts of the foot of an individual, owing to its atavistic 
anatomy. This latter generated a misunderstanding in a local newspaper that soon reached the international media, 
about the alleged discovery of the “missing link” in Australia. On his return from Australia in April 1907, Klaatsch 
was appointed extraordinary professor in anatomy, anthropology and ethnography, and curator of collections at the 
anatomical institute and the ethnological museum at the University of Breslau (Wroclaw, Polonia). 
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RESUMEN: Hermann Klaatsch y las representaciones fotográficas de los aborígenes australianos durante su viaje 
científico por Australia (1904-1907).— El anatomista y paleontólogo alemán Hermann Klaatsch llegó en el mes de 
marzo de 1904 al continente austral para estudiar a los aborígenes. El objetivo de este viaje era continuar con sus 
investigaciones sobre la historia filogenética del género humano y comprobar la hipótesis de su colega de la Univer-
sidad de Heidelberg Otto Schoetensack, según la cual Australia podría ser la cuna de la humanidad. En Australia per-
maneció recorriendo las costas del país, salvo un viaje de unos meses a Java, hasta mayo de 1906. Klaatsch realizó un 
recorrido científico por el continente austral, incluida Tasmania, efectuando estudios antropológicos, craneológicos y 
de cultura material de los aborígenes. Recogió notas científicas, delineó dibujos antropológicos, tomó fotografías de 
los nativos y reunió colecciones de materiales etnográficos que envió a diversos museos alemanes. Klaatsch reunió 
cerca de 400 muestras de imágenes de aborígenes australianos e incluyó fotos y moldes de yeso del pie de un nativo 
que mostraban un caso de atavismo. Esto último provocó un malentendido en el periódico local, que se extendió en la 
prensa internacional, sobre el supuesto hallazgo en Australia del “eslabón perdido.” A su regreso de Australia en abril 
de 1907 fue nombrado profesor extraordinario de anatomía, antropología y etnografía y conservador de las coleccio-
nes del instituto anatómico y del museo etnológico de la Universidad de Breslau (Wroclaw, Polonia).

PALABRAS CLAVE: Missing link; Atavismo; Expedición científica; Cuna de la Humanidad; Craneología; Antro-
pología; Etnología.
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this article is to examine the impact of Ger-
man anatomist and palaeontologist Hermann Klaatsch’s 
trips through Australia and Java between 1904 and 1907 
on the scientific community. The text describes how 
Klaatsch deployed his anatomical, palaeoanthropological, 
and prehistorical knowledge to the study Australian ab-
origines. Klaatsch’s trip cannot be regarded as a scientific 
expedition funded, and directed, by public institutions, 
although some German museums contributed to support 
it financially by buying ethnological specimens. The trip 
was largely funded by Franz E. Clotten, the representa-
tive of a mining company from Queensland, and the pro-
gramme of research included anatomical, ethnological, 
osteological, and zoological studies (Erckenbrecht, 2010, 
pp. 52-56). Further down the line, Klaatsch enjoyed the 
financial support of the Royal Academy of Sciences in 
Berlin, an institution to which he sent constant reports 
and an Aboriginal mummy. In Australia, Klaatsch main-
tained fruitful relationships with scientific and academic 
institutions. However, his defence of native groups, with 
which he was on good terms, earned him the criticism of 
a part of the English-speaking community. Klaatsonch’s 
training as an anatomist prepared him to measure skulls 
and skeletons and study the Aboriginal groups. His ob-
servations were illustrated with photographs of Aborig-
inal individuals and groups, although few of them were 
published, when after his return to Europe he delayed his 
anthropological studies. As a result, his photographic col-
lection was left unexamined. Klaatsch intended to publish 
a book about his Australian trip, but he died leaving the 
task unfinished. Klaatsch compared Australian human re-
mains and eoliths, a type of crude stone tool of alleged 
tertiary origin, with European specimens, and speculated 
about evolutionary stages and the great antiquity of Aus-
tralian Aborigines, which had been his original purpose. 
The article also addresses contemporary controversies 
around Darwin’s evolutionary theory, as one of Klaatsch’s 
photographs shows atavistic features in the foot of an Ab-
origine, which triggered unfounded media reports about 
the alleged discovery of the missing link in Australia.

HERMANN KLAATSCH: ANATOMIST AND 
PALAEONTHOLOGIST 

The anthropological, craniological and material cul-
ture studies of Australian aborigine populations, under-
taken by the palaeoanthropologist Hermann Klaatsch’s 
(1863-1916) between March 1904 and February 1907, 
were narrated by Klaatsch himself during his progress 
(Klaatsch, 19005a, 1905b, 1906, 1907a, 1907b). Also im-
portant to reconstruct his trip are the letters exchanged 
with his colleague and friend at the University of Hei-
delberg Otto Schoetensack, which have been edited by 
Erckenbrecht (2010). Another important source of evi-
dence are Australian newspapers of the period; during 
his trip, over 500 notes, articles, and interviews about 
Klaatsch’s trips were published in over 150 newspapers 

in all Australian states, including Tasmania. Many of 
these articles were simply reproductions of articles pre-
viously published by other newspapers. Unsurprisingly, 
since Klaatsch’s research topic was human evolution, this 
included satirical articles (even with cartoons), and others 
that criticised Klaatsch’s defence of the natives. Over the 
last few decades, Klaatsch’s trip has led to several pub-
lications, including Erckenbrecht (2010), Stehlik (1986), 
Schott (1994), Erckenbrecht  (2006, 2016) and Ercken-
brecht et al. (2010). For context, see Turnbull (2015), Pe-
terson and Kenny (2017), and Fitzpatrick (2020).

Hermann Klaatsch was born in Berlin on May 10, 
1863. He attended the Königliches Wilhelms-Gymnasi-
um, where he graduated in March 1881. Aged eighteen, 
he began to study medicine at the University of Heidel-
berg with Carl Gegenbaur, whose influence led him to 
focus his studies on comparative anatomy. He passed the 
preliminary medical examination (Tentamen physicum) 
In Heidelberg in late February 1883. That same year he 
travelled to Villefranche, near Nice, in southern France, 
where he took an interest in the study of coelenterate. 
During the 1883-1884 winter term he worked at Rudolf 
Virchow’s laboratory and as a volunteer assistant at the 
Augusta Hospital (Augsburg). In March 1885, the spe-
cialist in comparative anatomy Wilhelm Waldeyer of-
fered him an assistant post at the Anatomischen Institut, 
Berlin, where he worked until October 1888. In October 
1885 Klaatsch passed the state’s medical examination and 
was awarded a doctorate in medicine by the University 
of Heidelberg, with a dissertation on the anatomy of the 
Phocaena communis (porpoise). He obtained his license 
to practice medicine on March 4, 1886. In October 1888, 
he took Gegenbaur’s offer and moved as an assistant to 
the Anatomische Institut in Heidelberg, where he pub-
lished a few brief works on microscopy. On July 26, 1890, 
Klaatsch qualified as a lecturer in human anatomy at the 
University of Heidelberg with the thesis Descensus testic-
ulorum (Wegner, 1916, pp. 611-612).

In the early years of his career, until the turn of the 
20th century, his focus was on comparative anatomy and 
the history of vertebrates, resulting in approximately 30 
articles. His first work, on the morphology of mamma-
ry glans on mammals, published in 1884, was followed 
by several on the same topic in marsupials and ungu-
lates. The publication of the results of Richard Semon’s 
trip to Australia allowed Klaatsch to study the history of 
mammary organs and address the formation of bags and 
sacks in the glandular field in monotreme. The formation 
of vertebrate skeletons and the morphology of chordates 
were other fields of interest. In these studies, a thorough 
understanding of amphioxi was crucial, and he secured 
the necessary material during a trip to Naples’s zoologi-
cal station in 1894. He also worked on the development 
of the amphioxus near the town of Faro, in the Strait of 
Messina. Other publications addressed the history of the 
intestinal channel (especially the mesentery) of reptiles, 
amphibious species, and mammals, as well as the skeleton 
and limb muscles. Influenced by Gegenbaur, he took an 
interest in the formation of terrestrial limbs from fish fins, 
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aided by the acquisition of specimens of a rare ganoid fish 
from the Bay of Cameroon (Wegner, 1916, pp. 613-615).

