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Welcome 
It all began during a tour of the museum depot in 2019. We were standing in 
front of a cabinet containing a skull collection of as yet unknown provenance. 
That needed to be established as soon as possible! But it took another nine 
months before we lighted upon the Swiss ethnologist Adrian Linder, who 
supported us with considerable dedication during the reappraisal. In Indonesia, 
we were assisted by Marko Mahin, chairman of the Institute for Dayak 
Research-21; by the lecturer Mansyur at the Department of History Education 
at Lambung Mangkurat University in Banjarmasin; and by Nasrullah, lecturer 
in Anthropology at the university’s Department of Sociology. In Europe,  
Kristina Scheelen-Nováček undertook an anthropological analysis of the skulls. 
Provenance researcher Anastasia Yurchenko was another member of the 
scientific team. Kerstin Volker-Saad works on the Foundation's ethnological 
holdings. My heartfelt thanks go to all of them. Although the Corona pandemic 
made travel virtually impossible after March 2020, our contacts across 
continents were maintained.

The facilitator, Claudia Klein, also made a significant contribution to the 
project’s success. She dealt with the difficult task of putting the unimaginable 
horror of the colonial era events into writing. As we expanded our knowledge 
base, she regularly provided feedback on our website, www.friedensteinstein.
eu/human-remains. This took the form of interviews and personal statements 
by those involved. It is thanks to her commitment that we now hold this report 
in our hands and are able to provide answers about a specific area of the Gotha 
collections.  

Our goal was to establish what happened at the time. But is it even possible  
to do that with any precision? How do you research what has been suppressed, 
what was left unrecorded in wartime as a result of pillaging or destruction? 
Instead of providing “illustrations” for this publication, Olivia Abächerli has 
accentuated its content by superimposing rapid lines, notations, associative 
elements and rudimentary shapes on to the text, adding her own, very 
distinctive view. This method of proceeding maps out the historical foundation 
in a personal and subjective style, allowing it to shine through beneath her 
jottings. At the same time, she also exposes the obliviousness inherent in our 
project. She brings into focus that there is much we cannot determine and will 
never know; that despite our greatest efforts, all that can be brought to light is 
the historically intended reality, and not really the reality that was suppressed. 

The project received funding from the German Lost Art Foundation. Without 
this assistance, the skulls’ stories would be unknown to this day. 
 

Board Stiftung Schloss Friedenstein Gotha
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Editorial
Gotha in 2022. More than 1.15 million items from the collection are stored at  
the Perthes Forum, the depot building owned by the Schloss Friedenstein  
Foundation. On one of the upper floors, there is a locked cupboard. It contains 
33 human skulls, most of them mounted on black bases and featuring old-style 
labels. The skulls arrived in Gotha from Borneo and Java, present-day Indonesia, 
some 150 years ago – in the middle of the colonial age. In the midst of the 
atrocities of a war that is virtually unheard-of in this country. Discovering who 
these people were, how they died and why their skulls were brought to Europe 
– that was the task undertaken by an interdisciplinary team as part of an 
18-month international research project.

Scientists and scholars in Europe and Indonesia have examined the skulls, 
travelled to archives, pored over old newspapers, deciphered, compiled and 
compared thousands of handwritten documents ... and are now able to present 
some of the results of their work.

This report outlines a little-known chapter of colonial history – colonial rule in 
“Dutch East India”, present-day Indonesia. At first glance, it may seem surpris-
ing that not only the Dutch, but also German, Swiss and French nationals were 
involved in this undertaking. But the holdings in Gotha clearly demonstrate 
that colonialism was not confined to individual colonial powers. It was a 
pan-European enterprise of benefit to many.

Equally remarkable are the conclusions our anthropological research has drawn 
about the lives of the people affected. Even now, the skulls can tell us some-
thing about how they lived, about illnesses they suffered and about how they 
died. Moreover, the skulls’ stories did not end when they arrived in Gotha in the 
second half of the 19th century. They were labelled, altered and displayed. Some 
were later turned into anatomical specimens.

Over the course of the project, it proved possible to reconstruct and establish  
a great deal of information. However, some issues had to remain unsolved.  
The whereabouts of nine skulls listed in the inventories are still unknown. Some 
of the data in the museum records could not be verified; some identities could 
not be reconstructed. Gaps and uncertainties remain.

