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”In every physiological dissection we create 
a mixture of «part elements» and real «whole 
members»… One overlooks that the organism 
is, of course, articulated (diferentiated into 
members) but does not consist of members.
- Kurt Goldstein*

A 
shoemaker, Ferdinand Vlădică, 
aged 38, died in 1935 at the Central 
Hospital in Bucharest (Romania). 

he cause of death was diagnosed as 
general paralysis. His body was dissected 
and his skeletal remains ended up in the 
osteological collection gathered by the 
anatomist and anthropologist Francisc 
I. Rainer (1874-1944). hus, he became a 
specimen in a collection which had been 
started 30 years previously, and which was 
to become one of the largest in Europe. 
From Ferdinand’s identity only his sex, age, 
profession and cause of death were recorded 
and remembered. His inner part, the 

skeleton, that which supported his former 
being, was made visible and destined to be 
classiied as an object, upon which scientists 
were to exercise their control through 
categorizations, measurements and display. 

his article intends to tell the story 
of how Francisc I. Rainer imagined and 
gathered this collection of human remains 
in interwar Bucharest, a collection which 
is currently housed in the Institute of 
Anthropology “Francisc I. Rainer” of 
the Romanian Academy. he goal of this 
article is to make available for the irst 
time the composition and history of this 
collection, placed in a local and European 
context. From “real bodies” to drawings, 
from tissue samples to casts, this paper is 
an exploration into the fascinating world 
created by Rainer starting with the early 
1900s – a world of “dividual bodies”, to 
use the words of Samuel Alberti (2011, 8), 
a super-body composed of a collage of 
similar or distinct body parts from diferent 
individuals and of diferent materials, 
“(body) installations” which addressed 

Breaking Down the Body and Putting it Back: 
Displaying Knowledge in the “Francisc I. Rainer”
Anthropological Collection

Alexandra Ion
Institute of Anthropology “Francisc I. Rainer” of the Romanian Academy

ABSTRACT

Normal bodies, deviant bodies, fragmentary, drawn or photographed bodies: 
all of these were collected and turned into scientiic specimens by the anat-
omist and physical anthropologist Francisc I. Rainer in Interwar Bucharest 
(Romania). It is the purpose of this study to explore how this collection came 
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context and ultimately to prompt relection on the ethical dimension of such 
endeavours.
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multiple sensory channels. Bodies such as 
Ferdinand Vlădică’s came from the City 
Morgue or various hospitals in Bucharest, 
were broken down in the dissection 
laboratories of the Faculty of Medicine and 
then turned into collectibles, preserved as 
a visual encyclopaedia of morphological 
variation. hey were integrated in a wider 
universe of scientiic representations – 
anthropological photographs taken during 
ield campaigns, casts of extinct human 
types and samples of human tissue, X-rays 
and anatomical drawings. It is the purpose 
of this study to explore these multiple forms 
taken by the human body when turned 
into archived specimens as part of this 
collection and to understand the aterlife 
of an impressive number of deceased 
individuals. Studying this unique archive 
provides an opportunity to understand the 
ways in which the anthropological body 
was constructed and taught as part of the 
scientiic paradigm in interwar Bucharest. 

his is the story of a man’s ambition, 
of the things that represented the material 
universe of the anthropological discipline 
in the interwar years, through which he 
“carved” his perspective and collection, 
and the destiny of his legacy. Initially 
designed to function as a teaching aid for 
doctors or medical students, it gradually 
became a base for anthropological studies 
– a collection meant for “the study of the 
Romanian people” (Rainer 1939). he 
history and composition of the collection are 
intertwined with the anatomical teaching 
at the Faculty of Medicine in Bucharest, 
the establishment of the anthropological 
discipline in Romania, and the foundation of 
the Institute and Museum of Anthropology 
in 1940. hrough this, Rainer introduced a 
new type of institution in Bucharest – the 
anthropological museum. At the same time, 
his work marked a diferent treatment of 
bodies in a scientiic context: the idea of a 
collection seen as an oriented and structured 
goal subsumed to anthropological methods 
and questions and linked to speciic display 
strategies. 

At present, part of what is let of it 
occupies a prominent place in the space 
of the Institute of Anthropology of the 
Romanian Academy, part is tucked away 
in the attic, and as a whole it is in a liminal 
state – a daily encounter for the employees 
and occasional visitors, not quite forgotten, 
but not really engaged with either. he 
paper will start by placing it in a wider 
culture of displaying bodies, understand 
its connections with anatomical research 
and teaching in Bucharest – which marked 
signiicantly the way in which anthropology 
has been viewed at the Institute ever since 
–, and highlight the way in which this 
anthropological museum was born as a 
result of a wider network of disciplinary 
connections with European research 
centres. Rainer’s collection was created at 
a time when physical anthropology1 was 
undergoing signiicant changes in Europe 
and oten served political agendas. hus, an 
analysis of his case is interesting because it 
brought together a combination of old and 
new theories: an old view of anthropology 
as “natural history”, along evolutionary 
and heredity theories, the refusal of being 
implicated in politics and eugenics, along 
a study of the Romanian type, the creation 
of an institution meant for posterity, but 
whose collection was soon broken down 
ater his death. herefore, in this article I 
am especially interested in understanding 
the inter-relationship between the materials 
he collected, in relation to what he deemed 
as being the ultimate goal of anthropology. 
Most importantly, a look at its history 
ofers us a good opportunity to relect on 
the importance of memory and forgetting 
for the legacies of scientiic endeavours. 
housand of anonymous bodies lost 
their individuality when turned into 
scientiic specimens, in order to illustrate 
a bigger scientiic concept – phenotypic 
diferences in the Romanian people –, 
while simultaneously the philosophical 
perspective that directed the collection’s 
development died with Rainer and with it a 
scientiic ambition.

1) In Rainer’s works and 
documents the term he 

used was “anthropol-
ogy”, the “science of 
man” (similar to the 

German model, where 
anthropology was 

opposed to ethnology). 
Given his medical back-

ground, he deemed as 
the fundamental aspect 
of humans their biologi-

cal make-up, hence he 
developed studies that 

would be now classified 
under the headings of 
physical anthropology 

and osteo-archaeol-
ogy. In order to avoid 

confusions due to the 
changed meaning of 

the term, I have chosen 
to use the term “physi-

cal anthropology” in 
reference to Rainer’s 

activity and research.

Alexandra Ion
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. . . . . . . .
Dissected bodies on display

here is an 
e x t e n s i v e 
literature on 
the history of 
collecting and 
displaying bodies 
in anatomical, 
medical or 
anthropological 
c o l l e c t i o n s , 
which reveals 
the material 
universe of the 
early anatomists 

and physical anthropologists (Alberti 
2011; Fabian 2010; Fforde 2004; Hallam 
forthcoming; Hallam and Alberti 2013; 
Hendriksen 2015; Knoef and Zwijnenberg 
2015). hrough studies focused on the 
fate of dissected body parts and the inter-
relationships between medical teaching 
and the creation of such displays (Chaplin 
2008, 2009; Hendriksen 2013; Huistra 2013; 
Richardson 2001), researchers have explored 
the history of collecting and dissecting 
human bodies, of gazing, commodifying 
and learning from “naked” bodies and 
anatomical preparations (Berkowitz 2012; 
Kuppers 2004). 

Starting in the 18th century, and 
especially during the 19th century, such 
display installations centred on the 
human body enforced, constructed and 
made available anatomical knowledge 
(see also Berkowitz’s 2012 analysis), with 
the anatomical museum becoming part 
of the paradigm. At the basis of such 
collections laid an interest in comparative 
anatomy, and were thus designed to 
reveal and document the deviant and the 
typical human forms. In such contexts, 
the substance of the body was intervened 
upon: bodies were dissected, deleshed or 
preserved in jars, having their contours 
exposed through representations that took 
multiple forms: wax casts, drawings, and 

later – photographs. he works of John 
Hunter (collection part of the Hunterian 
Museum in London), Samuel Morton 
(University of Pennsylvania Museum of 
Archaeology and Anthropology), Johann 
F. Blumenbach (University of Göttingen), 
Anders Retzius (Museum of the Karolinska 
Institute), Giustiniano Nicolucci (he 
Museum of Anthropology at Naples 
University) and many more throughout 
Europe and the USA are illustrative models 
for these scientiic universes centred on the 
(dead) human body.

