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Abstract: In 1822, after declaring Peru’s independence, the South American patriot José de
San Martin sent an “Inca mummy” to King George 1V, hoping his gift would reach the British
Museum. The first half of this talk draws from Empires of the Dead (2023) to think through
this strange present’s relevance to the use and abuse of history—material and embodied—in
early Peruvian and Latin American independence. While the Peruvian history of archaeology
often identifies lasting colonialism or renewed empire for the field in this era, this paper
emphasizes how South American actors—particularly scholars with museums—believed that
their ability to demonstrate their “science” of knowing Andean history via the grave-opening
and display of “scientific” Inca predecessors gave them a privileged position in the wider
investigation of humanity’s American past. The second half of this talk explores how this
republican advantage of literally shared “sovereigns” was received abroad—particularly in
Britain, where San Martin’s “Inca mummy” was diverted to London’s Hunterian Museum,
received as an object of anatomy, not history. What followed was a “dissection” of Inca
achievement that helps explain the intermittent presence of Andean history and remains in
some of Britain’s surviving 19th century museumes.
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and help advocate for the return of Machu Picchu’s human remains and
gravegoods. His writing for a wider audience has been published by The New Yorker, The
Atlantic, and The New York Times.



https://history.la.psu.edu/directory/christopher-heaney/
https://www.hist.cam.ac.uk/people/dr-adrian-lerner
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/Empires-of-the-Dead-by-Christopher-Heaney/9780197542552?srsltid=AfmBOopOakn3JsL8Q3wnbf943oFM9ce-dY50BNMivZ8ELuIkIwOaWEF4
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/Empires-of-the-Dead-by-Christopher-Heaney/9780197542552?srsltid=AfmBOopOakn3JsL8Q3wnbf943oFM9ce-dY50BNMivZ8ELuIkIwOaWEF4
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/Empires-of-the-Dead-by-Christopher-Heaney/9780197542552?srsltid=AfmBOopOakn3JsL8Q3wnbf943oFM9ce-dY50BNMivZ8ELuIkIwOaWEF4
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/9780230112049?utm_source=Waterstones&utm_medium=pdp&utm_campaign=oos-link
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/9780230112049?utm_source=Waterstones&utm_medium=pdp&utm_campaign=oos-link
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/9780230112049?utm_source=Waterstones&utm_medium=pdp&utm_campaign=oos-link
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/christopher-heaney
https://www.theatlantic.com/author/christopher-heaney/
https://www.theatlantic.com/author/christopher-heaney/
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/07/opinion/nyregionopinions/07CTheaney.html

