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It is very difficult to find the words to call to
mind the importance of the legacy Juan Scho-
binger left archaeology, with the gratitude and
affection he merited. It is even more difficult to
try to summarize in a few pages the infinite
contributions he made to the development of
this discipline in Argentina. He was a re-
searcher, writer, professor, holder of a doctorate,
archaeologist, student of religions, but, above
all, a respectful colleague and a generous
teacher. He entered fields as varied as rock art
studies and high altitude archaeology, and was
a genuine pioneer in them. Those of us who

follow in his footsteps today owe him much
more than bibliographic citations and formal
tributes can indicate.

Juan Santiago René Schobinger was born in
Lucerne, Switzerland and died in Mendoza,
Argentina, a city in which he resided for most of
his life. He became a naturalized Argentinian
citizen in 1954 and was proud of his adoptive
nationality, stressing that he had arrived in
Argentina while still a baby.

ANDEAN PAST 10 (2012): 13-26.



ANDEAN PAST 10 (2012) - 14

He studied in the Colegio Nacional
Manuel Belgrano, in Buenos Aires and
graduated in 1951 with a degree in history
from the Faculty of Philosophy and Letters of
the University of Buenos Aires (Facultad de
Filosofía y Lettras, Universidad de Buenos
Aires). In 1954 he obtained his doctorate in
the same field with a dissertation on the
archaeology of Neuquén Province. He
completed his education in foreign
universities, participating in an international
archaeology course in Ampurias (Empúries),
Catalonia, Spain as well as in two courses in
prehistoric archaeology at the University of
Basel, Switzerland.

He settled in Mendoza and was a tenured
professor in the Faculty of Philosophy and
Letters in that city’s National University of
Cuyo (Universidad Nacional de Cuyo) from
1956, holding the chair of prehistoric arch-
aeology  from 1957 to 1993 and a temporary
post as professor of anthropology from 1956
until 1974. He was also in charge of the course
in the history of the ancient East from 1974
until 1993. At his retirement in 1995 he was
named Professor Emeritus of the National
University of Cuyo. 

Teaching was one of his many strong
vocations. He was one of the principal driving
forces in the education of professional
archaeologists in the Cuyo region. I can’t help
but feel a healthy envy for colleagues from
Mendoza who had Juan Schobinger as a
professor during their university studies. His
teaching highlighted his erudition, equal to his
humility and his genuine interest and
profound respect for both the objects of his
studies and for researchers. These qualities
transcended theoretical and conceptual
differences. Nevertheless, when he referred to
his classes at the Universidad de Cuyo, Scho-
binger himself emphasized that his only merit,
as he saw it, was that he prepared them “with

great enthusiasm”. Personally, I am infinitely
grateful to him for so many years of dedication
as the director, not only of my doctoral thesis,
but of my Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones
Científicas (CONICET) grants.  I dare say that
instruction and tutoring were activities he found
very gratifying, because, like all true teachers, he
was made sincerely happy by the progress of his
students whom he encouraged and counseled
with enormous generosity.

Schobinger’s academic schedule was marked
by repeated invitations from foreign universities
and institutions, as well as by his usual presence
at national and international conferences
dedicated to his specialities. He taught courses
on the prehistory of South America in
Barcelona and in Mexico and was invited to
Bonn, Germany in 1996 and to Montevideo,
Uruguay in 1999. He participated in congresses
and seminars in Belgium, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile,
Croatia, France, Germany, Mexico, Peru,
Portugal, Spain, Switzerland, and the United
States. He invested in travel during his
sabbatical years to familiarize himself with the
archaeological patrimony of Egypt, France,
Israel, Italy,  Jordan, Spain, and Syria.

He was the author of at least one hundred
and forty scientific works including books,
articles, and notes on various aspects of
prehistoric archaeology. Many became reference
works in numerous centers for the study of
American prehistory in Argentina and in the
rest of the world. An avid reader, and not only
in his specialities, he wrote eighty book reviews
and forty research articles, while working as
editor, coordinator, and reviewer for a variety of
publications. Among his most important books
are Prehistoria de Sudamérica (Prehistory of South
America), first published in Barcelona in 1969
and re-published as an enlarged edition in
Madrid in 1988. Cazadores de la Patagonia y
agricultores andinos: Arte rupestre de la Argentina
(Hunters of Patagonia and Andean Farmers: Rock
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art of Argentina), written with Carlos Gradin,
and published in Madrid and Milan in 1985, is
another. A third is Arte prehistórico de América
(Prehistoric Art of America), published in 1997
in both Spanish and Italian language editions.
In the area of mountain archaeology, his
edited volume, La “momia” del cerro El Toro
(The Mummy of El Toro Mountain) is
outstanding. This was first published in 1966
by the National University of Cuyo. Scho-
binger was also, with Clara Abal de Russo,
Mónica Ampuero, and Graciela N. Arenas, an
author-editor of El santuario incaico del cerro
Aconcagua (The Inca Sanctuary of Mt. Acon-
cagua, 2001) and the motivating force behind
El santuario incaico del nevado de Chuscha (The
Inca Sanctuary of the Snow-capped Chuscha
Mountain, 2001-2003 [2004]), both published
by the National University of Cuyo’s press,
EDIUNC. These disseminate the results of the
interdisciplinary studies on mummified bodies
from high altitude sanctuaries that Schobinger
coordinated. 

