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This paper analyzes the early development of prehistoric archaeology as a scientific discipline in Argentina
(1880–1910), focusing on one of its most important topics: Quaternary (Paleolithic) and Tertiary man. Around
1900, the question of proving the great antiquity of humans in South America turned into a proposal that
Argentina was the cradle of the human race, where Paleolithic man became a more recent specimen than
its remote ancestors in the Pampas and Patagonia. The appearance and disappearance of Argentinean
forerunners of humans—widely discussed on the international scene—were deeply connected with the
eventual consolidation of prehistoric archaeology and paleoanthropology as scientific disciplines.
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1. Introduction
As a scientific discipline, prehistoric archaeology
emerged linked to the problem of the “antiquity of
man,” that is, the occurrence of human artifacts and
bones in geological strata, containing evidence of life
conditions different from those of modern times. By
the 1860s, the coexistence of humans and extinct
animals in the Pleistocene was becoming generally
accepted by many scientists in Europe (Cohen and
Hublin 1989; Grayson 1983; Meltzer 1983; Van
Riper 1993). While in the Old World, “Paleolithic”
was accepted as equivalent to “Quaternary Man,” in
the Americas, this was controversial. There, it was
argued, the Paleolithic existed until early modern
times, so that the long geological scale of Europe
was irrelevant and that those humans should simply
be called “Pre-Columbian men” (Podgorny 2009).
The great antiquity of humans was accepted inde-

pendently from the idea of human evolution
(Laurent 1989, 1993). For those who accepted the
place of humankind in the animal kingdom and its
dependence on the laws of evolution, prehistoric
archaeology became related to the search for human
ancestors on different continents. Some thought that
the ancestral forms could be found in European
Tertiary strata (Richard 1991); others identified the
cradle of humanity in the East Indies or on the
Asian mainland. For example, Borneo, Java, and

Sumatra—home of orangutans and gibbons—
provided potential sources of evidence for the
evolution of anthropoid apes (Sherratt 2002).1 Early
in the twentieth century, the Italo-Argentinean paleon-
tologist Florentino Ameghino (1854?–1911) proposed
that the cradle of humanity had been instead found in
the Pampas of southern South America. Ameghino’s
date of birth became a contested issue in the 1910s,
when some catholic groups tried to prove that he was
born in Moneglia, Italy in 1853 rather than in Luján
in 1854. This was linked to the attempts of the
Socialist Party to make his birthplace in Luján a
secular pilgrimage center to compete with the Basilica
of Our Lady of Luján (see Podgorny 1997).

Ameghino’s paleontological research in the Pampas
and Patagonia was the result of a sort of small family
business. While one of his brothers spent long periods
in the field, the other took care of the family’s book-
shops in Buenos Aires. Léontine, his French wife,
helped him with his writings. The business also had
the support of some members of the local Genovese
community, various German scientists living in
South America, and a few Argentine naturalists.
Along with them, the Ameghinos elaborated their
ideas about the Tertiary geological formations in
South America and about the origin and dispersion
of mammals. Due to their fame as paleontologists,
they gained national and international visibility, to
such an extent that by the 1880s, they had created
different networks to provide data and objects.Correspondence to: Irina Podgorny. Email: ipodgo@isis.unlp.edu.ar
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Engineers, topographers, military personnel, politicians,
and even the national president sent letters, bones, and
drawings to their house, preferring this destination to
the collections in State museums, namely, the Museum
of the city of La Plata, established in 1884, and the
National Museum in Buenos Aires, established in
1823. Having been appointed director of the latter in
1902, Florentino died in 1911, leaving behind an
impressive list of publications; several open scientific
debates; a museum, which was literally in danger of col-
lapse; and his private paleontological collections,
library, and archive (Podgorny 2005, 2015).
Using Ameghino’s work on the antiquity of man

and human origins, this paper aims to analyze the con-
stitution of prehistoric archaeology as a scientific dis-
cipline. The first part explores the early debates
about the antiquity of man in Argentina and attempts
to prove that humans had lived among the colossal
fossil mammals of South America. In the following
sections, the paper argues that the emergence and dis-
appearance of Argentinean Tertiary forerunners of
man are deeply connected with the consolidation of
prehistoric archaeology and paleoanthropology as
scientific disciplines. The subject of this paper
addresses a number of concerns of interest in contem-
porary history of science. These range from questions
of discipline formation of the new science of paleoan-
thropology; questions of what constitutes an appropri-
ate training to conduct this kind of research; as well as
questions regarding instruments, modes of obser-
vations, and the reliability of evidence. As discussed
in the following pages, the history of prehistoric
archaeology and paleoanthropology was shaped by
the tensions between the national versus the inter-
national nature of archaeological research, tensions
where the politics of language as expressed in classifi-
catory systems, publications, debates, and correspon-
dence was a crucial actor.

