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Herbert Basedow practised science at a time when it 
was not uncommon to work across disciplines. But 
the combination of his talents and interests provided 
opportunities, attitudes and perspectives unique even 
in his time, and rarely encountered since. The broad 
scope of his university qualifications armed Basedow 
with the background knowledge and methodologies he 
would later draw upon in recording and interpreting 
new information that he would come across on his 
many travels into remote and little-explored regions 
of Australia. 

Basedow’s early career
Basedow’s undergraduate studies at the University 
of Adelaide and his postgraduate work in German 
universities at Breslau, Göttingen and Heidelberg 
included botany and zoology alongside his geology 
major. Professor Ralph Tate, who had held the Elder 
Chair in Natural Sciences at the University of Adelaide 
since its foundation in 1874, had a significant 
influence on Basedow’s development as a scientist. 
Tate himself routinely published in all three areas. 
Basedow, a willing satellite of the great man, aimed to 
continue in his footsteps.1

Basedow’s first scientific paper was read before the 
Royal Society of South Australia in July 1901, while 
he was still an undergraduate student at the University 
of Adelaide.2 In it he presented an extension of work 
originally performed by Tate on fossil molluscs from 
Edithburgh, on South Australia’s Yorke Peninsula, 

including one Tate had named in Basedow’s honour, 
Tellina basedowi.3 The paper concluded with a heartfelt 
tribute to Tate, ‘who has been recognised as having a 
place among the highest authorities in natural science, 
and one to whom students of palæontology, especially 
in Australia, are deeply indebted’.4 At the time of 
Tate’s death, on 20 September 1901, he and Basedow 
had been working together on five new fossil species. 
Basedow presented a paper based on this research to 
the Royal Society of South Australia the following 
year.5

Zoology and botany 
In 1905 Basedow presented two more scientific papers 
to the Royal Society of South Australia, this time on 
living molluscs. In the first he described two new 
species of gastropod (the class of molluscs that includes 
snails) collected on a marine dredging expedition off 
Adelaide with physician and amateur conchologist 
Dr Joseph Verco. The second, jointly written with 
Charles Hedley of the Australian Museum, described 
six new species of nudibranchs (‘sea slugs’).6

From this time on, Basedow’s professional activities 
were directed away from botany and zoology. He 
himself did not publish any more on new species, 
and he did not write any more scientific articles on 
fauna. The expeditions he undertook, however, with 
their prime purposes of geological, anthropological 
and medical investigation, allowed him to collect 
specimens opportunistically and, over the years, 
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he was responsible for adding a considerable number 
of new species of invertebrates and plants to museum 
and herbaria catalogues. There was a great flurry of 
academic activity upon Basedow’s return from the 
1903 prospecting expedition to north-western South 
Australia, as his collected specimens providing his 
fellow Royal Society members with new material for 
their own papers.7 

Australian herbaria contain nearly 800 individual 
plant specimens collected by Basedow over the period 
of his working life; many more are known to be housed 
in collections in Europe and England. Although 
Basedow never described himself as a botanist, and he 
didn’t publish in this area, as a collector he extended 
both the known range of previously described plants, 
as well as adding new species, and at least one new 
genus to the Australian flora.8 On Basedow’s first 
major expedition, prospecting for metal ores in the 
Musgrave, Mann and Tomkinson ranges in 1903, 
he collected the type specimens of Acacia basedowii 
(Basedow’s wattle) and Triodia basedowii (colloquially 
known as spinifex). On subsequent expeditions he 
collected the types of an Eragrostis, a Scaevola, and a 
Pandanus (see page 25), all of which were named in his 
honour. The new genus he collected, Basedowia, a herb 
named in 1929, comprises a single species. 

There are at least two species of plants that once 
carried his name — the herb Goodenia basedowii (named 
in 1912) and the rush Typha basedowii (named in 1915) — 
but these have since been determined not to be new 
species after all. Under the laws of nomenclature these 
revert to the original name of the species. Of the six 
species of nudibranchs described by Basedow and 
Hedley in 1905, five remain classified as new species, 
despite four being later reassigned to different genera.9

Herbert Basedow 
examining plants on 
Mannakai station, 
Northern Territory 
1922 or 1928

photograph by Frank Feast 
reproduced from film 
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In all, Basedow described more than 30 new species 
of flora and fauna, including two with Tate and six with 
Hedley. The full extent of Basedow’s collecting and 
naming of plant and animal specimens remains to be 
fully investigated. What we do know is that Basedow 
discovered at least one new genus and 20 new species 
of insects, six new molluscs and six new fossils that 
were described in his lifetime by various scientists, in 
addition to the new plants referred to above.

