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Abstract

Natural history collections have so far only played a marginal role in debates 
on collections from colonial contexts. They are either mentioned without their 
specificities being defined, or not discussed at all. Yet natural history museums 
experienced an unprecedented expansion of their collections during colonial 
expansion. Using the example of the Berlin Natural History Museum (Museum 
für Naturkunde Berlin), this chapter highlights the colonial entanglements of the 
institution and its collection. In addition, initial thoughts on specificities of natu-
ral history collections from colonial contexts are presented as first results from 
projects at this museum. It is argued that natural history collections must be con-
sidered in an interdisciplinary context with ethnological or anthropological col-
lections in order to ascertain their similarities and differences and to reconstruct 
shared acquisition contexts and provenances.1 
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La colonialité des collections d’histoire naturelle (Résumé)

Jusqu’à présent, les collections d’histoire naturelle n’ont joué qu’un rôle marginal dans 
les débats sur les collections issues de contextes coloniaux. Elles sont soit mentionnées 
de manière très approximative, soit totalement inexistantes. Pourtant, les musées d’his-
toire naturelle ont connu une expansion sans précédent de leurs collections lors de 
l’expansion coloniale. À partir de l’exemple du muséum d’histoire naturelle de Berlin 
(Museum für Naturkunde Berlin), ce chapitre met en lumière l’enchevêtrement colonial 
de l’institution et de sa collection. En outre, les premières réflexions sur les spécificités 
des collections d’histoire naturelle issues de contextes coloniaux sont présentées en 
guise de premiers résultats des projets menés dans ce musée. Les collections d’histoire 
naturelle doivent être considérées dans un contexte interdisciplinaire avec les collec-
tions ethnologiques ou anthropologiques afin de déterminer leurs similitudes et leurs 
différences et de reconstituer les contextes d’acquisition et les provenances communes.

Introduction 

Museums have been described as colonial constructs and manifestations of 
colonial power, their functions being collecting, ordering and governing. Al-
ready the acquisition of objects and materials was closely interwoven with 
colonial relations of domination, and in this framework collecting became 
ever more a form of imperial conquest.2 The translocation of objects from 
the periphery to the metropolis symbolically established the latter as the 
“heart of empire”,3 a dynamic also evident in Berlin, the colonial metropolis 
of Germany, whose museums received the majority of all “scientific” objects 
from the German colonies. In the museums, the objects were arranged and 
displayed according to Western taxonomies, demonstrating assumed knowl-
edge and authority over the overseas territories.

How could the accumulation of objects be better exemplified than on 
the Biodiversity Wall of the Natural History Museum Berlin (Museum für 
Naturkunde Berlin, Figure 1)? Masses of animals on display, even more in the 
depots, specimens from all over the world, ordered systematically, demon-
strating appropriation of and control over the natural world. A controlled 
tableau of wonders that veils questions of provenance and colonial entangle-
ments under an abundant and alleged aesthetics.
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Figure 1  |  Biodiversity Wall of the Natural History Museum Berlin © Natural History Museum Berlin
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The natural sciences cannot be conceived of without the system of nature 
that is based on externally visible differences, hierarchies and a strict Latin 
nomenclature. This knowledge system has a universalistic claim and spread 
worldwide during the colonial era, suppressing other knowledge systems. 
Building up this system of nature has relied on colonial expansion and the 
extraction of resources as well as knowledge from the Global South, with 
their subsequent translocation to the Global North. At the same time, colo-
nial ideologies were informed by ideas of difference, hierarchies, order and 
control. This applied not only to flora and fauna but also to humans.4 

Natural history collections are a central part of the history of imperial ap-
propriation of the world. Collecting relied largely on colonial infrastructures; 
it profited from the asymmetrical power structures and the exploitation of 
labour.5 Through the extraction of resources and knowledge, the museums 
in the metropolises of Europe developed into colonial archives, providing the 
infrastructure for continued political and economic exploitation of colonised 
territories and people. Leading natural history museums functioned like oth-
er state archives. Instead of files, images and other forms of documentation, 
natural history specimens formed an infrastructure for governing and ad-
vancing colonial structures of power and knowledge production.6

Still, in current public, political and media debates about collections from 
colonial contexts, natural history collections have only played a marginal role 
so far. They are either mentioned without their specificities being defined, or 
they are not mentioned at all. Yet natural history museums experienced an 
unprecedented expansion of their collections during the colonial era. To this 
day, collections of colonial provenance form a nationally and internationally 
significant basis for research and exhibitions. 