2. The “Man of the Great Armadillo”
In the nineteenth century, the origin of Americas’
inhabitants became one of the central issues at the
International Congresses of Americanists, established
in France in 1867. At the first meeting in Nancy, the
autochthonism of American civilizations was exten-
sively reviewed; while at the second meeting
(Luxemburg, 1877), the antiquity of man in the New
World was defined as the crucial problem of American
anthropology and ethnography. Tertiary man was dis-
cussed at Brussels in 1879. In Luxemburg, it was
accepted that whereas prehistoric man in Europe was
equivalent to ante-diluvian man, to be searched for
among fossil bones, “in America it should rather be
called Pre-Columbian man (hombre ante colombiano),
because our history starts with the discovery of the
New World.” (Comas 1974; Quesada 1879: 144).2

In Buenos Aires, literary and scientific circles soon
analyzed the problem of the “antiquity of man.”
Reviews on the European findings and debates were
published constantly in the press. A year after publi-
cation, Charles Lyell’s The Antiquity of Man was
reviewed as the work that collected all of the docu-
ments proving the contemporaneity of humans and
fossil fauna (Burmeister 1864: 18). Early in the
1870s, the Italians Giovanni Ramorino and
Pellegrino Strobel moved to Argentina to teach
natural history at Buenos Aires University. Engaged
in the promotions of the “international movement of
prehistory,” as it was called by Gabriel de Mortillet,
they reported on local prehistoric news to Europe
and encouraged local naturalists to search for prehisto-
ric artifacts. Ramorino patronized, among others, a
young countryman from Moneglia, a school teacher
named Florentino Ameghino, who late in the 1870s
reported on the association of fossil mammals with
objects of human manufacture (Podgorny 2000,
2009). Geology did not help Ameghino to prove
such a statement: in the Pampas, “the nature and uni-
formity of its sediments do not allow for the study of
its deeper levels” (Zeballos and Reid 1876: 315).
Vestiges of the local antiquity of humans were there-
fore not fully reliable. At the meetings of local scienti-
fic societies, collectors debated over the association of
fossil fauna, geological strata, and archaeological
relics (Lopes and Podgorny 2000; Podgorny and
Lopes 2008). In addition, since the late 1850s,
traders in fossil mammal bones from the Pampas
were aware of the demand existing in Europe on
remains from “prehistoric man.” In a context where
the search for prehistoric objects was seen as a mere
attempt to create a new commodity for the market in
natural history objects, Ameghino was treated by
Hermann Burmeister, the German director of the
Museum of Buenos Aires, as just one of the many
fossil providers in search of scientific and social recog-
nition (Podgorny 2009, 2015).
Other young men from Buenos Aires as well became

devoted to the study of the antiquity of man in South
America. Among them were the law and engineering
student Estanislao Zeballos (1854–1923), and
Francisco P. Moreno (1852–1919), director of
Buenos Aires Anthropological Museum, established
in 1878 (and closed soon thereafter). Whereas
Ameghino adopted the methods of geological archae-
ology, trying to link objects with fossils and strata,
Zeballos proposed a Holocene age for the South
American Paleolithic, stressing the uncertainty of
local stratigraphy. For him, the remains found in
deeper layers could not be authenticated “in terms of
their real location in the strata” (Zeballos 1879: 40,
47). For Ameghino, on the one hand, the South
American Paleolithic was as old as in Europe and

Podgorny Human Origins in the New World

PaleoAmerica 2015 VOL. 1 NO. 1 69



could be related to the prehistoric sequence of techno-
logical industries proposed by de Mortillet and his fol-
lowers (Podgorny 2009). Moreno and Zeballos, on the
other hand, proposed a sequence of mere local
meaning. The three of them had their own private col-
lections of fossils and prehistoric tools, in which they
invested much money and time, so for all of them,
the Paleolithic in the Pampas was a matter of fact.
In 1878, Ameghino presented his archaeological

and paleontological collections at the Paris
Anthropological Exhibition, impressing French scien-
tists to such extent that the collections were described
as a “prehistoric museum in itself” (Exposition 1879:
172). Prehistoric archaeology, as Kaeser (2002) has
underlined, was established as an international enter-
prise, with fora such as the International Congress of
Prehistoric Anthropology and Archaeology—esta-
blished in 1863—and meetings associated with world
exhibitions. The emergence of prehistoric archaeology
faced the challenge of creating transnational chrono-
logical and classificatory frameworks, equivalent to
those provided by geology. Integrating local sequences
into a general schema of worldwide meaning implied
working on the basis of correlation and a common
classificatory language (Coye 1997; Van Riper 1993).
“The French from South America”—as Ameghino

wanted to be considered—were creating evidence
that allowed for the spread of prehistory to South
American territories, another location from which to
extract evidence for the great antiquity of man.
Thus, French scientists were open to welcoming
South American Paleolithic man as further proof of
humans’ long history on the Earth, on the basis of
the collections transported to Paris and the expertise
Ameghino showed in the debate on the geologic anti-
quity of the site of Chelles. In fact, Florentino stayed in
Paris until 1881, studying paleontological collections
stored in the Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle
and participating in multiple geological and archaeo-
logical venues and discussions (Podgorny 2009).

