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8.1 Framings of Muslim things

One of the overarching questions of this study concerns the exclusion of Indonesia from the 

field of Islamic art. As discussed in the preceding chapters, there were only a limited number 

of occasions when Indonesian material culture was seen as Islamic art. In this chapter, I will 

unravel the academic relationships and historical circumstances leading to this condition. My 

intention is not to argue for the inclusion of Indonesia in the field of Islamic art; that would be 

inadequate, since the field is ridden with controversies related to its colonial credentials (see 

for instance Shaw 2019b; Watenpaugh 2017; Graves 2012; Necipoğlu 2012; Shaw 2012; Flood 

2007). Rather, I will conclude this chapter with a thought experiment of alternative imaginings 

of Indonesian material culture, using the work of scholars Irfan Afifi and Shahab Ahmed, in 

particular the latter’s ground-breaking What is Islam? The Importance of Being Islamic (2016), 

as a point of departure.

The formulation of a canon of Indonesian art and the emergence of the field of Islamic art 

simultaneously took place in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While the main 

centre of research on Indonesian arts and cultures in these days was the Netherlands, Islamic 

art was primarily studied in other European countries. Although the two academic fields were 

geographically separated, they shared a number of principles which framed their outlook on Islam. 

Furthermore, both fields were shaped by European colonialism. In the process of canon formation, 

Indonesia’s pre-Islamic past became part of Asian art, a category well-served in the Dutch museum 

landscape. By contrast, Islamic art as a category of scholarly and curatorial inquiry hardly gained 

ground in the Netherlands (Shatanawi 2014; De Hond 2011).390
1 I contend that this condition is 

related to the situatedness of colonialism in Indonesia and, concomitantly, a number of interlinked 

colonial conceptions that made Indonesian Islamic art, as an academic notion that is, inviable.

Islamic art

Little work has been done that discusses Islamic art from a history of science approach and 

most of it deals with the field’s emergence from philology and archaeology (e.g. Marchand 2009), 

with subsequent development within the discipline of art history (e.g. Troelenberg 2012; 2011). 

The interrelationships with the concurrently emerging discipline of ethnology have largely been 

3901 Islamic art was a topic in the Museum van Kunstnijverheid (1877-1926) in Haarlem. Collections of Islamic art 
(of relatively small size) were assembled through acquisition by the Nederlandsch Museum voor Geschiedenis 
en Kunst in the period 1900-1910 (Kievit 2017) and the Kunstmuseum between 1919 and 1979 (Gemeentemu-
seum 2018); through donation by the Rijksmuseum (De Hond 2011) and Museum Princessehof (Bosmans 
2011). The ethnographic museums also actively acquired Islamic art: on a small-scale at the Museum of Eth-
nology (curator Carel du Ry van Beest Holle, 1957-1960) and the Tropenmuseum (curator Carel van Leeuwen, 
1972-2003); quite extensively at the Wereldmuseum (curators Fred Ros, 1968-1995 and Charlotte Huygens, 
1996-2007).
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left unexplored. From the literature, supplemented with my own findings, the following picture 

emerges. The term Islamic art gained currency post-1900 (Watenpaugh 2017; Vernoit 2000b). 

Previously, European scholars designated the same corpus of objects using ethnic or regional 

terms, such Saracenic, Arab, Persian or Oriental, sometimes with clearly racial overtones. The 

late nineteenth century had seen attempts to group these categories of objects together under 

an overarching heading of Muslim (or synonyms like Muhammedan) art. Despite the reference 

to the Islamic religion, from the start the term denoted ‘a purely formal definition of art, which 

endowed it with a potentially universal value’ (Labrusse 2017, 1208). In other words, the term 

Islam tied together a variety of artistic expressions, but religion was not perceived as having a 

dominant influence over the production of art. Rather, the overarching factor was cultural and 

civilisational, in line with diffusionist ideas of an Islamic culture area. Thus, religion as source of 

origin, a civilisational core, was favoured over religion as practice (Shaw 2012, 22). This definition 

of Islamic art was in line with prevalent views in philology that insisted on the central position 

of religion in the so-called Islamic lands, but by contrast it emphasised secularity.

Until WW II, the theorization of Islamic art was largely the domain of German scholarship, 

where ethnologists, orientalists and art historians developed related ideas about Islam as a 

culture and civilisation. Although the study of Islamic art was detached from ethnology, the 

field was informed by ethnological theories in its genesis, notably in relationship to geography. 

The grouping of a variety of ethnicities and regions under the heading of Islam was influenced 

by diffusionist theories, and the related notion of culture areas (Kulturkreise, literally ‘culture 

circles’, or in Dutch, cultuurgebieden) that was first developed by the German scholarship around 

1840, and in the early twentieth century extended by ethnologists such as Leo Frobenius and 

Fritz Graebner.391
2 As early as the 1840s, ‘Islam’ was designated as one of the dominant cultures 

diffusing its influence (Schulze 2012, 680).

In the conceptualisation of Islamic art, diffusionism led to the idea that Islam in its formative 

years had produced cultural traits that were later diffused across other areas. Accordingly, 

the narrative of Islamic art held, and still holds, that Islamic art arose in the Greater Syria area 

from the late antique classical naturalistic tradition, supplemented by Byzantine and Sasanian 

influences. The newly formed artistic expressions then travelled eastward, where they met 

Turkic and Persian influences. During this formative period, a distinctively Islamic style emerged 

3912 Diffusionism posited that the world was divided up into a limited number of ‘culture areas’ and that each of 
these areas had a core element shaping its innovation (Penny 2003). From this centre, ideas diffused over 
large geographical areas and each culture resulted from the diffusion of traits from the centre. Specific to the 
theory of Kulturkreise was the idea that there was a limited number of culture areas. Moreover, each culture 
area was perceived as a single sphere, comprising various localities governed by the same or a dominant 
culture and with a defined border to the outside. Frobenius, however, rejected the idea of an Islamic culture 
area, because he believed that cultures were defined by biological characteristics, rather than acquired ones 
like religion (Schulze 2012, 680).
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that later spread throughout the Muslim realm. In the early twentieth century, German art 

historians began to speak of an islamische Kulturkreis to denote the area where Islam’s artistic 

production was dominant (e.g. Mayer 1910; Ettinghausen 1934). Even though the term was 

not widely used, diffusionist ideas remained dominant in understandings of the geography of 

Islamic art throughout the twentieth century. The study of Islamic art, as it developed in the 

formative period, concentrated on North Africa, and West and Central Asia in the early Islamic 

and medieval periods. The heartland of Islamic culture thus emerging had not only geographic 

but also temporal boundaries (Blair and Bloom 2003; Vernoit 2000b). In the mid-twentieth 

century, the parameters of inquiry expanded to the early modern period, in particular the empires 

of the Safavids, Ottomans and Mughals. Even then, it would have been difficult to position 

Indonesia within this paradigm, not only because of the late arrival of Islam there, but also for 

the simple reason that comparatively little material dating prior to 1800 AD had survived in the 

tropical climate of Southeast Asia.

From the 1980s, a slowly developing shift towards inclusion of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries has been noticeable (Graves 2012). Yet the gradually expanding boundaries left 

unaffected the basic premise of the heartland paradigm: the existence of a temporal and geo-

graphical centre which sets the stylistic norm for later periods and further regions. Reasoning 

from that perspective, Indonesia does not fit in, not only because of the relatively young age of its 

Islamic art, but also because it does not measure up to the stylistic norms set by the heartland. 

As late as 2003, eminent art historians Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom explained the exclusion 

of Indonesia from the field of Islamic art by making reference to the heartland paradigm:

[Islamic art] therefore encompasses much, if not most, of the art produced over fourteen 

centuries in the “Islamic lands”, usually defined as the arid belt covering much of West Asia 

but stretching from the Atlantic coast of North Africa and Spain on the west to the steppes 

of Central Asia and the Indian Ocean on the east. These were the lands where Islam spread 

during the initial conquests in the seventh and eighth centuries C.E. Other regions where 

Islam flourished in later centuries, such as tropical Africa, eastern Europe, southern Russia, 

western China, northern India, and southeast Asia, are marginalized by this definition and 

thereby treated as peripheral to the main story, even though they have huge, and some 

majority, Muslim populations. Indonesia, for example, now has more Muslims (almost 200 

million) than all the traditional Arab countries combined. India, now considered a largely 

Hindu country, has almost 150 million Muslims, virtually the same number living in the 

neighbouring Muslim country of Pakistan. Yet rarely does the Islamic art of the Indian 

subcontinent, let alone that of Indonesia, play any role in traditional courses on Islamic 

art, principally because it takes so long to get there if you have to start at the Kaaba in 

seventh-century Arabia. (Blair and Bloom 2003, 152 my emphasis)
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Dutch colonial scholarship on Indonesian cultures followed a perception of an Islamic centre 

and periphery that resembled this emerging scholarship on Islamic art. The basic premise 

was also an acculturation paradigm that identified an Islamic heartland where acculturation 

was complete, whereas the Indonesian archipelago belonged to the periphery which had only 

superficially absorbed Islamic influences (Bin Tajudeen 2021; Shatanawi 2014). Only regions 

that had been in close contact with the Islamic heartland, such as Aceh which was nicknamed 

‘the veranda of Mecca’, could be considered Muslim to some degree. Following the acculturation 

paradigm, two dominant theories took root (Osman 1989, 76–78). One held that each successive 

religion was superior to the previous one – thus, Islam had successfully replaced Hinduism. 

The second and more dominant theory was that at the core of each culture were indigenous 

animistic beliefs, which remained prominent. The religions that appeared later, such as Hinduism 

and Islam, were only superficial additions and had never reached full strength. The two leading 

movements in Dutch ethnology -evolutionism and structuralism- both adhered to the latter view, 

as we have seen in the previous chapters of this study.

Fig. 37 Indonesian objects displayed in a Moorish-style case in the pavilion of the Dutch colonies at the Centennial 
Exhibition in Philadelphia, 1876. Historical Society of Pennsylvania, collection of Centennial Exhibition records. 
Reproduced with permission from the Historical Society of Pennsylvania.

Colonial scholarship located purity geographically in the Arabian Peninsula and temporally 

in the foundational period of Islam. Although all Muslim societies, including Arabian society 

(a point already made by Snouck Hurgronje), adopted pre-Islamic concepts and practices, 

processes of adoption were assessed differently, following diffusionist lines. In other words, 
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it mattered where Islam was located and what its cultural point of departure was. Seen from 

this perspective, Indonesia could only be less Muslim, ‘principally because it takes so long 

to get there if you have to start at the Kaaba in seventh-century Arabia’ (Blair and Bloom 

2003, 152). Yet perceptions of impurity also concerned the Hindu and Buddhist elements 

of Indonesian cultures which always remained seen as derived from somewhere else and 

something else. Furthermore, in the Dutch colonial perception there were two Indias – one 

that supplied the origin of Hindu-Buddhist art and culture, and another one wherein the origin 

of Indonesian Islam was located – and these two Indias were seen as entirely disconnected.

But what about Islamic art in the Netherlands? In neighbouring Germany, a scholarly movement 

emerged around 1900 that set out to distance Islamic art from the disciplines of ethnology and 

philology and pull it into art history (Troelenberg 2012). Across Western Europe, Islamic art was 

perceived and studied as heir to the Greco-Roman tradition and, thus, as a bridge linking the 

artistic achievements of classical antiquity with renaissance Europe (Suleman 2013; Troelenberg 

2013; Graves 2012; Ward 2000). In the Netherlands, however, it was another development which 

set the tone. Here it was the centrality of ornament in the study of decorative arts, which gave 

rise to the interest in what was then called Oriental art (De Hond 2008; Simon Thomas 1988). 

