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A b st r act.  In this paper, I examine a study of indigenous drawings in Argentina conducted 
by the German anthropologist Robert Lehmann-Nitsche (1872–1938) in 1898. I am interested 
in how instruments (pencils, paper, sketchbooks) and methodological approaches (quantitative 
research, cross-cultural comparison) were employed to transform the drawings into study objects 
of cultural history, the strategies followed to acquire the drawings, and the influence of theo-
retical frameworks developed in Germany, especially those related to comparative psychology, 
ethnographic parallels and the history of art.

I n t r o d u c t i o n

On 16 October 1898, a National Exhibition of Industry was inaugurated in Buenos 
Aires (Argentina). The local press promoted the visit to the exhibition, highlighting the 
different exhibits, the approach to ‘science’ and the wonders of technology. However, all 
this paled into insignificance in comparison to the exhibition of two indigenous families 
from Tierra del Fuego brought by the governor of that territory, Lieutenant Colonel 
Pedro Godoy (1858–1899). The families consisted of two couples, the men aged 18 and 
22, the women 20 and 16, and two children aged 8 years and 6 months. Newspapers 
pointed out that the families had carried all the materials that allowed them to ‘bring to 
the exhibition all of the wild and picturesque life of the territory’s confines’.1

The two families were temporarily housed in a summer theatre. The promotion of 
the local press and the free entry offered by the principal railway companies facilitated 
and increased public attendance.2 The exhibition of indigenous people was so success-

*	 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 14th Biennial Conference of the European As-
sociation of Social Anthropologists (Milan, 2016) in the panel “Anthropological legacies and human 
futures”. I would like to thank Holger Jebens, Hans Peter Hahn and two anonymous reviewers for 
their valuable comments on a previous version of this paper.

1	 La Nación (1898:5). Unless otherwise specified, all translations from German and Spanish are my 
own.

2	 La Prensa (1898). Local newspapers provided descriptive, historical and ‘scientific’ information in-
tended to ‘educate’ the public’s gaze and draw the readers’ attention to the remarkable contrasts that 
had to be taken into account when they observed the exhibited families as ‘primitive representatives 
of humanity’, in particular their language, dress and face decoration (Ballestero 2013:241–242).

Paideuma 63:47–65 (2017)
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ful that the organisers had to install a fence in order to control the high numbers of 
visitors. However, this fence was opened for Robert Lehmann-Nitsche.3

Lehmann-Nitsche was born on 9 November 1872 in the Prussian province of  
Posen. He later obtained two doctorates, the first in philosophy in 1894, the second in 
medicine in 1897, at the University of Munich. On 10 July 1897, he arrived in Argentina to 
assume the position of curator at the Museo de La Plata’s Anthropology Department. In 
Argentina his research covered folklore, linguistic studies, archaeology, palaeoanthro-
pology, ethnology and mythology. He also undertook several anthropological journeys 
in Argentina between 1900 and 1926. In 1903, he taught the first Argentinean university 
courses in physical anthropology at the Universidad de Buenos Aires. Being appointed 
Professor of Anthropology at that university in 1905, he held the first university profes-
sorship in anthropology in South America. In 1906, he began teaching anthropology at 
the Universidad de La Plata. In both universities he supervised several doctoral disser-
tations related to physical anthropology and palaeoanthropology. After retiring in 1930, 
he returned to Berlin, where he was appointed Lecturer for South American Cultures at 
the University of Berlin (Ballestero 2013:17–23, Farro 2009:296–297).

It is quite possible that Lehmann-Nitsche learned about the indigenous families from 
the local press. His objective was to complement pre-existing descriptions and informa-
tion on the indigenous people of southern Argentina and to join in the international de-
bate concerning the importance of ‘primitive’ groups, for example, from Africa, South 
America or the Pacific Islands, for the study of human evolution. Apart from his large 
amount of ‘study material’ (archaeological and ethnological objects, skeletal remains 
and contacts with living indigenous people), he had connections with European schol-
ars, which gave him access to bibliographies and instruments which could not be found 
in Argentina.

3	 He indicated that ‘the public rushed to look at this exotic spectacle in the capital of Argentina, and 
enjoyed a living picture which recalled prehistoric times’ (1904:264).