In 1880, Ameghino published La antigüedad del
Hombre en el Plata (Man’s Antiquity in the la Plata
Basin), where he arranged the prehistoric tools from
the Pampas in a sequence that paralleled with the
European sequence set by Gabriel de Mortillet.
Ameghino (1880–1) proposed that humans had lived
among Megatheria and announced the discovery of
the early Americans’ actual dwelling place: the cara-
pace of a glyptodont. In the midst of the Pampas, on
those vast plains without a tree or rock behind which
humans might find shelter, humans dug a hole in the
ground and roofed it with the shell of a glyptodont,
thus forming a cave-like retreat. However, it was diffi-
cult to define the era of “the Man of the Great
Armadillo” (Figure 1), as de Mortillet had baptized
this prehistoric human type, meaning with that there
should be a “Great Armadillo Age,” as there was in
Europe an Elephant and Hippopotamus Age, a Cave
Bear and Mammoth Age, and a Reindeer Age
(Podgorny 2009, 2011). However, from a geological
and paleontological point of view, South America
was—along with Australia—the most isolated and
singular region of the world, difficult to correlate
with geologic formations of the Northern
Hemisphere (Scott 1907: 466).

3. Tertiary man
3.1 Argentina as the cradle of humankind
In 1889, Ameghino published his Contribución al
conocimiento de los mamíferos fósiles de la República
Argentina (Contribution to the Knowledge of the
Fossil Mammals of the Republic of Argentina), re-clas-
sifying the so-called Pampean Formation. Ameghino
claimed that the progress of paleontology in
Argentina proved that “there was a national science,
which works with its own elements and new
methods, and which every year gives to science a con-
siderable amount of data” (Ameghino 1889: 30).
Among these local elements, he counted Santiago
Roth (1850–1924), a Swiss collector, who lived in the
North of the Province of Buenos Aires selling fossils
to European institutions. By that time, Roth had

Figure 1 The “Man of the Great Armadillo” (courtesy of
Archivo histórico del Museo de La Plata).
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classified the Pampean Formation as representing all
of the strata between the recent Alluvium and the
Eocene. For him, the lower and middle Pampean rep-
resented the Tertiary (Miocene and Pliocene), and the
upper, the Quaternary (Pleistocene). This classification
made the lower Pampean Formation older than it had
been considered until that point. Searching for fossils,
Roth found several human skeletons attributed to the
upper and middle Pampean. In fact, the discovery of a
geologically ancient human skeleton in the middle
Pampean was presented as the most ancient human
skeleton in South America.
Ameghino, in his Contribución, updated local pre-

history with all recent findings of fossil human
remains. Insisting on the Tertiary character of the
Pampean Formation, he presented “Pliocene man”
as a matter of fact. He went further to suggest
having found some vestiges of the actions of humans
in even older strata, equivalent to European lower
Pliocene and Miocene layers. The remains attributed
to Miocene man had been found in the so-called
Araucanean Formation. They consisted of worked
stones, burnt bones, and fireplaces; however, no skel-
etal remains had been detected. Ameghino concluded
that he was facing the same problem the Europeans
had: there were cultural vestiges of a hypothetical
South American Anthropopithèque (a Miocene
human ancestor) but the fossil evidence was lacking
(Ameghino 1889: 154–6).
In the following years, Ameghino solidified himself

as an international authority on South American
fossil mammals. Sponsored by some Argentinean
politicians and European museums, he sent his
brother Carlos on several trips to Patagonia, amassing
meaningful collections of fossil mammals (Podgorny
2000, 2005). In 1902, he was appointed director of
the Museo Nacional de Buenos Aires, participating
in several international debates about the origins of
mammals and the chronology of Argentina’s geologi-
cal formations. Several European and American
paleontologists turned their attention to “his” findings,
looking for further evidence of the evolution of South
American mammals (Bowler 1996; Rainger 1991;
Simpson 1984). In 1904, when his name as a
mammal paleontologist was known worldwide,
Ameghino, working in a field that he called “phyloge-
netic morphology,” shifted his attention to the problem
of the origins of humankind (Ameghino 1904).
Previously, in his book Filogenia. Principios de

clasificación transformista basados sobre leyes naturales
y proporciones matemáticas (Phylogeny. Principles of
Transformist Classification Based on Natural Laws
and Mathematical Proportions), Ameghino (1884)
had discussed the principles of zoological classifi-
cation, proposing a natural system based on some
general principles or laws of evolution, and the