Similar to other European countries, notably Britain, France and the German-speaking countries, 

Islamic objects were collected to gain insight into the universal principles underlying ornament and 

from the idea that non-European styles could revitalise the stagnant European fine and industrial 

arts (Labrusse 2017; Vernoit 2000a). These ideas were behind the ‘Arab room’ in the Museum of 

Applied Arts (Museum van Kunstnijverheid) in Haarlem, which opened in 1877, and the brief period 

of interest in the collecting of ‘Oriental art’ around 1900 in the Netherlands Museum for History 

and Art (Nederlandsch Museum voor Geschiedenis en Kunst), or NMHA (Shatanawi 2022; Kievit 

2017).392
3 Thus, interest in the diffusion of technique or design were the basis of the early collec-

tions of Islamic art in museums in the Netherlands. Although the term Islamic art demonstrably 

was known in the Netherlands, the first use in a museological context dates from 1927, when the 

Gemeentemuseum in The Hague organised an exhibition under this heading (Hoijtink 2018; Gallois 

3923 The Museum of Applied Arts was established under the auspices of Frits van Eeden (1829-1901), who also 
founded the Colonial Museum. Room VI was dedicated to the ‘Arab style’, which, according to Van Eeden 
(1878, 136), ‘developed in the East with the teachings of Muhammad, and flourished under the Caliphs’. The 
room was filled with plaster casts and models of Alhambra, ‘the most beautiful masterpiece that this style 
has produced’. Adriaan Pit (1860-1944), director of the NMHA, understood the history of decorative arts as a 
linear trajectory of cultural exchange and he was especially interested to acquire objects he believed to reveal 
transitional moments; instances when techniques or designs were transferred from one culture to another. 
Many of the Islamic objects he acquired were obtained with this interest in mind. The NMHA regularly loaned 
Islamic objects to industrial arts academies and designers, like those of the Delftware factory De Porseleyne 
Flesch, to serve as a source of inspiration.
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1927).393
4 In their approach to Islamic art, the Dutch museums looked at other European countries 

and they followed the usual geographical demarcations, that is, excluding Indonesia. Nonetheless, 

Islamic art from the central lands was occasionally seen as representative for Indonesia as well. 

In this respect the remark of mayor Patijn of The Hague at the opening of the Gemeentemuseum 

exhibition is exemplary: ‘moreover, this exhibition is of great value, because Islam is the religion 

of a very large share of the population of our Dutch Empire’ (Haagsche courant 1927). For similar 

reasons, the Dutch East Indies entry to the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia in 1876 was in 

Moorish style (Fig. 37), as was the Pavilion of the Dutch colonies at the International Colonial and 

Export Exhibition in Amsterdam in 1883 (Tibbe 2016; Bloembergen 2006).394
5 Pieter Veth, who 

acted as the honorary chairman of the latter exhibition, defended this choice by stating that ‘the 

natives had never produced anything independent in the domain of art’ (Veth, Wilken, and Klinkert 

1883a, I:vi). The organisers reasoned they had no choice but to resort to a non-indigenous Oriental 

style and chose Islamic over Hindu architecture, because it fitted contemporary Indonesian taste 

in building, among other reasons (Bloembergen 2006, 76–79). As these examples demonstrate, 

the Dutch imagination of art history accorded Islam a past greatness, located in the ‘heartland’, 

in which Indonesian Muslims shared by association, rather than as active producers.

Indonesia: Asian or Islamic?

In parallel with the notion of Islamic art, the idea of Greater India emerged in the early twentieth 

century. Accordingly, Indonesia was grouped among the areas that were historically influenced by 

Indian culture, and thus, belonged to the Indian cultural sphere (Bloembergen 2021; 2017; Formichi 

2016). The Greater India paradigm was based on diffusionist principles similar to the ones under-

pinning the notion of Islamic art, now focusing on the transmission of Hindu-Buddhist cultural 

traits from India, as an exemplary centre, to the edges where they took on new and somewhat 

diluted forms (Bayly 2004). The notion of culture areas ascribed close connections between space 

and culture, but also claimed mutual exclusivity, and, consequently, Indonesian art was categorized 

as ‘Asian art’ rather than belonging to the Islamic culture area. The resulting ‘double bias’ was 

problematic on two levels, as it positioned Southeast Asia as the passive recipient of a superior 

Indian civilization, while at the same time ignoring Islam (Bloembergen 2021, 172). Coupled with 

3934 

3945 

The term appears in the correspondence between Adriaan Pit and Friedrich Sarre, curator of the exhibition 
“Meisterwerke Muhammedanischer Kunst” (Munich 1910). Archives of the Netherlands Museum for History 
and Art, NHA 476.994. Pit himself used the term Oriental art.
Unknown photographer, The colonial pavilion under construction at the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, 
1876. Collection Rijksmuseum inv. no. RP-F-1905-214. http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.64220 
Emrik & Binger, Pavilion of the Dutch colonies at the International Colonial and Export Exhibition in 
Amster-dam, 1883. Collection Rijksmuseum inv. no. RP-P-1907-3961 http://hdl.handle.net/10934/
RM0001.COLLECT.386777. I want to thank Tom Quist for providing the information about the Philadelphia 
exhibition.

http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.386777
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the heartland paradigm of Islamic art, which described Islam in the peripheral areas as impure 

and diluted, a triple bias was generated that left Southeast Asia ‘in limbo’ (Bin Tajudeen 2021, 218).

From the 1910s the notion of Asian art gained ground in the Netherlands, resulting in the 

foundation of the Asian Art Society (Vereniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst, VVAK) in 1918.395
6 

In many ways the category of Asian art was just as vast and unwieldy as the category of Islamic 

art. Moreover, it was based on equally unstable conceptual foundations. Asian art developed 

as a concept mirroring European art and ‘the very idea of “Asia” as a unified land or singular 

culture arises not from any physical or material reality, but rather from political, cultural, and 

economic relations of power, in order to sustain an idea of a unified Europe’ (Brown and Hutton 

2011, 5). Contrary to the teleological narrative of progress of European art, the notions of Asian 

and Islamic art were grounded in a theory of rise and decline. In the narrative of Islamic art, full 

decline coincides with the arrival of European imperialism, as Margaret Graves (2012, 2) points 

out, ‘rather than the triumphant march towards a glorious, multifaceted and - significantly - secular 

modernity that underpins many survey texts of the history of art as a whole, the master-narrative 

of Islamic art currently ends with a whimper somewhere in the colonial period.’ In chapter 6 I have 

shown the mechanisms of an emergent museumscape differentiating between European and 

non-European pasts, thus carving up the heritage of the Islamic central lands into pre-Islamic, 

Islamic and contemporary periods that were given progressively negative value assessments. 

Similarly, Dutch archaeological and philological scholarship conceived of Java’s pre-Islamic past 

as a classical age (Ricklefs 2007, 255). However, unlike the Middle Eastern regions which were 

granted a sort of second classical age after the arrival of Islam, in the Dutch imagination Indonesia 

was plummeted directly into its ‘dark age’, only to be resurrected by Dutch intervention.

3956 Vereniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst literally translates as ‘Friends of Asian Art Society’, but the 
foundation goes by the English name of Asian Art Society (see VVAK n.d.).

 

Fig. 38 Bronze medal of the Colonial Museum in Haarlem, 1905 (design Johan Bernhard Kamp). The image 
combines the portrayal of Indonesia as innately Asian and Buddhist with the museum’s main purpose: the promotion 
of the export of colonial produce. The museum’s mission ‘It’s dawning in the East’ references the Ethical Policy. 
Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-1810-87. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/69184
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Like those of Islamic art, the boundaries of Asian art have shifted over time. In 1936, the VVAK 

opened a museum of Asian Art, at the premises of the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, moving 

its collections in 1952 to the Rijksmuseum. In these early years, in the Netherlands as elsewhere 

in Europe, the category was dominated by pre-modern works from India, China, and Japan (Brown 

and Hutton 2011, 5). Not surprisingly, the VVAK’s Asian art museum had a similar focus, including 

Hindu and Buddhist works from South Asia, but none from periods or areas under Muslim rule 

(Vereniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst 1936). Apart from Hindu-Buddhist art, Indonesia 

was represented with a multitude of objects from the Islamic period, such as keris weapons and 

batik textiles from Java, Acehnese gold jewellery and silk weavings, as well as several objects 

from West Sumatra. These objects, however, were positioned as ‘post-Hindu’, or through ethnic 

markers, rather than Islamic (Vereniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst 1936, 59; 63).

That Indonesia was denied a significant share in the production of Islamic art did not mean 

that objects from the region’s Muslim periods and cultures were absent from museum galleries 

in the Netherlands. On the contrary, such objects constituted a large section of what was on 

display. The schatkamers, treasure rooms at the Colonial Institute (1926-1975) and the Museum 

of Ethnology (1937-1997), displayed an object selection based on aesthetic criteria and many, 

including Javanese weapons and silverwork from Riau, were made in a Muslim environment. 

In addition, as noted above, the VVAK’s Asian art museum exhibited a range of objects from 

Muslim regions after the opening in 1936. Yet, as chapter 6 outlines, the dividing lines between 

‘art’ and ‘ethnology’ grew stronger over the course of the twentieth century. Therefore, it comes 

as no surprise that after moving its collections to the Rijksmuseum in 1952, the focus of the 

Indonesian selection was entirely on Hindu-Buddhist art (Visser 1952).396
7 Since 2013, the VVAK 

collection has been housed there in an Asian pavilion where it showcases its collections of Asian 

Art. The VVAK’s categorising framework, and the positioning of Indonesia as part of Greater 

India, has persisted up until today, with few modifications (Bloembergen 2021; Loeseke 2020). 

Although Indonesia is well-represented, not one single object hails from the Muslim period, as 

if no art has been made in the region after the 15th century (Westermann 2015; Bloembergen 

and Eickhoff 2014). Contrary to Muslim India, the Islamic period objects from Indonesia are no 

longer seen as part of Asian art, thus reintroducing colonial conceptions of a region in decline.

Appreciated as high art, detached from Islam

The exclusion of Indonesian Islamic art from the Rijksmuseum galleries is related to the 

positioning of Indonesian collections in the Netherlands. The outcome of the separation of 

European and non-European collections, under corresponding notions of ‘art’ and ‘ethnology’, 

was the transfer of the majority of Indonesian objects to the domain of the ethnology museum. 

3967 Most of the Islamic period objects in the 1936 gallery ended up in the ethnographic museums.
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As outlined in the previous chapter, once there, most objects from Muslim periods and commu-

nities that were aesthetically appreciated were not classified as art, but rather denoted with the 

term industrial arts (kunstnijverheid) and categorised according to their functional use. These 

included objects made at and for the Muslim courts, such as precious keris daggers and batik 

textiles.397
8 Museum interpretations of the industrial arts emphasised the technical execution 

and material used. Depending on the purpose of the museum concerned, additional themes 

were salvage ethnography (Museum of Ethnology) and the industrial aspects of crafts to benefit 

Dutch trade, and during the implementation of the Ethical Policy, as a source of income for the 

population (Colonial Institute).

In the Dutch analysis, the Muslim environments that produced the industrial arts did not 

constitute a significant element and, consequently, museum catalogues and other publications 

rarely mentioned them (e.g. Loebèr 1913; Jasper and Pirngadie 1912). Concerning Java, the 

close association with Indian civilisation gave rise to a number of related imaginings. First, 

Islam-as-art was invariably seen and judged in comparative weight to the preceding Hindu-

Buddhist traditions and found wanting. Secondly, Islam was often described as a destructive 

force with a negative impact on older artistic traditions which had resulted in the – much 

lamented – decline of art in the Indonesian archipelago. A recurrent phrase was that Islam 

killed the sense for art. For example, physicist and millionaire collector Elie van Rijckevorsel 

(1845-1928) remarked about Bali that ‘the difference in religion is probably the reason that 

far more sense for art has remained here than in Java, where Islam has killed it. Everything 

is ornamented in traditional Indonesian [Indisch] style’ (Van Rijckevorsel 1878, 107).398
9 In 

particular, Islam’s alleged iconoclasm was often mentioned as having negatively impacted 

figuration of wayang traditions, painting and sculpture. Even though colonial scholars agreed 

on the limitations Islam posed on creativity, contrary to its predecessors, not all of them judged 

it in negative terms. Frederik Willem (Frits) van Eeden (1829-1901), director of the Colonial 

Museum, presumed that Javanese artisans struggled against the ban in the Qur’an against 

depicting figures. Nonetheless, he held contemporary Javanese artistic production in high 

esteem, because an ‘irrepressible yet curbed desire to create’ eventually had found expression 

in floral and animal motifs of ‘exquisite beauty’, expressing the true character of the Javanese 

people (Van Eeden 1884, 79).

