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6.1 Categorising Islamic things

This chapter considers how Dutch museums have conceptualized and constructed ‘Islam’ 

through practices of classification.268
1 In the preceding chapters I examined collecting in colonial 

Indonesia in the context of policies and practices as well as histories of museum formation. 

This chapter and the next look closely at what happened after these objects were musealised. 

In order to map the construction of the category of ‘Islam’, I take a broader look and examine 

the histories of separating and re-unifying the Middle Eastern and Indonesian collections. These 

histories followed from taxonomic models derived from disciplinary formations and resulted 

in divisions over dedicated museums of art, archaeology and ethnology. The premise of this 

chapter is that collections of Middle Eastern art and culture, and more broadly of the Islamic 

world, are a prime example of how colonial paradigms still live on in the structure of the museum 

landscape of the Netherlands. Typical is the division of collections over different time periods 

that fluctuate in appreciation. A closer examination of how colonial narratives developed in 

museums demonstrates how identities were defined, categorized and negotiated from the early 

nineteenth century to the present. The concluding chapter will then look at how reconciliation 

and repair can be made possible.

The objects that are the protagonists in this chapter hail from various regions of the Muslim 

world, ranging from North Africa and the Middle East in the Islamic period to Mughal India and 

colonial Indonesia. For the purposes of this chapter, I have chosen a wide angle to the notion of 

the ‘Islamic’, including all kinds of objects made or used by Muslims in these various regions and 

time periods. This makes it possible to examine which meanings were given to these objects, 

and how they relate to the origin and qualities ascribed to the object.

My approach is diachronic, tracing how interpretations of these artefacts have shifted 

over time. Europe has a long history of perceiving Muslim cultures as ‘in-between’ cultures, 

and Islam as a religion ‘in-between’ salvation and paganism. The words Middle East already 

indicate this in-betweenness. As Edward Said (1978) noted, the Middle East was Europe’s 

closest Other and one of its fiercest cultural contestants. Yet when in the nineteenth century 

Muslim cultures were no longer perceived as rivals, their contemporary objects were placed 

in ethnographic museums, together with those other regions that supposedly had no history – 

Africa, Oceania and much of Asia. It seems that more distance needed to be created between 

the Muslim world and Europe the closer to the present time one came. It is this ambivalent 

attitude towards the Muslim world that makes the treatment of objects from Muslim regions 

particularly relevant.

2681 Excerpts of this chapter were published in Shatanawi (2021) and Shatanawi (2022).
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My point of departure is the idea of different types of museums – the archaeological 

museum, ethnographic museum, art museum and the so-called universal or encyclopaedic 

museum – as functioning as a discursive chain. It starts somewhere in the late nineteenth 

century, when multidisciplinary cabinets of curiosity transformed into museums that were 

increasingly more specialised and separated by discipline. This was the period of formation of 

the ‘exhibitionary complex’ as described by Tony Bennett (1995), when processes of inclusion 

and exclusion from Europe unfolded. Bennett attributes the emergence of the public museum 

in the nineteenth century to the development of academic disciplines:

The birth of the museum is coincident with, and supplied a primary institutional condition 

for, the emergence of a new set of knowledges - geology, biology, archaeology, anthropology, 

history and art history - each of which, in its museological deployment, arranged objects as 

parts of evolutionary sequences (the history of the earth, of life, of man, and of civilisation) 

which, in their interrelations, formed a totalising order of things and peoples that was 

historicised through and through. (Bennett 1995, 96)

In this period, objects from European (and later Western) and non-European (non-Western) 

cultures were separated. Historian Susan Legêne (2002) has referred to this process as ‘the 

creation of worlds apart’. The separation of cultures has been one of the most dramatic changes 

in the European museum landscape and it fundamentally altered the way in which culture and 

cultures were represented in museums. Today the dichotomous model on which the institution 

of the museum is based, and the underlying hierarchy of cultures, form an obstacle to achieving 

many of the social goals to which museums ascribe, that is ‘to inspire hope and healing, improve 

lives and better the world’ (Silverman 2010, 2).

As my analysis shows, after the separation museums representing European cultures and 

those representing non-European cultures started to function as communicating vessels. In a 

Saidian sense, each type of museum was showing the self-image of Europe in a colonial context. 

As Christina Riggs (2010, 1132) writes:

Museums provided a space where the fruits of colonial contact – art, artefacts, ‘‘knowledge’’ 

of the colonized country – could be ordered and arranged to create knowledge of oneself 

and one’s own society, the colonizer. To this end, museums displayed objects in categories 

presented as intuitive (Europe or other? painting or sculpture? early or late?), little acknowl-

edging their own role in the creation and promulgation of these categories.

In the course of their ‘social lives’ as things, objects were moved back and forth between different 

types of museums. Hence what went in the glass case in one museum, went out in another. Yet 
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contrary to Bennett’s assertion, processes of classification were anything but straightforward, 

and they were continually undermined by the elusiveness of the objects concerned. Haidy 

Geismar (2018, 1) argues that the unwieldiness of the collections regularly undermines the 

linear trajectory used to describe the history of museums, ‘this teleological perspective, in which 

disorder gives way to order, chaos to rationality, polyphony to stable meaning, and private to 

public, is continually confounded by the same sets of objects used to constitute it.’

In this chapter I examine what makes the Islamic objects studied here ‘a certain kind of 

thing’ (Kopytoff 1986, 64) and if and how this ‘being-of-a-certain-kind’ was framed by wider 

scientific worldviews. Two decisive moments will be analysed: the dissolution of the Royal 

Cabinet of Curiosities in 1883, when the majority of the collection was divided along the 

lines of ethnology versus craftsmanship, and the secession of the non-European collections 

from the Museum of Antiquities in 1903, and their subsequent transfer to the Museum of 

Ethnology. Questions of classification are at the core of this inquiry. The moments when 

life-changing decisions were taken are revealing, and they are particularly fruitful for historical 

inquiry because of the traces of argumentation they leave behind in the archives. In these 

instances of separation and classification, discontinuity can be identified (Hooper-Greenhill 

1992, 196). Yet the ‘underlying purposes and interests are revealed even more clearly in 

moments when classifications were or are questioned, abandoned or overthrown’ (Förster 

and Von Bose 2018, 50). I am particularly interested in how categories like ‘European’ and its 

mirror image ‘non-European’ came about, and the ways in which they are associated with 

and are echoed by the categories of ‘art’ and ‘ethnology’. My interest stems from the notion 

that these categorisations came to qualify the structural inequalities between cultures and 

groups of people in museum representation. Yet at the same time, I am interested to discern 

the coherence of history and agency in the objects themselves, enabling them to defy the 

categorisations of museum practice.

6.2 Separating ‘Europe’ from ‘Islam’: The Royal Cabinet of Curiosities

In the Netherlands, there were two decisive moments marking the separation of European and 

non-European collections. The first happened in 1883, when the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities 

(Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden, or KKZ) was split up, an event of major consequences. 

The second moment occurred in 1903 when the Leiden Museum of Antiquities decided to 

deaccession its non-European collections.

The Royal Cabinet of Curiosities was founded by the Dutch King Willem I in 1816 and until 

its dissolution in 1883 it was housed in various buildings in The Hague, including what is now 

the Mauritshuis museum. Its collections were an eclectic mix, consisting of objects relating to 

important events in Dutch history, but also ethnographic collections and objects resulting from 
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trade relations, in particular through the Dutch East India Company, such as weapons from Sri 

Lanka and jewellery from Mughal India. Contained within the cabinet were a number of royal 

collections, including the curiosity collection of Stadtholder Willem V, especially the luxury 

objects made from gold, silver and ivory coming from those collections. A large part of the 

collection was dedicated to objects from Japan and China. Indonesia was poorly represented 

until the 1860s when serious efforts were started to enhance the collections from the region 

(Effert 2011; 2008; Legêne 2002). Legêne places the creation of the Cabinet in the context of 

the 1813 restoration of the monarchy in the Netherlands:

The Dutch governors, diplomats and navy men who were sent to all corners of the world in 

order to regain Dutch overseas positions and possessions, were instructed to collect objects 

of art and culture both as a source of information and to testify of the Dutch international ori-

entation at home. At the same time, politicians in the inner circles around the King donated 

objects that were regarded part of Dutch national history. Filling the Cabinet of Curiosities 

with this mix of collections was one of the ways to tie all these nation builders together and 

strengthen the nucleus around which the new nation evolved. (Legêne 2002, 633)

From the beginning the Royal Cabinet was an odd manifestation as it was a continuation of the 

encyclopaedic tradition of royal and stadtholders’ collections of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, while the tendency in the early nineteenth century was, also in the Netherlands, 

to open museums specialized in a particular discipline (Bergvelt 2013; Effert 2011; Bennett 

1995). Just a few years after the establishment of the Royal Cabinet, a number of specialized 

museums opened in Leiden, such as the National Museum of Antiquities (Rijksmuseum van 

Oudheden, 1818) and the National Museum of Natural History (Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke 

Historie, 1820). In 1837, the Museum of Ethnology was founded. All the time, the Royal Cabinet 

operated in competition with these and other museums organized by discipline, and tried to 

defend its boundaries.