After leaving his assistant post at Heidelberg, he 
moved on to study palaeontology and geology, and in 
June 1895 he became an extraordinary lecturer in human 
anatomy at Heidelberg (Wegner, 1916, pp. 611-612). He 
spent the following year doing research and giving private 
talks, after which he went on several trips to France, Bel-
gium, Croatia, and Great Britain to study anthropological 
issues and the Palaeolithic. This was the beginning of a 
new stage in his research career, which was dedicated to 
examining the history and racial morphology of humans. 
This led to nearly 50 new publications, the last of which 
came out in 1914, two years before his death (Wegner, 
1916, pp. 621-623).

The first publication of this second phase sprang from 
a series of talks on inheritance problems presented at 
the Medical Society in Heidelberg. His popular scientif-
ic treatise Grundzüge der Lehre Darwins (Principles of 
Darwin’s Teachings), published in 1901, was the result of 
another series of talks, in this instance on adult education, 
presented in Mannheim over several years. Klaatsch’s 
talks on this topic at the University of Heidelberg were a 
great success among the general public. In 1897, follow-
ing Waldeyer’s suggestion, he attended his first German 
anthropological, ethnological, and prehistorical society 
conference in Lübeck. Klaatsch’s continued research on 
limb muscles led him to consider the position of humans 
vis-à-vis apes, especially anthropoids. An example of this 
is his 1900 work on limb muscles from a phylogenetic 
perspective, which crystallised his transition to research 
on the history of humankind. The work suggested that hu-
mans had kept archaic features lost by inferior primates, 
a thesis that he later demonstrated in the dissection hall 
of Wroclaw. A talk in Heidelberg in 1899 led him to a 
publication of a state-of-the-art paper on Pithecanthropus 
research (Wegner, 1916, pp. 615-616).

In the joint meeting of the German and Viennese an-
thropological societies, held in Lindau, Lake Constanza, 
in 1899, Klaatsch presented his views on the position of 
humans in the mammal series, especially among primates, 
and on their evolutionary path from an inferior form. This 
was followed by a talk at the anatomy conference held in 
Metz, where he spoke about the specific human features 
of our ancestral line. Meanwhile, Neandertal humans 
had become a hot subject of debate, and at the anatomy 
conference held in Bonn in 1901 Klaatsch talked about 
Neandertal limbs. At that time, the fossil human remains 
from Krapina came to light, and in 1901, after examining 
them first-hand, Klaatsch confirmed that they belonged to 
Neandertals. This encouraged him to visit various Euro-
pean museums and sites to examine other fossil remains. 
In 1902 Klaatsch analysed the human fossil remains from 
Spy (Belgium) and identified the cranial features of Ne-
andertals. This trip also allowed him to examine fossil re-
mains in French and British museums. He visited the sites 
of Vezère (Dordogne) and Solutré, and others in Germany, 
Belgium, and France. His views on the bone structure of 
human races and its comparison with fossil remains led 

him to summarise variations in the modern human skel-
eton and their importance on the ascendancy and racial 
classification; these views were presented at the German 
anthropologists’ conference held in Dortmund in 1902 
(Wegner, 1916, p. 616). 

In 1902 and 1903, he carried out several excavations 
to identify stone tools and presented his views on tertiary 
flint artefacts from Cantal (France) at the anthropological 
conference held in Worms and before the anthropological 
society of Berlin. He continued studying the limb struc-
ture of Neandertals, basing his arguments on the fossil 
remains found in the opening years of the 20th century. 
His new ideas on the origin and development of human-
kind were published in the second volume of Weltall und 
Menschheit (Universe and Humankind), which included 
a large number of illustrations and was written to appeal 
to a broad readership; during this period he also gave nu-
merous public talks. Eventually, his paleoanthropological 
results in Europe prompted him to carry out a research trip 
to Australia, as Australian aborigines seemed to be close 
to Palaeolithic humans (Wegner, 1916, pp. 616-617), as 
argued by his colleague Otto Schoetensack.

Otto Schoetensack’s hypothesis about Australia as 
the cradle of humankind

In Heidelberg, Klaatsch met Schoetensack, the pa-
laeontologist who had examined the fossil human mandi-
ble found near Mauer in 1907, characterising it as belong-
ing to Homo heidelbergensis (Schoetensack, 1908). In the 
early 20th century, Schoetensack (1901, 1904) argued that 
Australia could be the cradle of humankind, and this idea 
caught Klaatsch’s attention. According to Schoetensack, 
evolutionary theories were compatible with all primates 
coming from a single ancestral form, from which human-
kind would have sprung without going through the adap-
tations undergone by monkeys and anthropoids. Human 
limbs had preserved primitive features, and these, along 
with the erect posture and the loss of body hair, could not 
merely be explained by the “struggle for existence.” It was 
to be assumed that human evolution had taken place in a 
favourable environment; in a hostile world inhabited by 
dangerous animals, subsistence relied on the development 
of natural defences, leading to the evolution of the limbs. 
Specifically-human traits, therefore, must have developed 
in a well-delimited area, from which it would have ex-
panded thereafter. But where was this area? Perhaps in 
a former continent, now under the sea? Could some of it 
still exist? For Schoetensack, Australia was the continent 
in which better conditions to elevate humankind above 
other animal species converged, so he put it forward as 
the original home of pre-humans. It could be regarded 
as their “original home,” understood as the place where 
humans formed and whence they expanded to the rest of 
the world. He supported this argument on the fact that the 
Indo-Australian archipelago was home to inferior human 
species, such as the orangutan and the gibbon, and that 
fossil remains of Pithecanthropus, a large primate linked 
to the common line of humans and anthropoids, had also 
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been found there. For Schoetensack, this proved that the 
origin of humankind must be in this region of the world. 
Also, humans seemed to have migrated to Europe in the 
early Quaternary, as no evidence for their presence during 
the Tertiary existed. By the time they reached Europe, hu-
mans already possessed the stone tools and weapons that 
allowed them to compete with the large animals around 
them. However, these material and intellectual resources 
demanded a long process of evolution and training, which 
according to Schoetensack must have taken place in Aus-
tralia. Moreover, throughout most of the Tertiary period 
there were land bridges between Australia, New Guinea, 
Indonesia, and south Asia. One such land bridge, used 
by migratory species, linked Thailand to Sumatra, Java, 
the Celebes and the Moluccas, which were, in turn, con-
nected with Nueva Guinea and, through it, with northern 
Australia. It is likely that the ancestors of humans passed 
from Indonesia to Australia, where they were left in iso-
lation from other primates, following thereafter their own 
independent evolutionary line. However, it was not only 
human ancestors that followed this migratory route; they 
were accompanied by a series of placental rodents and the 
dingo, a wild dog species which had formed an associa-
tion with primitive humans and whose remains had been 
found among the remains of extinct marsupials. There-
fore, this unthreatening fauna, and the abundant meat 
that it provided, had turned the fruit-eating primate into a 
hunter. Modern Australians were, according to Schoeten-
sack, the relic of a primitive race in which the features of 
other races could be seen, including hair colour and type, 
skin colour, etc. This race could be regarded as closely 
related to the common ancestral root of all humankind. 
Schoetensack emphasised that the cranial features of Aus-
tralians were reminiscent of those of Neandertal remains 
from Spy. But Australians had also evolved, so they only 
resembled the ancestral root. It was not possible to claim 
that Tasmanian aborigines, by then extinct, were closer 
to the primitive type. It was easy to prove, however, that 
the tools used by Australians were similar to those found 
for the European Palaeolithic (Schoetensack, 1901, 1904; 
Laloy, 1902)

The trip to Australia

Klaatsch’s aim in Australia was to study the aborigines 
and confirm their important role in human development. 
This was grounded on his previous palaeontological work, 
during which he had shown the similarity between Aus-
tralian aborigine and European fossil skulls. Like Alfred 
W. Howitt, he argued that only a land bridge could explain 
the human presence in Australia, and he accepted the idea 
of a formerly submerged continent in which Asian and 
Australian peoples parted ways (Klaatsch, 1907c).  

He was in Australia studying the continent’s near-ex-
tinct natives from 1904 to 1907, for which he had the 
support of the Königliche Akademie der Wissenschaften 
(Berlin) and private sponsors. After spending a year in 
Queensland, he went on to travel along the southern and 
western coastline and the nearby islands. In December 

1905 he travelled to Java and other islands, including a 
visit to the site in which the Pithecanthropus had been 
found and other anthropological and ethnological studies. 
After contracting malaria, he returned to Australia in May 
1906 (Wegner, 1916, p. 612). 