Geology
Geology was the mainstay of Basedow’s paid scientific 
work. Several of the expeditions and many of his 
shorter trips were because of his qualifications — 
undergraduate and postgraduate10 — and experience in 
geology. Earlier trips were undertaken as an employee 
of the South Australian Geological Department. 
After 1911, while Basedow was a consulting geologist, 
he undertook geological investigations for both 
individuals and for organisations, including mining 
syndicates and companies.

When carrying out his geological fieldwork Basedow’s 
investigations were limited to surface outcrops and 
shallow diggings unless there were existing shafts where 
he was conducting his inspections. While he could 
observe features such as faulting and folding to gain 
clues to the geological record, or examine fossils to 
gauge the age of deposits, in cases where such evidence 
was absent he was limited in what he could determine.

The year after he graduated, Basedow was employed 
as one of four prospectors on the South Australian 
Government prospecting expedition of 1903. On his 
return he published three papers — two on geological 
subjects — from material gathered on the expedition. 
For one of these, ‘Geological report on the country 

traversed by the South Australian Government North-
West Prospecting Expedition, 1903’, he was awarded 
the University of Adelaide’s Tate Memorial Medal 
(named in honour of his mentor) in 1904.11 

The following year Basedow was engaged as a temporary 
assistant to serve under State Government Geologist 
HYL Brown, in geological explorations in the Top 
End. This time Basedow was absent from Adelaide for 
almost eight months. Brown had considerable faith 
in Basedow’s abilities as a geologist, and it was just 
as well that Basedow was competent at his work. In 
October, Brown contracted malaria, and from then 
until the party’s return to Adelaide in December, he 
was unable to do anything more arduous than examine 
cores of rock or sediments brought to him. According 
to historian Bernard O’Neil, ‘much of the geological 
exploration was left to Basedow’.12 Basedow published 
five papers that derived from the 1905 expedition: one 
in anthropology and four in geology, including two 
jointly with Brown.

It was not only the Government Geologist who 
demonstrated confidence in the young Basedow. 
While the expedition party was in the Northern 
Territory, a report of gold being found at Melville Bay, 
on the western side of Gove Peninsula, was received by 
the minister responsible for the Territory, Laurence 
O’Loughlin. According to an unreferenced newspaper 
report, the minister requested that Basedow examine 
the specimens. 

In 1906 Basedow conducted explorations in part of 
the Flinders Ranges. The same year, he classified the 
entire School of Mines geological collection of 2500 
specimens; his catalogue was published the following 
year.13 Basedow was appointed honorary curator to 
undertake this work. In 1910, Basedow was appointed 



20

South Australian Assistant Government Geologist, 
a position he held until 30 April the following year. 
During this time he investigated various geological 
deposits south of Adelaide, as far north as the Flinders 
Ranges and on Kangaroo Island.14 

Basedow was not one to back away from controversy 
and on several occasions became involved in 
sometimes heated debates with other scientists. One 
particular feud, with geologist Walter Howchin over 
glacial deposits, was reported on and off in the South 
Australian media for many years.15 About 10 years later 
Basedow was again embroiled in disputes with senior 
colleagues, although by this time Basedow himself 
was an experienced scientist with an established 
reputation. In 1915 and 1917 he was asked by two 
consortiums to respond to adverse reports, authored 
by Arthur Wade and LK Ward, on the possibilities 
of finding petroleum deposits in South Australia. 
Basedow’s own reports were more optimistic.16 In 

his (albeit polite) attacks on Ward’s science, it is 
conceivable that Basedow’s strong opposition was 
sharpened by the fact that Ward had won the position 
of Government Geologist over Basedow in 1911. 

Basedow’s publishing on geological matters took a back 
seat after 191117 and, following his resignation from 
the position of Chief Medical Inspector and Protector 
of Aborigines in the Northern Territory after only 45 
days, it seems that he was no longer ‘the prodigal son’. 
After unsuccessfully applying for the position of South 
Australian Government Geologist (it was reported in 
the press that he was advised not to apply ‘in order that 
he would not be embarrassed by his non-selection’) 
he went back into medical practice and henceforth 
his geological work was undertaken as a consultant on 
small geological jobs, advertising himself as providing 
‘Geological, Mining, and Petroleum Reports. 
Examinations undertaken in any part of Australia’.18

 

Glacial till, Yellow 
Cliffs, Northern 
Territory 1920s
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Deception Creek, 
Flinders Ranges, 
South Australia 
1905 – about 1913
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Anthropology

Basedow always had a leaning towards anthropology 
and he took any opportunity to make anthropological 
observations. His anthropological work comprised a 
mix of observation and interrogation. He observed 
Aboriginal people going about their business, from 
everyday activities such as food preparation to secret 
ceremonies. To learn about Aboriginal interment 
practices he dug up graves, sometimes collecting the 
skeletons found within them. On many occasions, 
without any form of interpretation available to him, 
he was only able to observe. This was largely the case 
in his documentation of rock paintings. At Uluru in 
1926, for example, he documented rock paintings 

all around the monolith but was unable to learn 
anything of their rich religious meaning as there 
were no traditional owners in the vicinity to consult. 
He simply sketched the paintings in a notebook, 
noting dimensions and the colour of the pigments 
employed, and photographed them with his camera 
and cinematograph. 