The Royal Cabinet contained around three hundred Islamic objects, although, as far as I 

have seen, none were described as such.269
2 Even so, in the descriptions of some of the objects 

Islamic practices were mentioned, such as the case of a book bag with Arabic script from a 

‘Negro’ named Peter from Surinam, which entered the Royal Cabinet in 1828. The donor, judge 

2692 This is a rough estimation, based on the databases of the NMVW and Rijksmuseum, combined with objects 
mentioned in the correspondence present in the Archives of the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities. Of the latter 
category many objects could not be found in the databases so presumably they have been lost. My estima-
tion includes objects for ritual purposes, as well as what is commonly categorized as Islamic art, e.g. luxury 
objects from the Muslim courts in the Middle East and South Asia, and paintings made in the Islamic regions, 
and for the purposes of my research I have also included the Muslim courts of Indonesia, which generally are 
not included in the category of Islamic art.
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Adriaan François Lammens (1767-1847), describes the previous owner, apparently an enslaved 

man, as ‘very pious and proper’ who ‘when he sensed his life was ending, he asked for some 

paper from his master, and that which he should write to have delivered to another Negro, named 

Cachet, and translated some moral lessons from the Qur’an’ (translated in Effert 2008, 266).270
3 

Likewise, military physician Jan Gramberg (1823-1888) who in 1860 donated a Sufi prayer book 

from West Africa,271
4 among other objects, gave the following description:

A Qur’an or Arabic prayer book written by the Mandingo Negroes. In these lands they 

establish the financial value of the book in a rather peculiar manner. A pious man or scholar 

(mallem) carries the book as decoration and amulet on his chest. When he falls into poverty 

because of old age or illness, he will sell the Qur’an to a richer man for a slave who will work to 

earn money for his new master. In this region a slave ordinarily will cost 75 to 100 guilders.272
5

Gramberg concluded his letter with the observation that ‘remarkably, everything coming from 

Negroes practising the Mohammedan faith is evidence of a greater degree of development 

than the objects of the Fetish tribes’, thus alluding to the intermediate position of Islam in the 

hierarchical ranking of races and cultures.

Among the Islamic objects from the Royal Cabinet are talismans from Sumatra, keris 

daggers donated as presents from Indonesian sultans, Moroccan slippers, Persian weapons 

and Ottoman almanacs. About half of the objects are paintings made in Ottoman Turkey or 

Mughal India for a European clientele. They include sixty-six early to mid-nineteenth century 

Ottoman albums paintings that, like the Indian paintings, were made for European patrons; 

in this case to satisfy a curiosity about how Ottomans dressed and how the army was 

organised.273
6 Ottoman costume books were often commissioned by European diplomats, 

so they could identify the dignitaries of the palace and the military staff with whom they had 

to interact (Fraser 2018).

In what follows I will examine the life histories of the Islamic objects, and in particular 

their afterlives: how, once they entered the museum collections, they were interpreted, 

categorized and presented. I am not the first to do so. Historian Susan Legêne has used 

Marie-Louise Pratt’s notion of the contact zone to trace the biographies of nineteen agri-

cultural tools, brought from Libya to the Netherlands by consul Jacques Clifford Kocq van 

2703 Letter A.F. Lammens to R.P. van de Kasteele, 1 April 1828. Archives of the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities, NHA 
476.855/032. The book bag could not be traced.

2714 Prayer book (wird) in leather case, West Africa, before 1860. Collection National Museum of World Cultures 
inv. no. RV-360-5317. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/609209

2725 List of items J.S.G. Gramberg, 1860. Archives of the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities, NHA 476.856/052_053.
2736 Ottoman album paintings, Istanbul, c. 1826-1840. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. 

RV-360-7364/7429. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/650429
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Breugel (1799-1867), and to analyse them as an encounter between Europe and non-Western 

societies (Legêne 1998a; 1998b). In 1830 Van Breugel presented his modest collection, used 

by Bedouins in the environments of Tripoli, to the director of the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities 

in The Hague.274
7 In her analysis, Legêne frames the Bedouin collection in the context of 

anti-Islamic sentiments in the Netherlands, which she describes as a mixture of political 

and religious considerations and above all directed against the Ottoman Empire of which 

Libya was part. The fact that Van Breugel collected Greek and Roman antiquities, as well as 

contemporary Bedouin objects, but showed no interest whatsoever in the material culture of 

Libya’s cities, she sees as a reflection of Van Breugel’s lack of contact with (urban) Muslims 

and his uncomfortable feelings towards contemporary Islamic culture. While culture and life 

in the city of Tripoli did not appeal to him, Van Breugel described the lifestyle of the Bedouins 

(who were also Muslims, of course) with slightly more empathy, although his account echoes 

numerous Orientalist tropes. From the memorandum describing the objects, sent by Van 

Breugel to the Royal Cabinet, it seems that he was primarily interested in proving the ‘prim-

itiveness’ of the region where he was stationed.275
8 According to Legêne, his judgement of 

these artefacts stood in contrast to the Greek and Roman antiquities he excavated ‘as if to 

strengthen - through the antiquities he brought to the Netherlands - the bond of European 

culture against the world of Islam’ (Legêne 1998b, 28).

Ethnology or decorative arts?

When in 1883 the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities was closed, most of its collection of around 

15,000 objects was divided over two museums: the ‘ethnographic’ objects were given to 

the Museum of Ethnology in Leiden, and the European objects as well as objects relating to 

‘comparative decorative arts’ (vergelijkende kunstindustrie) were donated to the Netherlands 

Museum for History and Art (Nederlandsch Museum voor Geschiedenis en Kunst, abbreviated 

NMHA), which was housed in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.276
9 This sparked a debate 

2747 Nineteen objects used in agriculture and horse husbandry, environments of Tripoli (Libya), c. 1830. Collection 
National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. RV-360-5114/5127. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/609017

2758 Letter J.F.H. Clifford Kocq van Breugel, 1 June 1830. Archives of the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities, NHA 
476.855/051_059.

2769 The Rijksmuseum currently has 3,681 objects with a Royal Cabinet pedigree and the Museum of Ethnology 
has 10,259. The original number must have been higher, as between 1883 and the present (2022) hundreds 
of objects have been lost and some objects have been exchanged with other museums. A small number of 
objects were donated in 1883 to other museums: the Royal Cabinet of Coins and Cut Stones, the National 
Museum of Geology and Mineralogy, the National Herbarium, the National Museum of Natural History and 
the National Museum of Antiquities (Archives of the NMHA, NHA 476.1076/02). The National Museum of 
Antiquities currently has 104 objects with a Royal Cabinet pedigree (information TMS database. Accessed 24 
January 2019). An inventory list of the Royal Cabinet, drawn up in 1879, counted 10,090 objects (Effert 2008, 
226), but, as it was based on archival documents rather than physical presence it also included objects that 
in reality had never been part of the collection.
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among the museum directors in charge of the division: didn’t many non-western objects 

belong to ‘comparative decorative arts’? They agreed that objects belonged in the Museum 

of Ethnology if they ‘enhance the knowledge about the customs, habits, and nature of the 

peoples outside Europe, with the exception of objects that directly belong to the domain of 

art and decorative arts.’277
10 Accordingly, they decided to determine for each group of objects 

whether its aesthetic value or functional use was more important. The resulting division now 

may seem arbitrary, but it nicely followed nineteenth-century lines of thought. In this chapter 

I examine the discourse underpinning the division, and the concluding chapter will discuss 

how its traces can still be found in the museums involved today.

According to David van der Kellen (1827-1895), the director of the Netherlands Museum 

for History and Art, aesthetic value was measured by ‘beauty in shape, colour, material or 

craftsmanship’.278
11 The judgment was part of a wider debate on the position of non-European 

art, particularly Asian art, within the dividing lines between ‘art’ and ‘crafts’. For the first time 

there were scholars who argued that these objects could be classified as art, rather than crafts 

or minor arts, or only as objects to be judged on their ethnological value (Marchand 2009, 

392). This nascent debate informed decisions on what was considered ‘good art’ and ‘bad art’ 

(or no art) according to nineteenth-century European norms, as we can see in the case of the 

objects from Mughal India present in the Cabinet (made in approximately the same period). A 

painted bowl and jar as well as an ivory chess piece ended up at the Rijksmuseum,279
12 but all 

the miniature paintings were sent to the Museum of Ethnology, where they could be studied as 

illustrations of life in India.280
13 A collection of Indian jewellery was sent back and forth between 

the Rijksmuseum and the ethnology museums a couple of times, as curators were not sure if 

27710 

27811 
27912

28013 

Letter D. van der Kellen to Minister of the Interior, 19 December 1880. National Archives 2.04.13/1952. At the 
time, the terms kunstindustrie and kunstnijverheid were used interchangeably to denote ‘luxury 
products’ (Simon Thomas 1988, 27); for this reason I use the translation ‘decorative arts’ throughout the text. 
Memorandum D. van der Kellen, 16 February 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/1952 no. 473.
All these objects hail from the collection of Jean Theodore Royer (1737-1807). After his death, Royer’s col-
lection was bequeathed to King Willem I. Bowl, jar with lid and saucer and huqqa base, India, c. 1775-1800. 
Collection Rijksmuseum inv. nos. AK-NM-6981-A/AK-NM-6982-1/AK-NM-6622. http://hdl.handle.net/10934/
RM0001.COLLECT.295331 Ivory chess piece, India, c. 1760-1780. Collection Rijksmuseum inv. no. AK-
NM-7003. http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.316106
There is no archival information on why the twenty-six paintings were assigned to the Museum of Ethnology 
and how they were appreciated there. From the available information it seems they were not exhibited until 
the late twentieth century. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. RV-360-990/993 and 
RV-360-6998/7001 and RV-360-7346/7363. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/604626

http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.295331
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they were indicative of Indian craftsmanship or habits of dress.281
14 Finally, in 1972, they ended 

up in the Asian art department of the Rijksmuseum.282
15

The respective directors of the two museums quickly agreed on a number of categories. 