After his recovery, he went to northern Australia be-
fore returning to Sydney and visiting Tasmania. In Jan-
uary 1907, he participated in a scientific conference held 
in Adelaide by the Australasian Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science (Klaatsch, 1907c). He returned to 
Europe the following month. In addition to a rich ethno-
logical collection of aborigine material culture, he collect-
ed skulls, bones, and biological samples which he kept in 
alcohol (Wegner, 1916, pp. 617-618).

KLAATSCH DESCRIPTION OF HIS SCIENTIFIC 
TRIP TO AUSTRALIA AND JAVA 

During his trip, Klaatsch sent several reports of his 
work, as well as five plates with ten pictures of Austra-
lian aborigines, to the journal Zeitschrift für Ethnolo-
gie, the periodical publication issued by the Berliner 
Gesellschaft für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urges-
chichte (Klaatsch, 19005a, 1905b, 1906, 1907a, 1907b). 
The reports were presented to the society by its vice-pres-
ident, Wilhelm von Waldeyer. Klaatsch also made a sum-
mary of his trip during the Adelaide conference, and pub-
lished eighteen photographs of natives in the proceedings 
(Klaatsch, 1907c).

On January 28, 1905 Waldeyer published a letter sent 
by Klaatsch from Queensland in Zeitschrift für Ethnologie. 
The letter reported on his itinerary in Australia until Sep-
tember 1904, beginning from his departure on February 
9, 1904, when he left Genoa aboard the Gneisenau; sail-
ing through the Suez Canal, he arrived in Perth on March 
7, and the following day in Fremantle, both in Western 
Australia. Days later he left for Brisbane (Queensland) via 
Adelaide, Melbourne and Sydney. 

A one-year trip through coastal Queensland 

Brisbane newspapers reported Klaatsch and Franz 
E. Clotten’s arrival on March 22, 1904. Clotten was the 
Frankfurt agent of a mining company from Queensland, 
which had offered to fund Klaatsch’s trip to Australia (Er-
ckenbrecht, 2010, p. 52). The newspapers published an 
interview in which the German anthropologist claimed 
that nowhere in the world could the original type from 
which the Homo had sprung be studied better than in 
Australia. In addition to its good climate, the absence of 
wild beasts made struggle for survival easier. Only there 
could humans have adopted an upright position, that is, 
turn from “human-animals” into thinking humans. His 
intention was to study the anatomy of the aborigines of 
northern Queensland, measuring both skeletons and liv-
ing natives. Klaatsch remained in Brisbane until May, 
examining Dr. Walter E. Roth’s (“Chief Protector of ab-
origines in Queensland” and an expert in native ethnolo-
gy) private collection, and undertaking ethnographic and 
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paleontological studies at the museum. Roth’s collection 
included the bones of a human child found in Princess 
Charlotte Bay, which presented a supraorbital arch that 
recalled Neandertal specimens. He thoroughly studied 
native Australian skulls, which he compared with those 
of Neandertal man and Pithecanthropus (Klaatsch, 1908). 
In April, he went to Darling Downs, a southern region of 
the state, to collect mammal fossil bones, including iso-
lated and cranial marsupial bones, especially from extinct 
species of Halmaturus, a kangaroo in the Macropodidae 
family. He also found primitive flint and quartzite tools 
in Kings Creek, along with fragments of fossil long an-
imal bones that presented traces of human manipulation 
(Klaastch, 1905a).

On May 11, 1904 Klaastch set sail from Brisbane to 
travel the coastline to the north of the city. In Marybor-
ough, he collected an assemblage of fossil shells. Between 
May 19 and 25 he was in Rockhampton, in whose School 
of Arts he examined a proboscidean molar (Notelephas 
australis) found in Kings Creek. The director of the 
School also showed him the skull of an Australian aborig-
ine found near Clermont, in central Queensland. He also 
examined a number of aborigine skulls from the Rock-
hampton area held by private collectors. In late May he 
left Rockhampton to visit Townsville, on whose beach he 
assembled a collection of Conchylia shells and brachio-
pods, as well as samples of the amphibian fish Perioph-
thalmus (Blenniidae family). From June 3 to July 4, 
Klaastch was in Silver Valley, Herberton, a site owned by 
the “Tin Mining Lancelot Company,” as Clotten’s guess. 
There he studied marsupials, including the Ornithorhyn-
chus. There he also began his ethnographic studies, exam-
ining old native dwellings situated under hanging rocks, 
which he found to be reminiscent of French Palaeolithic 
caves, and the animal mural paintings in them. In these 
dwellings Klaastch found small blades made with porphy-
ritic rock. On June 12 he found a large number of larger 
Eolithic and Palaeolithic tools in the upper course of the 
Herbert River; the collection represented different tech-
nologies and, based on the state of preservation, chronol-
ogies. Klaastch arrived in Townsville on July 6, whence 
he continued to Charters-Towers, where he discovered a 
primitive stone artefact near the Burdekin River. A week 
later he arrived in Cairns, staying for a few days at the 
base of the Yarrabah mission. There, Klaastch carried out 
his first detailed studies, and took the first photographs, of 
natives from the Bellenden-Ker mountains. He left Cairns 
on July 21, spending three days in Cooktown and mov-
ing on to Thursday Island, in the Torres Strait, the north-
ernmost location in Queensland. Aboard the government 
vessel Melbidir, he crossed the strait sailing around York 
Cape and towards the Gulf of Carpentaria, to the south. 
On July 28 he left Thursday Island aboard the Melbidir 
and reached the Batavia River two days later. He stayed 
at the base of the Mapoon mission for a few days, study-
ing the natives and devising a way to measure and pres-
ent facial profiles in a graphic. He abandoned Mapoon in 
the company of the missionary Arthur Richter, who was 
planning to found a new mission in the Archer River. He 

stayed there for a few days, during which he had his first 
encounter with unassimilated natives, of whom he took 
multiple measurements and photographs. One of the pho-
tographs portrays a native village, about a dozen locals, 
both adults and children, and a standing figure next to 
a row of spears (Klaatsch, 1907c, p. 592, plate 3). After 
leaving the Archer River behind on August 12, he reached 
the pilot settlement of Karumba, at the mouth of the Nor-
man River. From there he visited Normanton, a town in 
the Gulf of Carpentaria. From Karumba, Klaatsch sailed 
towards the Gulf Islands: Wellesley Islands, Sweers Is-
land, Bentinck Island, and Bailey Island. He published 
two photographs of natives from Bailey Island. In one, 
a native poses next to a canoe, and in the other a group 
of people, including children, pose sitting down, except 
for a standing adult. Another photograph features na-
tives from Wellesley Island collecting nardoo, a sort of 
fern (Klaatsch 1907c, p. 592, plates 1, 2, 15). Near these 
islands he visited another group of natives, taking pho-
tographs and measurements and acquiring a number of 
crude objects, including quartzite tools. By early Septem-
ber he was back in Karumba, where he dug out several 
skeletons and bought three spears with quartzite points 
brought by a fisherman from the McArthur River, on 
the eastern coast of the Gulf. The spearpoints resembled 
French palaeolithic stone bladelets. He also acquired a 
dingo captured by the natives. Soon afterwards, he ar-
rived in Normanton by sea, where he remained for several 
days, buying numerous weapons, especially boomerangs, 
and excavating in search of skeletons and skulls. He also 
travelled to Croydon, where German colonists gave him 
an aborigine skull with a remarkably wide parietal area, 
which recalled Tasmanian skulls (Klaastch, 1905a). 