At the Berlin Natural History Museum (Museum für Naturkunde Berlin), we 
are only just beginning to understand the specificities of natural history ob-
jects from colonial contexts and to let the colonial past become part of the 
institutional self-understanding of natural history institutions. We are also 
aware of the ongoing epistemic, economic and political forms of violence 
and persisting colonial structures referred to as coloniality. We are discussing 
a profound transformation of the ways in which we work with natural history 
collections, how we exhibit and research them, how we enter into collabora-
tions and how we understand digitisation processes. 

Research and discussions on the coloniality of natural history collections 
have been an integral part of the work of the Humanities of Nature depart-
ment for many years.7 Since May 2020, a research project has been dedicated 
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to these questions in order to shed light on the special features of natural 
history collections, taking current discussions in science, society and politics 
into account to develop recommendations and standards for dealing with 
natural history objects from colonial contexts that supplement already ex-
isting guidelines.8 In a broad internal discussion and in close exchange with 
other scientific institutions, civil society actors and researchers from various 
disciplines, we are dealing with the political, legal and ethical aspects of nat-
ural history collections and with the colonial history of the Natural History 
Museum Berlin.9 This chapter provides insight into this work, reflecting on 
the specificities of natural history collections of colonial provenance and the 
role of transdisciplinary provenance research.

Exhibition and Taxonomy 

In exhibitions or publications, transparent communication on the colo nial 
history of natural history is still rare. Natural history stands for “nature”, 
which is defined as space beyond history. In this respect, the object descrip-
tions give the name of the species on display and sometimes also the location 
where an object was found. More precise information on the manner and 
time of acquisition is rarely given.10 

However, even in the largely dehistoricised exhibition rooms, the genus 
and species names in the binomial nomenclature offer hints on the connec-
tion between natural history and politics. In the dinosaur hall of the Natural 
History Museum Berlin, for example, visitors find the skeleton of Dysaloto
saurus lettowvorbecki. The object was excavated in Tanzania at the beginning 
of the 20th century, then the colony of German East Africa, and taxonomi-
cally described in Berlin in 1919. While the genus name means “lizard diffi-
cult to catch”, the species-specific attribute honours General Paul von Let-
tow-Vorbeck (1870–1964), commander of the German troops in the colony 
of German East Africa during the First World War. Lettow-Vorbeck’s cruel and 
inhumane warfare led to the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people on 
the African side. After the First World War, Lettow-Vorbeck was seen as a war 
hero by conservatives and nationalists – not least by means of this species 
description. Since 2020, the exhibit description has included a critical com-
mentary in this respect.11 
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The colonial species names are also an expression of epistemic colonisa-
tion that suppressed local knowledge systems and continues to have an effect. 
To this day, for example, the indispensable contribution of the local popula-
tion in the colonies to the success of the collectors and the production of 
knowledge is hardly mentioned, and “nature” is presented as detached from 
economic, cultural and political connections.12 The recontextualisation of 
natural history objects is all the more important because species names, un-
like street names, cannot be changed, since they form the basis for the de-
scription of natural phenomena and the ordering of collections. 

New panels in the dinosaur hall of the Natural History Museum Berlin 
pay respect to the contributions of local workers who helped to excavate the 
dinosaur fossils in Tendaguru, Tanzania, then the colony of German East Af-
rica. Some names of the hundreds of indispensable workers that appear in 
the historical documentsare mentioned. Researchers at the museum have 
also started to name newly described species after local workers, such as Aus
tralodocus bohetii in 2007, named after the Tanzanian preparator Boheti bin 
Amrani, thus for the first time honouring a Tanzanian person in the naming 
process related to the fossils from Tendaguru. 