According to the twelve-group system used in the museums of ethnology (discussed in the 

preceding chapter), the category of art was reserved for three types of objects: those relating 

3978 However, there was a shift in interpretation: the Juynboll catalogue still categorised batik and ivory sculpture 
(if not applied on functional objects) as art, but in the 1940s Tropenmuseum catalogue this was no longer 
the case, reflecting changing definitions of what counted as art.

3989 Nonetheless, there are plenty of Islamic-period objects from Java and Sumatra among the 613 Indonesian 
items of the Rijckevorsel collection at the Wereldmuseum.
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to the performative arts of Java and Bali, those showing similarity to the European visual arts 

(e.g. figurative drawing, painting and sculpture), and the material culture of Java’s pre-Islamic 

empires. The museums initially classified the latter category as antiquities (e.g. Juynboll 1909), 

and later as art, after the enfolding of a movement to inscribe Hindu-Buddhist sculpture as ‘high 

art’ in the late nineteenth century (Brown and Hutton 2011, 5). The catalogue of the Hinduism 

gallery (1926-1938) at the Colonial Institute, for instance, no longer spoke about antiquities 

but about Hindu art (Krom 1927). Java’s pre-Islamic antiquities had been an area of European 

interest since the early nineteenth century. By the turn of the century, Islamic antiquities also 

began to receive scholarly attention. In 1919, historians Jean Pierre Moquette and Hoesein 

Djajadiningrat published an overview of the results thus far. The publication gives insight into 

what was categorised under the heading of Islamic heritage. Islamic antiquities, they postulated, 

first and foremost, concerned the tombs and gravestones of the Pasai and Aceh sultanates, 

because that was the most researched subject. In Java, their inventory equally focuses on 

gravestones and tombs, although they considered many of them to have ‘more hagiological 

than historic significance’ (Moquette and Djajadiningrat 1919, 204). Furthermore, they mention 

architectural structures such as the gunungan in Banda Aceh, and in Java, for instance, the 

remnants of the old mosque of Demak, the mosque complex of Kudus and the remains of the 

kraton of Banten. In terms of objects, the focus is on artefacts related to the Muslim kingdoms 

and sultanates: coins, seal impressions and charters, the cakra donya in Aceh, and the regalia 

of the rulers of Banten, Bangkalan, Gowa, Bone, Banjarmasin and Riau that were kept in the 

museum of the Batavian Society. Thus, similar to conceptions of Islamic art, court and elite 

cultures were given primacy. Yet unlike these, Moquette and Djajaniningrat’s inventory focuses 

mostly on historical significance, rather than the aesthetic qualities of the antiquities concerned. 

This resonated with the interpretation of Islamic antiquities in museums in the Netherlands. Only 

a few items on the list would ever be exhibited as art, as will be discussed in the next section, 

and none would be classified as such in the museum cataloguing systems.

The reception of the performing arts of Java was quite a different story, as it was entwined 

with the prominent visibility of Hindu-Buddhist stories and images. Matthew Cohen (2016) 

describes a renaissance of the performing arts after the Java War (1825-1830), especially at 

the Central Java courts. According to him, in response to declining political power, Java’s rulers 

turned to the arts to demonstrate their spiritual refinement and mark their cultural superiority vis-

à-vis the European colonizers (see also Sears 1996, 108). Colonial scholarship began to inscribe 

the performative arts as ‘high art’ starting from the late nineteenth century (see, for example, 

Groneman 1888). At the same time, the performative arts underwent significant modifications as 

a result of the encounter with European art, both in form and appreciation. Lastly, contrary to the 

European assessment of the nineteenth-century arts of the Islamic central lands, Java’s artistic 

renaissance during colonialism was acknowledged, if only when disassociated with Islam.
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Under colonial influences the courts arts became increasingly seen as detached from Islam, 

following from the governmental system in which the Javanese elite was positioned to play a 

role in governing the region. The key to the divergent interpretations of the religious character 

of the performative arts was the assessment of the mysticism involved; wayang practices, for 

instance, were embedded in mystical knowledge and exercises. While Javanese understandings 

prior to Dutch colonialism predominantly associated wayang with Sufi mysticism and Islamic 

belief systems, the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw a gradual enfoldment of ‘a 

displacement of wayang mysticism and a rephrasing of it in non-Islamic terms’ (Sears 1996, 

135). When Dutch scholarship on Indonesian culture emerged in the nineteenth century, it 

emphasised the study and reconstruction of the Hindu and Buddhist monuments as well as 

the performative arts as part of its search for the authenticity of Javanese culture, and, con-

comitantly, the legitimisation of the colonial regime. The ‘discovery’ of Java’s Hindu-Buddhist 

past helped the Netherlands to position itself as the national caretaker of the antiquities 

(Bloembergen and Eickhoff 2020, 42). By the late nineteenth century an international dimension 

had developed, now positioning the Dutch colonial government as ‘the successor, explorer, and 

custodian of past high civilisations’ and ‘a sophisticated and modern colonial empire, guardian 

of an honourable civilisation to which, indirectly via India, all great European civilisations could 

be traced’ (Bloembergen and Eickhoff 2020, 90; 91). The idea of the priyayi class as guardians 

of a high culture, an ancient civilisation that they had passed along for centuries, worked in the 

interests of the colonial authorities and segments of the Javanese elite. And, precisely because 

Hinduism and Buddhism were ‘dead religions’, in the sense that they were no longer practised 

by the Javanese elite, they posed no threat to the colonial order. Islam – in Dutch eyes as much 

a religion of piety as a force of resistance – became increasingly seen as incompatible with 

Javaneseness (Ricklefs 2007). Moreover, inside and outside priyayi circles, the rising tide of 

modernist Islam promoted the notion of a uniformity in Islamic beliefs, which had to be purified 

of new inventions and local traditions, and opposed the blending of traditions. Diffusionist ideas, 

moreover, were not a European prerogative. The idea of Greater India was enthusiastically 

embraced by thinkers in India and Java and found its parallel in pan-Islamism, which sought to 

unite the global ummah in an imagined nation of Islam (Bloembergen 2021; 2017; Bayly 2004).

The dual perception of the Hindu-Buddhist past as the essence of Javanese culture and 

Islam as un-Javanese was the result of overlapping agendas of Dutch colonials and Javanese 

nationalists. By the 1870s, a number of priyayi intellectuals started to depict Islam as foreign 

to Java and the Javanese (Ricklefs 2007, 176–213). Colonial archaeology and its disclosure of 

Hindu-Buddhist remains here served ‘as evidence of a – morally superior – past civilisation, 

to which they felt connected, and felt cut off by an essentially non-Javanese, foreign Islam’ 

(Bloembergen and Eickhoff 2020, 122). By the early twentieth century, indifference towards 

Islam as an element in Javanese culture was widespread among the priyayi elite (Ricklefs 
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2007, 219). Several Javanese nationalists, for instance, used the Dutch discourse about the 

Hindu-Buddhist roots of wayang mysticism to advance their cause (Sears 1996). Nonetheless, 

a number of priyayi considered Islam an essential part of Javanese culture. The above-men-

tioned Hoesein Djajadiningrat, advisor at the Office for Native Affairs between 1916 and 1924 

and an observant Muslim, showed great interest in Islamic heritage, one of the reasons the 

Archaeological Service sought his expertise on such matters. Meanwhile, for many performers 

and audiences both Islamic and Hindu-Javanese mystical interpretations could be used to 

explain the arts, and the lines were not always sharply drawn (Sears 1996, 168).

Museum interpretation of the performing arts was part and parcel of Dutch scholarship, 

which on the whole paid less and less attention to the Islamic dimension. Accordingly, wayang 

mysticism became almost exclusively seen as rooted in Hindu-Buddhism and ancient Javanese 

culture (cf. Sears 1996, 71–74). Missionary Carel Poensen (1836-1919) of the Netherlands 

Missionary Society (NZG), who preached among the Muslims of East Java and had developed an 

interest in wayang, observed in 1872 that Javanese Muslims considered wayang performances 

to be religious, or rather pious, acts (1872, 162).399
10 Whereas Poensen saw wayang and Islam as 

intertwined, however questionable these ‘superstitious practices’ in his eyes, by the twentieth 

century such perceptions had largely disappeared in Dutch scholarship. To limit the analysis 

to two museum curators: neither Willem Rassers (1922; 1931; 1959) nor Remt Mellema (1954) 

made mention of the Muslim context in which wayang was performed. Rassers was a true 

structuralist and the typical armchair anthropologist; he never visited Indonesia, but based his 

studies entirely on the museum’s collections (as did Mellema). His PhD thesis (1922), translated 

in English as Panji, the Culture Hero: A Structural Study of Religion in Java (1959), mentions Islam 

only once, despite the subtitle. So, although Rassers studied contemporary practices, his main 

subject was ancient rather than twentieth-century Java (Trouwborst 2002, 680). Tropenmuseum 

curator Remt Mellema’s study on wayang puppets (1954), which significantly was published in 

the year of his conversion, makes no mention of Islam whatsoever.

Thus, although the Muslim courts of Java were appreciated for the ‘high arts’ they produced 

and the ‘industrial arts’ admired for their technical skilfulness, in museums Islam was not seen 

as a cultural force driving the production of these artifacts – contrary to the assessment of the 

Islamic heartland in European scholarship. The analysis in the preceding paragraphs uncovers 

the predicament of Indonesia’s material culture, ranging from Dutch colonial conceptions 

that divorced ‘Islam’ from culture and politics in order to limit it to a body of core beliefs and 

ritual obligations, to the art historical field that in relation to Islam follows a dual paradigm of 

the sacred and the secular, and effectively negates the former. In this sense, the particular 

39910 In 1887 Poensen donated around 150 objects to the Museum of Ethnology, mostly children’s toys, but also 
drawings of wayang characters, along with his notes. 33 drawings, Kediri, c. 1887. Collection National Museum 
of World Cultures inv. nos. RV-625-106-1/35. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/665455
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situatedness of Dutch colonial governance has contributed to the exclusion of Indonesia from 

the domain of Islamic art in European scholarship, in addition to the conceptualisations that 

shaped the field itself. Running throughout these processes of inclusion and exclusion is a 

conceptual issue around which all questions relating to the Islamic nature of Indonesian material 

culture revolve: can Islam be categorised in terms of ‘religion’, ‘civilisation’ and ‘culture’? And if 

not, how should Islam be conceptualised differently? I will return to these questions in the last 

paragraph of this chapter.

8.2 Exhibitionary framings

As outlined in the preceding paragraphs, Islamic antiquities became a category of inquiry in 

the early twentieth century, but it took several decades before this development became visible 

in the museums in the Netherlands. Within the late colonial exhibitionary regimes, Islam, both 

as a religious and cultural force, was accorded a modest place in line with the aspiration to 

show respect to Indonesians and their progress on the road to development. It reflected a 

rising interest in the 1930s and 1940s to pay attention to Indonesian Islam in the wake of the 

growth of modernist Islamic movements. The change in focus was driven by the return to the 

Netherlands of colonial officials, many of them former students of Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje, 

who had first-hand experience of Indonesian Muslim cultures and could contribute specialist 

knowledge. Their areas of interest focused more on contemporary developments and the 

challenges they posed for maintaining colonial rule, than on studying Indonesians as abstract 

theoretical subjects, like the ethnologists of the evolutionary, diffusionist and structuralist 

schools had done before them (and some still did). Their curatorial approach preluded an age 

in which newer social scientific methods, in particular field research, took over from the purely 

theoretical ‘laboratory approach’ to objects of museum ethnology (Kreps 2020, 126; see also 

Penny 2002). The interest in Indonesian Islam was, however, short-lived and after 1949 it slowly 

faded away. In what follows, I look at a number of exhibitions of the late colonial period and the 

transitional period thereafter to find answers to the question of the rise and disappearance of 

Indonesian Islam in museological representation. What explained the sudden interest in Islam, 

and why did it disappear again? In what ways did exhibitions reflect the changing boundaries 

of Islam in Dutch image-making, and at the same time shape and define these boundaries?