In Normanton, he had some problems with the natives, 
who threatened him for opening tombs. On October 2 he 
reached Burketown, in Albert River, which had a white 
population of barely 200. A few days later, he travelled 
inland along the lower course of the Leichhardt River, set-
ting camp in the telegraph station of Floraville and collect-
ing fossils, mainly of Diprotodon, an extinct marsupial. He 
also met some natives and he found primitive artefacts in 
a tool-polishing site on the dry riverbed. From October 21 
to 28, Klaastch made a cruise from Burketown to Cook-
town through Thursday Island and, again, around Torre 
Strait. He stayed in Cooktown until November 25, using 
his time to organise his collections and make daytrips 
around the area, during which he took multiple measure-
ments and photographs of natives, especially in the Cape 
Bedford mission, a few miles north of Cooktown. From 
there, Klaastch left for Cairns, a district where he was 
to remain until February 1905, reconnoitring the Bellen-
den-Ker mountains in the interior. In the first fortnight of  
December, he made a first visit to the lower course of the 
Russel River and its tributaries, Harveys Creek and Bab-
inda Creek. This provided him with a golden opportunity 
to study the few native tribes that still lived in freedom, 
although no longer in a wild state. They were, sadly, on 
the road to extinction, owing to the consumption of opi-
um sold by Chinese merchants. There, Klaastch took nu-
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merous measurements and photographs, studied the native 
tongues, and acquire beautiful ethnographic objects, some 
of which were unique. He also dug out several skeletons. 
Afterwards, from December 17, 1904  to January 3, 1905, 
he undertook a second expedition to the highest peaks of 
the Bellenden-Ker mountains, and the Upper Russell Gold 
Fields, at the foot of the high plateau where the main rivers 
of the region began. Klaastch published a photograph of 
two standing naked natives from the Bellenden-Kerr dis-
trict (Klaatsch, 1907c, p. 592, plate 4). From the end of the 
Cairns-Barrowriver railway line in Bahnlinie, Atherton, he 
travelled on horseback to a gold-washing station in an area 
known by the natives as Boenje. Fifteen years earlier, the 
first miners to arrive in the area had unleashed a campaign 
of extermination against the aborigines. He published a 
photograph of fifteen natives from the Cairns district read-
ing themselves for war; one of them is covered in cockatoo 
feathers and his opponent is armed with a large bent wood-
en sword (Klaatsch, 1907c, p. 592, Plate 6). On the way, he 
visited the Eacham crater lake, on the summit of an extinct 
volcano (Klaatsch, 1905b). 

King Narcha’s mummy

When, in early June 1904, Klaatsch travelled through 
the region of Cairns, he heard of the celebration of a ma-
jor corroboree, a sacred feast of the natives, with which 
a tribe in the Bellenden-Ker mountains paid homage to 
“King” Narcha in Boenje. All his efforts to acquire his 
mummy were, however, fruitless. When he returned to 
Cairns in late November he tried again, despite the super-
stitions that surrounded the native mummy. When he ar-
rived at Boenje, then known as Upper Russel Goldfields, 
a gold-washing station, he found that the aborigines had 
kept the mummy of old chief Narcha for eight months, 
after his death in May 1904. During his negotiations at 
the native camp of Boenje, Klaatsch not only secured the 
mummy, but also two painted skulls (Klaatsch, 1905b). 
Two photographs of the mummy exist, one from the front 
and another from the side (Fig. 1) (Klaatsch, 1905b, p. 
792, plate IX, fig. 1; 1907c, p. 592, plate 5). The mummy 
was sent to the Berlin anthropological society. 

Before his trip, he did not know that Australian aborig-
ines preserved mummified bodies, or what is the same, 
well-preserved specimens of ancient Australians. In ex-
change for the mummy, he gave the natives tobacco, food, 
and clothing, after taking them to the miners’ camp and 
letting them choose whatever “white” items they wished. 
Before giving him the mummy, all family members seemed 
to kiss its bald head, although what they were really do-
ing was spitting on it from a short range. The following 
morning, the natives, especially the women (the men had 
a more materialistic stance), expressed regret and tried to 
get the mummy back, but Klaatsch refused. Then, the na-
tives made a strange offer, which was to trade the mum-
my for the red-painted skulls of two relatives. Klaatsch 
ostensibly agreed, but this was only so he could take with 
him the skulls as well as the mummy, comforting the dis-
traught relatives again with tobacco, clothes, and cheap 
trinkets. Concerned that the natives might try to steal the 
mummy, the following morning he tied the dead “king” to 
his horse and left for another gold-washing camp, where 
he spent New Year’s Eve in the solitude of the Australian 
primeval forest. When Klaatsch arrived in Cairns with 
the mummy in early January, he carefully packed it in a 
hard wooden case lined with galvanized iron, hoping that, 
being hermetically sealed, the body would arrive at the 
anthropological society’s display rooms in a sound state. 
He then learned that Australians mummified bodies by 
smoking them slowly, without the aid of chemical agents 
like those used by the Egyptians. The initial stages of the 
process were rather gross, so the white police were try-
ing to eradicate the custom for hygienic reasons. Initially, 
the corpse was buried for a few days, after which it was 
dug out and the rotten external skin and hair removed. 
Then, the torso was carved open and dried on a wooden 
frame. Finally, the body was set to its final pose, with the 
limbs firmly tied to the torso with a rope made with bark 
fibres. In Klaatsch’s opinion, this was an attempt to repli-
cate the foetus’ position in the uterus. Mummification was 
apparently the most common way to treat corpses in the 
area from Cairns, to Cooktown to the north and Towns-
ville to the south, although it was not widely practiced 
in Australia as a whole. Klaatsch did not find evidence 
for the dissemination of the practice, although the drying 
of corpses over fires was also done in other regions. By 
Klaatsch’s time, the practice was limited to old warriors 
and important chiefs; he was told that Narcha had played 
a leading role in the bloody battles against the gold pros-
pectors and the first white pioneers, who came to upset 
the peace in Boenje. A man who had taken part in this 
conflict, by the time a farmer in the Mulgrave River, gave 
him details about the cruel campaign of extermination un-
leashed against the natives. These, understandably furious 
for the presence of the unruly whites, murdered several 
prospectors, following which white police and troops of 
native auxiliaries (which were apparently the cruellest) 
began to indiscriminately kill local men, women and chil-
dren. Old Narcha managed to escape and return at a later 
date. Klaatsch published a photograph portraying a group 
of natives of Boenje, pointing to “king” or chief Narcha, a 

Figure 1. Mummy of Native Chief, Bellenden-ker Mountain, North 
Queensland (Front and side views). Klaatsch, 1907c, p. 690, plate 5.
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very tall man, with an arrow (Fig. 2); the photograph was 
taken in Cairns in 1894 (Klaatsch, 1905b, p. 792, plate 
IX, fig. 2).  Concerning the mummy’s position, Klaatsch 
thought that the idea was to replicate a foetal position, 
when the person was still alive but before they entered 
the world. Waldeyer, in contrast, argued that the position 
could be eminently practical, to make the mummy occupy 
as little room as possible. If people carried their mummies 
with them, in this position they could just take them inside 
a sack (Klaatsch, 1905b, p. 780).

ton in early February, and from there he headed to a cape 
known as Lucinda Point through the Hinchinbrook Chan-
nel. During his stay in Ingham, Klaatsch excavated sev-
eral skeletons. He arrived in Townsville on February 11; 
there he acquired a second mummy, of a child this time, 
and the skull of the chief of the tribe which inhabited the 
mouth of the Johnstone River. This chief was assassinated 
in 1876, years after attacking the first Europeans to arrive 
in New Guinea and running several whites through with 
his spear. He also acquired a dingo skull. Klaatsch left 
Townsville on February 13 and two days later he reached 
Gladstone, where he saw four specimens of Ceratodus. 
On February 17, 1905 he travelled by train between Glad-
stone and Bundaberg (Klaatsch, 1905b).

From February 19 to March 3, 1905, Klaatsch was 
in Maryborough, in southern Queensland. From there he 
travelled to Frasers Island in a small rented steamer, to 
excavate several tombs with the help of the last natives 
on the island, and he collected a number of very primitive 
artefacts in the old camps. From March 4 to 15, Klaatsch 
was in Brisbane, looking at the local museum’s collec-
tions, and holding frequent meetings with Dr. Roth. From 
March 16  to 23, he travelled from Brisbane to Sydney by 
train, going through Toowoomba, Clifton, Stanthorpe and 
Armidale. 

