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Abstract

In recent years, the repatriation of human remains to Namibia has increased. Most of these repa-
triations have been linked to the genocide, recently acknowledged by the Federal Republic of 
Germany, that occurred during the time of colonial occupation. In the aftermath of the genocide, 
many European countries, including Austria, were also involved in collecting human remains 
from then Southwest Africa. 

This report examines the history and archival documentation of a collection of cranial remains 
of at least 27 individuals from Ovamboland curated in the Natural History Museum in Vienna. 
The collection was acquired by Viktor Lebzelter during his research in Southern Africa between 
1926 and 1928. Lebzelter documented that these human remains belonged to individuals who 
had died during a famine in 1916 in an attempt to flee to Hereroland. Their remains were later 
collected from the bush and transported to the Natural History Museum in Vienna. In order to 
ascertain if Lebzelter’s narrative on the provenance aligns with the evidence derived from the 
skeletal remains, a bioarchaeological re-analysis was conducted. This re-analysis highlights the 
taphonomy and health indicators of the remains.

While the results of the re-analysis of the osteological examination support Lebzelter’s claim of 
the post-mortem environment, it can neither be confirmed nor denied that these individuals were 
associated with the hunger crisis of 1915/1916. Further, it is not clear if Lebzelter collected the 
remains himself or received them from the South African colonial government. Whether or not 
he was aware of the wider picture of the gruesome colonial impact which exacerbated the famine, 
his actions were clearly aimed to profit from the human remains and use them for his research on 
racialization and classifying human populations. 
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Introduction

The 1978 booklet guiding through the Natural History Museum’s anthropological exhi-
bition mentions a certain “Capitän KOHN” [sic] who donated 27 skulls4 from “Western 
Ovamboland” to the collection of the museum (szilvássy 1978: p. 38). Furthermore, it 
quotes from a remark in the museum’s acquisition book written by the director Viktor 
Lebzelter and the curator Gabriele Gruber-Thalmann, both from the museum’s Depart-
ment of Anthropology around 1930: “All these skulls belong to individuals who in 1916, 
the year of hunger, wanted to flee in big numbers to Hereroland, with their remaining 
cattle, but died along the way. Their remains were later found in the bush in their hun-
dreds or thousands”. It became apparent that the name of the donor given by szilvássy 
(1978) was actually wrong – the correct spelling reads in fact “Capitan Hahn” and not 
“Kohn” (see Fig. 1).5 This makes it possible to place the fate of the 27 individuals con-
cerned, and the acquisition of their human remains, into the context of Namibian (post-) 
World War I history. At the same time, Lebzelter’s Ovambo collection stands in the 
broader context of human remains appropriated during colonialism, and of their poten-
tial repatriation – a topic of particular relevance to Namibia.

Since the seminal Sarr-Savoy report on the Restitution of African Cultural Heritage, at 
the latest, the international debate on looted, stolen or under coercion purloined ethno-
graphica and art, housed and exhibited mainly in European and US museums and uni-
versities, has considerably intensified. Restitutions of artefacts to their countries or com-
munities of origin have already taken place or are being considered (sarr & savoy 
2018; cf. savoy 2021; with regard to Austria: schölnBerger 2021). Human remains 
that make up collections in many ethnographic museums, natural history museums, or 
medical institutions worldwide, retain an even more intricate history. That, however, 
has fortunately engendered an increasingly straightforward sense of responsibility not 
only among collection curators, but also amongst the general public. The history of col-
lecting human remains under colonialism is indeed intrinsically related to hierarchical, 
classificatory worldviews. Awareness of the terrible consequences of this Eurocentric 
approach in terms of racism, genocides and the shoah is increasing. Consciousness of the 
interrelation between prejudiced perceptions and acts of violence on all possible levels 
is unravelling itself within the scientific community, as well as among communities of 
origin (stoecKer et al. 2013; eggers et al. 2021). In addition, the sight and significance 

4 The number 27 refers to the numbers of inventory entries. However, one inventory number consists of 
bone fragments of at least two individuals. It cannot be excluded that the additional fragments belong to 
one of the other inventory numbers. 

5 The entry reads as follows: “West Ovamboland. 27. Schädel aus West Ovamboland. Geschenk v. Capitan 
Hahn. Collektion Kustos Dr. Viktor Lebzelter” (Inventarbuch Anthropologische Abteilung NHMW, fol. 
227).
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of human remains often evokes strong feelings, especially when involved with all sorts 
of unethical processes (Berner et al. 2011; FForde et al. 2020). 

Thus, repatriation of human remains, mainly from western institutions to communities 
of origin in the Americas, in Oceania, in Asia, and Africa, has been the aim as well as 
the reality of many communities and institutions. These efforts have been reinforced 
by the adoption of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People 
(UNDRIP) in 2007 which states in article 12 that Indigenous people have the right “to 
the repatriation of their human remains”6. Although the repatriation of human remains 
date back to almost a century, it has grown significantly since the establishment of offi-
cial repatriation programmes in numerous countries, such as in the US (with NAGPRA, 

6 https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/
UNDRIP_E_web.pdf

Fig. 1. Entry in the inventory book of the osteological collection of the Department of Anthropol-
ogy, NHMW (A: page 227 and B: page 229) with reference to “Capitan Hahn” and 27 skulls from 
West Ovamboland. (The translation into English is given in the main text.) 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf
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1990), Australian Government Policy on Indigenous Repatriation (2011), and in New 
Zealand (with the Te Papa Tongarewa Repatriation Programme, 2003), to cite but a few 
(mcKeowan 2020). In South Africa, a National Policy on the Repatriation and Resti-
tution of Human Remains and Heritage Objects is under consideration in Parliament. It 
would probably make returns within the Southern African region possible, for example 
from South African museums or universities to Namibia (rassool 2020: p. 11). For 
Southern Africa but especially in Namibia, late Jeremy Silvester was deeply engaged 
during decades in the restitution of looted museum objects and human remains. In 2019, 
a Working Group on the Namibian National Committee for Human Remains and Herti-
tage Objects (HRC) had been established which was endorsed by the Ministry of Edu-
cation, Arts and Culture and is chaired by Alma Mekondjo Nankela (nanKela & sil-
vester 2021).