Objects from Africa and Oceania, without a doubt, had no artistic value and belonged to the 

Museum of Ethnology. But China and Japan, and also Indonesia, were a different story.283
16 

Van der Kellen complained that he and his colleague Lindor Serrurier (1846-1901), director 

of the Museum of Ethnology, disputed the fate of the Indonesian objects, in particular the 

‘sophisticated and prized’ keris daggers.284
17 According to him, it was fully comprehensible that 

objects could have as much value in terms of origin, function and use as they have in terms of 

beauty in shape, colour, material and decoration. In that case, ‘a random decision’ should be 

made. Director Conrad Leemans (1809-1893) of the Museum of Antiquities in Leiden had made 

similar remarks when the Ministry first argued for a division. According to him, if decorative 

art was art applied to crafts, then we are talking about objects of everyday use. But to which 

category do the ‘splendid artistically produced Javanese weapons’ belong, and the fabrics, the 

jewellery, the clubs from Polynesia etcetera?285
18

Serrurier agreed that any division would be to some extent artificial, however he developed 

a more detailed set of principles to guide his judgment. To the domain of ethnology belonged 

‘all objects originating from a people’, while the decorative arts limited this selection to those 

‘objects of daily use, which through their decoration are witness to the artistry (kunstzin) of 

a people.’286
19 For the latter category, the value of the material and the elaborateness of the 

decoration was of vital importance, while ethnology attached importance to the extent of 

information available about the nature, use and origin of the objects. In this spirit, Serrurier 

28114 

28215 

28316 

28417

28518

28619

Jewellery, Surat, c. 1750. Collection Rijksmuseum inv. nos. AK-NM-7050/7089 and AK-NM-7121. http://hdl.handle. 
net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.56183 Former collection Museum of Ethnology inv. nos. RV-2364-348/389. 
The jewellery was assigned to the NMHA in 1883 and became part of the Rijksmuseum collection. When the 
Colonial Institute opened in 1926, it received a set of the jewellery to put on display in the so-called Treasure 
Room, together with the Lombok Treasure. In 1937, the Colonial Institute was required to return the loan and the 
objects were transferred (including ownership) to the Museum of Ethnology after the latter museum 
opened its own treasure room and argued that the pieces had significant ethnographic value. In 1972 the 
Rijksmuseum reversed the transfer and the jewellery returned once more. The transfer also included an 
‘exotic’ looking necklace, which recently turned out to be Hungarian-made and probably originated from the 
royal collections in the Royal Cabinet. Necklace, Hungary, early 17th century. Collection National Museum of 
World Cultures inv. no. RV-2364-352. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/738432 Documents concerning 
the Lombok Treasure, 1925-1937. National Archives / Archives of the Royal Tropical Institute 2.20.69/4407. 
Art objects from the Lombok Treasure to the National Museum of Ethnology, 1937. Archives of the directorate of 
the Rijksmuseum, NHA 476.2447. Archives of the Museum of Ethnology, file series RV-2364.
The objects from China and Japan were distributed to the two museums, more or less according to the agreed 
division. See Effert (2008) and Van Campen (2000).
Memorandum D. van der Kellen, 16 February 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/1952 no. 473.
Letter C. Leemans to Minister of the Interior, 27 April 1880. National Archives 2.04.13/1952.  Memorandum L. 
Serrurier, 2 February 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/1952 no. 320.

http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.56183
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wrote, he made his selection. For instance, he only selected Asian objects made from gold and 

silver if he had information about their origin and use. Yet he also wrote that he has allocated to 

his museum ‘all objects of entirely uncivilized and less civilized peoples, like Negroes, Papuans, 

Southsea islanders, red skins, Eskimos as well as the people of the East and West Indies.’287
20 

From his later writings it is evident that Serrurier conceived of the Museum of Ethnology as 

a gathering place for the material culture of primitive cultures, ‘[..] the museum will be, while 

retaining its scientific character, a school for everybody who wants to know how the wild, the 

barbarian and the half-civilized peoples have materialized their ways of thinking’ (Serrurier 1895, 

4). By contending that the population of the Dutch colonies was to be equated with the ‘entirely 

uncivilized and less civilized’, Serrurier made the winning bid.

 

Fig. 33 Notwithstanding the agreement made during the liquidation of the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities, the keris was 
allocated to the Netherlands Museum of History and Art (but later lent to the Colonial Institute). The accompanying 
letter of Sultan Cakra Adiningrat VIII of Madura to King Willem I became part of the collections of the Museum of 
Ethnology. Keris, Madura, c. 1835. Collection Rijksmuseum inv. no. NG-NM-7115. http://hdl.handle.net/10934/
RM0001.COLLECT.241275 Letter, 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

28720 Ibid.
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Serrurier’s prime selection criterion, the availability of information, favoured objects from the 

Dutch colonies. Objects in museum collections advanced Dutch scholarship in the field of 

ethnology, and likewise the colonial context provided ample opportunities to gather scientific 

knowledge about the material culture of the colonised people, for the benefit of museums 

(Legêne 1998a). In turn, the growing body of object collections, and hence the associated 

knowledge about the colonized people, facilitated colonial government; knowledge was 

regarded as ‘a prerequisite for colonial rule’ (Schefold and Vermeulen 2002a, 5). Yet, in the 

end, the resulting division of objects between the museums shows that it was not scientific 

knowledge, but rather perceptions about the level of civilisation of cultures, that were crucial. As 

we will see in the following analysis, the selection of the Museum of Ethnology included objects 

that Serrurier and his staff had little or no knowledge about, but simply did not fit the criteria of 

‘kunstzin’ (artistry), as employed by the NMHA. There are also cases when the division seems 

to be lacking in logic; for instance, a precious keris dagger, inlaid with gold and diamonds, a 

gift of Sultan Cakra Adiningrat VIII of Madura to King Willem I, was assigned to the NMHA, 

while the letter accompanying the gift ended up in the Museum of Ethnology, although as a 

diplomatic document it had little value for ethnological studies (Fig. 33). Indeed, cases like these 

demonstrate once more that the process of creating museum collections is as much arbitrary 

and unwieldly as it is a systematic enterprise.

The end of the story is that most of the approximately 1,100 objects from colonial Indonesia 

which had been present in the Royal Cabinet, i.e. 987 in total, ended up in the Museum of 

Ethnology.288
21 The Rijksmuseum collection, by contrast, today only counts 10 Indonesian objects 

originating from the Royal Cabinet.289
22 Another 71 Indonesian objects arrived at the Museum 

of Ethnology two decades later; they were first assigned to the Museum of Antiquities but 

transferred in 1903 when the museum decided to deaccession its non-European collections. 

In 1883 these objects were allocated to the Museum of Antiquities in Leiden, following an 

intervention by director Conrad Leemans, whose main goal was to get the Minister’s approval 

to allot to his museum a number of Hindu-Javanese bronzes, along with Greek and Roman 

bronzes. Leeman’s argumentation centred on the distinction between ‘dead’ and ‘living’ peoples, 

in which the advent of Islam played a decisive role. After a bitter fight with words, he succeeded; 

around 170 Greek, Roman, Egyptian, Etruscan and Javanese antiquities were transferred from 

28821 This figure is not precise, because (in 1883) objects that never arrived were also assigned numbers, inflating 
the Museum of Ethnology figures. Many objects got lost between 1883 and the writing of this chapter. Cur-
rently, 742 Indonesian objects that were once part of the Royal Cabinet collection are kept in the collection 
of the National Museum of World Cultures.

28922 Information gathered from the Rijksmuseum’s Adlib database. Accessed 28 October 2016.
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the Royal Cabinet to the Museum of Antiquities.290
23 The Hindu-Javanese bronzes, the main 

objects at stake, would however be donated to the Museum of Ethnology twenty years later.

European or extra-European?

All European objects were transferred to the Rijksmuseum, because they were, according to 

NMHA director David van der Kellen, ‘indispensable for the history of the intimate life of our 

ancestors’, because even if they were not produced in the Netherlands, at least they were 

used there.291
24 The Museum of Ethnology in turn declared that it would exclude any object 

that displayed European influence, since such an object was corrupted and unfit to study the 

‘pure’ core of non-western cultures. This included ‘objects copied after European models, with 

decorations derived from European motifs or made for Europeans.’292
25 The slogan under which 

Lindor Serrurier, director of the Museum of Ethnology, ran the museum was “collect before it is 

too late” (Van Wengen 2002c, 37). In line with the notion of salvage ethnography that emerged 

in the late nineteenth century, he saw European civilisation as one of the largest threats to 

non-Western cultures, because ‘more than ever before the products of European influence are 

spread into the entire globe and supersede the native’s weapons, his household utensils and 

clothing.’293
26 In a letter he wrote in 1891, nine years later, he used even stronger words. Serrurier 

describes how in many places around the world European civilisation has wiped out the native 

culture and he even, some years ago, received the last remaining ethnographic objects of the 

Minahasans of Sulawesi. He concludes that ‘nothing equals contemporary European civilisation 

in the radical destruction of all that exists.’294
27 Islam was also accorded a place among the forces 

responsible for the destruction of primitive societies: ‘who wants to collect, must hurry. With 

the penetration of Islam in Africa and in our East Indies possessions, idols are becoming more 

and more rare.’295
28

Serrurier’s theoretical perspective was that of comparative evolutionist ethnology, which 

claimed that every civilisation went through similar stages of development. Evolutionism was 

the dominant scientific tradition at the time, and Serrurier was influenced by the museums of 

29023 Today the remaining number of objects from the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities in the collection of the National 
Museum of Antiquities is 104. List provided by the museum 24 January 2019.

29124 Memorandum D. van der Kellen, 16 August 1876. National Archives 2.04.13/1952. All European objects, but 
seven items of clothing and footwear from Spain and Portugal and a model of a Russian house. Collection 
National Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. RV-360-1276/81, RV-360-5433/34, RV-360-5649.

