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F OR EWORD

A N Y WOR DS H AV E both a literal and a metaphorical meaning, but the distribution of the 

weight of these two registers differs from one case to another. The fact that the word astonished

– literally, ‘thunder-struck’ – is only ever used in a metaphorical sense may explain why its etymology 

has sometimes been misunderstood as signifying ‘turned to stone’ (a misunderstanding no doubt 

helped by its archaic form astonied). The literal meaning of petrified, by contrast, still has currency; 

fear can render humans as motionless as those trees that age and chemistry have turned to stone. 

Fossil, too, has a wide figurative application, as something that has been taken out of the living stream 

and preserved as a dead relic of its former vital self. This brings us closer to the word museum, a palace 

of the Muses where people go to gaze upon things that are either dead or have never lived. As an 

analogy, the word is often applied to a community, such as a village, that has been prevented by force 

or financial incentive from manifesting any signs of modernisation, usually for the benefit of tourists. 

However, museum differs from the other three examples in one important respect: the relationship 

between its literal and metaphorical meanings is not one-way but dialectical. The message that this 

book conveys with unambiguous force is that the idea of a museum as a mere charnel house of inert 

objects is profoundly mistaken; in reality, a museum conforms more to the metaphorical notion of a 

disconnected human community far more than we might ever have imagined. 

The reciprocity between these two kinds of museums is part of a fascinating mirror-imagery 

that runs through Nomadic Artefacts. The opening chapters adopt the vantage point of West, with a 

historical survey of ethnographic collecting and museums in Austria. The focus here is on the history 

of collecting since the 19th century, but includes a survey of the precedents of these practices as far 

back as the 16th century. Above all, we see the biography of Vienna’s Museum of Ethnology through its 

successive historical and nominal avatars down to its present form as the Weltmuseum. While many 

readers will be astonished at the degree to which it has been subjected to ideological factors, unrealised 

plans, underfunding and political whims, what emerges is an optimistic message about the museum’s 

vitality and adaptability in an uncertain and constantly changing environment. 

The artefacts in the museum are ‘nomadic’ not only in sense that they have made long and often 

circuitous journeys to Vienna (where they have also been subject to considerable local displacement) 

but also because they were created by inhabitants of the steppes; and it is here, in Inner Asia, that the 

perspective of the later chapters of the book takes its position. As the counterpoint to the life story of 

Vienna’s Weltmuseum we have the history of the first museum in Mongolia, which was created within 

the framework of the predecessor of the Mongolian Academy of Science. Especially intriguing are 

the excerpts from early travellers’ reports of the Bogd Khan’s private museum, a remarkably eclectic 

collection of international oddities that illustrates even more starkly than its Western counterparts 

a fundamental truth about collecting. Why do people collect? Apart from being a secular ruler, the 

Bogd Khan was also a Tibetan Buddhist hierarch – in fact, the highest in rank only after the Dalai and 

CHARLES  RAMBLE
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Panchen Lamas. His range had to be seen to be vast. Reasons for collecting may include mundane 

impulses such as the desire for prestige or wealth, but, as Krzysztof Pomian reminds us in his essay on 

collections and collectors (1987), the essential feature of all collections is that “they are intermediaries 

between the observer and the invisible realm from which they come”, and are put on display precisely 

to evoke the collector’s command over that connection.

Whatever these objects and collections in Austria may mean to those who acquired them and also 

those who now curate and visit them, their value is something quite different in the society where 

they originated. This is something we might never have known, had the authors not gone out of their 

way – a very long way – to find out, by asking the inheritors of the culture that produced them. The 

work of writers such as Alfred Gell and Igor Kopytoff is well enough known, and their arguments 

widely enough accepted, that the authors of this book do not need to build a case for the personhood 

of objects from scratch. Personhood is not intrinsic to humans or objects, but arises from attribution 

of meaning and status by the social environment in which they are situated, and this is especially true 

for those that (or who) are endowed with sacred qualities. The reader has the unsettling feeling that 

the interviewees here are not speaking about artefacts, but about members of their community who 

have been consigned to a reluctant exile or a prison where they cannot receive the reverence that is 

their due. But the alienation of these artefacts is the darkest and most poignant of all the mirrors in this 

book, reflecting as it does the lives of those men and women, Mongolian, Russian and Buryat, lay and 

clerical, whose passion for these creations and empathy for the civilisation that produced them were 

the reasons why they ended their days in the charge not of the collector or curator, but of the prison 

guard or, more often, the executioner. 