Nevertheless: a year and a half later, as the research project is provisionally 
brought to a close, the results from the various disciplines provide an initial 
insight into the colonial entanglements of the Ducal House of Gotha; of 
conditions in the colony of the Dutch East Indies, and of the practices that 
obtained in the international trade in human remains (mainly skulls).

The stories reflect cruelty and great suffering, making simple attributions 
impossible. As scientific project leader, the ethnologist Adrian Linder summa-
rised the situation as follows: “The story of these skulls is one that does not 
allow for a simple distinction between good and evil. Here, all sides seem 
trapped in a spiral of violence.”

Beyond the core team, which brought together ethnological and anthropo  -
logical expertise, we have received active support from scholars, scientists and 
museum staff in Gotha, in Thuringia, in Europe and Indonesia. One of many 
was Pauljac Verhoeven, director of Bronbeek Museum in the Netherlands, 
which focuses on the military history of the Dutch East Indies. He enhanced  
our knowledge with a lecture on Dutch colonialism. Hedy Chandra Holzwarth 
assisted us as a translator. Olivia Abächerli, a Swiss performance artist who 
addresses the repercussions of colonialism in her own country, created the 
illustrations that run through this entire report and provide a distinctive 
commentary on the various topics.

This report reflects the passion and commitment with which all those involved 
devoted themselves to this often demanding topic. On behalf of the entire 
project team, I would like to express the hope that reading it proves a positive 
and insightful experience.

on behalf of the project team

This project is supported by the German Lost Art Foundation. 

Only the historian has the gift of kindling the spark of hope 
in events past that are imbued with it: 
even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if they are victorious. 
And this enemy has not ceased to triumph.

Walter Benjamin: Über den Begriff der Geschichte, 1940
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 ARRIVALS

 SayTheirNames

Who were they – the 33 people whose skulls are now in a cabinet at the Perthes 
Forum, the Schloss Friedenstein Gotha Foundation‘s main depot? We know 
little about them. These are their names – where known.

ABDUL RACHMAN 
age: 30-35

YI-SENG 
age: 35-40

AUGUST 
age: 18-25

PAMBAKAL TJIMAT
age: 22-30

CIA AHSU
age: 20-30

JÉNAGAN ASHAN
age: 30-40

TSING HO
age: 22-25

GUSTI KUSIN 
age: 25-30

KA APAT
age: 20-25

BOK
age: 25-35

ANANG 
age: 30-45

BESIE
 age: 30-35

JOHANNES LUMEKE
 age: 22-25

TROBOLO
 age: 25-30

UNIDENTIFIED  MALAY 
age: 22-30

UNIDENTIFIED MAN FROM SIAM
age: 25-35 

UNIDENTIFIED MAN FROM JAPAN
age: 25-30

UNIDENTIFIED DAYAK MAN
age: 25-30

UNIDENTIFIED MAN FROM JAVA
age: 25-30

UNIDENTIFIED MAN FROM JAVA
age: 20-30

UNIDENTIFIED MAN FROM JAVA
age: 25-30

UNIDENTIFIED MAN FROM BENGAL
age: 25-30

UNIDENTIFIED MAN FROM BENGAL
age: 25-30

UNIDENTIFIED MAN FROM PAYAKOMBU
age: 25-30

UNIDENTIFIED MAN FROM SERAM ISLAND
age: 30-35

UNIDENTIFIED MAN FROM SUMEDANG
age: 25-30

UNIDENTIFIED JAVANESE MAN FROM BOJONEGORO
age: 30-40

UNIDENTIFIED MAN, BORN ON CELEBES
age: 25-35

UNIDENTIFIED MAN, BORN ON SOLO ISLAND
age: 25-35

UNIDENTIFIED WOMAN, BORN IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA
age: 25-30

BO ABOIE
age: 25-35

MATAHÉ
age: 25-35

INTJE DONGAR 
age: 25-30
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“Colonial Contexts” 
and Museum Speak
Defining the Terms

“Context of injustice”, “colonial heritage”, “restitution”?
The public debate surrounding museum objects that found their way from 
former colonial territories into European collections is being conducted with a 
great deal of passion. But the discussion is relatively recent and the terminolo-
gy anything but consistent. What exactly is a “context of injustice”? What is 
“looted art” and what is not? The Gotha skulls – this much is certain – are not 
looted art. Rather than works of art, they are skeletal remains of deceased 
human beings. But there, too, the question arises: are they “human remains”  
or “menschliche Überreste”? (literally remnants of human beings)

The two terms are synonymous. While the Deutscher Museumsbund (German 
Museum Association DMB) advocates the use of the German term “mensch-
liche Überreste” (cf. info box), the English term “human remains” has become 
more established in the museum world. 

