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Diana Belt . THE ADAMS MAMMOTH: AN OBJECT
REPLACES A COLLECTION

A Scientific Sensation around 1800

In August 1799, on a final foray through the Lena River Delta before the Siberian winter, Ossip < 1 Anonymous, copy of the first
sketch of the Adams Mammoth by
Roman Boltunov from 1804, Museum
block in the perpetual ice of northeast Siberia. Two summers and a few journeys later into this in-  fiir Naturkunde Berlin. At the time the
sketch was made, the cadaver was no
longer complete, as it had been eaten
enormous animal. Shumachov had found a mamantu,” a woolly mammoth, remarkably with its by animals and the tusks had been
removed.

Shumachov, a hunter of the indigenous Evenk' people of North Asia, discovered a large, bulky
hospitable territory, his suspicions were confirmed: the ice gradually revealed the cadaver of an

soft tissue completely preserved. It took three more years for the sun to melt enough of the ice for
the hunter to remove the tusks, which he sold to Yakut ivory dealer Roman Boltunov in March
1804. Boltunov made a sketch of the prehistoric animal on location, copies of which quickly
spread among a public interested in natural history (fig. 1). It was in this way that the German-
Russian botanist Michael Friedrich Adams, a naturalist at the Academy of Sciences in St. Peters-
burg, learned about the find. In 1806, Adams organized an expedition to the Lena River Delta
and had Shumachov show him the fossil remains. In the meantime, about half the cadaver had
been eaten by wild animals or fed by hunters to their dogs, but the skeleton and the half of the
body lying on the ground, including the skin and hair, were still very well preserved. Adams had
the animal excavated and brought to St. Petersburg.’ There the skeleton was prepared by German
naturalist and draftsman Wilhelm Gottlieb Tilesius von Tilenau and displayed in 1808 in the Pe-
tersburg Kunstkammer, which was institutionally connected to the Imperial Academy of Sciences
and constituted an imposing “theatre of nature and art”.* A skeleton of an Indian elephant already
in the Petersburg Kunstkammer served as a template for the mammoth specimen.’ The first as-
sembled skeleton of this species was named after its scientific discoverer and was thus called the

Adams Mammoth. It is currently held under this name in the Zoological Museum of the Russian

1 Atthe time they were called Tun-
gusic.

tions as one of the greatest and most beautiful specimens (fig. 2).° It was and continues to bea 2 The Tungusic term for mammoth.

On the mammoth finds in

Siberia, see Joger 1994; on the

preservation of soft tissue in such

fossil finds, see Thenius/Vavra

1996, pp. 10-11.

frozen mammoth, Géttingen scholar Johann Friedrich Blumenbach had given this species its first 3 Adams recounted all of these

events in his expedition report

(Adams 1807).

the book entitled “Petrifactions in the Animal World”, Blumenbach argued that the “ostensible” 4 on the Petersburg Kunstkammer

and its ties to the Academy of

Sciences, see Bredekamp 2020b,

fossil remains of “incredibly large elephants”, which he called Elephas primigenius (original ele- especially pp. 183-93; Palast des
Wissens 2003; Kopaneva 2018.

5  See Tilesius 1815.

prehistoric mammoths and recent elephants were considerable and in 1828 used the genus desig- 6  See Vosatka 2014 on the exhibi-

tion Mammoths — Ice Mummies

from Siberia at the Naturhis-

primigenius, BLUMENBACH 1799, is derived.® Blumenbach had seen only individual fossil bones torisches Museum in Vienna.

7  Blumenbach 1799, p. 697.
Brookes 1828, p. 73 g. See Reich/

dition to Siberia in the hope of landing the greatest coup of his scientific career by being the first Gehler 2005, pp. 13-15, here p. 14.

Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg and has also been displayed in special international exhibi-
scientific sensation.