Exhibiting Islam as ‘art’

One element driving the museum presentations were changes in government policies towards 

Islam as heritage and art. The creation of the Archaeological Service (Oudheidkundige Dienst 

in Nederlands-Indië) in 1913, in the slipstream of the Ethical Policy, meant that Islamic sites 

were now part of official heritage policy (see Staatsblad van Nederlandsch-Indië 1913). As a 
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governmental office, the Archaeological Service had close ties with the museums in both the 

Indies and the Netherlands. One of its prerogatives was decision-taking on which antiquities 

were to be preserved and how. This meant that it could send objects from sites to museums as 

gifts or loans, when they were categorised as duplicates or otherwise superfluous (Bloembergen 

2021, 190).400
11 However, in the case of Islamic antiquities it was not so much actual objects that 

the Archaeological Service dispatched, but rather its research material, such as photographs, 

squeezes and casts (see also chapter 4).

The most significant outcome of the exchange was the recreation of the tomb of Sultana 

Nahrasyiyah (r. 1406-1428) on the staircase of the Colonial Institute in 1941 (Figs. 39-41). The 

actual tomb, one of those originating from Cambay, was made from marble and beautifully 

ornamented with calligraphic verses and vegetal patterns. It was situated at the Kuta Karang II 

complex that was surveyed by Jean Pierre Moquette in 1912 (Lambourn 2003; Tichelman 1940). 

The recreation was entirely based on squeezes and photographs sent by the Archaeological 

Service, which were used to create an actual-size plaster model, and during the two years of 

production Jan Cornelis Krijgsman, one of the service’s surveyors, was regularly consulted.401
12 

Curator Gerard Tichelman (1893-1962), the driving force behind the recreation (with support 

of director Bep Schrieke), had joined the museum after a career in the civil administration. 

As a controleur in the Lhoseumawe region he had frequented the sultanate cemeteries and 

made a case for their preservation (Fig. 23).402
13 In the news media the latest addition to the 

galleries received full attention, and Tichelman made use of this opportunity to stress the utmost 

importance of the cemeteries, since they represented the civilisation (cultuurbezit) of the early 

Islamic period (De Volkskrant 1941). Tichelman’s publication (1940) on the mausoleum signalled 

a shift from designating the tombs as ‘antiquities’ to ‘art’. According to the curator’s lyrical 

description, ‘the stylish monumentality and beautiful shape and expression of the mausoleum 

make it an impressive example of Islamic art’ (Tichelman 1940, 207). At the museum, the 

replica complemented a display of eight gravestones from the Aceh Besar region from the 

Stammeshaus collection, which were previously exhibited in front of the Atjeh Museum, and 

represented Aceh’s antiquities at the museum.403
14

40011 The Museum of Ethnology, the Tropenmuseum and the Wereldmuseum were all recipients of gifts from 
the Archaeological Service, amounting to 55 objects in total plus an unknown number of photographs. In 
addition, the service handed out several objects ‘on loan’ to the VVAK collection that is currently kept at the 
Rijksmuseum (Bloembergen 2021, 190–91). The squeezes and casts were sent by individual members of 
the research staff, notably draughtsman Jan de Vink.

40112 Monthly reports G.L. Tichelman, 1940-1941. National Archives/Archives of the Royal Tropical Institute 
2.20.69/4417.

40213 Diary G.L. Tichelman 1932-1933. National Archives/Collection 133 G.L. Tichelman 2.21.097.01 inv. no. 29.
40314 Aceh Gallery at the Colonial Institute, c. 1931. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-

60054831. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/463820
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Fig. 39 Grave of Sultana Nahrasyiyah (r. 1406-1428) at the Kuta Krueng graveyard in Northern Aceh, 1908 
(photograph Hendrik Leydie Melville). Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-60044471. 

Fig. 40 Moulder Johannes Jacobs working on the replica of the grave of Sultana Nahrasyiyah at the Colonial 
Institute, 1940-1941 (photograph Bert Buurman). Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-
10000168. © Bert Buurman/Nederlands Fotomuseum. 
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Fig. 41 Curator Gerard Tichelman of the Colonial Institute at a press meeting, 1941 (photograph Stapf Bilderdienst). 
National Archives/Fotocollectie Elsevier 2.24.05.02 inv. no. 023-0835.

Even though Tichelman described the mausoleum as Islamic art, he did not position Indonesia 

in the wider field of Islamic art (apart from the monument’s Gujarati origin). The archaeologist 

Willem Stutterheim (1892-1942), director of the Archaeological Service between 1936 and 1942, 

was one of the few scholars who did so. His publication De islam en zijn komst in de archipel 

(“The advent of Islam in the archipelago”, 1935) was a textbook for students of the Algemene 

Middelbare School (General High School, AMS) in Surakarta, where Stutterheim was director at 

the time. The AMS grew out of the Ethical Policy and the aspiration to give Indonesians better 

access to Dutch-style education. The school mainly attracted offspring from noble families, who 

came from different places in Indonesia (Priyatmoko 2018). To suit the needs of this student 

body, the curriculum was less Europe-oriented and included lessons in Indonesian languages 

and cultures. Many of the teachers, and also director Stutterheim, had been students of Snouck 

Hurgronje in Leiden. Among them was Remt Mellema (1899-1987), who would become the 

first curator specialized in Islam at the Tropenmuseum and the first who was a Muslim himself 

(Shatanawi 2012a).404
15 One of the subjects was Islamic art, taught by Stutterheim himself. It 

40415 After earning a degree in Indian and Indonesian languages combined with economic Indology, Mellema had 
a short career as a civil administrator in Java and then joined the AMS. He donated a unique album with pho-
tographs of the school to the Tropenmuseum. Unknown photographer, 1930. Collection National Museum 
of World Cultures inv. no. TM-ALB-1263. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/49452



270

Chapter 8

was the last step in a three-stage programme, after pupils had studied Hindu-Buddhist art, first 

in India and in Java (Bloembergen 2017, 46). According to the textbook, Stutterheim told his 

Indonesian students that Islam had reached the archipelago from India, as evidenced by Gujarati 

gravestones situated in Gresik in Java and in Aceh; hence the great role of mysticist Islam in the 

archipelago. After discussing the stylistic developments of Islamic art in the so-called central 

lands, Stutterheim turned to Indonesia. Here Islamic art hardly had gained ground, ‘in fact, its 

influence is limited to the application of Arabic script on a number of gravestones’ (Stutterheim 

1952 [1935], 143). A persistent idea throughout the book concerns the limitations Islam posed 

on artistic production, resulting in the demise of architecture, painting and sculpture and stylised 

forms of wayang puppets and reliefs (e.g. 1952 [1935], 50; 148).

Stutterheim distinguished three types of Islamic-period art. The first was art executed in 

foreign (uitheems) Islamic style, such as the Gujarati-made graves of Sultana Nahrasyiyah 

in the Pasai region and Malik Ibrahim (d. 1419) in Gresik. The latter is situated in a Muslim 

cemetery executed in ‘entirely Hindu style, exemplifying the manner in which in Indonesia 

the arts islamised’ (Stutterheim 1952 [1935], 143 see also p. 37). The second type was art 

for Islamic purposes but executed in Indo-Javanese style, for instance the aforementioned 

cemetery and the minbar of the mosque at the kraton of Surakarta (1952 [1935], 147).405
16 In 

1930, the Archaeological Service removed a number of carved stone panels in the mosque 

of Mantingan (Central Java) from the original sixteenth-century wall and set them into the 

mosque’s new wall, while making squeezes for research purposes (Oudheidkundige Dienst 

in Nederlandsch-Indië 1931, 51–57). The reliefs were stylistically Indo-Javanese, according 

to Stutterheim, but adapted to foreign Islamic styles, as naturalistic depictions ‘would not be 

permissible according to orthodox views’ (1952 [1935], 145).406
17 Another example of a blend 

of both types was the grave of Sultan Hasanudin (d. 1570) in Banten, which consists of an 

Indo-Javanese cenotaph and foreign Islamic gravemarkers (1952 [1935], 38). About the third 

type, native Islamic art and architecture, Stutterheim suggested that it was mainly confined to 

the old-style mosques and langgars (prayers rooms), which can be considered ‘purely native 

and national’ (1952 [1935], 146; 148).

At the Colonial Institute, plaster casts of the reliefs of the Mantingan mosque were on 

display from 1935 onward.407
18 Unlike Sultana Nahrasyiyah’s tomb, the museum did not label the 

importance of the reliefs in terms of Islamic art, but following the Archaeological Service, rather 

emphasised the similarity to Majapahit styles (Oudheidkundige Dienst in Nederlandsch-Indië 

40516 The image used in the book is: Unknown photographer, Minbar of a mosque in Surakarta, 1900-1930. Collec-
tion National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-10036086. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/497330

40617 Caption with image by J.J. de Vink, Relief in the mosque of Mantingan, 1930. Collection National Museum of 
World Cultures inv. no. TM-60054169. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/461073

40718 Java Gallery at the Colonial Institute, 1935-1950. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-
60009307. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/463887
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1931, 51–57). In the museum the reliefs expressed the transition of Hindu to post-Hindu artistic 

traditions, which were seldom called Islamic, but rather ‘Javanese’. Next to the reliefs two 

wooden panels were placed, which according to donor Jan Thomassen à Thuessink van der 

Hoop originated from the Kasepuhan kraton of Cirebon and represented a later phase of transi-

tion (Koloniaal Instituut 1935, 45).408
19 ‘Transitional art’ (overgangskunst) – art that was made in 

the period just after the arrival of Islam – had the interest of Dutch scholarship because it could 

shed light on the demise of Indo-Javanese art. F.D.K. (Frits) Bosch (1887-1967), Stutterheim’s 

predecessor as director of the Archaeological Service, observed that the Mantingan panels 

with interwoven geometric shapes were based on Arab examples, and, according to him, the 

Javanese craftsmen who made them clearly failed to master the design (Oudheidkundige Dienst 

in Nederlandsch-Indië 1931, 52). The designs were ‘stiff and insignificant’, and only came to 

life because of the lotus flower in the centre, in sharp contrast to the designs based on Indo-

Javanese examples, which were ‘brilliantly executed’. Bosch particularly praised the panels 

incorporating lotus flowers, ‘it is as if the sculptor has tried to compensate the loss caused by 

Mohammedan law and its prohibition of depicting humans and animals. He has chosen the 

noblest flower to express his artistic feelings.’ Bosch’s analysis is a variation on the narrative 

of the innate nature of the Javanese, who are incapable of absorbing Arab influence, and 

cannot help but express themselves in purely Asian forms. At the Colonial Institute, the verdict 

was somewhat milder; although also here regret over the loss of figuration in the reliefs was 

expressed, there was praise as well for the ‘stylish plainness’ (stijlvolle soberheid) and beauty 

of contemporary Javanese woodwork (Koloniaal Instituut 1935, 45). Yet both interpretations of 

the notion of transitional art looked at Java through the lens of ethnicity and a perceived natural 

fixation of Javaneseness to geographical location, that is, an innate Asianness that fixed Java 

to the Indian culture area rather than drawing it into the Islamic realm.

The museum representations of Indonesian Islam in the 1930s and 1940s separated 

art from religion. A difference in treatment of the two domains also prevails in Stutterheim’s 

textbook that, although written with the future elite of Indonesia in mind, on the surface pro-

fessed admiration for Islamic art and culture, but on a deeper level is fully consistent with the 

idea of incomplete acculturation of earlier colonial scholarship and governance. Even though 

the book’s introductory chapter echoes Snouck Hurgronje’s ideas about Indonesian Islam as 

an authentic and lived faith, the conclusion recycled the idea of Indonesia as a passive recipient 

of foreign cultures rather than being capable of giving shape to its own art:

40819 Objects from the Cirebon courts were sold following the rulers’ impoverishment (Ross 2016, 201). Van 
der Hoop bought several from a salesman in Batavia around 1935. Wooden tray and panel, Cirebon, 
18th-19th century. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. TM-979-1/2. https://
hdl.handle. net/20.500.11840/184406

https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/184406
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It will be clear that what Hinduism brought cannot be compared easily to what Islam brought to 

Indonesia’s inhabitants. In short it can be said that Hinduism brought in the first place a culture, 

and Islam [brought] in the first place a religion. Kingship and laws based on it, dress, habitation 

and art to Indian models, literature that is translated or adapted from Indian examples: that and 

more was the work of Hinduism. And while by no means breaking down that work, Islam has 

kept it and other matters, as long as it remained within the limits of its rules and regulations. 

