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ABSTRACT 

This thesis deals with the work of Dr. Erhard Eylmann, who came to Australia 1896 

to study the Australian Aboriginals of the Colony of South Australia. After spending 

three years travelling from in inland Australia, observing the Aboriginals and their 

habits and customs, Eylmann returned to Germany. He then wrote an ethnographic 

work describing what he had seen. The detailed nature of the study was dictated by 

the demands of the discipline of anthropology, which by the end of the 19 century, 

required objective and reliable information from which to develop its theories. The 

development of this disCipline during the century, particularly the latter half, when 

Eylmann was studying at University, is described. The involvement of anthropology 

in the development of the German nationalism is important, and is relevant to the 

reasons why Eylmann chose to move into the field after his wife's death. 

Eylmann was the son of wealthy family who owned property in north Germany, on 

the banks of the Elbe. He was well educated and his qualifications were doctorates 

in zoology and medicine, which fitted him eminently for his objective. His motivation 

was based in his rejection of his previous career in medica! practice in reaction to his 

wife's death. and he interested himself in the field of ethnology, which was prominent 

in Germany at that time. He did not need a profession to support himself, but was 

able to carry out the work he chose without the obstacle of the necessity to earn a 

living or raise money for his expedition. 

The work he did was comprehensive with twenty-six chapters covering all aspects of 

Aboriginal life, physical characteristics, material and spiritual culture, and external 
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contacts. It also contains some material concerning the places he visited and 

people he met which is of interest to the historian. 

Eylmann's ethnography was almost completely overlooked in Australia, although not 

elsewhere, and the reasons for this are discussed. They are largely external to the 

work, and are based in the aversion for things German, as well as the change in 

direction of the field of anthropology. Despite the age of the work, however, it still 

has a valid role to play in anthropology in Australia. The narrative of his journey 

provides much valuable information for social historians. Those interested in 

Aboriginal history and land rights will aiso find much of value. 



CONTENTS 

Page No. 
Acknowledgements 

Preface ii 

List of Illustrations and Map IV 

List of Appendices v 

Chapter 1: Introduction. 1 

Chapter 2: Where was Eylmann coming from? 14 

Chapter 3: What was 19 Century anthropology, both in Germany and 
internationally? 19 

Chapter 4: What did Eylmann do? 35 

Chapter 5: How was his work lost, and is it worth rediscovering? 46 

Chapter 6: Conclusion. 63 

Append~1 68 

Bibliography 72 

Map 



A C K NO WL E D GEM E N TS 

I should like thank all my friends and colleagues, and especially my husband, 

for their support and tolerance of my obsession and their assistance in obtaining 

information. Special thanks are tendered to my supervisor Dr. Lyn Riddett for her 

help and encouragement, which have been invaluable. I am also indebted to the 

Director and Curator of the Bremen Obersee Museum for allowing me access to Dr. 

Eylmann's papers, and also to Professor D. J. Mulvaney for providing me with the 

text of Gillen's letters to Sir Baldwin Spencer where they touch upon Dr. Eylmann. 



ji 

PREFACE 

Since one of the integral premises of my thesis is that Erhard Eylmann's work has 

been ignored and remains unknown in Australia, an explanation is required as to the 

way in which I discovered it. 

A few years ago, when I was in the third year of my degree, a friend told me of a 

translation she was making for Ms. Robyn Hodgson. Ms. Hodgson was working on 

her Master of Arts thesis on the topic of Aboriginal material culture, and had found a 

reference to Eylmann's work in the AIATSIS Archives. There was a list of the items 

in his collection held in the Bremen Obersee Museum as well as a summary, in 

English, of the contents of his ethnography. Ms. Hodgson was particularly interested 

in the hand crafts Dr. Eylmann described, and in order incorporate his observations 

into her thesis, she arranged from my friend to translate several individual chapters 

of his book into English. As she was doing this, naturally enough my friend's 

curiosity led her to read the rest of the book which she found to be so interesting that 

she suggested to me that I might find Eylmann's work interesting as a topic for 

research, because of my interest both in North Australian history as well as 

anthropology. I decided that as a first step, and in parallel with my general studies, I 

should translate the work into English ~ a task which is almost complete. 
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When I came to define a topic in relation to Eylmann's work. I decided to work within 

the general area of his ethnography in relation to his history and that of 

anthropology. I was fortunately able to travel to Germany and the authorities at the 

Bremen Obersee Museum gave me the opportunity to examine all the papers they 

had in relation to Eylmann and his work, including notes of others who had shown 

interest in him. In this correspondence I found reference to Vivienne Courto of 

Canberra who had spent some time examining his papers with the object of 

translating some of them for her Masters t!lesis. On return to Australia, I wrote to 

Gourto to enquire as to the results of her work and she told me that she was working 

on translating Eylmann's diaries and the partial manuscript of a travel book which 

the Museum had allowed her to photocopy. She also advised that she had written 

her Honours thesis on Eylmann and an assessment of his ethnography - a fact which 

focussed the scope of my own work, so that it complemented hers rather than 

clashed. 

The re-emergence of Eylmann's work from eighty years of oblivion with three 

scholars discovering and investigating it within five years is one of the serendipitous 

coincidences which occasionally occur - clearly Eylmann's time has come! 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The intent of this thesis is to draw attention to the work of Dr. Erhard Eylmann who 

wrote an ethnography - a description of the people, their customs and traditions, and 

possessions - of the natives of the colony of South A ustralia, whom he had observed 

during his visit to Australia in the last years of the nineteenth century. Eylmann's 

work has been overlooked in Australia, and I shall attempt to postulate reasons for 

this neglect. It is important to make clear the significant role such work played in the 

formulation of anthropological theory at that time, particularly amongst German 

anthropologists. To do this I have examined the changes which were taking place 

in the field of natural history, and how this was integrated into the changes which 

were taking place in German society during that century. Eylmann's personal affairs 

also are of relevance. They provide the reasons why he undertook the work, and 

explain in part its descent into relative obscurity. 

The nineteenth century was a period of great transition and development. The 

changes occurred in scientific fields, politics, social sciences, technology and social 

structures. Many academic disciplines did not exist as discrete fields of study at the 

beginning of that century, but were becoming differentiated by its end. Social 

anthropology was one of these areas which developed from the general fields of 

'natural history', philology and history. Political systems developed and new nations 

emerged during the century, and the roots of present European culture are 

embedded in those new developments. Scholars in the field of anthropology were 

generally interested amateurs, rather than professional anthropologists, and it was 



not until the 1870s that the first academic apPointments were made in Britain and 

Europe. 
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Erhard Eylmann was one such amateur, although well qualified with doctoral 

degrees in zoology and medicine. The field of ethnology in which he wrote became 

the basis for the development of the socio/scientific fields of social anthropology and 

sociology. The study of humanity in the context of the environment and socia! 

structures was a relatively new field in the 1800s, although there had been 

observational work done earlier than that - even as far back as the work of the fifth 

century Be historian Herodotus, who recorded the customs and behaviour of the 

peoples he observed in his travels.1 

Usually elementary 'ethnographic' work was carried out by traveilers who were 

often either traders or missionaries, and as early as 1650 Varen published a 

standard handbook setting out the categories of information it was desirable to 

record, categories which covered appearance, religious and political life, arts, 

architecture, customs and history2. His list is basically that still adhered to by 

ethnographers today. Travellers in the period between the 15 and 17 centuries 

recorded their observations, and these were published in generalised 

"Geographies", much as the journals of the Geographical Societies of the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries published the work of travellers and explorers. An example 

of this type of publication is the volume of the Journal of the Royal Geographic 

Society of london, in which John Forrest's "Journal on his Western Australian 

1 Herodotus, The History of Herodotus, Vols .. 1 and 2. London: Everyman's Library (J. M. 
Dent)1933. 
2de Waal Malefijt, A. , images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1974, p. 45. 
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Explorations" appeared in 18753. The article before his in this volume is one on the 

economic possibilities in Western China and Burmah, and the following paper 

concerns travel and trade between Tibet and Bengal. Eylmann himself published a 

paper on the itinerant way of life in South Australia in the Journal of the 

Geographical Society of Hamburg 4 . 

Erhard Eylmann became an ethnographer in the later part of his life. He was born in 

a well-off farming family in north Germany, in the Duchy of Hanover, and was 

educated as befitted a wealthy son of a respected family. Since he did not wish to 

carry on in his family's farming and business affairs, he chose to become a doctor 

and practised medicine. His adult life could be seen as one of romance, one of 

tragedy, and one of great achievement. He fell upon bad times, and his work is only 

now being granted the recognition it deserves amongst the people he observed in 

such detail.5 To recognise and assess the part which he played, and the value 

which his work still has, it is necessary to set the stage on which his work was carried 

out. 

The nineteenth century was a time of critical change in Europe, and especially so in 

Germany. The intellectual growth of the literate classes following the great 

philosophical debates of the Enlightenment had led to major social and political 

changes within the German States6. The collapse of French intellectual society 

3 Forrest, John, "Journal of the Expedition through the Centre of Australia from Champion Bay to the 
Overland Telegraph Line between Adelaide and Port Darwin", Journal of the Royal Geographic 
Society, London, Vol. 45, 1875, pp. 249-299. 
4 Eylmann, E, "Das Bettelwesen in dem Staate SOdaustralien", Mitteilungen der Geographical 
Gesellschaft Hamburg, Bd. 34, 1922, S. 57. 
5 Bunzendahl, 0., "Der Australien-Forscher Dr. Erhard Eylmann and seine Sammlung im Deutschen 
Kolonial und Ubersee-Museum zu Bremen", Veroffentlichung der Deutschen Koionial und 
Obersee- Museum in Bremen, Bd. 2, 1938139. 

6 Carr, W, The Origins of The Wars of German Unification, Longman, London, 1991, p. 16. 
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under The Terror threw into highlight the genius of German intellectuals and artists 

such as Goethe, Mozart, and Kant? . The great changes instituted and 

encouraged by the Napoleonic rule brought the German states into the mainstream 

of European politics. Particularly important was the rationalisation of the three 

hundred or so separate principalities into thirty large consolidated states. The 

development of German nationalism took on a greater impetus from the defeat of 

Napoleon by the Prussians which had led to the further restructuring of Germany at 

the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The development of cultural unity during this time 

proceeded from the liberal principles of Kant and Humboldt and included elected 

parliaments, free press, and trial by jury. 

In the post-Napoleonic period, when the German States' political fortunes were tied 

to Austria, the increasing influence of Prussia within the German Federation was due 

to increased industrialisation and transportation, but the move away from autocratic 

rule and feudalism was steady and the creation of parliaments and espousal of 

liberal principles of citizenship, service to and by the state, was universal. The 

period was very uncertain however, with alliances changing swiftly in the years 

following the collapse of Napoleonic France and in the face of the advancing 

Industrial Revolution. 

The partnership between William of Prussia and Bismarck, which commenced in 

1862 (just after Eylmann was born), forged the alliances which eventually led to the 

establishment of the second German Empire. Disputes between Prussia and Austria 

led to the final confrontation in 1866 with the civil war with Austria and the main 

German states ranged on one side and Prussia and the minor states together with 

7 Carr, W., The Origins of The Wars of German Unification, Longman, London, 1991, p. 16. 



Italy on the other. Hanover, which was allied with Austria, was annexed by Prussia 

after the Austria's defeat. 
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German cultural development throughout the century developed around the themes 

of liberty and citizenship which were a legacy from the Enlightenment; nationalism, 

which had been politically stimulated and exploited to provide the populist basis for 

unification, and scientific enquiry which was a world-wide corollary to the industrial 

revolution. A reaction against the Enlightenment, reason and revolution was in the 

form of 'romanticism', glorifying the diversity of humanity, leading to an appreciation 

of the exotic, in all things, cultures included. This appreciation led to the concept of 

the study of other cultures so that they could be incorporated in the general 

Hegelian scheme of history of mankind - the Romantic historian Herder's (1744-

1803) V61kerkunde - the study of national/racial identity, myths and language, which 

developed intothe German approach to ethnology8. The academic and scientific 

world was very influential throughout the century and although a university 

education was only available to very few, these were not necessarily from the 

nobility. Many students came from the ranks of the lower middle class, and they 

became the professors who taught the next generation of students.9 The academic 

profession was awarded great status in Germany and 'learning' and 'the learned' 

were held in great respect. The following quote pOints out the contribution made by 

the German university system -

While withdrawing from political and public life in the course of the eigllteenth 
century German universities became the centres not only of philosophical 
speculation and metaphysical theorising. They were also the basis of intensely 
concentrated intellectual efforts at systematising and generalising both the 
empirical knowledge that became available with the breakdown of the closed 

8 deWaal Malefijt, A. Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1974, p. 114. 
9 OBoyle, L., "Learning for Its Own Sake: The German University as Nineteenth Century Model", 
Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 25, 1, p. 8. 



medieval system of thought, and the wealth of facts and data provided by the 
age of discoveries. High social status was attached to a life devoted to 
Wissenschatt , an untranslatable word meaning both science and scholarship. 
In the last two centuiries, Germany has made decisive contribnutions to the 
humanities in the fields of rational theology and Bible criticism as well as 
aesthetics, linguistics and history. In the social sciences, geography and 
ethnography were first brought into coherent modern systems by German 
scholars ...... 10 

The social and political changes taking place in Germany were very important in 

shaping the interests of German anthropologists in the latter quarter of the century. 

The Romantic movement, which developed as a reaction to the Enlightenment and 

its worship of Reason, the nationalist movement and its discussion of the 

raciaillinguistic classification of the people during the debates on unification of the 

German states and German speaking people within the Austro~Hungarian Empire, 

directed the field of anthropological study towards ethnography. Gourto makes 

much of the influence of the eugenics movement and the development of racist 

views in Germany. This is no doubt valid comment, but it must be remembered that 

these views were widely held ~ Galton, who was one of the chief protagonists of the 

eugenics theories was British, and programmes promoting racial purity were 

widespread. In the Australian experience, for instance, this idea was integral to the 

anti-miscegenation rules and the White Australia policy. The implication that these 

theories were particular to German intellectual circles is faulty. 

Several significant historical events had occurred in Germany during Eylmann's 

early life. These would have formed his parents' opinions and possibly been the 

basis for his outlook on the world. As a member of a family of the elite of North 

Germany, it is probable that these events were important to his family affairs, and 

10 Bodi, L, "Germany and the World", in Adams, M., (Ed.), The German Tradition, J. Wiley & Sons, 
Sydney, 1971, p. 194. 
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would have been discussed whilst he was being educated at home, prior to his 

enrolment in school at the age of fifteen. 

7 

I was able to obtain from some recently published social and cultural histories11 of 

Imperial Germany, which give insight into the difficulties and complexities of the 

unification of Germany, which took place during Eylmann's early years, and included 

a major civil war in 1866 during his childhood. 