In the spring of 1799, a few months before Shumachov first discovered the block of ice with the
scientific name in the sixth edition of his Handbuch der Naturgeschichte (fig. 3). In the section of
bones of giants that had been repeatedly found in excavations [[Monkey Hand] were in fact the
phant).” British naturalist Joshua Brookes subsequently recognized that the differences between
nation Mammuthus for the woolly mammoth, from which the current designation Mammuthus

from mammoth finds, so it is hardly surprising that Adams immediately embarked on his expe-

Diana Stort: The Adams Mammoth: An Object Replaces a Collection. in: Marcus Backer (eds.) et al.: The Berlin Kunstkammer, Collection History in Object Biographies
from the 16th to the 21th Century, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net, 2024. p. 188-197. 189
https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1383.c19452
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(6th ed.), 1799, section "Versteinerun-
gen des Thierreichs, B. Zweifelhafte",
entry no. 3 on Elephas primigenius.

2 | Mounted skeleton of the Adams
Mammoth at the special exhibition
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Mammoths - Ice Mummies from
Siberia, 2014, Naturhistorisches
Museum, Vienna.

3 | Johann Friedrich Blumenbach,
Handbuch der Naturgeschichte
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scientist to recover a completely preserved mammoth. Copies of
Boltunov’s sketch, Adam’s published expedition report, Tilesius’s report
on the preserved specimen, and tiny samples of the animal’s skin and
hair were sent from St. Petersburg to collections and scholars throughout
Europe, including Blumenbach, who regarded all of these materials as

confirmation of his own research.’

Samples were also sent to Berlin. In 1808, the Society of Friends of Nat-
ural Science (Gesellschaft Naturforschender Freunde) received hair and
wool of the Adams Mammoth from Tilesius, who was an external society
member (fig. 4)."° The Society of Friends of Natural Science, which had
been established in 1773 and still exists today, was one of the parallel ac-
tors to the Kunstkammer in the collection landscape of Berlin around
1800. The society’s objective was and is the promotion of all areas of nat-
ural history, including regular discussions on natural historical topics and
the development of a collection whose historical holdings are kept in the
Museum fiir Naturkunde Berlin."" The members of the society —
renowned naturalists from Berlin and elsewhere — maintained extensive
correspondence with scholars throughout the world, from whom they
received specimens for their collection. Members were also obligated to
contribute objects themselves, as Tilesius had done with the samples from
the Adams Mammoth. His sample was sent to Berlin in an approximately
five-centimetre long glass tube with a cork and is currently held in the
Palaeontological Collection of the Museum fiir Naturkunde together
with the accompanying handwritten evidence and copies of Boltunov’s
sketch (fig. 5). In addition, Adams’s original publication in French about
his trip and the find (which presumably arrived in Berlin shortly after
the samples) has been preserved in the book collection of the Society of
Friends of Natural Science (fig. 6). The log book of the society notes on
17 May 1808 that Carl Ludwig Willdenow, botanist and then director
of the Botanical Gardens of the Royal Academy of Sciences in Berlin,
read aloud a letter he had received from Tilesius in St. Petersburg, in
which the latter stated that he promised to send as a present “hair and
wool from the mammoth animal” as well as several other samples along

with a treatise.!?

Historic samples of the Adams Mammoth, the type specimen of the

genus (i.e. the specimen used for the first scientific description), are very

rare today. For this reason it was a sensation when Blumenbach’s original research materials, which
had been believed to be lost, were rediscovered in the Geoscientific Centre of the University of
Géttingen in 2005, including the samples of the Adams Mammoth and the molar of a mammoth
examined 100 years earlier by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, who had interpreted it as that of a ma-
On the occasion of this spectacular find, a major special exhibition was presented
at the Staatliches Naturhistorisches Museum in Braunschweig, Mammoths — Elephants of the Ice

Age, which presented the results of recent mammoth research to the public.



The surprising discovery that the Adams

4 | Hair and wool from the Adams
Mammoth, together with the certified
notice of receipt from the collection
of the Society of Friends of Natural
Science: “From H[errn] Tilesius by
H[errn] Willdenow, several pieces
received on 17 May 1808. Hair and
wool from the mammoth pelt which
was recently excavated in Siberia,
detached for the esteemed Society of
Friends of Natural Science in Berlin".