The question is how to find a way through this terminological maze. The 
obvious solution: ask an expert. Larissa Förster holds a doctorate in ethnology 
and is head of the Department for Cultural Goods and Collections from 
Colonial Contexts at the German Lost Art Foundation, which was founded in 
2019. She is also a member of staff at the Centre for Anthropological Research 
on Museums and Heritage at Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin. In numerous 
lectures and publications, she has dealt with the language used to speak of 
these collection items.

Dr Förster, in the debate about colonial collection holdings, terminology  
is currently evolving that outsiders may find difficult to understand. What 
do people mean when they talk about “human remains” versus “mensch
liche Überreste”? 
The term “human remains” has been adopted from the Anglophone world, 
where a repatriation movement has existed since the 1970s, e.g. in the succes-
sor states of the former British settler colonies, such as Australia and the USA. 
In the United States, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation 
Act was passed in 1990. Under the act, federally funded museums must return 
the human remains of Native Americans if required to do so by the respective 
communities and/or families. In the German-speaking world, the term “human 
remains” was adopted after the turn of the millennium, because it referenced 
these very progressive practices and discussions in the Anglophone world. 

Are “human remains” even “objects” (in a collection) at all...?
Many societies in the southern hemisphere evolved spiritual concepts and 
practices that are quite unlike those espoused by Christianity, European 
philosophy or Western medicine. There, body parts of the deceased were and 

are not thought of as material remains, but rather as the seat, or reference 
point, of the ‘souls’ of the dead, as ‘still the bodies’ of the deceased. The living 
still communicate with the dead – and especially when faced with their mortal 
remains. That stands in fundamental opposition to a view of these remains as 
‘preserved specimens’ or ‘objects of study’ as found, e.g. in Western medicine. 
So a change of perspective is required if we wish to decolonise museums, 
collections and knowledge practices.

Speaking of the decolonisation process: why, for example, do we use the 
rather awkward “colonial contexts” and not simply “colonies”?
“Colonies” usually means territories that were under formal colonial rule. The 
term “colonial contexts” was coined by the “Guidelines for the Care of Collec-
tions from Colonial Contexts“ published by the German Museum Association. 
As a member of the working group that developed those guidelines, one of  
my concerns was that we should use this very broad term to raise awareness of 
the fact that we must examine the entire process of Europe’s colonial expansion 
from the 15th century onwards. In other words, we must look at a multitude  
of different “colonial contexts” in order to understand the effects that European 
colonialism and imperialism had and still have throughout the world. 

And what is a “context of injustice”?
Defining that term is not so simple, it is ultimately rather vague. It signifies  
that things were appropriated unlawfully or unethically, i.e. in a way, or in an 
historical context, that is now classified as an injustice. Over the past decade, 
the term has taken on great significance, because it has highlighted that there 
is an ethical and moral problem associated with museum collections from 
colonial contexts, and that museums need to respond.

Larissa Förster

A conscious decision has been made to use the German term ‘menschliche Überreste’ in the German version of 
the recommendations instead of the fairly common English term ‘human remains’. The German term, which is 
familiar as it calls to mind the expression ‘sterbliche Überreste’ [in English: ‘mortal remains’], clearly brings home 
to the reader what is generally being talked about here: deceased human beings. Unlike the English term, which 
being in a foreign language, is more remote for the German reader, the term ‘menschliche Überreste’ has an 
emotional resonance, and that was indeed the intention since this contributes to making people more sensitive 
to this issue. 

“Recommendations for the Care of Human Remains in Museums and Collections“, excerpt from the Guidelines  
of the German Museum Association 2013
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          Colonisation of Indonesia
 
 End 16th cent.:  Portuguese seafarers reach Java 
 1602:  Foundation of the Dutch East India Company  
  (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie, VOC)
 
 1619:  Successful Dutch military action in Jakarta. Batavia founded.