29225 Memorandum L. Serrurier, 2 February 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/1952 no. 320.
29326 Letter L. Serrurier to Minister of the Interior, 5 May 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/1952 no. 1288.
29427 Letter L. Serrurier to Trustees of Leiden University, 25 March 1891. National Archives 2.04.13/2220.
29528 Memorandum L. Serrurier dated 1 August 1881, sent to G.F. Westerman (director N.A.M.), probably on 17 

August 1881. Archives of the City of Amsterdam/Archives Koninklijk Zoölogisch Genootschap ‘Natura Artis 
Magistra’ 395/1876.
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ethnology in Britain, such as the Pitt Rivers collection, which he had visited in 1880.296
29 Like other 

ethnologists of the time, he maintained close contacts with his peers across Europe. Particularly, 

Ernest Hamy (1842-1908), founder and curator of the Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro in 

Paris, the Swedish ethnologist Hjalmar Stolpe (1841-1905), curator of an ethnographic museum 

department in Stockholm, and the German ethnologist Adolf Bastian (1826-1905), the first 

director of the Ethnological Museum of Berlin, profoundly influenced his ideas (Effert 2011, 

162; Ten Kate 1902, 10). His departure point was the idea of single cultures, believing that every 

culture belonged to one people, and should be distinguished and remain separated from other 

cultures. In Serrurier’s perception ethnographic museums were ‘laboratories’ where ethnologists 

could compare chains of objects in different stages of development (Van Wengen 2002b, 966). 

Like Bastian, he believed that through the collecting of the material culture of less advanced 

civilisations, Europeans could study earlier stages in their own development (Penny 2002, 23). 

Serrurier was an avid collector; during the sixteen years of his directorship of the museum (1880-

1896), the collection grew by 45,838 objects, of which the transfer from the Royal Cabinet was a 

substantial part (Van Wengen 2002a, 90). According to Serrurier, such large quantities of objects 

were necessary to facilitate comparison between cultures, and in particular to settle the debate 

on monogenism versus polygenism, in favour of the latter. The comparative methodology he 

followed consisted of finding the links between similar phenomena in different parts of the world 

and determining the roots they have in common. Nevertheless, from his perspective it was 

important to also study each population separately, so as to determine the level of civilisation 

it had reached and, in this manner, to unravel the historical development of humankind and its 

organisation, customs and habits.297
30 In order to be able to do this, cultural phenomena had to be 

studied in their purest condition. His ultimate aim was to establish ‘an ethnographic museum, 

as comprehensive as possible, studying all of humanity as far as it had not been levelled out 

by the influence of Western civilisation.’298
31 As a corollary of these ideas, he considered objects 

infected by European culture to be useless for comparative ethnology. Islamic objects, although 

not as ‘pure’ as objects produced by more ‘primitive’ societies (see chapter 7), could still be of 

use in the ethnology museum to study the level of civilisation of non-European societies.

29629 Serrurier was critical of the theories and methods of arrangement of the ethnology collections he had seen 
in London, but nevertheless found the science-based arrangement an example the Leiden museum should 
follow. Letter L. Serrurier to Minister of the Interior, 18 November 1880. Archives of the Museum of Ethnology 
NL-LdnRMV-A1-5-338/341.

29730 Letter L. Serrurier to Trustees of Leiden University, 19 December 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/2220.
29831 Letter L. Serrurier to Minister of the Interior, 24 November 1880. Archives of the Museum of Ethnology NL-Ld-

nRMV-A1-5-350/365.
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6.3 Separating ‘Europe’ from ‘Islam’: The Museum of Antiquities

The analysis of the division of the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities demonstrated how the separation 

of collections according to European perceptions of belonging was fuelled by the gathering of 

scientific knowledge and changing perceptions of art, in the context of colonial domination. The 

second moment of separation occurred in 1903 when the Leiden Museum of Antiquities and the 

Museum of Ethnology decided to mark their respective territories. Throughout the nineteenth 

century, the two museums had based their demarcation on ‘dead’ versus ‘living’ cultures, while 

both museums collected from regions outside Europe. But now there was a shift in focus; it was 

decided that the Museum of Antiquity would focus on European culture only, as the outcome 

of a longstanding debate.

Caspar Reuvens and Islam

The competition between the museums of ethnology and archaeology dated back to 1820, when 

Caspar Reuvens (1793-1835), the first director of the newly established Museum of Antiquities, 

sent a request to Minister of Education Anton Falck to transfer twelve bronze sculptures from 

Java from the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities to his museum. An argument ensued between 

Reuvens and the Cabinet’s first director Reinier Pieter van de Kasteele (1767-1845) revolving 

around the question: does Hindu-Javanese sculpture belong to a living culture? (Hoijtink 2012). 

According to Reuvens, Java’s classical past and its Islamic present were separated by a distinct 

break. In his line of argumentation, he showed himself to be an adherent to ideas about the 

transformation of cultures, as would be outlined by Hegel in his Vorlesungen über die Geschichte 

der Philosophie, the Lectures on the History of Philosophy, which Hegel would deliver after 1822 

(Hoijtink 2012, 109). When Van de Kasteele riposted that Java’s Hindu sculpture was part of a 

living culture, in the sense that the Javanese people still existed, and therefore it belonged in 

his ethnographic cabinet, Reuvens argued that the classical culture of Java had come to an 

end because it had been completely transformed by Islam. In his definition antiquities were ‘the 

remains of people who either no longer exist or who have undergone a complete transformation, 

usually resulting from foreign domination or an overall change of religion.’299
32 With this last 

remark he clearly referred to Islam. Reuvens was determined; the borderline between what 

belonged to the respective domains of ethnology and archaeology should not be drawn based 

on the age of objects:

It is important for scholarship that the Indian [i.e. Indonesian] antiquities are not separated 

from the Egyptian and other artefacts. Otherwise, in the near future, there will no longer be a 

29932 Letter C.J.C. Reuvens to Minister Falck, 25 November 1820. Archives National Museum of Antiquities 17.1.1/1.
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Museum of Antiquities, because Roman and Greek objects will also be placed in a Museum 

of Living People, the former labelled as Italian, and the latter among the objects from the 

Hellenic Commonwealth. The borderline, as I may repeat, is this: the disappearance of a 

people, or its later civilization, by its complete transition to the Christian or the Muslim faith.300
33

The bronze sculptures are said to have been transferred to the Museum of Antiquities (Hoijtink 

2012, 109; Halbertsma 2003, 55), where they stayed for a good eighty years before returning 

to an ethnographic context, this time as part of the collection of the Museum of Ethnology.301
34

Like many of his German and Dutch contemporaries, Reuvens focused on the classical 

world, in particular ancient Greece, following Winckelmann’s Geschichte der Kunst des 

Alterthums (1764).302
35 He had a broad vision of the classical world, including not only Greece 

but also the cultures it had influenced. In his view an archaeological museum should dedicate 

itself to classical antiquity and to those regions that were known to the Greeks and Romans and 

which were influenced by their civilisation, such as India (Halbertsma 2003, 53). While some of 

Reuvens’ German contemporaries included the Near East in the category of classical antiquity 

as part of the biblical world of the Old Testament (Marchand 2009), Reuvens was looking further 

East to Java. One of his prime sources of inspiration was Thomas Stamford Raffles’ publication 

The History of Java (1817), which analysed Java’s Hindu and Buddhist art and architecture 

as evidence of a golden age brought about through colonisation by India. Through the Indian 

connection, Reuvens, in turn, was searching for a link to Greek civilisation (Hoijtink 2012, 104). 

He was one of the first scholars to argue that the Buddhist art of Afghanistan and India was 

influenced by Hellenistic and Roman art, and therefore Indian art was part of the classical 

world; an idea that would become commonplace over the course of the nineteenth century. 

By extension this also applied to Javanese art, Reuvens argued (Halbertsma 2003, 53). The 

early nineteenth-century publications of scholars like Raffles and Reuvens laid the groundwork 

for the notion of Farther or Greater India, and more specifically the idea of the Indian roots of 

Southeast Asian culture, that would become widespread in the twentieth century (Bloembergen 

2017; Formichi 2016).

According to Mirjam Hoijtink (2012), Reuvens’ simplistic views on Islam, as an iconoclastic 

religion, caused him to overlook the role that Hindu-Buddhist monuments and artefacts still 

played in contemporary Islamic practice. Indeed, Javanese Muslims owned Hindu-Buddhist 

bronzes as part of their family pusaka objects (Lunsingh Scheurleer 2007b). Sculptural elements 

30033 Ibid. Translation as in Halbertsma (2003, 55).
30134 According to Halbertsma (2003) and Hoijtink (2012) the transfer took place, but I was unable to trace the 

bronzes in either the Leemans catalogue of the Museum of Antiquities (1842) or the inventories of the Museum 
of Antiquities and the National Museum of World Cultures. They are also not mentioned in the annals of the 
Museum of Antiquities.

30235 Letter C.J.C. Reuvens to Minister Falck, 25 November 1820. Archives National Museum of Antiquities 17.1.1/1.
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from temples were incorporated into Islamic buildings, while some of the temples were con-

sidered sacred sites, locally known as pepunden or kramat (Bloembergen and Eickhoff 2020). 