Mammoth had also been mentioned in
a document by Wilhelm von Hum-
boldt in the Berlin State Library
(fig. 7) gave rise for a brief time to
the hope of uncovering another his-
torical sample of the specimen
among the existing Kunstkammer
objects. In a letter written in
Konigsberg on 11 August 1809,
Wilhelm von Humboldt — who

had been director of the Section

for Public Worship and Instruc-

tion of the Prussian Interior
Ministry since February” —
commissioned Prussian General Post-
master Karl Ferdinand Friedrich von Nagler to
send a “small box containing a piece of skin and hair

from the mammoth skeleton discovered by Court Councillor and
Professor Adams in the Arctic Sea” to the Academy of Sciences in Berlin.'®

The documents indicate that the sample was to be sent on order of Prussian King Wilhelm III to
the Berlin Kunstkammer and to be appropriately displayed there as an exhibition object."” The
king had been shown the skeleton by Adams personally during a previous visit to the Petersburg

Kunstkammer and had evidently received the sample as a gift [ Pearls].'®

Following a cabinet order in 1798, the Kunstkammer had been subordinated to the Academy of
Sciences and was now exhibited together with the academy’s collections in the rooms of the
Berlin Palace [® Around 1800]." In this way, the former naturalia of the Kunstkammer, which
had been turned over to the academy in 1735-36 [®@Monkey Hand], were returned to their
previous domicile. The reception of the intact sample of the Adams Mammoth was confirmed

by the directorate of the academy.”” However, only the specimen of the Society of Friends of 9 see ibid.; Joger 199s.

10 See Hackethal 2010.

1 See Bohme-KaBler 2005; on the

Naturkunde Berlin. There is another sample with bristles from an Elephas primigenius in the Society of Friends of Natural Sci-

ence (Gesellschaft Naturforschen-

der Freunde), its goals, and its

River Delta” in 1866 (fig. 8).?' It remains unclear what happened to the samples of the type history, see also GNF, accessed 11

February 2022: http://www.gnf.

berlin/index.phpl/schriften/histo-

object disappear here, which would mark the end of a classic object biography investigating a rie.

12 Cited in Hackethal 2010, p. 82.

13 Reich/Gehler 2005, p. 15.

to continue to follow the historical context around the history of the Adams Mammoth and in = 1 See the press release of the mu-

seum in 2005, e.g. on the Karst-

wanderweg website: https:/lwww.

interplay of relevant sources from various Berlin archives, the rediscovered note from Humboldt karstwanderweg.de/publika/snm

is an important document in a highly charged phase of science policy in the institutional and E/pm23“°5'htm (accessed 22 Fe-

ruary 2022).

collection history of the Kunstkammer.? 15 Beginning in 1817, this section be-
came the independent Ministry
of Ecclesiastical, Instructional,
and Medical Affairs.

Natural Science from 1808 has been found in the current holdings of the Museum fiir
museum’s palacontological collection from Siberia, but this one was found “west of the Yenisey
specimen sent by Humboldt and intended for the Kunstkammer. All traces of the material
real collection object in its changing contexts.?” In this particular case, however, it makes sense

this way to preserve further references to the object or at least to its collection context. In the
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5 | The samples of the Society for
Friends of Natural Science as they
are currently kept in the Fossil

Vertebrates Collection at the Museum

16

flir Naturkunde Berlin.

SBB PK, Slg. Darmstaedter 2b 1816:
Humboldt, Wilhelm von, fols. 8-
9, here fol. 8. Regarding the his-
tory of this documentation: in
the early twentieth century, Lud-
wig Darmstaedter established an
extensive collection of handwrit-
ten manuscripts and letters, pri-
marily from natural scientists,
which formed an important basis
of the manuscript department at
the Berlin State Library. The two
sheets also exist as copies in the
original context in the Geheimes
Staatsarchiv (GStA PK, I. HA Rep.
76 Ve, Sekt.15, Abt. XI, Nr. 16, Bd. 1,
fol. 16), along with a note that the
originals were taken by Ludwig
Darmstaedter in 1913. For further
documents on these proceedings,
see ibid., fols. 14—17. The related
documents in the Academy of
Sciences are located at ABBAW,
PAW (1700-1811), 1-XV-10, fols. 1r—
30v; the receipt of the box is doc-
umented in ibid., fol. 30r-v.
“Through the Section for Public
Instruction, his Royal Majesty
sends the directorate of the Aca-
demy of Sciences a box contain-
ing a piece of skin and many
hairs from the mammoth skele-
ton that Court Councillor and Pro-
fessor Adams discovered on the
Arctic Sea, with the order to ex-
hibit and adorn these items in
the Kunstkammer” (SBB PK, Slg.
Darmstaedter 2b 1816: Humboldt,
Wilhelm von, fol. 8).

