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2.1 Collecting Islam in colonial Indonesia

In this chapter I look closer at the collecting practices in the Muslim regions of Indonesia in 

the period of Dutch colonial rule (1800-1945) and the subsequent collection formations in the 

Netherlands. The next chapters will look more closely at collecting practices in the various regions 

of Indonesia, in particular Aceh and Java, and at different types of objects that were seen as 

Islamic: manuscripts and amulets, hajj-related objects, and gravestones. These types of objects 

exemplify the frames through which Islam was approached: an ideology of resistance, a source 

of sacred and political power, and a historical presence. In this chapter and the following, we 

will visit a number of locations that are typical of collecting in colonial Indonesia: the battlefield, 

the native court (landraad), the (Indo)European household and the royal court (kraton or dalam).

Collecting and the creation of value

Collecting, in the sense of ‘the gathering together and setting aside of selected objects’ (Pearce 

1995, 3), is one of the ways in which human beings have tried to make sense of the world around 

them. Museologist Susan Pearce (1995) has explored the practice of collecting and the ways in 

which it enables collectors to express their worldviews as well as to serve their individual needs. 

At the heart lies selection, making the motives behind collecting more important than its content 

(Pearce 1995, 27). She points out that meaning-making through museum collecting is a mutual 

process involving the collector(s) as much as the objects concerned: ‘if the sacred-making process 

of selection expresses the subjective or psychological needs of the collector, we have to ask how it 

is that certain objects attract the selection process and others do not, and this brings us to ques-

tions of perceived value and how value is created’ (Pearce 1995, 25). Similarly, Kopytoff (1986, 64) 

argues that ‘the production of commodities is a cultural and cognitive process: commodities must 

be not only materials produced as things, but also culturally marked as being a certain kind of thing’.

On a theoretical level, I make a distinction between collecting as ‘a practice in which the 

intention is to create a collection’, defined as ‘a set of objects that forms some kind of meaningful 

though not necessarily (yet) complete “whole”’ (Macdonald 2006, 82), and donating or selling 

objects to the museum. In the latter case it often concerns objects that were originally acquired 

for other purposes, like home-making, or as souvenir, and it is the museum that creates the 

collection, thus the ‘meaningful whole’, by arranging the objects. In colonial Indonesia collecting 

was also frequently done directly from the maker or original user, that is ‘in the field’, with the 

intention of adding objects to a private or public collection. I make this distinction because it 

informs the museum collections from Muslim Indonesia, which were to a large extent formed by 

acquisitions of small numbers of objects from individuals. While collecting in the first instance 

might not always be the result of a conscious decision, and sometimes only be noticeable as 

such in hindsight (Pearce 1995, 21), bringing objects to a museum certainly requires a deliberate 
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choice. It is the act of inserting an object into the museum which imbues the object with certain 

meanings and intentions of the collector, in other words, which makes it ‘a certain kind of thing’. 

It is the act of bringing objects to the museum that makes the object become part of a group 

conceived to be meaningful by the owner. Once part of the museum collection, the museum 

recontextualizes the object through regrouping it with other objects with which it is considered 

to be related (Macdonald 2006, 82). As Sharon Macdonald describes:

Museum and individual collecting have been argued to be mutually entangled, not only liter-

ally, with individual collections sometimes entering or even forming the basis of museums, 

but also in more subtle and ramifying ways. Museums have promoted and legitimized 

individual collecting practices and have provided exemplars for them. Moreover, they have 

helped to define the potential value of objects and their salience for identity work, and have 

established a cultural model in which collected material performs individual distinctiveness. 

(Macdonald 2006, 95)

So, what motivated individuals to collect or set aside objects in the colonial context of Indonesia? 

Which values did they attribute to these objects? How did they create value by donation or sale 

to the museum? And how did the decisions they made to collect or rather not to collect, or to 

bring the objects in their possession to museums or not, influence the meanings given to Islam 

and Muslims? In what ways did colonial framings of Islam and the varying settings in which 

collecting happened influence what was being collected?

The focus of this chapter are the collections of the Museum of Ethnology and the 

Tropenmuseum, which constitute the core collection of the National Museum of World Cultures 

(Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen, abbreviated NMVW), the umbrella organisation referred 

to in chapter 1 which serves the collaboration of four ethnographic museums: the Museum of 

Ethnology in Leiden, the Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam and the Africa Museum in Berg and 

Dal. Since 2017 there is a close collaboration with the Wereldmuseum in Rotterdam, resulting 

in the integration of its collection in the NMVW database. For this reason, I also include the 

Wereldmuseum when I discuss the NMVW collections. In the course of their history, the NMVW 

museums have absorbed several smaller institutional collections (see below). At present, the 

combined Indonesia collections of the National Museum of World Cultures comprise 172,778 

objects.29
1 The majority of Indonesian objects in the NMVW collections were collected between 

291 The division of the Indonesia collection by institution is as follows: National Museum of World Cultures (ac-
quired after the merger) 3,767 objects, Museum of Ethnology 72,864, Tropenmuseum 71,722, Wereldmuseum 
24,425. These numbers exclude the photographic and archival collections. Information TMS database National 
Museum of World Cultures. Accessed 22 July 2019. Improved registration of the Wereldmuseum collection 
increased the number to 31,106 objects in 2021.
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1850 and 1950, in the period of intense Dutch colonial rule. To put the history of collecting 

Islam in Indonesia in a broader perspective, I also looked at a number of smaller institutional 

collections, such as the Rijksmuseum (750 objects from Indonesia)30
2 and Museum Bronbeek 

(10,000 objects).31
3

The integration of so many colonial-period collections into one large collection makes it 

possible to see certain patterns in the multitudes of histories of collecting. My analysis follows 

some of these patterns to understand the historical conditions leading to the divergent valu-

ations of Islam in colonial collecting. As can be seen from the analysis, there were regional 

differences, as well as differences relating to collecting contexts in terms of the collectors’ 

vocational backgrounds and academic disciplines. In other words, for Islam to be seen or 

obscured it mattered who was present, when collecting happened, where it happened, and 

how it happened. As my analysis shows, there were certain moments in colonial history in 

which the context of collecting and the type of object were inextricably linked. For instance, 

the collecting of Islamic manuscripts was closely connected to war and military intelligence, 

as the analysis in chapter 3 shows.

The emerging patterns also reveal information on who collected in the Muslim majority 

regions of Indonesia and the possible motivations for collecting. The immersive research I did 

into the database of the NMVW collections leads me to the assumption that a large section of 

the individuals implicated in the colonial apparatus (e.g. the military, administration, enterprises 

and cultural institutions) were involved in the building up of museum collections. My conclusion 

is based on the sheer number of individuals involved as well as checks of their professional 

backgrounds. The current state of registration, which is still incomplete, records around 500 

individuals and institutions who collected in Aceh, around 1,800 in Sumatra and around 4,000 

in Java.32
4 It appears that almost anyone holding any kind of significant position in colonial 

Indonesia left traces in the museum. Most of these individuals brought small numbers of objects 

(less than twenty) to the museum. Clearly, they ascribed a certain value to these objects, which 

led them to the choice of lifting them away from the world of things like all other, and to bring 

them to a public life in an institution. Hence, how did the transformation from ‘ just a thing’ to 

‘a certain kind of thing’ take place? In my analysis I focus on what constituted these meanings 

and how they are related to and contributed to meaning making about Islam.

302 A search for Indonesia or Indonesian archipelago gave 8,381 hits in the Rijksmuseum’s collection database. 
This includes such items as photographs and paintings depicting places in Indonesia. Information gathered 
from the Rijksmuseum’s Adlib database. Accessed 28 October 2016. The number of Indonesian objects, here 
defined as made by Indonesians, is around 750; this concerns objects collected in a colonial context. Email 
Jan de Hond, curator Rijksmuseum, to author, 1 November 2019.

313 Personal communication John Klein Nagelvoort, curator Museum Bronbeek, 28 November 2019.
324 Numbers provided by Richard van Alphen, coordinator collection digitisation NMVW, 3 June 2021.
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The large-scale involvement of colonial society in museum collections is connected to a 

collective mood of mapping the new territories for the nation. A hallmark of the modern museum 

as it emerged in the nineteenth century was that ‘museums encouraged members of the public 

to conceive of themselves as autodidactic collectors of knowledge, and the museum made 

visible suitable classifications and taxonomies into which that knowledge could be organized’ 

(Macdonald 2006, 86). Museum directors like Frederik van Eeden (1829-1901) of the Colonial 

Museum and Lindor Serrurier (1846-1901) of the Museum of Ethnology called on those living 

in or travelling to the colonies to send items to their museums, and by doing so, making them 

available for research on the cultures of the colonies and their natural resources (e.g. Serrurier 

1882). Their calls were not only met through the bringing of objects, people also sent photo-

graphs and maps of their surroundings, drawings they had made of the local population, and 

illustrated explanations or models of objects and buildings, which the museums also eagerly 

accepted. Together these thousands and thousands of individuals build a vast repertoire of data 

about the colonies that scientists and museum staff could use to generate knowledge about 

the colonized people and to popularize displays of imperial power.