Fig. 1: National Exhibition of the Industry (Caras y 
Caretas 1898)

Fig. 2: Indigenous families of Tierra del Fuego 
(Caras y Caretas 1898)
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His work included measurements, photographs and the collection of drawings 
made by the indigenous people in order to approach a study object more broadly that, 
as he pointed out, was becoming extinct: ‘[O]ur South American tribes are destined 
to disappear, so we need to take urgent action and save what still exists’ (Lehmann-
Nitsche 1898:124). In a context in which the ‘extinction’ of peoples, languages, animals 
and objects that for centuries had allegedly remained ‘unchangeable’ seemed inevitable, 
recording of these future living remnants of the past became an imperative.4

The need to complement biological studies with other research that could pen-
etrate indigenous peoples’ psyche had been emphasized by several scholars since the 
second half of the nineteenth century. They established a multiple register of physical, 
anatomical and ethnological characteristics to describe and justify the assumed primi-
tivity of indigenous groups. Simultaneously, collecting drawings provided another ad-
vantage: it could be done by individuals with little or no academic or formal training in 
anthropological observation and who, subsequently, could send the drawings to differ-
ent museums and institutes.

After carefully observing the exhibited families, Lehmann-Nitsche decided to 
work with the two men without offering any reasons. He provided them with paper and 
pencils and specifically asked both of them to draw animals, plants, portraits of them-
selves and of himself, indigenous and western furniture (hut, chair, bed) and indigenous 
people carrying out activities such as fishing or hunting. Similar motifs had already been 
drawn by indigenous people of Brazil for the German physician Karl von den Steinen 
(1855–1929) and the German philologist Theodor Koch-Grünberg (1872–1924), as well 
as by indigenous people from northeast Argentina for the Argentinean Juan Ambrosetti 
(1865–1917).5 Thus Lehmann-Nitsche hoped to be able to make cross-cultural com-
parisons in order to establish similarities and differences in the mental development of 
various indigenous peoples of South America.

Lehmann-Nitsche’s collection of drawings was the result of a fortuitous situation, 
not part of a systematic research program. Investors in the National Exhibition of In-
dustry had wanted to ensure the interest of the public and, hence the success of the 
venture, which led him to decide to exhibit indigenous families. However, as they were 
only on show for a few weeks, Lehmann-Nitsche wanted to collect as much informa-
tion as possible, leaving its analysis and interpretation for later. The delay in publica-
tion can partly be explained by the structural, economic and institutional limitations 
of Lehmann-Nitsche’s existence as a scientist in Argentina: a lack of money and spe-
cialised literature and, in particular, the continued absence of the Argentinean scholar 

4	 This widespread anthropological idea, known as ‘salvage paradigm’, had, since the second half of 
the nineteenth century, been associated with the ‘notion of an ethnographic – indeed a scientific – 
mission, not to stem the tide of civilization’s advance but to preserve that which was about to be 
destroyed’ (Gruber 1970:1294).

5	 Lehmann-Nitsche (1909). Apart from Lehmann-Nitsche, Ambrosetti’s work among the Cainguá 
(1894) had been the only other research on the drawings of indigenous peoples in Argentina.
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Francisco Moreno (1852–1919), who, as the first Director of the Museo de la Plata, was 
responsible for its publications.

As Lehmann-Nitsche explained in a private letter, the publication of isolated re-
sults was not relevant; the important task was to contribute to international discussions 
with data collected from indigenous people from South America, something that al-
most no European scholar could do because of the high travel costs (Ballestero 2013). 
Moreover, continuously publishing academic papers, was for Lehmann-Nitsche a way 
to accumulate sufficient prestige for him to be able to return to Germany and obtain an 
academic position there.