Javanese Muslims visited the sites and used them for Islamic ceremonies, such as vow taking 

and selamatan (religious meals). The Javanese population used the statues located at the 

pepunden actively, moving them from one spot to another, smearing yellow balsam (boreh) 

on them and, as Reuvens noted from the statues arriving in Leiden, they used chalk to restore 

them (Hoijtink 2012, 110; Lunsingh Scheurleer 2007b, 81). Javanese Muslims burned incense in 

temples, like the 15th-century Hindu temple Candi Sukuh in Central Java. During his visit to the 

temple in 1815, T.S. Raffles observed that while the giant lingga (phallic) statue was lying on the 

ground broken in two pieces and most of the figures had been decapitated, facts he blamed on 

Islamic iconoclasm, peasants from the surrounding villages made offerings to the relief on the 

temple wall depicting a blacksmith’s workshop with a dancing figure of Ganesha (Raffles 1817, 

48). Likewise, Raffles and his right-hand man John Crawfurd (1783-1868) both observed how 

local people, including Mangkunegara II, the ruler of the princely state of Mangkunegaran, visited 

the Prambanan temple complex to worship the stone statue of the Goddess Durga as Lara 

Jonggrang, or slender maiden (Lunsingh Scheurleer 2007b). Offerings were made as the 

statue was ‘constantly covered with turmerick, flowers, ochre, &c.’ (Raffles 1817, 14 Vol. 2). Even 

though the evidence for the continuity of Javanese culture was all around them, Raffles and his 

contemporaries did not fully appreciate it because they interpreted their observations within 

a framework of colonial ideas about the decline of civilisations and the European obligation 

to save them (Murphy 2019). Reuvens and Raffles, each in their own manner, took it upon 

themselves to ‘save’ what was left of Hindu-Buddhism from an encroaching Islam, through the 

collecting of artefacts and the writing of history (Murphy 2019, 203; Hoijtink 2012, 110).

Reuvens’ views on Islam were indeed simplistic in the sense that he did not envision that 

even when a religion was formally no longer practiced, like Hinduism in much of Java, it could 

still be ‘alive’ in the customs, rituals, and the iconographic motifs found in arts and crafts. 

Similarly, he certainly did not consider relevant any changes from ‘dead’ to ‘living’ cultures within 

a given religious tradition, i.e. that certain Islamic practices of the past were now ‘dead’ while 

others had only recently come to life. In this respect, he did not differ from his contemporaries; 

ideas about Islam as a dynamic religion, ‘a living, breathing, malleable tradition’ rather than a 

fixed set of precepts, were only advanced in the late nineteenth century by scholars such as 

Ignác Goldziher and Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (Schulze 2010; Marchand 2009, 330).

Despite his aversion to objects from living cultures, during Reuvens’ directorship a number 

of objects from the Islamic period entered the collections of the Museum of Antiquities. These 

included two Jewish Ottoman gravestones, made by an Arab (‘Moorish’) stone mason, and an 

Almohad gravestone, dated 572 AH (1176 AD), collected in 1823 by lieutenant colonel Jean 

Emile Humbert (1771-1839) in Tunis, and also a marble gravestone from Arab Menorca, a 
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Jewish Ottoman one from Izmir, as well as an Ottoman commemorative plaque from Lesbos, 

all collected in 1825-26 by the Flemish collector Bernard Rottiers (1771-1857).303
36 Reuvens 

deeply regretted these acquisitions, particularly those originating from Rottiers, as he felt they 

compromised his reputation as an archaeologist:

To place these in a Museum of Antiquities would give plenty of reason for mockery. 

They are indeed contemporary, and if there is no plan to establish a separate museum of 

Mohammedan inscriptions, coins and gems (which I would recommend, if I dared, and 

nobody would be more capable to rise to this call than Professor Hamaker), then I believe the 

two stones belong to General Ethnology. The Jewish stone would best follow the other two.304
37

Reuvens continued his rant by remarking that the contemporary Jewish Ottoman gravestones 

collected by Humbert should go the same way: ‘would those also not better go to such a 

Mohammedan cabinet?’305
38 The case of the Jewish gravestones illustrates Reuvens’ ideas about 

‘dead’ versus ‘living’ cultures. Evidently, Judaism placed him in a dilemma, because Jews were 

present in antiquity and, therefore, they belonged to the classical world. Yet Jewry and Judaism 

were also a living culture whose members were still around. In line with the idea of a dividing 

line, Reuvens decided it was best to separate the (imaginary) Jewish collection: ‘in my view, 

only the Jewish objects are suited to make a split on correct terms. That is, if one had several 

of them.’306
39 Islam, on the other hand, was only to be considered as a living culture.

The final transfer

During the long directorship of Reuvens’ successor Conrad Leemans (1809-1893), who directed 

the Museum of Antiquities between 1839 and 1891, the legitimacy of the presence of the Asian, 

American and African collections in the museum was repeatedly debated. Finally, under one of 

his successors, Antonie Holwerda (1845-1922), director between 1903 and 1918, the decision 

was made to separate the European objects from the non-European objects, and to transfer 

the latter to the Museum of Ethnology.

Two major developments guided this decision (cf. Hoijtink 2012, 86). The first was the 

development of ethnology as an academic and museological discipline in the wake of Dutch 

30336 Two Jewish gravestones, Tunisia, c. 1823. Collection National Museum of Antiquities inv. nos. H S 1 and H 
S 2. https://hdl.handle.net/21.12126/207261 Almohad gravestone, Tunisia, 1176 AD. Gravestone, Menorca, 
1273 AD. Commemorative plaque, Lesbos, 1787. Jewish gravestone, Izmir, 1805. Collection National Museum 
of World Cultures inv. nos. RV-1403-3491/3494. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/705490

30437 Report C.J.C. Reuvens to D.J. van Ewijck, 3 April 1826. Archives National Museum of Antiquities 17.1.1/2. 
Hendrik Arent Hamaker (1789-1835) was professor of Oriental languages at Leiden University.

30538 Ibid.
30639 Ibid.
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colonialism (Van Wengen 2002b; Legêne 1998a). During the second part of the nineteenth 

century ethnology became an established discipline in Dutch universities, with the first pro-

fessorship set up at Leiden University in 1877. Material culture was at the forefront of this 

development, and a number of museums and collections were founded to assemble and 

study objects, including the Museum of Ethnology in Leiden in 1837, the ethnology collec-

tion at Amsterdam Artis Zoo in 1856, the Colonial Museum (the current Tropenmuseum) in 

Haarlem in 1864 and the Museum of Geography and Ethnology (the current Wereldmuseum) 

in Rotterdam in 1885, as well as a number of specialised collections in military museums 

(Bronbeek in Arnhem), missionary museums (Steyl) and training centres for civil servants (the 

Indische Instelling in Delft, later known as Museum Nusantara). The rise of museum ethnology 

resulted in a fierce competition with the Museum of Antiquities, which held a sizable collection 

of non-European artefacts, and during his time in office director Leemans had to face increasing 

pressure to hand over these objects to the domain of ethnology. In particular the aggressive 

demands of Lindor Serrurier, director of the Museum of Ethnology, became a major challenge 

towards the end of his career. In 1901 a committee was formed to advise on the future of the 

ethnographic museum and its collections, in which both the Museum of Antiquities and the 

Museum of Ethnology were represented. The advance of ethnological knowledge, accelerated by 

colonialism, ultimately resulted in a situation which led the Museum of Antiquities to conclude it 

no longer possessed the competencies to study these collections. When requesting permission 

to transfer the Indonesian and American antiquities to the Museum of Ethnology, Holwerda 

therefore argued that only in the Museum of Ethnology would the objects get the scientific 

treatment they deserved, while in his museum they were only standing in the way of a proper 

arrangement.307
40 In his view, comparative ethnology could benefit from having as many objects 

as possible under one roof, while the study of ethnology collections in its turn served colonial 

rule, as he and other members of the advisory committee remarked: ‘our reign over the people 

of the archipelago can only be possible and be legitimate, when we really know these people’ 

(Boeser et al. 1903, 57; 63).

The second development was rooted in the rise of nationalism and colonialism, which 

combined with the predominance of evolutionism in ethnology and archaeology, led to the 

idea of a single and superior European culture which should be separated from other cultures. 

When archaeology as an academic discipline during the nineteenth century, nationalist and 

“continentalist” approaches, aiming to define the distinctive features of European civilization and 

its superiority, emerged side by side (Trigger 2006). The idea of Europe as a conceptual category 

in archaeology emphasised the uniqueness of Europe in opposition to the Orient (Jones and 

Graves-Brown 2013; Larsen 1995). Yet at the same time, archaeology appropriated the ancient 

30740 Letter A.E.J. Holwerda to Trustees of Leiden University, 24 September 1903. Archives of the Museum of 
Ethnology NL-LdnRMV-A1-40-252/253.
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pasts of the Near East and North Africa (Brusius 2021). An important influence was the theory 

developed in the 1880s by the Swedish archaeologist Oscar Montelius (1843-1921), claiming 

that early technological innovations in the Middle East had constituted the origins of European 

civilization (Trigger 2006). The popularity of the theory owed much to its accordance with a 

biblical interpretation of history. Furthermore, it tied in nicely with the imperialist aspirations 

of European nations, as archaeologist Bruce Trigger points out, ‘a scheme of prehistory that 

treated the Western European nations rather than the modern Arab peoples as the true heirs 

of the ancient civilizations of the Middle East helped to justify European colonial interventions 

in that region’ (Trigger 2006, 229).

In the Netherlands, the Middle East had the interest of archaeologists since the time of 

Caspar Reuvens and since the 1880s the Museum of Antiquities had collected from the region 

(Petit 2014; Hoijtink 2012). The collections assembled by Humbert and Rottiers from North 

Africa were considered essential museum assets. By 1900 the idea of Europe plus the Middle 

East as its cradle of civilisation was firmly established, hence Holwerda’s remark on the other 

collections as ‘standing in the way of a proper arrangement’. Therefore, as the advice voiced 

in the report leading up to the split stated, ‘the antiquities of the peoples of North Africa, West 

Asia and Europe whose civilisations are considered forerunners of our civilisation, should be 

placed in the Museum of Antiquities, the remaining antiquities in the Museum of Ethnology’ 

(Commissie van Advies 1903, 8).