 Early 19th cent.:  The Netherlands and the United Kingdom vie for supremacy in Indonesia

 1816:  At the Congress of Vienna, the majority of present-day Indonesian territory  
  is awarded to the Netherlands

 1825–1830:  Java War, a.k.a. Diponegoro’s War
  Many regional kingdoms persist

 1830:  Agrarian reform: introduction of compulsory services / forced labour  
  by the indigenous population to boost the colony’s profitability.

 1859–1905:  Banjar War in Southern Borneo

 1908/1912:  The Dutch East Indies expand to cover Indonesia’s present-day territory. At the same  
  time, the first parties demanding independence for the Dutch East Indies are founded.

 1920s:  The idea of a united nation state called "Indonesia" spreads along  
  with that of a shared national language.

 1942–1945:  Indonesia under Japanese occupation

 17  Aug. 1945:  Proclamation of independence

 1945–1949:  War of Independence against the Netherlands, occupations and repressive measures  
  dubbed "police actions". 

 27 Dec. 1949:  The Netherlands recognises Indonesia’s independence.

Determining whether a “context of injustice” exists has clear implications 
for the care of these human remains, or this object in a collection.
Yes, seeing a link to a context of injustice needs to give us a jolt, and we have to 
describe that context and ensure that the injustice that has occurred is neither 
accepted nor sustained. Where things were looted, plundered, extorted and 
stolen in such contexts, for example, that would mean returning them to the 
then owners, their descendants or the societies and states from which they 
were stolen.   

The Number
40
research projects were supported  
by the German Lost Art Foundation 
between 2019 and 2021, in the field  
of  “cultural and collection items
from colonial contexts” alone.

Colonisation of the Dutch East Indies

 up to c. 1800                  up to c. 1850                 up to c. 1949      



A Question of Putting down 
a Marker?
Ms Abächerli, you illustrated this report throughout, but did not create 
“illustrations” as such. How would you describe your approach?
The scientific project team had decided not to show the skulls – a position I 
absolutely support. Images of violent (hi)stories should not be reproduced. 
That would be a form of symbolic violence and tantamount to recreating the 
power structures. These skulls are in our possession – probably illegitimately –, 
and we can and could dispose of them at will and perhaps to our own advan-
tage. That is precisely what should not be repeated.

Nevertheless, it is about finding methods of talking about critical or problema-
tical histories. If we don't talk about it, history will just keep on repeating itself 
forever. 

For me, the main thing is to be aware of one's own point of view, one's own 
socialisation and bias – as one view among many. Obviously, we have a certain 
perspective, but we need to recognise our own context and our own specific 
view. So I start out from this “multi-perspectivity”, taking in my own view and 
individual imaginative links. In order to suggest the pursuit of intuitions, to 
illustrate navigation and search processes, I draw on visual elements from 
cartography, gaps, outlines, tracks, associative objects that should, or may, 
open up a space for the imagination to run free.

How do your drawings relate to the research content in the report, and 
what can your associative drawings achieve?
The drawings do not provide one-to-one illustrations of the report’s contents. 
They form a second level, a publication within the publication, a visual journey 
in parallel. That might be by overwriting, by squatting, it might be a disruptive 
factor, a perceptual break – lines that can slant the view of something or turn 
on a new, playful viewing mode. Who knows, perhaps some readers will put 
pencil to paper themselves, cross something out or make connections, and 
thus materialise their own view of what they’ve been reading.
My rough, sketchy and perhaps vulnerable drawings have been copied, printed 
and exposed time and again in this publication. That opens up an intrinsically 
intimate, personal space. And perhaps the reader will find little doors being 
opened, new approaches to what has been researched, discussed and written? 
What are we meant to do with vague historical facts? Perhaps we can respond 
to the stories and the lore on a personal, intimate level and learn from them. 

You carry out extensive historical research to accompany your artistic 
work. Why?
For most projects, the research is less an accompaniment than a starting point. 
The heart of the matter. For example, when I hear about a void in history,  
I want to know more about it: how it came about, and who is affected. I try to 
work my way towards that in my research as well as in my drawings. Or you 

could define research more broadly and say: drawing is a research process, too. 
Contemporary art can mean research in a broad sense, and that is my good 
fortune. I feel my way, following my interests – for example, historical connec-
tions and how they affect the present – and trying to translate what I have 
researched into a graphic idiom that speaks to the senses, or to create overlays. 
That turns drawing into another type of research: a search process.    / C.K.