Eylmann's early personal life was one of solitude and study, followed by a romantic 

elopement and escape to Egypt. The tragic loss of his first wife left him determined 

not to practise medicine again, and on his return to Germany, he devoted himself to 

further study in the fields of geography, geology and ethnography. He was at this 

time, thirtyfour years old. The inspiration for this could have been contact with 

practitioners of the new analytical school of archaeology in Egypt, which he renewed 

when he went to Berlin. Geography, according to his biographer, Bunzendahl, had 

been a youthful interest. The decision to come to Australia may have been based on 

a love of deserts, which Eylmann knew in Egypt, as well as a habit of SOlitary walking 

tours dating from his youth; the influence of the anthropologist Bastian who was 

Professor of Ethnology at the Friedrich Wilhelm University, Berlin, and founder and 

curator of the Royal Museum of Ethnology, Berlin and who had been to Australia.12 

Added to these could have been the understanding of the importance of Neolithic 

people in the anthropological theories of the day; it is not known. 

11 Carr, W., The Origins of the Wars of German Unification. London: Longmans, 1991. 
Mommsen, W. J., Imperial Germany 1867-1918 - Politics, Culture and Society in an 
Authoritarian State. London: Arnold, 1995. Berhahn, V. R., Imperial Germany, 1871 - 1914, 
Economy, Soceity, Culture and Politics. Providence, R.I., Berhahn Books, 1994. 
12 Encyclopaedia Britannica. 
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Some account also needs to be taken of the strong influence of the Romantic 

movement in the newly emerging nation. It had a preoccupation with the exotic as 

well as the German passion for the 'wild' which Schama notes in his comments on 

Riehl, the German sociologist who wrote Natural History of the German 

Peoples.13 Riehl was appalled by the encroachment of materialism and 

urbanization and proposed that German origins are solidly rooted in the forests from 

which Tacitus describes them emerging to defeat the Romans - this image was part 

of the theme of national pride, and led to the collection of myth and folkways in a 

process of establishing German ethnicity. This was an important direction in the 

definition of the approach of German scholars to anthropology, and was an influence 

which turned their attention towards ethnography. 

Ethnography was an important field of social science in the nineteenth century and 

had been refined and organised to a high degree during the latter part. This 

century was a period of great change in the scientific world, and new disciplines 

were required to examine and evaluate the information being generated by the 

'scientific revolution'. In Germany there developed the distinction between 

'Naiurwissenschaft' or scientific studies and 'Geisieswissenschaft' or spiritual/mental 

studies. also translatable as equivalent to humanities. Ethnography, or the collection 

of data on living cultures, in the field, had been extended to the new area of 

ethnology or the comparative study of cultures, all of which were part of 

anthropology, which included archaeology, palaeontology, etc. 

To place Eylmann, the ethnographer, securely into the context of the Western 

Anthropological progression it is necessary to review developments in the social 

13 Schama, S. Landscape and Memory. London: Harper Collins, 1995, p.113. 



sciences in the nineteenth century and the conditions in Germany in which he was 

educated, as well as his personal affairs, in so far as they may have affected his 

work. The reasons Eylmann's work has lapsed into obscurity are various, but can 

be largely attributed to his personality, world affairs, and the rapid changes 

sweeping through the anthropological circles. 

Although often regarded as of dubious scientific value14 , the very early works of 

ethnographers provide us with a slice of time, as reported by '1he observer". 

9 

"The Observer" admittedly was not always a competent evaluator of what was to be 

seen, but still these observations provide a vision of both "the observer" and the 

observed. Most of these early accounts reported not only on the purely 

anthropological matters encountered, but land forms, language, roads, 

accommodations, etc., which often have value peripheral to the main topiC. i5 As the 

disciplines of ethnology and anthropology became more firmly established, there 

arose a need for carefully written and accurate, reliable ethnographies. Although 

the increasingly more technical content of these works eventually limited their use to 

anthropologists, in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, sufficient historical 

details were included to give them value as historical documents as well as 

collections of scientific data. This historical value must not be overlooked, 

particularly in connection with establishing a basis for the claims today which 

indigenous peoples make for recognition as the original inhabitants of many colonial 

countries. The evaluation of "the observer's" work falls into two categories - that 

placed on it by himself and others at the time of data collection, writing and 

publication, and that which it has in more recent times. 

14 Stocking, G. W., Victorian Anthropology. New York: Macmillan, 1987, p. 79. 
15 Herodotus for instance in his History gives details of political conditions, laws and historical events, 
royal successions, as well as descriptions of the common way of life. 
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The study of the development of anthropology during the past one hundred and fifty 

years has been the subject of a fair amount of discussion, most of it by 

anthropologists, seeking to demonstrate the sequential growth of the discipline and 

its origins. The literature readily available to me is in English, and largely concerns 

developments in England and America. For example, A Century of Controversy 

written by E. R. Service16 deals particularly with the broad fields of kinship, social 

structure. government and economics in ethnography, with special reference to the 

great theorists Spencer, Tylor, Morgan and others of the English speaking world, 

although he acknowledges the existence and influence of the German and French 

schools of thought. G. W. Stocking Jr. too structures his text Victorian 

Anthropology17 around the English and American scholars, with an introductory 

chapter on the influence of the German and French thinkers. The continental 

influences are mentioned more as asides rather than prime instigators of theoretical 

shifts. However, the world of the academic anthropologist was small in the 

nineteenth century, and there is evidence in ali the publications that European 

scholars were in close contact with British and American anthropologists, and were 

aware of the trends of their discussions, influenced these discussions and in turn 

were influenced by them. 

In all of the texts, on anthropological history great respect is paid to Franz Boas, who 

is regarded as 'the father of American anthropology', and he straddled the boundary 

between the German and American schools. Annemarie deWaal Malefijt, in her 

16 Service, E.R. A Century of Controversy - Ethnologica.l Issues from 1860-1960. 
Orlando, Fla.: Academic Press, 1985. 
17 Stocking, G. W. Jr., Victorian Anthropology. New York, Macmillan, 1987. 
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book on The History of Anthropological Thought18, makes clear that, although 

she is working mostly from English language material, she is also taking into account 

trends from the Continental schools of thought. Marvin Harris too takes into account 

both French and German academics in this work on The Rise of 

Anthropological Theory.19 

It is possible therefore to derive with some certainty the themes of anthropology 

which would have been under discussion amongst academics in Germany at the 

time when Eylmann was studying (both in the periods between 1883 to 1889 when 

he was working for Ilis degrees in medicine and zoology, and between 1894 and 

1896 in Berlin, where he was working before he left for Australia). 

Particularly in the areas of comparative cultural analysis, German theories were 

generally non-evolutionary, in that they ascribed the forces for change in society to 

either migration or diffusion, rather than evolution. Harris' bookhas been very useful 

in this regard. He covers the development of Boas' approach to ethnography 

carefully, as well as Boas' connections to Berlin. Several books of biographies of 

important anthropologists, such as Kuper's Anthropology and 

Anthropologists20 ; the previously mentioned A Century of Controversy. by 

Service, as well as Kuper & Kuper's Encyclopaedia of Social Sciences21 , 

have been useful in summarising trends and influences and defining schools of 

thought. The Social History of British Anthropology, 1885-194522, written 

18 deWaal Malefijt, A. Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf,1974. 
19 Harris, M., The Rise of Anthropological Theory. New York: Thomas Y Crowell, CO.,1968. 
20 Kuper, A. Anthropology and Anthropologists - The Modern British School. London: 
Routledge, Kegan Paul. 1983. 
21 Kuper A. and J. Kuper, The Social Science Encyclopedia, 2nd. Ed. London: Routledge, 
1996. 
22 Kucklik, H. The Savage Within - The Social History of British Anthropology 1885 -
1945. Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 1993. 
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by the historian Henrika Kuklick, adds valuable perspective by setting the 

development of anthropological theory against social and cultural changes in Britain. 

None of these mention Eylmann's work - his reputation had faded too much to be 

mentioned in these works. 

The details of Eylmann's life are available through the work of Dr. Otto Bunzendahl 

who was the curator of the Bremen Obersee Museum in 1938. He wrote a biography 

of Dr. Eylmann for publication in the Museum journal, and was able to obtain 

information from Eylmann's sisters. The Bremen Museum holds Eylmann's papers 

and collection of artifacts. These papers, from which I have drawn some of the 

illustrations and photographs accompanying this work, were those which were 

rescued by the Director of the Museum after Eylmann's death, and sadly appear to 

be incomplete. 

Vivienne Courto's 1990 Honours thesis on the work of Erhard Eylmann provided 

valuable material in her assessment of the detaii of Eylmann's ethnology. Her 

careful itemization of the areas in which he observed and his methods for recording 

these and incorporating the work of others where he had not the time to carry out 

study in depth23 was invaluable. Her work on the intellectual background to 

Eylmann's work overlooks the point that Eylmann was not just a product of the 

German intellectual world, but more of an internationalist. Many of the philosophical 

trends she notes as present in German society, such as Social Darwinism, were held 

world wide, as was the Eugenics movement and nationalism. These were not 

specific to Germany.24 Also Courto's comments about the effects of Darwin's 

23 Courto, V. J., The Tragical History of Doctor Eylmann, The ethnographer Erhard 
Eylmann and an Assessment of his work. B.A. Hons. Thesis, Australian National University, 
Canberra, 1990, Chapters Five and Six. 
24 Courto, V. J., The Tragical History of Doctor Eylmann, The ethnographer Erhard 
Eylmann and an Assessment of his work. B.A. Hans. Thesis, Australian National University, 
Canberra, i 990. 
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evolutionary theory in Germany do not include any consideration of the diffusionist 

and migration theories held by Virchow, Ratzel and Bastian, all of whom would have 

been personally known to Ey!mann. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Paul Erhard Eylmann was born in 1860, in his wealthy family's home in Krautsand, 

on the banks of the Elbe River. the second of ten children. The Eylmann family had 

been established as wealthy farmers since 1650, and the Hof Erhards had been in 

their possession for close to 300 years.25 [In the Deutsche Bibliographischer Archiv 

there is an entry for one of the family ancestors, who had been Probst (a rank akin 

to Bishop) of the church region of Wursten in 1774.26 This is an indication of the 

deep background of education within the family.] Erhard Eylmann was educated at 

home until he was fourteen and then attended schools in Stade and Otterndorf, 

nearby to Krautsand. The first school he attended, in 1874, was a 'ReaJschule' or 

technical school. He was unhappy there. and without consultation with his parents. 

he transferred to a 'Progymnasium' which offered a more classical education, and 

was usually conducted in Latin. This demonstrates of the independence granted to 

the young Eylmann by his family, and also hints that this was unusual, since his 

sister recalled it some fifty years later, which she was interviewed by Dr. 

Bunzendahl. 27 

When he left the Progymnasium to attend university, Eylmann studied for his first 

25 Bunzendahl, 0., "Der Australien-Forscher Dr. Erhard Eylmann and seine Sammlung im Deutschen 
Kolonial und Ubersee-l\t1useum zu Bremen", Veroffentlichung der Deutschen Kolonial und 
Obersee- Museum in Bremen, Bd. 2, (1938139), pp. 37. 
26 Deutscher Biographischer Archlv, Entry No. 300, 132, Eylmann, Gustav Wihelm. London: 
British Ubrary Microfiche 1993. 
27 Bunzendahl, 0., "Oer Australien-Forscher Dr. Erhard Eylmann and seine Sammlung im Deutschen 
Kolonial und Ubersee-l\t1useum zu Bremen", Ver6ffentlichung der Deutschen Kolonial und 
Obersee- Museum in Bremen, Bd. 2, (1938139), pp. 37. 
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doctoral degree (in Zoology) at Leipzig and Freiburg and graduated in 1886. His 

education records28 SllOW that he studied the sciences - botany and zoology, 

physics and chemistry - comparative anatomy and German grammar. Since 

geography was a strong interest29 , I think it possible that Eylmann knew of the work 

01 Friedrich Ratzel who was important in the field of anthropology in Leipzig, 

although Ratzel arrived there just as Eylmann completed his degree. Ratzel was 

Professor of Geography at Leipzig from 1886 to 1904 and was critical of the 

evolutionist theories. He held to the diffusionist/migration theory and was aiso a 

proponent of the theory that geographical or environmental factors affected cultural 

traits.30 

Eylmann's second doctorate (in medicine) for which he studied in Wurzburg, 

Freiburg and Heidelberg, was completed in 1889. His education records show that 

he studied comparative anatomy - a subject whch was devoted to the examination of 

skeletal structures with the aim of discerning racial or evolutionary characteristics. 

This area was a particular preoccupation of the French anthropologists31 . In 

England too, the eugenicist Francis Galton carried out cranial measurements on the 

visitors to his laboratory in the 1880s. 32 

Eylmann married Bertha Maria Ruh in 1891 and he and his wife moved to Cairo 

where he practised medicine. Bertha's health was not good and it was thought that 

28 Fragmentary educational records of attendance and enrolment are available amongst Eylmann's 
papers which are kept at the Bremen Ubersee Museum. 
29 Bunzendahl. 0., "Oer Australien-Forscher Dr. Erhard Eylmann and seine Sammlung im Deutschen 
K%nial und Ubersee-Museum zu Bremen", Veroffentiichung der Deutschen Kolonial und 
Obersee- Museum in Bremen, Bd. 2, (1938/39), p. 40. 
30 The New Encyclopedia Britannica. Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica Inc. , 1994, Vol 13. 
p.385. 
31 Stocking, G. W. Victorian Anthropology. London: Collier Macmillan, 1987, p. 268. 
32 Stocking, G. W. Victorian Anthropology. London: Collier Macmillan, 1987, p. 262. 



the climate of Cairo would be beneficial for her. It is speculated that Eylmann met 

her through his medical practice in a clinic in Freiburg.33 
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Northern Egypt was a very cosmopolitan place at that time - the British had invaded 

in 1882 the elite of Egypt was exceedingly 'Europeanised'.34 Maspero was 

building the great museum of antiquities in Cairo and Petrie was working at Tel 

Amarna. German explorers had been working in north Africa - Georg August 

Schweinfurth in the upper Nile Valley, Hans Meyer - Mt.. Kilimanjaro, Gustav 

Nachtigal - Cameroon and South Sahara.35 Whilst Eylmann was in Cairo it is 

almost certain that he had contact with the scholars who were working in Egyptian 

archaeology at that time. It was customary for the European residents to form a 

closely knit society, and one could imagine a wealthy young doctor with a beautiful 

new wife would have certainly been valued additions. 