Following this recommendation, 4,838 objects from Southeast Asia, the Americas, and 

Sub-Saharan Africa were transferred to the Museum of Ethnology, while the collections from 

Pharaonic and Coptic Egypt and the ancient Middle East could stay. Among the objects that 

were sent away were also some from Yemen, Turkey, Iran, Iraq or the Hejaz from the Islamic 

period, as well as Islamic objects from Menorca and Greece. Two arguments played a role in the 

decision to part with the Islamic objects. The principal reason was the notion of Islam as a living 

tradition, but also the idea that Islam was no ‘forerunner of our civilisation’ played a role, as can 

be seen from the discussion on the other living traditions of the Middle East and North Africa: 

Christianity and Judaism. In contradiction to the idea of ‘dead cultures’, indicated by a ‘complete 

transition to Christianity’, Coptic Egyptian artefacts were a serious part of the collection policy 

and, for instance, the Coptic manuscripts, textiles and pottery collected by Jan Herman Insinger 

in the 1880s were eagerly accepted (Raven 2018).308
41 It is indeed remarkable that none of the 

Coptic objects in the collection were transferred to the Museum of Ethnology, even though they 

30841 For example, Coptic pottery, Egypt, Coptic period. Collection National Museum of Antiquities inv. nos. AES 
1-6. https://hdl.handle.net/21.12126/3766 Ninety-two Coptic manuscripts, Egypt, Coptic period. Collection 
National Museum of Antiquities inv. no. AES 40. https://hdl.handle.net/21.12126/776
Coptic textiles from the necropolis of Akhmim, Egypt, Coptic period. Collection National Museum of Antiq-
uities inv. nos. AES 155/159 and 162/172. https://hdl.handle.net/21.12126/19020
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stemmed from the same time period as some of the Islamic artefacts and when both Islam 

and Christianity were still practised in Egypt.309
42 The division fitted taxonomic models developed 

across Europe as well as in colonial Egypt (Watenpaugh 2017, 1230). The few Jewish objects 

were divided over the two museums. In 1842 Conrad Leemans still argued to keep the Jewish 

and Arab objects even though they strictly speaking did not belong to Antiquity because ‘they 

came from peoples that had long histories and were more than other peoples attached to their 

old ancestral customs and habits’ (Leemans 1842, xii; 78). In 1903 the two Jewish Ottoman 

gravestones from Tunis were kept in the Museum of Antiquities, in all likelihood because of the 

similarities they showed to Punic stones (Leemans 1842, 79).310
43 The Jewish Ottoman stone 

from Izmir, however, was transferred to the Museum of Ethnology (Fig. 34).

  

Fig. 34 Islamic period objects, transferred from the Museum of Antiquities to the Museum of Ethnology in 1903. 
Ottoman Jewish tombstone, Izmir, 1805. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. RV-1403-3494. 
https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/705491 Tombstone, probably made in Mecca, 9th-10th century. Collection 
National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. RV-1403-3497. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/705494

30942 In contrast, Byzantine Christianity was excluded from the museum collections, although no Byzantine ob-
jects were deaccessioned to the Museum of Ethnology. Personal communication Ruurd Halbertsma, curator 
Museum of Antiquities, 16 December 2020.

31043 Two Jewish gravestones, Tunisia, c. 1823. Collection National Museum of Antiquities inv. nos. H S 1 and H S 
2. https://hdl.handle.net/21.12126/207262
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The result of the 1903 transfer was an increasingly rigorous separation of the Islamic and 

pre-Islamic periods of the Middle East and North Africa in museums in the Netherlands. Take, 

for example, the collections assembled by three of the collectors discussed in this chapter. 

J.F.H. Clifford Kocq van Breugel collected Greek period antiquities in Libya, which he sent to 

the Museum of Antiquities, and these stayed there after the 1903 division. He also collected 

contemporary Bedouin objects which he donated to the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities, and these 

ended up in the Museum of Ethnology after the 1883 division. Whereas Van Breugel through 

his donations anticipated the division of collections over different academic disciplines, Jean 

Emile Humbert and Bernard Rottiers donated both ancient and contemporary objects to the 

Museum of Antiquities, where they would be separated in 1903 with the transfer. Also part 

of the transfer were three gravestones from the Arabian Peninsula, dating from the ninth or 

tenth century, acquired in 1898 under director Willem Pleyte (1836-1903).311
44 Gravestones were 

an exceptional category for collecting because religious and funerary rituals were seen as 

particularly instructive for the domain of archaeology (Leemans 1842, x; xii).312
45 Pleyte therefore 

decided to accept them because they had some value to the museum, even though they were of 

a younger date (he reckoned they dated back to the seventh century AD) than what the Museum 

of Antiquities usually collected.313
46

With regard to the Indonesian collections, however, the Islamic and pre-Islamic periods 

were not separated. Before the 1903 transfer, the Islamic and pre-Islamic periods were divided 

between the Museum of Ethnology and the Museum of Antiquities respectively. Now they 

were reunited in the Museum of Ethnology, in theory enabling historical comparison. The 

principle behind the reunification was that ‘the prehistorica of each people should be placed 

in the museum that also houses its later civilisation’ (Commissie van Advies 1903, 9). With the 

transfer a debate of more than two decades, which had started with the appointment of Serrurier 

as director of the Museum of Ethnology, was concluded. Between 1859 and 1880, Leemans 

held both the position of director of the Museum of Antiquities and the Museum of Ethnology, 

resigning from the latter to be replaced by the museum’s curator Serrurier. Immediately after 

his appointment, Serrurier started an aggressive campaign to obtain the Indonesian and other 

Asian collections from the Museum of Antiquities (and the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities). His 

main argument contended that archaeology, and hence the Museum of Antiquities, should be 

confined to European civilisation. This evidently included Egypt, because of its direct relationship 

to Greece and hence its influence on Aryan civilisation, as well as the Phoenician and Assyrian 

31144 Three gravestones, Mecca or Iraq, c. 800-1000. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. RV-
1403-3495/3497. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/705492

31245 There may also have been pragmatic reasons behind the preference for funerary objects, as they were fre-
quently found among the excavated materials and, therefore, they were familiar material for archaeologists. 
Personal communication Ruurd Halbertsma, 16 December 2020.

31346 Letter W. Pleyte to J. Robinson & Co., 31 May 1895. Archives National Museum of Antiquities 17.1.1/50.
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civilisations, for similar reasons.314
47 His argumentation for the exclusive presentation of European 

culture in museums was informed by notions of race and European superiority, as he maintained 

that ‘archaeology operates in the territory of history, and in particular the history that interests 

us most: the history of the development of the powerful race now ruling the world, the European 

Aryans’315
48 and ‘besides general ethnology dealing with the development and current state of 

all the non-European peoples, the ethnology of the European Aryans should be practised sep-

arately and presented in a museum exclusively devoted to it, because of the high importance 

of knowledge of this race, dominant in the world, to which we ourselves belong.’316
49 Leemans 

struggled to counter the written attacks, however eloquent, of the passionate Serrurier, who 

was thirty-seven years his junior, defending the Reuvenian distinction between dead and living 

cultures. Like Reuvens, he believed in the need to present the Ancient World as a whole in his 

museum, including the East Indies colony. Concerning Java he as well drew the line with the 

advent of Islam (and also, Christianity as well as foreign influence), marking the transformation 

from ‘one state of civilisation to another.’317
50

Serrurier did not believe in Reuvens’ theory of the Greek influences on Javanese culture, 

nor did he subscribe to the idea of ‘dead cultures’. According to him, the living proof against 

the idea of ‘dead cultures’ was the Egyptian fellah (peasant), who still knew many habits and 

customs originating in ancient Egypt, and who used objects similar to those found in ancient 

graves. Likewise, the Persian sun worship (Zoroastrianism) had been ousted by Islam, but 

it still dominated ornamentation, clothing and habits, and Persians had also remained true 

to their traditions. In his view, despite the fact that most Javanese were Muslims, Hinduism 

was still deeply rooted in Java, even if the Javanese were unaware of this.318
51 To illustrate this 

point, Serrurier compared Javanese culture with a woven cloth, ‘Hinduism is the warp and 

Mohammedanism is the weft.’319
52 Although Serrurier resigned from his position in 1896, his 

ideas fully resonated in the secession of the non-European collections from the Museum of 

Antiquities seven years later.

After the 1903 transfer was completed most of the art and material culture from Indonesia 

that was present in museums in the Netherlands, was part of the ethnology collections, where 

it was (at least in theory) separated from objects representing European civilisation, a category 

which had come to include the ancient Middle East and North Africa. As a result of the transfer, 

31447 Letter L. Serrurier to Minister of the Interior, 5 May 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/1952 no. 1288.
31548 Letter L. Serrurier to Trustees of Leiden University, 19 December 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/2220.
31649 Letter L. Serrurier to Minister of the Interior, 5 May 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/1952 no. 1288.
31750 Letter C. Leemans to Trustees of Leiden University, 7 October 1882. Archives of the Museum of Ethnology 

NL-LdnRMV-A1-7-385/386. Letter C. Leemans to Trustees of Leiden University, 8 April 1891. National Archives 
2.04.13/2220.

31851 Letter L. Serrurier to Trustees of Leiden University, 19 December 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/2220.
31952 Letter L. Serrurier to Minister of the Interior, 5 May 1882. National Archives 2.04.13/1952 no. 1288.



207

Defining the boundaries: histories of separation

Islamic art objects, regardless of whether they were from Greece, Spain or Iran, were placed 

in the Museum of Ethnology and thus supposedly isolated from European objects. Thus, the 

distinction between the Islamic and pre-Islamic periods of the Middle East and North Africa 

reinforced the idea of Islam as a non-European entity.

