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Has “God” Made the Apparatus?
Missionaries as Phonographic Mediators  

in New Guinea and Melanesia

Sebastian Klotz

Missionaries played a key role during the colonial expansion, affecting the social 
structure, religion, and cultural expressions of local cultures, fostering their 
own economic enterprises, and contributing to ethnological and anthropologi-
cal research. But their main aim was to spread the word of God and implement 
the Christian liturgy, and it is through this missionary practice that they forged 
intense interactions and alterations of local rites, education, the structure of local 
communities. Oceania had become a laboratory for Western concepts of race early 
in the eighteenth century, and for missionary activities in particular.1 Yet mission-
ary work was identical neither with the colonial effort of colonial states nor with 
ethnological research undertaken in the academy, to the effect that structural ten-
sions and irritations informed missionary practices. It is through the lens of these 
tensions, which were an effect of their interventionist practices in the field of edu-
cation and their economic activities regarded as competitive by other commercial 
actors, that we can gain some understanding of their role within the network of 
ethnic and colonial actors. 

It will be argued that their ambivalent stance to local languages and the role of 
German in their pedagogical work, to academic anthropologists and ethnologists, 
and to semiofficial colonial institutions such as the Neuguinea Companie affected 
their phonographic recording practices.2 Missionary recording activities need to be 
placed against the wider mobilities of people, phonographs, biological specimen, 
ethnographic objects, scientific data, and the plants and fruits grown on New Guin-
ean plantations that led to the multidimensional entanglements that were enabled 
by colonialism and that actively nourished it. Whereas existing research that 
reconstructs ethnographic activity in the early twentieth century tends to choose 
a primarily regional perspective and thus canonizes a geography of knowledge 
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construction established at the time, my aim here is to carve out the contradictory 
motivations, the multiethnic experiences and contexts, and the agencies of actors 
and institutions involved.3 This critical review of phonographic activities may stim-
ulate a postcolonial assessment of the material heritage assembled in the form of 
phonographic recordings and the hidden power asymmetries they represent. From 
this angle, procedures that may take shape from the contours of narratives not 
delivered, of recordings not taken, of “meanings,” biographies, and cultural experi-
ences that resisted easy integration into Western knowledge are a prerequisite for a 
dialogue with the former cultures of origin and local communities.

C OMMERCIAL,  ACADEMIC,  AND MISSIONARY 
PHONO GR APHIC REC ORDING PROJECT S AFTER 1900

Phonographic recordings for documentation and research purposes do not hap-
pen in passing but are carefully orchestrated ethnic and cultural encounters that 
take place within a specific technical setting. As there is no systematic survey on 
the attitudes missionaries were entertaining toward the phonograph, it makes 
sense to turn to a well-researched area in which missionaries were active. New 
Guinea and Melanesia fall well into this category, and although geographically 
they represent an outlier viewed from Indonesia, some relevant insights may be 
gained that might radiate across the Indonesian realm. 

Phonographic activity may have been a novelty in the small villages and colo-
nial stations on the coastline. With respect to Asia in general, the recording busi-
ness had been thriving, leading to considerable recording campaigns and to large 
imports of phonographs and cylinders into the region.4 The record industry tar-
geted the larger commercial ports as transcultural hubs in which marketable new 
genres emerged.5 Colonial officers, missionaries, and a mobile workforce travel-
ing from Europe to the large transcontinental ports and then farther to Indonesia 
and Papua New Guinea would most likely have taken notice of these develop-
ments as they transformed the soundscape of port cities and marked the arrival of 
phonographs in the households of the local elites.

This commercial endeavor of record companies unfolded parallel to the aca-
demic recording campaigns that, in contrast, focused on seemingly untouched 
rural and isolated musical practices. As a third party, we have missionaries whose 
attitude to the recording of language and music was ambivalent. Given the high 
number of missionaries active in the area, only a very small share did recordings, 
while considerable numbers of anthropologists, naval officers, and physicians were 
involved in recording campaigns. 

A C ONTEXTUALIZING APPROACH  
TO PHONO GR APHIC REC ORDING PR ACTICES

New Guinea, divided among Germany, Britain, and the Netherlands, provides a 
case in point, as it attracted a plethora of ethnographic and recording activities that 
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has been fairly well documented.6 While the role of missionaries for these record-
ings has been acknowledged, we have no detailed idea of the role that recordings 
played for them, with respect to both their professional career (i.e., in the context of 
their religious order) and their interaction with local communities. Moreover, how 
did missionaries come in contact with phonographic activities? Under which con-
ditions were they implicated in such activities? How did they position their phono-
graphic activities vis-à-vis other actors in the field and other institutions who also 
made recordings? How did their presence affect phonographic activities by other 
actors? And how were phonographic activities of missionaries transformed into 
“results” and “knowledge” that could be circulated in the Western academy?