In cases where he was able to consult with Aboriginal 
people, the subject matter ranged widely from social 
structures, through to historical incidents and the 
meaning of ceremonies. He was occasionally aided 
in his endeavours by kindred spirits, also interested 
in anthropology, including Pastor Carl Strehlow 
at Hermannsburg, a mission in southern central 
Northern Territory visited by Basedow in July 1920:

Herbert Basedow communicating 
with an unknown man, Arnhem 
Land, Northern Territory 1928

photograph possibly by Donald Mackay 
reproduced from lantern slide
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While engaged upon one of my later 
commissions in central Australia, my duties 
took me to the Hermannsburg Mission Station 
on the Finke River, where for a fortnight I 
enjoyed the companionship of the Rev. Carl 
Strehlow and received every assistance in my 
researches among the western groups of the 
Arunndta [Arrernte] tribe.19

In 1925 Basedow published his major anthropological 
work, The Australian Aboriginal, which brought together 
all of his observations on Aboriginal societies up 
to that time. Basedow’s fieldwork was the result 
of opportunities usually offered to him in widely 
different areas and therefore without cohesiveness. 
This did give him, though, the opportunity to 
consider diversity across Aboriginal cultures. His 

knowledge extended beyond the areas of his own 
fieldwork, but the more detailed information he 
presented was based on his own observations.20 

He wanted to make the book ‘of general interest’ 
and for this reason it is very broad-ranging, in 
geographical terms and subject matter, and does not 
have the same degree of detail as the work of some of 
his contemporaries. In fact Basedow was rarely in a 
position to spend more than a week or two with any 
group of people and consequently could not make 
detailed and sustained observations. He was unable, 
therefore to complete comprehensive ethnographies 
such as those produced by writers such as Spencer 
and Gillen, or Howitt and Roth.21 Nevertheless, The 
Australian Aboriginal does contain a wealth of useful 
information on many aspects of Aboriginal cultures 

Ununited fracture of a 
man’s arm, Denial Bay, 
South Australia 1920

Arrernte man with badly 
united fracture, Henbury 
station, Northern 
Territory 1920

reproduced from glass plate 
negatives
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in the areas he visited, and where those areas were 
settled early, like Darwin, his work is a major source 
of information. 

Basedow’s status as a medical practitioner or 
government official sometimes facilitated his 
anthropological investigations. As he explains:

I do not claim to be an initiated member 
of any tribe. To be candid, I several times 
tried to qualify by impressive exhibitions of 
surgical skill and exaggerated munificence, 
but, although I gained the confidence and 
goodwill of the old men, I was informed that 
I could only be accepted provided I passed 
through the different grades of initiation 
and submitted to the attendant mutilations 
in the orthodox way. The medicine men, 
however, usually claimed me as a ‘Kata’ or 
colleague, and allowed me to witness most of 
their rituals and sacred ceremonies, which 
they carefully explained to me. In this way I 
was able, also, to secure a very great series of 
photographs depicting intimate scenes from 
aboriginal life, many of which are unique.22

At a time when Indigenous people were heavily 
exploited and interest in their cultures was limited, 
Basedow’s interest in Aboriginal cultures probably 
came as a surprise to many of the Aboriginal people 
he encountered. On his first expedition, in 1903, 
his travelling companions included Arrerika, an 
Arrernte man, and his wife, Unnruba, a Luritja 
woman. In 1908 Basedow published vocabularies of 
both languages based on information provided by 
the couple.23 Evidently in recognition of Basedow’s 
interest in his people, Arrerika made a bullroarer for 
Basedow during the expedition.24

Basedow often drew on his broad scientific and 
medical knowledge to inform his anthropological 
work. He used geology to help explain the antiquity 
of rock engravings in the Flinders Ranges, which he 
visited several times between 1905 and about 1912 
or 1913.25 He drew on his medical background in 
his eight-part report, published in 1932, entitled 
‘Diseases of the Australian Aborigines’.26 Basedow 
observed how the impoverished living conditions of 
Aboriginal people were often a contributing factor 
to poor health. He was also interested in the way 
their beliefs could affect the way they responded to 
treatment:

One of the principal difficulties experienced 
in handling an aboriginal patient was the 
prevailing superstition which attributed all 
morbid conditions of the system to the evil 
influence of some foreign power or entity 
which continued to sway until the imaginary 
enemy was disposed of, or his witchcraft 
made void by an effective countercharm.27