After his wife's death in 1894, Eylmann returned to Germany, having refused the 

offer of a position in one of the German African colonies. The period he spent in 

Berlin (approximately eighteen-months) is interesting, for it was there he met Bastian 

who was an influential figure in anthropology. Rudolf Virchow was also in Berlin at 

this time. Like Bastian, he was an influential scientist. Although a Professor of 

Medicine, Virchow was also involved in archaeology, and worked with Schliemann, 

the discoverer of Troy, at the site of Troy as well as in Egypt. It is in the 

33 Bunzendahl, 0., "Oer Australien-Forscher Dr. Erhard Eylmann and seine Sammlung im Deutschen 
Kolonial und Ubersee-Museum zu Bremen". Veroffentlichung der Deutschen Kolonial und 
Obersee- Museum in Bremen, Bd. 2, (1938/39). p. 39. 
34 Hourani, A. , A History of the Arab Peoples. New York: Warner Books, 1992, p. 283 
35 Henderson, J. The Rise of German Industrial Power, 1834-1914. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1975. p. 225. Henderson also mentions Junker exploring the region around Lake 
Chad, but according to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Junker was in fact Russian, although he 
published his writings in German. 
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Proceedings of the Berlin Society for Anthropology, Ethnology and 

Prehistory, edited by Virchow, that Eylmann's first paper of his Australian work was 

published in 1902.36 This paper was actually the complete chapter on fire making 

which later appeared in Eylmann's ethnology. 

Bastian's theories that a core of folklore and beliefs common to all cultures would be 

modified by cultural evolution, and those of Ratzel, previously mentioned, who held 

that migration and environmental factors were also modifiers, were important at the 

time, and indeed are still considered important in European ethnographic circles.37 

Bastian was a great traveller and his collections of objects of material culture are in 

the Museum fUr V61kerkunde in Berlin, which he established and in which he held 

the position of Curator. He and Virchow founded the German Society for 

Anthropology, he founded the German African Society, and began publication of the 

Zeitschrift fOr Ethnologie. 

The anthropological career of Franz Boas, a protegee of Bastian, and who was two 

years older than Eylmann, could be contrasted with that of Eylmann. It also shows 

the international nature of anthropology in that scholars worked in many countries 

and gathered their information from cases in distant parts. Boas graduated as a 

geographer from the University of Kiel in 1881, and in 1883/84 visited the arctic to 

observe the Eskimos, on a geographic expedition, financed by a Berlin newspaper, 

the Berliner Tageblatt which published his letters and articles.38 On his return Boas 

wrote a monograph on the eskimos, which the Berliner Tageb/att also published. in 

36 Eylmann, E., "Das Feuermachen der Eingeborenen der Colonie SOd-Australien". Verhandlungen 
der Berliner Gesellschaft fOr Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte, 1902. p. 
89-94. 
37 Leser, P., "Germany: Interpreting Cultural History", in Diamond, S., Anthropology: Ancestors 
and He! rs. The Hague: Mouton, 1980, pp. 151-152. 
38 Kardiner, A. & E. Preble, They Studied Man. New York: NEL/Mentor, 1961, p.119. 
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1885 Boas was apPointed an assistant at the Royal Ethnographic Museum in Berlin, 

working under Bastian. He later moved to the United States, working first as a 

geographer with 'Science' magazine, then in 1888 as an anthropologist at Clark 

University. This position was followed by others at various museums and then in 

1896 he went to Columbia University, where he stayed until retirement forty years 

later. 39 

Boas seems to have broken with the European school of comparative or evolutional 

anthropology, and established his own approach of collecting complete and 

objective data without preconceived ideas or theories, through direct and extended 

contact with the culture. This objective and in depth approach is very similar to that 

which Eylmann declared to be his ideal. 4o Boas' intent seems to have always been 

to pursue an academic career, whereas Eylmann had no need to earn a living, and 

was not driven in this way. This may be the decisive point which differentiates their 

anthropological careers. 

39 Lesser, A., "Franz Boas", in Silverman, S., (Ed,) Totems & Teachers, Perspectives on the 
History of Anthropology. New York: Columbia University Press, 1981, p, 2, 
40 Eylmann, E, Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Sudaustralien, New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp, 1966" p, "5, 
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CHAPTER 3 

Before considering the significance of Eylmann's work, we need to examine the 

development of the discipline of anthropology during the nineteenth century and its 

significance in terms of European society, particularly that of Germany. This is 

difficult to do briefly, but I shall attempt to outline the growth of anthropological theory 

and its significance in contemporary social affairs. Cultural anthropology was an 

essential ingredient in the movement for German nationalism, which culminated in 

the series of wars resulted in the unification of Germany in 1871. The concept of 

nationalism was based on a people's consciousness of belonging to a group with 

common culture, language and beliefs, and comparative anthropology or ethnology 

was the scientific basis for defining this. 

At the beginning of the century, the word culture was generally associated with 

farming, or 'cultivation of the mind' and civilization meant the society of Western 

Europe. By the end of the century, it had developed that the word culture also 

encompassed the distinctive manners, customs and possessions of a distinct group, 

often a racial group. The acknowledgement that other cultures were also 'civilized' 

as well was a major change in the paradigm. The evaluation of these cultures and 

civilisations was a major field in anthropology, and was known as comparative 

anthropology. The heirarchical classification of the cultures was known as Social 

Darwinism. 
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To understand how these circumstances, which brought about the refinement of the 

technique for compiling an ethnography, or cultural description, usually of a primitive 

group, and the role which the ethnography played in the development of 

anthropological theory in the nineteenth century, it is necessary to outline the 

development of the discipline during that time. 

Prior to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it was generally accepted by 

natural historians that the creation of the earth had taken place within a measureable 

time span (the highly regarded calculations of Archbishop Ussher, who declared that 

the earth came into existence on the night preceding October 23rd, 4004 BC, was 

one of many similar estimates)41. These calculations were based on the 

chronologies mentioned in the Old Testament of the Bible and differed only in the 

estimates of generation spans. However, by the mid-nineteenth century the 

cumulative archaeological and palaeontological evidence for the antiquity of man 

was accepted by most scientists as valid.42 The Geological Evidences of the 

Antiquity of Man, Lyell's synthesis of available archaeological and ethnological 

evidence with geological theory which was a key factor in the establishment of the 

long period of human development, was published in 1863.43 On the Origin of 

Species44 , Charles Darwin's famous text on evolution in animals had been 

published in 1859, causing extensive polarized discussion, echoes of which still 

41 Grayson, D. K., The Establishment of Human Antiquity. New York: Academic Press, 1983, 
p. 1 
42 Grayson, D. K., The Establishment of Human Antiquity. New York: Academic Press, 1983, 
p. 195. 
43 Harris, M., The Rise of Anthropological Theory. New York: Thomas Y Crowell, Co.,1968, p. 
147. 
44 Darwin, C., On the Origin of Species by means of Natural Selection, or the 
Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Ufe, Murray, London, 1859. 



rebound today, amongst the Creationists. His later work The Descent of Man45 

was published, in 1871. 
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The destruction of the credibility of the biblical time frame for the existence of the 

earth aroused interest and speculation on the reasons for the variety of social 

structures amongst the people of the early histories, and those of different regions of 

the earth. These speculations were already being investigated by philologists, 

looking for links in language which would demonstrate the common origin 

postulated by the Book of Genesis. There arose two basic schools of thought in 

Europe concerning this variability in society, one being the Positivist approach which 

considered societal differences to be due changes instigated in accordance with 

natural laws which could be deduced by observation of the society. Saint

Simon(1760-1825) and Comte(1798-1857) proposed this system which was the 

philosophical basis for the development of sociology. Attention was largely focussed 

on complex modern societies of the Western world rather than the origins of that 

society, for according to Comie, "since they cannot be witnessed they are not 

amenable to scientific analysis". The other was the evolutionary theory in which 

changes in society were seen to proceed in an evolutionary manner, each stage 

being predicated by the previous one. 46 

The positivist and the evolutionary approach were in direct opposition to the 

theological premise of 'degradationism' or the assertion that humans had fallen from 

the grace of God rather than risen from primitive origins.47 Humanity then required 

45 Darwin, C., The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex. Murray, london, 1871 
46 deWaal Malefijt, A. Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1974, p. 109-112. 
47 Service, E. R., A Century of Controversy, Ethnological issues from 1860 to 1960. 
Orlando: Academic Press. 1985, p. 3. 
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the strictures and controls of civilisation to control its baseness48 . This early view, 

based directly on Christian theology, was held in direct contrast with the view that 

human beings are, in their natural state, essentially good, a view proposed by 

Roussou in his Discourse on the Origin and Foundation of Inequality 

among Mankind in 1755, in which he suggested that the institution of social laws 

and rituals contributed to the destruction of human freedom and happiness. 49 When 

faced with the more factual observations of primitive peoples made by the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth ethnographers, these views became increasingly 

irrelevant, and the collapse of the biblical timeframe and introduction of biological 

evolutionary theory completed their debunking. The "noble savage" of J.-J. 

Rousseau50 , was not recognisable in the faces of African Bushmen or Australian 

Aboriginals. 

Another area of study of interest to anthropologists of the eighteenth century was that 

of human genetiC evolution. Two main approaches were current. that of separate 

creation of the various races of humans or polygenesis, and the evolution of 

humankind from a single primitive beginning which had been discovered in 

archeological excavations, through the various modern races to the superior white 

race of Europe (monogenesis) and it was this paradigm in which the comparative 

philologists were working. 

The polygenetic theory, which specified separate creations of the different races of 

man, led to much discussion of the relative positioning of various groups of humans, 

48 Kucklik, H. The Savage Within - The Social History of British Anthropology 1885 -
1945, Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 1993, p. 1. 
49 deWaal Malefijt, A Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A Knopf,1974, p. 97. 
50 Stocking Jr., G. W. Victorian Anthropology. New York: Macmillan, 1987, p. 17. 
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and was siezed upon by the proponents of slavery 10 justify the exploitation of 

African negroes who were classified as close to apes. The attention paid to race had 

its origins in biblical studies, but by the eighteenth century was being given a 

scientific cast when Linnaeus in 1738 named the human species H. sapiens, with 

four subspecies - americanus, e uropae us, asiaticus and ater, the distinguishing 

features being mental attributes, as well as physical characteristics. 51 This 

classification was more closely tied to skin colour by Blumenbach in 1775, although 

he specified these were not ciearcut distinctions, because of gradations between the 

extremes, and in fact Herder, one of Blumenbach's associates clearly deplored the 

use of the term 'race' since it implied a difference in origin. 52 

However, the view that eventually prevailed was that physical differences correlated 

with mental ones and this gave rise to the anatomical studies, known as 

anthropometry, intended to classify humans into races, chiefly by measuring the 

various, highly complex dimensions of individual skulls, which tended to reinforce 

the polygenetic view, since despite the great variation in individuals, cranial features 

tended to correlate with geographical racial divisions. 53 The next stage of this 

particular field was to extend these investigations in physical anthropology to the 

correlation of skull measurements with intelligence and class - Broca who founded 

the Societe d'Anthropologie de Paris in 1859 systematized the measuring 

techniques and the instruments, as well as some of the statistical techniques 

51 deWaai Malefijt, A. Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf,1974, p.258 
52deWaai Malefijt, A. Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1974, p.259 
53 deWaal Malefijt, A. Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf,1974, p.261 
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required.54 

The eugenics controversies which continued for the next century in Britain, America, 

Europe and Australia, draw some of their origins from this work. 

The intense debates which ensued over the next fifty years reflected political and 

social trends in favour of or against slavery, biblical loyalties, and colonialism. 

deGobineau's work on The Inequality of The Human Races (4 vols. 1853-55) 

is considered the forerunner of racism, and although this is probably an 

exaggeration, he held to the common view that the white race was supreme, but had 

become spoiled by interbreeding, corrupting the pre-eminent Aryan race with others 

and attributed to this the decadence he observed in France. Charles Darwin 

published his work on the concept of sexual selection in 187155 , in which he 

declared for a common origin for humanity, that physical differences were based on 

sexual selection based on local aesthetic standards and that mental capacity was a 

matter of evolutionary selection. Galton's theories of eugenics combined the 

theories of distinct human races with that of natural selection and introduced the 

concept of selective breeding for superior human types, much as had been done in 

domestic animals. 

These theories, racial differentiation, evolution (both social and biological), 

eugenics, and sociology were the main areas of discussion in the anthropological 

arena in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Development in the social sciences 

involved scholars in many different countries. Discussion and formulation of social 

54 deWaal Malefijt, A. Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
AlfredA. Knopf,1974, p.269. 
55 Darwin, C. The Descent of Man. London: John Murray, 1871 . 



theory was international and developments were disseminated, often by private 

correspondence,as well as through the scientific societies. 
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All these theories were prompted by the information explosion of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries and scientists of the European world were trying to synthesize 

them into a comprehensible structure. They had turned their attention out towards 

the colonies to examine the societies of the various countries, tales of which had 

interested the arm-chair travellers for many years. This exploration and assessment 

was carried out for various reasons, both political and philosophical, based in the 

cultural context of western European society of the nineteenth century.56 Observers 

ventured forth to visit countries and to observe, with varying degrees of skill, empathy 

and understanding, the behaviour of the local peoples. They reported their findings 

and observations, including often unconscious, ethnocentric assessments, in the 

various journals published by the scientific societies of the day. 

it is interesting to note that in Britain these societies were independent associations 

of like-minded people, but on the Continent they were often associated with 

government and funded by them. These societies, which had their origins in 17 

century Italy. were of great importance as a means of disseminating scientific 

advances. The presentation. discussion and publication of scientific work was an 

essential part of their charter, and although specialisation induced the sub-division 

of the earlier "Royal" or "Scientific" societies into associations devoted to individual 

branches of science or humanities, this was a refinement of a successful process, 

rather than abandonment,57 

56 Scholte, B., "Anthropological traditions: Their definition", in Diamond, S. (Ed.), Anthropology: 
Ancestors and Heirs. The Hague: Mouton, 1980, pp. 68 ff. 

57 McLaren, G., Beyond Leichhardt South Fremantle: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1996, p. 11. 
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The process of ethnographic observation and recording is an ongoing one, and 

many anthropologists of today carry out the necessary research associated with their 

doctoral degree by studying various aspects of behaviour of a group of people, 

preferably in some remote spot, previously unrecorded. 

The formal ethnography was a significant contribution to the body of knowledge from 

which many inferences were drawn, and on which much SOCiological, political and 

philosophical theorising was based. The construction of a detailed ethnography 

was the initial step in the career path for many prominent early anthropologists: 

Lewis Morgan, The League of the Iriquois: W H R Rivers, The Todas; A. 