As far as Namibia is concerned, repatriation of human remains has taken place mostly 
by German institutions, involving human remains (and a few objects) from the Central 
and Southern parts of the country which were transferred to Germany during the colo-
nial period (see contributions by hilleBrecht 2013; Förster 2013; wegmann 2013; 
Förster et al. 2018; Kössler 2018; stoecKer & winKelmann 2018; shigwedha 2018; 
legall & mBoro 2019; nanKela & Silvester 2021).7 Between 2011 and 2018 as 
many as 82 human remains collected between 1894 and 1912 were returned to Namibia 
from Germany (stoecKer & winKelmann 2018; nanKela & silvester 2021). So 
far, only few human remains from Northern Namibia – classified as “Ovambo” by the 
respective collectors – were found in German institutions (silvester 2017). Many more 
human remains are still kept in South Africa (silvester 2017), whose provenance has 
not yet been published. We expect that some of them might have had a comparable 
provenance to that of the human remains studied herein. Furthermore, Namibia is in 
exchange with South Africa regarding repatriation issues, while South African museums 
themselves plan to include repatriation in their agenda for decolonizing their museums 
(silvester 2017). The North was indeed situated outside the so-called Police Zone, the 
area effectively controlled by imperial Germany, and still politically independent. In 
contrast, Central and Southern Namibia was most affected by the German-Namibian 
war 1904 –1907 which included the genocide of 1904. Not only were the majority of the 
Herero- and part of the Nama-speaking people killed by German forces, but also was the 
surviving population subjected to legal regulations, including the notorious Native Ordi-
nances of 1907 (drechsler 1980; Bley 1996; zimmerer & zeller 2003; zimmerer 
2004). Similar mechanisms could only be implemented in the North after South Africa 
took possession of this region. Over time, all indigenous Namibian communities were 
weakened by military defeat, racist colonial policies as well as intentionally inflicted 
hunger and poverty. In the view of today’s discussions on postcolonialism and indige-
nous rights, collectors and middlemen sent by Germany but also by other countries took 

7 Repatriations of Human Remains are documented in the E-publication “Care of Colonial Collections of 
the German Museums Association”. https://www.museumsbund.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/e-reader-
care-of-collections-from-colonial-contexts.pdf.

https://www.museumsbund.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/e-reader-care-of-collections-from-colonial-contexts.pdf
https://www.museumsbund.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/e-reader-care-of-collections-from-colonial-contexts.pdf
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advantage of opportunities to collect what they could, in order to augment the variabil-
ity and the quantity of human remains to be housed and studied in European museums 
(zimmerman 2001). Some of them came from the then Austro-Hungarian empire or 
after its demise, the Republic of Austria (sauer 2008: pp. 14 – 20). When viewed in the 
context of the time, the actions of these men were embedded into the prevailing mind-
set of Western mainstream thought. However, how this would influence communities 
of origin, was not a matter of contemporary discussion. From today’s point of view the 
collectors’ actions raise ethical questions. 

Provenance research in Austria’s museal collections is by no means a recent endeavour, 
focusing initially on NS contexts and art.8 The largest collection of human remains in 
Austria belongs to the Natural History Museum Vienna (NHMW). Until fairly recently, 
provenance research of human remains occurred on an ad-hoc basis, in response to 
requests from communities or institutions of origin. Research continued in a more sys-
tematic manner and under better financial support with the ForMuse project (teschler-
nicola 2013). More intensive research began in 2017, following interdisciplinary 
meetings on provenance and repatriation, launched by the Federal Ministry for Arts, 
Culture, the Civil Service and Sport. Two-thousand-and-nineteen saw the implemen-
tation of research projects on colonial provenance in different types of collections held 
by four federal museums, one of which is the NHMW.9 One part of the project of the 
NHMW aims at reconstructing the provenance history of some of the convolutes of 
human remains. In parallel, our own research on human remains from Namibia housed 
in the NHMW also began in 2019 with the joint work of a historian, anthropologists 
and graduate students. Our aim in this paper is to unravel the contexts under which the 
Namibian remains came to the NHMW and to clarify the circumstances of their acqui-
sition. In face of the incompleteness of the remains as well as the scarcity of individual 
contextual details, we juxtapose the taphonomic features present on the remains onto 
the historical accounts of the time they were collected. Finally, questions are raised with 
regard to the ethical quality of their acquisition.

Methods

Historical analysis

As far as the context of acquisition is concerned, the following sub-chapter is mainly 
based on academic literature, as available in local libraries (including the specialised 
collection of the Southern Africa Documentation and Cooperation Centre/SADOCC in 
Vienna) or, in some cases, online. Primary sources could be used during a research stay 

8 On repatriations in regard to the 1998 Art Restitution Act of the Republic of Austria concerning objects 
in federal museums and collections see: https://www.provenienzforschung.gv.at/en/kommission/
sammlungen-des-bundes/

9 https://www.nhm-wien.ac.at/forschung/projekt_koltext

https://www.provenienzforschung.gv.at/en/kommission/sammlungen-des-bundes/
https://www.provenienzforschung.gv.at/en/kommission/sammlungen-des-bundes/
https://www.nhm-wien.ac.at/forschung/projekt_koltext
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in Windhoek in the National Archives of Namibia which keeps the documentation pro-
duced by the German colonial administration. This includes a file on Lebzelter’s research 
trip to Namibia, which, however, barely goes beyond routine matters. Unfortunately, it 
was not yet possible to inspect Carl H. L. Hahn’s papers as well. For contextualisation, 
Lebzelter’s own published accounts regarding his research venture in Southwest Africa 
were also used.

Bioarchaeological Analysis

In order to ascertain if the provenance research carried out herein aligns with the evi-
dence derived from the skeletal remains, a bioarchaeological re-analysis was conducted. 
This re-analysis highlights the taphonomy and health indicators of the remains. The 
analyses can also elucidate aspects of the lived experience of the individuals the skulls 
belonged to and highlight what happened to their remains after their death. The osteolog-
ical analysis followed commonly used methods to assess taphonomy, sex, age at death, 
and health status. Due to the fact that only partially preserved skulls without dentition 
or any postcranial elements were represented, severe limitations in the reconstructed 
biological profile as well as the health status had to be taken into consideration. Of the 
preserved human remains, 26 could be included into the bioarchaeological analysis.

Taphonomy

Visible damage caused by the bones’ environment (taphonomy) was recorded with 
the aim of collecting indications for the provenance of the human remains. We tried 
to separate the taphonomy of the skulls into changes affecting the remains in-situ and 
after collection from their initial resting place. In order to estimate the timespan, the 
remains were exposed to the elements, weathering was recorded following the stages 
from Behrensmeyer (1978) and miller (1975). Additionally, marks from potential 
scavenging animals were assessed (BuiKstra & uBelaKer 1994). Any treatment and 
modification on the remains in connection with the process of cataloguing, conserving 
and curating were noted.

Due to the potential context of injustice surrounding these human remains, only macro-
scopical assessment was deemed appropriate while handling the remains. Destructive 
sampling for molecular and chemical analyses would need ethical review by an appro-
priate commission and approval of the communities of origin.

Sex and age at death estimation

Sex was estimated assessing sex diagnostic indicators on the skull (FeremBach et al. 
1979; BuiKstra & uBelaKer 1994). Since there was considerable damage to the facial 
bones and the base of the skulls, including the mastoid process, sex estimation could 
only rely on a few limited indicators. It should be noted that there is considerable overlap 
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between morphological features of biological sex on the skeleton and the most useful 
indicators are found in the pelvis. Consequently, sex estimation based only on the skull 
is less precise (Klales 2020). Additionally, Lebzelter’s original sex estimation was rep-
licated alongside the most likely biological sex estimated in the re-analysis (Table 1). 

Cranial suture closure was the only achievable aging method. We only determined rough 
age categories of adult and non-adult. A more detailed age-at-death-estimation was not 
attempted due to the unreliability of suture closure patterns (BuiKstra & uBelaKer 
1994). However, Lebzelter’s original age determination was replicated (Table 1). Unfor-
tunately, a clear definition of Lebzelter’s age categories could not be found in his records.