In the second half of the 19th century 
a number of anatomists and pathologists 
directed their process of collecting towards 
the new discipline of anthropology (Kuklick 
2007; Stocking 1982; 1996; Zimmerman 
2001)2. he cellular pathologist Rudolf 
Virchow (1821-1902), the founding father 
of German physical anthropology, built 
a collection of ten thousand skulls and 
skeletons at the Institute for Pathology of 
the University of Berlin, and his work on 
human variability combined prehistoric 
materials, comparative anatomy, craniology 
and large-scale anthropometric surveys 
(Massin 1996; see also Seemann 2013). his 
was later enlarged by Eugen Fischer at the 
newly founded Kaiser Wilhelm Institute 
for Anthropology, Human Genetics and 
Eugenics (Schmuhl 2008, 43). In Austria, 
the physician Felix von Luschan (1854-
1924), who had studied with the French 
anthropologist Paul Broca (1824–1880), had 
also gathered thousands of skulls (Massin 
1996, 84) and a similar case happened at the 
Institute of Anatomy of Basel University, 
through the work of the anatomists Carl 
Gustav Jung (1794-1864), Wilhelm His-
Vischer (1831-1904), Ludwig Rütimeyer 
(1825-1895) and Julius Kollmann (1834-
1918) (Bay 1986). In Hungary, Aurel Török 
(1842-1912), chair of the Anthropology 
Department and Museum at the Humanities 
Faculty of the University since 1881, built 
a skull collection “to study the skeletal 
remains of historic and prehistoric people 
of Hungary” (Laferton 2007, 722). All these 

2) At the turn of 20th 
century, physical 
anthropology had 
established itself in 
Europe and the USA 
as a discipline from an 
institutional point of 
view: e.g. in 1869, the 
“German Society for 
Anthropology, Ethnol-
ogy and Prehistory” 
was founded, in 1925, 
the “German Society for 
Physical Anthropol-
ogy”, the “American 
Journal of Physical 
Anthropology” in 1918 
and the “American 
Association of Physical 
Anthropologists” in 
1930, the “Société 
d’Anthropologie de 
Paris” in 1859, “Labo-
ratoire d’Anthropologie 
à l’Ecole Practique 
des Hautes Etudes” 
in 1867 and “Ecole 
d’Anthropologie” in 
1876 (Little and Suss-
man 2010, 15).

Breaking Down the Body and Putting it Back Together: Displaying Knowledge in the “Francisc I. Rainer” Anthropological Collection
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collections were meant to provide evidence 
and resources for racial studies, the skulls 
being deemed as the most relevant element 
regarding race – according to Virchow, 
the skull was critical because it enclosed 
“the most important organ of the body, 
the brain, and developed in a recognizable 
relationship to this organ” (Virchow 1892, 
3 apud Massin 1996, 107). Such physical 
anthropological institutions and collections 
would have acquired their materials 
from dissection rooms and archaeology 
excavations, and placed them alongside 
casts, drawings and embryos. Knowledge 
was constructed through an ensemble of 
dry and wet human specimens, drawings, 
books, plaster casts, and tissue samples, 
following a model of fragmenting, opening 
up of the body and turning it into an object 
on display. Each of these documented 
ethnic or pathological bodies, with the 
invisible links between them being made 
visible through the way they were grouped 
and exhibited. 

Francisc Rainer’s collecting and dis- 
playing practices of the human body 
followed the scholarly pattern set by his 
predecessors. Mostly gathered between 
the early 1920s and his death in 1944, his 
collection was very similar in structure 
to endeavours from the second half of the 
19th century. Yet, even before he started 
gathering his materials, such collections 
were already falling out of fashion due to 
a change in the physical anthropological 
paradigm. Ater a irst generation of 
scientists such as Paul Broca, Rudof 
Virchow and Rudolph Martin, who were 
usually trained as physicians or anatomists, 
and gathered their data by anthropometric 
measurements and empirical morphological 
observations (Little and Sussman 2010), 
morphological anthropology used for racial 
classiications – and with it the role of such 
collections – lost importance. In the face of 
new concepts, anthropology turned more 
towards Darwinism, hereditary studies, 
eugenics, demography and statistics (see 
Karl Pearson’s work) in order to diagnose 

and interpret human variability.
Even so, on a local level, Rainer’s efort 

brought something signiicant. At the turn 
of the century, there were a limited number 
of displays of human bodies in Bucharest, 
most of which had limited public access: 
doctor Nicolae Minovici (1868-1941) had 
acquired a small criminological collection 
comprising criminal skulls, photographs or 
occasional body parts and a tattoo collection 
(Minovici 2007), all being on display at the 
Institute of Legal Medicine (which had 
restricted access), while the Museum of 
Natural History had several hominid casts, 
ethnographic moulds, a mummy and a few 
heads from Amazonia3. At the same time, 
the Faculty of Medicine, similar to Colțea 
Hospital, owned an anatomical reference 
collection for teaching purposes, but this 
lacked organization (according to Rainer’s 
own accounts), while professor Dimitrie 
Gerota (1867-1939) had gathered a collection 
of anatomical molds for anatomical and 
artistic teaching. 

Rainer’s eforts were innovative due to 
his systematic approach to the display of 
bodies, linked to two scientiic disciplines 
– anatomy and anthropology. Basically, he 
took previous medical reference collections 
to another level, ordering specimens in a 
systematic manner and structuring displays 
in order to address various anthropological 
aspects. As a result, an anthropological 
museum and collection were created, based 
on a synthesis of anatomical, anthropological 
and museological practices. As the 
story unfolds, one will observe that this 
perspective was in line with the collections 
that had been created a couple of decades 
before, such as those of Rudolf Virchow 
and Aurel Török, collections in which the 
study of race and ethnicity had centred 
around craniometry – the measurements of 
skulls. In this respect, the collection might 
have seemed anachronistic from a historical 
point of view. However, the paradox is 
that Rainer’s understanding of race was 
more in line with the genetic perspective 
(Schmuhl 2008, 59) of his contemporary, 

3) http://www.antipa.
ro/ro/categories/51/
pages/50 (Accessed 

19th July 2015).

Alexandra Ion



29

Eugen Fischer (1874-1967). Fischer, the 
proponent of the “anthropobiology” con- 
cept, deemed such collections irrelevant 
and proposed the abandonment of the 
study of morphological features in favour of 
a concept of race grounded in evolutionary 
biology and genetics (Schmuhl 2008, 59). 
Rainer intended this collection along 
speciic lines, a combination of old and 
new theories: evolutionary theory, along 
craniometric studies, theories such as Kurt 
Goldstein’s holistic theory of the organism 
(1934), Lamarckian inheritance, and 
Mendel’s genetics, and along Goethe’s idea 
of the unity of the organisation plan (for 
a detailed analysis of Rainer’s theoretical 
foundations see Ion 2014b, and of his 
anatomical ideas, Toma 2010). herefore, 
in order to understand the rationale behind 
the creation of this collection, and how old 
methods merged with new concepts, one 
needs to explore Rainer’s biography and 
activity. It is out of his “organized network of 
obsessions” 

4 that an almost teleological plan  
emerged – as he wrote while visiting the 
Aquarium in Berlin, on 12th of June 1930 
(Rainer 2012, 151)5:

“Again, faced with forms, I had the 
sensation that they cannot be explained 
through the functional action of the 
environment, but through a reaction of 
another origin of living substance, something 
related to the crystalline form according 
with which a speciic substance responds, in 
oversaturated solution, at the stimulation 
it receives. Living substance has a number 
of morphological possibilities of reaction…
And one needs to observe the link between 
the fundamental living structure and these 
patterns (Muster) which is produced.”

hus, Rainer’s is a world at the crossroad  
of philosophy of biology6, anatomical 
practice and anthropological themes, 
a unique experiment in Romanian 
anthropology. He took the concept of form 
as developed by Goethe – “he minted 
form that  lives and living grows” – and 
focused on its historical development and 

transformations into types (Ion 2014b, 
237). By comparing various forms, one can 
construct an idea of how life developed 
on Earth and explain better why certain 
features exist as they do. Anatomy and 
biology were the basis of this endeavour, 
as they investigated human morphology, 
but anthropology – the “science of MAN”7 
was to become the over-arching theme, as 
it was to study variability in a hereditary 
perspective and create a proile of the 
Romanian population. 

At the same time, in contrast to Fischer and 
other contemporary physical anthropologists 
in Europe, Rainer had no predecessors in 
Romania, no reference materials or base 
for any physical anthropological studies 
(see Ion 2014 and Milcu 1954 for a brief 
history of the Institute and the discipline in 
Romania).

In order to retrieve this history of the 
collection, I found myself digging ater 
relevant materials. he early Romanian 
physical anthropological paradigm has 
been partially studied in earlier work 
(Milcu 1954) and more recently (the works 
of Adrian Majuru devoted to the personality 
of Francis I. Rainer, 2012, 2013; Geana 
1996; Toma 2010) and in studies which 
reassessed the theoretical premises of some 
of the anthropological concepts (Bucur 
2005; Turda 2006, 2007, 2013). However, 
the fate of this collection has received 
limited attention, and very few materials are 
published  (Ion 2011, 2014a, 2014b; Majuru 
2015). Going back in time, two mid-century 
titles covering some of Rainer's work are 
in the library of the present Institute of 
Anthropology Francisc I. Rainer (L’œuvre 
1947; Sevastos 1946). 