Circumnavigating southern and western Australia 

He arrived in Sydney on March 24, and stayed there 
until September 1. During these months, he worked at 
the Australian Museum, especially with Dr. Roth’s skull 
collection. He also visited the library and the university 
and attended the meetings of the Linnean Society and 
the Royal Society of New South Wales, meeting the lo-
cal academics. He also made numerous trips to Sydney’s 
hinterland to research native sites. By then, the natives 
had virtually disappeared from the area, the last survi-
vors living in Botany Bay. He visited former camps and 
stone-knapping sites in the Bellambi sand dunes and an-
alysed the primitive cave art – animals, weapons, people, 
human prints, etc. in Middle Harbour, Port Hackings, 
Hawkesbury River, etc. He also paid a visit to Ku-ring-
gai, the name of an ancient tribe, and investigated the old 
cave dwellings in the bays north and south of Sydney. He 
examined hand stencils and excavated the caves of Como, 
where he found skulls, fragmentary skeletons and shell 
debris (Klaatsch, 1906, pp. 795-798).

On September 2 he set sail from Sydney, and arrived 
in Melbourne, Victoria, three days later. There he took a 
train to Warrnambool, where he was for six days, studying 
the museum collection and visiting the sandstone quar-
ries. There he found tracks of several animals, including 
the Genyornis newtoni, a large extinct bird. He was also 
shown casts of human-looking feet from Tertiary depos-
its. He also carried out several expeditions to document 
volcanic phenomena in Tower Hill and visited former 
coastal camps in Armstrong-Bay. From September 12 to 
16 Klaatsch was back in Melbourne, studying in the mu-
seum, before travelling to Adelaide, to the south, by boat.  

Figure 2. Natives at Boenje (taken by a photographer in Cairns, 
1894). The arrow points to Narcha. Klaatsch, 1905, between pp. 
792 and 793.

After dispatching the mummy, Klaatsch began to 
observe the way natives climbed up the tall trees of the 
primeval “scrub.” In early January 1905 he returned to 
the mission of Yarrabah near Cape Grafton, south of 
Cairns, where he had been in July 1904. Since his last vis-
it, new aborigines had arrived from now-closed reserves 
and missions, notably the remaining members of south 
Queensland tribes and natives from Frazer Island. There, 
Klaatsch could take numerous measurements and notes, 
especially about native facial features, and hair samples. 
From January 11 to 20 the strong tropical rains forced him 
to stay put in Cairns, and he took the opportunity to or-
der, catalogue, and pack his ethnographic, osteological, 
and zoological collections, which had increased consider-
ably in size. Between January 21 and 30 he carried out a 
third expedition to the Bellenden-Ker Mountains, near the 
coast, especially the valleys and gorges around the Mul-
grave River and its tributaries, close to the sugar planta-
tions of Mulgrave and Aloomba. In the company of anoth-
er white man, he travelled paths that were rarely visited 
by non-natives. The frequent rains made their progress 
difficult, especially across rivers. He was forced to track 
native camps, as the locals tried to remain hidden for fear 
of the police and the missionaries, and often ran away as 
he drew near. With the help of a group of farmers he found 
several skulls, a whole skeleton, ethnographic items, and 
large polished stone tools found during ploughing at a 
depth of one or two feet. He also secured a dingo skele-
ton and several assorted bones. He left Cairns for Gerald-
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He was there for nine days examining the Diprotodon at 
the museum. From September 27 to October 1 he took 
a cruise to Western Australia, where he remained until 
mid-December, when he left for Java. His boat moored 
in Albany, King George Sound, on September 30. No 
natives were left there. The following day Klaatsch ar-
rived in Fremantle-Perth, where he started an expedition 
of several days that took him to Rottnest Island, where 
there was a native prison and where he excavated a tomb. 
Afterwards, he sailed north skirting the coast to Gerald-
ton and from there to Carnarvon, where he witnessed a 
corroboree. Three days later, Klaatsch arrived in Onslow, 
on the western coast, and the following day in Cossack. 
From there he left for Roeburne, where he stayed until 
early November, during which time he studied the ab-
origines held in the prison. On November 1905 Klaatsch 
sailed from Cossack, and spent the three following days 
off Port Hedland, where he examined cave paintings that 
represented animals and very crude weaponry. Afterwards 
he left for Broome, visiting the town and its hinterland 
for three days, before departing towards Beagle Bay. 
Klaatsch spent several days in the nearby mission, collect-
ing anthropological data and ethnographic samples, espe-
cially from the Niol-Niol tribe, a group that had preserved 
ancient customs and traditions and which possessed a 
wide array of ceremonial weapons and decorations. In the 
opening days of December, he returned to Broome, vising 
the Lacepede Islands on the way, where he caught several 
turtles (Klaatsch, 1906, pp. 795-798). 

In the summary of his travels that he presented to the 
Adelaide conference, Klaatsch published a photograph 
that featured twelve sitting members of the Niol-Niol 
tribe from the district of Broome dressed for a corro-
boree, and another one portraying north-western natives 
also readying themselves for this ritual dance (Klaatsch, 
1907c, p. 592, plates 7, 8). Similarly, the Zeitschrift für 
Ethnologie published a photograph of Niol-Niol natives 
in Beagle Bay, painting their bodies in preparation for the 
corroboree; eight of them also wore sacred objects as part 
of their headgear (Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate VI, fig. 
1). In another photograph, a member of this tribe is shown 
covering his pubis with a large shell (Fig. 3) (Klaatsch, 
1907b, p. 690, plate VII, fig. 2).

Trip to Java. The Pithecanthropus. Sick from ma-
laria

On December 12, 1905 Klaatsch left Western Austra-
lia for Java, sailing from Broome to Bali, which he vis-
ited briefly, going to see the ruins of a Buddhist temple. 
He disembarked in Surabaya on December 17, and a few 
days later we travelled to the Tengger Mountains, where 
he studied the Canis tenggerianus, whose resemblance 
with the dingo could hardly be missed. There were but 
a few specimens, and these were not of a pure breed, but 
they nonetheless shared many features with the dingo. 
This similarity of the dingo and eastern Javanese wild 
dogs was another interesting link between Java and Aus-
tralia, suggesting a common centre, a now-submerged 

continent that had once joined both landmasses. On Janu-
ary 1, 1906, Klaatsch left the Tengger mountains, and the 
following day he moved on to Pasoeroean, before return-
ing to Surabaya. From February 7 to 12 he travelled over-
land through Java, heading to Batavia-Weltevreden. In 
this way, on January 8 he visited some Hindu antiquities 
in Singosari (Malang), and spent the days until January 12 
excavating tombs cut in the limestone of the mountains 
south of Blitar. He only found the skeleton of a wild dog, 
and no traces of ancient settlement. Afterwards, he visited 
Ngawi, Surakarta, and Trinil, where E. Dubois had found 
the Pithecanthropus (Klaatsch, 1906, pp. 795-798).

Trinil was reached by train (Surakarta-Surabaya line), 
alighting in Paron and then heading to the village of Nga-
wi and the left bank of the Bengawa River, at one and a 
half hour’s distance, partially by foot and partially by car. 
On the riverbank, approximately 12 m. above the river, 
there was an inscribed stela that only a few could under-
stand, marking the location where the cranial remains of 
the Pithecanthropus had been found: (from top to bottom) 
“P.e, 175m., <--- O.N.O., 1891/1893.” When Klaatsch 
reached the river, however, the Bengawan was running 

Figure 3. Natives of the Niol-Niol tribe. One is using a large 
shell to cover his pubic area. North of Beagle Bay, northwest 
Australia. Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate VII, fig. 2.
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very full and the site was below the waterline, so he was 
limited to studying a layer situated 1 m. above the water, 
that is, approximately two meters higher than the place 
where the Pithecanthropus had been found. Dislodging 
some of the surface soil with a hammer, he found a few 
splinters of fossil deer antler. Klaatsch believed that this 
was the reason that led Dubois to portray the Pithecan-
thropus with a sort of primitive deer antler tool in his 
hand. On his return to Ngawi, he asked the resident per-
mission to continue excavating with the help of a few coo-
lies. These excavations yielded mammal fossils, including 
Bos, Rhinoceros and Cervus, and a most interesting piece, 
probably half a femur from a Stegodon elephant. No cul-
tural remains, primitive artefacts, or human-made marks 
on the animal bones could be attested. But this did not 
mean that some could not be found in the deeper layer 
in which the Pithecanthropus had been found (Klaatsch, 
1906, pp. 774-775).  