Pathology

Pathological changes and trauma were visually assessed (e. g., ortner 2003; BuiKstra 
2019; schultz 1993, 2001). Macroscopic assessment was aided with a handheld lens 
with 10× magnification under artificial light, as well as an endoscope (General  Electrics 
XLGo A5020) to access endocranial surfaces and sinuses. Cribra orbitalia (CO), i. e., 
pathological changes on the orbital roofs of the frontal bone, related to poor health and/
or nutritional deficiencies during childhood or taphonomic processes, were recorded and 
scored following stecKel et al. (2018).

Pathological changes in the sinuses were analysed in any observable sinuses using the 
features described in BoococK et al. (1995) and schultz (1993, 2001). Skulls were 
scored as showing presence or absence of changes indicative of chronic sinusitis follow-
ing the same approach as merrett & PFeiFFer (2000) and digangi & sirianni (2017). 
Osteological changes on the endocranial surfaces were recorded following the features 
described in schultz (2001) and lewis (2004). Endocranial lesions were assessed using 
a four-score system, similar to the scoring used for CO (Table 1). 

In order to consider the degree of preservation, only the prevalence of pathological 
changes on sufficiently preserved bones was calculated, which is often referred as the 
true prevalence rate (TPR). This means that only the proportion of pathology in observ-
able sinuses, orbits and endocranial surfaces instead of the total number of skulls was 
determined (davies-Barrett et al. 2019).

Results

Ovamboland: Independent kingdoms, interregional trade networks, colonial 
conquest

According to Lebzelter’s information, the 27 skulls under consideration originated in 
“Western Ovamboland”, i. e., in Northern Namibia. This is the most densely populated 
area of the country adjacent to the Angolan border. With the exception of Zambezi 
Region, the Namibian North was politically independent from European powers, both 
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from German South West Africa in the South as well as from Portuguese West Africa in 
the North. Until its conquest by Europeans shortly before and during World War I, the 
vast region was traditionally governed on the basis of early feudalism and, as far as state 
structures were concerned, divided into a dozen or more kingdoms.10 Talking about the 
Western part only – called Ovamboland during the time of South African occupation – 
most kingdoms were relatively small, the biggest one being Uukwanyama which com-
bined territories in southern Angola as well as northern Namibia (see Fig. 2). 

Generally, they were situated along important trade routes across the Kunene River. Ori-
gins of state formation are traceable back to the 17th century, with royal institutions of 
some strength only emerging during the 18th and early 19th century. Even then, the posi-
tion of kings (and a few queens) remained precarious; in one case, in Ombalantu, king-
ship was even abolished in favour of a joint decision-making system of lineage heads 
and spiritual leaders (wallace 2011: pp. 75 –102; williams 1991; mcKittricK 2002).

From early times, Ovambo kingdoms were integrated into long-distance trade networks, 
exchanging commodities like iron ore, copper, and salt. Established trade partners in the 
North were several feudal states in Angola, and in the South Herero and Nama polities in 

10 The number varied over time. At present, Namibia recognises eight traditional authorities in former Ovam-
boland (now called the regions of Oshikoto, Ohangwena, Omusati and Oshana), and five in Kavango 
(now Kavango West and Kavango East regions). See Government Gazette of the Republic of Namibia 
no. 1828, 31 March 1998 (https://laws.parliament.na/cms_documents/gg-1828-fee289f8e4.pdf) and The 
Namibian, 30 March 2004 (https://www.namibian.com.na/7048/archive-read/Okalongos-got-the-Author-
ity). Cf. hinz & namwoonde (2010: pp. 15 – 276).

Fig. 2. Communities of the Cuvelai Floodplain (Ovamboland), Mid-Nineteenth Century. Source: 
modified after mcKittricK 2002: p. 31.

https://laws.parliament.na/cms_documents/gg-1828-fee289f8e4.pdf
https://www.namibian.com.na/7048/archive-read/Okalongos-got-the-Authority
https://www.namibian.com.na/7048/archive-read/Okalongos-got-the-Authority
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central Namibia (clarence-smith & moorsom 1977: pp. 99 –102). Around the mid-19th  
century, this situation began to change and European trading interests increased. They 
were represented on the one hand by Portuguese traders who established themselves 
along the Angolan coast and part of the hinterland, and on the other by Dutch or English 
businessmen in the British Cape Colony. In terms of European demand, ivory and slaves 
became preferred items, supplemented by ostrich feathers and cattle. Bartered goods in 
exchange were weapons and luxury products from Europe – firearms and horses, clothes 
and alcohol. In terms of events, the presence of Portuguese traders in Ovamboland is 
first recorded in the early 1850s; in Kavango, the neighbouring region towards the East, 
already a few years earlier. One of these “Portuguese” was actually a Habsburg subject: 
László Magyar from Hungary who arrived at the court of King Haimbili of Uukwan-
yama in 1852 (szaBo 2007: p. 140; williams 1991: pp. 122 –123).11 Five years later, 
two envoys of the Rhenish Mission Society, together with European traders, reached 
Ondonga from the South, Carl Hugo Hahn and Johannes Rath – the latter of Viennese 
origin (wallace 2011: pp. 87– 88; strommer 2012: pp. 40 – 42). But only in 1870, a 
permanent Lutheran presence was established in northern Namibia, namely the Finnish 
Mission led by Martti Rautanen, with permission of King Shikongo of Ondonga. At 
other Ovambo places, also catholic missionaries tried to establish themselves, but were 
more successful in neighbouring Kavango (wallace 2011: pp. 93 – 94).
Although the kingdoms were still able to retain their independence, European influ-
ence, both commercial and religious, instigated wide-ranging changes (wallace 2011: 
pp. 85 –102; mcKittricK 2002: pp. 52 – 89; clarence-smith & moorsom 1977: 
pp. 102 – 106). As the kings controlled inter-regional commerce, they were able to 
monopolise profits and to use imported goods for their own benefit. As a result, author-
itarian tendencies in society grew while participatory traditions became weaker. Due to 
ongoing slave-raiding, several kings are remembered as particularly brutal, for example  
Nuyoma of Uukwambi (1863 –1875) (williams 1991: pp. 131–133; with regard to inter-
preting missionary reports, however, see mcKittricK 2003). Tensions within the ruling 
clans increased, particularly when it came to succession disputes. Growing competition 
for slaves and ivory led to regional instability as military attacks against neighbours were 
now initiated not only, as previously, on the basis of political or dynastic deliberations but 
also because of economic interests, stimulated by colonial trade. Regional warlords took 
developments into their own hands and started raiding. Furthermore, the availability of  
guns and ammunition made warfare more cruel as fire-arms were more effective than 
traditional weapons. In essence, societies were increasingly destabilised as people fled in 
their numbers from one kingdom to another to avoid captivity. Others went to the German 
territory – the so-called Police Zone – where migrant workers were in demand. Both devel-
opments led to the decline of agricultural productivity, and the cattle plague 1896/1897 
had a disastrous effect on livestock. Hunger and starvation were thus already present in 
some areas in Ovamboland at the turn of the century, and political instability grew.