Radcliffe-Brown, The Andaman Islanders; E. Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer. The 

standards required for the proper observation of primitive cultures had become 

more scientific, and it has been said that the 1898 Cambridge Anthropological 

Expedition to Torres Straits, led by A. C. Haddon, showed that proper scientific 

standards of the laboratory could be transposed to the field.58 

The proposition that by studying the more 'primitive' societies in order to gain insight 

into the more sophisticated societies of the western European world developed from 

the evolutionary approach which became formalised as "Social Darwinism" .59 

This paradigm stated that society changed or evolved upwards through several 

formalised levels of advancement, until it reached the pinnacle of development of 

the erudite lecture halls and salons of European society. The outline of this view 

58 Kucklik, H. The Savage Within - The social history of British anthropology 1885 -
1945. Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 1993, p. 15. 
59A misnomer - the theory of speciation could be said to have derived from the proposals of social 
evolution when applied to biological matters. Harris, M., The Rise of Anthropological Theory. 
New Yark: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1968, p. 122-23. 



was developed in Spencer's works which were published in the 1850s and further 

refined over the next decades until the final volume of his 3 volume work The 

Principles of Sociology was published in 1896. 

27 

Morgan, who followed up his work on the Iroquois with a study of kinship systems, 

developed a generalised history of human society and he proposed an evolutionary 

arrangement of societies with seven levels, starting with Lower Savagery and 

progressing through Barbarism (Lower, Middle and Upper) to the peak of civilisation 

occupied by 19th century Europeans. This system was based upon various cultural 

markers, such as kinship systems, religion and forms of government, combined with 

material culture i.e., the skills of pottery, building, metalworking, etc. Upon this 

scale, he posted Australians and Polynesians as Middle Savages and Homeric 

Greeks as Upper Barbarians. This revolutionary work, Ancient Society. was 

published in 1877.60 It was this work which Marx found so convincing that he 

extended his interest to primitive societies, and the results were published by Engels 

in 1884. after Marx's death.61 

E. B. Tylor who was, at the same time, working in Britain, based his work on the now 

obvious premise that 'culture' is a socially learned condition, also proposed by the 

German Gustav Klemm in 1843.62 Tylor also adopted the German idea of psychic 

unity from the ethnographer Bastian to account for similarities in cultural conditions, 

as well as diffusion. Another influential German anthropologist of the early 

nineteenth century was Waitz (1821-1864) who published a six volume work 

Anthropology of Primitive Peoples (publication commenced in 1851 and was 

60 Morgan, L. H., Ancient Society, New York, 1877. 
61 Engels, K., The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State, in the Ught of 
the Researches of Lewis Henry Morgan, 1884. 
62 Service, E. R. A Century of Controversy, Ethnological Issues from 1860 to 1960. 
Orlando: Academic Press, 1985, p. 231. 
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completed in 1871, after Waltz' death). He was convinced there was no difference in 

mental potential of human groups, but that environmental factors accounted for 

differences, not inferiority. This was known as the 'psychic unity' principle63. 

Ratzel, the German Geographer who was interested in 'social geography' disagreed 

with Waltz and Bastian's notions of psychic unity, elementary thought patterns and 

folk ideas, and Ratzel's movement the 'Kulturkreis' relied upon migration or diffusion 

for the spread of a culture marker, as well as the influence of environmental factors.64 

Tylor, an evolutionist. also considered Ratzers alternative ideas concerning 

migration to be of great interest.65 Ratzel's pupil, Frobenius, was a great proponent 

of the migration theory and published his work on primitive people in 1898. His work 

prompted Graebner, of the Berlin Ethnological Museum to extend this idea further, in 

works published in the early 1900S.66 

The two schools of ethnography in Germany were divided between the natural 

sciences (Naturwissenschaften) approach, which was that culture was evolutionary, 

environmentalist and rational, and whose proponents attempted to apply scientific 

principles of observation, comparision and deduction of cause and effect to the 

collection and assessment of data. 67 The alternative school was based on spiritual 

sciences (Geisfeswissenschaften): humanities or cultural psychology6s, 

concentrating on the cultural 'gestalt' of a group. Oilthey was a major proponent of 

63 deWaal Malefijt, A, Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A Knopf, 1974, p.134. 
64deWaai Malefijt, A, Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A Knopf, 1974, p.166. 
65 Harris, M. The Rise of Anthropological Theory, Thomas Y. Crowell Co., N.Y., 1968, p. 383. 
66 Harris, M. The Rise of Anthropological Theory, Thomas Y. Crowell Co., N. Y., 1968, p. 383. 
67 Service, E. R. A Century of Controversy, Ethnological Issues from 1860 to 1960. 
Orlando: Academic Press, 1985. p. 230 
68 Service, E. R. A Century of Controversy, Ethnological Issues from 1860 to 1960. 
Orlando: Academic Press, 1985, p. 279 
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this school, and he insisted that the mental and psychological convictions of a 

cultural group were significant factors which must be taken into account in assessing 

cultural elements.69 

The one common factor to all these theorists was that they used the ethnography. 

This was the base information on which they worked, from which they drew their 

comparisons, and the reliability of which was a critical factor in their analyses. Early 

ethnographies were not studies done for anthropological purposes, but rather like 

collections of curiosities, compiled by enthusiastic, if undiscriminating and 

sometimes credulous travellers. However, as the nineteenth century anthropology 

bloomed, ethnography became more focussed, and specific studies of individual 

groups were undertaken, by men who were more scientifically minded in their 

approach. 

This then was the material that deGobineau, Spencer, Tylor, Morgan, Frazer, 

Bastian, Ralzel and Broca, and the other theorists, were using for their comparative 

studies, although some did their own ethnographic work, particularly Bastian, who 

travelled extensively - he held a position as ship's doctor7o . Frazer, on the other 

hand did no field work, and his work was based entirely on material gathered by 

others. The necessity to have carefully collected reliable information covering all 

the fields which were being synthesized to form a rational understanding of man, 

biologically and socially, became extreme, and it was not possible to rely merely on 

the anecdotal evidence of travellers and missionaries for information. Of course it 

was also necessary to consider that there were already changes taking place in 

69Jung, M., "From Dilthey to Mead and Heidegger: Systematic and Historical Relations", J. Hist. 
Philosophy, 33, No.4, Oct. 1995, p. 666. 
70 Haddon, A. C. History of Anthropology, New York: AMS Press, 1979, p. 100. 
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native societies due to their contact with Western Europeans, both political, religious 

and material. The possibility that tribes of primitives might become extinct before 

they could be described, was considered a very real one. 

Since the evolutionary theory presumed that all civilizations proceeded through the 

same pattern of development, it was assumed that those primitives still extant in the 

late nineteenth century would provide an ideal case for study to provide information 

about the origins of the Western European civilisation. It was for this reason that 

much attention was directed towards the Australian Aboriginals, since they were 

patently in a very primitive state of material culture. There was considered to be a 

correlation between the evolution of complexity in material culture and the level of 

biological evolution and the natives of Australia were thought to be a vital link in the 

understanding of progress of the human race, not to mention the controversial point 

of the origin of the human race, for which the anthropometric measurements might 

provide data. Data on Australian Aboriginals were used extensively in the work 

various scholars did on Totemism and kinship. According to Service "The 

Australians had figured prominently in L. H. Morgan's evolutionary scheme, 

particu!arly because their system of so-called marriage classes seemed to provide a 

factual basis for Morgan's ideas about group marriage."71 

There were quite a number of visiting natural historians to Australia, as well as local 

scholars who documented the life of the shattered remnants of the Aboriginal 

peoples in the nineteenth century. Bastian, as already mentioned, came to 

Australia, as did Carl Lumholtz from Norway; Lumholz was financed by the 

University of Christiana to undertake a trip to collect zoological specimens, as well 

71 Service, E. R., A Century of Controversy, Ethnological Issues from 1860 to 1960. 
Orlando, Fla.: Academic Press, 1985, p. 78 



31 
as observe and record the customs of tile native inhabitants of Australia. 72 More 

significant to Australian history were men like Ludwig Leichhardt and Count 

Strzelecki who were more explorers than ethnographic scholars. although 

Leichhardt made extensive collections of biological material and is regarded as 'a 

scientist and field researcher of the highest order'.73 Strezelecki concentrated more 

on geological observation and mineralogical collections, although he did write about 

the Aboriginals in his book ThePhysical Description of New South Wales 

and Van Diemen's land which was published in 1845 and for which he received 

a Fellowship of the Royal Geographic Society as well as The Royal Society.74 Baron 

von HOgel was one of the enthusiastic plant coilectors75 and Friedrich MOiler was 

certainly an erudite botanist 76 who had wide influence over the collection of native 

Australian flora. He participated in Gregory's expedition to Northern Australia and 

was ennobled by the King of Wurtemburg in 1871 and knighted by the Queen of 

England in 1879 for his work77. His advice was central to this area in the planning 

for the Horn Expedition78 . 

The work of the Missionaries was very important in the recording of language 

72 Lumhoitz, C. Among Cannibals. Canberra, A.C.T.: Australian National University Press, 1980. 
(Originally published 1888), Preface, p. 1. 
73McLaren, G., Beyond Leichhardt. South Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1996. 
p. 195 
74 Kaluski, M., Sir Paul E; Strzelecki, a Polish Count's Explorations in 19th Century 
Australia. Melbourne, AE Press, 1985, pp. 60-61. 
75 vonHOgel, Baron Charles, New Holland Journal, translated and edited by D. Clark. Carlton, Vic.: 
Melbourne University Press, 1994, p. 5. 
76 vonHOgel, Baron Charles, New Holland Journal, translated and edited by D. Clark. Carlton, Vic.: 
Melbourne University Press, 1994, p. 2. 
77 McLaren, G., Beyond Leichhardt. South Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1996. 
p.136, 
78 McLaren, G., Beyond Leichhardt. South Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1996. 
p.270. 
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although destructive of lifestyle 79 and Carl Strehlow's work on the Aranda, Die 

Aranda- lmd loritja-Stamme in Zentral-Australien , is based on the time he 

spent with them as a missionary.8o The Aboriginals of the interior of Australia were, 

at the end of the 19 century, much less affected by the incursions of the European 

culture than those on the coast.81 It is interesting for instance to note that the 

photographs collected by AmaiieDietrich in Queensland were studio photographs, 

made for sale as souvenirs. Obviously the tourist trade commenced exploiting 

Aboriginals at a very early stage. Dietrich spent some years (1863-1872) in 

Queensland collecting anthropological and ethnographic material for the Museum 

Godeffroy in Hamburg, Germany, as well as botanical and zoological specimens. 

The material was exhibited there between 1874 and 1885 when the Museum 

Godeffroy was closed. The Leipzig Museum of V61kerkunde purchased the 

collection.82 

It was against this background that Eylmann came to Australia to study the 

Aboriginals of the interior. Australia was known to and found interesting by German 

scholars, and a properly carried out, scientific ethnography would have been 

welcome, and in fact Durkheim commended Eylmann for following the systematic 

format of presenting the facts which had been demonstrated in Spencer & Gillen's 

work. Durkheim was using Australian ethnographies to provide the fundamental 

material for his work on Totemism.83 Because of the relative simplicity of the 

79 Rowley, C. D., The Destruction of Aboriginal Society. Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin, p. 205. 
80 Strehlow, C. Die Aranda- und Loritja-Stamme in Zentral·Australien 
81 Rowley, C. D., The Destruction of Aboriginal Society. Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin, p. 227. 
82 Sumner, R. "Photographs of Aborigines of North East Australia: A Collection of Early Queensland 
Aboriginal Photographs made by Amalie Dietrich for the Museum Godeffroy", Aboriginal History, 
Volume 10: 1-2, pp. 157-70. 
83 Durkheim, E. The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, New York: Collier, 1961, p.111. 
(originally published 1912) 
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culture of Australian Aboriginals, it was considered that tllese people were 

perhaps the most primitive still alive. Spencer, in the introduction to the by him 

Gillen on Amnta (the authors' spelling) states clearly that he considers the 

Aboriginal to be an 'early man' much like the crude forms of creatures who 

' ... elsewhere have passed away and given place to higher forms.'84 It was also 

known that the Aboriginal tribes were being depleted in numbers, because of the 

diseases and incursions of the European arrivals, and there was somewhat of a rush 

to document the cultures before the tribes vanished. Tile formal scientific 

ethnographies collated by Spencer and Gillen were highly thought of, and Spencer 

was able to enlist the assistance of both Sir James Frazer, the highly respected 

author of The Golden Bough and Professor E. B. Tylor in convincing Macmillans 

publish his and Gillen's work. 

Eylmann's training as a zoologist and doctor of medicine fitted him well to become 

an ethnographer, since he had been taught to observe and record his observations. 

His skill in drawing was already obvious in the illustrations which are part of his 

Ph.D. thesis in zoology, a series of delicately drawn anatomical studies of insects 

which were made from specimens viewed under a microscope. The drawings which 

illustrate his ethnographic work show similar skill and attention to detail, as do the 

drawings of plants and insects he observed in Australia, which are amongst his 

papers at the Bremen Ubersee Museum. His personal inclination towards solitary 

travel, as his sisters mentioned to Dr. Bunzendahl. was already evident during his 

universify years. His Ph.D. thesis in zoology also indicates the breadth of his 

language abilities, since the bibliography mentions material written in French, Italian, 

84 Spencer, B. and F.J. Gillen. The Arunta: A Study of a Stone Age People, Vol. 1. 
London, 1927, p. vii. Quoted in: Service, E.R. Profiles in Ethnology, Revised Edition, New York: 
Harper and Row, 1971, p. 3. 
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English and Latin. it is possible that he spoke Latin fluently since it was the practice 

to conduct High School (Gymnasium) classes in that language. 

Eylmann's interests and training were scientific and academic, which fitted him to 

carry out his work, and he had the time and the financial backing to undertake both 

the journey and the writing up of the data. It is difficult to say why he chose to do so, 

since he left no explanation. but having decided to involve himself, he did so in such 

a way as to fulfill the needs of the anthropological discipline at that time. 
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CHAPTER 4 

In order to produce this work, which was so necessary and which was initially so well 

accepted, Eylmann had spent eighteen months studying in Berlin, before he 

travelled to Australia. He had the specific intent to travel across the continent 

recording his observations of Aboriginal life. He arrived in Adelaide in early 1896 

and spent four weeks working in the Library, Botanical Garden and Zoo, and the 

Museums, to familiarise himself with local plants and animals, geography and 

geology. The list of books which he mentions his notes (see Appendix 1 ) 

indicates the breadth of his reading. I compiled this list from the footnotes in his 

ethnography and his notebooks which are in the Bremen Ubersee Museum. These 

books are filled with quotations and notes from material he read during his studies in 

the Museums and Libraries in Adelaide. It is reasonable to assume that he 

purchased some of them to take back to Germany, probably those which are used as 

references in his book. However, they were probably sold to buy food wilen his 

money evaporated in the post-World War I financial crash, since they were not 

amongst those of his papers salvaged after Eylmann's death. 