6.4 The consequences of worlds apart

With the 1903 transfer, curators and museum directors aimed to separate objects representing 

European and non-European cultures by a distinct break. Likewise, the 1883 division of the 

Royal Cabinet of Curiosities aimed to distinguish ‘art’, a category epitomizing Western creativity 

and beginning to include Asian art, from ‘ethnology’, comprising objects collected as scientific 

evidence, ‘documents kept as guides to non-European people and natural history rather than 

as records of human ingenuity and artistry’ (Conley 2010, 45). Tony Bennett has argued that 

ethnology, as a discipline, was crucial in connecting the histories of Europeans nations to those 

of the rest of the world, ‘but only by separating the two in providing for an interrupted continuity 

in the order of peoples and races – one in which ‘primitive peoples’ dropped out of history 

altogether in order to occupy a twilight zone between nature and culture’ (Bennett 1995, 77). In 

the binary set up of museum representation emerging under colonialism, Oriental civilisations 

(i.e. China, Japan, and eventually premodern India and the Middle East) were assigned an inter-

mediate position ‘either as having at one time been subject to development but subsequently 

degenerating into statis or as embodying achievements of civilization which, while developed 

by their own lights, were judged inferior to the standards set by Europe’ (Bennett 1995, 82).320
53 

Although the transfers aimed to ‘create worlds apart’ (Legêne 2002), it is questionable whether 

they succeeded in doing so. Could Europe indeed be partitioned off from the rest of the world, 

including the Islamic world? And what did European culture mean in the context of these 

collections?

Let us take a closer look at some of the Islamic objects involved in the 1883 division of the 

Royal Cabinet of Curiosities. Among the collectables in the Royal Cabinet were, for instance, 

several objects from Mughal India. First, the miniature paintings: even though the Museum 

of Ethnology in 1883 insisted on excluding any object that displayed European influence, the 

twenty-six Indian paintings it inherited from the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities were made for a 

Dutch clientele and in a Europeanised style. In many ways, they are just as European as they 

are Indian. Instead of telling a story of purity, like the Museum of Ethnology imagined, they show 

32053 For that reason, the Royal Cabinet’s collections from Japan and China were indeed divided between the Rijks- 
museum and the Museum of Ethnology, cf. Effert (2008) and Van Campen (2000). See Marchand (2009) for 
the intermediate position of Oriental art between art and ethnology.
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us a world where ‘artistic permeability’ between India and Europe was increasingly common 

(Becherini 2018).

Indian paintings were curiosities in late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Europe, 

they were exotic objects from distant lands, much like ostrich eggs or coconuts. Being rare 

and precious, they were worthy collectibles for princes and nobles. As Pauline Lunsingh 

Scheurleer (2017) has described, Amsterdam was an important hub for the trade in miniature 

paintings, most of them being commissioned by employees of the Dutch East India Company. 

The paintings for the early European collectors were not made at the Mughal court, but in 

market towns where the Europeans were active, like Golconda, Ahmedabad and Surat (Becherini 

2018; Lunsingh Scheurleer 2017). Painters refashioned imperial Mughal images to fit European 

tastes, both in subject matter and style, as we can see in a painted portrait of Mughal emperor 

Aurangzeb (1618-1707).321
54 Mughal emperors were a favourite subject for European buyers, 

who thought they were exotic as well as awe-inspiring. The simplified style made the paintings 

easy to produce and at the same time appealing to a wide audience, which made them easier 

to sell on the open market.

European interest in the paintings continued until the late eighteenth century. By the late 

nineteenth century, the paintings were still seen as curiosities and mediocre works of art, 

perhaps mediocre due to the lack of perspective in the paintings. In any case, the appreciation 

of Indian painting and their re-inscription as ‘Islamic fine art’ arrived fairly late in the Netherlands. 

The seminal exhibition Islamische kunst (“Islamic art”), held at The Hague’s Gemeentemuseum 

(Municipal Museum) in 1927, arguably the first exhibition in the Netherlands dedicated to the 

subject, did feature a number of Indian miniature paintings, evidencing their new status as art. 

Yet all of them came from private collections outside the Netherlands (Gallois 1927). When in 

1932 the Museum of Asian Art opened at the premises of the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, 

at the initiative of the Asian Art Society (“Vereniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst”, in short 

VVAK), a foundation holding a large collection of Asian Art, it did not exhibit any Indian works 

from the Islamic period. The first seven Indian paintings to enter the collections of the VVAK 

were collected in the 1920s and 1930s by judge Herman Julius Hülsmann (1884-1945) and 

presented as a donation to VVAK by his widow in 1976 (Draak 1980).322
55

A similar story of in-betweenness is attached to the Indian jewellery, which, as described 

above, oscillated between the museums of art and ethnology. It consists of a group of forty-one 

32154 Portrait of Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb, Deccan, c. 1675-1725. Collection National Museum of World Cultures 
inv. no. RV-360-992. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/604628 The Dutch connection can be seen from 
a Dutch note on the back: “Ourang Seeb als prins”.

32255 The Rijksmuseum did acquire a Mughal miniature painting in 1945. The main motivation for acquisition was 
to possess an example of the Indian paintings that inspired Rembrandt to ‘a series of exquisite drawings’ 
(Rijksmuseum 1945, 58–59). Portrait of a Mughal courtier, India, c. 1640-1660. Collection Rijksmuseum inv. 
no. RP-T-1945-1. http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.320409
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pieces of jewellery, donated in 1754 to Stadtholder Willem V by Julius Stein van Gollenesse 

(1691-1755), an official in the Dutch East India Company. It was collected as an ethnographic 

sample, as can be seen from the accompanying note, which describes the gift as three sets of 

jewellery: one for a Hindu woman, one for a Muslim woman and one that could be worn by both. 

Moreover, the gift also contained two stone statuettes to be fitted out with the jewellery, in order 

to demonstrate how the jewellery was worn (they are now lost). A list of the Gujarati names of 

each piece, also donated, further confirms that the collection was compiled for exhibition and 

as evidence of ethnographic knowledge (Gommans 2018, 131; Lunsingh Scheurleer 1996).

The story that the portrait paintings and jewellery from India tell is one of ‘cross-cultural 

exchange and cross-fertilization within the pre-modern world’ (Becherini 2018, para. 4), and 

it was precisely this history that caused taxonomic ambiguity. The same can be said about a 

Mamluk basin, made in Egypt or Syria for Elisabeth of Carinthia (c. 1300- c. 1350), Queen of 

Sicily, which has an interior decorated with Arab-Islamic motifs and texts while the exterior looks 

distinctly European and features an inscription in Latin.323
56 With the division of the collections of 

the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities it was assigned to the NMHA as a European work of art. Indeed, 

on closer inspection the Arab style of the inside shows distinctive European features, such as 

three coats of arms and the depicted rulers who wear crowns similar to those worn by Christian 

kings. It was highly likely to have been made on commission for Elisabeth of Carinthia, making 

the basin a fine example of the intense exchange between Southern Europe and the Islamic 

regions of the Mediterranean (De Hond and Mols 2011).

Unsure how to interpret the Mamluk basin, the Rijksmuseum lent it permanently to the 

Museum of Ethnology in 1953, along with fifteen other non-Western objects of which the 

majority were of Islamic origin, claiming that the objects ‘fitted in better’ with the ethnographic 

collections.324
57 It went back in 1959 for unknown reasons.325

58 Five decades later the basin was 

re-interpreted as a ‘unique example of the artistic exchange between the Christian and Islamic 

worlds’ (De Hond and Mols 2011, 29). Since the re-opening of the Rijksmuseum in 2013 it has 

been on display in the theme room ‘Christian art in the Netherlands’. The accompanying label 

identifies it as ‘an exotic vessel’ and ‘an Islamic art object that found its way to the Christian 

West’, thus providing an object lesson of intercultural exchange to the contemporary viewer.326
59 

32356 

32457 

32558

32659 

Mamluk basin, Egypt or Syrian, c. 1322-1350. Collection Rijksmuseum inv. no. BK-NM-7474. http://hdl.handle. 
net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.15231
Letter D. Röell to Minister of Education, Arts and Science, 18 December 1952. Museum of Ethnology file, 
Rijksmuseum archives.
Neither the Rijksmuseum nor the Museum of Ethnology kept the correspondence about the return of the 
loan. It was exhibited in 1969 in Cairo’s Semiramis Hotel in an exhibition entitled Islamic art in Egypt 969-1517 
organised by the Egyptian Ministry of Culture. With the exception of the Seljuq mortar (BK-NM-11815), the 
other objects are still in the Museum of Ethnology.
Exhibition label as seen on 20 September 2018.

http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.15231
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The interpretational history of the Mamluk basin illustrates how, through museological framings 

like ‘Islamic art’ or ‘European art’, items in museum collections become ‘epistemic objects’: 

objects that are illustrative of particular codifications of knowledge or that embody such 

knowledge as specimens (Basu 2017; Alberti 2005). But, as Paul Basu has argued, museum 

objects are in themselves not constrained or determined by the ‘order of things’ imposed by 

the museum. Basu describes the in-betweenness of material culture, quoting Paul Gilroy, 

by its ‘essential connectedness’, a double consciousness born from ‘histories of borrowing, 

displacement, transformation and continual reinscription’ (Basu 2017, 2; Gilroy 1993, 102).