Everlasting layers of ideas, images, feelings, 

have fallen upon your brain softly as light. 

Each succession has seemed to bury all that went before.

And yet in reality not one has been extinguished.

Thomas De Quincey

Suspiria de Profundis, 1845
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PRO L OG

T H NOGR A F I SCH E GEGE NSTÄ N DE H A BE N mitunter erratischen Charakter. In ihm 

spiegelt sich der Nimbus einer Diaspora von Artefakten, ein schicksalhaft, vielleicht rettender 

Transfer, der in den früh intentionierten Forschungsprojekten mit Sammlerneigungen, beutegleichen 

Aneignungen, Sammlungswahn und vielem mehr verschmolzen war. Die Entschlüsselung des 

Schicksals dieser Objekte ist ein Teil der ethnografischen Methode, die sie in einer Art ideellen „Reinte-

gration“ zur Weitschichtigkeit ihrer kulturellen und geschichtlichen Korrespondenz in Beziehung setzt. 

Der Versuch ihrer Erforschung, ihre behutsame Transliteration, verweist nicht nur auf die Notwen-

digkeit, die Wege dieser Objekte in die Sammlungen der Museen nachzuzeichnen, ihre Verankerungen 

in genealogischen Orten und deren evokativem Gedächtnis auszuloten; dieser Prozess ist heute mit 

seiner eigenen Geschichte und deren Aufarbeitung kritisch betraut und befasst.

Erwächst aus der Musealisierung solcher Artefakte und ihrer Herkunftsorte ein möglicher Weg 

ihrer Erhaltung, so ist damit eine Delokalisierung und Entweihung vor allem sakraler Objekte und 

Orte verbunden.  Die Kartografie ihrer Bewegungslinien nach Europa spiegelt die mit der Geschichte 

Innerasiens verbundenen Beziehungen aber auch den äußeren Bedeutungswandel dieser Objekte. An 

den Bruchstellen der gesellschaftlichen Transformationen verändert sich die ursprüngliche Bedeutung 

von Objekten; sie erfahren, sofern sie nicht zerstört werden, eine andere Zuordnung. Dieser Entfrem-

dungsprozess ist ein Teil ihrer Biografie, ein Teil der Geschichte selbst, die durch Erinnerungen und 

Narrationen fortgeführt werden kann. Sie setzen diese Objekte wieder mit ihren genealogischen Orten 

in Beziehung und fügen ihnen Geschichten hinzu. 

Der passagere Transit, die transkontinentale Verbringung von Artefakten ist einem Übergangsritus 

ähnlich. Dinge des täglichen Lebens verwandeln sich im Laufe ihres Lösungsprozesses aus dem 

anverwandten Umfeld in ethnografische Objekte und treten uns als solche in dieser Kategorie 

entgegen. Im Zeitraum dieses Transfers erscheinen sie als Nomaden der Geschichte, als deren Teil sie 

in die Kladden oder Notizbücher von Sammlern, Forschern und Museen gelangen. Nomadic Artefacts

versucht, die Bewegungen ethnografischer Objekte aus der Mongolei in unterschiedlichen sozio-poli-

tischen und institutionellen Räumen zu verweben und darzustellen. Ihr Transfer zwischen Asien und 

Europa, der Mongolei und Wien ist verzeichnet – er deutet auf transnationale Verflechtungen von 

Objektgeschichten und Museen mit ihren gegenseitigen Beziehungen und Einwirkungen. Ethnografika 

aus der Mongolei wurden um 1900 in Europa zunehmend musealisiert, während ähnliche Objekte in 

der Mongolei in den politischen Repressionen der 1930-er Jahre versteckt, konfisziert oder zerstört 

wurden. Einzelne buddhistische Tempel blieben jedoch nach den antireligiösen Kampagnen als 

Museen weiterhin erhalten. Im Zuge dieser Umbrüche und der Neuordnung der Gesellschaft werden 

jedoch auch vielerorts öffentliche Bildungseinrichtungen in Form von Museen geschaffen. Sie dienen 

vor allem der Propaganda eines neuen Klassenbewusstseins, als Instrumentarien der Gleichschaltung, 

und dennoch waren sie Stätten des persönlichen Engagements und der Gestaltungmöglichkeiten. 