Klaatsch thought about the Pithecanthropus as a prim-
itive form of tertiary man, connected in one way with the 
ancestor of Australian and Tasmanian aborigines and in 
another with European prehistoric humans, the type found 
in Neandertal, Spy and Krapina. In his opinion, there were 
no links between the Pithecanthropus and the modern 
Malay population of Java. He compared this population 
with Australians and found no trace of a Javanese Palae-
olithic population. Digging the caves in the southern Ja-
vanese mountains, the only ones on the island that were 
not volcanic in nature, he only found recent items, dated 
to the Neolithic. His research about a possible pre-Malay 
ancient population also failed, and he concluded that the 
rumours about an extinct Javanese aborigine people were 
baseless (Klaatsch, 1907c, pp. 582-583).

On January 16, in Selo, the court of the Sultan, he vis-
ited the palace. The following days he spent in Ngoepit 
and Klaten. Later, he carried out anthropological and eth-
nographic studies in central Java, visiting ruins of ancient 
Hindu temples in Prambanan and, from January 27 to Feb-
ruary 5, he was in Yogyakarta, visiting the hospitals and 
the prison. Afterwards, Klaatsch went to Magelang, where 
there was a large military hospital. He visited the ruins 
of Borobudur. The following day he went to Maos and 
Tjilatjap, on the southern coast, the worse spot for malaria 
in Java, and visited the hospital. Following this, Klaatsch 
went to Garoet (Garut) to visit the crater of the volcano Pa-
pandajan, and from there to Bandung and Cimahi, where 
there was another military hospital. From February 13 to 
March 22 Klaatsch was in Batavia-Weltevreden, where he 
carried out some examinations in hospitals and collected 
human samples, and visited the museum, where beautiful, 
but recent, polished stone tools were on display. Already 
sick with malaria, Klaastch left Batavia-Weltevreden on 
March 23, and he spent between March 24 and April 3 in 
a clinic in Selabatoe, near Sukabumi, in the Gedeh. Lat-
er, he spent a few days in Ngoepit, climbing the Merapi 
volcano. He also carried out some anthropological and 
ethnographic studies, but this was made difficult because 
the natives reacted superstitiously to his measurements. 
He also collected some zoological specimens, including 

frogs, reptiles, and the large Javanese gecko Platydactylus 
guttatus. On April 24 he returned to Surabaya to send his 
latest report. He fell gravely ill with malaria again on May 
1 (Klaatsch, 1906, pp. 795-798).

As a consequence, he had to remain in Surabaya for 
several days, before heading back to Australia in mid-May, 
in the middle of a very high fever. In very poor health, he 
arrived in Broome on May 21 begin the second stage of 
his Australian visit. He was in hospital until June 9, before 
sailing to Beagle Bay between June 10 and 12 aboard a 
sailing ship. He was there until July 1, paying a second 
visit to the mission and taking several daytrips in the area, 
including one to Pender-Bay, near Cape Leveque, where 
he continued with his ethnological study of the Niol-Niol 
tribe. He also studied ancient settlements on the coast of 
Beagle Bay. He returned to Broome aboard a small lugger 
and from there he sailed northwards in the packet-boat 
Bullara. He arrived in Derby, King’s Sound, and on July 
12, 1906 in Wyndham, in the Cambridge Gulf, where he 
stayed until September 11, because steamers only visit-
ed the harbour every two months. Klaatsch took this time 
to carry out somatic studies on over 70 native prisoners, 
with the support of the district magistrate, Dr. Moloney. 
He published several photographs of native prison in-
mates: one features eighteen of them, eight of them sit-
ting down, forming a chain-gang; another one features 
three inmates of the Wyndham prison (Klaatsch, 1907c, 
p. 592, plates 9, 10). Zeitschrift für Ethnologie published 
a photograph of two chained natives, also from Wyndham 
(Fig. 4) (Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate VII, fig. 4); one 
of a larger group of inmates; and another one showing 
a chain-gang heading to the coast down the Halls-Creek 
road, near Wyndham (Figs. 5 and 6) (Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 
690, Plate VIII, figs. 3 and 6). A policeman described this 
form of slavery to him as particularly humane, and that all 
attempts at escaping were forbidden; escapees paid with 
their life (Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 665).

Anthropological and ethnographic research was not 
easy, owing to the strained relationships between whites 
and natives. Klaatsch could confirm Roth’s reports about 
the ill treatment suffered by aborigines accused of steal-
ing livestock. They were chained by the neck in groups 
of twenty or more, and they were made to walk 400 or 
500 miles to be taken to the coast (Klaatsch, 1907b, pp. 
687-690).

In the northern territory

From September 11 to 13 Klaatsch travelled to Port 
Darwin, Northern Territory, in a small steamer. He 
touched in Port Keats, in the mouth of the Victoria River, 
and on September 15 he moored off Palmerston, Port Dar-
win. From September 17 to October 1, he made an expe-
dition to Melville in a sailing ship, in the company of the 
buffalo hunter Joe Cooper and several natives. He arrived 
at the south coast of Melville after three days of sailing 
and made contact with the natives. He published seven 
photographs: a group of about twenty natives of the Jessie 
River, including several children and a woman, as well 
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left, the top part of a tomb in  Radford Point, Melville Is-
land, on which a native rests his arm, and to the right four 
natives and two funerary monuments (Klaatsch 1907, p. 
592, plates 12-17). Afterwards, Klaatsch went to Apsley 
Strait, between Melville Island and Bathurst Island (Tiwi 
Islands). There he discovered a tomb with nine paint-
ed and decorated wooden pillars and collected a female 
skull. He then sailed around Cape van Diemen towards 
the north coast, where he encountered some natives. He 
tried to enter a river, but the mangrove vegetation made 
sailing upriver difficult, so he decided to go to the Coo-
per brothers’ buffalo hunting camp travelling overland. In 
the central camp he interacted amicably with the natives 
and witnessed an Aboriginal dance. On September 26 he 
sailed back down the river, and on Karlslaje Island, off the 
northern coast, he saw several monumental pillars where 
he collected a male skull. In late September, he returned 
through the Apsley Strait and had a final encounter with 
the natives. On October 1 Klaatsch moored in Palmerston 
(he was to remain there until November 6) and took pho-
tographs of a corroboree dance of the natives from the 
Port Darwin area, one of which was wielding a dancing 
baton (Fig. 7) (Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate VI, fig. 8). 
Klaatsch was very happy with his ethnographic efforts, as 
his friendly relations with the natives of the Larrikía and 
Kunandja tribes (Alligator-River-Tribe) allowed him to 
substantially increase his collection. Importantly, he could 
study imprisoned aborigines, and found that one of the 
inmates had an atavistic foot structure, with an unusually 
short first toe and a very long second toe, making the foot 
surprisingly resemble a hand (Klaatsch, 1907b, pp. 687-
690). Klaatsch’s figures include a double plate: to the left, 
the native from the Victoria River, and to the right his feet, 
showing their abnormal toes (Fig. 8) (Klaatsch, 1907c, p. 
592, plate 11). The Zeitschrift für Ethnologie published 
several photographs: a group of natives in Melville, in-
cluding several (who had arrived from the continent) cov-
ered in white body paint (Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate 
VIII, fig. 10); four natives, three of them sitting down; a 
group of wooden funerary monuments in Melville Island, 
with a native holding two rhythm sticks deposited as an 
offering  (Fig. 9) (Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, Plate IX); and 
Melville Island natives making a final dance performed 
by individual dancers, one of whom is decorated with a 
white painted pattern (Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate VIII, 
fig. 10; plate IX; plate VII, fig. 9).

A case of atavism turned into the missing link by 
the media

A few months before Klaatsch’s ship moored north of 
the mouth of the Victoria River in Port Keats, four whites 
had been murdered nearby, presumably at the hands of 
natives. Information about the event was scarce and was 
based on the testimony of eight natives who had been ar-
rested for being involved in the murder. While Klaatsch 
was in Port Darwin, these natives were being held there as 
prisoners and witnesses. Like every time things were not 
clearcut, natives were blamed for the incident. Dr. Fulton, 

Figure 4. Two natives in a chain gang in Wyndham, Cambridge 
Gulf. Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate VII, fig. 4.

Figure 5. A group of inmates in Wyndham prison, Cambridge 
Gulf. Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate VIII, fig 6.