Between 1903 and 1906, Lehmann-Nitsche exchanged private correspondence 
with von den Steinen, Koch-Grünberg and the physician Georg Buschan (1863–1942),6 
in which they recommended him strategies and instruments to acquire drawings as 
well as a related bibliography (Ballestero 2013:241–242). When he finally published his 
results on indigenous drawings in 1907, he referred to other investigations of indigenous 
and children’s drawings such as Ambrosetti’s “Los Indios Caingua del Alto Parana (Mis-
iones)” (1894), Buschan’s “Primitive Zeichnungen von Kindern und von Wilden” (1906), 
Koch-Grünberg’s “Anfänge der Kunst im Urwald” (1905) and Levinstein’s “Untersu-
chungen über das Zeichnen der Kinder bis zum 14. Lebensjahr mit kulturhistorischen 
und ethnologischen Parallelen” (1905). From all these sources Lehmann-Nitsche came 
to learn of ethnographic parallels between different groups, to understand indigenous 
drawings as a material source and to draw an analogy between childhood and early 
human history, which helped him transform the drawings into study objects of cultural 
history.

D r aw i n g s  a n d  p h y l o g e n e t i c  pa s t

Around 1800 the confluence of particular technological, material and social phenomena 
in specific historical contexts contributed to an increase in the number of children’s 
drawings and their transformation into quotidian objects.7 Specific cultural circum-
stances and epistemological discourses configured a broader field of material scientific 
culture and practice where techniques of scientific inquiry, epistemic values and inscrip-
tion devices turned the drawings into study objects of cultural history that could be col-
lected, transported, compared and archived, and which constituted, at least for a time, 
an ontological entity (Daston 1999, Rheinberger 2010).

6	 Unpublished correspondence deposited in Lehmann-Nitsche’ legacy, Ibero-American Institute (Ber-
lin), signatures: N-0070 b 65, N-0070 b 370, N-0070 b 674

7	 Among these phenomena, the cheap mass production of paper, the widespread use of pencils and the 
opening and flourishing of galleries and public art museums were particularly important (Charles 
2013, Lamberg et al. 2012, Petroski 2010, Seigel 2012).
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By the second half of the nineteenth century, the concepts of ‘deep time’ and 
‘archive of nature’ had become two important discursive devices which, questioning 
the biblical chronological narrative of human and cultural history, offered conditions of 
objectivity in which to understand the evolution and development of mankind.8 They 
operated across diverse disciplinary fields, and their epistemic value enabled further 
theoretical, technical, material and experimental developments, especially concerning 
the reconstruction of life and its environment based on fossils found in specific geologi-
cal formations, as well as the use of maps to visualize the described area.9

Research carried out by several physicians offered a new biological view of nature 
according to which the uniformity and unity of its laws displayed a single developmental 
tendency and a single sequence of forms.10 In 1866 the German physician Ernst Haeckel 
(1834–1919) affirmed that, ‘ontogeny is a short and rapid recapitulation of phylogeny’.11 
This development, as Étienne Serres stated in 1860, was both physical and intellectual. 
As the English sociologist Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) noted, ‘[t]he intellectual traits 
of the uncivilized, thus made especially difficult to change, may now be recapitulated 
while observing that they are traits recurring in the children of the civilized’ (Spencer 
1874:89).

Observing the present in order to understand the past represented a major epi
stemic shift, which, in the specific case of the disciplines dedicated to the study of man, 
enabled scholars to reconsider the origins and evolutionary history of mankind. By the 
second half of the nineteenth century most scholars agreed that on a basic level human-
ity could be divided into two major categories: ‘natural peoples’ and ‘cultural peoples’. 
The latter had a recorded past that could be investigated through the methods of history 
and philology. The former were peoples supposedly lacking in history and separated 
from the narratives of Western civilization, which implied that they were closer to na-
ture.

The ‘archive’ provided by nature promised to reach more deeply into time than 
traditional written documents and to offer a more objective source since the written 

  8	 Gould (1988), Rudwick (2014). The concepts of ‘deep time’ and ‘archive of nature’ were introduced 
after the publication of “Principles of geology” (1830) by the Scottish lawyer Charles Lyell (1797–
1875). Their dominance increased after the publication of “On the origin of species” (1859) by the 
English scholar Charles Darwin (1809–1882).

  9	 Canguilhem (1977), Rheinberger (2010). The concept of objective knowledge is related to the ‘epi
stemic virtues’ (impartiality, objectivity, and accuracy) which are associated with particular moments 
in history: early eighteenth century, between 1830 and 1890, early and late twentieth century. As 
Daston and Galison note, epistemic virtues are ‘norms that are internalized and enforced by appeal 
to ethical values, as well as to pragmatic efficacy in securing knowledge’ (2010:40).