At the individual level, motivations for contributing to museum collections differed. Some 

individuals appeared to be motivated by the status and prestige that was to be gained from 

the public act of collecting for museums (Drieënhuizen 2012; Pearce 1995). Others wanted to 

support the scientific endeavour taking place in museums or were fascinated by the ‘exotic’ 

world they met (Schefold and Vermeulen 2002a). Caroline Drieënhuizen has argued that through 

collecting and donating to museums, inhabitants of the colony negotiated their social status 

and forged a connection to the European colonial elite:

In Indonesia’s colonial hierarchy, where social difference was never stable and always 

contested, this meant that social positions had to be negotiated and defined. Therefore, 

we have to understand the practice of collecting, donating and displaying objects as political 

acts. These practices were a way to establish social interactions between collector, donator, 

receiver and visitor with an ulterior goal, namely the fashioning of certain identities in order 

to reinforce or undermine certain societal categories. (Drieënhuizen 2019, 24–25)

An analysis of those who collected in Muslim Indonesia reveals that some of the benefactors to 

the museums seemed to consciously build a donating career by presenting objects to various 

museums, especially those who belonged to the ‘top of the colonial elite’ (Drieënhuizen 2012, 7).

The general pattern of where to donate in the late nineteenth century, when evolutionary 

ethnology reached its peak, was the Museum of Ethnology in Leiden; this was a preferred 

destination for donors. After 1910, the Colonial Institute (the current Tropenmuseum) became 

the preferred place to donate, especially after the 1926 opening of the prestigious building in 
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the east of Amsterdam.33
5 This shows that prestige mattered in donating (and one could earn a 

reward for large and important donations).

Another pattern is that individuals often brought objects to several museums. Take, for 

example, the donating career of lieutenant general G.C.E. (Frits) van Daalen (1863-1930) who 

donated sets of objects to respectively the Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences (for which he 

was made an honorary member), the Colonial Museum in Haarlem, the Museum for Geography 

and Ethnography in Rotterdam and the Museum of Ethnology in Leiden, as well as botanical 

specimens to the Rijksherbarium and to ‘s Lands Plantentuin in Buitenzorg (the present-day 

Bogor Botanical Gardens). In addition, he bequeathed his uniforms, honorary sabre and other 

paraphernalia to the Army Museum in Aceh.34
6 His heirs made donations at his bequest to 

the Royal Military Academy in Breda (his alma mater) and the International Institute of Social 

History. Van Daalen was of Indo-European descent, which put him in a position in which he 

needed to prove his loyalty to the nation, despite his high-ranking position (Naarding 1938, 

59). He collected ‘in the field’ (in his case, the battlefields of Aceh) with the purpose of directly 

transferring the collections to an institutional context. He was encouraged by Christiaan Snouck 

Hurgronje, the influential scholar of Islam, who mediated for Van Daalen on the occasion of his 

donations to the Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences (Bataviaasch Genootschap van Kunsten 

en Wetenschappen, 1778-1962) and the Colonial Museum. The reciprocal relation between 

scholarship and military exploitation can be seen from Snouck Hurgronje’s publication Het 

Gajoland en zijne bewoners (1903), for which he made use of the collections compiled by Van 

Daalen (Stevens 2007, 116). From the letters Van Daalen sent to Snouck Hurgronje, it can be 

deducted that his first interest was to contribute to scientific knowledge about the colony and 

gain the personal prestige attached to this. For instance, before sending a number of valuables 

to the Batavian Society, Van Daalen let Snouck Hurgronje know that ‘it is a pity that so many 

lovers [of Acehnese things] have bought such things from the people here, because they are 

useless to them [the buyers], contrary to science to which they will be of great importance’, thus 

indirectly congratulating himself for his dutifulness.35
7

335 Pieter ter Keurs (2009, 158) misinterprets this development when he concludes that the ‘dramatic drop’ in 
acquisitions in the 1910s at the Museum of Ethnology, and, he argues, even Europe-wide, was influenced by 
the Ethical Policy. By contrast, the Colonial Institute witnessed a surge of acquisitions in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Van Wengen’s analysis (2002c, 72) is more accurate: besides the Colonial Institute he mentions the decline 
of scientific expeditions and military conquests. This, however, did not diminish the growth of the collections, 
but rather resulted in different types of collections entering the museums.

346 Information TMS database National Museum of World Cultures. Accessed 22 July 2019. See also Stevens 
(2007) and Atjehsch Leger Museum (1939). Through exchange with the Leiden Museum of Ethnology, part 
of the Van Daalen collection is now also located at the Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum in Cologne. The Army 
Museum was ransacked during WWII, and the entire collection disappeared (Broos 2010). Information about 
the donation to ‘s Lands Plantentuin from Jan Wieringa, email 21 October 2019 and Kempees (1905, 223).

357 Letter G.C.E. van Daalen to C. Snouck Hurgronje, 10 October 1906. Leiden University Library inv. no. Or. 8952 A: 240.
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Snouck Hurgronje himself was an avid collector, who assembled his first collections when he 

went to Jeddah and Mecca in 1884, on invitation from the consul Johan Kruyt, who wanted him 

to monitor the Indonesian pilgrims and residents there (Snouck Hurgronje 1888).36
8 During his 

stay in Arabia he collected artefacts, made audio recordings and took photographs to augment 

his first-hand observations (Mols and Vrolijk 2016). For Snouck Hurgronje, material culture was 

an important medium to study Muslim societies, and besides encouraging civil servants and 

military officers to collect, he urged them to provide as much scientific information as possible 

with their finds. Yet when Lindor Serrurier pressed him to donate his own Meccan collection 

to the Museum of Ethnology, Snouck’s answer was that he assembled the objects as a private 

collection and as a personal souvenir of his journey, and that he preferred the collection to 

stay as long as possible at the home of his aged mother, so she would be surrounded by the 

memories of the last period of her son’s presence.37
9

From the examples of Van Daalen and Snouck Hurgronje it emerges that collecting can 

be seen as an act of self-fashioning. Susan Pearce (1995, 25) uses the metaphor of a tomb, 

erected to establish one’s own life, even after death. The idea that collecting can be seen as 

an expression of individual identity is one of the most widespread in museological literature 

(Macdonald 2006, 89). In the process of collecting and contributing to museum collections, 

colonial actors brought different worlds together, their private lives and their professional 

aspirations. In this manner, they gave voice to their actions and legitimized them. Through the 

objects they collected, the individuals collecting in colonial Indonesia created stories in which 

they narrated their own histories as well as more general narratives of Indonesian culture and 

history (Drieënhuizen 2012, 17).

Scientific collecting is often held to be synonymous with systematic collecting. The sys-

tematic mode of collecting chooses objects that illustrate a certain theme or series, in the case 

of ethnographic collecting to give an overview of the ways of life of the studied people. This 

intention differs from the personal mode of collecting where the objects are, in the first place, 

an extension of the collector’s personality (Hill 2016, 70). Susan Pearce defines systematic 

collecting as follows:

368 Snouck Hurgronje’s research trip to the Arabian Peninsula was financed by the Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, 
Land- en Volkenkunde (abbreviated: KITLV), the Provinciaal Utrechts Genootschap van Kunsten en Weten-
schappen and the Ministry of Colonies (Van den Doel 2021, 51–52)

379 Letter C. Snouck Hurgronje to L. Serrurier, 11 June 1890. Archives of the Museum of Ethnology NL-Ldn-
RMV-A1-15-374/375. In 1919, Snouck Hurgronje eventually donated the largest part of his collection to the 
Museum of Ethnology. 235 objects, Jeddah and Mecca, c. 1885. Collection National Museum of World Cul-
tures, inv. nos. RV-628-1/7; RV-1973-1/153 and RV-2107-1. The photographic collection and the audio record-
ings are part of the special collections of Leiden University Library (see Mols and Vrolijk 2016).
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Systematic collection depends upon principles of organisation which are perceived to have 

external reality beyond the specific material under consideration, and which are held to 

derive from general principles deduced from the broad mass of kindred material through the 

operation of observation and reason; these general principles form part of our ideas about 

the nature of the physical world and the nature of ourselves. (Pearce 1994, 201)

The emphasis of systematic collecting is upon classification, in which objects are extracted from 

their context and put into relationships created by seriality (Pearce 1994, 202). Museum historian 

Kate Hill connects this type of systematic ethnographic collection to colonial domination and 

the formation of knowledge:

Donors gave objects which conformed to a scientifically ratified type of collection, objects 

which illustrated apparently naturally occurring divisions and hierarchies, particularly in 

the natural world, and in non-European cultures and societies. Such donations not only 

demonstrated the inevitability of hierarchies of power, they demonstrated the actual fact 

of this power; were in fact an important part of the exercise of power, in that they demon-

strated the Europeans’ ability to appropriate, to interpret and to know the culture or nature 

they controlled. That knowledge was the end product of this appropriation was its most 

important justification. (Hill 2016, 82)

The typology of collecting in Muslim Indonesia in the colonial era (1800-1945)

Although relatively few Indonesian objects came to the Netherlands in the period of the Dutch 

East India Company or VOC (Lunsingh Scheurleer 2014; Wagenaar 1992), this changed during 

the colonisation of Indonesia. In the nineteenth century, the early colonial period, the ethno-

graphic museums of the Netherlands were dependent on third parties for the acquisition of 

collections. Museum curators and directors did not travel, but ‘collected from a distance’, waiting 

for those who lived in the colonies or travelled to come to the Netherlands to deposit their finds 

at the museum (Van Wengen 2002b, 967). That changed in the first decades of the twentieth 

century, when the museum staff were largely composed of men who had made a career in 

the Netherlands East Indies, and had directly experienced the cultures they studied. Only after 

Indonesian independence, starting in the 1950s (Tropenmuseum) and 1960s (Museum of 

Ethnology), did curators go to Indonesia and other countries to collect in the field (Van Wengen 

2002c, 142; Van Duuren 1991, 37).

