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NATURAL HISTORY 

COLLECTIONS AND EMPIRE
Andreas Weber

Natural history museums and herbaria in the Global North owe much of their authority to 

plants, animals, and minerals collected in the Global South. Naturalis Biodiversity Centre in 

Leiden, which is one of the largest natural history museums in Europe, houses for instances 

one of the world’s largest collection of plants and animals from Indonesia, a former Dutch 

colony in insular Southeast Asia.1 Recent estimates assume that a large majority of natural 

objects in repositories in Europe and the United States stem from former colonial areas in 

South America, Asia, and Africa.2 This unequal distribution of the planet’s natural heritage is 

the historical result of intimate and often invisible linkages between natural history repositories 

and evolving schemes of colonial exploitation, violence, and commerce.3 However, in institu-

tional discussions about future research on natural historical collections the colonial provenance 

of such collections is usually not acknowledged.4 This is truly astonishing, since in particular 

the large- scale digitisation of specimen collections and accompanying archival holdings offers 

researchers access to a wealth of new source material which has the potential to shed fresh 

light on how natural history and empire co- produces each other from the sixteenth century to 

the present.5 This new type of source material allows historians to deepen our understanding 

of the daily practices and polycentric networks of collecting and natural historical knowledge 

production in former colonial areas.6 Moreover, it will allow for studies on how and with 

what implications natural objects have travelled to affluent individuals and natural historical 

institutions across the globe.7 By acknowledging the geographical imbalance of natural histor-

ical collections in the Global North, this essay argues that natural historical archives and spe-

cimen collections are an underused starting point for historical inquiries into the colonial roots 

of our present- day understanding of nature and its diversity.

Since antiquity, the term natural history has been used to denote attempts to collect, classify, 

name, and systematically understand plants, animals, and minerals. Although most historians 

of natural history have taken secluded spaces of cabinets, laboratories, and museums as the 

starting point for their historical analyses, the impact of the transfer of a myriad of natural 

objects and related knowledges within colonial areas and to natural historical institutions in 

the West has not remained unnoticed.8 Since the inception of the wider research field of 

Science and Empire by George Basalla in the 1960s, historians of natural history have studied 

local conditions of natural historical knowledge production in South America, the Caribbean, 
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the Cape in South Africa, India, China, Japan, Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific 

Islands.9 What emerges from these studies is a rich picture of complex local encounters which 

make it often difficult to draw clear boundaries between local and European agency. Instead of 

considering European naturalists and their institutional patrons in the West as the main motor 

of scientific development, authors in this field have carefully examined how and under which 

political and socioeconomic circumstances natural historical knowledge and collections were 

produced. Often concepts such as “contact zones,” “middle ground,” or “borderlands” have 

helped to render hybrid forms of local agency visible.10 What has become clear from many of 

these studies is that, until a natural object and related visual or handwritten material reached 

museums and repositories in the West, it had often travelled within extensive regional networks 

of exchange. Military men, specimen traders, merchants, enslaved people, naval personal, and 

medical practitioners with highly heterogeneous socioeconomic backgrounds played a pivotal 

role in these networks.11 A detailed reconstruction and analysis of such regional and global 

itineraries of natural historical objects allows historians of natural history and empire to enrich 

available studies on centres and peripheries with a new analytical framework.

Regional networks of exchange existed long before Europeans set out to inventory nature 

and natural resources for learned and economic purposes in the sixteenth century. A good 

example in this respect is the trade of birds of paradise from the islands of Eastern Indonesia 

and New Guinea in Southeast Asia. Prior to the colonisation of the islands by Europeans in the 

sixteenth century, the birds were traded within insular Southeast Asia for centuries.12 Next to 

a decorative function, in particular the birds’ plumes were locally used as bride price. Owing 

to such a rich history, it is therefore not surprising that the Portuguese were offered birds of 

paradise skins as valuable diplomatic gifts when they arrived in the area. In the centuries to 

come, not only the skins and feathers, but also living specimens and knowledge in the form of 

stories and myths about birds of paradise circulated to courts and empires across the globe. In  