11 We take the orthography of all royal names as well as the dates of their rule from williams (1991: 
pp. 189 –193).
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In realising their precarious status, several Ovambo kings signed “protection treaties” 
with the German administration in the South. These contracts remained of little practi-
cal value, however (wallace 2011: pp. 101–102; williams 1991: pp. 148 –150). The 
German outpost in Namutoni was even destroyed by the Ndonga army in 1904. On the 
northern frontier, Portugal was successful in expanding its territory southwards into the 
Ovambo/Kavango region by attacking local kingdoms by force. After protracted wars, 
they managed to conquer the Angolan part of Ombandja (“Little Ombandja”) in 1907 
(williams 1991: pp. 163 –166). Later, in August 1915, they defeated Mandume ya Nde-
mufayo, the young king of Uukwanyama who was forced to retreat from his Angolan 
residence to the South (hayes 1993).
In July 1915, shortly after the outbreak of World War I, German South West Africa 
collapsed under the Union of South Africa’s military intervention (l’ange 1991; stra-
chan 2004: pp. 61– 92). In terms of imperial politics, one of the challenges following the 
conquest was whether the Ovambo and Kavango kingdoms in the north would, in per-
spective, rather fall prey to Portuguese, or to British/South African domination. Already 
in August 1915, only a few weeks after German surrender, the South African military 
government in Windhoek was able to set up a base in Ondonga, with permission of 
King Nambala ya Kadhikwa (1912 –1942), baptised Martin (wallace 2011: p. 200; for 
an assessment of King Martin’s ambiguous role, see mcKittricK 2002: pp. 142 –144). 
While this manoeuvre went ahead via negotiations and bribery, other means were con-
sidered necessary to subjugate Uukwanyama, which still remained outside South Afri-
can – and generally European – control. In February 1917, South Africa dispatched a 
military expedition to crush Uukwanyama’s army. King Mandume was killed or – as oral 
traditions relate – committed suicide (williams 1991: pp. 153 –156).
Besides the disruptions of the war and European technological supremacy, it was the partial 
social destabilisation of Ovambo societies which made South Africa’s easy expansion into 
northern Namibia possible. Another favouring factor was the severe drought, caused by the 
absence of rains for two years. In 1916, it resulted in “one of the most destructive famines 
of the twentieth century – remembered as ondjala yawekomba, the ‘famine that swept’”. 
(mcKittricK 2002: pp. 144 –151; hayes 1997: pp. 126 –129 and pp. 134 –136). Between 
20.000 and 30.000 people are estimated to have died of hunger; women, old people, and 
children were particularly vulnerable. Most heavily affected were Little Ombandja and 
northern Uukwanyama (both in modern-day Angola) where the Portuguese had destroyed 
grain stores and seized cattle. Many Kwanyama people moved to the southern part of their 
kingdom, while Mbandja invaded Western Ovamboland. As their plea for food was rejected 
in Ombalantu, many of them died, their remains lying around unburied in the vicinity of 
settlements (mcKittricK 2002: pp. 147–148). At the same time, scores of starving men, 
women and children from Ombalantu fled onwards to Eastern Ovamboland where the food 
situation was said to be better (hayes 1998: p. 122). When, in Ondonga, they were also 
refused food, they continued further south. Similarly, others – mainly men – went south 
into the Police Zone to look for work. Some of these emigrant groups arrived indeed at the 
railway town of Karibib (central Namibia) or even the far-away diamond mining centre 
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of Lüderitz (gewald 2003). Others, however, were not able to reach their destination and 
died along the way, as did many of those families or individuals who tried to escape star-
vation by moving southeast. “Abandoned corpses of those who did not survive the journey 
out of the north littered the road [between Tsumeb and Ondangwa] upon which South 
African officers drove on their first venture into Ovamboland.” (hayes 1998: p. 122). A 
photograph allegedly illustrating the situation “along the road to Tsumeb” around 1920 
indeed shows a number of skulls arranged somewhere in the bush (schwarz 1920: p. 118 
and plate II). A more precise context of the depicted remains needs further investigation.

Viktor Lebzelter’s Research Venture in Ovamboland 

About a decade later, in 1927, Viktor Lebzelter went to Ovamboland in the course of his – 
and his wife’s – research stay in South Africa (leBzelter 2005: pp. 145 –157). Lebzelter 
was an Austrian physical anthropologist who served in the Department of Anthropology 
of the Natural History Museum in Vienna. In 1934, he was appointed as its Director but 
died prematurely two years later (leBzelter 2005: pp. 11–13; österreichisches Biogra-
Phisches lexiKon 1972: p. 68; Fuchs 2003: pp. 283 – 285; for the institutional context, see 
PawlowsKy 2005). Lebzelter was affiliated to the Vienna School of Anthropology which 
was based on anti-modernist catholic doctrines but opposed to national socialist race ide-
ologies (marchand 2003). His research venture to Southern Africa 1926 –1928 was par-
tially financed by the Holy See and instructed to investigate South Africa’s pre-historic 
past, giving particular reference to the role of “bushmen”, and to research their contempo-
rary situation in South West Africa and Southern Angola; if possible, anthropological sur-
veys were also to be undertaken among Bantu- and Khoi-speaking groups (leBzelter & 
schmidt 1926: p. 952). The latter point corresponded well with Lebzelter’s own interest to 
conduct as many anthropometric measurements as possible – in the end, he surveyed more 
than ten thousand men, women and children in South Africa, Namibia and Angola, most 
of them non-San (leBzelter 1928: p. 360). Lebzelter also took photographs, collected 
artefacts, ethnographica, and human remains as well as some natural history specimens 
(leBzelter & schmidt 1926: pp. 957– 958; leBzelter 1929: pp. 234 – 239, 1930, 1934).

Ovamboland was restricted to European travellers (miescher 2012: pp. 771– 773 and 
p. 776). In order to visit it, Lebzelter needed a permit from the South African administra-
tion in Windhoek. As the government files on his application inform us, he was recom-
mended by the South African geologist Ernest Hubert Lewis Schwarz and, moreover, by 
Louis Fourie, the then South African Medical Officer in South West Africa.12 In March 
1927, Lebzelter was granted entry into Ovamboland and several letters of endorsement 
were written to district and local authorities in the whole territory, including to colonial 
officials and missionaries in the North. “Without your help”, Lebzelter wrote to Fourie, 
“and the help of the magistracies [sic] and the police [!] it would not be possible to do 

12 National Archives of Namibia (NAN), SWAA 1328, A 198/3/7 and NAO 26, 19/3. The files cover various 
administrative aspects of Lebzelter’s tour (routes, financial assistance, weapons, personel, recommenda-
tions etc.). To deal with them here in more detail would go beyond the scope of this study.
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my work in such extensive [sic] manner as I can do this now” (letter from Engela, dated 
July 24, 1927, p. 3). A request for financial assistance however was refused.

In Ovamboland, the position of Native Commissioner was held by Carl H. L. Hahn 
(vulgo “Cocky” Hahn), grandson of the aforementioned Lutheran missionary, since 
1920 (hayes 1996). As South Africa’s presence in the northern regions was extremely 
scant – “less than ten officials”, as wallace (2011: p. 210) puts it – Hahn had to rely on 
diplomacy and “divide and rule” tactics to secure cooperation from the kings. They, on 
the other hand, were aware of the benefits they could obtain for themselves by remaining 
in good standing with the Commissioner. But they also feared South Africa’s military 
capacity, particularly the warplanes which stood in stand-by mode further south and 
from time to time flew across the kings’ settlements for intimidation (leBzelter 1934: p. 
241; silvester et al. 1988: p. 23). Lebzelter’s (and other researchers’) intentions to con-
duct anthropological measurements on Ovambo people thus became entangled in com-
plex interactions between the Native Commissioner and traditional rulers – a complexity 
that the Austrian scientist noticed but could hardly understand (leBzelter 1934: p. 192).