Unlike these studies, this paper builds 
on documents hitherto unexplored, such as 
the photographic and documentary archive 
of the Institute of Anthropology. About a 
collection which was once the highlight 
of the 17th International Congress of Pre- 
history and Anthropology (1937), and had an 
international reception, a place of attraction 
for the king of Romania8 and of other major 

4) The words of Roland 
Barthes describing 
the historian Jules 
Michelet. I would thank 
Dr AG for this brilliant 
reference, but since 
he stopped talking to 
me, I am limited to this 
footnote.

5) All quotes present 
in this article from 
Rainer’s published 
journal (Rainer 2012), 
class notes or other 
Romanian authors 
have been translated 
by the author from the 
original.

6) A good book 
that evaluates the 
German biological 
tradition, which heavily 
influenced Rainer is 
Nyhart 1995; for a 
more in depth analysis 
of Rainer’s theoretical 
sources of inspiration 
see Ion 2014a.

7) Rainer’s original 
notation in capital 
letters.

8) King Mihai  
visited the Institute 
with Queen Mother on 
20th November 1940, 
part of their wider 
interest in scientific 
activities in Romania 
and Queen Mother’s 
interest in and admira-
tion for Francisc Rainer 
(Sevastos 1946, 11).

Breaking Down the Body and Putting it Back Together: Displaying Knowledge in the “Francisc I. Rainer” Anthropological Collection
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personalities of the interwar period and was 
even mentioned in the touristic Michelin 
Guide9, very few memories have survived. 
Most of the resources I found crammed 
in a dozen boxes stored in the attic of the 
Institute, containing unsorted forgotten 
notes and materials of Rainer. hus, ater 70 
years since Rainer died and his collection, 
as he had imagined it, was broken apart, I 
have followed the trail of the documents. 

. . . . . . . .
“La mort paraît alors une condition  
essentielle de la vie” [Death seems  
then an essential condition of life]10

“His body was macerated until only the nerve 
ibres were let.” (V. Woolf)

Francisc Josef Rainer was born in the 
Austrian-Hungarian Empire in Rohonzna 
(Bucovina) in 1874, but moved to Romania 
to pursue high school studies at the Saint 
Sava College, ater which he went to study 
in 1892 at the Faculty of Medicine in 
Bucharest. Starting in his second year (1894) 
he worked as an assistant in the Faculty’s 
histology laboratory, under the supervision 
of Prof. Alexandru Obregia. Ater 3 years he 
moved to the medical clinic’s laboratory of 
the Colțea Hospital to perform necropsies 
and macroscopic examinations. During his 
stay here he began gathering osteological 
material: “the executed necropsies were 
sources of learning, and the interesting 
pieces were kept and ixed with a special 
technique, in the Institute’s museum” (Riga 
and Riga 2008, 28).

Medical doctors soon turned to Rainer 
to obtain the necessary specimens for 
pathological anatomy exams. His work took 
place in a room  overlooked by Goethe’s 
portrait, from two or three in the night until 
seven or eight in the morning, followed by 
an examination of the patients and then by 
necropsies (Riga and Riga 2008). In 1903 
Rainer took his doctorate degree researching 

a form of cirrhosis (Rainer 2012), and in the 
same year he married Marta Trancu11. Ten 
years later he obtained a teaching position 
at the Faculty of Medicine in Iaşi. In 1920 
he moved to Bucharest, where he took the 
position of anatomy professor at the Faculty 
of Medicine. Here, he started organising 
the Institute of Anatomy and Embryology 
by gathering the necessary materials and 
specimens (Sevastos 1946). By this time, 
he had already developed an interest in 
analysing variability of human morphology, 
an aspect relected by the specimens he 
collected.

For Francisc Rainer, as for other 
anatomists of the time, the human cadaver 
was the primary means of acquiring 
knowledge. However, his perspective on 
the use of cadavers was diferent from his 
other Romanian colleagues, and it is this 
view that he tried to pass on to his medical 
students. Refuting the perspective of static 
matter, Rainer advocated a functional 
understanding of anatomy; thus, the cadaver 
was seen as the window through which 
the organisation and structuring of life 
could be understood, and the cadaver was 
an intermediary “in the circuit of cosmic 
matter in which one can ind the message 
of life” (Vitner, 2). Furthermore, under the 
inluence of evolutionary theory, variability 
of human form was read in a historical key – 
the result of ever becoming of living matter 
under the inluence of external factors and 
hereditary laws. In his notes he picked and 
highlighted a quote from Paul Valery that 
illustrated this thought:

“La mort paraît alors une condition 
essentielle de la vie, et non plus un accident 
qui chaque fois nous est une afreuse 
merveille; elle est pour la vie12, et non plus 
contre elle. La vie doit pour vivre appeler à 
soi, aspirer tant d’êtres par jour, en expirer 
tant d’autres; et une proportion assez 
constante doit exister entre ces nombres. La 
vie n’aime donc pas la survivance. Regards-
sur-la-mer-P.Valery ” (Rainer 1943, 9)

Death was seen as a condition essential 

9) Personal information 
Valentin-Veron Toma.

10) Quote from P.Valery 
(Rainer 1943, 9).

11) First female 
surgeon in Romania. 
Together they had a 

daughter, Sofia, with 
whom they cut contact 

after she married an 
English medical stu-

dent against their will.

12) Highlighted text  
as present in the  
original Francisc 

Rainer’s manuscript. 

Alexandra Ion
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to life, and the cadaver provided a window 
into what otherwise could not be seen 
in a living being. Even though this was 
a traditional perspective in anatomy, in 
contrast to his Romanian colleagues he 
introduced functional anatomy in Romania 
(Toma 2010): every investigated structure 
needed to be deciphered in relation to its 
past functions and the development of the 
whole organism. Dissection rooms were the 
places where Rainer started his study and 
explorations into human morphology:

“His activity took place either in the 
evening, or ater classes, when the dissection 
rooms were available, either during the 
summer break, when the numerous skeletons’ 
remains used during school year were 
macerated and cleaned.” (Dumitrescu and 
Stârcea-Crăciun 2001, 34)

His position of anatomy professor and, 
from 1926, head of the Institute of Anatomy 
and Embryology of the Faculty of Medicine, 
alongside the legislation that supported the 
use of unclaimed bodies for medical studies, 
put him in the position of having access to 
a wide range of bodies for his study. he 
cadavers, mostly unclaimed bodies of poor 
people, were sourced from various hospitals 
and morgues in Bucharest (see Ion 2011). 
hey were subjected to investigations to 
provide clues into human variation. As a 
contemporary visitor recounted:

“...to the let and right of his room, which 
led to a corridor, were the dissection salons 
of the Faculty. In the clean rooms reigned a 
heavy disgusting smell of formaldehyde. he 
cadavers were of course of poor people, most 
of them of people who died in accidents or 
hospitals and whose bodies were unclaimed 
by relatives. All with twisted limbs, and 
opened chests from which life seemed to have 
lown. Nearby, in endless cabinets along the 
walls are a few thousand crania, part of the 
richest anthropological collection in Europe, 
aligned as an ossuary of a western monastery. 
(...) We felt immersed in a medieval world, 
where the nakedness of the systematically 
opened up bodies, artiicially prevented from 

decay seemed to sigh... In the middle was the 
professor, leaned over drawings depicting 
statue, temples, gems, seals, frescos, relecting 
on the Aegean man.” (Vulcănescu 1944 apud 
Dumitrescu and Crăciun 2001, 22)

Ater medical students inished their 
dissections, the bodies were let for 
Rainer’s research and the morphologically 
or pathologically interesting body parts 
were collected as archival materials. Some 
of these were preserved using his own 
methods, such as organs or leshed body 
parts. Others were broken down, macerated 
and had their skeletons exposed. Heads 
were separated from bodies and kept for 
the craniological collection. he rest of the 
body was broken down into constituent 
parts and the elements deemed useful for 
further studies were kept. 

For the irst two decades of the existence 
of the collection (early 1920s-late 1930s) 
we have little information regarding its 
curation – the specimens were housed in 
an area of the basement of the Faculty of 
Medicine, which “communicated through a 
hatch with the professor’s working cabinet, 
situated at the ground-loor, and ater that 
it moved into a former student’s working 
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Fig. 2. First page of 
Rainer’s article on the 
‘raphe median de le 
levre superior’ [median 
raphe of the superior 
lip], discovered based 
on observations on 
ancient Greek statues, 
compared with contem-
porary physiognomies.
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room from the basement” (Dumitrescu and 
Stârcea-Crăciun 2001, 34). he access to it 
was limited to the doctors of the Faculty 
and its students for their practice, as it was 
designed as a medical teaching aid and 
research collection: illustrative is a doctoral 
thesis in medicine and surgery from 1928 by 
Petre N. Georgescu on a couple of specimens 
from the collection, “Câteva preparate de 
craniu natiform” [A couple of specimens of 
natiform skulls].