Thus, who were the individuals and organisations collecting for the museums? Collecting 

emerged from different professional fields and in various segments of imperial society. Several 

authors have developed a typology of acquisition in the context of colonial Indonesia (Van 

Beurden 2017, 40–47; Ter Keurs 2007b, 2; Trigangga, Sukati, and Ismail 2006; Van Wengen 
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2002a, 96–100). As previous research was merely concerned with non-Muslim and pre-Is-

lamic heritage, the question is to what extent these typologies apply to the Muslim regions of 

Indonesia. From these varied approaches I have made a comprehensive list distinguishing the 

following types of collecting contexts, in order to determine to what extent these contexts are 

relevant for collecting in Muslim regions:

1. Scientific expeditions

2. Military expeditions

3. Archaeological sites

4. Individual collectors

5. Gifts to colonial administrators and institutions

6. Missionary collecting

The first category, scientific expeditions, limited in the previous typologies to ethnological expe-

ditions, is hardly relevant for objects from the Muslim regions of colonial Indonesia, because this 

kind of expedition typically targeted ‘unknown’ and ‘uncivilised’ cultures. Ethnological research 

preferred cultures without script, as ethnology was searching for the origin of humanity and its 

road to development. Still, two collections resulting from scientific expeditions, are from the 

Central Sumatra expedition (1877-1879) of the Royal Dutch Geographical Society (Koninklijk 

Nederlands Aardrijkskundig Genootschap, or KNAG), which targeted both the non-Muslim (Batak) 

population and the Muslim Minangkabau, and from the travels of the German ethnologist 

Alfred Maass (1863-1946) to West and Central Sumatra between 1900 and 1907.38
10 On his last 

trip, Maass was accompanied by the physical anthropologist Johannes Kleiweg de Zwaan 

(1875-1971), who took measurements and made a series of 57 plaster casts of the faces of 

Minangkabau men (Sysling 2016, 124–28). Kleiweg de Zwaan donated copies of the casts to 

the anatomical collections of Museum Vrolik in Amsterdam and the Museum of Ethnology 

in Leiden.39
11 The Minangkabau people were the target of scientific expeditions, because their 

3810 

3911 

573 objects collected during the Central Sumatra expedition, Sumatra, mid-19th century. Collection National 
Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. RV-268-0/RV-268-527. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/598720 
206 objects from the Minangkabau collected by the ethnologist Alfred Maass, West Sumatra, early 20th 
century. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. RV-1623-* and RV-1700-*. https://
hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/713117
The Museum Vrolik at the University of Amsterdam has 49 of the 57 Minangkabau masks and the Museum of 
Ethnology owns 55 of the 57 Minangkabau masks (Sysling 2015). The masks are copies, made in Berlin from 
the original plaster moulds that Kleiweg de Zwaan casted from the men’s faces. The moulds are still kept by 
the Gipsformerei der Staatlichen Museen in Berlin. Johannes Kleiweg de Zwaan, 55 plaster masks depicting 
faces of Minangkabau men, West Sumatra, 1907. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. 
RV-5733-3/57. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/838328 Johannes Kleiweg de Zwaan, 49 plaster masks 
depicting faces of Minangkabau men, West Sumatra, 1907. Collection Museum Vrolik inv. nos. 8750/8798.
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matrilineal kinship system caught the interest of ethnologists. They were seen as only nominal 

Muslims, and although they were supposed to have a higher degree of civilisation, they were 

deemed to have enough ‘animist’ characteristics to be of interest. Moreover, Dutch anthropology 

took an interest in the Minangkabau Malay because of racial questions, for instance, if there 

was a pre-Malay racial element to be detected (Sysling 2016, 126). Apart from the KNAG and 

Maass collections, I haven’t come across colonial-period ethnographic collections resulting 

from scientific expeditions to Muslim regions. The same can be said for archaeological sites; 

apart from interest in gravestones, in particular those located in Gresik (Java), Pasai and other 

places in Aceh, museum collections do not reflect the attention paid by archaeologists to the 

Islamic heritage of Indonesia (Bloembergen and Eickhoff 2020). In chapter 4 I discuss in more 

detail the exploits of the Archaeological Service of the Netherlands East Indies and its attitude 

towards Islamic heritage.

As far as I know, the only collecting trip of a museum employee during the period of colonial 

rule was the trip of Johannes Kreemer (1875-1966) to Aceh. For most of 1916 and 1917, Kreemer 

travelled through Aceh to make inquiries and to assemble an ethnographic collection for the 

Aceh Institute, an off shoot of the Colonial Institute.40
12 His research trip was of an entirely 

different nature to that of the Central Sumatra expeditions undertaken by the Royal Dutch 

Geographical Society (1877-1879) and Alfred Maass (1900-1907). The main purpose was to 

support colonial administration and enterprise, with an eye on the Colonial Institute’s mission 

of promoting trade and business. The influence of Snouck’s working methods was noticeable, 

as Kreemer’s main method consisted of visiting administrative offices and meeting with both 

Dutch and Acehnese officials.41
13 In the foreword of the accompanying publication, Kreemer (1923, 

2:vi) thanks his many Acehnese informants, especially Teungku Ceh Ibrahim, the imam of the 

Great Mosque of Koeta Radja (now Banda Aceh) and a former informant of Snouck Hurgronje, 

who visited him daily to assist with the compilation of information.

Missionary collections are discussed in more detail in chapter 7. There were missionaries 

active in Muslim regions, mainly in Java (Kruithof 2014), from where they also sent objects to the 

Netherlands to train future colleagues and inform the general public. Generally, in museum schol-

arship missionary collecting is considered a separate category because of the influence it had 

on traditional religious practice, due to missionaries confiscating or destroying religious objects 

with the aim of eradicating older practices and replacing them with Christianity (Van Beurden 

2017, 45–46), although recent research has nuanced this image (Jacobs, Karen and Wingfield 

2015; Corbey and Weener 2015). In the case of the Indonesian archipelago, the suppression of 

4012 638 objects, Aceh, c. 1916-1917. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. TM-45-1/486. https://
hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/143185

4113 Short accounts of the research trip were published in the Tijdschrift van het Aardrijkskundig Genootschap 
(1916 and 1917).
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local practices seems however to be limited to the religions of the so-called ‘natural peoples’; in 

my research I have not come across the deliberate destruction or confiscation of Islamic objects 

by missionaries. Moreover, the ways in which missionaries obtained objects in Muslim regions 

(purchase, gifts, commissioning) and the kind of objects they acquired (daily life objects and 

utensils) did not differ much from other individual collectors. In fact, the missionary collections 

show great similarity to what civil administrators collected in Java, with an emphasis on the 

illustration of everyday life.42
14 And, like the civil administration, the missionaries collected with 

the assistance of the local population or by purchase at local markets (Neurdenburg 1874, 4). 

Objects connected to religious rituals or deemed ‘superstition’ (such as amulets) do not make 

up a large share of what missionaries collected in Muslim Java, contrary to other regions of 

Indonesia, thus making it less relevant to treat the missionary collections as a separate category. 

Missionary collecting did, however, influence the interpretation and classification of religious 

objects from the Indonesian archipelago as outlined in chapter 7.

The other categories (military collecting, individual collectors and gift-giving) are all highly 

important for collecting in Muslim regions. The vast majority of the objects from these regions 

in Dutch museums arrived through the actions of individual collectors, whose numbers run 

into the thousands.43
15 They were civil administrators, sailors, physicians, teachers, planters, 

entrepreneurs and traders who bought objects at markets and in shops, commissioned them 

from craftsmen and women, or just ‘found’ them (a word that can refer to anything from picking 

up invaluable items from the street to coerced expropriation; two common situations were the 

taking of objects from archaeological sites and, in the case of the military, from houses, in the 

absence of their inhabitants). Private collectors, assembling collections of certain types of 

object, including art collectors, also fall into this category. Seldom are the ways in which the 

donor or seller obtained the objects documented in the museum records, as the method of 

collecting was not considered significant at the time. Hence, we have to decipher the ways in 

which collecting took place from a wider analysis of colonial society, supplemented with the 

information in the museum archives or in the written accounts of the collectors.

Given the fact that a large part, perhaps even the majority, of museum objects from Muslim 

Indonesia (which in turn constitutes a significant portion of the Indonesia collection at large) was 

acquired through purchase, the legal system of the Netherlands East Indies is of key importance 

to understand the context of collecting. The colonial legal system distinguished three legal 

classes: Europeans, who enjoyed the most civil rights, native inhabitants (inlanders), who had 

the least civil rights, and an intermediate class of foreign ‘Orientals’ (vreemde Oosterlingen), 

4214 See for instance the objects collected in Java by missionaries Wessel Hoezoo (1826-1896), Carel Poensen 
(1836-1919), Jan Kruyt (1835-1918), Jan Willem Roskes (1842-1918) and Annie de Jonge (1892-1978), that 
are now in the NMVW and Wereldmuseum collections.