Lebzelter was provided with recommendation letters by the South African government in 
Windhoek addressed to the rudimentary colonial administration in the North. To enforce 
them was not easy, however – and certainly there was no police force to do it. It was 
largely up to the traditional rulers to allow, or to prevent, their subjects to make them-
selves available to be surveyed in such numbers the scientist thought necessary – i. e., 
in their hundreds. Support by South Africa’s administration was important but not nec-
essarily sufficient, as becomes clear from Lebzelter’s own reports. The ambiguous king 
Nambala (alias Martin) of Ongonda received him and a Mr. Tompson [probably Thomp-
son], according to Lebzelter a Deputy Native Commissioner, with all honours, and the 
recruitment of individuals went easy (leBzelter 1934: pp. 240 – 241). Three other kings, 
however, who resided at distant places and seemingly enjoyed greater autonomy, showed 
resistance: Tshaanika Tsha Natshilongo (1887–1930) in Ongandjera (leBzelter 1934: 
pp. 243 – 244; for a photograph see hartmann et al. 1998: p. 95), Iipumbu ya Tshilongo 
(1907–1932) in Uukwambi (leBzelter 1934: pp. 241– 242; see hartmann et al. 1998; 
photos in hartmann et al. 1998: pp. 77– 81) and Mwaala gwa Nashilongo (1907–1959) 
in Uukwaluudhi (leBzelter 1934: pp. 242 – 243). In each case, it came to lengthy dis-
putes. Lebzelter threatened the kings with the authority of the far-away Governor, and 
only the influence of local missionaries made it possible to find some compromises in 
the end.13 No wonder that Lebzelter portraits the kings in a derogative, even racist way.14

13 The balance of forces is clearly mirrored by the numbers of individuals Lebzelter was allowed to survey 
in the respective entities: In Uukwanyama, after its military defeat ruled by a representative of the Native 
Commissioner, they amounted to more than a thousand. Next came friendly Ondonga with 699. The three 
other kings made far fewer numbers of their subjects available: Uukwambi 382, Uukwaluudhi 334 and 
Ongandjera only 188 (leBzelter 1928: p. 360).

14 A partial exception was King Mwaala who told Lebzelter the history of the Uukwaluudhi, creating the 
impression of a “particularly prudent and well-meaning man” (leBzelter 1934: p.195; but see leB-
zelter 1934: pp. 242 – 243).
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Provenance of human remains partly unclear

Currently, there are 27 inventory numbers (Inv.No.) housed at the Natural History Museum 
Vienna in the Department of Anthropology that pertain to human remains brought into the 
collection by Lebzelter from Namibia. In Inv.No. 5949, we observed fragments belong-
ing to at least two individuals. It cannot be excluded that the additional fragment from 
Inv.No. 5949 belongs to any of the other individuals. Therefore, the number of individu-
als represented by the remains, presented in this article, varies between 27 and 28.

As far as the acquisition of the Ovambo skulls and related circumstances is concerned – 
our point of departure – Lebzelter provides us with the following narrative:15 (1) that 
during the big famine in 1916, “thousands” of Ovambo people tried to make their way 
to Hereroland but died along the way, particularly on the “route of thirst” (see below). 
Furthermore (2), that Captain Hahn, in 1926, ordered these human remains as far as pos-
sible to be collected. Finally (3), that the Commissioner sent some of these skulls to the 
South African Museum in Cape Town while 24 [sic] others, already severely damaged, 
he donated to Lebzelter – who must have been extremely interested in human remains, 
as he had hardly been able so far to obtain any.16

Generally, this account does not sound unlikely. It is known that during the “famine 
that swept”, many individuals either within Ovamboland or on their march to the Police 
Zone died from hunger and exhaustion, and that their corpses were left in the bush. How-
ever, some inconsistencies in Lebzelter’s information remain. To begin with, it cannot 
be ascertained when – or whether at all – Lebzelter and Hahn met. In several publica-
tions, Lebzelter indeed attributed the Ovambo skulls to the “kindness” of Hahn16 and 
expressed thanks to him and his spouse (leBzelter 1929: p. 233). He once even refers 
to an anecdote (Hahn running into twelve lions) which could have been communicated 
to him in a personal conversation; on the other hand, it might have been a story known to 
everyone (leBzelter 1929: pp. 188 –189). We do know however that in July 1927, the 
month Lebzelter arrived in Ondonga, Hahn was absent as he had left for Kaoko.17 This 
would explain why not Hahn but Mr. Thompson accompanied Lebzelter to King Martin. 
According to Lebzelter’s further account, he spent most of his free time in Ondonga in 
company of the European trader Leuch’s family, and thus not with the Hahns (leBzelter 
1934: p. 192).

15 Lebzelter, Schädel aus Westovamboland, p. 1 (NHMW, Somatologische Sammlung, Inv.No. 2635). 
16 To explain the difficulties encountered in acquiring human remains, Lebzelter refers on the one hand to 

the legal protection of “natives’ graves” within the Police Zone. On the other hand, he complains about 
high prices charged by “bushmen” outside the Zone for allowing the opening of graves of deceased 
relatives. Mostly due to Hahn’s kindness, he continues, he was eventually able to “bring home” appr. 35 
skulls and skeleton parts (leBzelter 1928: p. 361, 1934: p. 9; the number of individuals represented by 
the skeletal remains diverges between different sources of information). Furthermore, Lebzelter had the 
opportunity to research Fourie’s personal collection of skulls (source NHMW, Somatologische Sammlung 
Inv.No. 2635, Schädel aus der Sammlung von Fourie).

17 Lebzelter’s letter from July 24, 1927, p. 3 (NAN, SWAA 1328, A 198/3/7).
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When exactly Carl H. L. Hahn returned to his office in Ondonga (in modern-day Ondan-
gwa) and whether at that stage a meeting took place between the two, is presently not 
known; Lebzelter left Ovamboland at the latest in early September for Etosha where he 
surveyed Hai||om individuals – the dates given by his granddaughter are not fully precise 
(leBzelter 2003: p. 59). Somebody other than Hahn could of course have provided the 
Austrian anthropologist with human remains in the absence and by order of the Native 
Commissioner. But to know whether Lebzelter met Hahn in person and was able to dis-
cuss the issue with him would strengthen the reliability of the information he passed on 
to the museum later.