His journey was carried out with the minimum of equipment - no camel trains or 

strings of horses and men; he travelled alone, with a riding horse and usually a 

packhorse, but sometimes on foot. He travelled to Oodnadatta by train, and after 



purchasing two horses on his arrival there.85 He then followed the Overland 

Telegraph Line northwards. 
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He commenced his journey in March, 1896, in the autumn, during one of the worst 

droughts Australia has had. Although the route north 86 through the Centre was by 

no means as trackless as it had been just twenty-five years before, his journey was 

gruelling. On several occasions he nearly perished, largely due to the lack of water 

and grass for the horses, because of the effects of the drought conditions which 

prevailed. His notes and his ethnographic work are testament to the tenacity with 

which he carried on. He described the terrain and the vegetation, but his particular 

interest was the Aboriginal people he met. Staying at various places such as 

Barrow's Creek, Sterling Station where he spent several months, Stuart Town (with 

Frances Gillen) and Hermannsburg, he could study the Aboriginal people. On 

several occasions he lived in their camps, and when he reached Paimerston87 , he 

chose to live on the outskirts at McMinn's Lagoon near a Chinese encampment. so 

that he could meet with the Aboriginals who used that path to come into Palmerston 

from regions to the east. 

Eyimann kept extensive notes, and some of them are still extant at the Bremen 

Obersee Museum. The book which was the result of his observations is an 

enormous text of nearly 500 pages. It covers all aspects of Aboriginal life which he 

85 Eylmann accomplished this by asking the publican for advice - and naturally the publican had a friend 
who would oblige. The horses were to appear within the day. After a week's delay Eylmann attempted 
to buy his horses elsevvi1ere, but no-one would do business with him and spoil the deal made by one of 
their own. Three weeks later, by vvi1ich timeEylmann was totally exasperated, the horses arrived. He 
reluctantly bought the starved, broken down nags, in the hope of exchanging them for something 
better further inland. Eylmann, E. Die Elngeborenen del' Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: 
Johnson Reprint Corp. 1966,pp. 6-7. 
86 Stuart Town is now knolNll as Alice Springs. 
87 Since renamed Darwin. 
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had observed amongst many groups ranging from the Narrinyeri in south-eastern 

South Australia to the Larrakeyah in the Top End. Courto has reviewed the actual 

content of the ethnography and favourably comments on its quality, particularly 

taking into account the conditions under which Eylmann was travelling, in 

comparison to others such as Spencer and Gillen who travelled with official sanction 

and assistance.BS Eylmann's book has been carefully crafted, using material from 

other researchers, such as R. Brough Smyth, and Spencer and Gillen, inter alia, to 

supplement his own observations. Where it was not possible to make in- depth 

studies, as for instance in the case of the language section, Eylmann relied heavily 

on texts from other researchers. s9 Scholars quoted in this section include Kempe 

from Hermannsberg Mission, Reuther from the mission at Kilalpanina, as well as G. 

Taplin's work on the Narryngeri.90 The selection of material, as indicated by the 

chapter headings, is extremely comprehensive, and covers all of the fields which 

were of interest to ethnologists of the day. He covers both the physical as well as the 

metaphysical areas, the mundane as well as tile spiritual. His approach to the work 

is that of a scientific observer - he describes what he sees, notes when he is 

reporting instances of hearsay and he adds very little in the way of interpretation. 

This approach is deliberate, and the key comment made by Eylmann which defines 

his intentions in carrying out his investigations is made in the Introduction where he 

says 

Bei dieser meiner Arbeit ist es mein Bestreben gewesen, in jeder Hinsicht rein 

88 Courto, V. J., The Tragical History of Doctor Eylmann, The ethnographer Erhard 
Eylmann and an Assessment of his work. B.A. Hons. Thesis, Australian National University, 
Canberra, 1990, p. 38. 
89 Courto, V. J., The Tragical History of Doctor Eylmann, The ethnographer Erhard 
Eylmann and an Assessment of his work. BA Hons. Thesis, Australian National University, 
Canberra, 1990, p. 39. 
90 Taplin, G. The Narrinyeri, An account of the Tribes of South Australian Aborigines, 
ihabiting the country around the Lakes Alexandrina, Albert, and Coorong and the 
lower part of the River Murray: their Manners and Customs. This is one of the books to 
which Eylmann refers for which I have not been able to find publication details. 
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sachlich zu bleiben and mein Urieil nicht durch irgend welch Vorurteile oder 
fremde vorausgesetze Meinungen beinflussen zu lassen. Jch braucl1 wohl n 
icht besonders zu betonen, das icll bei minen Forschungen mit der gr6Bten 
Sorgtalt und Gewisshenhaftigkeit zu Werke gegangen bin." 91 (In this work it 
has been my endeavour to remain objective and not to let my 
judgment be influenced by prejudice or foreign opinions. I need not stress that 
! have carried out my investigations with the greatest care and 
conscientiousness. ) 

He goes on to say that he is aware that many areas of ethnology are obscure and 

that many current opinions about the origin of cultural phenomena are fundamentally 

incorrect. 

"Bedingung ist selbstverstandlich, daB er hinreichende Kenntnisse in der 
VOIkerkunde besitzt, und daB er sich nicht hinreiBen laBt, hinliiBt, dem Leser 
Ansichten autzudrangen, die er nicht durch stichhaltige Beweise zusWtzen 
vermag." 92 (The requirement is obvious that he (the traveller) should 
possess a sufficient knowledge of ethnology, and that he does not let himself 
be carried away, or allow opinions to obtrude to the reader, which he is not 
able to support with valid eVidence.) 

it is interesting that he found it important to make his position in the investigation 

clear - it is almost as if he was defending himself against some expected challenge 

or one which had already been made. In fact he said 

"Den Vorwurf, daB ich hierbei unwissenschaftHch verfahren sie, indem ich 
meiner Phantasie die Zugel habe shieBen lassen, wird mir wahl keiner 
machen k6nnen." 93 (The accusation that I have proceeded with this 
unscientifically, that I have given my imagination free rein, can not be 
made about me.) 

Was he mindful of the challenges Boas was making towards the European 

anthropological theorising? Perhaps the German academic anthropologists did not 

91 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966, p. "5. 
92 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966, p."5 . 
93 Eylmann, E. Die Eingebol'enen der Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966p. '5. 
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agree with Eylmann's objective and Boasian approach to the collection of 

ethnographic detail. His resistance to theorising and comparing was clearly stated 

above, as was his opinion of some previous works by others. 

Or was he considering the suspicious and patronising attitude of Gillen, which shows 

clearly in Gillen's letters to Spencer, where Gillen, after his first meetings with 

Eylmann in Alice Springs, seems not to think very much of Eylmann's abilities. This 

suspicious attitude changes, as the later letters to Spencer suggest, possibly due to 

something which Spencer wrote to Gillen.94 Unfortunately Spencer's letters to Gillen 

have been lost, possibly destroyed by Gillen's widow.95 Gillen eventually came to 

think highly of Eylmann's abilities, and some of Eylmann's data was used by 

Spencer and Gillen in their own publications. At Gillen's request, Eylmann when he 

passed through Barrow Creek, made a detour in order to sketch some sacred rock 

drawings. This work was acknowledged by Spencer and Gillen when the sketch 

and Eylmann's detailed descriptive notes about the site were published.96 Eylmann 

a/so mentioned this incident in his ethnography.9? 

In their current work on Gillen, Mulvaney et a1. quote extensively from leiters from 

Gillen to Spencer. In one of those letters (23 March, 1897) Gillen discusses some of 

the work which Eylmann was doing. He says Eylmann 'examining the hearing and 

eyesight of natives here and at the Mission and has given me a note in German 

94 Letter from Gillen to Spencer, dated 5 June, 1896, refers to Gillen heeding warning from Spencer 
about 'teutonic guile', in connection with Eylmann. 
95 Australian Magazine, 18-19 May, 1996, p 17. 
96 Spencer, B. and F. Gillen, Native Tribes of Central Australia, New York: Dover Publications, 
1968 (Originally published 1899). P.631. 
97 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Carp. 1966. p.13* 
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which we are at liberty to make use of I am enclosing the note".98 Mulvaney then 

quotes the relevant passage from The Native Tribes of Central Australia 

Whilst at Hermannsburg on the Finke River and also at Alice Springs, Dr. E. 
Eylmann, who has been engaged for some time past in scientific exploration 
of Central Australia, tested carefully the capacity of the natives with regard to 
senses of sight and hearing, and has kindly communicated to us the results 
of his tests. Dr. Eylmann says, 'I found that both senses were not on an 
average better developed in the aborigines than. in Europeans.' 

There had been considerable discussion in Europe concerning the possibiiity that 

primitive peoples perhaps had more acute senses of sight and hearing than 

'civilised' people. It was one of the objectives of the famous Cambridge Expedition 

to the Torres Straits in 1898 to test the abilities of the natives with regard to sense 

acuity.99 Eylmann wished to collect some data with which to test the notion. In his 

ethnography he discussed at great length the senses of sight and hearing and as 

mentioned above, came to the conclusion that the acuity of the senses did not differ 

between Aboriginals and Europeans, but that the Aboriginal had a greater power of 

observation and paid more attention to his surroundings, thus was able to percieve 

more, visually and aurally, than the European100 . 

In another letter dated 6 May, 1897, Gillen further quoted Eylmann's opinion, this 

time concerning a disease peculiar to some local aboriginals, and also mentioned 

an accompanying sketch made by Eylmann. In their comments Mulvaney et al. also 

mention that Cowie, in writing to Spencer on 9 March, 1897, had mentioned 

discussing the difference in skin colour of the Aboriginals in the Finke Region and 

that of those at Barrow Creek with Eylmann. 

98 Punctuation as in the original. 
99 de Waal Malefijt, A. , Images of Man - A History of Anthropological Thought. New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf. 1974. p. 165. 
100 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Koionie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. pp. 25 f1. 
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CowIe was a pOliceman stationed at liIamurta. south of Alice Springs. He had been 

one of the guides of the Horn Expedition when he became friendly with Spencer. He 

was highly commended as a bushman by Winnecke, the leader of the Expedition. 

He was also one of Gillen's informants and coliectors.101 His good opinion of 

Eylmann was therefore meaningful and carried some weight. 

On 6 May, 1897, Gillen wrote to Spencer, mentioning Cowie's high regard for 

Eylmann's observational skills, which was confirmed in a leiter from Byrne to 

Spencer, dated 26 March, 1897, where Byrne praised Eylmann's attention but noted 

'but I don't see how he can do really valuable work without collecting specimens -

unless his notes and drawings are exhaustive.' Byrne was the Telegraph Station 

Master at Charlottes Waters and a naturalist and ethnographer.102 He was a friend 

of Spencer and Gillen, and one of their informants. 

Because of Byrne's opinion, Gillen, in the letter mentioned above of 6 May, 1897, 

suggested to Spencer that it was fortunate that Father McKillopSJ of the Daly River 

Mission was away from the north and would be absent during Eylmann's visit -

perhaps Gillen was afraid that Eylmann would collect too much material. One could 

speculate that Gillen was concerned that Eylmann, with his excellent academic 

qualifications and observational skills might overshadow Gillen's aChievements; 

particularly since Eylmann possessed the money and freedom to work, unfettered by 

the necessi1y of earning a living. 

101 Carment, D., R. Maynard and A. Powell, N.T. Dictionary of Biography. Darwin: N.T. University 
Press, 1990. p. 65. 
102 Mulvaney, D. J. and J. H. Calaby, So Much that is New: Baldwin Spencer, 1860-1929, A 
Biography. Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1985, p. 121. 
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In 1898 (13 May), Gillen wrote to Spencer and mentioned that Eylmann was coming 

southwards on his return trip. He suggested a meeting between Spencer and 

Eylmann, if Eylmann went to Melbourne (which, of course he did not). Gillen said "I 

am sure you will like him and you owe him some reparation for the wicked 

suspicions with which you - and my Wife - regarded him. i suppose I can talk freely 

to him now eh?,,103 Presumably whatever suspicions Spencer had, these had been 

somehow allayed. 

Gillen's letters104 demonstrate how widely known Eylmann's movements and work 

was amongst the people in Central Australia. This is only to be expected, since 

there were very few Europeans, and certainly extremely few who were interested in 

this field of research. Since this group, and the people at the Mission Stations were 

the main people showing any scientific interest in the Aboriginals, it is clear that 

Eylmann had made contact with all the people who could be expected to understand 

what he was trying to achieve. This and the acceptance of Eylmann as a capable 

observer by Spencer and Gillen is an important indication of his academic standing 

and 'legitimacy'. 

Eylmann's book was intended for both the interested and educated layman as well 

as the professional. He declares this in the Foreword 1 05 , but the scope of the book 

is distinctly directed towards the interests of the anthropologists of the day. The list of 

103 I am indebted to Professor D. J. Mulvaney for his kindness and generosity in supplying me with the 
excerpts from Gillen's letters quoted here, from the mansclipt of the forthcoming book of Gillen's 
correspondence, edited by Professor Mulvaney, Dr. H. Morphy of the Pitt Rivers Museum where 
Gillen's papers are kept, and their assistant Mis A. Petch. The book will be published in 1997 by Hyland 
House, Melbourne. 
104 These letters of Gillen's are the only contemporary written evidence I have been able to find where 
Eylmann's visit is mentioned. 
105 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Koionie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. pS 
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topics covered by each Chapter ranges from the physical appearance and mental 

nature of the Aboriginals. their languages and social institutions, to their weapons, 

tools and utensils. Included is a large table of anthropometric measurements. taken 

according to a scheme devised by Virchow, including twentyfive cranial 

measurements and fifteen body dimensions, taken from Aboriginals at the Mission 

station at Kilalpanina. He discusses their hunting techniques, food and cooking, as 

well as their crafts and art. including personal decoration. He has a chapter on 

illness and medication, as well as stimulants, and closely details their rituals and 

ceremonies. The two final chapters in the book - there are twenty-six - are 

concerned with the natives and the Europeans and Chinese, and the Missionaries. 

The depth of the work is evident, and although the amount of data varies from 

chapter to chapter, all are covered thoroughly and are described clearly. The 

material is organised in an orderly manner, according to topic, and most importantly, 

it is very adequately indexed, which makes the work easy to consult. 

The change in technique in the writing of ethnography to fulfill the requirements of 

anthropologists for more detailed, objective and scientific observation is quite 

marked if you compare Eylmann's work with that of Lumholz. 

Carl Lumholz wrote an ethnography in the old style about his visit to Australia in 

1880 to undertake research, sponsored by the University of Christiania in Norway. 

He lived amongst the Aboriginals in north west Queensland for some considerable 

time - he spent four years in Australia. In his book106 he spent as much time 

discussing the hardships he underwent as he did the people and animals he saw. 

106 Lumholtz, C.S. Among Cannibals. Canberra, A.C.T.: Australian National University Press, 1980. 
(Originally published 1888) 
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As so many ethnologists did, he declared that he is recording the lives of the 

Australian Aborigines to rescue the facts before the tribes disappear from the earth. 

