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Walter Dostal was one of the most eminent representatives of German-speaking socio-cultural anthro po-
logy between the 1960s and the turn of the 20th/21st centuries. His family’s experience as bilingual citizens 
of Czechoslovakia (or: Bohemia) before and during World War II, their anti-Nazi orientation and the com-
munist takeover at the end of the war profoundly shaped Dostal’s engagement as a student and scholar. Born 
in Grulich near Brno (Moravia, today: Czech Republic), Dostal moved to Vienna in 1945 where he began his 
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career resulted in his clear rejection of speculative historicism and diffusionism, and in his preference for 
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approaches, they decisively promoted and encouraged him during the early phases of his career – in particular 
Robert Heine Geldern as a leading expert in the archaeology and historical anthropology of Asia, and Joseph 
Henninger as the Arabia expert among the Vienna culture circle theory group. 
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speaking parts of the Middle East. His early empirical studies in the Arab Gulf countries during the 1950’s, 
and in southern Yemen (early 1960’s) – both regions still under indirect British control at the time – in fact 
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in eastern and southern Arabia. 
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book (submitted as his Venia Docendi thesis) on the Bedouins in Southern Arabia. In 1965, he left his posi-
tion as curator of the Vienna Museum for Ethnology’s Middle Eastern Department to become the founding 
professor in Switzerland’s capital at the Bern University’s Seminar for Ethnology, which he helped to build 
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of what today is that University’s Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology.

His study of the market of San’a, and his co-editorship (with Georg Gruenberg) of the results from the 
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topics, and in what then were relevant new issues such as local markets, indigenous struggles, gender issues, 
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leading head of the German school of cultural geographers at Erlangen University, the “Geographers’ and 
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working group and its annual conferences functioned as one of the most relevant forces across German-
speaking academia for promoting, orienting and inspiring interdisciplinary research in the Middle East. As 
chair of the Vienna department, Dostal further elaborated these interests through his publications on the 
intersection between environment and society, his edited volume “On Social Evolution”, and his studies 
on tribal organization and development in Arabia. Those years also showed that in several important ways, 
Dostal for some time pursued a German-speaking version of what was contemporary neo-evolutionism in 
North America and Western Europe.

After becoming a corresponding (1977) and a full member (1993) of the Austrian Academy of Sciences, 
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and in South Arabia. Several generations of contemporary socio-cultural anthropologists in Vienna, Bern, 
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his competent reading of the disciplinary production in several languages other than German – comprising 
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Austrian 19th century Yemeni scholar Eduard Glaser (born in what today is the Czech Republic), and his 
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two edited books on the southwestern provinces of Saudi-Arabia. After his retirement from the University of 
Vienna Department in 1996, Dostal continued at the Austrian Academy of Sciences in helping to build the 
current Institute for Social Anthropology’s precursor unit there. Walter Dostal will be remembered as one 
of the pioneers in post-1945 German-speaking socio-cultural anthropology who decisively contributed to its 
re-connection and integration into today’s global discipline, and as an eminent ethnographer of South Arabia.

 Andre Gingrich and Helmut Lukas

Adapted after obituaries for Walter Dostal by Andre Gingrich, published in Almanach der Österreichischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften 2012, 607-612 (with Helmut Lukas); Anthropos 107/1/2012, 167-169; EASA 
Newsletter 54, September 2011, 18.
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1967 Die Beduinen in Südarabien. Eine ethnologische Studie zur Entwicklung der Kamelhirtenkultur 
in Arabien. Horn: Berger. (Wiener Beiträge zur Kulturgeschichte und Linguistik, 16)
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1972a Handwerker und Handwerkstechniken in Tarîm (Südarabien, Hadramaut). Göttingen: Institut für 
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1974b Quellenkritische Bemerkungen zum “Ethnographic Atlas”. Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen 
Gesellschaft in Wien	#'��	���{{�

1974c Sozio-ökonomische Aspekte der Stammesdemokratie in Nordost-Yemen. Soziologus	���	#�#{�
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1984d  [ed.] On Social Evolution. Contributions to Anthropological Concepts. (Proceedings of the 
Symposium Held at the Occasion of the 50th Anniversary of the Wiener Institut für Völkerkunde 
in Vienna, 12th�#�th December, 1979.) Horn: Verlag Ferdinand Berger & Söhne. (Vienna Contri-
butions to Ethnology and Anthropology, 1)

1984e Toward Ethnographic Cartography: A Case Study. Current Anthropology	�{�	��'�����

1985a Egalität und Klassengesellschaft in Südarabien. Anthropologische Untersuchungen zur sozialen 
Evolution. Horn: Verlag Ferdinand Berger & Söhne. (Wiener Beiträge zur Kulturgeschichte und 
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In: M. Fischer und M. Sauberer (Hrsg.), Gesellschaft. Wirtschaft. Raum. Beiträge zur modernen 
Wirtschafts- und Sozialgeographie. Festschrift für Karl Stiglbauer; pp. 279-293. Wien: Arbeits-
kreis. (AMR-Info; Mitteilungen des Arbeitskreises für neue Methoden in der Regionalforschung, 
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1987c Traditionelle Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. In: W. Daum (Hrsg.), Jemen. 3000 Jahre Kunst und 
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1993a Ethnographica Jemenica. Auszüge aus den Tagebüchern Eduard Glasers mit einem Kommentar 
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ETHNOGRAPHIC FILMS (1)  
(originally published in the “Encyclopaedia Cinematographica”)

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Sprengen eines Steinblocks
 Film E 1180

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Herstellen einer Handmühle
 Film E 1181

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Behauen von Säulentrommeln; Errichten einer Säule
 Film E 1182

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Behauen und Beschriften eines Grabsteins
 Film E 1183

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Tonbereitung; Formen einer Steinbock-Figur
 Film E 1184

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Formen eines Weihrauchbrenners aus Ton
 Film E 1185

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Formen und Bemalen eines Tongefäßes
 Film E 1186

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Formen eines Wasserrohres aus Ton
 Film E 1187

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Herstellen von Ziegeln; Errichten einer Mauer
 Film E 1188

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Anfertigen eines Stiftes aus Eisenblech
 Film E 1189

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Herstellen eines Ziernagels
 Film E 1190

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Herstellen einer Feuerzange
 Film E 1191

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Herstellen eines Trichters
 Film E 1192
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1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Herstellen einer Hakensichel
 Film E 1193

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Schmieden einer Beilklinge
 Film E 1194

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Schmieden eines Hackenblattes (traditionelle Technik)
 Film E 1195

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Zersägen eines Baumstammes
 Film E 1196

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Herstellen eines Fensters
 Film E 1197

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Herstellen eines Kaffeemörsers
 Film E 1198

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Anfertigen eines Wassersackes
 Film E 1199

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Rauchen mit Wasserpfeife
 Film E 1200

1967 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Krankenbehandlung („Brennen“)
 Film E 1201

1968 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Schmieden eines Hackblattes (neue Technik)
 Film E 1315

1968 Arabien, Hadramaut
 Silber-Bearbeitung
 Film E 1346
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ETHNOGRAPHIC FILMS (2)  
(not in the “Encyclopaedia Cinematographica”)

1956 Schiffsbau in Kuweit.
 SHB-Film C 1074

1957 Die Beduinen in Arabien.
 SHB-Film CTf1080

1959 Araber (Arabien, Al-Kuwet)
 Nutzung des Schafes bei Beduinen
 Film E 226 des Inst. Wiss. Film, Göttingen

1959 Araber (Arabien, Al-Kuwet)
 Kamelsattelung bei den Beduinen
 Film E 227 des Inst. Wiss. Film, Göttingen

1959 Araber (Arabien, Al-Kuwet)
 Schiffsbau
 Film E 228 des Inst. Wiss. Film, Göttingen

1962 Hadhrami (Arabien, Hadhramaut)
 Bewässerungsfeldbau
 Film E 428 des Inst. Wiss. Film, Göttingen

1962 Al-Manahil (Arabien, Hadhramaut)
 Geselliger Tanz der Frauen und Männer
 Film E 429 des Inst. Wiss. Film, Göttingen