“Nature”, Objects or Belongings? 

In many cases, zoological and botanical specimens or mineralogical mate-
rial may not be “sensitive materials”, such as human remains in particular, 
or even ethnological objects as such.13 However, they are more than “scien-
tific objects” or merely natural resources. They were and are integrated into 
cultural, economic and political contexts. For example, certain songs of the 
local population at Tendaguru originated during the excavation of dinosaur 
bones in the then colony of German East Africa. These songs lament the 
loss of the culturally and economically valuable fossils, which were used as 
fertiliser or for medical purposes, as Musa Sadock and Halfan Magani have 
demonstrated in their oral history research in this region.14 To First Nations 
people from Australia, animals can be considered as family and plants as kin. 
In this respect, the question arises whether natural history objects should not 
also be understood as “belongings”, a term conventionally used to refer to 
ethnological objects. Case studies make it clear that natural history mu seums 
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need to broaden the one-sided, Eurocentric, scientific view of “nature” to in-
clude the perspective of a multitude of actors in the regions of origin and in 
diasporas in Germany. Only in this way can the interpretative authority be 
shared and the collection be transformed into an interdisciplinary and glo-
bal source of knowledge.

Closely linked to the previous point is the question of who actually owns 
“nature”. A natural history object – on the basis of which a new species is 
described – is called a type specimen. Types are among the most valuable 
biological objects for the scientific community. They are linked to the archiv-
ing institution, formalised by international regulations to guarantee their ac-
cessibility.

Currently, international protocols regulate access and equitable benefit 
sharing in the field of genetic resources. These rules were introduced in 1992 
under the Convention on Biological Diversity, and a legally binding frame-
work was created with the Nagoya Protocol in 2010. Since then, the holotypes 
of newly described species from joint field research must be kept in the coun-
try of origin.15 But existing guidelines circumvent the problem of ownership 
of historical material.16 For example, the Code of Ethics for natural history 
museums, which was developed by ICOM in 2013, only refers to the problem 
of ownership in one place. If the material is already outside the country of 
origin, and there – in the understanding of ICOM – “value” was “added”, for 
example a plant was classified and dissected, the material is then generally 
considered to be the property of the institution that did so.17 If the concept of 
the “society of origin” is already controversial in debates about ethnological 
objects, the question for whom the collections are relevant beyond the sci-
entific community is all the more urgent for natural history collections. The 
fact that hardly any restitution is currently demanded does not mean that 
no injustice was inflicted in the gathering of the collections. Rather, it sheds 
light on the attitude of non-transparency that has been practised for decades 
and prevents a productive exchange.
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Digitising Collections from Colonial Contexts 

The digitisation of catalogues and collections worldwide is now seen as an 
important means to advance access to the holdings of museums, universi-
ties and archives. Moreover, it is considered a major vehicle for negotiating 
the future of museums and their role in mobilising participation and social 
change. Digitising objects is supposed to provide all interest groups with at 
least digital access. Apart from the fundamental problem of whether digitisa-
tion can be equated with accessibility, other challenges arise in the context of 
a natural history museum. The Natural History Museum Berlin, for example, 
holds some 30 million objects, rendering the task of identifying and tagging 
those from colonial contexts a lengthy if not impossible process. How can we 
enable symmetrical description systems in the databases? And how should a 
digitisation process be designed in order to allow for different epistemologies 
and perspectives right from the start?18

These questions call for a transdisciplinary and international approach 
to provenance research. Starting with a short excursus on the colonial histo-
ry of the Natural History Museum Berlin, this chapter will therefore discuss 
in the following the advantages of an approach that brings together various 
information stored in several collections and archives as well as different ex-
pertises and knowledges. 