1912 and 1913 alone, more than 100,000 skins of birds of paradise left New Guinea to be 

auctioned, among other places, in London.13 British hat makers depended on the bird’s feathers 

in order to be able to satisfy their wealthy customers.14 Since birds of paradise could be relatively 

easily transported on ships, living specimens found their ways into Western public zoos and pri-

vate aviaries.15 The increased interest in exotic living and dead animals from New Guinea and 

other biodiverse areas of the world also triggered resistance, which sought to ban illegal trade 

and consumption. Since the mid- 1920s, the trade of birds of paradise and other exotic birds 

from insular Southeast Asia for commercial purposes has been officially prohibited.16 However, 

until the present day, scientific institutions and museums are exempt from these rules, and all 

over the world, natural history museums house thousands of bird of paradise skins, feathers, 

and specimens. The largest scientific collection of birds of paradise can today be found at the 

American Museum of Natural History in New York.

This brief excursion into the history of birds of paradise serves as an important reminder 

that the historical itinerary of a group of specimens can be a fruitful starting point for historians 

of natural history and empire. Instead of separating the world in European centres and colonial 

peripheries, the historical journeys of birds of paradise and other natural objects rather require 

us to work towards an “entangled” history of natural history and empire.17 Guiding in this 

respect can be a study by Nicholas Thomas who in the early 1990s used the term “entangle-

ment” to analyse different modalities of cultural interactions in the context of museum objects. 

Seen from his perspective the collection as well as the movement of natural objects can be best 

studied as historically open- ended, networked, and polycentric process.18 While an entangled 

history of birds of paradise is well under way, new studies on, for instance, plants (e.g., orchids) 

and animals (e.g., amphibians, insects, monkeys, rhinoceroses) have the potential to deepen 
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our understanding and long- term impact of encounters and exchanges at mutually dependent 

colonial localities all over the world.19 Next to already available digital resources such as the 

Biodiversity Heritage Library (BHL), new digital portals of natural history museums, and 

new large- scale infrastructures aimed at interconnecting available geographical information on 

specimens can be of invaluable help in carrying out such research.20

The birds of paradise episode also reminds us that every transfer of natural objects was a 

complex procedure in which asymmetries of power played a pivotal role. First objects needed to 

be collected. This often required a close collaboration with colonial administrations, collectors, 

adventurers, private landowners, and local rulers. Like birds of paradise, many natural objects 

were collected in areas in which military violence was common. Not only in New Guinea 

and other parts of Asia, but also in South America practising natural history remained closely 

linked to violent forms of colonialism and exploitation. An interesting example in this respect 

are probably the collecting activities of the Prussian traveller and naturalist Alexander von 

Humboldt (1763– 1859) and Aimé Bonpland (1773– 1858) in Spanish South America. During 

their five years’ stay in South America, both travellers visited various parts of the Spanish 

Empire and gathered a large number of natural objects, took extensive measurements, and 

recorded numerous observations. Today hailed by some scholars as the most important nat-

uralist of the nineteenth century, an analysis of his fieldwork and natural historical collections 

in the area cannot be disconnected from the economic and political interests of the Spanish 

crown in the area.21 As Jorge Cañizeras- Esguerra has shown, Humboldt and his companion 

Aimé Bonpland drew extensively upon colonial infrastructure and local expertise during their 

travels in South America.22 Following this line of analysis, historians have started to probe 

why Humboldt’s travel narrative remained silent about the often violent political context in 

which his collections— now stored in natural history museums in France and Germany— were 

gathered.23

Figure 8.1 Hat feather probably composed of a prepared head of a bird of paradise, feathers of a Colibri 

and other tropical birds, anonymous, c. 1910– c. 1915. Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.
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Next to collecting specimens in the field, naturalists were also challenged to prepare 

specimens for shipping to Europe or other parts of the world. In the context of natural histor-

ical inquiry in the Dutch colonies in insular Southeast Asia, we know that colonial institutions 