Recording expertise and ethnomusicological methods, fields that had just been 
emerging around 1900, were not part of the curriculum of German missionaries. 
Furthermore, as interventionist actors immediately affected local practices and 
language, the proactive stance of missionaries could not be brought in line with 
the research goal of comparative musicology, which very early on was concerned 
about the loss of Indigenous musical practices and thus pleaded for a salvage eth-
nography. In a way, missionaries undermined the conviction of ethnologists and 
comparative musicologists that ethnic actors should be studied and their culture 
documented in their “original state.” Furthermore, it is safe to assume that the pio-
neering recordings of early ethnologists in the United States and by anthropologist 
Franz Boas were not widely known among missionaries. Even if a phonograph 
was at hand, it remained unclear to what end it should be applied. Record-based 
didactics of foreign languages did not take shape after 1910, primarily stimulated 
by Wilhelm Doegen in Berlin.7 Again, we cannot establish any link between Doe-
gen’s recordings and writings and the training of missionaries. So what evidence 
do we have of missionary recording practices in New Guinea?

It is from this angle of the cultural situatedness of phonographic recordings 
and recording ideologies that I would like to present some material and insights 
primarily relating to New Guinea and Melanesia. In the early twentieth century, 
this region saw astounding phonographic and anthropological activity, mainly by 
British, German, and Austrian biologists, anthropologists, ethnologists, naval offi-
cers, marine physicians, and linguists. Inspired by Anna Maria Busse Berger’s pen-
etrating monograph The Search for Medieval Music in Africa and Germany, 1891 to 
1961, by the extensively commented on CD edition of early Austrian recordings in 
New Guinea, and by research contextualizing British research in the Torres Straits, 
I hope to offer some initial thoughts on the understudied topic of the relationship 
between missionaries and phonography that may be of use to further engage the 
research and recording contexts in Indonesia as well.8 

PERSONAL AND INSTITUTIONAL INTER ACTIONS  
IN THE LIGHT OF DIFFERENT RESEARCH PAR ADIGMS

Special attention will be paid to the close interaction of the missionary Franz  
Vormann and the Austrian physician Rudolf Pöch. The latter wrote ample reports 



252        Technologies of Preservation: Archives

that were published by the Royal Austrian Academy of Sciences. He also made 
extensive documentation of the recordings and their performance contexts, and 
the recordings have survived and have been edited by Gerda Lechleitner and com-
mented on by Don Niles in a project that could serve as a model for such editions.9 
Furthermore, missionary Vormann coauthored a grammar of the Monumbo lan-
guage that implicated phonographic recordings.10 These written documents and 
recordings allow us to reconstruct the interaction between these two men and the 
local population, whose songs, dances, and oral statements are captured on wax. 
As we have no complete picture of all recording projects and additional potential 
missionaries involved, it is hard to say if this collaboration was exceptional. 

A second important source to understand the role of mission stations in pho-
nographic activities are the diaries of Alfred Haddon, the biologist and zoologist 
who did research in the Torres Straits and New Guinea in the last decade of the 
nineteenth century, preceding the Austrian and German campaigns. Comple-
menting his monograph Head-Hunters: Black, White, and Brown, which was 
published in 1901, and the multivolume documentation of the Cambridge Anthro-
pological Expedition to Torres Strait, which he directed and whose first volume 
was published in the same year, we are able to reconstruct the complexity of inter-
actions with local actors and British missionaries, and its relevance to Haddon’s  
phonographic activities.11 

Hypothetically, missionaries can be conceived of as having played an ambiva-
lent role, poised between the observing, analytical stance of ethnologists and the 
ethnological aspiration to supply ethnographic objects and data and the expecta-
tion of their missionary orders to become transformative agents by converting an 
ethnic population to Christianity. Unlike ethnologists and early comparative musi-
cologists, missionaries lacked a protocol for phonographic practice and a coherent 
workflow as laid out by Carl Stumpf, Felix van Luschan, and Erich von Hornbostel 
for early comparative musicology in Berlin. For this reason, only a fraction of the 
large number of missionaries active in New Guinea and Melanesia ever got in 
touch with a phonograph. While anthropologists were used to hands-on measure-
ments and to collecting data and specimens and psychologists were accustomed 
to using measuring devices and could easily familiarize themselves with the pho-
nograph, as did materially oriented ethnologists, missionaries, with their concern 
about language and liturgy, had few points of contact with technology. Also, none 
of the German and Dutch missionary societies active in New Guinea and Mela-
nesia—the Herz-Jesu-Mission, the Steyler Mission (Societas Verbi Divini, SVD), 
the Neuendettelsauer Mission—had their bases in Berlin, so that apparently no 
missionary reported to the Ethnological Museum there to pick up a phonograph 
that was held in store for travelers.12 This is not to say that individual missionar-
ies did not actively collaborate with ethnologists.13 But it took a couple of years 
before leading figures such as Pater Wilhelm Schmidt promoted the case of  
the missionary‒ethnographer‒anthropologist, equipped with a phonograph for 
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the documentation of local musical cultures so as to lend them more authority 
vis-à-vis the academy, especially in ethnology and anthropology.14 