His work is full of judgmental remarks and invidious comparisons and he treats the 

Aboriginal people he is observing with contempt and suspicion. He emerges from 

his writing with a rather unpleasant character, and it is difficult not to suspect that his 

judgments were biassed against the people he observed. Much of his work is 

anecdotal and the text reads more like a travelogue than an scientific observation of 

a certain custom or aspect of culture. The book is written as a narrative, and 

although there is much interesting material and beautiful illustrations, the it is not 

compiled according to any type of classificatory system. Lumholtz constantly 

denigrates the Aboriginals he meets, and actually mentioned that he thought it 

wisenot to become too close to them, since familiarity would breed contempt and 

would render the European subject to aUack.107 

Eylmann, on the other hand, observes dispassionately the Aboriginals with whom he 

comes in contact, and reserves his contempt for the drunken Europeans he meets 

along the way. Because he attempts to maintain an objective approach, it is not easy 

to discern more than a broad outline of his character, but his behaviour indicates a 

depth of understanding and tenacity which are admirable. He shows respect of the 

Aboriginals he met and generally seems at ease with them. 

There was little interest or publicity within Australia about Eylmann's activities -

comparison can be made with the public interest in the activities of the group which 

carried out the Horn Expedition, and that led by Haddon to Torres Strait in 1898-9. 

The Horn Expedition explored the Macdonnell Ranges region around Alice Springs 

107Lumholtz, C.S. Among Cannibals. Canberra, ACT: Australian National University Press, 1980, 
p. 121. 
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in 1896, and consisted of a large group of scientists nominated by the Colonial 

governments, together with guides, as mentioned above, and had the object 01 

collecting biological specimens, surveying and observing in the designated area. 

The party consisted of zoologists, geologists, botanists, anthropologists, surveyors, 

taxidermists and field hands as well as two prospectors to sink sample hoies and 

collect mineral specimens. There was also a cook. The Elder Expedition was equally 

well equipped - it employed fourteen men and fortyfour camels. Obviously the 

expenses involved in these ventures were considerable108 . Eylmann's 

expenditure was certainly much lower - he travelled alone with only two horses. 

Since he did not have to raise funds and therefore involve others or the Government 

by requesting their support, there was no publicity either for him or for the results of 

his work. Courto makes the comparison of Eylmann's expedition with that of 

Spencer and Gillen in 1901 wilen they were equipped with wagons and a buggy 

and twenty horses - David Syme of the Melbourne Age had provided half of the 

funding, and the venture was publicised in that newspaper, as well as the scientific 

journals.109 

108 McLaren, G., Beyond Leichhardt. South Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1996. 
p.267. 
109 Courto, V. J., The Tragicai History of Doctor Elilmann, The ethnographer Erhard 
Eylmann and an Assessment of his work:. B.A. Hans. Thesis, Australian National University, 
Canberra, 1990, p. 38. 
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CHAPTER 5 

The past is a foreign country - but ethnographers have provided us with maps; some 

detailed and carefully surveyed, some populated by dragons, but they are maps 

which we can still overlay on to the present, and even match some still existing 

features. It is these maps of the past which are the main feature of the relevance of 

ethnographies of the nineteenth century in loday's disciplines of anthropology, 

sociology and history. 

As the colonial world expanded, studies of the indigenous peoples were made, as 

we have seen, by various people with varying degrees of proficiency. The use to 

which these accounts were put at the time, varied from reports to amuse the general 

public, government reports on which economic and political decisions were made, 

as well as scientific data on which the general theories of anthropology and 

sociology were based. 

Today, this range of uses is somewhat expanded or changed, but none the less 

varied. The interest in traveller's tales among the general public is still there, and the 

number of recent reproductions of original ethnographic texts is an indicator of 

this11o. National Governments and Indigenous People's Movements are making 

political decisions concerning land rights and treaties based upon the content of 

110 Wallace, A.R. The Malay Archipelago,originally published in 1869 and reprinted in 1989 by 
Oxford University Press. Another is Lumhoitz, C. Among Cannibals, originally published in 1889 
and republished by Australian National University Press in 1980. 



political decisions concerning land rights and treaties based upon the content of 

these old observations. 

As well, the ethnologies still have value in the anthropology and sociology 

disciplines, in that they can be used to assess the validity of the old established 

theories, and to examine the processes of change between the culture as it was 

observed in the early stages of contact with Western European influences, and its 

state today. As primary source documents for historians ethnographies provide 

information in widely different areas, as will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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The SOCial anthropologists of today still use ethnographic techniques to obtain the 

data on which their research is based, but the scope is rather more limited than in 

the past when whole cultures were relatively undescribed in any integrated way. 

Today's researchers, who are usually required to base their post-graduate degrees 

on original research often take this opportunity to immerse themselves in an alien 

culture, be it amongst some remote group of people or amongst different echelons of 

their own society, to carry out the observations and recording which is the basic 

technique of ethnographic work. This is the technique which Eylmann as well as 

Spencer and Gillen used - and which was made famous by Malinowski. 111 

Mulvaney considers that the technique was suggested to Malinowski by Spencer, 

with whom he had close contact during his years in Australia. 112 

Comparative work between the past and the present situation is possible, and of 

course a researcher must know the ethnographies of the chosen area of study 

111 Kuper, A. Anthropology and Anthropologists - The Modern British School. London: 
Routledge, Kegan Paul. 1983. p.10. 
112Australian Magazine, 18-19 May, 1996, p 18. 
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before it can be discussed in the present. It may be that the cultural aspect in which 

is of interest has not changed, or perhaps it plays a different role in the society, 

indicating a structural or functional change, which may be able to be deduced. A 

researcher also needs to know if the aspect of the culture being observed has been 

described before - of course, if it has not, the modern researcher becomes the 

primary ethnographer. The fact that many of the ethnographies of the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries provide vital teaching material - such as E. Evans 

Pritchard's work The l\Iuer and many others. Whatever the circumstances may be, 

social anthropology, both in research and teaching, is still dependent on 

ethnography, past and present. Butterfly collecting it may be, but it is necessary to 

collect the butterflies before they can be studied. 

There has been a the shift away from the traditional direction of history, which was 

primarily political and economic, towards social themes. Ethnographic documents 

now fall into the category of a primary source providing information about the social 

condition, as applied to both the observer and the observed, at the time at which the 

material was written. The primary purpose of ethnographic records was not 

necessarily historical, but direct and indirect historical data can be derived from 

them. Methods of travel, social conditions, philosophical matters, all of which can be 

found in ethnographies are grist for the mill of the social historian; as well there is 

material relevant to the history of ideas and methodology. Ethnographic data on 

religious practices is vital for the construction of religious history, and many other 

subjects peripheral to the ethnography, such as arts and crafts, dress, etc. can be 

documented from ethnographic records, particularly those of the nineteenth century 

where all of these areas were subjects of observation by the ethnographer. 

Classical political and economic history relies heavily on archival material and 
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public documents for its data, but social historians must gather information about the 

minutiae of life from many diverse sources. Snippets of information about people 

and their lives, particularly in cases where population was sparse and not 

necessarily literate or inclined to record their own lives, contained in the records of 

an ethnographer can provide valuable insight into the lives of ail the people 

encountered. 

Eylmann's account of the drunken spree at an 'inland station' provides a lot of detail 

about the way of life of the bush people and their housing, as well as their interaction 

with the Aboriginal group nearby - not only in the details of the attack made by the 

drunken men but also the methods of defence of the Aboriginals are recorded. This 

incident took place at an unnamed cattle station in the vicinity of Stuart Town. 

Once have I a genuine right carouse joined in, and indeed on a miserable 
cattle station in the inland. It was organised in the kitchen. We carousers 
lay on the bare hardpacked dirt floor or sat on boxes and benches. The 
drink, a muddy brown rum which a passing carrier had brought with him, 
stood in a common tin bucket which was used for carrying water for meat 
cooking, feeding some deserted foals and occasionally also as washbasin, 
on the roughly built dining table. In the absence of glasses we helped 
ourselves to drinks in our pannikins (tin mugs). When the muddy stinking 
liquid was getting to the dregs, it sent the crazy fellows in their drunken fits 
and noise on the road to the nearby native camp for three young lubras to 
fetch here. These (the lubras) were terrified by this appearance and ran 
away, so they (the bush people) fell into a great rage and they set on fire 
many shacks. Now it was come close to a serious fight, because the native 
men seized their weapons and the old lubras ran around screaming and 
abusing like maniacs. When the fire was put out and the bush people had 
gone home, the natives calmed down a little. A couple of hours later I found 
their attitude so suspicious that I felt it advisable to keep a loaded revolver 
with me. On the station were kept bloodhounds and kangaroo dogs, and I 
had stayed completely sober, so, by the way, a sudden attack had no great 
promise of having success. My sobriety had I known how to preserve 
through a small deception. In the booze-up had I brought the pannikin very 
often to the lips and from time to time dipped in the bucket, without however 
anything of the disgusting liquid to drink. I would not have been able to 
carry out this deception if not the lighting extremely bad had been. As long 
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as the sun was in the sky cameso little light through the open standing door 
and some holes in the roof of the windowless room, that the features of 
most of the drinkers could not distinctly be known. and later, after darkness 
fell. served only a completely dimly burning 'slush lamp' to iIIuminate.113 

This little narrative is indicative of many things - the depth of Eylmann's observations. 

the distance which he felt from the bush people (as Eylmann called the Europeans of 

the Inland) yet these people included him in their entertainment. I detect a certain 

empathy for the Aboriginals in the tale, and altllough this is one of the few occasions 

where Eylmann feels endangered, he implies that this threat is justified. 

in another place Eylmann also provides a description of the mining field at Arltunga 

as it was when it was operating which would be of interest to mining historians as 

well as local people. He describes the geology of the area, the type of gold mined, 

and the techniques used to extract it. He gives the following description of the 

genera! appearance of the mined area: 

The whole gold field was a total devastation of the land, since the metal is 
completely unequally distributed in one and the same reef and nowhere in 
large quantities is found and that the discovery was in the hands of bush 
people who in their poverty by the sweat of their brows must break off the 
mineral. Only in one place, in the vicinity of the gneiss, did I find a small, 
about 2 metre deep shaft and a cave like gallery you could consider a mine. 
In the White Range the worker gets, usually two together, the mineral in open 
cuts. which they about 2 or 3 metres deep will go. This surface working 
stretches in very many pits, rather than the whole length of the surface with 
veins, but it is only dug where most of the gold can be discovered. Some 
owners of claims throw even the stone rubble which is in the way of their 
work in the part of the workings where the surface working has been given 
Up.114 

113 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. p. 18' Author's transl ation. 
114 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen del' Koionie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. p. 19~. Author's translation. 
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Eyimann also devoted two entire chapters to the relationships between the 

Aboriginals and outsiders - one concerning their interaction with the Europeans and 

the Chinese in which is pointed out the corruption of the Aboriginals of the north by 

the European culture115 as well as the ill effects of the introduction of opium by the 

Chinese.116 The other Chapter concerns the work of the Missionaries with 

Aboriginal groups. Naturally, since Eylmann stayed at the Lutheran missions at 

Hermannsburg, Point Macleay and Kilalpannina (Lake Alexandrina), he was able to 

detail the procedures of daily living from his own experience. These details are of 

great value to historians, since most other material available was written by the 

missionaries, whereas Eylmann, although probably not entirely unprejudiced, was 

trained to be objective and accurate in his observations. His opening paragraph 

indicates however, that although Lutheran himself, he does not consider the 

Christian religion suitable for the Aboriginals. He says 

In the first place, the Christian religion is not suitable for primitive people who 
stand on the lowest level of culture. Can a people, like the Auistralian, who 
have completely different views of good an evil from ours, and who must carry 
on daily a difficult battle for survival, be devoted to the love of a God from 
whom he has to expect no mercy, when they in their weakness are not able to 
comply with the Commandments. Islam could well exercise a greater 
attraction to the natives. It promises the devout a Paradise that offers 
enjoyment which only the glowing fantasies of an Oriental could imagine; 
whereas the reward of the few Christians who, only through Godly grace and 
compassion, have opened the Gates of Heaven has little temptation for a son 
of the wilderness. 117 

As well as providing historical detail, another function which these old texts have is 

in the very modern requirement of assisting in the establishment of the occupation of 

115 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen del' Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. p 455. 
116Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Koionie Sudaustl'alien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. p. 459. 
117 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Koionie SudaustraJien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. p. 477. 
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certain areas of land by individual tribal groups. Native peoples land rights have 

become an issue in many countries, and often the legal requirement to establish and 

prove occupation by a certain tribe or clan is very difficult since the people in 

question had no written records or 'Central Titles Office'. By careful examination of 

ethnographic records the presence of particular group of people in certain specific 

areas can be confirmed, in a completely objective way, since it is impossible to 

conceive that an ethnographer making his observations decades earlier would have 

any ulterior motives in such a case. Eylmann's work provides much information 

which could be of value in these types of case, since he had contact with so many 

groups. He discusses forty tribes and groups whom he met, and in many instances 

gives precise locations for the areas where he encountered them and where their 

country was. Courto compares the extent of his contact with that of Spencer and 

Gillen - they mentioned contact with only ten tribes in Central Australia in 1898 and 

a further five in 1904.118 

Something as minor as the detail Eylmann recorded concerning the naming of 

Claraville, which was a hamlet near Arltunga could easily be highly important. It 

seems that the place was given this name because an Aboriginal woman named 

Clara gave birth there.119 Taking into account the importance of the location of a 

birth in the relationship between Aboriginals and the land, this detail could be used 

to substantiate that relationship. 

In other countries too, ethnological records can be used to support and corroborate 

118 Courto, V .• The Tragical History of Doctor Eylmann, The ethnographer Erhard 
Eylmann and an Assessment of his work. B.A. Hons. Thesis, Australian National University, 
Canberra, 1990.p. 43. 
119 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. p. 19* 
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the oral evidence of the occupation of territory by indigenous groups. In his paper on 

the Vedda in Sri Lanka120 U. A. Chandrasena relies heavily on the ethnographic 

study done by Selig mann, who together with his wife, was a pioneer anthropologist 

in Sri Lanka. They published their work on The Veddas in 1911, and this is now 

being used to establish the territory inhabited at that time by this group of 

hunter/gatherers. They have been largely dispossessed by changes in land use 

through irrigation schemes and resettlement of other groups into their territory. 