MAR IA-KATHAR INA  LANG
GEORG  CZERN IN
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Diese Orte treten als geschichtliches Sediment dem Besucher heute oft noch unverhohlen entgegen 

und befinden sich an der Schwelle zu neuen Veränderungen.

Die Etablierung des ersten öffentlichen staatlichen Museums in der Mongolei und der mongolischen 

Akademie der Wissenschaften in den frühen 1920-er Jahren entstand in enger Zusammenarbeit mit 

russisch-sowjetischen Wissenschafterinnen und Wissenschaftern. Wenige der Beteiligten überlebten 

die stalinistischen Verfolgungen und Repressionen. Die Wunden der Gesellschaft sind Teil der Erinne-

rungen und Erzählungen, die durch Artefakte geweckt werden können. 

Es sind vorwiegend buddhistische Objekte des alltäglichen Gebrauchs, die der Forschungsreisende 

Hans Leder (1843–1921) während seiner Reisen in die nördliche Mongolei um 1900 gesammelt hat, die 

einem Dialog vorangestellt werden, der sich aus ihrer Gegenwart entfaltet. Diese Objekte sind ein Teil 

einer umfangreichen Sammlung, die Hans Leder an die ethnografische Abteilung des k. k. Naturhisto-

rischen Hofmuseums verkaufte. Nach der Trennung der ethnografischen und naturwissenschaftlichen 

Sammlungen wurden die Objekte in den Corps de Logis der Neuen Burg transferiert, welche bei der 

Eröffnung des Museums für Völkerkunde 1928 teilweise ausgestellt wurden. Inventarlisten, Korres-

pondenzen und andere Archivmaterialien verweisen auf die oft verschlungenen Wege der Objekte 

und die Netzwerke der beteiligten Personen und Institutionen in Asien und Europa.

Die in den letzten Jahren in der Mongolei dokumentierten Narrationen und Erinnerungen zu 

Objekten, werden in diesem Forschungsprojekt sowie der Ausstellung im Theseustempel des Wiener 

Volksgartens, im Herbst 2016, mit den Sammlungsgegenständen des Weltmuseums Wien und dem 

dort archivierten Wissen in Beziehung gesetzt; Tempel und Museum, manchmal Orte eines Ursprungs, 

einer Vielfalt von Beziehungen und Bewegungen. 
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PRO L OGU E

T H NOGR A PH IC OBJ EC T S OCC A SIONA L LY have an erratic character. The nimbus of a 

diaspora of artefacts reflects itself in them, a fateful, perhaps rescuing transfer that in the early 

research projects was merged with looting-type appropriation, the craze for collection and much more. 

Decoding the fate of these objects is part of the ethnographic method that in a kind of virtual “reinte-

gration” relates them to the multilayered nature of their cultural and historical correspondence. The 

attempt at researching them, their cautious transliteration, points not only to the necessity to trace the 

paths that led these objects into the museum collections and to plumb their anchoring in genealogical 

locations and their evocative memories; today this process is critically tasked and involved with its 

own history and its appraisal.

If the musealisation of such artefacts and their places of origin offers a possible way to preserve 

them, then this is also associated with a delocalisation and desecration above all of sacred objects 

and sites.The mapping of their lines of movement to Europe reflects the relations that are associated 

with the history of Inner Asia, but also the external change of meaning of these objects. The original 

significance of objects changes at the breaking points of societal transformations; if they are not 

destroyed, they receive a different attribution. This alienation process is part of their biography, a part 

of history itself, which can be continued through memories and narrations. They relate these objects to 

their genealogical locations again and add new layers to them. 