The institutional interaction between missionary societies, German colonialism, 
and academic anthropological and ethnographic research was complex. Usually, 
missionaries were active in regions in which their orders anticipated that a mission-
ary project could be successfully realized. Academic research followed a different 
agenda, influenced by existing research, competition with other Western nations, 
and the prospect of collecting anthropological data and ethnographic objects. 
Colonialism was not untouched by these factors but unfolded against the back-
ground of national interests, economic competition, and profit-driven expansion. 
Colonial discourse would exploit discursive figures familiar from the missionary 
project, such as the conceived pacifying and culturally elevating impact of Western 
colonial rule on “primitive cultures,” but the relationship had been marked by ten-
sions ever since the rise of the German colonial project.15 Similarly, ethnography 
and anthropology, as well as comparative musicology, could not be subsumed as 
colonial sciences or disciplines in the service of colonial politics.16 Likewise, mis-
sions had to adapt to unfolding economic and administrative structures brought 
about by colonialism. Trade-based colonialism had effects on the ground very dif-
ferent from a plantation-based model. As missions were seeking to establish long-
term impacts on the cultures they were converting, they were immediately affected 
by the different dynamics of economic, administrative, and political processes that 
colonial rule brought to the areas in which missions were active. The situation in 
New Guinea and Melanesia was unique, as the colonial powers were unable to per-
suade settlers to come to the region to run plantations and businesses and to estab-
lish Western-style ports and cities. Missionaries were thus acting as fairly isolated 
outposts, depending on the local colonial administration.

The wider research questions of anthropologists who came to the region help 
clarify the role and self-conception of missionaries. The large expeditions, such as 
the Torres Strait project and the German Marine expeditions, did cross-disciplinary 
research, studied the spread of disease, undertook the collection of ethnographic 
objects and human remains, performed psychological tests, did phonograph record-
ings, and systematically processed and published on these activities and interven-
tions. Richard Thurnwald studied the social structure of local societies, Pöch did 
extensive documentations of language and performance practices. Both took phono-
graphic recordings that were analyzed in the Berlin and Vienna archives. The wider 
research issues of human evolution, of the features that constituted the cultural level 
of a local culture, and of scientific racism were discussed in a frame in which con-
ceptual concerns of missionaries did not rank very prominently. Common ground 
could be found in the context of diffusionism, but the academic networks of univer-
sity and museum experts and the division of labor among academic institutions that 
processed the objects and findings of expeditions to foreign cultures were initially 
completely separate from the networks operated by missionary orders.17
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Missions were valuable for establishing contact with local communities so that 
German colonial actors did not have to start from scratch. At the same time, mis-
sions became competitors of colonial companies and entrepreneurs when they set 
up their own plantations, securing an influx of labor from the villages in which 
they were active, thus establishing a self-sufficient educational and economic  
system motivating the young to acquire a good education to be able to find work 
on the plantation as local teachers in missionary schools or even with the colonial 
administration and local police force led by German officers. 

Missionaries were valuable for similar reasons to ethnologists and anthropolo-
gists. Some mission stations ran hospitals that were of extreme importance in the 
tropical climate and with its constant threat of malaria and other diseases. Through 
their educational activities, they had access to large groups of ethnic actors, were 
familiar with their customs and rites (which they tried to replace violently by 
Christian rites), could identify potential informants, and could recommend travel 
routes, and although ethnologists followed the ideal of subjects without previous 
intercourse with Western foreigners, they were mostly grateful to have missionaries 
in the area. Comparative musicologists who were eager to gather musical expres-
sions from as many cultures as possible did accept recordings from missionaries, 
especially as they were intimately linked to the ethnic groups with whom they 
interacted and could supply reliable documentation. A fair share of the wax cylin-
der recordings of the Berlin Phonogram Archive was thus supplied by missionaries. 

THE REC ORDINGS MADE BY FR ANZ VORMANN  
AND RUD OLF PÖ CH

The Vormann-Pöch collaboration in Potsdamhafen (present day Monumbo 
Bay), which has been covered in great detail by Don Niles, was initiated in 1904.18  
Vormann had been active since 1896 when his order, the Societas Verbi Divini 
(SVD), began its activities in German New Guinea.19 The German Neuguinea 
Companie had conquered the area in the mid-1880s, equipped with a warrant 
from the Kaiser, so they considered this land to be German.

Vormann had studied the Monumbo people since 1899, so Pöch could rely 
on his ample insights into the culture, psychology, religion, and language of  
the Monumbo.20 Startled by the wealth of cultural expressions in music and  
dance, Pöch, who was of Austrian origin but based in Berlin at the time,  
undertook an extensive recording campaign. It is safe to assume that Vormann’s 
familiarity with local ethnic actors stimulated this campaign and established trust 
among the Monumbo population and Pöch. Ideally, a recording was undertaken 
under the supervision of a language specialist, as in the case of the recordings 
for the Lautarchiv made by Wilhelm Doegen, who appointed linguists for the 
respective languages of his campaign during World War I. Pöch, by the mere luck 
of having found Vormann, anticipated this model. Pöch fell short of an informed 
musical and cultural, let alone comparative, analysis of the recorded music and 
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dance, but his campaign represents an important reference point for current New 
Guineans in the search for their own history. From his extensive reports we learn 
about the performance conditions and contexts.21 It is here that the template 
developed by the Vienna Phonogram Archive became relevant as it assured that 
detailed recording protocols and transcriptions were being made. 