At this point, two further inconsistencies emerge. Evidently, Carl H. L. Hahn was 
intrigued by human remains lying scattered around in the bush. This is amply demon-
strated by notorious photographs of sun-bleached skulls and bones, framed as a mockery 
of German colonialism (hayes 1997: pp. 137–138, 1998: fig. 7 and 8). At one stage, “he 
asked local people to bring in human remains and this resulted in the collection of 81 
[only!] individual remains”.18 Was this the 1926 initiative Lebzelter refers to, or were 
there other efforts as well? Hahn is recorded to have sent human remains from Ovam-
boland, altogether between thirty and forty, to the South African Museum in Cape Town 
in 1918 and 1921, but not in 1926 (legassicK & rassool 2015: p. 70 and 251; hayes 
1997: p. 141; the number is not precise because the provenance of some remains is 
unclear). We note that the number of human remains made available for anthropological 
research is very small. As mentioned above, the number of people who died from the 
hunger catastrophe is estimated at about 20.000 to 30.000. Most of them perished in the 
northern parts of Ovamboland (presently Angola), many others in its western part (today 
in Namibia) where the South African presence in the 1920s was very low. How many of 
them managed to reach Ondonga and then continued in the southeastern direction is not 
known. Lebzelter speaks of “hundreds or thousands”, who perished on that latter route. 
It might have been the easiest for Native Commissioner Hahn, who resided in Ondonga, 
to have their remains collected from the vicinity while corpses of people who perished 
further inland were more difficult to access. Could it actually be possible that there was 
a “shortage” of human remains when Lebzelter, an interested and highly recommended 
visitor, arrived in 1927, so that only incomplete skulls were available for him?

That, thirdly, raises the question when and where the 27 skulls were originally  collected. 
Lebzelter’s hint at the “route of thirst” is actually confusing.19 “Thirstland”, as it was 
also called, separated Ovamboland from the South, estimated by Lebzelter at appr.  
200 kilometres (on the modern road appr. 250), in any case a tremendous walking dis-
tance for starving people. Contemporary observers reported particularly the second 
half of the route as the place of death for many: “[…] the road between Numutoni and 

18 Personal correspondence to the authors by Jeremy Silvester, Museums Association of Namibia, April 27, 
2019. In addition to the 81, IZIKO Museums report a further 20 human specimen “probably” taken from 
Namibia and until today kept in Cape Town, 46 of all classified as “Ovambo” (silvester 2017: p. 5).

19 Lebzelter, An den Fürstenhöfen des Ambo-Landes, p. 1 (NHMW, Somatologische Inv.No. 2604/15).
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Otjicotto [sic] is, so to speak, lined with dead bodies”, the South African officials said 
in 1915 (gewald 2003: p. 223), and three years later geologist H.L. Schwarz confirmed 
that “even close to Tsumeb [!] one sees the white skulls in the bush” (schwarz 1920: 
p. 118; see Fig. 3 for a geographical overview).

“Close to Tsumeb” or “between Numutoni and Otjicotto” however, in fact the whole 
notorious second half of the route from Ondonga to Tsumeb, was outside the territory the 
Native Commissioner was in charge of.20 Is it indeed likely that Hahn sent people to col-
lect human remains from an area outside Ovamboland? In contrast, Patricia Hayes main-
tains that “most human remains above ground that resulted from the Famine […] were 
located in western Ovamboland”.21 Accordingly, she locates the various photographs 
Hahn took of bones and skulls in 1917 in western rather than eastern Ovamboland, 
or even in Uukwanyama further north (hayes 1997: pp. 129 –134; mcKittricK 2002: 
pp. 147–148). This would probably also apply to the picture reproduced by Schwarz 

20 leBzelter 1934: p. 188 and map p. 81 locates Ondonga’s border at appr. 30 km north of the waterpoint 
of Osohama (see miescher 2013: p. 302). The border as shown in Fig. 3 seems to be even farther from 
Andoni towards Northwest – in any case not close to Tsumeb or Otjikoto.

21 E-mail to the authors of this contribution, 28 April 2019.

Fig. 3. Area between Tsumeb and Ondangwa (note Ovamboland border between Andoni and 
Namurenya). Source: Cambridge University Library (“Sketch map showing route taken on Major 
Pritchard’s first trip into Amboland [i. e. Ovamboland], 1915”, Item Reference Code: GBR/0115/
RCS/Y3057A/2).
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mentioned above. Did the skeletal remains Lebzelter acquired in fact come from western 
or northern Ovamboland rather than from the “route of thirst”? Or, as Jeremy Silvester 
suggests, had the Commissioner cleared only the surroundings of Ondangwa of human 
remains and not Ovamboland’s distant parts22 – and therefore only few remains were 
available?

Two possible scenarios come to mind. The first one: Lebzelter did not have sufficient 
information on how and where the skulls were collected, be it because he did not meet 
Hahn in person or for other reasons. From his relations with Fourie and Schwarz how-
ever he must have been aware from the outset that on the road from Tsumeb to the North-
west dead bodies (or their remains) were to be expected. Thus, he might have concluded 
that “Thirstland” was the origin of the skulls he received in Ondonga. The second one: 
Lebzelter could have picked up human remains himself when travelling to or back from 
the North. In that case it remains open why he refers to Hahn as the one he obtained the 
human remains from. Since neither of the scenarios can be proven, one has to conclude 
that sources available at present do not allow us to conclusively reconstruct the details of 
the acquisition processes of these human remains. 

The path and inclusion in the museum’s inventory

While still in South Africa, Lebzelter sent boxes with his collections to Rome and to 
the monastery St. Gabriel, the centre of the Vienna School of Anthropology (leBzelter 
2003: p. 114 and pp. 192 –194). The collections of predominantly archaeological arte-
facts were intended for the newly established Missionary Ethnological Museum, then in 
the Lateran Palace (leBzelter 1930: p. XII). A certain part of Lebzelter’s archaeological 
collection remained in South African museums (leBzelter 1930: pp. 30, 34, and 38; 
Sarreiter 2019: pp. 391– 395) while his archaeological artefacts and human remains, 
as well as all material related to his anthropological surveys were shipped to Europe. 
These collections were integrated into the Departments of Anthropology and Prehistory 
of the Natural History Museum Vienna for evaluation and preparation for publication. 
His botanical, zoological, geological and mineralogical specimens however, were only 
partly handed over to the Museum and partly remained his private property (leBzelter 
2005: p. 204). Soon after his return to Vienna, around 1930, the human remains were 
labelled and included in the inventory book (Inv.No. 5923 – 5949, 6300 – 6301, 6320) by 
Lebzelter and Gabriele Gruber-Thalmann. 

Of Lebzelter’s three planned book volumes on the scientific results of his Southern Afri-
can venture, the first two – on prehistory (1930) and on ethnography (1934) – were in 
fact published. The third volume which was meant to contain his findings in physical 
anthropology, could not be finished because of Lebzelter’s early death. However, all 
collected data, statistical summaries and results, together with its principle outline, can 
be followed from extensive preserved documents of his field research, now housed in the 

22 Jeremy Silvester’s e-mail to the authors of this contribution, 28 April 2019.
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Department of Anthropology in the Natural History Museum in Vienna.23 The archival 
papers include preliminary analyses and lists of measurements of all the human remains 
as well as of comparative samples. During his time in South Africa, Lebzelter had indeed 
taken the opportunity to measure skeletal remains in various local museums (Albany 
Museum, Transvaal Museum, Museum in Durbant)24 and private collections (such as 
Fourier)25. In addition, he included data already published, and measured other human 
remains kept in the Museum’s Department of Anthropology in Vienna as well as some 
of the human remains in Rudolf Pöch’s South African collections, held by the Institute 
of Anthropology at the University of Vienna (for the Pöch collection see Pacher 1962; 
legassicK & rassool, 2015: pp. 9 – 30; sauer 2012; hoFFmann 2020; SchasiePen 
2021).26 

Few years after Lebzelter’s death, during the Nazi period, there was an attempt to further 
evaluate and publish Lebzelter’s data by the museum’s anthropologists Josef Wastl and 
Robert Routil.27 However, this project did not go beyond the evaluation stage. Apart 
from that, some of the human remains collected by Lebzelter were shown in a propa-
ganda exhibition called “Ostmarkdeutsche als Forscher und Sammler in unseren Kolo-
nien”, which took place in the Natural History Museum in 1939 (Pietschmann 1940; 
oPPenauer 2015). This exhibition stood in the context of National Socialist efforts to 
regain former German colonies. After World War I, the League of Nations had entrusted 
other European states (and South Africa in the case of South West Africa) with their 
administration. During our research in the Department of Anthropology we did not find 
information on whether Lebzelter’s Ovambo collection was still part of other research 
projects or publications later on.