10	 The most relevant works were written by the German physicians Johann Meckel (1781–1833), Carl 
von Kielmeyer (1765–1844), Johann von Autenrieth (1772–1835), Lorenz Oken (1779–1851) and the 
French physician Étienne Serres (1786–1868).

11	 Haeckel (1866: 300). This concept was not new. In 1844 the Scottish publisher Robert Chambers 
(1802–1871) had written with reference to man’s evolution that, ‘the varieties of his race are repre-
sented in the progressive development of an individual’ (Chambers 1844:199).
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word was susceptible to subjectivity and modification. Instead of studying ‘subjective’ 
historical narratives in order to understand the evolution and development of mankind 
– especially within European societies – scholars proposed to study ‘natural peoples’ 
in order to reveal human nature in a direct and ‘objective’ way, to observe the past and 
to expand history beyond the biblical time-frame. The study of ‘natural people’ was 
facilitated by European colonial expansion, which made possible a certain proximity 
between European and non-European actors, thus expediting the ‘fieldwork’ experi-
ence.12 Simultaneously, the onslaught of European expansion and the passage of time 
served as arguments for studying ‘natural peoples’ before they disappeared.13

For scholars dedicated to the study of ‘natural peoples’ the epistemic value of in-
digenous drawings as an inscription device was that they provided access to a space in 
which ‘natural peoples’ existed and which was conceived as being isolated, timeless and 
intrinsically different from that of European society. As a result, scholars began gather-
ing and comparing their drawings in order to reconstruct the history of the peoples that 
lacked a recorded history.

C o l l e c t i n g  d r aw i n g s  i n  ‘t e r r a  i n c o g n i t a’

In 1887 the German geographer Richard Andree (1835–1912) wrote a brief article 
comparing indigenous drawings from Australia, Africa, eastern Siberia and the Pacific 
Ocean. Highlighting what he saw as their relatively good artistic level, Andree noted 
certain elements that were common to all the drawings: simple and wavy lines, geo-
metrical figures, dots, unconnected human body parts, and representations of plants 
and animals (Andree 1887). According to Andree, all these elements were also used 
by children and groups in European prehistory.14 In his view, the repetition of these 
elements constituted an important material evidence and supported the hypothesis of 
the unity of the human mind,15 also propagated by the director of Berlin’s Museum für 
Völkerkunde, the German physician Adolf Bastian (1826–1905).

12	 Fabian (1983), Penny (2002), Schüttpelz (2005), Zimmerman (2001)
13	 The English zoologist Alfred Haddon (1855–1940) noted that ‘an infinitude has been irrevocably lost, 

a very great deal is now rapidly disappearing; thanks to colonization, trade, and missionary enterprise 
[…]. The most interesting materials for study are becoming lost to us, not only by their disappearance, 
but by the apathy of those who should delight in recording them before they have become lost to sight 
and memory’ (Haddon 1898:xxiii).

14	 He claimed that, ‘we only need remember that our children, when they try to draw for the first 
time, they draw animals and humans, and the living or moving animals draw their attention. We can 
also observe these characteristics and behaviour among the primitive and natural peoples’ (Andree 
1887:102).

15	 Andree pointed out: ‘I want to reiterate that this copying and continuing of drawings or petroglyphs 
that already exist stems from a psychic law and can be observed all over the world’ (1887:102).
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At the same time, the repetition of these elements was used to suggest the evolu-
tion of the human mind be studied in accordance with the ontogenetic model, whereby 
the ontogeny of the individual organism recapitulated the phylogeny of the whole spe-
cies. In this theoretical approach, drawings were conceived as a means of expression 
in which the graphic form of representation indicates the mental development of the 
drawer. Convinced that mankind’s physical unity had already been anthropologically 
established, Bastian focused on establishing the psychic unity of thought because for 
him mankind’s history was the history of the human mind. The way to study it was not 
through subjectively written sources, but by examining and comparing material culture 
from the perspective of geography and history, which he believed would reveal that the 
same psychological elements circulate ‘through the heads of all peoples, in all times and 
places’ (Bastian 1860:9).