As a result of these protocols (figures 13-1 and 13-2), we are able to identify sing-
ers, musicians, dancers, and speakers, genres, titles, occasions of their cultural pro-
duction, and, with the help of Vormann, the texts they used for music and dance.22 
From Vormann’s point of view, the situation must have been ambivalent. The study 
of language was an intermediary stage on the way to conversion. Missionaries had 
to learn local languages to access local populations but at the same time disrupted 
linguistic and cultural practices through their implementation of Christian rite and 
faith. Why would a recording matter to Vormann? One could argue that it helped 
him penetrate the complex linguistic structures, pronunciation, and use of language 
in the context of music and dance. Western linguists had soon suggested that col-
leagues recording foreign languages should urge speakers to use standard texts read 
out in front of the phonograph from a text sheet so that recordings could be com-
pared. These comprised passages from the Bible as well as elementary grammati-
cal structures, the alphabet, and numbers. And indeed, among the Vormann‒Pöch 
recordings, we find sequences of words apparently read from a grammatical table by 
George Amambura, who was about fourteen years of age.23 I was able to identify the 
very same conjugation in the Monumbo grammar published by Fr. Vormann and P. 
Wilh. Scharfenberger in 1914, though in a slightly different transcription.

In informal language instruction, it is unlikely that one would read out the whole 
sequence of a conjugation or declination of verbs and nouns. As Vormann makes no 
reference to phonographic practices in his Monumbo grammar (nor in other publica-
tions), we cannot gauge the function of these standardized recorded exercises.24 Did 
they enhance language instruction of “his” Monumbo pupils, or were they a method 
that would allow him to grasp the grammatical structures of the language in a manner 

Figure 13-1. The top section of the questionnaire of the recording protocol (the template of 
the Vienna Phonogram Archive) for PhA (call no.) 351, which gives the personal core data  
of the recorded person. From the CD-ROM supplied with the CD edition (Niles, “Comments”).
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Figure 13-2. The complete questionnaire and sheet for PhA 352. The top section refers us to 
PhA 351 (pictured in figure 13-1) for the personal data. In the lower section, we find the conjuga-
tion of a verb and its translation into German. The role of Fr. Vormann in the transcription  
and translation is acknowledged in the top section. From the CD-ROM supplied with the  
CD edition (Niles, “Comments”). Readers can listen to this recording by visiting the UC Press 
website and the companion SoundCloud website: https://soundcloud.com/uc-press/sets 
/missionaries-anthropologists-and-music.

not practised by native speakers? More options need to be considered. Was it a way 
of initiating pupils to the role of the phonograph in language teaching, so that they 
would listen to German grammatical exercises in a similar way? Was he using record-
ings of German at all? Were there structures in the Monumbo language that he—and 
foremost, Pöch—could penetrate only by repeatedly listening to the phonograph? 

https://soundcloud.com/uc-press/sets/missionaries-anthropologists-and-music
https://soundcloud.com/uc-press/sets/missionaries-anthropologists-and-music
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The ambivalence may have run even deeper, given the conviction of mission-
aries that their word was representing and evoking and performing the word of 
God.  Could such linguistic and religious authority be shared with a machine, 
side by side with a missionary being the medium of God? In this configuration, 
the role of recording media was unclear, poised between the mimetic, the poten-
tially magical, and the transcendent, between orality and the mechanistic, quasi- 
primitive scripturality of the groove.25 Can the phonograph evoke the four senses 
of scripture? Can the phonograph pray? 

Wilhelm Schmidt had shown active interest in linguistic matters and in the 
notation of the laute, the concrete sounds and articulations of spoken language, 
implementing his Anthropos notation after a systematic survey of existing notation 
methods that he considered unsuitable and worth improving.26 But he did not relate 
the notation of laute by way of transcription to the “notation” of the phonograph.27

THE C OMPLEXIT Y OF CULTUR AL INTER ACTIONS 
DURING THE PÖ CH REC ORDINGS

Pöch encouraged local actors to play the phonograph as well. Further complicating 
the conceived notion of appointed subjects in front of the phonograph being their 
sole form of interaction is the fact that the local population accepted the machine 
and apparently integrated it into their festivities, enjoying listening to what had 
been recorded from them. Pöch provided sets of listening tubes to enhance the 
quality of rehearsals so that locals could check their own recordings, but in most 
cases, the wide display funnel was used to guarantee broad diffusion of sounds to 
some fifty to eighty people present.28 These are clearly interactions not anticipated 
by Erich von Hornbostel’s instructions on the use of the phonograph that he issued 
in the form of a typescript.29 Von Hornbostel was extremely anxious to ensure 
that Western researchers get representative recordings, that only reliable subjects 
should be chosen, that recordings of songs should be double checked the next 
day to avoid being misled about their reputation in the local population or their 
performance details. 