Skulls lined up in parallel rows in a 
simple wooden cupboard stare into the 
camera in a black and white photograph 
from the 1920s, while others, crammed 
on several wooden tables look away from 
it. he room looks dark, lit only by some 
high windows, under which are lined face 
casts. It is the only spare wall in the room, 
as a second photograph reveals: the skulls 
seem to take up all the space, either in 
cupboards, on tables, on chairs, or in boxes. 
It was a modern ossuary, housed in a space 
where under the dim light bone wood and 
cement merged together. he insuicient 
lighting and the limited space made this an 
unwelcoming place for research or visiting. 
(See ig. 3-4) 

here is little direct information 
regarding the collection up until it was 
moved in 1937 in the new building from 
the Faculty’s backyard, and no explicit 
mentioning regarding his model for the 
collection, but diary entries from 1920s 
and 1930s when Rainer took several trips to 
England, Germany, Austria and Sweden, are 

illuminating for his perspective on collecting 
and for possible sources of inspiration for his 
own display strategies. During these trips 
he visited archaeology museums, anatomy 
institutes, anthropology laboratories and 
collections, where he compared and reined 
his knowledge and gained inspiration for 
his own collection. Such research visits 
represented opportunities to learn or 
improve his methods and display techniques 
(such as anthropometry, photographing 
embryos or mounting bones). As a result, the 
collection changed through these contacts 
with other European anthropologists and 
anatomists, enlarged with new specimens 
and borrowed certain display models, and 
cannot be understood unless as part of 
a wider European museological culture. 
his continued a tradition of close contacts 
between the Romanian intellectual elite 
with German speaking countries – e.g. 
important interwar igures such as 
sociologist Dimitrie Gusti13 (1880-1955), 
historian Nicolae Iorga14 (1871-1940) and 
the economist Virgil Madgearu (1887-
1940) had obtained their Ph.D. titles from 
German institutions in the decades around 
the turn of the 20th century (for a more in 
depth overview of the western inluences 
on the Romanian social-scientists in the 
irst decades of 20th century see Cotoi 2011; 
Muller 2013; Momoc 2012).

Reading his diary entries one can also get 
a glimpse of the materials and methods he 
deemed necessary as part of his collection 
or archiving system. For example, on 

13) Founder of the Ro-
manian Social Institute 

with Virgil Madgearu 
and the Village 

Museum in Bucharest 
in 1936.

14) Founder of the 
International Congress 

of Byzantine Studies 
and the Institute for 

the Study of Universal 
History in Bucharest 

(1937).

Alexandra Ion

Fig. 3-4. Images 
showing the collection 

stored in the basement 
of the Faculty of Medi-

cine, 1928.
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17) I am grateful to 
Theodor-Ulieriu Rostas 
for the information he 
provided.

Fig. 5. Stereoscopic 
plaque on glass, 
showing a positive 
embryo photograph17. 
Wien, 1910. Bears 
the description ‘Univ- 
Institutes in Wien’. 
Institute of Anthropol-
ogy Francisc I. Rainer 
archive.

Wednesday 5th October 1921, while visiting 
Rudolf Martin in Munich, he wrote about 
the importance of craniometric forms that 
should accompany the collected material:

“..the skulls that they gave me [R. Martin 
and his assistant Scheidt] (one with a label: 
standard skull) are not represented in their 
archive by craniometric forms. he servant 
could not ind their forms. Scheidt still needs 
to measure them, but I do not trust him. 
Ultimately, I haven’t found anything new… 
Craniometric forms are sold at Gustav’s.” 
(Rainer 2012, 128)

For Rainer, recording the materials in 
his collection was of utmost importance 
and the skulls he chose to collect were thus 
carefully inventoried. 

On other occasion, he was interested 
in learning the correct positioning of 
calipers, of anthropometric landmarks, 
and the position for goniometry15. hus, he 
compared his knowledge with that shown 
by Martin, the author of the standard 
textbook on the topic at the time (Martin 
1914), or mastered by his assistant.

Visits to other collections were also 
valuable opportunities for gaining insights 
into diferent methods for preparing and 
displaying anatomical and anthropological 
samples, as well as for acquiring new 
materials. From the Bruckmann shop in 
Munich he bought photos of sculptures 
from the city’s Glyptothek (Rainer 2012, 
129), while at Johannes Ruckert’s Institute 
of Anatomy in Munich he noticed “the 
importance of living models” and “His’s16 
anatomical and splachnological pre- 
parations, a didactic museum with coloured 
photos on glass slides of the preparations”, 
but the museum was not “deemed to rise 
to the expectations – it did not contain 
lymphatic specimens” (Rainer 2012, 127). 
Here it is the eye of the anatomist speaking, 
as Rainer was particularly interested in the 
lymphatic system, and he was also famous 
for his anatomical dissections and wet 
specimens.

In Vienna, on 18th of April 1930, he vi- 

sited the anatomist 
Ferdinand Hochstetter 
and his Institute, where 
he observed: “…a lot of 
plastic reconstructions, 
a lot of wax specimens. 
Skulls with none of the 
bones pierced. Parain-
preserved hearts, intes-
tines, placentae. Collection 
of the interior ear. Embryos 
series and splendid embryo 
photographs” (Rainer 
2012, 131). Here, according to his diary, he 
learnt how to photograph embryos, and later 
on we can ind several boxes of embryos 
photographs on glass in his collection. (See 
ig. 5)

Furthermore, Rainer noted his im-
pression of the osteological collection, 
containing a one of a kind specimen:

...the skull collection is pretty nice, 
beautiful and with numerous skulls from 
other continents. Beautiful children’s skulls 
of all ages, children’s and adult skeletons. A 
couple of giant skeletons... a lot of comparative 
anatomy, especially osteology. Laocoon group 
reproduced only with skeletons, with great 
care. he serpent skeleton must have been 
hard to handle. (Rainer 2012, 131)

Later on, this composition might have 
translated into his own collection: we ind in 
his collection 200 children’s skulls showing 
all stages of development, from stillborn to 
18 years old (according to his age stages).

While visiting the Anthropological 
Institute in Vienna, and meeting the 
director Joseph Weniger (on 25th of April 
1930) he saw: 

“ ...heads are mounted with 2 splints over 
their nose and before the ears. Ater that he 
paints them. Moulds are impregnated with 
wax (dissolved in gas). Collections of casts, of 
hands and feet, of all shapes. A beautiful skull 
collection of Africans and Australians. For 
skull’s curvatures an interesting mounting? 

15) The measurement 
of body’s angles.

16) Wilhelm His (1831-
1904), embryologist 
and anatomist.
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On boards thin slices of diferent crania are 
mounted in series, cut along the curvatures 
deemed interesting. Applied also to the frontal 
sinuses. Large collection of slides. Gypsum of 
leontiasis ossea18.”

In his collection there is one similar 
example of a skull sliced along its curvatures 
and mounted on a black wood base, held 
by a vertical metal rod. At the same time, 
casts were one thing he collected. We can 
ind 15 brown coloured gypsum casts, 
showing a range of physiognomies. Such 
casts were a common feature in anatomical 
and ethnographic museums and they were 
the material embodiment of standard racial 
typologies (see Sysling 2015 for a historical 
account). (See ig. 6)

In Sweden, during his trip in June 
1930, he had the opportunity of meeting 
anthropologist and eugenicists Wilhelm 
Wolfgang Krauss19 (1894-?) and Herman 
Bernhard Ludborg (1868- 1943) and visited 
the latter’s Institute for the study of the 
biology of race in Uppsala – “he will send his 
future publications on the mixture of races, 
as Sweden is good at that” wrote Rainer 
(Rainer 2012, 143). Here he also visited 
the Exhibition of Nordic countries and in 
Sweden’s pavilion, he saw images from the 
Institute for the study of the biology of race 
(Rainer 2012, 143). 

In composition, the collection he gathered 
was similar to other anatomical medical 
collections, but from its early beginnings it 
was also directed towards anthropological 
studies. Even though there is limited 
information, Rainer seems to already have 
developed an interest in anthropology and 
mastery of anthropometric techniques by 
the early 1920s. Illustrative is the course in 
anthropology for the third year students of 
the National Institute of Physical Education 
(on constitutional types) which he started in 
1922, and three research studies coordinated 
by him, a physical anthropology analysis in 
1923, a somatological investigation in 1926 
(Rainer and Roșca) on 448 pupils from a 
state boarding school, and a study on blood 
groups in 1927 (see Țone 2012).

. . . . . . . .
Anthropology and the politics 
of collecting in interwar Romania

he improper storage and display conditions 
for this collection, as well as an interest in 
placing it at the heart of anthropological 
research were some of the reasons that 
determined Rainer to make eforts for 
moving it in a specially designed building 
and reorganising it under the newly Institute 
and Museum of Anthropology in 1940.

his was a time that coincided with 
several important events on the national 
arena: the establishment of King Carol 
II’s dictatorship, the ascension to power 
of the Iron Guard right-wing party, the 
organization of the National Legionary 
state immediately ater the king’s abdication 
and the entrance of the country in WWII 
as Germany’s ally. From a wider point of 
view, anthropology in interwar Germany 
and Austria, the spaces most inluential 
on Rainer’s work, witnessed an explicitly 
orientation towards national political 
agendas, which led to a “Nordic racial 
biology” (Massin 1996, 138) (e.g. see Berner 
2010 for anthropology in interwar Austria; 

18) “Leon face”, 
medical condition 

characterised by bone 
growth in the face and 

cranium.