Fig. 3: Indigenous drawings from Australia, Africa, eastern Siberia and the Pacific Ocean (Andree 
1887:106)

According to Andree, the drawings collected in 1878 by the French physician Jules 
Crevaux (1847–1882) and in 1884 by von den Steinen constituted almost the only re-
search on South American indigenous peoples’ drawings.16 In both cases, the collection 

16	 Crevaux (1880) collected the drawings in French Guyana and von den Steinen in Brazil (1886).
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of drawings was not part of a systematic research program, but the result of a fortui-
tous situation, where the indigenous people themselves ‘spontaneously’ wanted to draw  
– and obtain useful objects in return. Hence Andree recommended further research on 
the drawings of ‘natural peoples’ (1887).

In 1887, an article published anonymously in Science indicated that indigenous 
drawings could be used as a ‘pictographic language’, pointing out that their study was a 
remarkable example of ‘[t]he application of the inductive method to the study of mental 
facts’ (Anonymus 1887:232). Defining this approach as ‘anthropological psychology’, the 
unknown author remarked that its objective was to ‘coordinate the various works of 
mental evolution, to arrange them in some serial order’.17

After 1887, German scholars began to collect and send South American indig-
enous drawings to Germany, particularly to Berlin. Collecting drawings allowed schol-
ars in Berlin to develop a comparative global cartography of the evolution of the human 
mind, which reflected and shaped the research objects of the discipline. The collective 
repository of images arranged and reconfigured the contributions of scholars coming 
from various points in time and space. As an inscription device, this ‘atlas’ standard-
ised and regularised scholarly processes of observation, visualisation and interpretation, 
thus eliminating personal idiosyncrasies (Daston and Galison 2010, Rheinberger 2010). 
In this sense, Bastian advocated assembling an ‘index, or statistic, of ideas’ which would 
show an immutable ‘psychological arithmetic’ (1860:9).

In his second expedition to the Xingú River in Brazil (1887), von den Steinen con-
ducted more systematic research by obtaining drawings of animals and portraits of the 
expedition members made by the indigenous peoples. For von den Steinen drawings 
had a communicative function among ‘natural peoples’ rather than artistic or decora-
tive goals, thus allowing scholars to avoid the constraints imposed by different mother 
tongues.18 He compared the drawings that he had collected with those analysed in 1887 
by the Italian art historian Corrado Ricci (1858–1934),19 finding impressive resemblanc-
es between them: a preference for drawing animals rather than plants, incomplete geo-
metric forms, humans drawn from the front and animals in profile, as well drawings of 
normally invisible parts and human attributes that were highly stylised. According to 
von den Steinen, these resemblances should be understood in terms of the communi-
cational function of the drawings and their capacity to make spaces accessible beyond 
language or time (von den Steinen 1894).

17	 Anonymus (1887:232). According to the unknown author, the founding pillars of this approach were 
Adolf Bastian, Edward Tylor, the German psychologist Moritz Lazarus (1824–1903), the German 
philologist Hermann Steinthal (1823–1899) and the English banker John Lubbock (1834–1913).

18	 He writes, ‘[h]ow can we make ourselves be understood when people don’t understand our language? 
Thus one was drawing in the sand. To begin with, sand drawings are, like words, a form of commu-
nication. They complete gestures and sign language’ (von den Steinen 1894:243).

19	 Ricci studied 1 250 drawings from primary schools. Like other scholars, he conceived childhood as a 
pre-linguistic stage of life separate from the adult world. Hence, the drawings constituted a veritable 
visual language that could be used to access, observe and study this stage (Ricci 1887).
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In the late nineteenth century, von den Steinen’s work had a profound influence on 
studies of the drawings of children and indigenous people. By that time other European 
scholars had published works on ‘primitive art’, especially from Africa, Australia and the 
lowland South America (Basu 2011). Particularly the works by Koch-Grünberg, Buschan 
and the German lawyer Max Schmidt (1874–1950) emphasized that only Völkerkunde 
could provide the scientific methods with which to compare large amounts of data in 
order to demonstrate common features.20 Accordingly, Koch-Grünberg, Buschan and 
Schmidt compared their drawings with art from various parts of the world representing 
human figures, animals, plants and objects, as well as with the drawings of children. 
They claimed that the drawings resulted from a desire for representation and commu-
nication and that they represented and made visible the intellectual characteristics of 
indigenous people (Buschan 1906, Koch-Grünberg 1905, Schmidt 1905).