Olivia Abächerli
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to find out what had happened to them, which violent conflicts they had been 
drawn into, and how their remains came to be in the museum collection.

A process, in other words, that goes right to the heart of a passionate public 
debate, *  and one which was expected to generate a great deal of interest 
among museum visitors. Doing research in private was similarly out of the 
question. But both the holdings and the research carried out were to be made 
“visible”. Discussions were to be launched, and the sensitive nature of the issue 
was to be raised. So education without an exhibition? For many museum staff, 
that idea was absurd.

Finding a New Language
The Schloss Friedenstein Foundation has taken the bull by the horns. It has 
placed the absence centre stage and focused as neutrally as possible on the 
void. Photographs of a restrained, contemporary display case from which  
the object has been removed, or of an old, empty stand with the inscription 
"Javanese", focus not on the exhibition object, but on its absence. 

The (museum) space is dominated by images anyway, and coming up with  
a new visual idiom is a balancing act between the all-too-obvious and the 
disconcertingly incomprehensible. In keeping with the actor-centred research 
approach, attention now turned to the actors instead of the exhibit you might 
expect to find in a museum. Scholars from the fields of ethnology, history, 
anthropology and provenance research presented their varying perspectives on 
the sensitive collection – either in the form of lectures, or in direct conversation 
with the museum audience. The focus was on telling rather than showing, and 
on addressing one's own questions, doubts, boundaries and contradictions.  
The discussion about human remains and how to deal with them is just the 
beginning of a search for new ways of doing things in the museum world, 
between collecting, preserving, researching, exhibiting ... and educating.     
/ C.K. 

Braving the Gaps 
The Schloss Friedenstein Gotha Foundation was facing a dilemma. What do 
you do if you cannot exhibit part of your collection? Either because it no longer 
exists,* or because the museum has deliberately decided against showing it? 
The decision was difficult and, from the museum's point of view, it had strange, 
almost absurd consequences. To understand that, we need to take a closer look 
at the essentials of museum work.

Collect, Preserve, Research and Exhibit
Those are the four mainstays of museum work – a lesson you learn during your 
first days as a trainee. It applies to all museums, from small local ones to the 
Louvre. Objects are collected, professionally stored, restored if necessary and 
thus preserved. Their origin, their condition, their historical or artistic context 
are researched, and they are exhibited. That is how a museum operates.

Museums exist to display their collections in permanent and temporary 
exhibitions. To encourage people to look, discover and marvel. And to ensure 
that what the scholars have researched actually reaches the public, a fifth 
mainstay has been added in recent years: education. 

And that brings us back to the original question. What can you do if part of your 
collection cannot be exhibited? If the fourth mainstay of museum work fails? 
Must museum staff go about the business of collecting, preserving and 
researching behind closed doors? In private?

To Show or not to Show?
The Schloss Friedenstein Foundation had to decide how to deal with the 
situation that had arisen in the case of the skull collection. Obviously, the 
collection had to be studied, because even a brief glance at the inventories 
revealed the need for action. At issue were human remains that had been 
brought to Europe in conditions that are no longer justifiable today. Some  
of those human beings had clearly lost their lives in a colonial war, in military 
hospitals or on the gallows. Their remains had doubtless been taken out of  
the country without their relatives’ consent and fallen victim to a passion  
for collecting that transgressed ethical boundaries.

It was therefore unacceptable to treat the skulls as “collectible objects” and 
certainly not as “display objects” – after all, they are the remains of deceased 
human beings. And that is precisely why there was no doubt about the ultimate 
decision, even at the start of the project. The skulls would not be exhibited and 
put on display. Neither in showcases nor in photographs.

Identity and Dignity
Instead, the goal would be to restore the identity and dignity of those deceased 
human beings, to give them back their names and their histories. It would be  

“I am your object text” – personal  
and staged educational offerings  
in the museum space – with Corona  
safeguards, of course.

The Number
13
information films - some accessible and multilingual - have been released  
in connection with the research project. They can be accessed on the website  
www.friedenstein.eu/human-remains.

cf. pp. 71-73

cf. pp. 12-14

The magazine you are holding is one  
of the ways in which we have publicised 
the research project, its individual steps 
and its results. The research, which was 
carried out over 18 months, has been 
complemented by short films, inter-
views, lectures, various types of 
conversation as well as a dedicated 
website.