Above everything, Islam placed Allah’s almightiness and His revelation through the words of His 

messenger. Whereas Islam as religion is being confessed with full conviction, Islam as culture 

only partially penetrated. (Stutterheim 1952 [1935], 150 emphasis in original)

The Dutch art historical conceptions of Indonesian Islam inverted common paradigms in the field 

of Islamic art: the Islamic in art and architecture was limited to connections to ritual obligations, 

whereas the cultural elements of Muslim societies were placed under ethnic headings and often 

were traced back to pre-Islamic societies. In this respect, late colonial museum representations 

remained firmly grounded in earlier narratives of race and geography. Art was tied to ethnicity 

and ethnicity to an alleged geographical region of origin which functioned as a location of purity.

Exhibiting Islam as ‘religion’

The late colonial idea that Indonesian Islam was more profoundly rooted in religion than in art and 

culture found expression in museum presentation. Whereas the Muslim faith had no place in Dutch 

museums before, now several exhibitions paid attention to Islam, although the emphasis was 

more on Aceh than on Java and other regions. At the Colonial Institute, the Aceh Gallery, curated in 

1931 by former controleur Willem Stammeshaus, included a dedicated display case on the Islamic 

religion (Fig. 42) (Shatanawi 2014, 41–42). The display brought together objects relating to ritual 

obligations, such as the hajj and salat, but also amulets and divinatory tools. The collection was 

assembled with the assistance and knowledge of Stammeshaus’s extensive Acehnese network 

(see chapter 3) and as such it is an example of how experience ‘in the field’ resulted in a greater 

role for Islam. At the Museum of Ethnology, a separate Islam gallery opened in 1937 as part of a 

complete refurbishment of the museum. The gallery paid tribute to Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje 

and displayed the objects he had collected in Western Arabia in 1884-85. Outside the realm of 

museums, a permanent exhibition on the Islamic religion opened in 1930 at the premises of 

the Oriental Institute (Oostersch Instituut) in Leiden (Mols and Vrolijk 2016, 10; De Bruijn 1989). 

The institute was founded in 1927, on the occasion of Snouck Hurgronje’s 70th birthday, with the 

purpose of stimulating the academic study of Islam in the Orient and Indonesia.
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Fig. 42 Display dedicated to Islam at the Aceh Gallery in the Colonial Institute, c. 1931. Collection National Museum 
of World Cultures inv. no. TM-60040071.

After the end of colonial rule in Indonesia, the interest and need for exhibitions based on the 

study of Islam through the lens of Dutch scholarly and administrative achievement dwindled. 

The Dutch government’s recognition of Indonesian independence in 1949 preluded a new era 

of change in the museums of ethnology (M. E. Berger 2021; Kreps 2020; 1988). The conse-

quences of independence were most seriously felt in the museum that based its raison d’être 

on colonialism: the Colonial Institute, where the end of colonial rule in Indonesia led to a shift in 

focus from the colonies to the wider ‘non-Western’ world. Yet the other two general museums of 

ethnology, in Leiden and Rotterdam, were also affected. In their presentations and policies, the 

museums tried to shake off the vestiges of the colonial past.409
20 To reflect the new relationships 

with the societies that the museums represented, the museums sought to purge their displays 

of Western prejudice and aimed to emphasise the new egalitarian relationship with the former 

European colonies. With these new policies came a decline of specialised knowledge on 

40920 Whether the museums succeeded is subject of debate, see Hildering, Modest and Aztouti (2014) and, regard-
ing Islam, my analysis of the 1950s Islamic gallery (Shatanawi 2012a).
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Indonesian arts and cultures, because of a reduced staff and less direct experience in Indonesia 

itself. Ultimately, it would affect the museological presentation of Indonesian Islam and lead 

to renewed silences.

The shift in focus was part of a nation-wide trend; after Indonesian independence, in the 

various museums Islam was increasingly associated with the Middle East and North Africa 

(cf. Shatanawi 2014, 28; Trouwborst 2002, 681). In 1958, the exhibition at the Oriental Institute 

closed.410
21 The other tribute to Snouck Hurgronje’s work, the gallery at the Museum of Ethnology, 

was transformed in 1962 into a display focusing on the so-called central lands of Islam. In 

the postcolonial climate, the museum wanted to concentrate on ‘the essences of foreign 

cultures rather than their study by particular scholars, however meritorious their work has been’ 

(Museum Volkenkunde 1962, 202).411
22 The Indonesia galleries at the former Colonial Institute, 

from 1950 called Tropenmuseum, no longer had a separate display on the Muslim faith, but 

there was a dedicated Islam Gallery (1954-1975), curated by Remt Mellema, a convert to Islam 

who had adopted the Muslim name Riza al-Mustafa (Shatanawi 2014, 45–48; 2012a) (Fig. 

43).412
23 In the memorandum accompanying the exhibition, Mellema briefly discusses various 

framings of Islam and the reasons why he rejected art history and ethnography as underlying 

principles for the gallery: they did not fit with his main objective, which was to give an outline 

of Islamic doctrine.413
24 Interestingly, he seems also to have thought of potential Muslim visitors. 

They were specifically invited to pray at the mihrab (prayer niche) in the exhibition room, whereby 

Mellema broke through the division separating the museum as a secular institution from the 

ritual function of the objects on display.414
25

41021 The collection on display was the property of the Islamstichting (Islam Foundation, 1927-1959), an affiliate 
of the Oriental Institute. Since 1958 it is a loan to the Museum of Ethnology. Collection National Museum of 
World Cultures inv. nos. RV-B106-1/192.

41122 Interestingly, in 2007 the Museum of Ethnology organised an exhibition celebrating Snouck Hurgronje’s 
150th birthday and the West Asia Gallery (opened 2011) currently has a section on his work and the Arabian 
collection.

41223 Mellema’s conversion story was published in Islam our choice, first published in Karachi in 1961. The book 
had many reprints in various Muslim countries. Excerpts, including Mellema’s statement, can also be found 
online. He had also been a member of the La Paix lodge in Amsterdam since 1949, and the composition of 
the conversion story shows similarity to the greeting ceremonies of Freemasonry. I want to thank Mellema’s 
biographer, Jan Treffers, for pointing this out.

41324 Remt Mellema, Toelichting, tevens handleiding voor museum-assistenten, bij de Islam-afdeling in het Konink- 
lijk Instituut voor de Tropen (Explanation of the Islam Gallery at the Royal Tropical Institute, also manual for 
museum assistants), 1954. National Archives/Archives of the Royal Tropical Institute 2.20.69/7720.

41425 As far as I know, there were no such possibilities in the galleries dedicated to other faiths.
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Fig. 43 Islam Gallery at the Tropenmuseum, visualising Remt Mellema’s idea of the global ummah, 1954-1975. 
Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. nos. TM-10030209/TM-10030211/TM-60059408.
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Mellema’s specific vision of Islam-as-religion reflected his personal convictions as a Muslim and 

Freemason. In his many publications, he expressed a high regard for the rational and humanist 

nature of the Islamic religion (e.g. Mellema 1992; 1960; 1958).415
26 The egalitarian ideal, whereby 

all Muslims were considered equal, whatever their origins, the fraternal bond of all Muslims and 

the direct connection between God and man were aspects that he particularly admired. In the 

gallery this translated into a central role for the Islamic notion of the ummah, the global Muslim 

community united by a common religious ideal, leaving no space for ethnic or cultural diversity 

and, hence, for any object expressing Islamic variations, other than in physical appearance. 

Apart from Qur’ans, the gallery therefore contained no objects from colonial Indonesia, whereas 

the displayed art works were all replicas or newly made and supported Mellema’s views on the 

Islamic creed. In his eyes, the end of the colonial era enabled the gallery’s message of respect: 

at last, Westerners and non-Westerners could meet each other on an equal footing.

Mellema was not the only Muslim curator; Abdul Jalil Jawad (1926-2002), born into an Iraqi 

Shiite family, was curator for the Islamic Culture Area at the Museum of Ethnology between 

1964 and 1968. Yet, whereas Mellema emphasised universalism, Jawad advocated diversity. 

His analysis of Leiden’s Islam gallery, the former Snouck Hurgronje room, held that ‘the objects 

displayed in the show-cases of the Islamic Hall [are not] inclusive or typical of the Islamic World. 

Like the cultures of the Middle East, the Islamic show not only unity but also diversity. The latter 

is manifested in the way of practicing the rituals and rites, in art and architecture.’416
27 Moreover, 

in 1949, Patrick de Josselin de Jong (1922-1999) was appointed as curator for the study of 

Muslim peoples, with special focus on Indonesia. The position seems to have been created to 

give him the opportunity to prepare a PhD thesis and he left the museum after only four years. 

His thesis (1951) studied Minangkabau society from a structuralist perspective and, indeed, little 

attention was paid to the Muslim aspect (Trouwborst 2002, 680). The brief period of interest in 

Indonesian Islam was not continued at the Museum of Ethnology; after De Josselin de Jong’s 

departure, his position was filled by curators who specialised in the non-Muslim cultures of 

Indonesia, a situation continuing until the NMVW merger of 2014.

Exhibiting Islam as a ‘culture area’: the postcolonial period

Although diffusionism formally did not have many adherents in the museums in the Netherlands, 

there was one domain on which its influence was profound: the geographical arrangement of the 

collections. In the ethnographic museums, one of the most evasive consequences of the end of 

41526 Remt Mellema, Rede uitgesproken ter gelegenheid van de opening van de Islam-afdeling in het Koninklijk In-
stituut voor de Tropen (Speech on the occasion of the inauguration of the Islam Gallery at the Royal Tropical 
Institute), 9 July 1954. National Archives/Archives of the Royal Tropical Institute 2.20.69/7720. Internal memo-
randum Islam-kamer Tropenmuseum. National Archives/Archives of the Royal Tropical Institute 2.20.69/7720.

41627 Quarterly report of A. Jawad, second quarter 1964. Archives of the Museum of Ethnology/Archives of P. Pott 
NL-LdnRMV-A17.
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colonial rule in Indonesia was the geographical regrouping of the collections, in order to pursue 

their new mission to cover the so-called non-Western world. Following diffusionist principles, the 

museums began to cluster objects along the lines of culture areas, each with their own curator 

and exhibition room.417
28 The Islamic culture area, as the Dutch museums understood it, reached 

from North Africa to the Western and Central Asian countries, usually including Afghanistan 

and Pakistan as its most Eastern border. Indonesia was considered part of the Asian or Indian 

culture area, but, apart from Indo-Javanese art, presented under regional or national headings.

From 1957, the Museum of Ethnology provided a curatorial position for the Islamic Culture 

Area (islamitisch cultuurgebied) and between 1947 and 1981, there was a curatorship for the 

Indian Culture Area (Indisch cultuurgebied), which was mainly occupied with South Asia, but 

with the occasional excursion to Indonesia (Van Wengen 2002c, 195). Pieter Pott (1918-1989), 

curator for the Indian Culture Area between 1947 and 1955 and, after that, director of the 

Museum of Ethnology, published on South Asian as well as Indonesian art (e.g. Pott 1980). 

The Wereldmuseum and Tropenmuseum followed suit, with the creation of curatorships for the 

Islamic Culture Area in 1968 and 1972 respectively.418
29 Still, the principle of museum diffusionism 

that culture areas were mutually exclusive, rather than overlapping, stalled the study of Islamic 

material culture from Indonesia.419
30 Curators appointed for the Islamic Culture Area were not 

concerned with Indonesia, and conversely, Indonesia and India curators generally did not study 

objects through the prism of Islam. In line with the heartland paradigm, Indonesian Islam was 

treated as peripheral (Shatanawi 2014, 30–31). Nevertheless, occasionally crossings were 

made, such as the Gids voor het Rijksmuseum voor Volkenkunde (1961) that included Indonesian 

objects in both the chapters on ‘Islamic culture’ and ‘Indian culture area’.