See Postmaster Nagler's note of 27
February 1809 on the transfer of
the sample to the Minister of the
Interior, Friedrich Ferdinand
Alexander Graf von Dohna-Schlo-
bitten: “Your Excellence finds in
the enclosed box 1 piece of skin
and 4 hairs from the mammoth
skeleton that Court Councillor and
Professor Adams discovered on
the Arctic Sea and has shown His
Majesty the King in St. Peters-
burg" (GStA PK, I. HA Rep. 76 Ve,
Sekt.15, Abt. XI, Nr. 16, Bd.1, fol.
14). Dohna gave the sample to
Humboldt on 30 July 1809 (see
SBB PK, Slg. Darmstaedter 2b 1816:
Humboldt, Wilhelm von, fol. 9).
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Museum fiir Naturkunde
Berlin
MB. Ma. 51319
Mammuthus primigenius
(BLUMENBACH)
Haare und Wolle
Original zu Hackethal, S. (2010): ,Haare
und Wolle vom Mammuthusthiere* —
| Uber die Gesellschaft Naturforschender
Freunde an das Naturkundemuseum.-
| In: Damaschun et al.; Klasse Ordnung
Art 200 Jahre Museum fir Naturkunde.
S. 82-83

uipag Nz je)sian
opumuneN

Sibirien

Hierk
Bt. P
apiﬁ
,Von

Bl. 17

Haare
urde
Berlin

¢ laphiss ,unyﬁw,w e s or i i
GARUZsz: . N anmats.

Nlauie . . -

The Controversy around the Mineralogical Collection of the Kunstkammer

The aforementioned cabinet order of 1798 gave the Kunstkammer a new administrative structure.
Librarian Jean Henry was its chief administrator, and various renowned scientists were responsible
as wardens for the different discipline-specific collections.?* For example, Carl Ludwig Willdenow,
who would receive the sample of the Adams Mammoth in the Society of Friends of Natural Science
in 1808, was in charge of taxidermy for the academy, and Martin Heinrich Klaproth, one of the
most important chemists and mineralogists of the time, was assigned the mineralogical collection.
The appointed wardens, however, had little influence on the development of the collections. It
was Henry himself who ensured an enormous increase in objects in all areas of the collection over
the next ten years. In 1805 he developed his plan for a universal museum, in which the holdings
of the Kunstkammer would be united with other significant royal collections in Berlin. This pro-
posed museum would rival similar European institutions in Dresden, Kassel, London, Paris, Vi-
enna, and St. Petersburg [ € Canon and Transformation]. For Henry, this museum would be
oriented primarily to a lay public, who would also have access to the collections. The scientific

usage that the Academy of the Sciences had sought for more than a century was clearly secondary



in these plans.” It initially looked as if
Henry’s ideas would be implemented. He re-
ceived, for instance, money to purchase sev-
eral private collections [ Golden Plover].

However, there were also parallel efforts in

Berlin during these years to establish a major
research institute and teaching campus with af- vint & son Mamouth , et lui ayant fait couper les

filiated collections.?® The brothers Alexander

o STLTEAGI CoF T T3
ru  Relation abrégée d'un Voyage o la
alaciale, et decoys

and Wilhelm von Humboldt pursued the am-

bitious plan of founding a university in Berlin.

Z.BIBL.B.
IRL. NATUHE.
GESELLSCH.

In the summer of 1809, Wilhelm von Humboldt

was working out the design of such an educational

institution for the Prussian king Friedrich Wilhelm

1cation d’une découve

o« q” = “ F prv

@it +plus intéressante a
Rils*, quielle reprodud

III. According to Humboldt’s plan, the collections of

the academy and other royal research institutions such

as the Library, the Botanical Garden, and the Anatom-
ical Museum would be turned over to the new university,
divided up into the discipline-specific museums of the v
academic departments, and used to instruct students.”” In -7 Relation d’un Voyage
his “Proposal to Establish the University of Berlin” from 24 . ] f e gacisle

« . . et découverte des
July 1809, Humboldt wrote “that collections and institutes

restes d’un Mamouth.
.. . become truly useful only when comprehensive scientific
instruction is tied to them”.”® For this reason, he planned “to
link them into an organic whole so that each part, by attaining
an appropriate independence, works together with the other parts

toward a general ultimate objective”.”