19) Author of The racial 
characters of the Swed-

ish nation (1926).

Alexandra Ion

Fig. 6. Plaster casts 
from the Francisc I. 

Rainer collection,  
depicting various  

human types.
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Massin 1996 for interwar Germany). Even 
though the most important period in the 
history of this collection (1937-1944) was 
contemporary with such events, Rainer’s 
activity and collecting have remained 
detached from any explicit political agendas. 

It is true that the late 1930s meant for 
Romania as well a time when nationalistic 
ideals became framed in biological terms 
and occasionally became intertwined with 
oicial state politics. Under the inluence 
of German racial hygiene theories, but 
also following a local tradition of public 
hygiene, social medicine and economy 
theories introduced by anarchists and 
socialists starting with the last two decades 
of the 19th century (Cotoi 2014), eugenicists 
such as Iuliu Moldovan and Sabin Manuilã 
(1894-1964), Iordache Făcăoaru (1897-?) 
and Gheorghe Banu (1889-1957) (Turda 
2008, 2014, 122), obtained political and 
institutional support. Along the themes of 
national regeneration and racial policies, 
these eugenicists proposed theories, 
projects and were members of committees 
that supported radical bio-politics 
measures, such as the cleansing of the 
national blood, sterilisations campaigns, 
relocations of populations, premarital 
checking etc., with the Jews and Gypsies 

being the primary targeted groups (see 
Turda 2014)20. In Bucharest, in 1935, the 
Demography, Anthropology and Eugenic 
department at the Institute of Statistics 
was organised the Department of Social 
Medicine at the University of Bucharest, 
and in 1943 was founded by the Ministries 
Council the Commission for the promotion 
and care of the biologic capital of nation 
to evaluate the health of nation and to 
provide concrete eugenic solutions (Turda 
2014, 123; see the works of Maria Bucur, 
2005 and Marius Turda on the eugenic 
movement in Romania, e.g. 2006, 2007, 
2008). Gheorghe Banu became Minister of 
Health in the Octavian Goga government 
between 1937 and 1938, and then Director 
of the Institute of Hygiene in 1943; Sabin 
Manuilă directed Romania’s irst Statistical 
Institute, and during World War II, he was 
an expert adviser on population policies 
of marshal Ion Antonescu (Achim 2005); 
while Iordache Făcăoaru promoted the 
organisation of an Institute of Ethnoracial 
biology ater the model of the Hungarian 
Institute for the biology of the nation (Turda 
2014, 128).

However, placed in the wider context 
of social and medical sciences in Romania 
such examples remain a minority. Rainer’s 

20) Most of these 
though remained 
only at the status of 
projects and were never 
implemented.

Breaking Down the Body and Putting it Back Together: Displaying Knowledge in the “Francisc I. Rainer” Anthropological Collection

Fig. 7. Anthropologi-
cal photograph from 
the study of Maria 
Dumitrescu (1927). 
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activity also remained detached from the 
above mentioned political tendencies or 
agendas of his time. Placed in a Central 
European context, his case is interesting 
since he delimited his activities from 
political goals: Rainer explicitly rejected the 
ideas promoted by the eugenic movement 
or racial hierarchies. Instead, he focused 
on a completely diferent challenge that a 
relatively young state was facing and which 
was more common for the Romanian 
scientists in inter-war Bucharest. In 1918, 
Romania’s territory had almost doubled its 
size through the addition of new Romanian 
language speaking provinces, which were 
previously part of the Habsburg and Russian 
Empires. herefore, to resist the internal 
and external pressures of disintegration that 
followed the uniication, the state needed 
to better integrate the high percentage of 
the ethnic minorities, which represented 
30% of the population (Anuarul Statistic al 
României 1929‐1930 apud Cotoi 2011). 

hus arouse the importance to study 
and understand its ethnic composition, 
and the special needs of a mostly rural and 
uneducated population, and then to devise 
policies to consolidate and modernize the 
state. In this line, proiling the population 
needs became a vital element for the well-
being of the state and various campaigns 
to address this issue were devised – see 
Dimitrie Gusti’s sociological ieldwork in 
Romanian villages, Rainer’s anthropometric 
campaigns etc. 

As a consequence, Rainer’s efort of 
founding an anthropological museum 
and institute took place in a favourable 
internal context – ater the First World 
War, several institutes had been organised 
in Bucharest, which were designed to 
study signiicant aspects of the Romanian 
nation, according to the newly introduced 
disciplines: geopolitics, statistics, sociology, 
anthropology: the Romanian Social 
Institute was founded in 1921, Nicolae 
Iorga’s Institute for the Study of Universal 
History was founded in 193721, in 1936 
the Central Institute of Statistics was 

reorganised, and the Institute of Geography 
was established in 1944. Anthropology was 
seen as one of such disciplines which needed 
to be introduced in Romania, to contribute 
to the synchronisation of Romanian science 
with the rest of Europe and to provide 
tools for knowing the nation. he 1930s 
brought with them a growing interest in its 
institutionalization throughout the country: 
at the Faculty of Natural Sciences in Iași 
was founded in 1930 the Anthropology and 
Palaeontology Department22, while in Cluj 
in 1933 the Anthropological Society was 
born. What needs to be mentioned is that 
even though all these institutes seemed to 
follow a similar agenda, placed in line with 
a nationalistic ideology, they were mostly 
the result of independent eforts of certain 
academics. he Romanian state had little 
involvement in such endeavours, except 
for inancing them, and one can more 
accurately interpret them as “civilising” 
missions supported by certain individuals 
who, ater being trained abroad, saw it 
as a moral obligation to contribute to 
the betterment of life in Romania and to 
continue the independent eforts of some 
of the Romanian intellectual elite in the 
second half of the 19th century. Even so, 
their eforts were not always consistent, 
and at times they remained implicit and 
not fully formed research agendas. his 
particularity of the Romanian case, of the 
way in which the relationship between 
scientists, academic institutions and the 
state were shaped, makes it diferent from 
its European counterparts. As a result, the 
traditional questions which have marked 
the anthropological historiography for this 
time period, focused on the relationship 
between politics, right-wing driven research 
and anthropology, are not fully applicable. 

hus, as Paul Petrini (1847-1924), 
the former head of the Department of 
Anatomy at the Faculty of Medicine had 
written before him23, Rainer thought that 
the role of anthropology was to ill a void 
in Romanian research, that of creating 
a physical anthropological proile of the 
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21) Most of these 
though remained 

only at the status of 
projects and were never 

implemented.

22) See Ciobanu et al. 
2009.

23) E.g., Paul Petrini 
was writing in 1919 

that he finds it a “moral 
obligation” to introduce 
and support anthropol-

ogy, especially given 
the historical context: a 
united Romania where 

one can thus study 
the influences of other 
people on Romanians, 
the distances between 

populations (Petrini 
1919). In his opinion 

such studies would 
have major importance 

for every country, for 
population comparative 

purposes, leading to 
a racial classification; 

from this one could 
observe the influences 

of one population on 
the other, the links and 

differences between 
various crania (and con-
sequently populations) 

(Ion 2014a).
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Romanian population. Even though the 
composition of his collection, directed 
towards collecting “Romanian” ethnics and 
local minorities had an inherent political 
structuring, along the lines of a “national 
body”, he was not a “conscious political 
ideologue” (in Stephen J. Gould’s words) in 
practice: wider interests guided his research 
topics and methods, namely a broader 
understanding of variability of human 
form in the history of life on Earth. hus, 
the craniological collection is only a part 
of his anthropological collection, meant to 
occupy only one loor of the three storied 
Institute’s building.

Furthermore, revealing for his speciic 
understanding of race are the writings 
that followed his ield campaigns to three 
Romanian villages. Similar to Török, he 
thought that a combined study of prehistoric 
populations and contemporary individuals 
can shed light on the dynamics of human 
types. In these villages he had hoped he 
could capture: “the monographic study 
of the inhabitants of as many mountain 
villages as possible, as remote as possible, 
where we are able to discover the older 
ethnical aspects of the population” (Rainer 
1927 apud Majuru 2015, 139). 

However, his method of calculating 
indices based on various measurements 
taken from peasants led him simply 
to conclude that his initial goal was 
unattainable due to a mixture of 
racial characteristics: the variations 
of heads and faces shapes suggested 
that “we cannot speak of an ethnically 
homogenous population” (ibidem). Both 
the terms “ethnically homogenous” or 
“race variations” were used by Rainer in 
the sense of “anthropological types”; his 
results showed a co-habitation of various 
types in local populations, a dolicocephalic 
of Nordic aspect, brachicephalic and 
intermediate type (Rainer 1937). Apart 
from anthropometric measurements, eye 
and hair colour, his serological campaigns 
had also proven the futility of blood groups 
analyses for discriminating between human 

groups. herefore, by the late 1920s he had 
already convinced himself through these 
ield studies in the mountain villages that 
there was no such thing as pure race, and 
every individual in a contemporary setting 
displayed several traits. 