4315 Sarr and Savoy (2018a, 50) describe a similar situation for the African collections in museums in France.
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mostly Chinese and Arab citizens.44
16 In this dual system there was one set of law and courts for 

the Europeans and one for the natives, while foreign Orientals were subject to their own laws and 

judged in native courts. A key question is how to assess acquisitions through purchase, given 

the context of structural inequalities between the parties involved in financial transactions under 

colonial law. In the literature on the ethics of colonial collecting and repatriation, which focuses 

largely on the spoils of war and other involuntary expropriation (the ‘taking’ and ‘finding’), this 

question is, however, hardly addressed.45
17

Individuals mainly donated objects from the areas they (had) lived in, so regions with large 

European populations, especially Java, are well-represented. Given the involvement of the large 

Indisch community, who had lived in Indonesia for generations and was often of mixed Indo-

European descent, such interactions were often cross-cultural in more than one way. Moreover, 

the colonial elite also included Indonesians, who helped to build up collections for the Dutch 

museums as well. In particular, members of the Indonesian royalty assembled collections 

for donation to museums in the Netherlands. In the late colonial period, a small number of 

Indonesians worked as curators and scholars in collaboration with Dutch colleagues. The 

Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences, a private learned society for the elite, played a central role 

in collecting, welcomed its first Indonesian member in 1826, and in 1930 10% of its membership 

was Indonesian (Mohr 2014, 30; Groot 2009, 95). For these reasons, colonial collecting cannot 

be reduced to a simple scheme of ‘us’ and ‘them’, but rather requires more complex readings.

Moreover, collecting in colonial Indonesia was characterized by a division of collections 

between the metropole and the colony, particularly Batavia, where the Batavian Society of Arts 

and Sciences was located. After 1862, it was government policy to divide the objects collected 

by civil administrators between the Society and museums in the Netherlands (Bataviaasch 

Genootschap 1864, 1 1863:150–51). According to Pieter ter Keurs (2009, 153), ‘throughout the 

colonial period the Batavian Society and the colonial government did everything in their power to 

keep the best objects in the colony: to be stored, seen and researched in the museum in Batavia’. 

Although this was official policy, the power of the government in this matter was limited, or they 

chose not to exercise it, with the exception of some categories of objects, e.g. spoils of war and 

scientific expeditions under the auspices of the government. So, in reality almost all individual 

collectors decided themselves which institutions they left their collections to, even if they worked 

for the government. In the following chapters, we will see plenty of examples of civil administra-

tors and military staff donating and selling object collections to the museums in the Netherlands.

4416 Studies by Bart Luttikhuis (2013) and others demonstrate that the boundaries between the legal classes were 
porous and inequalities unevenly distributed over the native population, hence my suggestion for further 
research into this subject in the context of collecting.

4517 For instance, Jos van Beurden’s important study (2017) mentions ‘acquisition by normal purchase or barter, 
at equal level’ and ‘acquisition according to colonial legislation, at unequal level’ (2017, 41) but does not further 
discuss these situations.
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In their report on the repatriation of colonial collections from France, Felwine Sarr and 

Bénédicte Savoy (2018a) make an important distinction between acquisitions from individuals 

connected to the colonial apparatus, e.g. civil administrators or military staff, and those who 

were not directly connected to colonial power. For the first group, they reserve a separate status 

referring to the ‘iniquitous conditions notably tied to the asymmetry of the “colonial context”’ 

(Sarr and Savoy 2018b, 75). As the archives of the ethnographic museums of the Netherlands 

often did not record the profession of the donor or seller, but only the last name and initials, it 

is difficult to establish the share of objects collected within the direct realm of imperial power. 

My assessment, based on my research of collections from Muslim regions, holds that this 

share is large, although my judgment might be affected by the fact that the colonial elite are 

easier to trace than the average citizen, who usually remains unknown beyond the last name. 

A comparison of the lists of colonial administrators with the collection databases of the Dutch 

museums reveals that many of them left traces in the collections.

A number of colonial administrators tried to collect systematically. The best known of them 

are F.W. (Willem) Stammeshaus (1881-1957), who was stationed in Aceh, and O.L. (Oscar Louis) 

Helfrich (1860-1958), who collected in the Pasemah region of South Sumatra and in Jambi, 

Central Sumatra (Klein Nagelvoort 2019; Ter Keurs 2005). Others, like Jan Tideman (1874-

1944) who collected in South Sulawesi, have received less attention. In contrast with previous 

research, my findings indicate that it was not just top level civil servants who brought objects, 

but also the lower ranks of the civil administration like clerks and district officers (controleurs). 

The same can be said for low-ranking officers, and even soldiers, of the Netherlands East Indies 

army (KNIL) and for small entrepreneurs.46
18 An example is Sgt. F.W.E. (Friedrich Wilhelm Emil) 

Hess (1885-1972), who served in the KNIL between the age of nineteen and twenty-six, and 

returned home with more than ninety objects.47
19 Research of this kind is hindered by the state of 

infancy of provenance research in the Dutch museums holding colonial collections, and no doubt 

additional insights will be gained when more object biographies can be traced and more names 

linked to objects. Nonetheless, in-depth research can only go one way, that is revealing more ties 

to colonial structures rather than less. Lastly, a small part of the collection is directly related to 

the system of colonial governance. This part, so far consisting of 651 identified items, consists 

of, among other things, correspondence of the colonial administration, military paraphernalia, 

identity cards (kampongpassen) that men in some regions were obliged to carry, medals and 

4618 My observations add nuance to those of Caroline Drieënhuizen (2012, 7), who concludes that collecting was 
‘a pastime, exclusive for the top of the European elite’ residing in colonial Indonesia. This certainly was the 
case when it came to collecting in the sense of amassing precious objects or large numbers of items, the kind 
of collecting which is the focal point of Drieënhuizen’s research, but definitely not when it came to donating 
and selling to museums in the Netherlands, which often happened in small numbers of invaluable items.

4719 91 objects, Papua/Aceh/Java, early 20th century. Collection Wereldmuseum inv. nos. WM-28337/WM-28429. 
https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/1112646 
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other awards presented to Indonesians who collaborated with the Dutch, travel permits for hajjis 

and declarations of subjugation signed by local rulers, the so-called korte en lange verklaringen.48
20 

The Tropenmuseum and its predecessors also documented its own functioning as a colonial 

institution by adding the memorabilia, medals and posters it issued to the collection, as well as 

photographic documentation of official events and exhibitions.

Furthermore, there was frequent gift exchange between the colonial government, local 

sultans and other Muslim rulers and community leaders (Protschky 2019; J. G. Taylor 2016; 

Wassing-Visser 1995). The practice of gift exchange started in the VOC period and continued 

until 1942. Although this only constitutes a small part of the collection, it often concerns 

valuable objects, making it a category of prime importance. As Jos van Beurden (2017, 41) 

has argued, gift giving frequently occurred in asymmetrical power relations and certain gifts 

were expressions of subjugation to the colonial powers.49
21 Many of the gifts comprised pusaka 

(sacred heirlooms), artefacts that have acquired special spiritual, and sometimes physical, 

qualities through their history and connection to ancestors (Trigangga, Sukati, and Ismail 2006; 

Soebadio 1992). Complaints about the difficulty to obtain barang pusaka regularly appear in 

Dutch accounts; it often took months of negotiation and cash flow problems on the Indonesian 

side (Drieënhuizen 2012, 238; Pott 1980, 185; Rouffaer 1901, 31).50
22 On rare occasions, royalty 

sold pusaka items to Dutch collectors, if they had lost their significance.51
23 Such was the case 

with the ceremonial coat (kyai antakusuma) worn by the sultans of Yogyakarta at coronations 

and Islamic festivals, which is discussed at length in chapter 7 (Shatanawi 2014, 226–27).52
24

At the same time, Indonesian rulers went to great lengths to protect their pusaka against 

falling into Dutch hands involuntarily. The pusaka of the rulers of the various kingdoms in the 

archipelago are associated with another power; the objects conferred the right to rule. This 

capacity and this type of pusaka obviously aroused the colonial government’s interest and 

made them key objects to obtain. The Sultan of Aceh, therefore, made sure the court pusaka, 

4820 Information TMS database National Museum of World Cultures. Accessed 14 August 2019. It excludes 25,000 
identity cards for hajjis.

4921 The keris of the Sultan of Madura, a gift to King Willem I, is a clear example. Keris, Madura, c. 1835. Collection 
Rijksmuseum inv. no. NG-NM-7115. http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.241275 Letter of Sultan 
Cakra Adiningrat VIII of Madura to King Willem I, Madura, 20 Shawwal 1250 (19 February 1835). Collection 
National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. RV-360-8080. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/651063

5022 See also: letter G.C.E. van Daalen to Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje, 2 November 1903. Leiden University Library 
inv. no. Or. 8952 A: 238.