Figure 6. Chain gang in the Halls-Creek road, from Wyndbam 
to the coast, Cambridge Gulf. Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate 
VIII, fig. 3.

as Cooper; natives dancing; a group of women, the one 
in the far left with a child on her shoulders, and eight sit-
ting children; the plate on the following page shows two 
photographs: the one on the left was the aforementioned 
photograph of natives collecting nardoo in Melville Is-
land,  and the one to the right shows a group of dancing 
natives, one of them painted in white; another photograph 
shows the central camp of the island and over twenty 
natives, men, women and children, standing and sitting 
down; the final plate includes two photographs: to the 



Culture & History Digital Journal 12(1), June 2023, e008. eISSN 2253-797X, doi: https://doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2023.008

Hermann Klaatsch and his photographic representations of Australian aborigines during his scientific trip through Australia (1904-1907)  • 11

of Port Darwin’s authorities and protector of the natives, 
put Klaatsch in touch with the prison bosses, which allowed 
him to study a small number of aborigines, including the al-
leged murderers. One of them stood out right away owing 
to the peculiar anatomy of his feet, which resembled hands. 
A more detailed examination revealed that the first toe was 
unusually short, while the second was overlong, an archaic 
feature that was not rare among natives. Klaatsch’s under-
standing of human anatomy allowed him to interpret this 
feature as an atavistic trait present in all forming feet, but 
which disappeared during the early months of the embryo’s 
life. It could then be argued that the Port Darwin case repre-
sented feet that had remained in an earlier embryonic state. 
No parallel instance had ever been observed in an adult per-
son, and Klaatsch argued that the native’s feet presented an-
atomical, not physiological proportions. This peculiar anat-
omy allowed the native to hold a stone between the toes. In 
terms of evolutionary implications, however, it was wholly 
irrelevant whether the native was more skilled with his toes 
than natives with normal feet. Klaatsch took stereoscopic 
images and casts of the native’s feet, and pointed out their 
primitive anatomy (Klaatsch, 1907a, pp. 669-671).

The newspaper Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 
Darwin, NT (October 26, 1906, page 3), published an 
article entitled “A MISSING LINK,” which commented 
upon Klaatsch’s observations:

DR. KLAATSCH seems unable to tear himself from 
our midst. He states that he has obtained an immense 
amount of valuable information on aboriginal questions 
in the N[orthern]T[erritoty], and that there seems ut an 
almost inexhaustible fund to draw upon here. One dis-
covery of his, which is likely to be of general as well as 
scientific interest, is a species of Darwinian missing link, 
in the person of a Port Keats blacks, now in gaol at Fanny 
Bay. At first glance he appears a very ordinary type of 
humanity - he has no tail and is not covered with hair, as “ 
links” ought to be - but he is probably a more genuine and 
convincing “link” than any of the various freaks which 
have been exhibited from time to time as such, because 
he possesses feet like hands, or like the feet of a mon-
key. The big toe is situated as far back on his foot as the 
thumb on his hand, and, the other toes are in the same 
relative proportions on his feet as the fingers on the hand. 
Dr. Klaatsch has taken plaster casts of the feet and ste-
reoscopic photographs, and evidently regards the find as 
a most important one. The owner of the feet comes from 
the mouth of the Daly River, and it is probable that many 
other examples might be found in that locality. Several 
natives have been seen at the copper mines with the toes 
all level, and the blacks say that there are “plenty with feet 
all the same as hands.”

To reject this false information, Klaatesch issued a 
statement on December 9, 1906, energetically protesting 
against the foolish Australian reporter who had spoken 
about the discovery of a “four-handed” tribe, published 
by European and American newspapers:

Local newspapers carry many reports about me; some 
are correct and others have been stupidly twisted, and I 
wish for the latter not to be disseminated in Europe. In 

Figure 7. Corroboree dance performed by Port Darwin natives. One 
is swinging a dancing baton. Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate VI, fig. 8.

Figure 8. To the left, Victoria River Native; to the right, feet, of same, 
showing abnormality of toes. Klaatsch, 1907c, p. 592, plate 11.

Figure 9. Four natives, three sitting by wooden funerary mon-
uments in Melville Island. One holds the two rhythm sticks 
placed as a grave offering. Klaatsch, 1907b, p. 690, plate IX.
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Port Darwin I made a small, and not particularly valu-
able, observation about an inmate whose foot presented 
atavistic features, linked to ancestral humans; namely, the 
short thumb and long second toe were reminiscent of a 
monkey’s. I showed the photograph to a gentleman in Port 
Darwin without knowing that he was a reporter. Without 
my permission or my knowledge, the following issue 
of the local newspaper published a long article entitled 
“The Missing Link,” reporting on my alleged discovery 
of a monkey foot. How stupid! This baseless material 
was telegraphed to all newspapers in Australia without 
my knowledge, and when I arrived in Queensland I heard 
the most incredible and opportunistic distortions being 
voiced by all newspapers. Saying that I have found a new 
tribe, a four-handed ethnic group, is just silly, and this 
mendacity is being used by religious groups to orches-
trate a campaign against me. In fact, I was forced to make 
a stand against these puerile rumours and clarify the issue 
for the local scientific associations. Should this nonsense 
reach the German press, I would be forced to ask them to 
publish that I think it is an isolated instance of atavism 
and nothing more (Klaatsch, 1907, p. 184).

The article published in Port Darwin was not only 
reproduced by many newspapers in Australia and neigh-
bouring New Zealand, but also international newspapers 
and cultural journals worldwide: Singapore (The Singa-
pore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, November 
15, 1906, p. 309; The Straits Times, November 22, 1906, 
p, 7; Eastern Daily Mail and Straits Morning Advertiser, 
February 11, 1907, Page 2); Malaysian peninsula (Straits 
Echo, September 9, 1907, p. 9); the USA (The Indianapo-
lis Star for Indianapolis, Indiana, December 2, 1906;  St. 
Louis Post-Dispatch from St. Louis, Missouri, December 
9, 1906; Yuma Pioneer, Colorado, Mars 29, 1907); France 
(L’Aurore Politique, Littéraire, Sociale, Janvier 16, 1907; 
L’Écho du Soir, Mai 4, 1907); Spain (Alrededor del Mun-
do,  Madrid,  May 1, 1907); Argentina (Caras y Caretas, 
June 8, 1907), etc.

RETURN TO SYDNEY. TRIP TO TASMANIA. RE-
TURN TO GERMANY

Between November 6 and 19 Klaatsch travelled to 
Sydney by steamer, and thus completed the circumnavi-
gation of the continent that he had begun fourteen months 
earlier, on September 2, 1905. From November 19 to De-
cember 21 he was in Sydney, where he gave a few lectures 
to the Linnean Society of New South Wales and the Royal 
Society of New South Wales (Klaatsch, 1907b, pp. 687-
690).

From December 22 to 24 he travelled to Tasmania by 
steamer. His first visit to Hobart lasted until January 3, 
1907, working in the Tasmanian Museum with the help 
of the curator Alexander Morton, who provided him with 
excellent stone tools that were relevant to the ongoing dis-
cussion about eoliths in Europe. He also studied cranial 
material, relatively scarce and badly preserved, of the ex-
tinct Tasmanian natives, which reminded him of his past 
studies in Paris and London. He gave a talk to the Royal 

Society of Tasmania and met Frtiz Noetling, who showed 
him his Tasmanian eolith collection. Towards the end of 
the month, Klaatsch visited a quarry near Melton Maw-
berry, to the north of Hobart, where he collected numer-
ous eoliths (Klaatsch, 1907b, pp. 687-690).

For Klaatsch, there was no fundamental difference be-
tween Australian and Tasmanian aborigines. He regretted 
the extinction of native Tasmanians, and he thought that 
Australian aborigines deserved better treatment, on both 
humanitarian and scientific grounds. His scientific aim 
was not to blame individuals or institutions, but to appeal 
to the authorities for the natives to be treated less harsh-
ly, once existing conditions and the natives’ outstanding 
problems were better understood (Klaatsch, 1907c, p. 
591).