What remains unclear though is how 
he would have actually used the skull 
collection to further his typological studies. 
On the one hand, Rainer published very few 
anthropological studies (Rainer 1945; Rainer 
and Simionescu 1942; Rainer and Cotaescu 
1943; Rainer and Tudor 1945, 1946). Even 
so, he was not necessarily dissatisied with 
anthropometry as a method (as A. Torok 
had been, for example) for charting human 
variability: one could still use indices 
based on body measurements to observe 
individual variability or constitutonal 
types. his was combined with an interest 
in genetic explanations in line with what 
was happening in interwar Vienna or at the 
Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology, 
Human Heredity and Eugenics in Berlin 
– e.g., similar to his Austrian colleagues 
(Berner 2010), he gathered dactilograms 
and conducted surveys on body traits 
interpreted in a genetic key, such as the 
study on metopism (Rainer and Tudor 
1946).

herefore, as such research shows, 
what distinguishes Rainer from his 
contemporaries, is the retention of a view 
of anthropology as a “natural history” 
discipline, interested in diagnosing 
the physical makeup of humankind: 
constitutional and demographic types. 
Even though his studies were mostly 
descriptive in nature, in terms of general 
outlook, his aim was deeper and linked to 
wider philosophy of biology questions. As 
I have detailed elsewhere (Ion 2014b), he 
saught to achieve through the research into 
body’s morphology an understanding of the 
organic forms of life, equating form with 
the ultimate cause, its drive – Bildungstrieb, 
in Goethe’s terms. In this line, human 
variability was a key of understanding 
the laws that govern the generation of life 
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on Earth, a concern which went beyond 
national or ethnic themes.

. . . . . . . .
The museum as a place for making 
visible life: bone, flesh, gypsum, glass 
and paper

“Losing the sight of one eye. It seemed so itting 
– one of nature’s masterpieces – that old Miss 
Parry should turn to glass.” (V. Woolf)

he Anthropological Museum and 
Institute were oicially opened on June 
1940, with the support of the council 
of the Faculty of Medicine (obtained in 
December 7th 1939) and with the approval 
of the Ministry of Education (December 
21st 1939)24; an autonomous institution part 
of the University of Bucharest. As Rainer 
said during the opening ceremony of the 
Institute, the collection consisted of “skulls 
– priceless material for the human types in 
our country”, and the role of the institute 
was “to study from an anthropological 
point of view the Romanian people and 
to educate anthropologists” (Rainer in 
Sevastos 1946, 22). he pathological 
collection was designed for researchers 
– doctors, orthopaedists, radiologists, 
which could “compare the images obtained 
on X-ray plaques with real pieces” (20th 
June 1940, Rainer in Sevastos 1946, 22). 
On this occasion, the inventory of the 
Institute of Anatomy and Embryology was 
divided and the pieces deemed relevant for 
anthropological studies were moved to the 
new Museum on June 28th 1940: the skulls 
collection (around 5000 specimens), with 
cupboards, 70 gypsum casts, the collection 
of specimens of the development of the 
cranium, the pathological bone collection 
(around 600 specimens), 30 anthropological 
instruments, 6 microscopes and 50 books 
(Ion 2014a, 32).

When the collection was moved, it was 
reorganised. We also have information 
regarding the way specimens were 

displayed and mounted. When entering 
the building which housed the institute 
and museum of anthropology, one would 
have felt like stepping inside a Beauchene 
exploded skull, only that in this case it was 
an installation-collage of all anatomical 
elements that made up the human body. he 
new building becomes a collage of several 
body parts, preserved in various way – 
skulls and histological specimens, as well as 
representations like drawings, photographs 
and casts. It was primarily a research 
collection, a visual archive intended for 
anthropologists and doctors alike, who 
would ind here the necessary materials 
for racial or pathological studies. When it 
moved in the new Institute, the collection 
kept its links with medical teaching- 
through the sourcing of materials, which 
came from the cadaver department hosted 
in the basement of the Institute’s building 
and by providing research materials for 
doctors and students. 

A look at the inventory of the col- 
lection can reveal this basic concept 
which structured it and was the core 
around which it grew: variability of form. 
his was integrated to an evolutionary 
understanding: series were created that 
would highlight the way human form 
developed throughout years and millenias, 
but also to make visible the links between 
various forms of life, what he called “the 
identity of the organisational plan.” As he 
wrote in his anthropology class notes:

“I tried to integrate man in the history 
of life on our planet... In this irst lesson I 
looked at it, evolving from anthropus phase 
to Homo Sapiens. I gave them the notion of 
the length of this evolution and of the great 
changes of ambience in which he lived (in the 
northern hemisphere, in the northern part). 
he Mauer man around 530 000 years ago 
– so approximately 17-18000 generations. 
From Christ until now 64, from Aeschylus 
80. So our human antecedents weigh 18.000 
generations or maybe even more... I wanted 
to give the sensation of evolution realised in 
human form and born in their mind the need 
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24) With finance from 
the House of Schools, 

the Ministry of National 
Education, represented 

by Cancicov, and 
the National Bank 

through the governor 
Mitita Constantinescu 
and Finance Minister 

(L’oeuvre 1947).
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of stretching evolution further up.” (Rainer 
1943, MSS) 

“Variability presents degrees of range: we 
can study it as part of a race or a species, of 
a genus and to wider degrees, acording to 
systematic taxonomy levels, without reaching 
the largest, that is the animal kingdom, seen 
as the realisation in ininite forms of the same 
fundamental tendencies of life, or even in the 
whole world of organisms.” (Rainer 1943, 
MSS) (See ig. 8)

In time, the number of specimens grew 
and, according to a published inventory 
(L’oeuvre 1947, 65), in 1946 the collection 
comprised: around 6000 skulls, 1359 bones, 
141 gypsum casts, specimens on lamellae, 
photographs, adnotated anatomical 
drawings, 128 archaeological skulls and 55 
archaeological skeletons. (Fig.  9-10)

Rainer’s ideas were relected in the way 
the unfolding of form was staged in the 
rooms and hallways of the newly built locale 
of the Institute. he preeminent place was 
for dry specimens, bones, which mixed 
with other materialities – wood, metal rods, 
and glass cabinets. 

According to the description published 
in 1947 (L’Oeuvre 1947, 58), the cranio-
logical collection dominated the ground 
loor, being displayed to the let and right 
of the entrance. In the let room, the space 
was illed with four wooden armoires 
containing approximately 1000 skulls, 
two more cupboards against the walls and 

tables for work and iling cabinet. he well 
lit rooms and furniture were designed so 
that they allow for the optimum conditions 
for studying the skulls: these were arranged 
on no more than on two parallel lines in 
armoires, with glass doors so that one could 
easily see / retrieve the skulls for study. In 
the room opposite were brought the old 
cabinets from the basement of the Faculty 
of Medicine, illed with skulls in the process 
of classiication, casts and various post-
cranial elements. 

he only individuals in the collection who 
retained some of their identity were those 
whose skulls were preserved and displayed. 
hese skulls were numbered in blue ink for 
identiication, on the let parietal bone25 and 
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Fig. 9-10 Images  from  
the  Institute  and  
Museum  of  Anthropol-
ogy.  Source:  L’Oevre 
1947, p. 62.

Fig. 8

25) The morphology 
specimens were num-
bered on the piece and 
the diagnosis written 
on the base.
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then grouped based on age, morphology, 
and ethnicity. Among the data inscribed 
were the person’s name and surname, 
sex (marked through the corresponding 
symbols), age, nationality, profession, 
date of death, diagnosis and hospital of 
provenance. Most were Romanians (93%), 
but one could also ind 235 individuals 
from 23 ethnic minorities (Ion 2011), like 
the Turkish soldier Narbitoglu Ismael who 
died in 1917, the Italian Giovanni Zuanelli, 
a miner who died in 1927 and whose body 
came from Pantelimon hospital, or the 
Jewish sculptor Melic Adolf, who died 
aged 70 of bronchitis at Caritas hospital 
in 1932. Most of the causes of death were 
medical conditions and deaths caused by 
poverty: under number 1388 / 190v we ind 
Gheorghe Ciobanu from Cucuieţi-Olt who 
died in 1927 of “physiological misery” and 
ended up in the morgue. Others have died 
violent deaths, like Popa C. Dumitru aged 
16, who died through drowning. Among 
the most disturbing causes of death are 
suicides with ire arms and executions. 3585 
individuals’ had their heads thus preserved 
and displayed, 2123 adult males, 1194 adult 
females and 214 children (Ion 2011). Most 
of these individuals had died between the 
ages of 18 and 60 (Ion 2011). hey tell the 
story of the living conditions for their social 
background in interwar Bucharest, stories 
of poverty, death and solitude. 