Schobinger belonged to many scientific
associations. From 1969 to 1978 he was on the
Advisory Commission of CONICET, the
Argentine government’s scientific grant-giving
body. He was a member of the International
Union of Pre- and Protohistorical Sciences,
and of the Rock Art Committee of ICOMOS,
the International Council of Monuments and
Sites, from its foundation in 1982. He was a
member of its board of directors from 1984
until 1994. In recent years he frequently
served as a judge in archaeology teaching
competitions held by the University of Buenos
Aires and by the National University of Tucu-
mán. He was also a member of doctoral thesis
committees at the University of Buenos Aires
and at the National University of Cuyo.

Juan Schobinger was Director of the
Institute of Archaeology and Ethnology
(Instituto de Arqueología y Etnología) of the

National University of Cuyo until 1993. He was
the founder and director of the university’s
archaeology museum. Among its collections are
the materials Schobinger recovered high on the
slopes of Mt. Aconcagua. He was also editor of
the professional journal of the Institute, the
Anales de Arqueología y Etnología from 1956 to
1993, a venue which helped to make known,
with admirable continuity, advances in the
archaeology of western Argentina as well as
those in high altitude archaeology. 

Schobinger’s archaeological surveys centered
on western and northwestern Argentina, on the
high Andean cordillera, and on northwestern
Patagonia. He made substantial contributions to 
various aspects of research, mainly in relation to
the preceramic period, to rock art, and to high
altitude Inca shrines, although he also
maintained a particular interest in shamanism
and in biblical archaeology. The wide spectrum
of his contributions and the transcendent nature
of many of them never cease to amaze in an era
of growing specialization in the social sciences.
For a long time Schobinger’s work ran  counter
to major currents, being a humanistic view of
mankind and prehistory, but recent trends in
archaeological and anthropological thought are
beginning to return us to his point of view.

It is well known that the Cerro El Toro
mummy and the Aconcagua child were
recovered thanks to Schobinger’s pioneering
activities in rescue archaeology during mountain
expeditions made in 1964 and 1985 respectively.
The work of this researcher involved ascent to
heights above 5000 and 6000 meters to recover
and bring to safety the mummies and grave
goods that were accidentally discovered by
mountain climbers. For decades he sustained a 
commitment to coordinate interdisciplinary
studies of these frozen bodies and their offerings,
the publication of the scientific results, and
eventual diffusion of information to the
community via museum exhibitions of some of
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the finds. These efforts are outstanding not
only because of their pioneering nature in
Argentina, but also for having been
accomplished with very sparse resources, yet
with the considerable personal efforts of the
participating researchers. In addition, in 1995,
Schobinger devoted a publication specifically
to the history of the mummy of a little girl
found on Chuscha (Schobinger 1993-94), a
snow-capped mountain in northeastern
Argentina, that was removed from the
mountain by treasure hunters in the early
twentieth century. Likewise, in 2004 he edited
the interdisciplinary studies that had been
centered on this mummy, cooperating with
the return of the “queen of the mountain” to
Salta province.

Beginning in 2000 Schobinger was an
honorary advisor to the Institute of High
Altitude Studies  (Instituto de Investigaciones
de Alta Montaña) of the Catholic University
of Salta (UCASAL). He was also an honorary
member of the scientific committee for the
preservation of the frozen mummies that
Johan Reinhard and I discovered and
recovered at the top of the Llullaillaco
volcano. In September 2006, I had the
privilege of teaching a course on mummy
studies with Juan Schobinger under the
auspices of UCASAL. This center of 
advanced studies recognized his academic and
teaching careers in designating him a Special
Visiting Professor (Profesor Extraordinario
Visitante) by decree of its rector (resolución
rectoral 912/06). 

Those of us who follow Schobinger in high
mountain archaeology know how to value and
admire the pioneering character of his work.
Among the small family of high altitude
archaeologists Hans had followers and friends,
but no detractors. His contributions also were
appreciated by those who became interested
in the sacred peaks through the sport of

mountain climbing, as in the cases of Antonio
Beorchia Nigris and Evelio Echeverria, or
through comparative studies of religions, as with
Juan Adolfo Vázquez.  Among the outstanding2

aspects of Schobinger’s legacy was his
equanimity and and his appreciation of the
problems and difficulties that so frequently color
interactions among archaeologists, as well as his
unshakable predisposition to defend the
profession against attacks suffered out of
ignorance or motivated by special interests.  