possibility of establishing a genealogical classification
connecting fossil and living mammals. He had also
proposed a theoretical phylogenetic tree for the devel-
opment of humankind, describing human ancestors
and predicting the species that would be found in the
years to come.
It is worth noting that in the second half of the nine-

teenth century, morphologists and paleontologists
reinterpreted their research programs in terms of phy-
logenetic study (Bowler 1996; Delisle 2007). Whereas
Darwin’s theoretical scheme of 1859 associated filia-
tion and time, Ernst Haeckel proposed phylogenetic
trees relating fossil and living beings on the basis of
embryology and evolutionary morphology. In 1866,
the French paleontologist Albert Gaudry
(1827–1908) published a tree connecting living and
extinct mammal species based on the fossils of
Europe (Laurent 1997). For Gaudry, one of
Ameghino’s few respected authorities in the field of
mammal paleontology, the fossil record and strati-
graphic sequences provided facts for constructing
more reliable relationships than those obtained by
embryological criteria. Relationships between ances-
tors and offspring could be read in the geological
strata, with the phylogenetic tree being a represen-
tation of what the paleontologist had actually found.
The first phylogenetic trees representing the evolution
of humankind, however, were not based on the scarce
and contested fossil record of humans’ zoological
history; rather, they were traced with hypothetical enti-
ties such as those proposed by Haeckel and de
Mortillet. It was not until late in the nineteenth
century that entities such as Pithecanthropus erectus
and Neanderthals came into being as actual pieces
of human phylogeny. The classification of prehistoric
industries was then associated not only with extinct
fauna and geological strata but also with those
“fossil men.”
Ameghino’s Filogenia was shaped by Gabriel de

Mortillet’s inventions and Haeckel’s reconstruction
of the human ancestral tree (Ranea 2011).
Embryological collections in Buenos Aires, however,
were very poor and not suitable for evolutionary
studies (Ameghino 1884: 372). Thus, like Gaudry,
Ameghino gave less importance to embryology and
relied more on fossil collections and theoretical projec-
tions. Argentinean museums and private collections
were rich in fossil mammals, the material basis for the
so-called “mathematical classification” that Ameghino
was proposing, that is, a system for transforming
verbal descriptions into formulas and graphics, where
the numbers of anatomical pieces and anatomical char-
acters were transformed into formulas that reduce a
page of words to a line of symbols (Figure 2).
In Filogenia, Ameghino restored the genealogy of man

and living anthropomorpha, proposing names for the
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not-yet-found ancestors, defined by their hypothetical
number of vertebrae, motion postures, and the
peculiarities to be expected in their skulls (Figures 3,4).
These were a “logical consequence” of evolutionary
laws, not the result of empirical evidence at hand.
Thus, he described the hypothetical genus Prothomo,
Diprothomo, Triprothomo, and Tetraprothomo (the four
ancestors of humans); Prothylobates (the gibbon’s
ancestor); Collensternum (common ancestor of
humans and gibbons); Protosimia, Diprotosimia, and
Triprotosimia (orangutan ancestor); Coristernum
(common ancestor of gibbons, orangutans, and

humans); Protroglodytes, Diprotroglodytes, and
Triprotroglodytes (common ancestors of gorillas
and chimpanzees); Anthropomorphus (common
ancestor of humans and anthropomorpha); and
Proanthropomorphus (Anthropomorphus’ ancestor).
Ameghino—like Haeckel—assumed the affinities
between the ancestors of humans and gibbons, an
assumption that related humankind to lesser apes
from the Indo-Malayan forests.

Whereas in 1884, Ameghino was proposing a theor-
etical phylogenetic tree for humankind as a whole,
with no references to either geologic time or continent,

Figure 2 Evolution of the horse, as published in Ameghino’s Filogenia (1884).
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Figure 3 Human evolution as proposed in Ameghino’s Filogenia (1884).
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by 1910, his hypothesis came into being as actual
species based on materials collected in Argentina.
Thus, in July, celebrating the anniversary of
Argentinean independence, he reported before the
International Scientific Congress held in Buenos
Aires: “It seems as if the ancient and now extinct
species and races of man that inhabited our land
have awoken from ultra tumba, in order to attend,
even though only with their inanimate bones, the cel-
ebration of our centennial” (Ameghino 1910a).
At the same time, Ameghino (1906) modified his