Furthermore, we learn from the reports by Pöch that he used various recording 
equipment, including a Wiener Archivphonograph and an Edison phonograph, 
depending on purpose of recording; that he undertook rehearsals to stimulate a 
sense of acceptable/non-acceptable recordings among the group he was interacting 
with; that he displayed European songs; that the locals were dealing easily with 
phonographic presentations, and finally that a local actor asked missionary  
Vormann in the presence of Pöch, if “‘God’ had made the apparatus.”30 

Recording sessions and dialogues leading to such complex and apparently 
informal and confidential interactions were made possible by missionaries who 
spoke the language. A second direct effect can be gathered from Pöch’s detailed 
documentation and the inclusion of young students from missionary schools in 
the recording sample.31 Again, Vormann’s presence is crucial here. Missionaries 
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aimed at children in their effort for conversion, and this substantially expands the 
age range of recorded local actors in the recording campaign by Pöch.32

A study of the circumstances of Pöch’s recordings yields additional insights. His 
travel to Cape Nelson in British New Guinea put him in contact with the head of 
the Methodist Mission, George Brown, and with British Colonial administra-
tors.33 In Oro Province, he relied on the assistance of a member of the Motu by 
the name of Támotu, in the service of the government, when recording the Baifa.34 
In Pöch’s report covering this leg of his trip, there is a photograph accompanying 
the recording with the call no. Ph 524 for the Vienna Phonogram Archive so that  
we can synchronize an image of the actors with the recording.35 (Readers can listen 
to this recording by visiting the UC Press website and the companion SoundCloud 
website: https://soundcloud.com/uc-press/sets/missionaries-anthropologists-and 
-music.) We learn that the recorded ensemble from the Baifa ethnic group had trav-
eled far and had rehearsed specifically for this recording, giving us a rare instance of an 
inter-ethnic recording situation and a photograph from which the Western researcher 
is absent, adding to the paradoxical absence of Western voices (figure 13-3).36 

Figure 13-3. Pöch’s photograph of the Baifa recording group. The original caption reads, 
“Baifa people sing into the Archiv-Phonograph” (Pöch, “Zweiter Bericht über meine phonogra-
phischen Aufnahmen in Neu-Guinea,” 818).

https://soundcloud.com/uc-press/sets/missionaries-anthropologists-and-music
https://soundcloud.com/uc-press/sets/missionaries-anthropologists-and-music
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REC ORDING DISPL ACED VOICES FROM NEW GUINEA

The obsessive interest in children and young adults is also evident from the fact 
that the missionaries brought two young boys from New Guinea to Europe, where 
systematic phonographic recordings of one of them were made. The first boy was 
Bonifaz (Tamatai) Pritak-Mawi from Karesau.37 He was trained at an SVD mis-
sionary school and learned to sing German tunes. On his en route stop in Sydney, 
he tried to escape but was found and taken to Europe in 1906, as was Joseph Apo 
from Tumleo Island. Forty-two recordings of Tamatai were taken by Pater Wilhelm 
Schmidt himself with the assistance of Wenzel Vobornik in Vienna in 1907, adding to 
the complex mobilities of local and Western actors, as Vienna had become a record-
ing site of Guinean musical practices, embodied by this young boy at age fifteen.38 
We can assume that this encounter and the recording experience persuaded Pater 
Schmidt to encourage missionaries of his order to use phonographic equipment in 
their work.39 

In a similarly surprising extension of recording sites, linguist Otto Demp-
wolff, who served in the German Neuguinea Companie and later as a med-
ical officer of the German Schutztruppen in both New Guinea and Africa, 
recorded sailors from the German South Sea in Daressalam, Africa, in 1906.40 
As German administrators in New Guinea recruited sailors primarily from 
mission stations, where some familiarity with the German language could be 
expected, we can tentatively assume that they were indirectly involved in this 
recording project as well, which forms part of the wider picture of record-
ings taken from actors from New Guinea outside their home territory. World 
War I led to an unprecedented displacement of soldiers from their home 
territory. This resulted in the foundation of a secret Prussian Phonographic 
Commission to study representatives of all the ethnic groups held captive in 
German POW camps. After World War I, a series of recordings of songs and 
poems in Malay were recorded in Berlin.41 They were overseen by the linguist  
Walter Trittel. 

GLOBALIZ ATION AND MULTI-SITE EXPERIENCES  
OF WESTERN RESEARCHERS AND OF LO CAL ACTORS

These facts underline the impact of modern globalization. It could be felt  
in the composition of ship crews who came to New Guinea, in the ethnic  
composition of workers on the New Guinean plantations, many of them 
with Malay and Chinese origins, in the hiring of New Guineans to work in 
Queensland/Australia and Samoa, in the deployment of soldiers from Ocea-
nia in Europe during World War I, and in the multi-site experiences of eth-
nologists and physicians who performed fieldwork and did recordings in New 
Guinea, many of whom had gathered professional experience in other regions 
of the world:42 
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Otto Dempwolff, physician and linguist: German East Africa, New Guinea
Richard Thurnwald, anthropologist: Italy, Egypt, New Guinea
Rudolf Pöch, ethnologist: India, Africa, New Guinea
Augustin Krämer, Navy physician and ethnologist: South America, Oceania
Emil Stephan, Navy physician: China, Oceania