5123 An example is the livery collar of the Sultan of Ternate, a present of the government of the Dutch East India 
Company in 1676, and sold by the Sultan in 1951 (see also Drieënhuizen 2018b). Livery collar, 17th century, 
Ternate. Collection Rijksmuseum NG-391. http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.250475

5224 Kyai antakusuma, 1855-1877, Yogyakarta. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-1595-2. 
https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/57842 
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or regalia, were brought to safety during his flight in 1874.53
25 When such pusaka objects were 

captured as spoils of war, often negotiations followed. For example, in 1876 navy officer Francois 

Conrad Granpré Molière (1854-1921) looted the costume of Danu Baba Hasan, prince of Jailolo, 

during a fight.54
26 The prince then informed the naval authorities that he was unable to present his 

subjugation, because he was robbed of his costume.55
27 Controleur Jan Tideman obtained a rare 

manuscript, formerly in possession of the Raja of Gowa, I Makkulau Karaeng Lembagaparang (c. 

1860-1906), as a gift from the Raja’s brother-in-law in exchange for an even more precious lance 

that was looted during the attack on the Gowa sultanate in 1905 and returned by Tideman.56
28 

The careful control of pusaka items is the main reason that only a relatively small number of 

pusaka from the Muslim courts can be found in museums in the Netherlands.

A special category of individual collectors constitutes the military. The Indonesia collections 

of the Dutch museums contain only a few collections of spoils that were designated as state 

property, and even fewer concern Muslim majority regions.57
29 One of the main reasons is the 

policy of the Dutch government to assign the Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences as a 

preferred destination for spoils of war, such as court pusaka, now owned by the state (Ter 

Keurs 2009).58
30 Apart from these ‘complete’ collections, there are a small number of individual 

objects taken as official spoils during military expeditions, such as a keris dagger captured in 

1812 during the British raid of the Yogyakarta court led by Stamford Raffles, which ended up in 

the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities.59
31 However, although there are few official spoils of war, there 

5325 The royal family deposited the court pusaka with Teuku Muda Baid. In 1878 he was forced to hand them over. 
The Teuku, however, did so reluctantly, and the remaining items were found in his house the following year 
(Koloniaal verslag van 1879: Nederlandsch (Oost-)Indië 1879, 9). The colonial government donated the regalia 
to the Bataviaasch Genootschap in 1884. In 1903, after Sultan Muhammad Daud’s subjugation, the court 
pusaka were returned to him.

5426 Costume, Galela, late 19th century. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. RV-193-22. https://
hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/597078

5527 Letter Johan Korndörffer to Conrad Leemans, 17 November 1877. Archives of the Museum of Ethnology 
NL-LdnRMV-A1-3-388/390.

5628 Lontaraq bilang, Gowa, 18th century. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-668-216. 
https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/176355 

5729 The most notable collections are the Lombok Treasure (1894) and Bali expedition (1906). The Dutch govern-
ment initially donated the spoils of the military expedition against the Muslim kingdom of Bone (1905) to the 
Museum of Ethnology, but withdrew the collection in 1931 to return it to the descendants of the King of Bone 
(Budiarti 2007; Pronk 2006). The official spoils of war from Aceh are a number of cannons that currently are 
in Museum Bronbeek.

5830 In 1962, the building and collections of the Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences were handed over to the 
Indonesian government. They now constitute the core of the Museum Nasional Indonesia (National Museum 
of Indonesia).

5931 Keris dagger, Yogyakarta (produced in Bali), 18th century. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. 
no. RV-360-5393. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/609284
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are hundreds of officers and soldiers of the Netherlands East Indies army (KNIL) among the 

individuals who collected for the museums.

The ethnographic collections assembled in military contexts are characterised by what 

Kate Hill (2016, 80) calls trophy-systematics; these collections not only ‘celebrate and materially 

demonstrate an unequal power relation, they explain and naturalize the reason for it, as a matter 

of inherent, scientifically determined superiority and inferiority’. This describes the effects of 

these collections, rather than the methods through which they came about. As with other 

collectors, the precise details of the collecting practices of military staff are often not known. 

As Sarr and Savoy (2018a, 51) point out, the same individuals taking war loot also acquired 

objects outside the battle field, by purchase or barter, making it difficult to identify which part 

of their collections is forcibly taken and which part is otherwise obtained. The next chapter, 

containing a closer examination of the collecting practices during the various phases of the 

Aceh War, gives more insight into this question. In the case of some Muslim regions, notably 

Aceh, war is the primary context in which the shaping of the collections took place. In the next 

chapter I will discuss in detail what this means for the collections from Muslim Indonesia and 

for the position of Islam in museums of the Netherlands.

The emergence of museums holding Indonesian collections

Colonial collecting resulted in and was fuelled by the establishment of a significant number of 

museums that were devoted to Indonesian collections, but each specialized in a different task 

or genre. There were museums and collections attached to the schools for training colonial 

administrators (the Royal Academy and the Indische Instelling in Delft), the military academies 

(the Koninklijke Militaire Academie, or KMA, with branches in Breda and Kampen), veterans of 

the Dutch East Indies Army (Museum Bronbeek), training of missionaries (the Missiemuseum 

in Steyl, the Nederlandsch Zendeling Genootschap or NZG, based in Rotterdam), museums 

devoted to scientific research on colonial products and agriculture (the Koloniaal Museum in 

Haarlem, the Koloniaal Landbouwmuseum in Deventer). The first museum to call itself ‘Colonial 

Museum’ was based in the provincial town of Zwolle, and was established to house the col-

lections of the Tentoonstelling van Nationale Nijverheid van Nederland en Overzeese gebieden 

(“Exhibition of national crafts of the Netherlands and territories overseas”, held in Arnhem in 

1852 (Drieënhuizen 2012, 144). When the demand for a particular specialty diminished, or 

interest in colonial exhibitions declined (after Indonesian independence), these museums were 

closed down. Today most of these collections, or parts of them, have been integrated in the 

National Museum of World Cultures.
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The first ethnographic museum of the Netherlands was the Museum of Ethnology in Leiden, 

which was founded in 1837 (Van Wengen 2002c).60
32 In the first period, the museum focused 

on Japan (the von Siebold collection), and only when Conrad Leemans (1809-1893) became 

director, in 1859, did a more serious orientation towards Southeast Asia develop, coinciding 

with the conquest of large parts of what is now Indonesia.61
33 From then on ethnological research 

was the main raison d’etre of the museum, and this development was only strengthened during 

the 1880-1896 directorship of Lindor Serrurier, and his successors. The Museum of Ethnology 

remained closely tied to academic ethnology, especially as it was practiced at Leiden University, 

and changes in academic orientation at the university were noticeable at the museum, and vice 

versa. The museum was an influential force in the Dutch practice of structuralist anthropology, 

especially between the 1920s and 1960s. The collection policies were rather strictly focused 

on ethnological objects, defined as objects made and used by cultural groups of non-European 

countries. Being a national museum, it was linked to colonialism as a recipient of collections 

from colonial actors such as army officers or the Ministry of Colonies. Compared to other 

museums, such as the Colonial Institute, it was less active in the direct promotion of narratives 

about colonialism itself. Yet, colonial ideas were embedded in the museum through its strong 

association with science, as the discipline of anthropology emerged in tandem with colonialism.

The second large museum, the current Tropenmuseum, was established in 1864 in Haarlem 

by botanist Frederik Willem van Eeden (1829-1901), who envisaged a museum with emphasis on 

colonial industry and production. Seven years later, the Colonial Museum (Koloniaal Museum) 

opened its doors. It drew on numerous gifts from private donors, companies and colonial 

institutions. The emphasis lay on the display and study of resources from the Dutch colonies in 

the East and West Indies: raw materials, natural produce and applications of these resources, as 

in decorative art. The showcases contained models of transport and housing in the East Indies, 

bamboo and cane, varieties of wood, agricultural produce, minerals, fibres, resins, fruit and 

foods. Products were central; the cultural background of the inhabitants of the colonies was not 

explained to any significant extent. Lack of space in Haarlem led in 1910 to the establishment of 

a Colonial Institute Association (Vereeniging Koloniaal Instituut) with the task of raising money to 

finance a new location in Amsterdam. The massive building that now houses the Royal Tropical 

Institute (Koninklijk Instituut voor de Tropen) and the Tropenmuseum, was opened in 1926 by 

Queen Wilhelmina. Inside and out, murals, sculptures and reliefs tell of the institute’s mission: 

to disseminate knowledge about the colonies. The new museum served first and foremost 

6032 The museum changed its name over the course of time; from ‘s Rijks Ethnographisch Museum (1837-1935) 
to Rijksmuseum voor Volkenkunde (1935-2005) to Museum Volkenkunde (since 2005). For uniformity’s sake 
I use Museum of Ethnology throughout the text.

6133 Between 1859 and 1880, Leemans held both the position of director of the Museum of Antiquities and the 
Museum of Ethnology.
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as a centre of expertise for those involved in commerce with the colonies. The idea was for 

companies to gain an overview of the situation in any given part of the Dutch territories, ‘People 

are able to see the various colonial regions in the new Colonial Museum; they can walk through 

and get an impression of the characteristics of each area, both with regard to the land and the 

inhabitants, the kind of businesses that operate there, the products that people produce or can 

produce’ (Blink 1910, 8). This approach also meant that the museum abandoned its technical 

bias, in which little attention was paid to cultural characteristics, and focused instead on a 

more ethnographic approach. A separate ethnographic department was opened in the Colonial 

Institute, showing the customs and traditions of peoples in the colonies. In 1950, following the 

independence of Indonesia, the museum again changed its orientation: now it considered its 

subject the countries of the tropics, in casu the so-called non-Western world.