such as the botanical garden in Buitenzorg (now Bogor) played an important role.24 Situated 

in the hinterland of Batavia, the administrative seat and main harbour of the Dutch in the 

area, the garden and its facilities served naturalists as a site at which natural objects could be 

gathered, dissected, prepared, described, compared, and prepared for shipping to gardens and 

museums in, among others, Vienna, Leiden, Berlin, London, Philadelphia, Kolkata, Sri Lanka, 

and Guangzhou.25 In the early 1820s, the garden in Bogor was, for instance, used to dissect and 

describe the anatomy of a female elephant (Elephas indicus). The notes and drawings which were 

made during the dissection were later shipped to Europe. In the decades before and after 1900, 

the garden and its botanical laboratories witnessed the rise of plant embryology.26 In the 1940s, 

Kees van Steenis capitalised on the botanical garden and its infrastructure when he was pre-

paring his Flora Malesiana, a large- scale and still ongoing attempt to map the flora of Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei, the Philippines, and Papua New Guinea in the form of a series of 

books and conferences.27 Although originally designed as a repository of economically viable 

plants, botanical gardens such as the one in Bogor also played an important role in the study of 

animals in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Writing and publishing in the field of natural history heavily depended on the availability 

of a large number of natural objects. However, in particular in times of long- distance travel 

Figure 8.2 An unopened package of botanical field notes by Pieter Willem Korthals (1807– 1892). 

Andreas Weber, photograph taken in the archives of the former National Herbarium of the Netherlands 

(now Naturalis Biodiversity Center), 2010.
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on ships, many plants and animals reached natural historical institutions in Europe and North 

America in a poor shape.28 In order to compensate for humidity on ships, shipwreck, vermin, 

theft, and other threats of long- distance transfer, naturalists made sure that specimens were 

accompanied with detailed handwritten field notes, lists, and drawings.29 Owing to the often 

intricate recording practices which naturalists used to note their observations, historians of 

science have started to examine such natural historical paper heritage as “paper technologies.”30 

Such “paper technologies,” which were often inextricably entangled with daily practices of 

global commerce and colonial governance, helped naturalists in Europe and other parts of the 

world to understand and reconstruct observations made en route.31 In particular for a new 

generation of historians of natural history and empire, the growing digital availability of such 

unpublished handwritten and hand- drawn material can be a real treasure trove. Initiatives such 

as the Smithsonian Digital Volunteers: Transcription Center as well as the rise of automated 

handwriting recognition and semantic in the context of handwritten natural historical archives 

will likely in the future enable historians to intensify and deepen their study of natural objects 

on the move.32 However, this will only be successful if interdisciplinary teams of historians, 

computer scientists, and biologists find ways to link specimen labels, handwritten field notes, 

travel diaries, illustrations, and publications in new ways, laying the valuable groundwork for 

a new historical contextualisation of natural historical collections and their mobile imperial 

past.33

Taken together this chapter has made three interrelated points: first, it argues that historians 

of natural history and empire are looking into a bright future. In particular the fast- growing 

digitisation of plants and animals, as well as related handwritten field notes and illustrations, 

offers historians and other scholars a fascinating range of new textual and visual source material. 

Such new sources allow historians of natural history to intensify their reconstructions of the 

provenance and global mobility of natural objects. Second, over the last 400 years, millions 

of plants and animals have received a new home in natural history institutions in the Western 

world. While they serve today mainly as an archive of nature, used by biologists to map and 

understand shifts in global biodiversity, they are also a shared heritage of a mobile imperial past. 

And third, as historians of natural history and empire we can help in reading natural historical 

collections and related textual and visual material as the product of a process of entanglement 

in which local expertise about flora and fauna, natural history, and often violent forms of colo-

nialism played a pivotal role. This should prod natural museums, which are investing heavily 

in the development of digital infrastructures to enrich and link collections and archives across 

institutions, to realise that the authority of “biodiversity heritage” in the Western world is 

rooted in histories of empires which from the eighteenth to the twentieth century shaped the 

political reality in large parts the world.
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