Anthropological investigation of the Ovambo skulls

As has been stated above the analysed remains represent at least 27, however possibly 28 
individuals. Only parts of the skull, in most cases just the calvaria, are preserved, from 
which, all facial bones are missing.

23 NHMW, Somatologische Sammlung, Viktor Lebzelter. Südafrikareise 1926 –1928, Unterlagen über afri-
kanische Schädel und Skelette, Inv.No. 2635.

24 See footnote 23. 
25 The published notice, where it is said that Medical Officer Louis Fourier, at a later stage, “sent his own 

personal collection of skulls to Vienna for Lebzelter to measure, describe and interpret.” (wanless 2010: 
p. 26) can not be verified from the preserved documents in the NHM Vienna. It seems more likely that 
Lebzelter measured them during his time in Africa “Der Sanitätschef von Südafrika besitzt eine kleine 
Sammlung von Buschmannschädeln [...]. Ich konnte dank seiner Liebenswürdigkeit diese Schädel mes-
sen.” NHMW, Somatologische Sammlung, Inv.No. 2635

26 See Footnote 25.
27 NHMW, Somatologische Sammlung, Inv.No. 2618, Viktor Lebzelter: Südafrika-Expedition 1926 –1928, 

Reiseunterlagen und Verschiedenes. Letter of Josef Wastl to the Reichsforschungsrat in Berlin, 27.6.1942.
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Taphonomic observations

Parallel marks on the inside surfaces of the calvaria likely constitute brush marks from 
the cleaning process carried out at the museum during inventory. Some of the skulls 
had been previously glued. Additionally, all but one were hardened on both the inside 
and outside. Each was labelled in black ink as “West-Ovamboland” and the respective 
inventory number was added.

Three of the skulls also show brownish stains and discoloration on the outside, mostly 
concentrated at the base of the skull (Inv.No. 5937, 5934, 5940). Viktor Lebzelter also 
noted such brownish discoloration in one individual (5940), and suspects that it may 
have been caused by bushfires.28 However, this interpretation could not yet be confirmed 
and needs further investigation.

A similar state of preservation and surface texture was observed on all skulls. The 
bone surface on the outside of the calvaria shows signs of weathering in the form 
of heat cracking and flaking, as well as a bleached white to greyish colour. Accord-
ing to Behrensmeyer (1978), these observations can be classified as Stage 3 for all 
skulls, which corresponds to an unburied exposure time of 4 –15 years. According to 
the scheme by miller (1975), which was developed for bone weathering in desert 
regions, an exposure time of at least 4 –18 years can be assumed. This would corre-
spond with Lebzelter’s narrative that the skulls belonged to victims of the 1915/1916 
famine, who were left lying in the bush and whose skeletal remains were only col-
lected years later.

As stated above, and is illustrated in Figure 4, the facial bones as well as elements from 
the centre and the base of the skull are missing in most skulls. In detail: Projecting fea-
tures are frequently lost, and the inner bone structure is exposed. Most ethmoid bones 
are absent as well. Furthermore, in most skulls at least one mastoid process and both 
occipital condyles are missing. Where the base of the skull is preserved, the trabecular 
structure is frequently exposed. Although in a few individuals the foramen magnum 
is widened with sharp edges, no evidence of intentional human modification could be 
determined. Most edges are irregularly broken, indicating post-mortem damage. Small 
holes are frequently found on the base of the skulls, perhaps originating from insect 
activity (vanin & huchet 2017).

This rather uniform pattern of preservation found in the skulls, is difficult to explain. 
Potentially, a combination of animal gnawing, movement of the unburied skulls over 
the bushland floors due to exposure to the elements, and weathering could result in the 
observed uniform pattern. These compounding factors could explain the abrasion to the 
protruding structures, resulting in the spherical shape of most skulls.

28 NHMW, Somatologische Sammlung, Viktor Lebzelter. Südafrikareise 1926 –1928, Unterlagen über afri-
kanische Schädel und Skelette, Inv.No. 2635, Schädel aus Westovamboland.
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Age and sex estimation

We could only carry out very vague sex estimations, as most cranial features were 
missing. According to the preserved records, Lebzelter had estimated 11 individuals as 
female, 13 as male and 3 (of which only the calvaria are preserved) as indeterminable. 
Based on the assessment of the features related to cranial maturation alone (internal and 
external cranial sutures and the spheno-basilar junction), it can be estimated that all were 
adult individuals. There are no remains of subadults or adolescents among the individu-
als. Limited by preservation, a more precise age estimation was not feasible. Lebzelter 
estimated 22 individuals as adults, 3 as mature and 2 as indeterminable (Table 1). 

Trauma

There are no signs of fatal injuries on any of the skulls, such as those caused by projec-
tiles, sharp weapons or firearms. Four of the skulls, however, showed signs of trauma in 
the form of small healed depression fractures, three on the frontal and one on the parietal 
bone. In detail they can be described as follows: the male skull 5931 has a discrete healed 
blunt trauma on the frontal bone (16 mm × 14 mm). Skull 5942 has a small shallow 
depression in the middle of the frontal bone (12 mm × 10 mm), as does 5934 in the area 
of the left frontal boss (Ø = 9 mm). Inv.No. 5933 has a small depression on the top of 
the skull on the left parietal bone about 3 cm to the left of the sagittal suture (Ø = 7 mm). 

Pathologies

Despite the fragmentary nature of the collection analysed herein, pathological changes 
could nevertheless be observed on many of the individuals (Table 1, Fig. 4). 