The transit passage, the transcontinental transfer of artefacts is like a rite of passage. Everyday 

items change into ethnographic objects in the course of their process of separation from the related 

surroundings and face us as such in this category. In the period of transfer they appear as nomads of 

history, as part of which they come into the scribbling pads or notebooks of collectors, researchers 

and museums. Nomadic Artefacts attempts to interweave and present the movements of ethnographic 

objects from Mongolia through various socio-political and institutional spaces. Their transfer between 

Asia and Europe, Mongolia and Vienna is recorded – it indicates the transnational interweaving of 

object histories and museums with their mutual relations and influences. Ethnographica from 

Mongolia were increasingly musealised in Europe around 1900, whereas similar objects in Mongolia 

were hidden, confiscated or destroyed during the political repression in the 1930s. Individual Buddhist 

temples remained preserved as museums, however, after the anti-religious campaigns. In the course 

of this upheaval and reorganisation of society, many public educational institutions in the form of 

museums were established. Above all they served the propaganda of a new class consciousness, as 

instruments of conformity, but nevertheless they were sites of personal commitment and of shaping 

opportunities. These sites today often confront the visitor undisguisedly as historical sediment and are 

on the threshold of new changes.

The establishment of the first public national museum in Mongolia and the Mongolian Academy 

of Sciences in the early 1920s took place in close cooperation with Russian-Soviet scientists. Few of 

MAR IA-KATHAR INA  LANG
GEORG  CZERN IN
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those involved survived the Stalinist persecutions and repression, like many Buddhist monks and 

members of the Mongolian aristocracy as well. The wounds of the society are part of the memories and 

narrations that are awakened by the artefacts.

Here primarily everyday Buddhist objects collected by the research traveller Hans Leder (1843–1921) 

during his travels in northern Mongolia around 1900 precede this dialogue. These objects are part 

of an extensive collection that Hans Leder sold to the Anthropological-Ethnographical Department of 

the k.k. Naturhistorisches Hofmuseum [imperial-royal Court Museum of Natural History]. After the 

separation of the ethnographic and natural history collections, the objects were transferred to the 

Corps de Logis in the Neue Burg and partly exhibited on the opening of the Museum of Ethnology 

[Museum für Völkerkunde] in 1928. Inventories, correspondence and other archive material indicate 

the often tortuous paths taken by the objects between Asia and Europe and the networks of people and 

institutions involved.

Narrations and recollections about the objects, which were recorded in recent years in Mongolia, 

are related to the collection objects in the Weltmuseum Wien and to the knowledge archived there; 

temples and museums, sometimes sites of one origin, and a multitude of relations and movements.
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ABOUT  T H I S  B O OK

H E F I R ST A RT ICL E in this publication, Moving Ahead: Ethnographic Artefacts in Austria and 

Museological Visions since the 19th Century by Barbara Plankensteiner, explores the eventful 

history of the ethnographic collections and their museums in Austria, from their beginnings in the 

16th century to the recent developments of the Weltmuseum Wien. Currently, in autumn 2016, the 

museum and the surrounding Heldenplatz is again in a transition stage: a “public space in transition”.

Among the some two hundred thousand ethnographic objects in the depository of the Weltmuseum 

Wien there are 811 objects from Hans Leder’s Mongolia collection. In the book’s second article, 

Nomadic Artefacts in Vienna by Maria-Katharina Lang, based on the photos in the Weltmuseum’s 

photographic archive, part of the biographies of these objects is fragmentarily traced. Their histories 

are at the same time part of the history of the Weltmuseum, with its changes and transitions. In addition, 

classified under the heading “Mongolia”, the photos in the collection tell the story of socio-political 

transformations in the country. 

The great social changes in Mongolia are also reflected in the approach to the material culture. 

The declaration of independence in 1921 marked the onset of socio-political transformation processes 

at all levels. The establishment of the public state museum was one of the first projects of this social 

transformation in a society that was historically characterised by a nomadic way of life and is the 

beginning of the official museum history in Mongolia. The museums and the people associated with 

them in the first decades are described by Maria-Katharina Lang and Baatarnarany Tsetsentsolmon in 

their article Museum Construction, Transition and Transformation in Mongolia. The following contri-

bution by both authors, Temple and/or Museum, deals with the subsequent development of the museal-

isation of historic, previously sacred buildings and sites.