classification system of the strata from Patagonia and
the Pampas, and presented his interpretation of the
ancient connections between South America,
Australia, Africa, and North America during the
Cretaceous and early Eocene. Along with German
malacologist Hermann von Ihering in Brazil (Lopes
2001), he proposed that a series of continental land
bridges could explain plant and animal distributions
in geologic times (Lopes and Podgorny 2007;
Oreskes 1988; Podgorny 2005). According to
Ameghino (1906), Patagonia became not only the
center of origin and distribution of mammals but
also the actual scenario of his phylogenetic tree from
1884: the genus Homo and all Old World human
fossil specimens (namely, the Neanderthal skeletons
of Spy found in 1886, P. erectus found in 1891/2 in
Java, and the mandible from Mauer, found near
Heidelberg in 1907) were offspring of the small
bipedal Homunculus from the early Tertiary of
Patagonia. Furthermore, Ameghino classified contem-
porary humans into two species: Homo sapiens
(American and Caucasian races) derived from Homo
pampæus and Homo ater (Negroes and Australians)
(Figure 5). The lack of anthropomorpha in South
America—the main objection to the possibility of a
South American cradle of human evolution—was
explained by inverting the accepted direction of evol-
ution: man was not the offspring of the apes; rather,
the apes were bestialized forms of man (Ameghino

1906: 558; see Podgorny 2005).3 For him, the
Neanderthal specimens became examples of men on
the path to bestialization; Argentina was the place
that provided the most reliable skeletal remains of
Pliocene man, namely H. pampæus, the first species
that had migrated to other continents through the
land bridges. Thus, in the first decade of the new
century, South America became the location of
human origins and the center of dispersion of human
ancestors. For Ameghino, this part of the world pos-
sessed more ancient, more numerous, and more con-
vincing materials than those that had been furnished
by the “Old World.” Buenos Aires and Monte
Hermoso were the localities where this supposition
could be demonstrated.

3.2. Monte Hermoso
Monte Hermoso, on the Atlantic coast of Buenos
Aires, had long been one of the meccas for local insti-
tutions and collectors (Fernicola 2011). The La Plata
Museum had sent several of its employees there to
look for fossils in the 1880s. Among the pieces they
found was a human-like atlas of small size, which

Figure 4 Human evolution as proposed in Ameghino’s
Filogenia (1884).

Figure 5 Human evolution in South America, as proposed in
Ameghino (1906).
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was soon forgotten, buried in un-cataloged collections.
Many years later, it was rediscovered and transferred
to the anthropological section headed by Robert
Lehmann-Nitsche (1872–1938), a German anthropol-
ogist who had been in charge of the section since 1897.
There, the atlas lay unattended, until the second half of
the 1900s, when it attracted Ameghino and Lehmann-
Nitsche’s interest.
Ameghino probably went back to the concept of

“fossil man” in reaction to Lehmann-Nitsche’s
Nouvelles recherches sur la Formation Pampéene and his
question of whether the existence of Tertiary man in
South America could be accepted as a matter of fact.
For him, the main problem was again how to determine
the geologic age of the different layers of the Pampean
Formation. Lehmann-Nitsche (1907: 193–194, note 1)
proposed as conditio sine qua non that modern paleoan-
thropology could only be done by the joint fieldwork of
geologists and anthropologists in cooperation with
other disciplines. Thus, he went into the field with pro-
fessional geologists; sending collections of mollusks to
be examined in São Paulo and Bonn, sediments to the
labs of Zürich and Leipzig, and bones to Zürich and
Gand (Lehmann-Nitsche 1907). After gathering the
results of these studies, Lehmann-Nitsche attributed the
atlas to Homo neogaeus, a South American species
from the Tertiary of Monte Hermoso (Lehmann-
Nitsche 1907). Ameghino (1907), rather, said it belonged
to Tetraprothomo argentinus, a supposed bipedal human
form that he createdwith this atlas as well as a femur that
his brother Carlos had found some time before atMonte
Hermoso. In addition, at this time, a skull found in 1896
in the docks of Buenos Aires and donated to the Museo
Nacional was also rediscovered in the collections. In
1909, Ameghino presented it as a remnant of
Diprothomo platensis, a forerunner of man from the
lower Pliocene akin to the most primitive primates.
Ameghino (1909b) datedDiprothomo as lower Pliocene.4

Tetraprothomo argentinus andD. platensis came into
being by rejecting what Ameghino with disdain called
the “anthropologist’s point of view.” Defining his
work as “morphology” in the sense of Giuseppe
Sergi, the Roman professor of anthropology, he
meant to have his own “morphological conception”
(Ameghino 1912: 2),5 always having in mind a perfect
idea of general mammal morphology as follows:

“I have more confidence in what my eyes see, in
accord with my knowledge, than in all the mech-
anical procedures and measurements that can be
imagined [...] I accept mechanical procedures, or
those of precision, simply as a means of confir-
mation of what is expressed to me by mor-
phology.” (Ameghino 1912: 2)