From the photographs of the time, and 
the surviving specimens in the collection, 
one can see other marks which these bodies 
bear. Some of the skulls show marks of 
autopsies, the skullcaps being ixed in metal 
hinges. “Special” skulls were individualised 
through the way they were displayed, 
e.g. mounted on black wooden boards, 
like a Turk’s head shot at Plevna in the 
independence war of 1877, given as a git 
to Rainer by a colleague, a unique example 
in the collection of a gunshot wound. hus, 
the substance of bodies, bone, merged with 
ink, metal rods, wooden boards and the 
wood of the armoires, to create a visual atlas 
of human ethnicities.

“Ater the development of face, the 
development of limbs” (Rainer MSS, class 
notes 1943).

Right above the two rooms, on the irst 
loor, one could see the collection of bone 
morphology displayed in transparent 
showcases: two rows of specimens were 
lined on the glass shelves of four parallel 
armoires, placed so that one could easily 
circulate among them. he pieces were 
exhibited so that their pathology was 
exposed, either with the description written 
on their stands, or by grouping similar 
exhibits. From a photograph capturing in 
the collection we can see dozens of sacral 
bones illing one such armoire, looking 
almost like they are dancing on their metal 
rods, while in an armoire to the back, 
skulls and cranial fragments are twisted 
and placed in various positions in order to 
show the pathological deformations. he 
X-rays of the important pieces covered the 
walls of the room, with a switch to light 
them up from behind whenever the visitor 
felt like getting a deeper understanding of 
the pieces exhibited. In a separate room 
were displayed the limb bones, according 
to size and shape, placed in boxes with a 
transparent cover, and grouped according 
to similar deformations or lesions: femora, 
tibiae and arm bones were mounted in 
parallel rows and showcased in tilted boxes 
placed at the viewer’s level; other pieces 
were mounted on metal supports, on cases 
on the walls or placed along the room. In 
this room as well the X-rays of the exhibited 
materials took one wall. 

Illustrative of the fate of these bodies 
deemed pathologically interesting is the 
story of Two crooked legs, found among 
Rainer’s papers. On 16th of January 1897, at 
the surgery of the Saint Spiridon hospital 
in Bucharest, Ciobanu Iordachi, aged 65, 
a worker from Lețcani, presented himself 
with an ulceration where he rested his 
foot which prevented him from walking 
(Bothezat 1898). he diagnosis exposed 
a double congenital club foot. A month 
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later the patient died of pneumonia, but 
his remains were dissected, his case being 
deemed interesting by dr. P. Bothezat, who 
wrote and published a short anatomical 
description the following year. he 
article starts by describing the external 
morphology of Ciobanu’s legs, the aspect 
of the muscles, articulations and ligaments 
in the order they were revealed during the 
clinical examination. he second part of 
the article, which the author found the 
most interesting, records the post-mortem 
faith of the body, trying an “in-depth” 
description. However, this was limited:

“From the performed autopsy we could 
only obtain both thighs with their legs, so 
we can only present the results of dissecting 
these pieces. It would of course have been 
interesting if we could make a study of the 
spine’s bone marrow lesions, especially today 
when almost everybody agrees in considering 
congenital equs varus caused by a nervous 
system lesion. However, the deformity which 
afected our sick man, being marked and 
the anatomical lesions quite advanced, the 
anatomical description of only the legs is 
interesting enough, because it can be made 
extensively.” (Bothezat 1898)

his text, found in the Institute’s archive 
is a typical case study of what would have 
been deemed as a pathologically interesting 
case study which would be reported and 
preserved in an anatomical collection. In 
most cases, such deviant (fragmentary) 
bodies would be kept for reference purposes, 
preserved and stored in anatomical archives. 
A further look at the inventory published 

in 1947 shows a wide range of pathologies, 
with all body parts being represented  
(Table 1, based on L’oeuvre 1947), from 
fractures to congenital anomalies, old age, 
traumas, trepanations, tumors, developmental 
problems and epigenetic traits.

he large corridor on the irst loor 
was also used as an exhibition space: four 
wooden armoires were lining the walls, each 
with a diferent content; one gathered several 
skulls with neural lesions, another those 
with visceral morphology, a third one was 
dedicated to the archaeological specimens 
owned by the Institute through the donations 
of Professor Alexandru Bărăcila, Tzigara 
Samurcaș, Radu Vulpe and Vasile Pârvan 
– 54 complete or fragmentary skulls from 
several medieval cemeteries in Romania26; 
a fourth one held reproductions and casts of 
fossil skeletons and anthropological types. 
On the top loor, in the attic, were displayed 
the cercopithecidae collection, preparations 
of the central nervous system and histological 
specimens, such as a microscopic collections 
of embryologic sections of several species), 
plus a tattoo collection (L’oeuvre 1947, 61-64). 

he importance that the illustrative 
material played in Rainer’s method can be 
seen in his own words in a lecture from 
1943:

“he lectures on the historical realisation 
of the primate type need to be supported by 
plates as impressive as they can be. I count on 
drawings which show the development of face 
in vertebrates, starting from ish and moving 
up towards humans; ater the development 
of face, the development of hands, here a 

26) From Turnu-Severin, 
from Drobeta, Cetatea 
Severinului, Simian Os-
trov, Poiana, Cavaclar 
and Piscul Crasanului; 
Plus 39 boxes of skel-
etons.
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good board showing the evolution of hand 
is needed... all depends on the possibility of 
illustrating things.”

In another account it was mentioned that 
the Institute had 200 large plates realised 
by the Institute’s drawing artist, following 
Rainer’s indications. Among them, one 
could ind: “glaciers, the succession of 
levels of civilisations, the Cioclovina 
graphics, the median from le Moustier, 
La chapelle and Homo Sapiens, doli- 
cocephalie and brahicephalie” (Rainer, 
Lesson 17: “Saturday 22 May 1943”). Most 
of these were meant to be used as part 
of anthropological classes given at the 
University of Bucharest. Some of them, lined 
the walls of the irst loor of the Institute, 
reproductions of prehistoric men bought 
from the museums that held the remains 
(L’oeuvre 1947, 63). (See ig. 11-12)

A n o t h e r 
kind of evidence 
gathered by 
Rainer were the 
anthropologica l 
charts and photo-
graphs taken 
during the ield 
campaigns in 
three mountain 
villages – Nerejul-
mare (Moldova, 
Vrancea), Fun-
dul-Moldovii (Bu- 
covina, Câm-
pulung) and 
Drăguş (Transil-
vania, Făgăraş) – 
in 1927-1928 and 
1932 along the 
Social Romanian 
Institute (Rainer 
1937). In all 3 
campaigns were 
realised “1.002 
anthropologica l 
charts which 

recorded 12 parameters, 2.372 reac-
tions for determining blood groups, 492 
photographic clichés and 633 dactilograms” 
(Ţone 2012; see Majuru 2015; Rainer 1937). 

Anthropological photographs were taken 
at Fundul Moldovei and Drăguş, which 
marked the irst use of anthropological 
photos in Romania for the study of human 
types. he living subjects was recorded 
in three perspectives: face, proile and ¾. 
Responsible for these was Rainer’s student, 
dr. Ştefan Milcu. Ţone (2012) also mentions 
that during these campaigns they also drew 
the proiles and face contours, responsible 
being Aurora Pavelescu, a former student of 
Rainer’s from the Belle Arte Faculty.

he anthropological photograph was 
not meant just to capture the subject’s 
individuality, but to reduce it according to a 
standardized set of rules (see the anatomical 
landmarks and the distances employed) 
and place it in comparison with other 
subject’s images. his type of endeavour was 
designed to capture, analyse and archive 
human typologies and races. (See ig. 14-15) 

From a short excerpt published in 1961 
by one of those who took part in these 
campaigns we can see how what seemed like 
a straightforward operation, photographing 
somebody in order to capture their image, 
was a complex process designed according 
to certain rules in order to produce a speciic 
form of photography: the anthropological 
photograph. Gr. Avakian (p. 179) would 
write in the journal “Probleme de 
Antropologie” [Anthropological Problems]:

At page 84, P. N. Bașkirov mentions 
that one can succeed in photographing 
the human torso or the whole stature only 
if one respects a correct positioning of the 
subject, a camera with a certain design 
and placed in a certain position. [...] the 
author recommends, for the photographing 
in frontal norm, that the camera lens is 
placed at the level of the exterior edges of 
the eyes, thus being achieved the position of 
the body in Frankfurt horizontal, and the 
intersection of the lines which pass through 
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Plates from the  
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collection.
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Fig. 13. Anthropological photographs from Draguş. Institute of Anthropology Francisc I. Rainer archive.
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the external margins of the eyes and 
through the glabella must coincide with the 
centre of the lens. 

 
To this, one adds histological lamellae 

– where human tissue was sliced, coloured 
and placed on standard sized glass lamellae, 
grouped in card-board boxes with leather 
binding. 