Cribra orbitalia and vascular impressions on the orbital roof of 68.4 % (TPR) of observa-
ble eye sockets (stecKel et al. 2018), attest to poor health and/or nutritional deficiencies 
during childhood. Therefore, these changes should not be interpreted as a consequence 
of the deadly famine that presumably killed these adult persons. Bony changes on the 

Fig. 4. Schematic overview of the almost uniform preservation pattern of the skulls. In all indi-
viduals the facial bones are missing and often the base of the skull shows strong surface erosion. 
(orange = present bone)
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Table 1. Description of the individual human remains according to inventory number, estimation 
of sex and age at death and some palaeopathological observations.

inventory 
number

sex-
Lebzelter
/sex new

age 
category- 
Lebzelter

signs of 
chronic 
sinusitis 

endocranial
lesions 

Cribra 
orbitalia Trauma

5923 f/f adult yes 3 3 -
5924 f/f adult no 3 2 -
5925 m/i adult yes 2 2 -
5926 m/m adult yes 3 3 -
5927 f/f? adult no 3 2 -
5928 m/m adult yes 3 1 -
5929 f/f adult no 2 1 -
5930 m/f adult yes 1 0 -
5931 m/m matur no 2 1 small healed blunt force
5932 f/i spätadult yes 2 2 -
5933 f/f adult yes 2 1 small healed blunt force
5934 m/f adult yes 2 3 small healed blunt force
5935 m/f? adult yes 2 2 -
5936 f/m? spätadult yes 1 2 -
5937 f/f adult yes 1 1 -
5938 f/f spätadult yes 2 0 -
5939 m/m spätadult no 1 2 -
5940 m/f adult yes 2 2 -
5941 m/i matur no 3 0 -
5942 m/f spätadult yes 3 2 small healed blunt force
5943 m/m spätadult yes 1 0 -
5944 m/m adult no 3 0 -
5945 f/m adult yes 2 3 -
5946 f/f? adult no 3 0 -
5947 n.a. matur yes 2 0 -
5948 n.a. n.a. n.a. 3 1 n.a.
5949* n.a. n.a. n.a. 0 0 n.a.

sex: f = female, f? = probably female, i = intermediate, m? = probably male, m = male, n.a. = non accessible
endocranial lesions: 0 = unobservable; 1 = present, no pathological changes; 2 = slight changes: some 
vessel impressions, slight porosity or new bone formation (NBF); 3 = severe changes: multifocal lesions, 
deep or extensive vessel impressions, severe porosity, extensive NBF 
Cribra orbitalia stages according to Codebook in Steckel et al. (2018): 0 = orbits not present for observation, 
1 = absent with at least one orbit present, 2 = cluster of mostly fine foramina covering a small area (≤1 cm2), 
3 = Substantial area (> 1 cm2) covered by small and/or larger foramina with a tendency to cluster together
*fragments of at least two individuals
spätadult = in German refers to older individuals within the adult age range
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internal surface of 7 out of 26 observable skulls revealed traces of pathologies that could 
be related to infections, caused by different pathogens, metabolic diseases as well as 
trauma or neoplastic conditions. Furthermore, about two thirds of the skulls showed 
signs of long-lasting sinusitis. 

Examination of the internal surface of the skulls shows bony changes potentially indi-
cating pathology in several cases (7 out of 26 observable skulls). The observed bony 
changes on the endocranial surfaces of the skulls include hyperporosity, irregular sur-
face, abnormal blood vessel impressions and new bone formation on the lamina interna 
and in the sulci (sagittal, transverse, sigmoid). The lamina interna in five of the skulls 
displayed a mix of lesions with vessel impressions, porosities and new bone formation 
mostly concentrated at the parietal and frontal bosses as well as on the occipital. In 
two of those cases extensive branched vessel impressions and bone remodelling suggest 
epidural haematomas, which were in a process of healing. Two skulls showed white 
periosteal new bone formations and a nodulated surface restricted to and around the 
sulci. The observed changes are suggestive of meningeal reactions. These non-specific 
indicators of haemorrhage or infection of the meninges can be attributed to a variety of 
aetiologies, such as infections caused by different pathogens and pathways, metabolic 
disease as well as trauma or neoplastic conditions to name a few (schultz 1993; lewis 
2004). However, limited by preservation and context, the most likely aetiology could not 
be further determined with the applied methods.

Due to the damage to the anterior part and the base of the skulls, the opened sphe-
noidal sinuses as well as some ethmoidal cells could be assessed for bony changes. 
Nodulated new bone formation, often with vascular impressions, and spiculae can be 
found in the frontal sinuses, the sphenoidal sinus and the ethmoid cells. Of the indi-
viduals that had at least one observable sinus, almost two thirds (64 %) displayed signs 
of chronic sinusitis. Sinusitis can be attributed to a range of environmental stressors 

Fig. 5. The proportion of individuals with pathological changes related to poor health/nutritional 
deficiencies during childhood in at least one observable orbital roof. TPR = True Prevalence Rate.
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such as: upper respiratory infection, dust, smoke exposure, air pollution, temperature 
oscillations, wet and cold conditions, cold drying winds, as well as allergies (compare 
BoococK et al. 1995; Pany-Kucera et al. 2018; roBerts 2007). The maxillary sinuses 
are prone to endodontic sinusitis caused by periapical lesions or other infection of the 
dentition (digangi & sirianni 2017). Since no maxillary sinuses were preserved to be 
assessed, an odontogenic origin of the observed sinus infections cannot be excluded for 
the observed changes.

Summary of Bioarchaeological findings

Overall, it can be summarized that the human remains show a quite uniform pattern. All 
the skulls belonged to adult individuals. Sex estimation could only be carried out with a 
low confidence level. Lebzelter assigned 40 % to be females and 46 % to be males, while 
our estimation assigned 46 % likely to be female and 30 % to be male. The discrepancies 
are due to individuals scored as intermediate or indeterminable in the re-analysis. Most of 
the skulls (23/27) show either one or more nonspecific pathological changes pointing to a 
chronically debilitated health. The causes of death were undeterminable and there is no evi-
dence of fatal trauma visible on any of the skulls. However, taphonomic analysis suggests 
that all skulls must have laid unburied for several years on the ground, being exposed to 
weathering as well as animal activity. Therefore, evidence for trauma could have been lost.

Conclusions

The results of the osteological examination support Lebzelter’s description of the 
post-mortem environment – unburied exposure of the skulls to sunlight for several years 
and subsequent removal from open soil. All of the skulls belonged to adults and most of 

Fig. 6. Prevalence of pathological changes visible in assessable skulls for each feature. CO* 
includes all slight and severe cases of cribra orbitalia. EL = Endocranial lesions; TRP = True 
Prevalence Rate.
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them reveal signs of nutritional stress and chronic illnesses. For methodological reasons, 
it cannot be confirmed that they were associated with the hunger crisis of 1915/1916. It 
can fairly be assumed that the individuals perished in the tragic context of the “famine 
that swept”, either deep in Ovamboland proper or on their way towards the South. The 
hunger crisis was induced by a natural disaster – the absence of rain for two years – but 
exacerbated by the serious destabilisation of Ovambo societies in the late 19th century 
brought about by colonial impacts (such as destruction of food reserves by the Portu-
guese) and home-made maladministration. Seen in that light, the 27 skulls – like all other 
human remains taken to Europe in colonial contexts – encompass the full, often gruesome 
history of the area they were taken from. European scientists/collectors such as Viktor 
Lebzelter, were hardly aware of this wider picture. He, like many of his colleagues, was 
only too keen to obtain human remains for further research at home. In the absence of 
sufficient archival information, we cannot be sure whether he obtained the skulls from 
the colonial government (as he stated) or collected them from open veld himself. In either 
scenario, however, the question has to be raised whether the acquisition of cranial remains 
of at least 27 individuals took place in an ethical context, or not. Answering that question, 
preferably in a dialogue between Namibia and Austria, would lay the basis for deciding 
on repatriation. Consultation with Namibian partners is envisaged for the future.
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