The loose contributions in the second half of the book under the heading “Travelogue” reflect 

the memory of the diverse sites and intersections of Mongolia in kaleidoscopic fragments. Travelling 

through the Mongolian Museum Landscape and Artefact Transfers and Object Narrations are an attempt 

to show the journey through the layers of memory and imagination in the form of an essayistic 

photo-collage. The poem Хөхөө [Cuckoo] by the poet Jamtsyn Badraa and Das Blau des Himmels [The 

Blue of the Sky], a ballad by Christoph Ransmayr, capture traces of memories and images that go 

beyond this and evoke the imaginative power of the natural world and landscape of Mongolia.

MAR IA-KATHAR INA  LANG



TO POGRAPHY  O F  N OMAD I C  A RT E FA C T S







19

MOV ING  AH EAD

 E T HNOGRAPH I C  A RT E FA C T S  I N  A U S T R I A  AND  MUS EO L OG I C A L 
V I S I ON S  S I N C E  T H E  1 9 TH  C EN TURY

H E H I STORY OF ethnographic collections in Austria dates back to the 16th century. The earliest 

reference to things then termed “exotica” can be found in the inventory of the art cabinet of 

Ferdinand II at Ambras Castle above Innsbruck in Tyrol in 1596. Originally brought to Europe as rare 

curiosities by Spanish and Portuguese seafarers, Mexican feather works, delicate ivory carvings from 

West Africa and other exotic rarities at the time valued more for their materiality than for their crafts-

manship, had found their way into the collection on trajectories that we can no longer reconstruct. 

Interest in such foreign objects rose exponentially in the 18th and particularly the 19th century 

with the rise of colonialism and the nascent discipline of ethnography. In Austria, not only the Imperial 

Natural History Cabinet, established in 1748 under Empress Maria Theresia and her spouse Franz I, 

but also other imperial holdings contained objects from foreign cultures, which had come into courtly 

possession as gifts to the Emperor and at the time could not be allocated to any specialised department. 

In 1806, the Emperor commissioned the naturalist Leopold von Fichtel to buy 250 objects from the 

James Cook Collection at auction in London. Seventy years later they would be given the first inventory 

numbers in the newly established ethnography collection at the Imperial Natural History Museum. 

It is fairly known that Austrian ethnographic collections had early on already been displayed in 

short-lived specialist museums. Although more research is needed to better understand these early 

undertakings they testify to the major significance accorded to these objects at the time. Considered 

as the only available material illustrating barely known distant worlds, they attracted great public 

attention. From 1821 until 1836 a “Brazilian Museum” in the Johannesgasse in Vienna displayed the 

collections assembled by the members of the Brazil expedition (1817–1836), which had been organised 

on occasion of the wedding of the Austrian Princess Leopoldine to the future Brazilian emperor. 

Moreover, ethnographic objects, including works from the Ambras Castle Collection that had been 

transferred to Vienna during the Napoleonic Wars, were shown at the Belvedere from 1820. This 

display also had to be closed in 1836 and together with the objects from the Brazilian Museum the 

exhibits were moved into an Imperial Royal Ethnographic Museum, created in 1838 as a subdivision 

of the Natural History Cabinet and located at the “Kaiserhaus” in Vienna’s Ungargasse. Here the Cook 

Collection, the Giesecke Greenland Collection and rare North American Indian artefacts donated to the 

Austrian emperor by the fur trader Josef Klinger found a new home. Once more, this exhibition was 

only short-lived, as in 1840 the rooms were needed for other purposes. Again, the objects had to be 

packed up and stored temporarily until they found a permanent home in the newly founded Natural 

History Museum. Another short-term institution was the Novara Museum in the Vienna Augarten, 

devoted to the collections brought back from the Novara World Circumnavigation (1857–1859), which 

also lasted only for one year in 1860.

BARBARA  PLANKENSTE INER