Thus, in the late colonial period, Islam as religion and art briefly found a place in museum 

representations of Indonesia, but from the 1960s onward it was relegated to the backseat. 

Several developments diverted Islam from Indonesia to the MENA region, ranging from geo-

political events, such as the oil economy, and Muslim migration to the Netherlands, to the 

diffusionist principles guiding museum geography (Shatanawi 2014). The main driver, however, 

was Indonesian independence and the dwindling need for colonial administrative knowledge. At 

the Tropenmuseum, the Islamic gallery was closed in 1975 and replaced with a broader-themed 

gallery on the Middle East and North Africa, following the museum’s reorganisation along the 

lines of culture areas. This meant that Islam was delegated to the Middle Eastern regions 

41728 In a number of ethnological museums in Germany, diffusionist arrangements were made from around the 
turn of the century (Penny 2003).

41829 Since the 19th century, objects from Western Asia and North Africa had been entering the Wereldmuseum, 
mostly through the hands of diplomats and businessmen. In 1968 these collections were isolated from the 
other Asian and African objects to form a new department of the Islamic Culture Area (islamitisch cultuurge-
bied) that reached from Mauritania to India (Ros 1993, 26).

41930 Hence my experience with the allocation of Pakistan, as narrated in chapter 1.
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(but never in such a radical uncompromising manner as Mellema intended). The Southeast 

Asia Galleries, however, remained focused on Hindu-Buddhist heritage and the non-Muslim 

cultures of Indonesia – with heavy reliance on aesthetics in presentation. Eventually, at the 

Tropenmuseum’s gallery of Southeast Asia (1979-1993), out of the 1,231 objects displayed over 

the years, only eleven were exhibited under the heading of Islam.420
31 In its discourse on Islam, 

the museum reverted back to notions that were common before the 1930s. For example, the 

catalogue of the seminal traveling exhibition Budaya Indonesia (1987) postulated that ‘among 

those who study the cultural history of Southeast Asia there is strong consensus that there 

is no positive connection between Islam and the arts and crafts. The advent of Islam is held 

responsible for the disappearance of the old artistic traditions without anything new or import-

ant replacing them’ (Tropenmuseum 1987, 64).

8.3 Deframing and reframing Indonesian things

Having outlined the predicament of Indonesian material culture within museological and art 

historical categorisations, as well as its ramifications in the present, I will continue with a 

decolonial re-reading of a key object in the NMVW collections: kyai antakusuma, a ceremonial 

coat previously owned by the royal house of the Yogyakarta sultanate. My work is inspired by two 

scholars who have recently argued for new conceptualisations of Islam: Shahab Ahmed, who 

is best-known for his posthumous What is Islam? The Importance of Being Islamic (2016), and 

Irfan Afifi (2021a; 2021b; 2019) whose effort concentrates on reconstituting Islam Nusantara, 

Islam in the Southeast Asian archipelago.421
32 After graduating with a degree in philosophy from 

Gadjah Mada University in Yogyakarta, Afifi felt dissatisfied with the secular-oriented curriculum 

he had studied. He went for two years to study at a pesantren (Islamic school), where he filled 

his days with Qur’anic recitation and reading Islamic philosophy, in particular related to Sufism, 

such as the work of the Javanese poet Ranggawarsita (1802-1873). Shahab Ahmed (1966-2015), 

of Pakistani descent, was born and raised in Singapore, studied law and Arabic studies at 

the International Islamic University Malaysia, the American University in Cairo and Princeton 

University in the United States. At the time of his death, he was a lecturer in Islamic Legal Studies 

at Harvard University.

Although significantly differing in scope and ambition, the work of Ahmed and Afifi shares a 

number of commonalities. First, and highly relevant to this study, both authors write extensively 

about the relationship between culture and religion, and the boundaries drawn up between these 

42031 Information TMS database National Museum of World Cultures. Accessed 22 November 2020.
42132 The notion of Islam Nusantara commonly refers to interpretations of Islam including Sufism, tolerance of other 

faiths and a symbiotic relationship with local culture (Woodward 2017). The term was coined in 2015 and has 
been promoted since by some members of Nahdlatul Ulama, the largest Islamic organisation in Indonesia.
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categories in Western (post)colonial scholarship. Ahmed’s focus is on cultural continuity in what 

he calls the Balkans-to-Bengal complex; a historical territory stretching from the Ottoman Empire 

to South Asia. However, many of his arguments also hold for other Muslim regions, including 

Southeast Asia (Hefner 2018; Ahmed 2016, 540). Afifi’s work concentrates on Javanese Islam, 

and argues, among other things, for the re-introduction of Java’s rich literary legacy into the 

domain of Islam. Similarly, throughout What is Islam? Ahmed explores the use of poetry, fiction, 

music, the visual arts and material culture at large as sources for understanding of what Islam 

historically has meant to Muslims. This focus on (in)tangible heritage and literary culture makes 

their work readily applicable to historical museum collections, as I will attempt to show. Finally, 

although neither Afifi nor Ahmed explicitly seem to be inspired by the decoloniality school of 

thought, their work can be linked to decolonial theory in a number of ways. This is evident from 

Afifi’s repeated statements that he wants to break away from (post)colonial scholarship (e.g. 

2021a), and Ahmed’s consistent use of Muslim historical sources to ground his theory. In other 

words, theirs is an epistemic decolonization, a delinking (a term borrowed from the Egyptian 

economist Samir Amin) from a Eurocentric episteme in order to bring to the foreground other 

epistemologies (Mignolo 2007).

Shahab Ahmed’s ambitious study What is Islam? aims to rethink the study of the Islamic 

and to draw the contours of a new theoretical framework for its conceptualisation. His main 

subject is a question that many scholars before him have tried to tackle: how to account for 

the historical and human diversity of Islam in theory and practice? Ahmed is clearly dissatisfied 

with previous attempts. One of his major criticisms is that they often ended up distinguishing 

different types of Islam, instead of recognising diversity as an integral and coherent aspect of 

the Islamic. Instead of the now de rigueur view in scholarship that there is no singular Islam, 

but rather multiple Islams, Ahmed holds that Islam should be approached as a single analytical 

category.422
33 To Ahmed, without the acknowledgement of categorical Islam, there cannot be a 

Muslim identity. Islam precedes the Muslim, for ‘Muslims themselves have always insisted and 

continue to insist, not merely in theory but also in lived practice and experience, that there is 

such a thing as Islam … even if they disagree about what it is’ (2016, 136–37). Instead of Islam 

in the plural, he proposes a conceptualisation that puts ‘difference, diversity and disagreement’ 

central to the definition (2016, 302). What prior scholars tried to capture in different categories 

and classifications, can all be accommodated in one term, Islam, as long as its conceptualisa-

tion has ‘the logic of internal contradiction’ at heart (2016, 302).

Ahmed’s theory in essence defines Islam as a process of meaning-making, in which three 

elements are central (2016, 343–63).423
34 The first is the revelation to the Prophet Muhammad and 

42233 The idea of multiple Islams was, for instance, the premise of the exhibition Urban Islam that I curated with 
Deniz Ünsal in 2003.

42334 Ahmed uses the terms Pre-Text, Text and Con-Text.
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the revelatory text, that is the Qur’an and the hadith. Yet the revelation is not ‘as is commonly and 

narrowly assumed, squarely delimitedly the text of the Qurʾan (and the Hadith)—that is to say: it is 

not scripture alone, or scripture in itself’ (2016, 346). Beyond and behind the text of the revelation 

lies an unseen reality or truth that is the source of the revelation; the larger divine reality which 

constitutes the second element. Finally, every Muslim who engages with the Unseen does so 

within the context of a large repository of previous engagements (here Ahmed draws close to 

Asad’s definition of Islam as a discursive tradition, while letting go of the Qur’an and hadith as 

the sole foundations). The context is the ‘entire accumulated lexicon of means and meanings of 

Islam that has been historically generated and recorded up to any given moment’, consisting of 

an enormous variety of practices and discourses, in short, all the ‘truth-claims and components 

of existential exploration and meaning-making in terms of Islam that Muslims acting as Muslims 

have produced, and to which Muslims acting as Muslims have attached themselves’ (2016, 

357 emphasis in original). In this manner, Ahmed creates space to argue for the arts, fiction 

or humour as constitutive of Islam, so as central acts of meaning-making rather than mere 

by-products of an Islamic mindset. Central to Ahmed’s argumentation is that engaging with a 

tafsir text or looking at a painting are equally meaningful Islamic acts of engagement with the 

Unseen. Another significant aspect of Ahmed’s model is that in his vision, Islam has no fixed 

location, as it is fluid and without boundaries (for a critique, see Doostdar 2017; Griffel 2017). 

In this respect, Ahmed’s conceptualisation of Islam aligns with the notion of in-betweenness, 

and therefore it creates an inherent tension with museum taxonomy, which sets out to draw 

clear boundaries around every concept it uses.

I agree with Ahmed’s critics that there are a number of conceptual shortcomings to his work 

(Idris 2020; Doostdar 2017; Pregill 2017), notably a lack of engagement with theories of power 

and performance, as can be found in the work of Talal Asad and Saba Mahmood. Moreover, his 

model is more apt to study historical Islam and the discussion of contemporary Islam is rather 

disappointing. Ahmed concludes, much to his regret, that the context has become impoverished 

and that modern Muslims are less capable to conceptualize Islam in terms of contradiction 

(2016, 514–17). In his analysis he fails to come to terms with the fact that modernism and 

Western conceptions of Islam now are integrally part of the ‘context’ and that many Muslims 

conceive of the world as being divided into a religious and a secular realm (e.g. Jouili 2019). 

Despite these limitations, What is Islam? Provides an elaborate model for engagement with 

phenomena that are often classified outside Islam, the material culture of Muslim Indonesia 

being a prime example.

Most relevantly, Ahmed takes a highly critical view of categorisations of Islam in terms 

of ‘religion’, ‘culture’ or ‘civilisation’. Ahmed builds on the work of Talal Asad (2003) and his 

interlocutors in his discussion of the concept of ‘religion’ and its counterpart ‘secularism’ as 

modern constructs, and by questioning the usefulness of these terms to describe historical and 
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contemporary realities. What Ahmed brings to the debate is a vast range of source material 

which he uses as evidence that such delineations do not hold historically. Rather, he posits,

…the vocabularies and meanings of the discourses and practices of literature, art, politics, 

wine-drinking, etcetera, appear anything except distinct and separable from the vocabularies 

and meanings of the revelation to Muhammad - rather, as we have seen, they are perfused 

with, implicated in, and constructed of the same working elements, so that it is not at all 

clear how “culture” is to be filtered out of “religion,” or “religion” distilled out of “culture”. 

(Ahmed 2016, 165).

Through examples full of meticulous detail, Ahmed concludes that acts like wine-drinking and 

the painting of figurative images, acts that are often seen as profane and even un-Islamic 

activities in scholarly analysis, including museums, did not happen despite Islam, but they 

were integrally part of Islam, and even that they are an expression of what Islam is. One of the 

most cited examples in What is Islam? concerns a number of wine cups used by Timurid and 

Mughal rulers that contain inscriptions valorising wine-drinking in explicitly Islamic terms, using 

phrases such as Allahu akbar.424
35

The debate, which takes up a substantial part of Ahmed’s publication, has particular rele-

vance for museums, because the distinction between religion and culture is a major organising 

principle in exhibitionary framings of Islam, as discussed in the preceding paragraphs. This 

holds true for Islamic art, explained by the Rijksmuseum as a category following ‘a regional and 

cultural definition, not a religious one’ (De Hond 2011, 5). The post-independence displays at the 

ethnographic museums, for their part, exhibited objects under the heading of the Islamic culture 

area and were strongly informed by the theory of official/popular Islam, occasionally including 

separate displays for each type of Islam (Shatanawi 2014, 55).425
36 Fred Ros, curator of the Islamic 

Culture Area at the Wereldmuseum between 1968 and 1995, outlined his position as follows:

One can say that in all of these countries Islamic culture is characterised by unity in diversity. 