In Canada too, ethnographic evidence is vital to the establishment of land rights for 

native peoples. Some of the problems associated with this are discussed in Ray's 

paper on a claim in British Columbia, which covers the difficulty of relying, for this 

purpose, on ethnographic work carried out well after European contact has taken 

place. Ray emphasises the importance, in this case, of placing the greatest reliance 

on the earliest possible data, preferably primary sources, to achieve an accurate 

picture as the basis for the legal decision. He pOints out the errors which are likely to 

creep in if summary or generalised material is used, since these neglect the details 

or special conditions which pertain to the individual case. Ray contends that this 

case partly rested on the published ethnographic literature which placed too much 

reliance on an article written by the eminent anthropologist Julian Steward in 1960. 

The conclusions of this paper were based on an incorrect assumption, but later 

writers accepted his conclusions, even though Steward declared them to be 

speculation. The Crown also refused to accept oral evidence collected in modern 

120 Chandrasena, U.A., "The Struggle for Survival of an Aboriginal Group: The Veddas of Sri Lanka", in 
Cant, G., J. Overton & R. Pawson, (Eds.), Indigenous Land Rights in Commonwealth 
Countries. Christchurch, N.Z.: Dept. Geography, U. Canterbury, 1993, p. 14. 
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ethnographies, such as Eylmann's, provide important data. 
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In Australia almost every Land Claim under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act quotes 

anthropologists and ethnographers as an authority on which, in part, the scope of the 

claim is brought - to quote only one, the Daly River Land Claim 122 bases some of its 

analysis on the work of W. E. Stamler, who worked in the area in the 1930s. 

In 1976, Mulvaney, in his contribution to Peterson's edited volume Tribes and 

Boundaries in Australia123 recommends extensive reference to early 

ethnographies such as Spencer and Gillen, R. Brough Smyth, Bates and Taplin, but 

not Eylmann, although two years previously, in 1974, Professor N. B. Tindale, who 

is another anthropologist who extensively used early ethnographic material, is the 

only Australian researcher I have been able to discover who refers to the work of 

Eylmann. Tindale, in his work on Aboriginal tribes, refers not only to Eylmann's 

genera! ethnography124 , but also to the paper on firemaking which Eylmann 

published in 1902.125 

121 Ray, A. J., 'The Historical Geographer and the Gitksan-wet'suwet'en Comprehensive Claim: The 
Role of the Expert Witness", in Cant, G., J. Overton & R. Pawson, (Eds.), Indigenous Land Rights 
in Commonwealth Countries. Christchurch, N.z.: Dept. Geography, U. Canterbury, 1993, p. 81-
87. 
122 Upper Daly Land Claim, Vols. 1, 2 and 3. Canberra: Australian Govemment Publishing SeNice, 
1991, p. 31. 
123 Mulvaney, D. J. 'The Chain of Connection", in Peterson, N. (Ed.). Tribes and Boundaries in 
Australia. Canberra, A.C.T., Humanities Press, 1976. p. 72-94. 
124 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. 
125 Eylmann, E. "Das Feuermachen der Eingeborenen der Colonie Sud-Australien", Verhandlung 
der Berliner Gesellschaft fUr Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschicte, Vol. 34, 
1902, pp. 89-94. 
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Another important Australian anUlropoiogis1, Herbert Basedow, who worked in the 

early part of the 19 century, and had been educated in Germany, makes no 

reference to Eylmann's work in his book on The Australian Aboriginal published 

in 1925.126 

Because of the importance of the actions taken under Land Rights Legislation, and 

its equivalents in other countries, it is vital that no data be excluded from the 

information available to support these claims, and therefore it is necessary that all 

works, including Eylmann's, should be consulted by those seeking to carry the 

claims through the legal process. 

As we have seen, nineteenth Century ethnography in general, and Eylmann's work 

in particular can provide us with much information which is not available from other 

sources. The corpus of ethnography was the basis for the construction of the 

discipline of anthropology. Through the development of its form into an objective 

and systematically collected set of observations has left us with a legacy of valuable 

and reliable information. If only for that reason, Eylmann's work should not have 

been neglected by Australian anthropologists in the way that it has been until recent 

times. 

It should be noted, however that this neglect is not the case world wide. In Germany 

there has always been considerable interest in Eylmann's work. Australia had and 

has many links with Germany, not the least of which was the work of the Lutheran 

Missionaries who were so influential in the outback as wei! as the explorers and 

scientists. 

126 Basedow, H., The Australian Aboriginal. Adelaide: F. W. Preece & Sons, 1925. 
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When the Curator of the Bremen Obersee Museum was apprised of Eylmann's 

death, some months after the event, the then Head of the Department of Primitive 

Studies at the Museum went personally to take possession of his collection of 

Australian Aboriginal artifacts, mineral and zoological specimens and papers and 

manuscripts. Eylmann's work was well known, although he himself had chosen to 

live in obscurity after the end of World War I. The curator, Dr. Weissenborn and his 

successor, Dr. Otto Bunzendahl, pieced together what little is now known of 

Eylmann's personal life, through tracing public records as well as conversations with 

Eylmann's sisters. Of his last years the Mayor of Farge, the village where Eylmann 

died, and the management of the wool factory where he worked were helpful. This 

information, together with a catalogue of the collection of Aboriginal artifacts was 

published by Bunzendahl in 1938127. Fortunately, the collection survived the 

Second World War, and part of it is on permanent display in the Bremen Museum, 

which is the most popular and most visited museum in Germany. 

In 1988 there was an exhibition displaying Eylmann's drawings, manuscripts and 

collection at Schonebecke Schloss, a small local museum nearby to Eylmann's 

birthplace, in commemoration of the first European landings in Australia, which 

attracted a good deal of newspaper coverage. It is an indication of the strength of 

the perception of Eylmann's connection with Australia in the eyes of the public that 

his work was chosen to commemorate this occasion. 

In the academic world outside Australia, Eylmann's work was not completely 

127 Bunzendahl, 0., "Der Australien-Forscller Dr. Erhard Eylmann and seine Sammlung im Deutschen 
Kolonial und Ubersee-Museum zu Bremen", Veroffentlichung der Deutschen Kolonial und 
Obersge- Museum in Bremen, Bd. 2, 1938/39. 
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overlooked. In 1966 the Johnson Reprint Corporation, a publishing house Wllich 

specialises in reprinting out-of-print texts, republished Eylmann's book -

unfortunately without translating it into English. It was reissued as part of a series 

called Landmarks in Anthropology. This series was published over an 

extended period in the 1960s and 1970s and included many books about Australian 

Aboriginals, all of which were in the English language, save for that written by 

Eylmann. I attempted to contact the Johnson Reprint Corporation to establish the 

criteria for their selection of works for this series but was unsuccessful. However, the 

wrap-on cover of one of the books in the series describes the scope of the Series to 

be as follows: 

1: encompasses the great spectrum of the study of Man, presenting 
enduring classics from the golden age of ethnology and cultural and social 
anthropology 
1: entire ethnic sphere covered systematically, continent by continent 
1: presents permanently valuable primary sources that characterize cultures, 
both those which are extinct and those in a state of change 
1: includes general and specific works on prehistory, archeology, linguistics, 
races, culture and personality studies, applied anthropology, and 
psychoanalytic-anthropological studies, as well as anthologies of scarce 
journal articles on specific areas and subjects 
1:reprinted works chosen on the basis of original significance and continuing 
value of the basic literature of anthropology 

Some of the books in the series which are relevant to Australia are: 

1: Berndt, R. M. & C. H.: Sexual Behaviour in Western Arhemland, 
originally published 1951. 
1: Bonwick, J.: The Lost Tasmanian Race, originally published 1884. 
1: Bonwick, J.: Daily Ufe and Origin of the Tasmanians, originally 
published 1870. 
1: Breton, W.H.: Excursions in New South Wales, Western Australia 
and Van Diemans Land during the years 1830, 1831, 1832 and 
1833, originally published 1834. 
1( Haddon, A.C.: Reports of the Cambridge Anthropological 
Expedition to Tones Straits, originally published, 6 volumes, 1901-1935. 
1: Lang, J. Dunmore: Cooksland in North Eastern Australia: The future 
cotton field of Great Britain; its characteristics for European 
colonisation, with a disquizition on the origin, manners and 



customs of the Aboriginals, originally published 1847. 
'/( Smith, W. R.: Myths and legends of the Australian Aboriginals, 
originally published 1930. 
'I< Strehlow, T. G. E.: Aranda Traditions, originally published 1947. 
'I< Taplin, G.: The Folklore, Manners, Customs and Language of the 
South Australian Aboriginals, gathered from Enquiries made by 
authority of the South Australian Government, originally published 
1879. 
'/( Wheeler, G.C.: The Tribe and Intertribal Relations in Australia, 
originally published in 1910. 
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I have not been able to access a complete list of the series, so there may be others 

which are not available in Darwin in the State Reference Library, whose catalogue 

was the source of the above information. Books in the series also cover the Pacific 

and Africa and Canada and include authors such as David Livingston and Sir 

Richard Burton. 

The reasons for the lapse into relative obscurity of such an important and useful work 

can only be a matter of speculation. The fact that the book was published in 

German, and never translated, limits its usefulness outside Germany. The 

assumption held during the nineteenth century that scholars were multi-lingual does 

not hold true in the twentieth century. Much work has been overlooked due to the 

domination of English as the language of scholarship, and the lack of translations of 

many books and papers, particularly that of the earlier researchers. Eylmann's work 

is not the only one to suffer from this phenomenon. Dr. John Bastin, in his 

introduction to the 1989 reprint of Wallace's popular great work, The Malay 

Archipelago, makes the observation that a few years after Wallace's publication 

another book was published in German by von Rosenberg, detailing his thirty years 

of travel in the same region, but this has also lapsed into obscurity. Bastin says 

"Despite its scientific importance von Rosenberg's book was never translated into 
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English and is today largely forgotten."128 The missionary, Carl Strehlow's multiple 

volume book on the Aranda129 , which was the product of his many years of work 

among them at Hermannsburg, suffered much the same fate - it was not translated 

either, although the work of his son Professor T.G. Strehlow, who also worked with 

the Aranda, kept the name and the existence of this work much more to the fore.130 

Another factor which needs to be taken into consideration is the timing of the original 

publication. it was published in Berlin in 1908, when there was increasing 

international isolation of Germany in a political sense131 , which emphasised the 

existing suspicion of a German's motives. This unease had been escalating since 

the declaration of the second German Reich and the emergence of Germany into 

world polities and trade. The development of tile German Navy in the 1890s and the 

expansion of German colonial and mercantile interests all conflicted with Britain's 

interests, particularly the Kaiser's implied support of Kruger in South Africa in 

1896132. The concern had penetrated to Australia - the comments in Gillen's letters 

about 'teutonic guile' indicate how far this prejudice had spread, and although we do 

not know what allayed Spencer's misgivings, it could be assumed that the reason 

was specific to Eylmann, rather than to German scholarship in general. Within a few 

years the First World War broke out, and matters of scholarship, particularly German 

scholarship, were put to one side. The Great War was followed by the collapse of 

Germany, Eylmann's impoverishment and consequent withdrawal into seclusion. 

128 Bastin, J., 'Introduction' in Wallace A.R., The Malay Archipelago. London: Oxford University 
Press, 1986. (Originally published 1869). p. xxvi. 
129 Strehlow, C. Die Aranda- und Loritja-Stamme in Zentral-Australien 
130 Strehlow, T. G. He grew up amongst the Aboriginals there and lIIthiist Professor of Linguistics at 
Adelaide University wrote many articles and papers about them. His book Aranda Traditions was 
published in 1947. 
131 Berghahn, V. R., Imperial Germany, Providence R.I., Berghahn Books, 1994. p 276-278. 
132 Pulzer, P. J.,"From Bismarck to the Present", in M. Pasley (Ed.), Germany. London: Methuen, 
1972, p. 305. 
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Despite the publication of his work on "Begging in South Australia" in the 

Proceedings of the Geographical Society of Hamburg in 1922133 , Eylmann 

remained anonymous in his struggle for survival, which he finally lost in 1926. 

Eylmann seems to have been by nature a solitary person, and the exigencies of his 

life emphasised this trait. This was not useful characteristic in the process of 

promoting his work. Even Baldwin Spencer needed a patron, and Sir James Frazer 

and E. B. Tylor introduced Spencer and Gillen's work to Macmilians who published 

The Native Tribes of Central Australia in 1899. Despite their antipathy, Frazer 

and Tylor corrected the proofs of this work.134 Also interesting is the statement by 

Frazer that he published a series of essays on Totemism and Exogamy between 

1899 and 1905 to direct attention to Spencer and Gillen's work, revising the 

concepts put forward in his book on T otemism published in 1887.135 Certainly no

one went to this length to promote Eylmann's work. 

As far as one can discover Eylmann had no patron. He was a person of 

independent means and therefore had no affiliation with an Institution through whicll 

he could have gained influence and recognition. Since his work demonstrates that 

he was inclined to be 'evolutionist' in his approach136 , this would put him at odds 

with many other German anthropologists, who, as has been previously stated, 

tended to be more diffusionist, particularly Bastian. Bastian may have been the 

133 Eylmann, E., "Das Bettelwesen in dem Staate Sudaustralien und dem Nordterritorium vor dem 
Weltkrieg", Mitteilung der Geographischen Gesellschaft in Hamburg, Vol. 34, 1922, p. 57. 
134 Mulvaney. D. J. and J. H. Calaby, So Much that is New: Baldwin Spencer, 1860-1929, A 
Biography. Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1985. 
135 Frazer, J, Totemism and Exogamy, London: Macmillan, 1910. P. 14. 
136 Caurta, V. The Tragical History of Doctor Eylmann, The ethnographer Erhard 
Eylmann and an Assessment of his work. B.A. Hans. Thesis, Australian National University, 
Canberra, 1990. p. 32. 
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dosest to a Patron which Eylmann had - his ethnography was published in Berlin, 

where Bastian, as previously stated, was so influential, and while Eylmann wrote his 

book, he lived at the family home in Krautsand, and in 1908, when he remarried. he 

and his new wife lived in Hamburg137 . 

Developments within the field of anthropology also would have had their influence 

on the extent to which Eylmann's work was employed. In the early part of the 

twentieth century, attention of anthropologists was drawn away from the comparative 

cultural studies of the nineteenth century. The purpose of these had been to study 

cultures in relation to each other, to rank them hierarchically in an evolutionary 

manner, according to the paradigm of social Darwinism, or to assess the possibility 

of the transmission of cultural features from one cultural group to another by 

migration or diffusion. 