Fig. 4: Comparison between indigenous and children’s drawings (Ricci 1887:35, von den Steinen 1894:251)

In 1904, the German physician Paul Ehrenreich (1855–1914), resuming ethnographic 
studies carried out in South America, called attention to the need to increase the study 
of indigenous drawings in order to complement the examination of physical character-
istics and capitalise on the ethnographic potential of this ‘terra incognita’ (Ehrenreich 
1904:74).

20	 It should be noted that von den Steinen, Koch-Grünberg and Schmidt did not just confine themselves 
to collect pencil drawings on paper. They also examined ornaments, masks or petroglyphs and used 
them as empirical material for their respective theories of the origin of art. See Déléage (2015), Kraus 
(2000–2001, 2004), Münzel (1988).
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I n d i g e n o u s  d r aw i n g s  a n d  ‘a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  p r o c e d u r e ’

In 1898 the German pedagogue Carl Götze (1865–1947) organised the first public ex-
hibition of children’s drawings in Hamburg. In order to understand the origin and 
the evolution of mankind’s graphic expressions, Götze arranged children’s drawings 
from German and non-German kindergartens and schools, non-European drawings 
and archaeological objects from Hamburg’s Museum für Völkerkunde. The same year, 
Götze published the outcome of the exhibition, which included a comprehensive study 
made by the different scholars who had attended the exhibition, together with an ex-
tensive account of pedagogical, psychological and ‘anthropological’ studies of the draw-
ings themselves (Götze 1898). Götze’s publication was one of Lehmann-Nitsche’s main 
references regarding the techniques and instruments to be used in collecting drawings 
and deciding where to do fieldwork.

Between June and October 1907, Lehmann-Nitsche gave two public lectures on 
‘Primitive drawings’21 in order to demonstrate the ‘analogy between children’s draw-
ings and those made by South America’s primitive inhabitants’ (La Nación 1907:5), and 
ultimately ‘the development of artistic ideas and psychological concepts in general’ 
(Lehmann-Nitsche 1909:111). To achieve this, he compared indigenous drawings col-
lected in 1898 and fifty drawings made by children of the city of La Plata, between 
three and six years old. Like the scholars mentioned by Götze, Lehmann-Nitsche used 
his social status as a scholar and university professor to obtain the children’s drawings 
from local bourgeois families and primary schools, two ‘spaces’ in which there were no 
problems in acquiring drawing materials.22

The public lectures, which were widely publicised in the local press, had a large at-
tendance. Lehmann-Nitsche used maps and plates to ‘illustrate’ his presentation. Maps 
showed the location of the fueguinos (a term used in the anthropological literature of the 
time to refer to the indigenous peoples of Tierra del Fuego) and the indigenous peoples 
studied by von den Steinen, Koch-Grünberg and Ambrosetti. The plates reproduced 
the indigenous peoples’ and children’s drawings. These visual devices were used to 
‘prove the truth’ of Lehmann-Nitsche’s arguments and to make his deductions more ‘ac-
cessible and understandable’ (La Prensa 1907:4). This ‘laboratory practice’ transformed 
the invisible study object that was the indigenous mind into ‘visually examined, coded, 
measured, graphically, and publicly presented data’ and allowed its comparative study 
(Lynch 1988:204).

21	 The first of Lehmann-Nitsche’s lectures formed part of the Universidad Nacional de La Plata’s exten-
sion program, a series of Sunday lectures on science, art and literature. The second formed part of a 
series of lectures on ‘scientific issues’ organised by the Deutscher Wissenschaftlicher Verein (Balles-
tero 2013).