He sailed from Hobart to the continent between Janu-
ary 3 and 6. After passing through Melbourne, he reached 
Adelaide in order to take part in the conference organised 
by the Australasian Association for the Advancement of 
Science. He was in Adelaide for the duration of the con-
ference, from January 6 to 21, and on January 10 he gave 
a talk about his trip. In this talk he expressed his opin-
ion about the treatment of natives, which earned him the 
repudiation of some government circles and groups of 
Anglo-Australians. He left for his second visit to Hobart, 
Tasmania, via Melbourne, on January 22, in order to re-
sume his study of museum collections. He acquired more 
eoliths and made a few trips to the city’s hinterland (New 
Norfolk, Tasmanian Peninsula, Eaglehawks Neck, etc.). 
Between February 5 and 7 Klaatsch travelled by steam-
er to Sydney, where he remained until January 18. After 
packing his collections, he left Sydney aboard the Aoran-
gi, a mail steamer belonging to the Canadian-Australian 
Royal, and arrived in Brisbane two days later. He left Aus-
tralia from Perth in late February 1907, nearly three years 
after his arrival. On the return voyage, he visited the Fiji 
Islands and Hawaii. After touching Victoria, the capital 
of British Columbia, Canada, Klaatsch reached Vancou-
ver and travelled across the Canadian Alps and through to 
Chicago and New York. He set sail from North America 
on March 26 aboard the transatlantic ship Kronprinz-Wil-
helm. He arrived in Bremen on April 3, 1907, three years 
and two months after leaving Germany (Klaatsch, 1907b, 
pp. 687-690).

SCIENTIFIC ACTIVITY AFTER HIS RETURN

On his return from Australia in April 1907, Klaatsch 
was appointed extraordinary anatomy and ethnography 
professor in Breslau, and curator of the anatomical in-
stitute and ethnological museum collections, publishing 
a number of comparative studies on Australian and Tas-
manian stone artefacts (1908). In the anatomical con-
ference held in 1908, Klaatsch gave a talk in which he 
compared the facial skeletons of Neandertals and Aus-
tralian natives, emphasising their differences, after in-
troducing useful improvements to Abraham Lissauer’s 
device to measure cranial curvatures. His new method-
ology for the study of the racial morphology of the lower 
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jaw received an important boost after the discovery of 
Mauer’s fossils. Klaatsch’s studies also benefited from 
the Swiss Otto Hauser’s extraordinarily rich discoveries 
in the Dordogne, including the characterisation of Homo 
Mousteriensis Hauseri in 1909. This was compounded 
in 1910 with the discovery of Homo Aurignacensis Hau-
seri, which was shown to be different from Neandertal 
humans and, therefore, a proof that Europe was inhabited 
by more than one human species even in the diluvial peri-
od. Klaatsch’s comparative studies on fossil remains and 
his knowledge of the bone structure of anthropomorphs 
led him in 1910 to discuss the ascendancy of humans and 
large primates; Klaatsch believed that he had found ev-
idence to argue for the similarity of orangutans and Au-
rignacian humans, on the one hand, and of gorillas and 
Neandertal humans, on the other. The starting point of 
this research was presented in a talk (German anthropo-
logical meeting held in Heilbronn, Wurtemberg, in 1911) 
in which he spoke about the historical implications of the 
profile of the human brain cortex. This was followed by 
several publications on the origin and acquisition of hu-
man traits, and the beginning of art and religion among 
primitive humans (Wegner, 1916, p. 618). 

In the International Congress of Criminal Anthropol-
ogy held in Cologne in 1911, Klaatsch gave a talk on the 
morphology and psychology of “inferior races” and their 
forensic implications. In his talk, Klaatsch presented a 
summary of the morphological and psychological dif-
ferences between Aurignacian and Neandertal humans, 
characterising the latter as cruder and more primitive. 
According to Klaatsch, these differences had important 
implications for criminologists, because, as many patho-
logical states in the human body could be explained by 
the presence of ancestral physical traits, it made sense to 
relate many mental, moral, and intellectual anomalies to 
the persistence or resurfacing of ancestral mental features 
(Klaatsch, 1912, p. 56). In this way, owing to their links 
with the black race and gorillas, that is, with the Afri-
can branch, Neandertal humans were more independent, 
simple, and violent than Aurignacian humans, whose 
eastern origin linked them to the aboriginal groups that 
Klaatsch had studied during his Australian trip. For him, 
these observations suggested that the criminal elements 
in European societies could not be explained on the basis 
of this connection with Australian ancestors, and it was 
therefore tempting to argue that it was a cultural trait, 
that is, a sort of sickness of civilization (Klaatsch, 1912, 
p. 68). Palaeontology, however, offered an alternative 
explanation, which was to attribute physical and psycho-
logical criminal traits to the persistence of Neandertal 
features. For this reason, Klaatsch advocated for a more 
comprehensive analysis of similarities in the brains of so-
cially defective people and Neandertal humans, while, in 
a clear manifestation of his racial prejudices, expressing 
the fatal consequences that, in his perspective, the mix-
ing of European races with Africans, which he thought 
to be closer to primates than other human groups, would 
have for civilization (Klaatsch, 1912, pp. 71-72). Finally, 
Klaatsch expressed his satisfaction with the fact that legal 

experts were finally taking an interest in the criminolog-
ical implications of human palaeontology, according to 
which it was more important to curb the transmission of 
criminal traits than to punish actual criminals (Klaatsch, 
1912, p. 73).

In the anatomy conference held in Greifswald, 
Klaatsch spoke about the human acquisition of an erect 
posture and its implications; in that held in Innsbruck, he 
went over some problems in the morphology of the skel-
eton of the human arm; and in that held in Weimar, he 
spoke about human phylogenetic history (Wegner, 1916, 
pp. 618-619). 

After his return in 1907, his 2000-strong artefact col-
lection was initially displayed in Cologne, before being 
distributed across the German ethnology museums that 
had contributed financially to his trip (Leipzig, Hamburg, 
Cologne), although Klaatsch took part of the collection 
to the University of Breslau (Wroclaw) (Erckenbrecht, 
2006, 2010, 2016). The anthropological-ethnographic 
collection in his care was put back on display in a univer-
sity building in Wroclaw, near the medical institutions, in 
July 1914. Unfortunately, funds did not allow this collec-
tion to be brought to a larger institution with research fa-
cilities. His final efforts went to try to enlarge the institute 
that housed his collection (Wegner, 1916, pp. 612-613). 

Klaatsch was very popular in Breslau, as demon-
strated by the large crowds that attended his talks at the 
Humboldt Society for Popular Education. A work about 
his Australian trips and other manuscripts were left unfin-
ished when he died in Eisenach, Turingia, on January 5, 
1916 (Wegner, 1916, pp. 618-619).

KLAATSCH’S PHOTOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE 

Erckenbrecht (2010) examined the documents held 
by the Privatarchiv Heinz Klaatsch (PHK) (New Jer-
sey, USA), a family archive curated by Heinz Klaatsch, 
Klaatsch’s grandson and the administrator of his legacy. 
There, Erckenbrecht has consulted the diaries written by 
Klaatsch in Australia, his drawings, and his many let-
ters, including the 35 letters addressed to Schoetensack, 
in Heildeberg, between March 7, 1904 and February 10, 
1907. These letters have been transcribed and digitalised 
by Heinz Klaatsch (Erckenbrecht, 2010, pp. 229-30, 252-
262).

The archive also holds nearly 400 photographs of 
aboriginal Australians (Erckenbrecht, 2010, pp. 30-31). 
Some of these are reprints, so it is estimated that the num-
ber of originals is between 350 and 370 (Erckenbrecht, 
2010, pp. 30-31). According to Erckenbrecht, most pho-
tographs portray groups of people, and a few documents 
about everyday life in native camps or Windham inmates. 
Some of the photographs feature groups of people or 
places that have proven impossible to identify. Approxi-
mately 40 of the photographs were published by Ercken-
brecht (2010), including images of natives from some of 
the communities through which Klaatsch travelled; chain 
gangs; painted natives dancing; groups of children and 
women; natives in missions, dressed in western clothing; 
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groups sitting in camps and huts; natives aboard the Mel-
bidir; climbing trees, etc.

Erckenbrecht (2010, p. 32) mentions two lists of pho-
tographs. First, the “Rotophot-Liste,” labelled after the 
Berlin firm that developed the photographs; in a letter to 
the director of the Cologne museum, Klaatsch explains 
that he selected 160 images that were ethnographically 
relevant, leaving out more somatic photographs and land-
scapes. Second, a manuscript list, identical in part to the 
first one, which provides relatively detailed information 
about 189 photographs, labelled “Kollektion Professor 
Klaatsch Ganze Bilder in the format 13x18 cm.”
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