The Museum of Geography and Ethnology in Rotterdam (the current Wereldmuseum) was 

founded in 1885 at the instigation of a group of members of the city’s elite, mostly connected to 

international trade and the port of Rotterdam (Van Dongen and van der Linden 2020; Djajasoebrata 

2002).62
34 In 1884 the Nederlandsch Zendeling Genootschap (Netherlands Missionary Society, or 

NZG), based in Rotterdam, gave most of its object collections on loan to the museum in formation 

(Kanhai 2020).63
35 Together with the collection of the wealthy physicist Elie van Rijckevorsel (1845-

1928), the NZG collections constituted the founding collection of the Museum of Geography and 

Ethnology. The orientation of the museum was a mixture of different interests. The missionaries 

who collected for the NZG shaped the field of ethnology, as they published ethnographic studies 

of the societies they were based in (Molendijk 2005, 183). Van Rijckevorsel and other ‘gentle-

men-collectors’ collected with an eye on aesthetics (Gaba-Van Dongen et al. 2011; Djajasoebrata 

2002, 155). Both approaches remained in effect throughout the museum’s history, and objects 

were collected and interpreted for ethnological and aesthetic reasons.

The NMVW museums have in the course of their history absorbed a number of smaller 

institutional collections. The collection of the Royal Academy in Delft, established in 1842 for 

the training of colonial administrators, comprising 1,078 objects, was donated to the Museum 

of Ethnology when the academy was closed in 1864. Most of the approximately 1,100 objects 

from colonial Indonesia present in the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities (Koninklijk Kabinet van 

Zeldzaamheden, or KKZ) were transferred to the Museum of Ethnology in 1883. In 1903 it 

received the non-European holdings of the National Museum of Antiquities (Rijksmuseum van 

Oudheden). The Museum of Ethnology also received, in 1956, the greatest part of the collection 

6234 Like the other museums, the museum changed its name over the course of time; from Museum voor Land- en 
Volkenkunde (Museum of Geography and Ethnology, 1885-1986) to Museum voor Volkenkunde (1986-2000) 
to Wereldmuseum (since 2000). For uniformity’s sake I use Wereldmuseum throughout the text.

6335 This was followed in later years by more loans. Eventually, the NZG donated and sold most of its collections 
to the Wereldmuseum.
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of the Royal Military Academy (Koninklijke Militaire Academie, or KMA) in Breda, consisting of 

around 10,000 objects that had been collected since 1900. The Colonial Institute, precursor 

of the Tropenmuseum, received in 1921 the entire ethnographic collection of the Amsterdam 

Artis Zoo (Natura Artis Magistra, or Artis for short), comprising 11,217 objects that had become 

part of the collection between 1859 and 1911. Artis, in turn, had inherited the collections of 

the Nederlandsche Koloniale Vereeniging (Netherlands Colonial Association, 1883-1905). The 

ethnographic museum at Artis Zoo had been set up to give an idea of ‘the life of people in Dutch 

overseas territories as well as the life of primitive people in general’, while the accompanying 

zoo gave an idea of the fauna of these territories. The presence of the ethnology collection at 

the zoological garden reflects the close connections between the disciplines of ethnology and 

geography in the mid-nineteenth century (Molendijk 2005, 203). Interestingly, although the Artis 

collection focused specifically on the Dutch colonies as well as ‘the natural peoples in general’ 

(Van Duuren 1991, 23), most of the Islamic objects were from urban populations in Persia and 

the Dutch East Indies. The Rotterdam Zoo also had an ethnographic collection, a substantial 

part of which is now in the Leiden Museum of Ethnology and the Wereldmuseum collections. 

The NMVW museums received, through donation or exchange, a total of 3,723 objects from 

colonial Indonesia from the Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences. In 2016, after the foundation 

of NMVW, 3,200 objects from the Museum Nusantara (the former Indische Instelling, a training 

school providing instruction to colonial administrators) in Delft, which closed its doors in 2013, 

were added.64
36 From my analysis it appears the museums largely tapped into the same network 

of donors and sellers. However, there were variations in the type of object they collected. Some 

institutions (e.g. the Museum of Ethnology, the Wereldmuseum) limited themselves to ‘purely’ 

non-European objects, whereas other museums (e.g. the Tropenmuseum, Nusantara) also 

accepted more hybrid forms and the material culture of Europeans living in the colonies.

As I will describe in chapter 6, the Rijksmuseum, the national museum of Dutch art and 

history, was reluctant to admit Indonesian objects to its collections, an attitude that only 

changed in the late colonial period.65
37 The change resulted in the opening, in 1952, of a Museum 

of Asian Art at the Rijksmuseum premises, which housed the collections of the Asian Art Society 

(VVAK). Nevertheless, objects from colonial Indonesia kept being donated to the Rijksmuseum 

and other museums dedicated to national and local history in the provinces and towns of the 

Netherlands. The interwovenness of Dutch history with its colonies assured a steady stream of 

acquisitions, be it under the umbrella of maritime history, or as historical costumes, paintings, 

6436 Information TMS database National Museum of World Cultures. Accessed 14 August 2019.
6537 The Rijksmuseum holdings have around 750 Indonesian objects; this number relates to objects made by Indo-

nesians and collected in a colonial context. Email Jan de Hond, curator Rijksmuseum, to author, 1 November 
2019.
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drawings and photographs that were supposed to tell a story about the nation but revealed just 

as much of the shared history of the Netherlands and Indonesia (Stevens 2015).

Due to this particular history, in the Netherlands the largest museum collections from 

colonial Indonesia can be found at the museums of ethnology. In addition, there are large 

holdings in the natural history museums, for example the Naturalis Biodiversity Center in Leiden, 

a merger of several natural history collections, holds hundreds of thousands of specimens of 

plants and animals collected in colonial Indonesia, of which the colonial nature thus far has 

received little attention (Drieënhuizen and Sysling 2021; Weber 2019; Van Andel 2017).66
38 Many 

of those collecting for the museums of ethnology also collected in the field of natural history. 

Outside the Netherlands, the successor of the Royal Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences, 

the National Museum of Indonesia (Museum Nasional Indonesia) has a collection of around 

140,000 objects, mostly collected in the colonial period (Museum Nasional Indonesia n.d.; Mohr 

2014, 32). Smaller collections can be found in museums in other European countries, including 

Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, Sweden, Switzerland and the 

United Kingdom, as well as the United States (P. M. Taylor 1995, 109).

Colonialism in the Dutch East Indies also launched the collecting of objects from the 

so-called heartland of Islam, as the first Arab collections were sent from the Dutch consulate 

in Jeddah, from where the Indonesian pilgrims were monitored. Besides colonialism, trade 

and diplomatic relations were at the root of the collections from the Middle East. Museums 

also received objects from the Dutch consuls stationed in places such as Tripoli, Istanbul and 

Bushehr.67
39 Albert Hotz (1855-1930), a trader who was based in Iran, regularly sold and donated 

Persian artefacts. The objects from the Persian Pavilion he curated for the 1883 International 

Colonial and Export Exhibition in Amsterdam, acting as a commissioner of the Persian govern-

ment, became part of various museum collections (De Hond 2009).68
40 Yet generally, the Middle 

East and North Africa received relatively scarce attention in the decades before 1950, and 

collections would remain rather small compared to countries such as Britain and France that 

were the main colonizers of the region. In addition, as we will see, Dutch museum ethnologists 

had little interest in the region, or Muslim cultures in general, an attitude they shared with Dutch 

art historians. As a result, the field of Islamic art remained underdeveloped in universities and 

museums in the Netherlands, a situation further analysed in chapter 8.

6638 These collections include those of the National Museum of Natural History (Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke 
Historie), the National Museum of Geology and Minerology (Rijksmuseum van Geologie en Mineralogie), the 
Zoological Museum Amsterdam of the University of Amsterdam, and the Dutch National Herbaria at the 
universities of Leiden, Amsterdam and Wageningen.

6739 See for instance, the contributions of Jacques Clifford Kocq van Breugel (1799-1867), Dutch consul in Tripoli, 
discussed in chapter 6.

6840 Currently, the NMVW collections contain 541 objects that can be traced to Hotz.
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2.2 Analysis of the collections from Muslim Indonesia in the Netherlands

Analysing the research sample

In the collections of the National Museum of World Cultures I searched for patterns of collecting 

and interpretation. I was particularly interested in the moments when Islam was noticed and noted 

in the collection, and where, hence which regions of Indonesia this concerned. To this end I delved 

deeper into the histories of classification to identify how Islam was qualified in the colonial period 

and thereafter. I identified three periods of time in which Islam was classified. Based on this, I 

drew a set of data consisting of all objects, collected in Indonesia between 1850 and 1950 that 

have been classified as being linked to the Islamic faith, a total of 1,244 objects.69
41 The set contains 

three subsets, representing different periods of classification in the ethnographic museum. I focus 

on group twelve, representing religion - and the highest level of civilisation - within a classificatory 

system comprising twelve groups of functional use (see chapter 7 for a detailed outline):

1. All objects from Muslim regions in Indonesia, classified as group twelve (religion) in the 

catalogues of the Museum of Ethnology, published between 1892 and 1932.