This unity follows from the Qur’an and its prohibitions and commandments. The diversity 

follows from the local cultural and historical backgrounds. The dichotomy coincides with 

the distinction between - what we call in this museum - formal and informal Islam. For 

42435 An example: Wine jug, Iran, c. 1450-1500. Collection Victoria & Albert Museum inv. no. 750-1889. http://
collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O108549/wine-jug-mashrabe-unknown/

42536 The official/popular Islam division was largely based on the theory of the ‘Great’ and ‘Little’ traditions, first 
developed by Robert Redfield (1956), which tried to account for the diversity that could be found in any religious 
tradition by discerning different interpretations of religion. The local, informal and often oral expressions of 
religion were seen as the ‘Little traditions’, whereas the more intellectual and elite understandings of religion 
were labelled ‘Great traditions’.
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example, formal Islam prohibits the making of figurative images. According to the Qur’an, 

only God can create. Still, there are many Muslims, including pious individuals, who produce 

images of people and animals. The belief in saints and the use of magic is similar. Formal 

Islam recognises the existence of angels and jinn (spirits), but saint veneration and magical 

practices are condemned. Nevertheless, across the world Islam knows an elaborate system 

of saint veneration and magical practices. (J. Vermeulen 1994)

The dichotomous approach enabled Ros and his fellow curators to argue that the ‘bad Islam’ 

of theologians and fundamentalists, or in short Muslims insisting on dogmas and rules, had to 

be distinguished from the ‘good Islam’ of Sufis, artists and other Muslims focusing on spiritual 

and transcendent experiences, as part of the attempt to improve the public image of Islam 

(cf. Tamimi Arab 2021; see also Winegar 2008). Yet, Ahmed concludes, notions such as local, 

informal or popular Islam still privilege the ‘ulama class as uniquely defining the norms and 

values of Muslim communities. By making a legal-theological perspective the benchmark, these 

notions treat figurative painting, the consumption of wine or the use of amulets as aberrant 

and limited phenomena. According to him, the primacy of orthodoxy in Western academic 

conceptualisations of Islam is troubling, not only because it is historically incorrect, but because 

it limits our understanding of what Islam has meant to Muslims.

In chapter 7, I have demonstrated in detail how defining Islam as ‘religion’ in museum 

cataloguing starts a chain reaction that only recognises objects with clearly visible and 

easy-to-understand connections to Islam as ‘Islamic’. This finding holds particular relevance 

for the Indonesian collections. The constrictive definition of Islam as ‘religion’ is one of the 

reasons behind the low share of Indonesian objects recognised as Islamic within museum 

collections (see chapter 2) and also part of the explanation why Acehnese material culture 

receives more recognition as being Islamic than its Javanese counterpart: it conforms more 

to Protestant European notions of ‘religion’. Take, for instance, the more than 4,000 Javanese 

wayang puppets in the NMVW collection. Wayang rarely has visibly Islamic features and the 

performed stories are often based on the Hindu repertoire. Yet wayang is performed in a Muslim 

environment, where Muslims give it value as Muslims (in co-existence with other identities they 

may claim), and once drawn into the realm of Muslim valuation, Shahab Ahmed would argue, 

wayang ‘speaks Islamically’.

The work of philosopher Irfan Afifi (2021a; 2021b; 2019), despite being much smaller in 

scope and scale, provides a more direct engagement with Indonesian Islam, both historical 

and contemporary. His collection of essays Saya, Jawa dan Islam (I, Java and Islam 2019) is a 

personal search for his identity as Javanese Muslim in the face of the transformations unleashed 

by Dutch colonialism and Islamic modernism. Like Ahmed, he is particularly concerned with 

conceptualisations based on binary approaches, especially those resulting from Dutch colonial 
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politics. He emphasises the effects of such conceptualisations of Islam, which impede him to 

make, as Ahmed (2016, 452) would put it, a ‘coherent meaning for the self in terms of Islam’. It 

was colonialism that drove a wedge between ‘”shariah” vs. “adat”, “teuku” vs. “teungku”, “nobles” 

vs. “common people”, “colonial criminal justice system” vs. “native courts”, “ki” vs. “kyai” etcetera’ 

(Afifi 2021b). Afifi criticizes theoretical approaches to Javanese Islam, citing Clifford Geertz and 

Merle Ricklefs, that distinguish between types of Muslims, such as abangan, priyayi and santri, 

or that characterize it with the pejorative term ‘syncretic’, as if the faith was only reluctantly 

accepted but never blended well (2019, 14). Concerning his own journey, he provides a powerful 

account of how the separation of his identities as a Javanese and a Muslim caused alienation, 

disenfranchisement and even bodily disharmony:

My attempt at recognizing my own psyche or, in its basic sense, at knowing my life journey, 

its destination, eventually the suluk [perfection] that would lead me to ultimate reality of the 

Divine, was hindered by this big wall of colonial (as well as postcolonial) scholarly traditions 

that tried to detach Islam from Java, both of which had long been manifested in my bodily 

entity since I was little until recently, creating a foreign and alienating impact on myself in 

every breath I take. (Afifi 2021a)

Like Ahmed, in whose work this is less openly communicated, Afifi’s project is constructive-nor-

mative (and ultimately political) in nature. His publications do not only aim to find new ways to 

study historical societies, but also to articulate a desire to renovate contemporary Islam and to 

renew the connections to pluralistic cultural and philosophical traditions that dominated Islamic 

practices of the past. To this end, Afifi makes a plea for a critical re-reading of the history of 

Islam in Java. The more varied Islam is still there, he argues: it is the Islam of his Java childhood, 

the Islam of the villages (Afifi 2019, 3–37). Yet, it is no longer conceived as belonging to the 

Islamic sphere. In the end, reconnecting to the values of Islamic spirituality and the rediscovery 

of diversity, also in the face of Indonesia’s non-Muslim population, can support social justice. 

As Afifi (2021a) puts it, his aim is ‘to break through the great wall of colonial scholarship (as 

well as post-colonial) which will probably be useful in formulating the direction and starting 

point of a nation’s journey.’

Kyai antakusomo: a decolonial approach

To illustrate the ways in which decolonial theory can help one to think Islam differently, I will 

continue with a re-reading of kyai antakusuma – a key object from the Tropenmuseum col-

lections.426
37 I will take this artifact and its historical presentation as my hermeneutical object, 

42637 Kyai antakusuma was exhibited in several exhibitions and galleries, and it was the subject of at least six 
museum publications.
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contrasting its contribution to colonial image-making with the possibilities of the conceptuali-

sations offered by Ahmed and Afifi.

Kyai antakusuma is a ceremonial coat, made in patchwork technique of velvet, silk and cinde, 

the individual pieces being trimmed with gold thread, that belongs to the class of chief pusaka 

of the sultanate of Yogyakarta (Fig. 44). Important pusaka often received a personal name 

and the coat was named kyai antakusuma, ‘lord of the countless flowers’ or the ‘honourable 

multiflowered’.427
38 The coat derives its sacred status from the association with Sunan Kalijaga 

(1460-1513), one of the wali songo, the nine holy men who brought Islam to Java. The sultans 

wore the coat on special occasions, for coronations and at Islamic festivals such as the garebeg, 

the celebrations of the birth of the Prophet Muhammad and those of Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha.

Fig. 44 Kyai antakusuma, 1855-1877, Yogyakarta. Collection National Museum of World Cultures inv. no. TM-1595-
2. https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11840/57842

The coat came into the Colonial Institute’s possession after purchase from one of the curators, 

Theodoor Galestin (1907-1980) in 1942. Galestin, a member of the Armenian community of 

the Dutch East Indies and specialist of Hindu-Javanese art and history, had acquired it four 

years earlier in a previous position as curator at Museum Sana Boedaja of the Java Institute 

(the current Museum Sonobudoyo) in Yogyakarta. The Java Institute (Java-Instituut), a mixed 

42738 Another name for the coat or the goatskin in which it was wrapped was kyai gundil, ‘the honourable hairless 
one’ (De Graaf and Pigeaud 1974, 30; Hooykaas 1956, 314; Galestin 1944, 113).
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Dutch-Javanese initiative, aimed to study, promote and revivify Javanese culture. Several 

members had an active interest in the court arts, which they perceived as being under threat 

by modern times (Cohen 2016, 107–12; Robson 2003, ix).428
39 Yet Galestin did not acquire the coat 

for the Java Institute but kept it for himself.429
40 He did, quite exceptionally, some research into the 

provenance of his acquisition. The aristocrat (raden) from whom he had acquired it, told him 

that his family had held high-ranking positions at the sultan’s court and that they had inherited 

it from a pangeran. From the account of Raden Sujuno Tirtokusumo (1931, 64), Galestin learned 

that this copy of the coat was made by ‘a certain Mrs. Wieseman’, a Dutch woman (in fact, she 

was Indo-European) who gave the coat as a tribute to Hamengku Buwono VI (r. 1855-1877), 

and that there was an another older specimen, which was still kept at the court.430
41 Two sultans 

wore the coat, until Sultan Hamengku Buwono VIII (1880-1939), who came to the throne in 

1921, decided to replace the coat with European dress, in the style of colonial functionaries of 

his day.431
42 Now Galestin knew the jacket belonged to the court pusaka, he alerted the sultan’s 

brother, Gusti Pangeran Haryo Tejukusumo (1893-1974), to the transaction and asked him if 

it would be appropriate for him to acquire the jacket, after which he was granted permission 

(Galestin 1944, 112).

Dutch accounts of the coat were largely based on Javanese narrations, both Islamic and 

pre-Islamic, and contemporary observations of the court ceremonies (e.g. Groneman 1895).432
43 

The narrative structure of Galestin’s publication (1944) on the coat, which proceeds from Islamic 

interpretations to Hindu sources, is a case in point. Citing a multitude of sources, he deliberates 

first provenance and authenticity (affirmed by the sweat stains on the inside and pin holes for 

decorations on the outside), but then moves on to the cultural origin of the coat. Javanese 

court chronicles from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, cited by Galestin through Dutch 

42839 The Java Institute, a private learned society, was founded in 1919 by a group of Javanese and Dutch intellec-
tuals. Among the members were nationalist Sastrowidjono, Frits Bosch, the director of the Archaeological 
Service, Mangkunegara VII, the ruler of the Mangkunegaran house of Surakarta, musicologist Jaap Kunst 
and Hoesein Djajadiningrat.

42940 After consulting Galestin’s personal archive as well as that of the Royal Tropical Institute, it remains unclear 
why Galestin bought the coat for his private collection, rather than on behalf of the Java Institute (he left in 
Spring 1938), or what the reasons were for the sale to the Colonial Institute.

43041 My research revealed that Mrs. Wieseman was Geertruide Louisa (Santje) Wieseman-Dom (1833-1909), an 
Indo-European woman with close ties to the Yogyakarta court. Her husband Frederik Wieseman owned a 
sugar plantation, for which purposes he rented land from the sultan (Shatanawi 2014, 226–27; U. Bosma and 
Raben 2003, 115; 133).

43142 This transformation was arguably part of the ‘modernisation’ and ‘Europeanisation’ of the Javanese nobility 
during the late colonial period. The political intentions can be deduced from the fact that after independence 
the change was reverted and the sultan began to wear a green coat in Javanese style (Woodward 2011, 
188–89).

43243 The oldest reference to the coat in Dutch sources dates from 1703; it is mentioned in a letter as one of the 
court pusaka that was handed over to Amangkurat III, Sultan of Mataram (De Graaf and Pigeaud 1974, 30). 
The letter is kept in the Dagregisters, 12 November 1703, Arsip Nasional, Jakarta.
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editions, recount the history with varying detail. According to the Babad Demak, it was a gift 

of the Prophet Muhammad to Sunan Kalijaga in gratitude for building the Great Mosque of 

Demak. Just after the building was completed, the fabric for the coat fell from the ceiling of the 

mosque, wrapped in goatskin. The Babad Tanah Jawi narrates that the contents of the package 

consisted of the Prophet Muhammad’s slendang and prayer rug. In addition, it traces the chain of 

transmission from Sunan Kalijaga to the Mataram sultanate and finally the house of Paku Alam:

Having completed construction of the mosque at Demak, the nine wali, sat together to 

perform dhikr. Thereupon a package wrapped in sheepskin fell from heaven. It contained a 

marvellous jacket called kyai antakusuma made from flakes of a celestial jewel (kostuba), 

together with a message from the Prophet, which addressed the package to Sunan Kalijaga 

and instructed that the sheepskin be fashioned into another jacket. When Sunan Kalijaga 

put on kyai antakusuma, it radiated a sparkling light of everchanging colour. Although each 

of the wali yearned for a portion of this gift, they did not dare to say so. At last, one of them, 

Sunan Bonang, asked for the sheepskin, which Sunan Kalijaga unhesitatingly surrendered. 