The in-betweenness of Islamic things

Heterogeneity was also the main reason why the Islamic objects of the Royal Cabinet of 

Curiosities existed in relative obscurity after the 1883 dissolution of the museum and the re-dis-

tribution of the collections. After the great division of the Royal Cabinet’s collection, objects kept 

moving from one collection to another. Until the late twentieth century, the deaccessioning of 

objects was common practice in museums, and objects from the Royal Cabinet were exchanged 

with other museums, for example in the case of doublets, or transferred when museum directors 

and curators decided that they no longer fitted the profiles of their collections. In the case of the 

Rijksmuseum and the Museum of Antiquities these transfers aimed to complete the removal of 

non-European items; on various occasions, when such objects were found, they were transferred 

to the Museum of Ethnology.327
60 When, in 1931, the Rijksmuseum deaccessioned thirty-three 

‘exotic’ musical instruments, the main argument made was that they fell outside the ‘nature of 

our European musical instruments.’328
61 The Museum of Ethnology, in turn, transferred objects to 

both museums when they did not fit the right criteria, for instance in the case of archaeological 

material found in Europe.329
62 Moreover, the museum occasionally deaccessioned to mark its 

boundaries with other institutions. In 1887, for instance, the Museum of Ethnology parted with 

32760 Between 1862 and 1982, the National Museum of Antiquities deaccessioned objects from various regions 
of the world, to the Museum of Ethnology, on thirteen occasions. The Rijksmuseum and its predecessors 
transferred objects four times: in 1901, 1931, 1937 and 1953, including Islamic objects from the former Royal 
Cabinet of Curiosities. Information TMS database National Museum of World Cultures. Accessed 3 July 2019.

32861 Letter F. Schmidt Degener to Minister of Education, Culture and Science, 24 November 1930. NHA 
476.1223_016/017. Thirty-three musical instruments, China, Indonesia, West and Central Africa, 19th century. 
Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. Nos. RV-2231-1/28.

32962 Between 1964 and 2018, the Museum of Ethnology donated 56 (series of) items to the National Museum of 
Antiquities. Information TMS database National Museum of Antiquities. Accessed 24 January 2019.
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six Persian, Turkish and Arabic manuscripts it had inherited from the Royal Cabinet and donated 

them to the Leiden University Library.330
63

In fact, a large proportion of the Islamic objects of the former collections of the Royal 

Cabinet of Curiosities demonstrate a hybridity in style, and a distinct in-betweenness in relation 

to Europe and the Islamic world, regardless of whether they ended up in the collections of the 

Rijksmuseum or the Museum of Ethnology. A prime example is the trajectory of the paintings 

made in the Constantinople workshop of the Flemish-French painter Jean Baptiste Vanmour 

(1671–1737).331
64 During the transfer in 1883, the Vanmour paintings were classified as ethno-

graphic material and sent to the Museum of Ethnology, but eventually they were requisitioned 

by the Rijksmuseum. There, the transcultural nature of the paintings was overlooked, thus 

favouring Eurocentric readings of Vanmour’s oeuvre (Shatanawi 2022).

The concept of in-betweenness has much in common with transculturality, as it argues 

for a paradigm where objects are not one thing or another but a multiplicity of things at once. 

Additionally, it emphasises that objects can move between different disciplinary regimes and in 

this way, it rejects the classificatory traditions of the European museum, which tend to catego-

rize objects using bounded notions of period, place and purpose. Regarding this last point, it also 

has commonalities with the idea of boundary objects; objects that inhabit several intersecting 

social worlds and which are used in different ways by different (academic) communities (Star 

and Griesemer 1989). Surely, the difficulty in classifying the Islamic objects coming from The 

Hague’s Royal Cabinet of Curiosities partly arose from the circumstance that they could inhabit 

two different worlds, that of art history and that of ethnology.

The presence of a multitude of transcultural objects in the Royal Cabinet is indicative of 

a collecting tradition that was less obsessed with classification and categorisation than the 

museums that succeeded it. Whereas heterogeneity was considered an asset in the cabinet 

33063 Among them were three Ottoman notebooks with lists in various languages, including Latin, Italian, Dutch, 
Arabic, Hebrew, Persian, Greek and Turkish (Witkam 2007, 4:24). Notwithstanding the mixed nature of the 
manuscripts, making them impure in the eyes of ethnologists, the main reason they were transferred seems 
to be their status as manuscripts, and in particular in Middle Eastern languages, as two printed Persian books 
from the Albert Hotz collection went the same way (although other manuscripts and books collected by Hotz 
and from the Royal Cabinet collection did remain in the Museum of Ethnology). They were possibly part of the 
cabinet of mainly Chinese books, prints and artefacts collected by Jean Theodore Royer (1737-1807). Archives 
of the Museum of Ethnology NL-LdnRMV-A1-12-69. The manuscripts are still kept by the Leiden University 
Library, inv. nos. Or. 3070 to Or. 3073 (Royal Cabinet’s inventory numbers 950, 952 and 953. Collection National 
Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. RV-360-950/952/953). Letter Trustees of Leiden University to acting 
director of the Museum of Ethnology, 26 March 1886, urging him to transfer the books and manuscripts in the 
museum collection to the university library as to respect the division of labour between the two institutions. 
Archives of the Museum of Ethnology NL-LdnRMV-A1-11-140/141.

33164 Jean Baptiste Vanmour, sixty-two oil paintings, Istanbul, 1700-1737. Collection Rijksmuseum inv. nos. SK-A-
1997/2052 and SK-A-4076/77/78/81/82/84. http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.5647
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of curiosity, it became a problem in the modern museum (Hetherington 1999). As Bennett 

observes:

The artefacts - such as geological specimens, works of art, curiosities and anatomical 

remains - which had been displayed cheek by jowl in the museum’s early precursors in 

testimony to the rich diversity of the chain of universal being, or which had later been 

laid out on a table in accordance with the principles of classification, had, by roughly the 

mid-nineteenth century, been wrenched from both these spaces of representation and were 

in the process of being ushered into the new one constituted by the relations between the 

evolutionary series organised by each of these knowledges. (Bennett 1995, 97)

Indeed, although the first director of the Royal Cabinet, Reinier van de Kasteele (1767-1845), 

certainly had scientific aspirations (Effert 2011), the collection was a typical example of such 

an ‘array of curious things’, a cabinet where objects were ‘assembled according to a more 

idiosyncratic, speculative logic such as might have been devised before we imagined we 

were “modern”’ (Basu 2017, 1). Yet this idiosyncrasy does not merely arrive from their freer 

arrangement; it is also embedded in the objects themselves. Like Basu (2017) has argued, these 

objects are expressions of processes in time and space, halted in the in-between. In fact, it is 

precisely the elusive nature of these objects that makes their assignment to categories like ‘art’ 

or ‘ethnology’, ‘Europe’ or ‘non-Europe’ look rather arbitrary in contemporary eyes.

6.5 Taxonomic durabilities

In the preceding paragraphs I have outlined the separation of collections in the context of the 

creation of the categories of ‘art’, ‘antiquities’ and ‘ethnology’, their alliance with the categories 

of ‘European’ and ‘non-European’ and the classification of objects according to these catego-

ries. I also analysed the position of the Islamic world within this framework, more specifically 

demonstrating how colonial paradigms still inform the current structure of the Dutch museum 

landscape. As the analysis of the Dutch collections shows, the major schisms occurred between 

1883 and 1903, but the separation of European and non-European collections continued into 

the twentieth century, be it on a smaller scale.

Museums in the Netherlands were not unique in separating the West from the rest; such 

a movement took place all over Western Europe in the context of the birth of the academic 

disciplines of art history, archaeology and ethnology (Whitehead 2009). Museum directors 

and curators, as well as scholars from different countries, shared ideas and concepts, so that 

patterns of representation could emerge, despite differences at the national level (Shatanawi 

2021). Furthermore, the histories of separation in the Netherlands were not limited to the 
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museums of archaeology, ethnology, art and history that I studied, they extended to museums 

of modern and contemporary art. A number of publications by Jelle Bouwhuis vividly describe 

how, in the course of the twentieth century, the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam pushed 

the non-Western out of its museum spaces (Bouwhuis 2019; 2018; 2014). Bouwhuis raises 

the question: how could the museum become so exclusive in a geographical sense, after it 

became a truly modern and contemporary art museum, at a time it privileged freedom of 

artistic expression over restrained academism? Between 1915 and 1952, the Stedelijk had a 

space where Asian and African art from different collections was shown. In the 1950s, under 

the leadership of legendary director Willem Sandberg, it presented both traditional and contem-

porary art from Africa, Oceania and the Caribbean on a number of occasions, in collaboration 

with the Tropenmuseum. In 1955 Sandberg organized the exhibition Moderne kunst – nieuw en 

oud (“Modern Art - New and Old”) in the Stedelijk Museum, where he juxtaposed African and 

Oceanian masks and sculptures from the Museum of Ethnology collection with Cobra paintings 

and Cubist sculptures by French-American artist Jacques Lipchitz. Yet from the 1960s onwards, 

the Stedelijk became more and more specialised as a museum of Western modern art, and by 

the mid-1970s its sole focus was modern art, with strong Atlantic and Russian connections. 

Its experiments with non-Western art were soon forgotten, and as the colonial legacy came 

increasingly under attack, the ethnographic museums became more and more isolated.

Sociologist Tony Bennett (1995, 59) noted the interlinkage of the emergence of the art 

museum and other disciplinary institutions and their discursive formations. Since the 1970s, 

the institution of the ethnographic museum has been at the centre of postcolonial analysis and 

critique, while less attention has been devoted to the colonial legacy of art institutions (Förster 

and Von Bose 2018). It has become commonplace to describe the ethnographic museum as a 

monument to colonial violence (e.g. Widok 2014). Yet as I’ve shown thus far, museums function 

as communicating vessels, and therefore ‘objects from the rest of the world have not only been 

appropriated by ethnographic museums, they have also been relegated to these museums’ 

(Förster and Von Bose 2018, 49). This makes the art museum a monument to colonial violence 

too, due to the ways in which it has removed the non-Western from its spaces or appropriated 

it to serve its own ideological agenda. The histories of separation described in this chapter, 

and the underlying hierarchy of cultures, live on in the current museum constellation, in the 

Netherlands as elsewhere in Europe. Today the dichotomous model on which the institution of 

the museum is based is one of the deepest-rooted forms of epistemic violence (Spivak 1988) in 

the museological domain and, therefore, it has become a principal obstacle to decolonisation.