The new area which became the focus of interest to social anthropologists was the 

social organisation and structure within the group. This view was broached by 

Rivers in about 1914, and was largely involved with kinship studies. It then 

developed into Structural-Functionalism, particularly under tile influence of 

Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown.138 

The change of direction of the anthropological scholarship in the early twentieth 

century, particularly in British anthropology where Malinowski and Radcliffe Brown 

were the prime theorists, led away from ethnology in the old style, although both had 

137 Bunzendahl, 0., "Der Australien-Forscher Dr. Erhard Eylmann and seine Sammlung im Deutschen 
Kolonial und Ubersee-Museum zu Bremen", Veroffentlichung der Deutschen Koionial und 
Ubersee- Museum in Bremen, Bd. 2, 1938139. p. 59-60. 
138 Service, E.R. A Century of Controversy: Ethnological Issues from 1860-1960. 
Orlando Fla., Academic Press, 1985. p. 75-77. 
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completed extensive ethnographic studies - Malinowski in the Trobriand Islands, and 

Radcliffe Brown in the Andamans. Ethnographic works of which Eylmann's was 

such a classic example became redundant, since the observations they made were 

designed to meet different requirements. The collections of facts, carefully arrange 

by topic, which had pleased Durkheim so much, did not supply the detailed analysis 

of social interactions now being studied. 

Jarvie makes the point also that once the discipline of anthropology came to 

consider itself a 'science' in the early part of the twentieth century, all work done prior 

to this scientific stage was suspect and probably irrelevant139. 

139 Jarvie, I.C., "Recent Work in the History of Anthropology and its Historiographic Problems", Phil. 
Soc. Sci. , Vol. 19, 1989, p. 347. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Erhardt Eylmann wrote an ethnography of the Aboriginal inhabitants of the colony of 

South Australia in order to satisfy the needs of the anthropological discipline of the 

day. The development of the discipline during the 19 century was very rapid, and 

the study of humanity emerged from that of biblical studies and philology to become 

a field of study with its own requirements. There was a necessity to have a properly 

constructed ethnographical observations which could form a firm foundation of fact 

from which the development of the theories of cultural and material anthropology 

could be devised and refined. 

Especially, there was perceived to be a need for careful study of the Australian 

Aboriginals, since they were assumed to be representatives of the least culturally 

advanced societies alive, and as such could be used to infer the origins of the more 

advanced societies. According to the theories of social and cultural evolution all 

cultures proceeded through the same evolutionary steps and therefore the 

antecedents of European society were assumed to have had the same cultural 

structures as a primitive group still extant. In the field of physical anthropology or 

anthropometry, which sought to discover the biological evolution of the human race, 

it was thought that the Australian Aboriginal might provide important data concerning 

racial origins. The need for these studies to be carried out was especially acute in 

the case of the Australians, since it was generally assumed that they would become 

extinct in the face of competition with the more advanced Europeans. 
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Eylmann was drawn to this work because of his nature, his training, and the course 

of his personal life, which caused him to turn away from his first career, medicine. 

He did not mind the solitude of the outback - he had been, since his youth, 

accustomed to long solitary walking trips. His financial circumstances were 

sufficient to enable him to act independently, and when the death of his wife 

shattered his faith in medical science, he turned to anthropology. He was trained as 

a scientist to observe, and to be able to describe and classify what he saw and he 

spent some time retraining himself before he left Germany to come to South 

Australia. 

The development of antllropology was contingent upon accurately made 

ethnographies, and ethnography was a particularly popular field in Germany, where 

the study of cultural traits and their transmission from one society to another was 

active. The study of attributes which combined to make distinctive cultural groups 

which developed from the study of folklore within Europe was perceived as a 

component of the development of the German Nationalist Movement at the 

beginning of the 19 century, and extended through it. Anthropology was a popular 

field of study in Germany, so that when Eylmann turned back to his earlier education 

to seek another interest, this field was easy for him to adopt, particularly when it was 

closely linked with his youthful interest in geography, as Ratzers work was. 

Despite the various hazards and vicissitudes of travel in the inland of Australia at that 

time, particularly in years of severe drought, his journeys were completed, with some 

hardship, and his observations crafted into a competent and wide-reaching 

ethnography. Eylmann was known to the circle of ethnographers working in the 
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Centre and North of Australia, and his work was accepted by them, and by European 

authorities. 

However. his great e'fforts were largely forgotten, particularly in Australia. The 

suggested reasons for the neglect of Eylmann's work are ali due to external 

circumstances, rather than due to any shortcoming in the work itself, which is a 

uniquely valuable document. Despite the passing of a century since Eylmann's 

arrival in Australia to begin his epic journey, his observations still have value and 

validity today. The purpose which his work will fulfil today is in some ways different 

from that for which he intended it, but it is still important. 

In regard to Eylmann himself, his life was very eventful and in his own personal 

relationships, tragic. The loss of his first wife was a crisis, which he coped with in a 

very constructive way. Whether he ever completely recovered from this is difficult to 

deduce from his papers, which are all we have to go on, but possibly whilst he was 

in Australia he was still grieving for his wife - the poetry inscribed in his notebooks is 

almost ail fairly pessimistic, typified by the following verse (which was written in 

English in the notebook, and appears, from internal evidence, to be dated about 

1900)-

Twas not the land. It was past 

That brought me joy - the past hath fled -

I bow my head, and weep at last, 

For youth and love are dead.14o 

140 Eylmann,E. Personal papers and notebooks, Bremen Ubersee Museum. 
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His Australian trip certainly gave him a focus for the rest of his life, but I find it difficult 

to say whether Eylmann found the Aboriginals likable, since he ruthlessly avoided 

comments of a personal nature. His analysis of their mental capacity was rather 

derogatory in that he declared the Aboriginal to be selfish, greedy and vengeful, but 

Eylmann also acknowledged that they we re capable of affection towards his wives 

and children, and that the lubra showed great love and concern for her children.141 

Courto in her thesis considers Eylmann to be a misanthrope, or at least a 

misogynist142. She makes the point that Eylmann was a member of the German 

elite, and was unlikely to feel common cause with the European people he met. 

However. he seemed to achieve rapport with the Aboriginals he met, and if he was 

shy of the women, perhaps he saw their relationships with other Europeans as an 

example to be avoided. He certainly spoke highly of Frances Gillen, in whom he 

found a kindred spirit who understood the aims of his work143 . However, he called 

the residents of Palmerston (Darwin) PfahJburger, 144 which is an old term meaning 

the riffraff who lived outside the town walls, as opposed to the Burgers who lived in 

the town and conducted legitimate business. 

Despite the fact that the classic 19 century ethnographies have outlived some of their 

usefulness in regard to their original intention, there are still modern uses to which 

they can legitimately be put. In history and politics, as well as sociology and 

141 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. p.36. 
142 Courto, V. J., The Tragical History of Doctor Eylmann, The ethnographer Erhard 
Eylmann and an Assessment of his work. B.A. Hons. Thesis, Australian National University, 
Canberra, 1990, p. 9. 
143 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. p.6 
144 Eylmann, E. Die Eingeborenen dar Kolonie Sudaustralien. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp. 1966. p.14. 
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anthropology. a work such as that of Eylmann still has a lot to offer. Considering the 

care and attention, as well as the hardship and effort which Eylmann put into it, it is 

proper that, even a century late, the value of the work is acknowledged. 
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APPENDIX I 

The following is a list of the books to which Eylmann refers, either in his 
ethnography, Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Sudaustralien, or in his 
notebooks and diaries which I examined at the Bremen Obersee Museum. I have 
added publication details and in some instances, have been able to provide full 
titles, where abbreviations had been used in his notes. 

Angus, Australasia, 1 865 

Aus allen We Ittei len, many references. 

Bentham, George, assisted by Ferdinand Mueller. Flora Australiensis: A description of the 
plants of the Australian Territory. London: L. Reeve, 1863-1878. 

Broca, P. Instructions Anthropologiques 

Broca, P. Notes and Queries on Anthropologie. 

Clasen, F.E., Die Haut und das Haar. Stuttgart, 1891. 
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Curr, Edward M. The Australian Race,lts Origin. languages, Customs, Place of landing 
in Auistralia and the Routes by which it spread Itself over that Continent. 4 
Volumes. Melbourne: John Farnes, Govt. Printer, 1886-1887. 

Dahl. Treatment after circumcision n the Hermit hm tribe, Daly River 

Effertz. 'Physiologie und Sociologie des Inzestes swischen Vater und Tochter unter den Indianern'. 
Wiener Klinische Wochenschrift. Nr. 21, 1904. 

Etheridge, R. Contributions to a Catalogue of worts, reports and papers on the 
Anthropology. ethnology and Geological History of the Australian and Tasmanian 
Aboriginals. Sydney: Government Printer, 1890 

Etheridge, R. Proceedings of the linnaean Society of New South Wales, Part II, 1890. 

Fairfax. Handbook: to Australasia 

Falkenhorst. Mit dem FuSe. 

Flavius, (Ed.)Nom de Plume of W. Harcus South Australia. its History. Resources and 
Productions. London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle & Rivington, 1876. 

Friedmann, F. Die Altersveranderungen und ihre Behandlung. p. 140 

Giles, Herbert A. 'Chinese Sketches'. Globus 1877. 
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Grabner, F. 'Kulturkreise in Ozeanien' _ Zeitschrift fur Ethnoiogie, Heft I. 1905. 

Haffner: A book by Haffner is referred to, but no title was mentioned. 

Hale The Aboriginals of Australia, being an account of the Institutions for their 
Education at Poonnidie in SA. 

Henty, R. Australiana, 1 886 

Hill, Rosamond and Florence. What we saw in Australia. 

Howitt. 'Kamilaroi and Kurnai'. Journal of the Anthropological Institute. XX. s.53. 1890. 

Howitt, 'Further Notes on the Australian Class System'. Journal of the Anthropological 
Institute. Bd. 1 8, s.44. 

Jung, Dr. K. E. Der Weltteil Australien. (Previously inspector of South Australian Schools) 
Prague, 1882. 

Jung, Dr. K. E. 'Die Zukunft der australischen Eilngeborenen'. Globus, Bd.32. s. 219 and 235. 

Klein, Hermann J. Allgemeine Witterungslmnde. s.99. 

Knight, J. G. (Ed.) The Northern Territory of South Australia. Adelaide: E. Spiller, 
Givernment Printer, 1880 

Krause, W. 'Australien', International Monatschrift fur Anatomie &: Physiologie, 1897. 

I(rause, W, leitschrift fUr Ethnologie, Jahrg. 29, Heft VI, s. 505-558. 

Krichauff The Customs, Religious Ceremonies etc. of the Alvolinga or Ubenderingee 
Tribe of Aborigines in Krichauff Ranges, Sth. Aust. 

Leh rrman The Port lincoln Tribe 

Lumholtz 

leSoue'f, A. Wildlife in Australia. I could find to publication details for this, but 
W.H.Dudley LeSouef was the Director of the Zoological Garden in Melbourne, in the latter part of the 
nineteenth century. 

Lindsay, David. An Expedition across Australia, from South to North. 

Lydekker, Richard. A Handbook to the Marsupiala and Monotremata, London: Edward Lloyd, 
1896. 

Meyer, H. E. A. Some account of the manners and superstitions of the Adelaide and 
Encounter Bay Aboriginal Tribes. Adelaide: G. Dehane, 1846. 



Mobius, P. J. Uber den physiologischen Schwachsinn des Weibes. s. 35. 

Murray, Sir John Report on the scientific results of the Voyage of HMS 
Challenger during the years 1872-76. London: H. M. Stationery Office, 1895. (Edinburgh 
1884) 

Moorhouse The Native Tribes of South Australia. 1879 

Nordau, M. Die Iconventionellen lugen der Kulturmenschheit. s. 263-64. 

Nordau, M. Paradoxe. s. 57 

Ploss-Bartels, Das Weib, Bd I, S. 184. 

Ranke, J. Der Mensch, Bd. II, s. 46.; Bd. II, s. 62. 

Roth - No title mentioned 

Sarazin. Die Weddas auf Ceylon. s. 465. 

Sason The Diyerre Tribe 
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Schneider, W. The Australien Eingeborenen. Frankfurt am Maine, Foesser Nachfolger , 1883. 

Schopenhauer, Welt als Wille und Vorstellung. Bd. II, Kap. 44. Metaphysic der 
Geschlechtsliebe. 

Schulze, F. Der Fetischismlls, s. 31. 

Smiles, S. Der Charakter. s. 185. 

Smith Mrs. James. The Bo ... ? Tribe of South Australia 

Smyth, R. Brough The Aborigines of Victoria, Melbourne: 1876. 

Spencer, B. Report on the Worle of the Horn Scientific Expedition to Central Australia. 
London: Melbourne: Dulau: Melville, Mullen & Slade, 1896. 

Spencer, B. & F. Gillen The Native Tribes of Central Australia 1899. 

Spencer, B. & F. Gillen, The Northern Tribes of Central Australia. 

Taplin, G. The Folklore, manners. customs and languages of the South Australian 
aborigines. 1879. 

Taplin, G. The Narrinyeri. An account of the Tribes of South Australian Aborigines, 
ihabiting the country around the lalces Alexandrina. Albert. ane! Coorong and the 
lower part of the River Murray: their Manners and Customs 

von Hartman n, Philosophie des Unbewl.lB.ten. Bd. I. S.190 ff. 

von Hellwald Die Erde und Itlre Volker 
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von Hellwald, F. Vollcerkunde. Bd.l, s. 39. 

von Mueller, F. Elicalyptographica, A descriptive Atlas of the Eucalypts of Australia. 

Wildey, W. B. Australasia and the Oceanic region: with some notice of New Guinea: 
from Adeiaide - via Torres Straits to Port Darwin thence round West Australia. 
Melbourne: George Robertson, 1876. 

Wilhelmi, C. Sit ten und Gebrauche der 'Port Lincoln Eingeborenen', Aus aile Weltteilen, Jahrg. I, 
s. 121. 

Woods Northern Australasia, its Physical Geography and Natural History, 1864 

Woods, E. Geological Observations in South Australia, 

Woods, James D. The Province of South Australia. Adelaide: Government Printer, 1894. 

Worsnop, T. The Prehistoric Arts 
Aborigines of Australia. Adelaide, 

and Manufactures, Works, Weapons, etc. of the 
1897. 

Journal of the Anthropological Institute, 20 references, latest date 1896. 

Memoirs of the Geot Survey of New South Wales. This is a series of anthropological and 
palaeontological works published by the Department of Mines, Sydney, N.S.W. 

The following articles from the Transactions and Proceedings of the Royal Society of 
South Australia were noted. The year in Which the article appeared is noted in brackets after 
each entry. 
Schneider, W. A Grammar and Vocabulary of the Lanbguages of the Aborigines of the MacDonnell 
Ranges(1890-91 ) 

McKillop, Anthropological notes on the Aboriginal Tribes of the Daly R. N.T. (1892-93.) 

Foelsche, P. Notes on the aboriginals of North Australia. (1881/82) 

Parkhouse. Remarks on the Native Tongues in the Neighbourhood of Port Darwin. (1894/95) 

Schulze. The aborigines of the Upper and Middle Finke River. (1890/91) 

The following work was unidentifiable: 

The Comparative Ontology of the .... of man 
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