2. All objects from Muslim regions in Indonesia, classified as group twelve (religion, science 

and education) on the Tropenmuseum index cards (zettels) between 1940 and 2000, 

focusing on the objects classified as group 12.1 (funerary objects and ancestral cults) 

and 12.2 (objects related to offerings, amulets, temple statues, clothing and objects 

used by priests, headhunting, tools for divination, prayer mats, beggar’s bowls, collection 

plates, incense burners).

3. All objects from Muslim regions in Indonesia classified as ‘Islamic’ in the category of 

religion (this is different from the functional category using the groups) in the digital 

database (The Museum System or TMS) from 2000.

This, in fact, was a re-interpretation of the earlier classifications; therefore, there is overlap with 

the two other subsets. Some objects that were classified before under group 12 also belong to 

this set, whereas other objects earlier classified as group twelve are not considered religious 

under the new classification. Furthermore, the category of religion is used more consistently in 

the registration of the Tropenmuseum collections than for the Museum of Ethnology collections, 

resulting in an uneven distribution of objects.

6941 The sample excludes the Wereldmuseum collection, because here classification is incomplete and unreliable, 
and the (former) Nusantara collection because only a small proportion of the collection became part of the 
NMVW.
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Table 1: Share of Islamic objects in the Tropenmuseum collection, by country. Published in Shatanawi (2014, 31).

Earlier research into the Tropenmuseum collection showed that 1.2% of the Indonesia collec-

tion is classified as pertaining to the Islamic religion (Shatanawi 2014, 31). This percentage is 

somewhat higher when looking specifically at the Muslim majority regions of Java (2%) and 

Sumatra (4%) (table 1). However, the percentage of Islamic objects in the Indonesia collection 

is far lower than in the collections from other Muslim majority countries, such as Turkey (7%), 

Egypt (14%) or Iran (19%).

Using this set of data, I looked for patterns indicating in particular where and what type 

of object was collected. The most significant pattern I found is regional; there is a manifest 

contrast between the different regions of Indonesia (table 2). It is clear that collecting of objects 

classified as Islamic is dominated by Sumatra (53%). More than half the sample is collected 

there, whereas Java counts for one third (although the regions proportionally are differently 

represented, with Java taking up 28% of the total Indonesia collection and Sumatra 19%).

Islam, Java and Sumatra

The disparity in numbers between Java and Sumatra can be explained by a number of factors. 

First of all, the periodization and speed of collecting matters. Until the 1860s, collecting in 

Indonesia was more or less incidental (Effert 2011, 156). The large influx of Indonesian objects 

into the museums in the Netherlands only began in this decade and was related to the opening 

of museums focusing on objects from the colonies (see section 2.1). To illustrate the changing 

speed of collecting, the Royal Academy in Delft, operating between 1842 and 1864 as a training 
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school for colonial administrators, gathered 1,078 objects in twenty-two years of existence.70
42 By 

contrast, the Museum of Ethnology received 6,704 Indonesian objects between 1859 and 1880, 

and the next sixteen years (1880-1896) resulted in the addition of another 16,585 Indonesian 

objects (Van Wengen 2002a, 90).71
43 The acceleration of collecting coincided with the period 

of conquest of Sumatra. In particular the prolonged Aceh War and the military administration 

of that region created conditions in which large scale and systematic collecting could take 

place. In Sumatra, several systematic collections were assembled by military officers and 

civil administrators, as well as by scientific expeditions to Central Sumatra. Although it can be 

argued that individual taste and perceptions also had a large influence on these collections, 

they intended to give a scientifically rational overview of the people concerned, following ency-

clopaedic Enlightenment principles. Collecting developed from the need to know and control 

the newly conquered areas. Of the approximately 35,000 objects from Sumatra, at least 6,500 

were collected systematically among the Muslim population.

In Java, however, collecting only reached full speed decades after the island was submitted 

to Dutch rule. Here, the acceleration of collecting after 1860 was related to increasing numbers 

of Dutch individuals going to live and work in the colony. In contrast to Sumatra, South Sulawesi 

or other recently conquered regions, Java was not ‘unknown’ territory which required extensive 

7042 Information TMS database National Museum of World Cultures. Accessed 16 March 2020. 10% of the col-
lection was of the representational kind, i.e. drawings and paintings by artist Hubertus Sieburgh (see Bloem-
bergen and Eickhoff 2020, 43–45).

7143 This number is influenced by the transfer of objects from the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities. Still, also at the 
Cabinet, the majority of Indonesian objects arrived after 1860.

Table 2: Division of the sample: Islamic collections by region (source: author).
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gathering of knowledge (Brinkgreve and van Hout 2005, 100). The Java collection is made 

up of more than 47,000 objects, gathered by around 4,000 individuals and institutions. The 

pattern here is a large number of donors and sellers, from highly diverse backgrounds, who each 

brought a small number of objects to the museums. Few of them assembled large collections 

(more than 500 objects), and none collected large assemblages that aimed to give a systematic 

overview of life in certain regions of Java. No research expeditions were undertaken to collect 

ethnographic information. It is also noteworthy that the many civil servants stationed on the 

island were not involved in systematic ethnographic collecting, like their colleagues in Sumatra, 

Sulawesi and the non-Muslim regions were.72
44 Nonetheless, in museums and exhibitions, such 

as the International Colonial and Export Exhibition in 1883, efforts were made to present Java 

systematically (Bloembergen 2006). It can be argued, however, that this systematism was more 

the result of careful curating rather than systematic collecting.

A second factor explaining the disparity in numbers relates to perceptions of how Islam 

was lived and, more importantly, appropriated differently in Sumatra and Java. The colonial 

approach to Indonesia, in the administration as well as academia and museums, was through 

differentiation of its various ethnicities or ‘races’, in connection to the geographical regions of 

the archipelago. Each ethnicity was ascribed a set of characteristics of physical and behavioural 

appearances that supposedly was fixed in time. When it came to Islam two extreme images 

prevailed: on one end of the spectrum the Acehnese and their extreme Muslimness, on the other 

end the Javanese whose piety was considered a mere smoke screen for an essentially Hindu, 

Buddhist or animist religious nature. Other regions and ethnicities were positioned somewhere 

along the spectrum. For instance, like Java, and despite the current image of the Bugis and 

Makkassar people as steadfast Muslims, Sulawesian Islam was commonly discussed as a 

superficial layer on top of older non-monotheist traditions.

The images of Muslims in the archipelago were connected to ideas about fanaticism, and 

the association of anticolonial resistance with Islam, as well as Protestant conceptions of 

religion as beliefs following a rigid standard of dogmas that remained the same as they spread 

over the world. There is a close connection between Aceh’s image of piety and the Aceh War 

(1873-1942),73
45 owing to the fact that the resistance was cast in terms of jihad and the active 

participation of the ‘ulama in the leadership of the resistance. It led to a construction of an image 

of the Acehnese not only as Muslims, but as ‘singularly pious, militant defenders of the faith’ 

(Wieringa 2017, 1170). Another element, which is quite central to museum interpretations, relates 

7244 Exceptions, albeit on a limited scale, were civil administrators W.L.H.A. Harloff en E.D. Levyssohn Norman, 
who in 1864 donated 279 objects from Central Java to the Batavian Society. The collection was divided into 
categories, such as agriculture, husbandry, various crafts, transport, medicine, household goods, weapons 
and objects used by thieves (Brinkgreve and van Hout 2005, 100).

7345 In 1914 the Netherlands proclaimed an end to the Aceh War and different end dates for the war are mentioned. 
I hold on to the most common date in Indonesian historiography.
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to the historical relations between Aceh and the heartland of Islam, that is, the Ottoman Empire 

and Mecca. According to this view, the direct relations have resulted in an Islam that is closer to 

the Islam of the heartland and, by extension, purer. The idea of Javaneseness as almost purely 

Hindu-Buddhist in nature was most strongly held with respect to Central Java, and its elite, the 

priyayi class. Banten, in West Java, on the other hand, was considered to be one of the major 

regions of particular Islamic fervour, much like Aceh and West Sumatra. Snouck Hurgronje, for 

instance, called Banten ‘a centre of Mohammedan life’ (een brandpunt van Mohammedaansch 

leven) (Gobée and Adriaanse 1959, 2:1319).

The alleged superficiality of Islam in Java, using popular metaphors that described Islam as 

a ‘veil that conceals little and shapes nothing’ (Snouck Hurgronje 1906: I, 313) or a layer of veneer 

that could easily be scratched off, meant that Dutch collectors and museum curators seldom 

associated the region with Islamic piety and theology. When Islam in Java was discussed, it 

was often in terms of syncretism and thinly veiled Hindu, Buddhist or animist practices. It is 

telling that out of seventy-five Qur’ans collected in Indonesia during the colonial period, and 

among the more than 47,000 objects from Java, there is not one single Javanese-produced 

Qur’an in the NMVW collections and only two were collected in Java (but printed in India and 

Scotland).74
46 Museum Bronbeek and Museon each have a number of Qur’ans from Sumatra, 

especially Aceh, while the Rijksmuseum has none. Although Qur’ans produced in Java are 

present in other Dutch collections, notably the university libraries of Leiden and Utrecht (Gallop 

2015; Voorhoeve 1980), their virtual absence from museum collections can be seen as symbolic 

of the lack of interest in Javanese Islam. The conflicts in Sumatra, where the Dutch were in 

direct military confrontation with Islam, resulted in more attention being paid to local forms 

of Islam and hence, the collecting of a larger number of objects that were framed as Islamic. 