Likewise, local populations had experienced a long history of interethnic 
commerce and mobility across the Melanesian archipelago and should not be 
considered as actors tied to one place. The Berlin Kolonialausstellung of 1897 fea-
tured a “Südseedorf,” the Munich Oktoberfest of 1910 a “Samoan village.” World 
fairs implemented anthropological laboratories to study a cross section of the 
world’s populations and to perform hearing tests. Brokers, impresarios, and travel 
agents ensured that people from Oceania were regularly brought to these occa-
sions. And they were soldiers from Oceania in the “enemy armies” of France and 
Britain, exposed to anthropometric measurements and recording campaigns in 
German POW camps during World War I. The meticulously filled questionnaires 
by German linguists and musicologists in the German camps of the prisoners  
chosen for a linguistic or musical recording provide a glimpse of war-ridden  
biographies and global displacements affecting so many people.43

T WO C OMPETING GERMAN  
ETHNOLO GICAL INSTRUCTIONS

Returning to Pater Schmidt’s ambition in ethnographical documentation, with 
the founding of his journal Anthropos in 1906 and the publication of the Anlei-
tung zu ethnographischen Beobachtungen, he entered into direct competition with 
academic ethnographic and anthropological research and with the emerging 
comparative musicology.44 

The Berlin Anleitung für ethnographische Beobachtungen und Sammlungen in 
Afrika und Oceanien are essentially instructions on how to collect and to research 
in German Africa and Oceania, the two key regions where Germany held colo-
nies.45 It became mandatory for travelers to collect a phonograph from the Berlin 
museum, and for this purpose, von Hornbostel compiled detailed instructions 
on how to use the phonograph in the field, which circulated as a typescript.46 
The printed Anleitung by von Luschan included specific paragraphs for the 
documentation of music, most likely following the advice by von Hornbostel, 
who oversaw the Berlin Phonogram Archive (figure 13-4).47 A comparison with 
Pater Schmidt’s instructions specifically designed for missionaries and published 
as a supplement to the journal Anthropos reveals extensive overlap and almost 
identical phrases in the musical section.

In a strategic magazine article from 1908 that sought to confirm to the German  
public and to colonial science and potential sponsors the relevance of his 
Phonogram Archive, which he had founded at the Psychological Institute of 



Figure 13-4. A section from Felix von Luschan’s Anleitung für ethnographische Beobachtungen 
und Sammlungen in Afrika und Oceanien (61), covering the documentation of musical practices 
and the use of the phonograph. 
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Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität in Berlin, Stumpf praises “researchers” and their 
key role in making and supplying recordings. Among the important collections 
received by the archive, he makes sure to include recordings made by missionaries, 
thereby counting them among the “travelling researchers.”48 

Haddon’s journal shows similar almost informal applications of the phonograph 
during his research and during the Torres Strait Expedition. While the surviving 
recordings follow the scientific aim to document local customs, dance, and per-
formance practices, this was by far not the only use of the phonograph. It was 
used to display Western marches to both missionary and local audiences, to replay 
recordings made from local actors to themselves for repeated listening, as if the 
phonograph had become a constant companion and a tool to initiate dialogue, to  
provide demonstrations and amusement, and to provide a break from anthropo-
metric measurements that were taken.49 In many cases, missionaries provided the 
context, established contact, and invited Haddon and his team as well as locals to 
their school premises. He acknowledges their help and assistance, including the pro-
vision of boats.50 And he advocates the training of missionaries in anthropology.51 

The interaction of the British researchers with missionaries appears to have 
been more friendly than between Richard Thurnwald and the German missions. 
The anthropologist, who did extensive research and recordings in German New 
Guinea, harshly criticized missionaries for the miserable working conditions on 
their plantations and the manipulation of local communities by seizing their fear 
of evil powers to make them amenable to the missionary project.52 Other mis-
sionaries provided valuable information on local language and customs, as in the 
case of Josef Winthuis, a Sacred Heart Priest (MSC) who was active in New Guinea 
for almost twelve years.53 Winthuis systematically collected music and dance on 
phonographic recordings and learned the Tolai language.54 The total quantity of 
his several dozen recordings is unknown.55 From the protocols included in the 
CD edition of his recordings, we learn that he called local actors by a Christian 
first name followed by their name (“Andreas Tamana,” “Barbara laLuka,” “Carolina 
laTaraka” etc.), a practice we also encounter in Pöch (see “George” Amambura and 
“Bonifaz” Tamatai as discussed above).56 Winthuis published extensively on their 
culture, but to my knowledge, he did not reflect on the use of the phonograph. It is 
notable that language exercises and language (as in the case of Vormann and Pöch, 
see above) were apparently not recorded by him on the phonograph, suggesting 
that the use of the phonograph even among missionaries was fairly diverse. 