22	 The families were connected to important political and economic sectors of society. The names and 
ages of the children who drew were Lola Monteagudo (3), Hayde and Rosa Bizozero (5), Josefina 
Borceri (5) and Juana Cortelezzi (5) (Lehmann-Nitsche 1909:114).
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Lehmann-Nitsche’s practices of visualisation were in my view properly defined by 
the local press as part of an ‘archaeological procedure’ (Caras y Caretas 1907:25). Prob-
ably because the author of the article was Lehmann-Nitsche himself, the precision of 
the term ‘archaeological procedure’ summarises the theoretical and technical devices 
employed to transform drawings into study objects of cultural history. Since the early 
nineteenth century, scholars working on geological theories had been questioning the 
chronological biblical narrative of human and cultural history. By the 1860s, a wide 
range of disciplines were transferring such theories from geology to the study of man, 
thus marking the beginning of prehistoric archaeology. Stratigraphy became a central 
topic of most kinds of publications, which, as in the geological publications of the early 
nineteenth century, insisted that only fossils could reveal the evidence to correlate se-
quences from different regions and provide the key to reconstructing their evolutionary 
history (Rudwick 2014).

These disciplines thus shared an emphasis on the material evidence, collection, 
comparative study and analytical classification of ‘specimens’. Bastian, like other schol-
ars, affirmed that the elements of the material culture of contemporary peoples and the 
material traces of earlier peoples were fundamental to understanding the evolution and 
development of mankind in a direct and ‘objective’ way. According to the English schol-
ar Edward Tylor (1832–1917), the fragmentary objects from earlier stages of civilization 
were ‘facts to be worked as mines of historic knowledge’ (1871:71). Like the detached 
fragmentary elements from various strata that were used to reconstruct a stratigraphic 
sequence, the drawings of ‘natural peoples’ presented scholars with singular, fragment-
ed and isolated elements that seemed to contain the history of mankind in themselves.

Prehistoric archaeology proposed a new relationship between materiality and his-
tory. The ‘archaeological record’ was conceptualised as fragmentary and untimely. The 
archaeological ‘fragments’ had an important epistemic virtue: their non-contemporari-
ness. They were contemporary and at the same time from the past. In comparison with 
‘subjective’ historical narratives based on written sources, they offered scholars material 
and supposedly objective and independent evidence to reconstruct the former whole 
(Lucas 2005).

According to the German historian Karl Lamprecht (1856–1915), images embody 
the intellectual shift of an epoch. In this sense, indigenous people’s drawings were 
fragmentary material evidence that allowed the visualisation, representation, study and 
storage of ‘intellectual traits’ (Lamprecht 1882). Thus the German physiologist Max 
Verworn (1863–1921) noted: ‘The artistic product is a medium used by man to express 
feelings and ideas, thoughts and emotions’ (1917:5).

The introduction of the aforementioned devices to study psychological phenom-
ena resulted in an emphasis on visualization practices. These devices allowed Lehmann-
Nitsche to ‘transcribe’ the subjective and abstract concepts of the immediate experience 
into a material element. He thought he was able to isolate and identify in his study 
‘universal’ characteristics of objects which facilitated their comparison, just as geologi-
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cal or paleontological fossil guides allowed scholars to reconstruct the past of the earth’s 
history from its fragmentary traces in the present and assign the fossils to particular 
periods of time (Rudwick 2014).

According to the local press, Lehmann-Nitsche’s ‘archaeological procedure’ ena-
bled scholars to establish a ‘law of similarity’ between the drawings of children and of 
indigenous people (La Prensa 1907). The characteristics they shared were the use of 
simple lines and contours as well as the preference for drawing animals and humans 
rather than plants. Humans were drawn from the front and with highly stylised attrib-
utes, while animals were drawn in profile.

Fig. 5: Simple lines and contours (Lehmann-Nitsche 1909:120–122)

Other important characteristics were the convergence of incomplete and almost geo-
metric forms and the absence of proportionality, details and perspective. Finally, Leh
mann-Nitsche mentioned that the drawings showed body parts of humans or animals 
as ‘misplaced’ or that were not normally visible.