We who had the welcome privilege of
sharing a field or research trip with Schobinger
know his great love of the land and his romantic
vision of nature and the archaeological record.
He was capable of passing long minutes
contemplating a potsherd. He would celebrate
with a youthful enthusiasm (in spite of his
seventy-odd years) his arrival at some remote
Inca tambo as if it was the first in his life, even
though he had discovered and spent time at
dozens throughout his career. He was enchanted
by rock art, being the eternal lover of symbolism
as manifested by material evidence. Those of us
who accompanied him on mountain expeditions

 Juan Adolfo Vázquez (b. 1917 in La Plata, Argentina)
2

is a Professor Emeritus of the University of Pittsburgh who
specializes in the anthropologically and philosophically
informed study of the thought and literature of Amer-
indians and the nature of the sacred. He edited the
journals Notas y Estudios de Filosofía (Tucumán, Argentina
(1949-1954); Revista del Instituto de Filosofía (Córdoba,
Argentina 1958); Boletín de Historia de las Religiones
(Mendoza, Argentina 1960-1966; Latin American Indian
Literatures (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 1977-1984); NAOS
(Pittsburgh and Bahia Blanca, Argentina 1984-1996); and
Textos y Contextos. An Interview of Vázquez by Mary H.
Preuss was published in Revista Iberoamericana (number
127, 1984, pp. 571-583) and one by Graciela N.V. Cor-
valán is in Humanismo Siglo XX (edited by Schobinger,
1995, pp. 17-28). An essay by Norma Rusconi, Hu-
manismo y educación; Labor universitaria de Juan Adolfo
Vázquez en San Juan (1964-1966) in Humanismo Siglo XX
(pp. 31-39) elucidates a brief, but important period of his
life.  See also Schobinger (2004-2005) for a brief biography
of Juan Adolfo Vásquez.
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cannot forget the almost ecstatic experience,
worthy of a consummate shaman, which
converted him into a perfect incarnation of an
absent-minded professor. To the despair and
anxiety of fellow expedition members, this
contemplative inclination led him more than
once to lose himself, literally, not just
metaphorically, in the immensity of the
cordillera. 

Schobinger was a person who honored his
elders. I remember that on one of my first
visits to Mendoza, while I was preparing my
master’s thesis, he insisted, with the
characteristic courtesy with which he normally
hosted his colleagues, in driving me in his car
to the city of San Juan, so that I could get to
know the mummy of the El Toro mountain
and the archaeological museum that housed
it. We were accompanied by Erico Groch, the
mountain climber who, along with Antonio
Beorchia Nigris, discovered the famous
mummy of San Juan. Schobinger managed,
whenever the opportunity permitted, to
overcome the limitations of mobility which
age and fragile health imposed on Don Erico,
so that the old man could “visit the lad”, as
well as be the guest of honor at an opulent
luncheon after leaving the museum. I believe
that being more than ninety years of age, this
was one of the last opportunities that Don
Erico had to see the mummy, with all that it
signified for him.   

In the Andean world, when the elders
depart forever, in reality they become a part of
the highest mountain peaks that are the
protectors of the communities at their feet.
The next time I raise my eyes to Aconcagua,
to el Mercedario, to Negro Overo, to
Aconquija, I won’t doubt that these
mountains, who knew how to accept the
footsteps of a dedicated archaeologist in life,
will also accept the immortal spirit of this
great teacher and expert.
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 This bibliography is based on one published by the late
3

Humberto Lagiglia (2005). It has been augmented by
Constanza Ceruti and Monica Barnes with the assistance
of  Horacio Chiavazza, Victor Durán, David Fleming, and
Matthias Strecker. Juan Schobinger’s memory will be
honored at the international congress “Archaeology and
Rock Art: 25 Years SIARB” to be held June 25-29, 2012
and hosted by the Sociedad de Investigación del Arte
Rupestre de Bolivia (SIARB), the Programa de
Investigación Estratégica en Bolivia (PIAB), the Museo
Nacional de Etnografía y Folklore (MUSEF), the Instituto
Francés de Investigación para el Desarrollo (IRD-Bolivia),
and the International Federation of Rock Art
Organizations (IFRAO), the Espacio Simón I. Patiño, the
Brazilian Embassy to Bolivia, and the United States
Embassy to Bolivia.
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Facultad de Filosofía y Letras de la
Universidad Nacional de Cuyo, Mendoza,
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28:5-17 (Instituto de Arqueología y Etnología,
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Juan Schobinger, Keynote Speaker at a Latin American Indian Literatures Association meeting 
during a reception in his honor, International Headquarters 

of the Society of Woman Geographers, Washington, D.C. (2000). 
From viewer’s left to right: Monica Barnes, Luis Arrata, Mary Preuss, and Juan Schobinger.