. . . . . . . .
Bodies, series, memories. 
Legacies of a collection

“Organismen sind nicht bloss OBJEKTE, 
SONDERN AUCH Subjekte?” (L. V. Wiese) 
[Organisms are not merely objects, but also 
subjects?] [MSS Rainer Archive]

What is ater all the relevance of thinking 
about this collection now, in present times? 
Was there any valid scientiic use of such a 
collection even at the time of its creation? 
Could this be an enough reason for 
justifying its existence? And what should we 
do when confronted with such legacies? In 
their introduction to he Fate of Anatomical 
Collections, Rina Knoef and Robert 
Zwijnenberg (2015) raise a number of issues 
for it is relevant to talk about old collections 
comprising body parts: they embody “rich 
histories” of inter-disciplinary research, 
through their fate – use and abandonment 

– one can chart changes in paradigms and 
audiences and ultimately they are places 
where the power of their keepers is made 
manifest. heir text is part of a wide debate 
regarding the place of such collections in 
contemporaneity, and the ethics and politics 
of studying and displaying the dead in such 
settings (e.g. Cassman et alii 2008; Fforde et 
alii 2004; Hallam and Alberti 2013; Sayers 
2010). In this line, the discussion applied to 
Rainer’s collection has two aspects: the fate 
of the collection and the fate of the bodies 
that compose it.

Rainer’s death in 1944 marked a change 
in the collection’s existence. Partly, this was 
due to external events – the Communist 
regime came to power, the Institute went 
through several reorganisations and lost 
its autonomy, researchers moved, and 
even when it moved back in the building it 
had to downsize, abandon the lower loor 
of the institute; hence the display setup 
as imagined by Rainer was abandoned. 
In essence, the collection was a man’s 
obsession and ambition, tied together by a 
perspective mostly grounded in philosophy 
of biology and kept in close link with 
anatomical teaching and research – thus, 
for any anthropologist who would not have 
shared his teleological goals, this grouping 
together of materials would not have been 
read as Rainer did. In the couple of years 
immediately ater his death, while his 
students were still working there27, his model 
of collecting was still preserved, though 

Fig. 14-15. 
Archaeological 

specimens in the
 collection.

Cranial capacity in 
higher primates.

27) In a memoir from 
March 28th 1947 of Gr. 
T. Popa, the director of 
the Institute of Anthro-
pology at the time, he 

mentions 4 researchers 
in the Institute who 

were developing 
anthropological stud-

ies: Dejica studied 
“cranial sutures”, 

Repciuc – “hair and eye 
colour transmission by 
genes”, Ple[a – “blood 
groups distributions by 

families”, B \l\ceanu 
and Simionescu – “the 

form and function of 
cerebellum based on its 

marks on skulls.”
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his (philosophical) agenda was not taken 
on: the collection was enlarged with 1000 
crania, a genetic department was founded, 
full skeletons were mounted (“and not just 
skulls”, Popa 1947) and the embryology 
collection was reorganised. By mid 20th 
century, this vision of anthropology, tied 
with anatomy and seen as a natural science 
was already starting to dissapear elsewhere 
in Europe, and in time also in Romania. 
In the following decades, more and more 
anthropological studies at the Center for 
Archaeological Research focused primarily 
on ar-chaeological skeletons or living 
populations. he craniological collection 
was kept on display, mostly as a piece of 
heritage, whereas the histological specimens 
were put in storage, and the rest of the 
documents, drawings, plates, casts, ended 
up in the attic, and others have been lost. 
Seventy years later, only the skulls and some 
pathological post-cranial specimens are still 
present, a handful of anatomical drawings 
and X-rays, none of 
the large plates, only 
a dozen casts and the 
mortuary mask, a 
couple of boxes with 
histological lamellae 
and part of the 
photographs from the 
ield campaigns.

At the same time, 
during Rainer’s life 
the collection and 
museum remained 
mostly a closed 
space, his own 
research world. here 
seemed to have been 
a wider interest in 
the collection, as 
the memories of the 
intellectuals of the 
time who visited it 
show, as well as an interest in his weekly 
anthropological lectures given during the 
years of 1941-42, 42-43 in the University’s 
amphiteatre: “In the winter of 1943 a young 

doctor arrived at the front in the Caucasus 
and brought me the news that F. Rainer’s 
lectures make a big noise in the capital, 
and are much enjoyed by the Bucharest 
intelligentsia” (Sevastos 1946).

But Rainer was and remained a solitary 
man, living by and demanding high 
standards, constantly trying to perfect his 
body and mind discipline. His notes on 
evolution, embryology and race are inter-
spersed with quotes from Paul Valery, 
Goethe, Henry Delacroix, Blaise Pascal – all 
his practical endeavours were made having 
in mind old existential and philosophical 
questions:

“Toute l’histoire de l’univers est écrite sur 
les ailes d’une mouche” (Alfred Giard, in 
Rainer MSS).

“he play of colours in dew drops is  
splendid only when I watch it without 
my glasses. Glasses make it barren. he 

sensation... of pure love” 
(Rainer 2012, 101).

 
He was a man who 

devoted close attention 
to the annual blooming 
of trees and lowers in 
his garden, struggled 
with insomnia and 
was forever sunken in 
observing the spectacle 
of form and its 
relationship with time. 
Even though he had 
imagined this Institute 
for posterity and 
named it a “Museum”, 
during his lifetime it 
was mostly his own 
research laboratory – 
with very few visitors 
or researches, most of 

which were anatomists. his situation was 
also kept in the following decades, with the 
collection being “on display”, but actually 
just an archive from which necessary 

Fig. 16

Breaking Down the Body and Putting it Back Together: Displaying Knowledge in the “Francisc I. Rainer” Anthropological Collection



46

research material could be retrieved.
Since then, the collection has been passed 

on and viewed as a “methodological tool”, 
used for a limited number of osteological 
and medical studies (Ion 2011), as a piece 
of heritage (see the exhibition in 2001, 
Dumitrescu and Crăciun 2001), but an open 
question remains: what should we do with 
this legacy? 

On the other hand,  and most importantly, 
is looking at the issue of ethics in relation 
to the type of body which Rainer brought 
into view through his collecting and 
research practices. In spite of his intention 
to capture the dynamics of life, Rainer 
ultimately gathered thousand of bodies who 
were silenced in the space of the Institute. 
In the process, individuals became body 
parts, signiied diseases or trauma marks. 
hey were reduced to lesh and bone, 
which could be moulded and mounted as 
desired, and from each individual was kept 
only the part which was deemed necessary 
to signify a certain aspect. hus, body 
parts were mixed and matched, creating a 
visual spectacle. In practice, through the 

methods of interrogation he applied, he 
reduced the analysed individuals to static 
contours, mathematical formulas, indexes, 
and igures, placed in wider comparative 
narratives about morphological variation 
(see Ion 2014b for a detailed analysis). 

From a diferent point of view, the story 
of the collection is relevant to highlight 
the way in which inter-disciplinary 
connections are a constitutive aspect of 
Romanian anthropology. For Rainer, 
anthropology remained a natural science, 
linked to prehistory, but also to geography, 
and biology, and removed from cultural 
explorations such as the ones opened by 
Franz Boas and other early 20th century 
anthropologists. Beyond a local relevance of 
such a historical account, it is my contention 
that bringing together fragments of Rainer’s 
biography, of collection’s inventory and 
stories about the dead one can challenge 
contemporary understanding of what such 
collections stood for. Rainer proposed 
a speciic take on human taxonomy; he 
constructed series28, meant to document, to 
bring forth the underlying structures that 
made up a human’s identity, namely biology 

28) For a great method-
ological perspective on 
seriality in science, see 
Hopwood et alii 2010.
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in his case. In his view, he collected life and 
evidences of generation forces. In a way, 
the collection could have been viewed as 
an evolutionary tree made visible, but one 
encapsulating ontogeny – the development 
of human organisms from generation 
to adulthood – and making visible links 
between past and present human forms, 
links decoded in an anatomical and 
biological key. he goal of this gathering of 
materials, as Rainer had imagined it, was to 
see the forever generating patterns of life in 
material form, and a basis of racial studies29. 
His aim was to observe the “plasticity 
of human form”, various phenotypes, 
extinct humans and contemporary types 
in comparative perspective, the Romanian 
type and its local variations: “Look for 
example, the type of ‘oltean’ is pretty 
characteristic and distinguishable from the 
‘muntean’ and ‘moldavian’30, which can be 
distinguished at a irst look” (Rainer 1934).

he relevance of such concerns for the 21st 
century lies in a still unsettled matter – how is 
one to deine types and construct boundaries 
inside taxonomic groupings, if variability is 

read in an evolutionary key? Rainer aimed 
at charting human types by using biology 
and anatomy as investigative tools, and 
this resulted in certain bodies’ displays and 
research questions. herefore, an analysis 
of such a collection can ofer possible new 
ways for interpreting anthropological 
practices in order to bridge the gap between 
anthropology-osteoarchaeology-heritage 
and museum displays. 
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