In the midst of these plans, Henry, who for years had vehemently
opposed the division and curtailment of the venerable institution
entrusted to him, wrote several letters of complaint.*® A particular
point of contention was the Mineralogical Collections of the
Kunstkammer. Already in 1805, Friedrich Wilhelm IIT had issued
a cabinet order stipulating that all minerals and stones in the Kunst-
kammer be turned over to the Mineral Cabinet of the Department
of Mines and Metallurgy, which was more significant for economic
and scientific reasons. This order, however, had not been initially
implemented due to lack of space [ Crystalline Gold]. The debate
among the different parties extended over years and focused in
particular on the question of whether a collection should aim at
communicating knowledge as a display collection (Henry’s standpoint) or producing knowledge 6| original travel report by Michael
as a teaching collection (the position of the Department of Mines and Metallurgy).’! Friedrich Adams, Relation abrégée

d'un Voyage a la mer glaciale, et
découverte des restes d'un Mamouth,

. . . 8o7, M fiir Naturkunde Berlin.
In the summer of 1809, Henry was almost certain that Wilhelm von Humboldt, as director of ~ '#°7 Museum trfaturkunde Berin

the section for public instruction, would look favourably on his arguments. After a weeks-long
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7 | Wilhelm von Humboldt's
commission and letter regarding
the sending of a sample of the
Adams Mammoth to the Kunst-
kammer Berlin, with various notes
in different hands, 11 August 1809,
Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin.
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controversy with numerous written statements
from the academy, interior ministry, Humboldt,
and Henry,** the latter wrote a letter to the direc-
torate of the academy on 10 August once again de-
tailing his thoughts about a museum for a lay
public and identifying the reasons why it was in-
dispensable that the collections remain together
(fig. 9). Henry refused to turn the petrifactions
over to Dietrich Ludwig Gustav Karsten, director
of the Mineral Cabinet of the Department of
Mines and Metallurgy, and sought in his argu-
ments to employ a current scientific debate in

mineralogy for the aims of the Kunstkammer.

After noting that he had acquired his mineralogical knowledge from visits to several collections
and through the instruction of Martin Heinrich Klaproth, who was also the curator of the
academy’s mineralogical collection, Henry stated that in none of the mineralogical handbooks he
knew were petrifactions classified within the current mineralogical systems. He referred here to

Blumenbach as one of the greatest naturalists of the era:

In Blumenbach’s classical natural history, from which I have drawn the little knowledge that I
possess of this discipline, petrifactions or . . . petrifacts are separated completely and definitely
from minerals or fossils and constitute their own genus in the realm of nature. Both genera are

indeed related in inorganic nature, but the one is by no means a species of the other.”

With his assertion that “petrifacts are not counted among minerals”, Henry referred to the con-
temporary scientific debate about the classification of different branches of mineralogy and con-
cluded: “[M]y refusal to deliver both collections without a specific order can thus by no means be
attributed to my gross ignorance or to rigid obstinacy.”** His explanations, however, were in vain,
as Wilhelm von Humboldt had already decided the matter on 5 August 1809 in Kénigsberg and

informed him:

[TThus esteemed sir, you are hereby commissioned to turn over immediately to Herr Karsten
this mineral collection, to which the petrifacts of course belong. The separation of objects that
belong to one and the same class cannot be viewed as anything but inappropriate. If this does
not accord with your wishes, you will, however, be pleased to learn of another addition to the
Naturalia Cabinet of the Academy of Sciences: in the near future, a box with a piece of skin
and many hairs from the mammoth skeleton discovered on the Arctic Sea by Court Councillor

and Professor Adams will be sent from here.?

It was thus the sending of the sample of the Adams Mammoth that ultimately put an end to all
discussions. Humboldt, who planned a teaching institution par excellence in sharp contrast to
Henry’s ideas, did not even bother addressing the latter’s arguments. Henry had to turn over the
collection to Karsten and received de facto a single object — albeit a rather famous one at the time —

as compensation. Henry was soon compelled by royal order to relinquish all of the naturalia of

8 | Sample containing bristle hairs
from the Elephas primigenius in
the palaeontological collection

of 1866, Museum fiir Naturkunde
Berlin.
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See Dolezel 2019, p. 22.