THE BERLIN SCHO OL OF C OMPAR ATIVE 
MUSIC OLO GY AND THEIR REL ATIONS  

TO MISSIONARY REC ORDINGS

The German Kolonialkongresse underlined the interdependencies of mission-
ary work, ethnographic research and colonial administration in the composition 
of their committees, the topics discussed, and the active participation of 
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missionaries.57 In a rare explicit attempt to actively place comparative musicology 
and the Berlin Phonogram Archive within the German colonial effort, Stumpf 
argued in a magazine article as follows: “The new Reich is proud of its colonies and  
does everything in its power to exploit them materially. It is our duty to combine 
this with scientific exploitation, i.e., the research into nature and the native culture 
of the new territories.”58 While for the Berlin school of comparative musicology 
the recordings were paramount to creating a disciplinary paradigm and to the 
development of sophisticated methodologies, missionary coordinators such as 
Pater Wilhelm Schmidt sensed that phonographic recordings should be included 
in missionary research and brought in relation to wider concepts such as evo-
lutionism and diffusionism and linguistic research. Yet the outcome fell short 
of the centralized academic recording campaigns overseen by the phonogram 
archives and the museums in Vienna and Berlin and by the rise of compara-
tive musicology as a new field of research that followed. This is not to say indi-
vidual missionaries were not active suppliers to the Berlin Phonogram Archive 
and important correspondents of von Hornbostel. He included recordings made 
by missionaries in the representative Demonstrations-Sammlung, the compila-
tion of 120 Edison cylinders with recordings across all continents that aimed at 
schools and the general public and was available in the early 1920s, though in the 
somewhat outdated format of Edison wax cylinders. Reflecting the geography 
of Germany’s colonies, the collection features many African and Asian record-
ings. For the region under review here, von Hornbostel included two recordings 
from the island of Lenggano near Sumatra made in 1909 by the collector and 
missionary August Lett of the Rhenish Mission.59 Lett recorded, among others, 
a “Vaterunser” and other Christian songs, which were of course not included 
in the Demonstrations-Sammlung, as it ideally comprised only genuine local  
musical expressions.60

From a missionary perspective, the situation was ambivalent: Would a Christian 
hymn sung by a local class be proof of educational progress, or would the phono-
graph simply be used to drill the pupils with the promise of hearing their voices on 
a recording? Were they used for rehearsals, or to instill competition among classes 
or mission schools? Did missionaries play genuine Western commercial record-
ings to local schools?61 Would missionary authorities measure the missionary suc-
cess on the basis of recordings? The complete catalogue of the wax cylinders in the 
Berlin Phonogram Archive carries many entries on “hybrid” musical recordings, 
that is, recordings of Western and/or Christian tunes sung by non-Western actors 
in either a Western or a local language, some of them recorded by missionaries. 
And in most cases, the recorded singers were trained in missionary schools.62 

Recordings in Indonesia made for the Berlin Phonogram Archive have not 
been met with a surge of research similar to those in New Guinea and Melane-
sia. Apart from missionary Lett mentioned above, the following German trav-
elers were active in the region, some of whose recordings were selected for the 
Demonstrations-Sammlung: 
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Odo Deodatus Tauern, ethnologist, recorded in Sawai on the  
island of Seram, Moluku province of Indonesia (included in the 
Demonstrations-Sammlung) 

Max Moszkowski, physician, traveler, and explorer: Sumatra
Dr. Eugen Rudel, physician and explorer: Java (included in the 

Demonstrations-Sammlung)
Hermann Schoede, surveyor: Sumatra (included in the Demonstrations-

Sammlung)
Bernhard Hagen, physician and ethnologist: Sumatra (Demonstrations-

Sammlung)

It would be vital to study the recording and performance contexts and the 
involvement of missionaries for these recording projects as well.63

TRUE ECHOES

Similarly, the True Echoes project on early wax cylinder recordings that has 
recently been undertaken by British researchers and researchers and communities 
in Oceania stimulates additional questions.64 How were the British recordings in 
British New Guinea organized? What interaction with the local populations did 
they entail? Did missionaries play a role here as well? And, on a conceptual level, 
what kind of “echo” speaks to us and to local communities from these record-
ings? Is the echo a biological trace of ethnic actors, as part of a wider extraction of 
human remains, ethnographic objects, plants, insects, hair samples, bones? Or is 
it a mere rendering of the performance situation, captured on wax? Is it echoing a 
specific conception of doing science, of collecting, observing, extracting? Or do the  
recordings echo the complex entanglements, such as in the case of Tok Pisin,  
the local pidgin that was first captured on record by Pöch in East New Britain 
Province, and of having different ethnic groups present during a recording (Motu/
Baifa, see the Pöch example above), of having recorded Oceanic actors in Africa 
and Vienna, and of having New Guinean congregations sing Christian hymns?65 

The echo surely also constitutes a way of doing science, as it was conceived 
in the early twentieth century, foremost an orientation toward an “experimental-
ization of life.”66 This dispositive informed physiology, anthropology, and experi-
mental research during the nineteenth century. It set out to analyze, with the 
help of technological apparatuses and devices measuring reaction times, blood 
pressure, and perceptual thresholds, the physiological manifestations of the liv-
ing in the process of making, speaking, and performing. Phonographic record-
ing practices can be placed within these new discursive systems, becoming a part 
of experimental designs that appear to capture the “natural” or “the primitive” 
but that were actually complicating these conceptions. We should seek to expose 
these complications so that they become visible as a component of ethnological  
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and anthropological ideologies. Whose “life” has been captured here, and to  
what avail? Could this asymmetrical power relation ever be broken up and  
considered as a shared history?

