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Native American Art: The Collections of the Eth-
nological Museum Berlin. By Peter Bolz and
Hans-Ulrich Sanner. Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2000. Illustrations, bibli-
ography, index. 240 pp. $40.00 paper.

Written to accompany an exhibition of the
same name at the Ethnologisches Museum Ber-
lin (once known as the Museum fiir Vilker-
kunde), Native American Art provides a broad
sense of the exhibition and the museum’s hold-
ings. Its authors’ stated intention is to answer
the frequently asked question: “How have all
the Indian things in the museum gotten there?”
The catalog does so in a manner that illumi-
nates and extends our understanding of the
Berlin Museum, anthropology museums in
general, and American Indian cultures.

The catalog’s first chapter, “Indians and
Germans: A Relationship Riddled With
Clichés,” discusses some of the stereotypes of
American Indian peoples, in particular those
celebrated in German writer Karl May’s ro-
mantic American Indian Winnetou adventure
books. This is followed by a much too brief
consideration of German Indian hobbyists and
their continuance of stereotypes and clichés,
as well as their occasionally more authentic
understandings of American Indian cultures.
The second introductory chapter, “Origins and
History of the Collection,” provides the his-
torical contexts for the acquisition of North
American Indian collections beginning in
1819, and ends with the present day (with
some of this discussion concluding in the last
chapter, “Modern Indian Painting”). An im-
portant segment tells the collections’ history
during and since World War II—their pack-
ing and protection from allied bombing, their
removal by Soviet troops as war booty, and
their subsequent mistreatment resulting in the
apparent loss of important specimens. In an
emotional conclusion to this story, Peter Bolz
recounts the near miraculous return of the vast
majority of the collections to Berlin.

In the Plains chapter, Bolz—who has trav-
eled to the US frequently, spending time with
Lakota people—demonstrates his understand-

ing of Plains art by concentrating on the old-
est collections (pre-1870), assembled by Prince
Maximilian zu Wied, Friedrich Koéhler, and
Duke Paul. Readers will find details about the
character and history of the collections, as
well as their return from the Eastern Bloc.

The bulk of the book examines the collec-
tions by culture area, successfully bringing
together specific objects with their collection
history. Not intending the catalog as a defini-
tive work, its authors focus instead on a re-
sponsible reporting of the collections’ holdings
and the potentials for continuing and future
research. Their citation of German language
publications, rather than a use of quotations
or paraphrases, may frustrate non-German
readers. Regardless of this, or a few quibbles
over some identifications, or the desire for
larger illustrations, the book is the first com-
prehensive overview of the Berlin collections,
arguably one of the outstanding assemblages
of American Indian art in Europe. The cata-
log and exhibition honor two blissful circum-
stances: the celebrated return of 46,675
ethnological objects removed from the mu-
seum at the end of World War II in 1991-
1992, and the first permanent exhibition
installation of the North American Indian
collections in over sixty years.

BRUCE BERNSTEIN
National Museum of the American Indian
Smithsonian Institution
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