In his outlook and opinions of Australian Aboriginal 
people, Basedow was heavily influenced by German 
anthropologist Hermann Klaatsch, and became 
increasingly focused on the importance of preserving 
‘pristine’ Aboriginal cultures as much as possible.28 
This, he believed, necessitated the removal of non-
Aboriginal elements from Aboriginal society, as part 
of an overall protection of the Aboriginal ‘race’. From 
1914 onwards he campaigned (unsuccessfully) to have 
an Aboriginal Reserve declared in the area of his 1903 
explorations, to stop the people there ‘from becoming 
extinct’. In the late 1920s he supported the proposal 
for an area of Arnhem Land to be reserved for ‘the 
native tribes at present living there’: 
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The isolation of the area makes it most 
suitable for the purpose. The several tribes 
concerned are still living the happy hunting 
lives of their ancestors, and have not been 
contaminated by any extent by civilisation.29

Basedow’s work in Europe and Great Britain on the 
craniometric measurements of skulls of Australian 
(Tasmanian) Aborigines — the basis of his being 
awarded a Doctorate of Medicine — added valuable 
data to that held by Klaatsch on the skulls of Europe’s 
Neanderthal man. Thomas Huxley had been the first 

to suggest a close relationship between the Aboriginal 
and European races, speaking of the ‘Austral 
Caucasian’ in 1895. Klaatsch and, later, Basedow 
picked up this lead. The theory, as now developed, 
suggested that blackness in Aborigines was only skin-
deep, unlike that of the Negroid races, and that 
Aboriginal people and Caucasians came from the same 
common stock; ‘the Australian aboriginal black and 
the European white were one and the same race’.30 
According to Basedow, Aborigines were more than 
just a relict example of the stone age, as claimed by 

Herbert Basedow talking to 
Danbidelli (Jim Mariner), 
Innamincka station, South 
Australia 1919

unknown photographer 
reproduced from lantern slide
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Spencer and others; they were ‘the prototype of man 
as he appeared in Europe in the Stone Age’.31 So much 
more urgent then, to protect these distant relations of 
Europeans, and their culture.32

Prior to the mid-1920s Australia had very few 
professional anthropologists. The University of Sydney 
established the first department of anthropology in 
Australia in 1926. Briton A Radcliffe-Brown was 
appointed to the inaugural chair, arriving in Sydney 
from South Africa, where he had held a similar post. 
The Bulletin was critical of the appointment of overseas 

academics when Australians of sufficient calibre were 
available, commenting:

But neither case is quite so dreadful as 
the appointment of a young gentleman in 
S’Africa to the chair of Anthropology while 
the Australian Dr. Basedow was available.33

There is little doubt Basedow was more than a capable 
scholar and researcher and he was highly regarded 
during his lifetime, especially in his home state and 
by anthropologists overseas. However, Basedow never 
held an official position as an anthropologist.

,  
northern Arnhem Land, 
Northern Territory 1928

reproduced from film negative
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Cartography and draughtsmanship
Basedow’s talents were not restricted to fieldwork-
related activities — he was also a capable illustrator 
and draughtsman.34 His illustrations ranged from 
line drawings of animals and Aboriginal people 
undertaking activities to exquisite coloured drawings 
of marine invertebrates. At the University of Adelaide, 
Basedow studied surveying and on his expeditions he 
located the relative positions of the various landmarks 
encountered. He later produced maps of the country 
traversed, many of which were published. His diary 
of the 1926 expedition to the Petermann Ranges, 
for example, contains numerous readings from the 
various hills he climbed to take them.35

Conclusion
Anthropology was Basedow’s main area of activity 
and spanned his entire career. Academically, it 
was his most productive area. As a scientist, he was 
a prolific worker. He published scientific articles 
following directly on from work carried out during 
his first expedition and he continued to publish 
throughout his life, with two posthumous works 
being published two years after his death.36 He was a 
member of a number of learned societies in Australia 
and Europe,37 and gave frequent lectures to the 
scientific community. But he was also interested in 
communicating his findings to the wider community, 
giving frequent public lectures, speaking on the radio 
and writing articles for the popular press. Basedow 
spread his talents over many fields — possibly too 
many. While Basedow did have a worldwide reputation 
as a knowledgeable person on Aboriginal cultures, 

he did not achieve the same career heights as many 
of his contemporaries. As his Australian Dictionary of 
Biography biographer Ian Harmstorf observes, ‘It was 
frequently said of him, after his early death, that he 
would have achieved greater eminence if he had not 
spread his remarkable talents so widely’.38 Perhaps, 
today we would judge that his greatest talent was as a 
fieldworker — an explorer, observer and collector.

This chapter was co-authored by Edwin Ride.
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