SBB PK, Slg. Darmstaedter 2b 1816:
Humboldt, Wilhelm von, fol. 8.
See also the confirmation of re-
ceipt ABBAW, PAW (1700-1811),
1-XV-10, fol. 30r-v.

| would like to thank Thomas
Schossleitner from the manage-
ment of the Fossil Vertebrates
Collection for providing infor-
mation and evidence on the
specimens at the Museum fiir
Naturkunde.

On the concept of object biogra-
phy and its methods, see Braun
2015, pp. 9-26.

On the context of the sources, see
notes 16—-18 above.

See the extensive discussion in
Dolezel 2019, especially pp. 22-5.
Ibid., p. 28.

See ibid., pp. 29-36.

See Bredekamp/Labuda 2010, pp.
238-9; Bredekamp 2020a.
Griindungstexte 2010, pp. 244-5.
Ibid., p. 245.

See Dolezel 2017b.

See Dolezel 2019, especially

pp. 204-7.

See ABBAW, PAW (1700—-1811),
1-XV-10, fols. 1r=30v.

Jean Henry's letter to the direc-
torate of the academy on 10 August
1809 (ABBAW, PAW (1700-1811),
1-XV-10, fols. 25r-26v, here

fol. 26r).

Ibid., fol. 26r. On the specializa-
tion and related division of the
Royal Mineral Collection over the
course of the nineteenth century,
see Hoppe 1998, especially p. 6.
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9 | Letter from Jean Henry to the

22,
directorate of the Academy of 26
Sciences, 10 August 1809, Berlin-
Brandenburg Academy of - -
Sciences. | |
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the Kunstkammer. His institution could no longer offer any substantial opposition to the Hum-
boldtian educational reforms. The mineralogical collections were transferred to the Mineralogical
Cabinet (which with the founding of the university was renamed the Mineralogical Museum in
1810), and in the same year the zoological objects in the Kunstkammer were surrendered to the
university’s Zoological Museum [ Golden Plover].*® Henry’s plans of an encyclopaedic museum
for a lay public was thus rendered passé, although the idea of a comprehensive universal museum
Around 1855]. The estate of the Humboldt

brothers was also incorporated, in accord with their own wishes, into the vision of a scientific cos-

would be later be revived in the Neues Museum [

mos in Berlin that they had designed. During his own lifetime, Alexander von Humboldt donated
numerous samples to the Royal Mineral Cabinet, and his encyclopaedic collection was later divided

up among various Berlin museums.?”’

It is possible that the historic sample of the Adams Mammoth was, as a fossil object, transferred
from the Kunstkammer along with other objects from the mineralogical and palacontological col-
lections to the university’s Mineralogical Museum, which in accord with the understanding of the
time encompassed both mineralogy and palacontology. If this was the case, it would not be sur-
prising if the sample was lost in the turmoil. Perhaps it awaits its rediscovery in another collection
as the result of deaccession, that is, being turned over to a different museum [Monkey Hand],
where it will once again cause a scientific sensation. The history of the geoscientific collections in
Berlin has remained unsettled: objects have continued to be transferred back and forth between
various Berlin institutions to the present day.*® The object history of a complete skeleton such as
the Adams Mammoth in St. Petersburg, on the other hand, is easier to trace. These giants from
the Ice Age have lost none of their fascination. Alongside dinosaurs, they are among the great at-

tractions of today’s natural science exhibitions.

Translated by Tom Lampert
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Wilhelm von Humboldt's letter to
Jean Henry on 5 August 1809
(ABBAW, PAW (1700-1811), I-XV-10,
fol. 27r).

On the Mineralogical Cabinet, see
Hoppe 1987.

On Alexander von Humboldt's
mineralogical collections, see
Damaschun/Schmitt 2019, espe-
cially the chapter “Sammlung”,
here p. 23; on further objects
from the collection as well as the
lifeworld of the Humboldt broth-
ers in present-day Berlin muse-
ums, see Spies/Tintemann/Mende
2020.

See Hoppe 1998.
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