These “ideas” allowed him to “see” the entire animal
body, whereas professional and modern

anthropologists claimed to base their reconstructions
on statistics, mechanical, and measurement pro-
cedures, which provided a material basis—that of
the apparatus—for making inferences. In this
context, Ameghino’s method seemed quite speculat-
ive and old fashioned.
His interpretation of bones, geological strata, and

other material remains associated with the local
human ancestors did, however, not go unnoticed, as
some scientists had hoped (Friedemann 1910).
Rather, his proposals provoked local and international
reactions. His ideas were supported in Italy by Sergi,
who referred to H. pampæus and other Argentinean
findings in his theory on polygenism (Sergi 1909,
1910). While his findings were reviewed with caution
by Paul Rivet in France (L’Anthropologie) and by
Georg Buschan in Germany (Zentralblatt für
Anthropologie), there were also many pages arguing
against the Argentinean origin of humans.
The critics adopted different strategies but some

topics were common to all of them. One of the main
problems was how to judge evidence originating in
distant territories; the second, it was proposed by a
respected scientific authority to demonstrate what
was regarded as an absolutely untenable conception.
The multidimensional side of the problem did not
help: Ameghino’s controversial statements contrasted
with the scientific specialization prevailing in other
scientific centers. Disciplinary boundaries and exper-
tise seemed to disappear in Ameghino’s work.
Anthropologists confessed that they could not judge
the geological evidence; geologists, on the other
hand, needed fieldwork to make a determination
about the antiquity of the strata. Ameghino worked
alone and analyzed the geologic sequences as well as
the paleontological and archaeological evidence.
In 1910, Aldobrandino Mochi (Museo Nazionale

d’Antropologia di Firenze) argued that the character-
istics that Ameghino attributed to Diprothomo
depended upon the orientation of the fragmented
skull and on a series of subjective views (Mochi
1910–11: 69). Mochi, following a different orientation,
obtained a human physiognomy. German anatomist
Gustav Schwalbe attacked Ameghino’s poor anthro-
pological methods, focusing on the problem of con-
ventions and representation. Schwalbe insisted on the
lack of accuracy of the media used by Ameghino:
photographs differed markedly from Ameghino’s
drawings, where he exaggerated some of the features.
For Schwalbe (1910), the posing of the fragment was
completely incorrect and was responsible for the
apparent resemblances to lower zoological forms.
Critics pointed out that Ameghino looked at the cal-
lotte as it lay on the table, as ‘‘naturally posed;’’
thus, the specimen had the characteristics that
Ameghino described. But when the fragment was
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“properly” elevated, a considerable part of the primi-
tive features vanished. Ameghino replied by develop-
ing an “absolute exact” instrument of cranial
orientation: he invented a “craniorientor” where the
callotte showed itself in the same orientation as the
one he had presented earlier on the basis of “morpho-
logical characteristics” (Ameghino 1912) (Figure 6).
Anthropometric instruments—as Ameghino

showed—could prove whatever scientists wanted
them to prove. In 1912, a doctoral dissertation titled
El atlas de Monte Hermoso supervised by Robert
Lehmann-Nitsche discussed whether the atlas
belonged either to an early ancestor of humans or to
the genus Homo. On the basis of measurements and
comparisons with a series of atlases stored in the La
Plata Museum, (and following a classification pub-
lished in the Bulletin de la Société d’Anthropologie de
Lyon in 1907 (Urquiza 1912)), the doctoral candidate
combined different methods and instruments, adapt-
ing the instrument to the object under study to con-
clude that the atlas belonged to a South American
species of Homo. The dissertation displayed the wide
variety of instruments and conventions used in anthro-
pology that could lead—as Ameghino stressed—to
multiple interpretations of the same object. The exper-
imental systems (Rheinberger 1997) defined by the
different instrumentation and inscription devices con-
structed by Ameghino, Urquiza, Mochi, and
Schwalbe, as well as the models and concepts to
which the objects were related, allowed for multiple
designations, such as H. neogaeus, a modern human,
or a distant ancestor of humans.

3.3. Tierra cocida and primitive industries
Ameghino’s evidence included also tierra cocida
(baked earth), a material that resembled brick and
occurred in the form of small pebbles in various geolo-
gic horizons. For Ameghino (1908, 1909a) they were
the by-products of humans burning grasses and main-
taining fires that had calcified and fused sediments. In

such a way, the bipedal genus Tetraprothomo became a
being that could keep fireplaces in the Miocene of the
Pampas. The German geologist Gustav Steimann
(1907: 463) mocked him: “Les traces de l’action du
feu au Cap Corrientes […] ne sont pas des
témoignages de l’Homo americanus, mais des produits
naturels marqués au sceau des produits artificiels par
la fantaisie de l’Homo europaeus importé” (“The
traces of the action of fire at Cape Corrientes […]
are not evidence ofHomo americanus, but natural pro-
ducts marked with the seal of artificial products by the
fantasy of the imported Homo europaeus”). However,
Steimann’s alternative hypothesis for explaining the
genesis of the burnt earth, that is, volcanic activity,
was just as untenable. Tierra cocida became a crucial
element for lending credence to the Tertiary ancestors
from Buenos Aires, acting as what Rheinberger (2000:
273) calls an “unprecedented event” that subverts “the
finite capacities of imagination of a scientist who
remains always embedded in a particular thinking
frame and a local experimental culture” (Figure 7).