Additional information at:  
www.friedenstein.eu/human-remains 

Guidelines of the German Museum 
Association on the Care of Human 
Remains in Museums and Collecti
ons:

“Every display of human remains should 
show respect towards the dead.” 

“Dignified and respectful educational 
and outreach work is an integral part  
of curating exhibitions in which human 
remains are displayed.” 

“Human remains should be exhibited 
only if unequivocal proof exists that 
they do not stem from a context of 
injustice.”
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More of this!
Rudolf Virchow and the Dayak Skulls
When, on the 27th of June 1885, the members of the Berlin Society for Anthro-
pology, Ethnology and Prehistory met in extraordinary session, the famous 
German physician and anthropologist Rudolf Virchow presented “three severed 
skulls of Dayaks”. He had obtained the skulls from the ethnologist Adolf 
Bastian, who in turn had received them from the zoologist Friedrich 
Grabowsky.

Virchow and his fellow scholars were interested in the anatomy of the Dayak, 
which supposedly differed significantly from the anatomy of the “Malayan 
coastal population, specifically due to the less rounded head”. In 1885, Rudolf 
Virchow counted a total of 47 skulls from Dayak individuals in European 
collections: nine in Paris, seven in the collection of the Dutch pathologist 
Willem Vrolik in Amsterdam, and seven at the Royal College of Surgeons  
in London. With some disappointment, Virchow noted that this was “only  
a moderate number”.

However, Virchow’s list did not include the collections in Strasbourg, Frankfurt, 
Halle, Leipzig, Dresden, Jena and, of course, Gotha ... or had he overlooked 
them? In the late 19th century, skulls of Borneo’s supposedly exotic population 
were by no means rare in European collections. In 1885, as Virchow was express-
ing his regret at the moderate number, the Gotha collection alone included  
42 skulls from South-East Asia, of which four were explicitly designated as 
“Dayak” and six as “Malay”.

Nevertheless, Rudolf Virchow concluded his presentation of the “severed skulls 
of Dayaks” by stating that there was a gap in the knowledge and calling for  
it to be closed, claiming that not enough was known about the anatomical 
similarities and differences between representatives of the Dayak societies and 
their neighbours. 

“Very painstaking research and much more prolific material will therefore  
be required to decide these conundrums. [...] It will be more useful to wait for 
more factual material first, which I would encourage you to obtain.”    
/ A.L.  / C.K.

Inscription on the base of one of the skulls in the Gotha collection, supplied in 
1867 by Leopold Ullmann. The inscription uses the 19th century spelling “Dajak”.

Dayak … 
... is a collective term, introduced by early European explorers, for all the 
societies living in the interior of Borneo. It is neither a self-designation, 
nor does it refer to a culturally homogeneous group. The Dayak are 
distinguished from the Malay people, who inhabit the coastal regions 
and adhere to Islam.

Borneo (Kalimantan in Indonesian)
lies on the equator and is the third-largest island in the world: the size of Germany, Poland 
and the Czech Republic combined. The island has fewer than 20 million inhabitants. The 
south is part of Indonesia, while two Malaysian states and the Sultanate of Brunei are 
located in the north.

Originally, the island's interior was covered in dense rainforest. Belts of swampland and 
extensive mangrove forests lined the coasts. Travel in the interior was almost entirely 
confined to the widely branching river system. Today, Borneo is one of the world's leading 
suppliers of palm oil. Large parts of the island are covered in palm oil plantations.

The Number
25 £
This sum, which was astrono-
mical by the standards of the 
period, was what European 
collectors were paying for the 
skull of a Dayak in Virchow's 
day.