He fashioned the skin into a second jacket, called kyai gundil, just like kyai antakusuma. 

But it fit no one except Sunan Kalijaga. With this, Sunan Bonang and the other wali yielded. 

‘Wis! Destiny may not be altered. This gift is ordained to Sunan Kalijaga, and it is he who is 

chosen to be the spiritual leader of Java’. (Santoso 1979)433
44

The symbolic and political significance, and obvious Sufi connotations, of these accounts were 

apparently of no interest, as Galestin makes no effort to connect them to the ceremonies of the 

Yogyakarta court. Instead, he proceeds with an analysis of the connection to Hindu-Javanese 

traditions by referring to the occurrence of antakusuma clothing in old Javanese tales and the 

use of similar fabric by Hindu priests in Tengger, East Java, as well as for characters of the 

wayang purwa performing stories of the Mahabharata epic. Based on this evidence, Galestin 

(1944, 117) concludes that antakusuma clothing can be traced back to at least the fourteenth 

century, thus before the arrival of Islam.

43344 Translation adapted from Djajasoebrata (2018, 125).
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Fig. 45 Cover of the weekly Indië: geïllustreerd weekblad voor Nederland en Koloniën featuring an image of Sultan 
Hamengku Buwono VII, 17 April 1918.

Galestin’s account is typical for colonial scholarship on material culture, in the way he searched 

for the true origin of culture, which in the case of Java, usually culminates in Hindu or Buddhist 

beginnings. It also resonated with the ideas of certain Javanese nationalists of the late colonial 

period. For instance, a photograph of Sultan Hamengku Buwono VII (1877-1921) wearing kyai 

antakusuma accompanied an opinion piece of Soewardi Soerjaningrat (1889-1959), also known 

as Ki Hajar Dewantara (Fig. 45). Soerjaningrat, who was a priyayi and a leader of the nationalist 

movement Boeto Oetomo, characterised the sultan as ‘a purely Mataram nationalist’, who 

‘even though he bears the Islamic title of “protector of the (Mohammedan) religion”, in reality 

confesses to the old Hindu-Javanese faith’ (Soerjaningrat 1918). In similar vein, Indologist 

Jacoba Hooykaas (1956, 312–17) stated that kyai antakusuma is nothing but the magical coat 

that enabled serpent-king Ananta-bhoga of Hindu mythology to fly, and that ‘a legend was 

created’ to make it fit Islamic purposes. Such a type of analysis echoes colonial statements 

that court pusaka are ‘an expression of fetishism transferred to Islam’ and by nature ‘absolutely 

anti-Mohammedan’ (L. W. C. van den Berg 1901, 72–73).
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Narratives of origin still dominate museum interpretation, as the most recent publication on 

the coat confirms (Van Hout and Wijs 2017, 110–12). Concerning Java, narratives often assume 

the form of an either-or approach, alternatingly emphasising ancient Javanese, Hindu-Buddhist 

or Islamic pedigrees.434
45 The notion of Indonesian Islam as being syncretist or hybrid echoes 

a similar search for the true origin of culture. Syncretism, then, is based on the idea of the 

interaction between a ‘pure Islam’ and impure elements, resulting in a watered-down version of 

Islam (Ahmed 2016, 451; Afifi 2019, 150).435
46 As Irfan Afifi (2019, 152) asks rhetorically, ‘Is there 

such ‘pure Islam’? Or rather, in which discourse such ‘purity’ of Islam is reconstructed to fit the 

definition of Java? And how does such purity interact with or is contested by the historical dis-

course?’ Many of the late colonial and postcolonial readings are characterised by small gestures 

suggesting the artificiality of Indonesian Islam. Such gestures can be found in the trope that 

Sunan Kalijaga incorporated Hindu symbols, such as the coat, to facilitate the spread of Islam in 

Java. Like Galestin’s account, these tropes suggest incongruity and incoherence in Indonesian 

culture, rather than purposeful acts of meaning-making. Moreover, the narratives-of-origin trope 

conflates source with meaning-making, and ascribes static and eternal meaning to the source. 

Yet meaning-making occurs at particular points in time and is subject to change, as occurred 

in the case of the coat when its significance as court pusaka dissolved.

My point, then, is that a decolonial reading would have to leave such notions of false con-

sciousness and start from the idea that the elements from Hindu, Buddhist and other religions 

and cultures are maintained by Muslims as being in consonance with the Islamic revelation. 

Rather than the perception of a disjointed society made out of loose components, the occur-

rence of pre-Islamic elements in Muslim societies is more meaningfully conceptualized ‘as an 

act of making things cohere, that is, of making things meaningful together on the same terms’ 

(Ahmed 2016, 451 emphasis in original). In relation to Javanese Islam, Ahmed described this 

position as follows:

43445 See for instance, the analysis of the kraton’s spatial design in terms of ancient Javanese beliefs (Behrend 
1989) or in exclusively Sufi terms (Woodward 2011, 137–67).

43546 The conceptualisation of Javanese Islam as syncretist can be traced to the mid-19th century and, in particular, 
the work of Protestant missionaries (Van den Boogert 2017, 361). It was Samuel Harthoorn (1831-1883) of the 
Netherlands Missionary Society (NZG) who first used the word syncretism to characterize Javanese Islam. 
His colleague Carel Poensen explained syncretism as follows: ‘It is important to mention that the religion of 
the Javanese is not singular and pure. The religion of the Javanese world today is the product of Buddhism, 
Brahmanism, Shivaism, Mohammedanism, etc. that has not been processed and united, but has been all 
mixed up and strangely confused’ (Poensen 1865, 178). Both saw syncretism in negative terms and blamed it 
on the nature of the Javanese: it was not the result of a conscious act but rather due to passivity and laziness 
and, ultimately, the sign of an inferior mental condition. For the ideas of Harthoorn and Poensen, see Kruithof 
(2014), Laffan (2011), Ricklefs (2007) and Steenbrink (2006).
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When Javanese Muslims in their different ways (“spectrum of variants”) “blended their 

beliefs in, and ritual interaction and communication with, ancestors, spirits, and gods with 

Hindu-Buddhist and Islamic concepts, doctrines and practices in a variety of complex ways,” 

they are all differently doing the same thing: namely, making objects and actions meaningful 

(“weave worlds of meaning and action”) in terms of the vocabulary of Islam—and are making 

the Con-Text of Islam in this process. (Ahmed 2016, 451)

Thus, Indonesian Muslims actively make sense of seemingly contradictory elements in terms 

of Islam, in order for them to ‘cohere meaningfully’. Crucial is the phrase ‘on the same terms’: 

both Ahmed and Afifi describe the result as an inseparable blend (a ‘solution’) rather than an 

uneven mix of elements that can easily be separated out. To return to kyai antakusuma; in the 

coat a variety of traditions come together. The tambal (patchwork) pattern may be derived from 

the dress of Tengger Hindu priests or Sufi mendicants; this particular copy may have been 

made by an Christian Indo-European woman, and the powerful and regal qualities ascribed to 

the coat may find their origin in Hindu mythology. However, what makes the coat’s variegated 

roots cohere meaningfully in terms of Islam is the sultan’s act of meaning-making through the 

wearing of kyai antakusuma in his capacity of khalifatullah and protector of the Islamic faith. 

Likewise, the babad texts make meaning through the connection of the coat and its fabric to the 

historical context of Islam and, consequently, make it become part of the material vocabulary of 

Islam. Today, a kyai antakusuma is one of three pusaka of Sunan Kalijaga, kept near Demak, that 

are part of a yearly cleansing ritual on 10th Dhu al-Hijjah, the first day of Eid al-Adha, or Puasa 

(Muawanah 2010). Therefore, as Ahmed would say, it is an object to which Muslims acting as 

Muslims have attached themselves during processes of hermeneutic engagement with the 

revelation of Islam (2016, 357). At this point, it is important to note that making meaning of the 

coat in terms of Islam does not exclude other meanings, and ‘something may meaningfully be 

Islamic and meaningfully be something else at the same time’ (Ahmed 2016, 538). Just like kyai 

antakusuma can be given meaning as Islamic, it can be conceived as completely un-Islamic, 

as meanings are always situational, positional and in flux.

Further to this, I am not arguing against emphasis on the histories of cultural circulation. On 

the contrary, research of this kind can give valuable insights into the dissemination of artistic and 

cultural forms. Recent studies have included southern Indian motifs on plang-pleng gravestones 

in Aceh and the influence of Vietnamese and Sinitic iconography on the funerary monuments 

of the early Muslim (foreign) elite of Java (Feener et al. 2021; Njoto 2018). Rather, it is the 

type of analysis that is crucial. Museum readings of the coat thus far departed from imitation, 

implying that the Hindu connections of kyai antakusuma must be understood as mimicry of 

Hindu practices, and by consequence, a watering down of Islamic significance. Similarly, the 
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Indo-European hands that crafted the coat were seen as rendering it less sacred.436
47 I contend 

that the coat is more meaningfully understood as an act of translation, in its meaning of ‘a 

dynamic practice through which the circulation, mediation, reception and transformation of 

distinct cultural forms is effected’ (Flood 2009, 8).

Consequently, the focus on meaning-making shifts the discussion from what makes an 

object intrinsically Islamic (or Hindu, or Javanese) to the negotiation and mediation of different 

cultural elements. Like many of the artifacts discussed in this study, kyai antakusuma is a para-

digmatic transcultural object in the ways in which it expresses multidirectional exchange. Mark 

Woodward (2011, 173–78) speaks of the Yogyakarta court pusaka, such as kyai antakusuma, as 

indexical symbols of kingship linking Islamic rites with pre-Islamic concepts of authority and 

power. Colonial influences (conveniently left out of the equation in the narratives-of-origin trope) 

are an example of the ways in which these symbols are constantly adapted to changing political 

and cultural circumstances. They found expression in both the production of this particular kyai 

antakusuma, and the story of it having been a gift of a member of the European plantation elite 

to pay tribute to the sultan, as well as in the fact that Sultan Hamengku Buwono VIII replaced 

the sacred coat with an indexical symbol of colonialism – a coat in the style of the Dutch civil 

administration.

Wolfgang Welsch’s notion of transculturality (1999) emphasises networks in which culture 

transgresses borders, overlaps, and intermingles. The idea of networks is directly relevant to 

the material culture of Muslim Indonesia, as Southeast Asia is geographically positioned at an 

‘archipelagic crossroads’, a term proposed by Imran bin Tajudeen (2021). This recognizes the 

interactions of Muslim Indonesia with cultural and artistic forms on both transregional and 

translocal levels. Bin Tajudeen conceives of the pre-Islamic and the Islamic as ‘two cultural 

complexes’, of which the ‘material production and systems of meaning existed in parallel and 

interacted across space and time with different combinations’ (2021, 224). However, I suggest 

that when meaning-making is regarded as a contemporaneous activity, both are part of the 

same cultural complex. Within this complex, meanings are continually redefined and cultural 

forms refashioned. Consequently, the incorporation of Hindu concepts and symbols into the 

garebeg rites can be regarded as acts of translation within Javanese culture, as Afifi also 

seems to suggest. With changing interpretations, pre-Islamic things, monuments and stories 

are brought inside the Islamic realm, or withdrawn again. Kyai antakusuma, being an example 

of the mobility of concepts and material forms, thus confounds the idea of hard boundaries 

between the Islamic, the pre-Islamic and the non-Islamic.

43647 Such readings ignored the concept of pusaka not being linked to a specific type of object. As Suwati Kartiwa 
(1992, 159), former director of Museum Nasional Indonesia, put it, ‘it is the meaning a society gives these 
objects, not anything innate in the objects themselves, which makes them pusaka.’ It is also not uncommon 
for pusaka to be European-made or duplicates (Pemberton 1994, 186–87).