Transdisciplinary Collecting Practices  

When the first collections of today’s Natural History Museum Berlin were 
brought together in 1810 in the east wing of the newly founded Friedrich Wil-
helm University (from 1945 onwards the Humboldt University), their hold-
ings were manageable. However, the first guide to the collection, published 
by Hinrich Lichtenstein (1780–1857), the director of the collection for many 
years, already points to its rapid growth.19 The collections were expanded in 
many cases by objects from colonised areas overseas that Europeans began 
to systematically explore, including Brazil, the Cape of Good Hope in South 
Africa, the Pacific Islands and Australia. Especially in the period from 1884 to 
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1919, when the German Reich had colonies in Africa, the Pacific and China, 
the Zoological Museum of today’s Natural History Museum Berlin played a 
prominent role in imperial politics. By a resolution of the Federal Council 
in 1889, it received all objects from expeditions financed by the state and, 
following an addendum to this resolution in 1891, also the materials col-
lected by colonial officials.20 The sheer number of collections arriving was 
overwhelming; the freight lists of the shipments indicate that literally tons of 
objects were extracted from the colonies year after year.21 

The history of museum collections can only be understood as an entan-
gled and global history. In the field, zoological, ethnological, botanical, min-
eralogical and anthropological objects were often collected by one and the 
same person, and it was only in the metropolitan centres that the shipments 
were divided and distributed to separate institutions. Furthermore, the Berlin 
museums gave duplicates of botanical, zoological and ethnological objects 
from the German colonies to other German museums, so we often find ob-
jects from one collector in Berlin as well as in many other museums in Ger-
many and worldwide. 

One example of this transdisciplinary collecting practice that must be un-
derstood as the norm rather than an exception is that of the botanist Georg 
Zenker (1855–1922). Besides his work as a colonial official and plantation 
owner in the then German colony of Cameroon, he collected zoological, bo-
tanical and ethnological objects. He also appropriated human remains and 
sent them to museums in Berlin.22 More than a thousand objects collected 
by or related to Zenker can be found scattered throughout the collection of 
the Natural History Museum Berlin, for example in the bird and mammal 
collections. Extensive correspondence of Zenker’s with custodians of the 
Zoo logical Museum can be found in the museum’s archives. These letters 
provide valuable insights into Zenker’s collecting practice that could be also 
relevant for his ethnological, anthropological and botanical collections. 
There are plans to digitally connect these holdings to enrich our data, add 
further information on acquisition contexts and historical backgrounds and 
also to shed light on local actors and local knowledge documented in the ar-
chival sources. Furthermore, Zenker-related objects can also be found at the 
Berlin Ethnological Museum and the Botanical Museum as well as in other 
collections worldwide. His descendants in Cameroon and Germany keep dia-
ries and correspondence. It would be most valuable for different users to dig-
itally connect these interdisciplinary collections and to explore a wide range 
of possibilities for cooperation with partners in Germany and in Cameroon. 
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To sum up, it is clear that natural history collections must connect their 
resources with different museums and disciplines in order to foster produc-
tive transdisciplinary provenance research. The exchange of information is 
also crucial, especially in relation to actors who collected in a transdiscipli-
nary capacity. This has to be achieved on an international level because, es-
pecially in the natural sciences, hundreds of thousands of duplicates were 
given to other institutions worldwide.23 In the natural sciences, the exchange 
of data between institutions and in data portals such as GBIF has been estab-
lished for a long time.24 Websites such as “Bionomia” use this infrastructure 
to link natural history specimens to collectors using person identifiers such 
as the Wikidata Q number for deceased persons.25 In the case of Georg Zenk-
er it lists more than 20,000 specimens in 69 institutions worldwide.26 At the 
Natural History Museum Berlin we are working on recording and sharing in-
formation on collectors as linked open data. This process is under way within 
the framework of collection development as part of the “Future Plan”.27 By 
opening the data, we hope to create new opportunities for cooperation with 
museums, collections and interested publics worldwide.
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