Fig. 6: Reproduction of body parts which are 
usually not visible like the horserider’s right leg 
which should be behind the body of the horse 
(Lehmann-Nitsche 1909:127)
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Referring to the German psychologist Siegfried Levinstein’s (1876–?) evolutionary stag-
es of children’s drawings (1905), Lehmann-Nitsche assigned the drawings of children 
and indigenous people to the first, symbolic stage,23 which he claimed was nearest to 
nature lacking in historical or cultural influences. In a similar vein, the English psychol-
ogist James Sully (1842–1923), who, analysing children’s drawings and working on art 
objects from Africa, Australia and, above all, Native America, claimed that, ‘the lowest 
races of mankind stand in close proximity to the animal world. The same is true for the 
infants of civilized races’ (Sully 1896:5). In this sense the study of the most isolated and 
allegedly simple societies was seen as a key to understanding the historical development 
of mankind and constructing putative hierarchies.

Fi n a l  r e m a r k s

Throughout the eighteenth century, the practice of travel, in particular to overseas loca-
tions, was greatly expanded. This included the development of a wide range of tech-
niques for observation and documentation. Among them, drawing was an important 
system of visual inscription for fixing and preserving objects and information from re-
mote places (Latour 1986, Coopmans et al. 2014). In the second half of the nineteenth 
century, drawing lost its importance to the increasing practice of photography. Yet, 
drawings were transformed into study objects of cultural history and used by various 
disciplines devoted to the study of man.

By the 1860s Bastian had begun his large-scale empirical project: in order to ob-
tain materials from a range of what he saw as rapidly vanishing ‘natural peoples’ in 
Africa, Australia and South America, he established extensive international networks 
of collection, collaboration and exchange (Penny 2002, Zimmerman 2001). Converging 
on Berlin, these materials were articulated and stabilised in a graphical language that 
allowed their visualisation and comparative study. The abstraction of study objects in 
graphics or numbers transcended the boundaries of local languages and allowed their 
storage and transport in a most efficient and economical way. The importance of this 
approach for the study of psychological phenomena was emphasized across diverse dis-
ciplinary fields. In this sense Sully stated that, in order to transform psychological phe-
nomena into a scientific conception, it was ‘necessary to regard mental phenomena as 
the obverse of material processes’ (Sully 1876:22). In the case of von den Steinen, Koch-
Grünberg and Lehmann-Nitsche, these ‘material processes’ took the form of drawings.

23	 Lehmann-Nitsche (1908). Levinstein worked on cultural, historical and ethnographic parallels be-
tween the art of children and indigenous art. He proposed three evolutionary stages in children’s 
drawing: a symbolic, an ornamental and a typical stage. In his view, ‘the development of the child 
mirrors the development of the race’ (Levinstein 1905:1).
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The material collection practices and technologies used by Lehmann-Nitsche fa-
voured the drawings’ spatial displacement from the industrial exhibition and the pri-
mary schools of La Plata city in order to be isolated and stabilised within the episte-
mological discourse of the ontogenetic development of man. Inscribed, materialised, 
stored and encoded in the homogenous timeless space of the pages of a sketchbook, the 
immaterial mentality of indigenous people obtained a new ‘visibility’ as a study object of 
cultural history. At the same time, the drawings could be transported to Europe with-
out changing their characteristics. Once they were there, they were archived, compared 
and integrated into the pre-existent cartographies. This also created a malleable, static 
and durable ‘virtual’ past to which scholars could have access over and over again from 
the comfort of the present. Circulating in diverse disciplinary fields, these drawings 
entered into a dialogue with other anthropological objects, such as ornaments, masks or 
petroglyphs, and contributed to the construction of a global comparative cartography of 
the evolution of the human mind.

In 1894 the German philosopher Ernst Grosse (1862–1927) claimed that ‘the ori-
gins of art are wherever the origins of culture are’ (1894:31). Taking this sentence very 
literally, German scholars looked for the beginnings of art, and therefore of culture, 
among children and supposedly ‘primitive’ indigenous people. Allegedly living in a 
fragmentary and discontinuous temporal dimension, separate from the ‘normal’ flow of 
time and isolated from the contemporary world, they were thought to offer a window 
through which to observe and study not only the beginning of art, but also the long and 
complex sequence of human history and the human species itself.
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