The third kind of evidence for South American
human ancestors consisted of two primitive industries.
In 1909, Ameghino (1908: 398) presented “very crude
stone implements of an unknown type, more primitive
than that of the eoliths of Europe” found at Mar del
Plata and later attributed to H. pampæus, who in the
Middle Pliocene was interpreted to have inhabited

Figure 6 Craniorientor (from Ameghino 1912).

Figure 7 Ameghino’s tierra cocida, which he interpreted to
represent Miocene-aged baked earth (from Ameghino 1908).
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the seashore (Ameghino 1911b). Designated as a
“split-stone industry” (“l’industrie de la pierre
fendue”), these included large rolled and elongated
pebbles made of materials absolutely foreign to the
country where they were found. Ameghino meant
these implements were made by people who did not
know true flaking by percussion, splitting the stones
by strokes at one end of their long axis for the
purpose of utilizing the pointed and sharp fragments
resulting from the separation.
Even more ancient were the worked stones from

Monte Hermoso that Ameghino reported at the
Scientific Congress of 1910 and attributed to a
broken-stone industry ( piedra quebrada) from the
lower Pliocene, still more primitive than the eoliths
(Ameghino 1910b). These water-worn pebbles of
quartzite had been broken—according to
Ameghino—by striking strongly one against the
other without any determined direction. Many still
preserved the natural surface of the rolled pebble.
Ameghino’s former collaborator Félix Outes

(1878–1939) contested the alleged evidence of early
man. Both Ameghino and Outes lost their tempers
and published a series of articles impugning each
other’s reliability (Ameghino 1909c, 1909d, 1909e,
1911a; Outes 1909a, 1909b, 1909c; Outes et al. 1908;
Outes and Bücking 1910–11). Outes opposed both
the geologic antiquity attributed to the so-called indus-
tries and the primitiveness of the workmanship. For
him, they were Neolithic objects, representing a local
phase of the tools of the region’s recent prehistoric
groups (Outes 1909c). Outes promised “une sévère cri-
tique de restitution et de provenance” [“severe criti-
cism of restitution and provenience”] (Outes 1909a:
35). Like Lehmann-Nistche before, Outes did appeal
to the expertise of chemists and petrographers,
relying on the results of their chemical and micro-
scopic analyses. He also asked for both geologic pro-
files in archaeological publications and positive
criteria for identification of true implements. Outes
introduced William H. Holmes’ points of view onto
the Argentinean scene, remarking that his 1897 mono-
graph had solved the controversial Paleolithic charac-
ter of the Potomac-Chesapeake stone implements,
proving that they were remains left by historic tribes.
Holmes—also a Haeckelian in America (Meltzer and
Dunnell 1992)—“rejected the effort to establish New
World archaeological periods of technology to parallel
those of Western Europe” (Hinsley 1981: 105). Outes’
work adopted Holmes’ criteria for steps in the evol-
ution of species of the arrow-point but also his con-
clusions: Paleolithic man occurred neither in North
America nor in South America.
Ameghino published his angry reply to Outes in

Spanish in a letter to the editor of a Buenos Aires news-
paper, a strategy he had used since his youth (Podgorny

1997, 2015). By publishing in Spanish and in the press,
Ameghino transferred the debate to the public opinion.
Outes, then, translated his note into French and
included it in the Revista del Museo de La Plata, accus-
ing Ameghino of “confier aux colonnes de la presse
quotidienne la résolution de controverses qui ne
doivent jamais sortir des pages de publications
spéciales de caractère purement scientifique” [“assigned
to the columns of the daily press to resolve controversies
that should never leave the pages of special publications
of pure scientific character”] (Outes 1909a: 34). The use
of the French language led the debate to the inter-
national arena. Ameghino, then, accused Outes of
being “a young man eager for premature fame.”
In fact, the differential use of Spanish and French

was a measure of the intended readership of the publi-
cations. Papers, communications, and monographs
looking for international readers were mostly published
in French, as Ameghino normally did in his home
journal Anales del Museo Nacional de Buenos Aires.
Outes, aware of international conventions on terminol-
ogy, promoted some of the new methods that proposed
an international common framework for professional
archaeologists. Language, in such a way, became inex-
tricably linked to spaces of emergence, visibility, pro-
motion, and disappearance of those scientific objects.
Thus, Ameghino’s anthropogenetic work was received
as a matter of fact by the group of pedagogs from the
University of La Plata, who celebrated “Ameghino’s
definitive answer to the question of all questions”
(Podgorny 1997; Senet 1909).
After his death in 1911, Ameghino became a national

icon for his role in creating national science and culture.
In this context, the debates about the Tertiary man of
Buenos Aires, continued by his brother in the 1910s,
were interwoven with unsolved controversies and ques-
tions of national pride (Daino 1979; Podgorny 1997).
In the 1910s and 1920s, prehistoric archaeology in
Argentina lost its international scope and instead con-
fined itself to local problems and cultures. While early
humans as scientific objects were displaced from the
local agenda, French was replaced by Spanish as the
language of Argentinean national science.