now: SULTANATE OF 
               BRUNEI

now: MALAYSIA

now: Republic of INDONSIA

Kingdom of  BANJAR c. 1860 

Pontianak

Kalagan

Banjarmasin
Martapura

Bukit Raya 
2278 m

Longnawan 
2988 m

Bukit Pagon
1850 m

Gunung Kinabalu 
4096 m 

(HI)STORIES 
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The Wildness of Others
The colonisation of Borneo by Portuguese, English and Dutch sailors had for 
centuries been confined to the coastal areas. For the colonisers, the inaccessi-
ble interior with its vast rainforests remained largely untouched and unknown 
terrain. Many Europeans approached the island of Borneo with a mixture of 
disgust and enthusiasm. Their imagination ran wild in the face of the rough, 
untamed natural world and, above all, the Dayak societies’ traditional 
head-hunting. Adventure novels based on supposedly true events were 
published and kept readers on the edge of their seats. The books told of 
deserters, and how they crossed the unexplored island on rafts they had built, 
constantly on the run from wild animals, poisoned arrows and, of course, the 
head-hunters who might cause a blood-bath without warning – supposedly 
just for the sake of their brutal traditions.

1881 saw the publication of an adventure novel by the Dutch veteran and author 
Colonel Michael Théophile Hubert Perelaer. Dubbed an “ethnographic novel”,  
it was based on his personal experiences. In the book, two mercenaries discuss 
an attack they have recently repelled. One asks, “But tell me, what drives these 
savages to cut off the heads of their fellow men for no apparent reason?”.  
The other replies with an air of expertise and nonchalance:

“That’s an old habit. [...] Besides, the heads are used to decorate their houses, 
walls and door frames.
And how skilfully they go about it! The executioners of the past weren’t  
nearly as skilled at chopping off the heads of convicted criminals. 
They have been practising this sport since childhood, cutting back  
tree branches and other things prepared for the purpose. Later, they act  
spontaneously, as we have just experienced.”

At the beginning of the Banjar War, a non-commissioned officer gave this 
report in a Swiss daily newspaper:
“Many Malays and Chinese inhabit the areas bordering the sea, but the savage 
Dajaks [sic] live in the country’s interior […] The Dajaks, who are dependent 
on the Dutch, and whose chiefs are invested with various titles and honours, 
are not really counted among the cannibals. However, they do practise human 
sacrifice, and just as in North America, the redskins gain fame by amassing  
a collection of scalps, he who has the most human heads hanging in the smoke 
of his hut is held in the highest esteem among the former. That is why the 
Dajaks are generally called “Koppensnellers” (head-choppers). None of them  
is allowed to marry if he cannot lay at least one head of a treacherously 
murdered enemy at the feet of his chosen one.

Furthermore, among the Dajaks, only those are considered worthy of a place 
in the ranks of men who can show a number of skulls they personally have 

“chopped off ”. Their weapons are long lances which also serve as blowpipes 
[...] with which they launch poisoned arrows, a quiver of arrows, a wooden 
shield and [...] a sharp, double-edged sword.“

Head hunters, cannibals, treacherous murderers: with so much glittering 
exoticism, there is no need to speculate about truth and fiction in this report. 
Borneo was seen as a symbol of all things savage and untamed, and “civilising” 
it was viewed as an heroic mission. 

So it was only natural that European collectors were interested in the anatomy, 
warfare and customs of these “fearsome” people, and that the souvenirs of 
repatriated colonial officials found a ready market. Skulls of individuals from 
Borneo were in great demand and featured in many European collections. *  
The soldiers, physicians, cartographers and other colonial officials returning  
to Europe took advantage of the passion for collecting among scientists, 
princes and their curators and supplied the emerging museums and anatomical 
collections with the desired “material”.

Was it scientific interest that drove them? As in the case of Virchow, Bastian  
and their fellow scholars? Was it the quest for completeness, the desire to 
depict the entire world in their personal collection? Or was it a hankering after 
trophies, or proof that one had conquered something savage that engendered 
fear? Probably a touch of all that.    / A.L. / C.K.

The Same but Different:  
the Dialectic of Headhunting
Headhunting, piracy, slavery – the colonial power set out to put an end to 
practices that were perceived as archaic and barbaric. As well as trade and the 
exploitation of mineral resources, the colonisation of Borneo was also about 
bringing civilisation to the indigenous cultures. More than that: to the Europe-
an colonial powers, abolishing slavery and putting a stop to headhunting 
appeared as a moral duty and served to justify their expansionist policies.

But what happened if the conquered peoples fought back? When there were 
uprisings or – as in the case of the Banjar War – a never-ending succession of 
attacks, ambushes and counterattacks? The Swiss soldier Jean Aimé Théodore 
Humberset described the capture of a fort in southern Borneo in December 
1861: “Eight or nine dead foes remained on the site. Some were wounded and 

 cf. p. 20

“The Dayak are the most quarrel-
some people on earth. It is impossible 
for them to live without strife.  
If they retain this characteristic trait, 
they will be a veritable gold mine  
for lawyers once Borneo has been 
civilised.”