We should complement the exclusively Western perspective of a history of 
science and research ideologies through pluri-versal questions that address  
the resonances these practices have found in the researched communities. Did the 
phonographic campaigns leave a trace in the local imagination, storytelling, crafts, 
and memory? Do we find instances of a mimetic alterity as observed by Michael 
Taussig in the Cuna mola that absorb, modify, and transgress the talking dog, the 
brand image of Victor Company?67 When we consider the several hundred record-
ings made by the Torres Strait Expedition, the German expeditions, and Pöch and 
Thurnwald in the region, we can safely assume that a fair share of the popula-
tion was exposed to the apparatus. To do justice to the recordings, we must first 
acknowledge that the recordings are always in excess to any preconceived mean-
ings or functions ascribed to them and that local actors and groups were genuine 
coproducers of them. 

Following the path opened by Julie To’Liman-Turalir on the relevance of 
early Tolai recordings for the Tolai people today, Don Niles and his collaboration  
with the Vienna Phonogram Archive and local actors, and the coordinated effort 
of the True Echoes project, which includes institutions from Oceania, we should 
continue to reflect with local communities, community-based researchers, and 
global academic audiences about how exactly these recordings relate to tradi-
tions of music-making and linguistic practices, while avoiding any thinning of the 
experience and any strategic ethnic essentialism.68 

• • •

In summarizing, a small number of missionaries in New Guinea and Oceania made 
use of the phonograph. It appears to have been a tool in the study of language and 
for the documentation of local dance and musical practices, but phonographic ac-
tivity as such is not methodologically reflected in missionary writings. While Pater 
Schmidt advised Catholic missionaries to use a phonograph, this was not met with 
the same response as among ethnologists, anthropologists, and navy physicians 
who supplied large recording collections to the Berlin and Vienna Phonogram 
Archives, who had set up systematic recording campaigns, followed by systematic 
transcriptions and comparative analyses of musical practices and the tonal sys-
tems and instruments used. On a second look, however, it becomes evident that 
missionaries were implicated in these projects, too, as enablers of contact with 
local communities, providers of infrastructures such as school rooms and boats, 
or direct interlocutors during recording sessions.69 In contrast to the academic 
research undertaken for ethnological museums and phonogram archives, how-
ever, missionaries lacked a clear working protocol to compile, process, collect, and 
compare phonographic recordings. 



266        Technologies of Preservation: Archives

The present discussion has yielded insights into the complexity of phonographic 
situations and the recording ideologies of missionaries and ethnologists, as well as 
anthropologists. By carving out their diverse range of interests and the conditions 
that led to multi-site experiences of both researchers and members of local popu-
lations, the latter forced to travel to Africa and Europe as an effect of World War 
I, we can widen our understanding of cultural encounters and of power relations 
during the era of colonial globalization. The informal use of the phonograph by 
researchers and the open-mindedness of local populations to the apparatus and its 
acoustic representations can lead to a more profound discussion of the agency of 
local actors, their role of coproducers of recordings, and of the cultural encounters 
of which phonographic campaigns were a part. 

• • •

As we reconstruct the role of missionaries as phonographic mediators in an 
increasingly collaborative fashion, powerful contemporary voices from Oceania 
emerge. This time, they are not “invited” or exposed by Western ethnologists or 
missionaries. In her proud and reflexive, highly empathetic narrative “Tell Them” 
(2011), Kathy Jetnil-Kijiner from the Marshall Islands evokes the power of nature, 
local traditions, myth, religion, the appeal of local handicraft circulating globally, 
and the skills of her community in her own words, not under the gaze and analyz-
ing ears of Western collectors. In a move countering easy self-exoticization, she 
advocates human universality in the face of climate change: 

tell them we are sweet harmonies
of grandmothers mothers aunties and sisters
songs late into night
tell them we are whispered prayers
the breath of God
a crown of fushia flowers encircling
aunty mary’s white sea foam hair
[. . .]
tell them that some of us
are old fishermen who believe that God 
made us a promise
some of us
are more skeptical of God
but most importantly tell them
we don’t want to leave
we’ve never wanted to leave
and that we
are nothing without our islands.70

In “Tell Them,” the missionary and colonial age are not addressed directly. Yet “Tell 
Them” opens a rich space in which the wax cylinder campaigns and the ambitions 
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they represent to convert the world to Christianity and to document local lan-
guages and musical practices in order to understand how they evolved and relate 
to Western “high culture” and Tonkunst may keep resonating, though in a manner 
not anticipated one hundred years ago. 
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