4. Concluding remarks
Far beyond La Plata and Buenos Aires, casts of South
American human ancestors were exhibited to observe
their morphology and to question Ameghino’s interpret-
ations. In this context of overt controversy, Ales̆ Hrdlička
visited Buenos Aires in 1910 to study in situ the evidence
presented by Ameghino, Outes, and Lehmann-Nitsche
(Podgorny and Politis 2000). He left Argentina

“feeling that the time at his disposal there […]
was all too brief. The country abounds in anthro-
pologic problems and material and large sections
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as yet have not been explored. But the opportu-
nities suggested by these considerations belong
to the future […] Unfortunately the general
results of the inquiry […] are not in harmony
with the claims of the various authors who
reported the several finds […] The evidences is,
up to the present time, unfavorable to the
hypotheses of man’s great antiquity, and
especially to the existence of man’s predecessors
in South America; and it does not sustain the the-
ories of the evolution of man in general, or even
of that of the American man alone, in the
southern cone. The facts gathered attest every-
where merely the presence of the already differ-
entiated and relatively modern American
Indian.” (Hrdlička et al. (1912: VIII)

Ameghino’s death in 1911 meant that he did not read
Hrdlička’s conclusions published in 1912.6 Hrdlička’s
rejection of South American evidence was, however,
not definitive for European anthropologists, who con-
tinued to analyze the evidence following their own
methods and hypotheses (Podgorny 2005; c.f. Willey
and Sabloff 1974). In Argentina, the disappearance
of local ancestors of humans happened little by little,
helping to dismantle the agreement reached in the
1880s on the occurrence of humans among glypto-
donts. Ameghino’s Tetraprothomo and Diprothomo
were treated as a fantasy all along, yet their relative
existence (Latour 2000) as objects of historical and
transitory character (Daston 2000; Rheinberger
1997) tells us another story. South American forerun-
ners of man were a kind of object that existed until the
first decade of the twentieth century, when for some
years, the New World seemed to be the cradle of
humankind and was perceived to be the real “Old
World.” The constitution of this scientific object was
a result of classification problems inherent in archaeo-
logical, geological, and anthropological evidence and
materials at that time. It was a materialization of the
fragmentation of these disciplines that, however, per-
mitted establishment of a common international
classification and a universal prehistoric process in
the realm of a new discipline. Thus, it can be argued
that these objects were essential during the period of
consolidation of the scientific disciplines analyzed
here. The Argentinean fossil ancestors of man
appeared and faded away like a human face on the sea-
shore; the disciplines called prehistoric archaeology
and paleoanthropology remain as vestiges of these
creatures of ancient times in the Pampas.
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Notes
1 In 1878, Gabriel de Mortillet proposed the name

Anthropopithèque for the hypothetical common ancestor of
humans and apes, to which the instruments found in European
Tertiary strata should be attributed (Richard 1991). A jaw attrib-
uted to a fossil ape named Anthropopithecus, found in the Punjab
in 1878, and an orangutan-like tooth found in the same deposits
were the basis for proposing British India as the region where
ancestral apes had inhabited. Haeckel (1866, 1898) coined
several names for his hypothetical branches or missing links
between humans and apes. For example, “Pithecanthropus”
(ape-man), created in 1866, was later adopted by the Dutch mili-
tary surgeon Eugène Dubois (1858–1940) for the skeletal pieces
found in Java in the 1890s (Theunissen 1989).

2 “Ante-diluvian man” refers here to the period of earth history just
prior to the last great catastrophe that led to the extinction of such
animals as the mammoth, woolly rhinoceros, and cave bear, and
that left the distinctive layer of gravel with the retreat of the Ice
Age glaciers (Pelayo 2009; Podgorny 2011; Sommer 2011).

3 It is worth remarking that Ameghino did not argue for a great
antiquity of the modern human form as supporters of the pre-
sapiens hypothesis did.

4 Pithecanthropus erectus of Java was defined on the basis of three
skeletal elements (Marsh 1896).

5 Sergi proposed a so-called natural system of skull forms, based
not on figures and measures but on the subjective observation
of the form. He described his method as a zoological procedure.

6 Recent research has shown that many of the objects involved in
Ameghino’s controversies are taking on new life. Scoriae are
being interpreted as impact structures (Schultz et al. 2006). The
research by Politis and Bonomo (2011) provided new insights
into the industries of Mar del Plata and the Atlantic coast as
well as into the human skeletal remains.
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