Furthermore, Islam was seen as more rooted in Sumatra for historical reasons. This view was 

connected to the early arrival date of Islam in Aceh, in particular the fact that the kingdom of 

Pasai was the first kingdom in the archipelago to convert to Islam and to become the Samudera 

Pasai sultanate (thirteenth to sixteenth century).

Whether in Java or Sumatra, Islam was discussed in terms of caution and control. In a way, 

this attitude of containment stretched out to the walls of the museum. It can be detected in the 

relatively small number of objects that the museums identified as Islamic. It can also be seen 

in the acquisition histories of the objects, and the many cases in which conflict and resistance 

7446 Qur’an, India, 1865. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-H-2183. https://
hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/200271 David Bryce & Sons, Miniature Qur’an, Glasgow, c. 1900. Collection 
National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-6441-1. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/507561 The 
only Ja-vanese Qur’an in these collections was purchased by the Wereldmuseum in 1973 from 
connoisseur and collector K.R.T. Hardjonagoro (1931-2008). It is a composition of a Javanese manuscript 
and illuminations taken from a Singapore printed Qur’an. Qur’anic manuscript, Java, c. 1870. Collection 
Wereldmuseum inv. no. WM-62154. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/1122889
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played a role. Finally, even though hundreds of objects related to Islamic rituals did make their 

way into the collections, the Islamic religion was rarely a subject of museum display, in contrast 

to other religious traditions of the archipelago. This attitude slightly changed in the later colonial 

period when both the Tropenmuseum in the 1930s and Museum of Ethnology in the 1940s 

started to pay attention to the religious and artistic traditions of Indonesian Islam. However, 

at the same time this new development was a continuation of earlier viewpoints, as the focus 

was on Sumatra, on Aceh and West Sumatra to be precise, while Javanese and Sulawesian 

Islam remained largely ignored.

South Sulawesi provides the third largest number of Islamic objects in my sample, but in 

collecting and museum display it received almost no attention as a Muslim region. Collecting 

among the Muslims of South Sulawesi took place in several ways. Systematic collections were 

assembled by civil administrators, military officers and the Bible translator Benjamin Matthes 

(1818-1908). The official spoils of war of the 1905 punitive expedition against La Pawawoi 

Karaeng Sigeri (d. 1911), the Raja of Bone, were donated to the Museum of Ethnology in 1906, 

but returned to the Dutch State in 1931, which in turn returned them to the ruling family of Bone 

in 1938 (Budiarti 2007; Pronk 2006). However, as Heleen Pronk (2006) writes, besides the official 

spoils of war, individual military staff also got hold of property. For instance, first lieutenant 

Adrianus Hackstroh (1878-1915) managed to get his hands on a Qur’anic manuscript from 

the Raja’s possessions.75
47 Finally, the collections from South Sulawesi are characterised by a 

relatively large share of donations from Sulawesian royalty, some of whom also sent complete 

ethnographic collections to museums in the Netherlands. For instance, in the 1890s several 

members of the royal houses of Gowa and Bone, including I Malingkaan Daeng Nyonri Karaeng 

Katangka (d. 1895), Crown Prince of Gowa (and the later Sultan Idris), donated several series 

of ethnographic objects to the Museum of Ethnology. These gifts happened in the context of 

increasing Dutch control over the area, and at the instigation of Arnold Eerdmans (1855-1940), 

Secretary of Native Affairs in Makassar.76
48

Another pattern I found in the collections relates to the type of object. Among the object 

collections from Muslim Indonesia, there are many objects that were collected as art objects, 

as samples of craft or because of their aesthetic appearance. Examples are batik and silk 

textiles, wayang puppets, weapons and carved woodwork. Yet very few of these objects were 

described as Islamic during the time of collecting, and none were collected under the heading 

of Islamic art. Among the objects that did have the designation ‘Islamic’ at the time of collecting, 

three types of objects stand out in frequency: manuscripts, amulets and objects related to the 

7547 Qur’anic manuscript, Sulawesi, 1864. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. RV-3600-453. 
https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/770356 

7648 Letter Arnold Eerdmans to Lindor Serrurier, 29 July 1890. Archives of the Museum of Ethnology NL-Ldn-
RMV-A1-15-214/215.
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hajj. Within the sample of objects classified as Islamic, there is a high number of manuscripts 

and printed books (28%), particularly from Aceh. Annabel Gallop (2004, 193) has remarked 

that during the Aceh War the focus of collecting shifted from literary and historical works 

to copies of the Qur’an, prayer books and works on Islamic doctrine and practice. The high 

frequency of amulets is partly connected to the strong emphasis ethnology placed on magical 

practices in the study of religion (21% of the sample of Islamic objects is currently classified 

under the heading “magical protection”). Yet the amulets can also be connected to instances 

of control and surveillance, as they were frequently seized when suspects were searched by 

the police and the judicial authorities, as the information given with a number of gifted amulets 

testifies.77
49 Amulets and manuscripts, along with weapons and seal matrices, were also the 

objects most frequently looted from the dead bodies of fighters during the Aceh War.78
50 Navy 

officer Johan Korndörffer stated in 1877 that the KNIL found at least one jimat (amulet) on every 

captive Acehnese fighter.79
51 Political motives also constitute the background of the relatively 

large number of objects related to the hajj, the annual pilgrimage to the holy sites in and around 

Mecca. The colonial government’s fundamental distrust of the hajj, as a source for political 

unrest and anti-colonial activity, was the main driver for the collecting of these objects. In 

chapters 4 and 5, I look more closely at the making of these categories of objects between 

colonial perceptions and the realities of collecting, through the analysis of a number of cases.

2.3 Looking through the lens of the Islamic

This study looks at the collections from colonial Indonesia through the lens of the Islamic, 

and by doing so, it is filling a gap in knowledge about collecting and museum practices in 

the period of Dutch rule. It demonstrates that collecting in the Muslim-majority regions at 

times followed different trajectories than in other regions of colonial Indonesia, and that a 

significant part of the Indonesia collections has slipped under the radar of previous research. 

The case of the missionary collections shows how bringing Islam into the analysis can produce 

7749 For instance, the amulets in series TM-1170, a 1937 donation of F.H. Poser LLM to the Colonial Institute, and 
those of series TM-864, in 1934 donated by C.Tj. Bertling LLM, which were ‘worn by suspects during trials or 
by witnesses to protect themselves against perjury’. In 1893 civil administrator Tjalling Halbertsma donated 
the amulets (series 7082-S-84) that were found on village chief Atma Semedi, who was accused of theft of 
goods from the Yogyakarta kraton, to the Indische Instelling. In 1930 his colleague D.H. Burger donated a box 
full of amulets, found on another suspect, the dukun (healer) Krama Pagal, who was accused of murder, to 
the Colonial Institute. All are pieces of paper on which Islamic supplications and invocations are written.

7850 Stamps or matrices, used to print seals, were often carried by Acehnese nobility. The KNIL collected stamps 
from dead bodies to identify the killed enemies, see Du Croo (1943, 165). There are 40 of such seal matrices 
from Aceh in the NMVW collections, and also some from other regions. See Gallop (2019) for an overview.

7951 Notes with letter J.J. Korndörffer, 12 February 1877. Archives of the Museum of Ethnology inv. no. NL-Ldn-
RMV-A1-3-211/244.
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entirely different findings. Research on missionary collecting in colonial Indonesia focuses on 

the so-called natural religions (examples are Kanhai 2020; Weener 2020; Corbey and Weener 

2015; Nooy-Palm 2002). My findings, although by no means exhaustive, suggest that the 

removal and destruction of material religion is not intrinsic to missionary collecting (a point 

also made by Corbey and Weener 2015), but that it mattered how the missionaries framed the 

cultural practices with which they were confronted. In other cases, such as the pusaka items, 

collecting followed common trajectories. Court pusaka had the interest of the government, 

because without these objects Indonesian rulers could not exercise their authority over the 

population; the capture of the pusaka equaled defeat. Yet in this matter, Muslim rulers were not 

treated differently from others.

The patterns I found in the museum collections largely conform to colonial conceptions 

of race, culture and religion. The disproportionate share of Sumatra, in particular Aceh, in the 

sample of objects classified as Islamic fits colonial images of the intensely Islamic nature of the 

region. Another pattern relates to object genres, with manuscripts, objects related to ‘magic’ and 

to the hajj standing out in number. However, as I argue in the following chapters, these patterns 

are the result of an interplay of factors. Modes of collecting were influenced by policies and 

politics, whereas models of taxonomy and classification were grounded in scientific theories 

and their interactions with colonial governance and public image-making. Reconceptualisations 

of Indonesian Islam, examples of which are discussed in chapter 8, will bring about an entirely 

different set of patterns.