M. T. H. Perelaer in his novel 
“Borneo van Zuid naar Noord”



Today Antasari is honoured  
as a National Hero.
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managed to escape [...] The enemy dead were beheaded and their heads 
impaled on the ends of bamboo canes placed along the river.” So the colonial 
power employed the very practices it had set out to abolish. But this was also  
a case of the colonial fighters resorting to their own traditions, which had long 
been familiar across Europe. In many violent conflicts, the heads of slain 
opponents had been impaled and displayed: from the English Civil War and 
Oliver Cromwell to the French Revolution.

What is more, the colonial power also placed bounties on the heads of the 
leaders of the uprisings. There was a reward of 10,000 guilders for procuring 
the heads of Antasari or Hidayat, while Demang Lehman’s head was worth 
2,000 guilders. Anyone who brought in the heads of some local chiefs or village 
elders received between 250 and 500 guilders. *

And that was exactly what happened: in September 1863, Humberset reported: 
“They brought the heads of Karta Negara and his brother-in-law. A patrol of 
the sultan's soldiers had finally managed to take them by surprise. The sum  
of 500 guilders or 1,000 francs was awarded to whoever was able to seize the 
heads. The two heads were recognised and sent to Amoenthey preserved in a 
barrel of salt.” Several of the heads collected in this way may well subsequently 
have made their way into European museums and collections, where – after 
being preserved – they were again put on display ... albeit under scientific 
auspices.

Anthropologist Frances Larson sums up the absurdity of the situation: head-
hunting was banned and severely punished, except when it wasn't. Or to put it 
another way: while headhunting was supposedly proof of how "primitive"  
a culture and its people were and had to be overcome, when "civilized" people 
collected heads, it was seen as proof of their cultural progress.

Adrian Linder, head of the Gotha research project, summarises: “Where Borneo 
is concerned, we see a bitter irony of history emerging. The colonial power, 
which had proclaimed the abolition of headhunting and slavery as two of its 
mission’s main ethical goals, ultimately promoted both abuses, practised them 
itself and sometimes perfected them. The Europeans had become headhunters. 
Trophy heads from Borneo are to be found not only in the collections in the 
longhouses of Dayak chiefs, but are even now present in numerous European 
museums and collections.”    / A.L. / C.K.  

The Banjar War

Pepper, Diamonds, Timber and Coal ...
... were the raw materials that made Borneo look appealing to the Netherlands. 
Since the development of steam navigation, coal was required to operate  
the vessels that plied the rivers and connected the islands, as well as linking 
Southeast Asia and Europe. The European mine operators utilised and perpetu-
ated existing debt slavery structures.

Onrust
The Dutch steamship was scuttled and looted on the 26th of December 1859 by 
Antasari fighters under the command of the Dayak leader Surapati. Subsequent 
punitive expeditions specifically searched for evidence of people involved. 
Whenever the soldiers came across items from the Onrust, the villages were 
burnt down, the residents killed and the crops destroyed.

Antasari and Demang Lehman …
... were two of the most famous fighters in the Banjar War. 

Pangeran (“Prince”) Antasari called for the colonial masters to be expelled,  
was involved in the raids on the Pengaron and Gunung Jabok mines and on the 
steamship Onrust. He died of smallpox in 1862. He has been a National Hero  
of Indonesia since 1968. The 2,000 rupiah banknote has featured his portrait 
since 2009.

Demang Lehman was captured and hanged in 1864. He is still revered as a 
freedom fighter. In the city of Martapura, there is even a sports stadium named 
after him. His head was taken to the Netherlands and is thought to be in the 
Anatomical Museum of the Leiden University Medical Center (LUMC). 
/ A.L. / C.K.

The “Gedenkblatt der Rheinischen 
Mission” (Rhenish Mission Commemo-
rative Leaflet) was published after the 
Rhenish Mission’s stations were 
attacked. The central image shows 
Theresa Frieda and Friedrich Eberhard 
Wigand-Nordsieck, Margaretha and 
Gustav Wilhelm Kind-Steinfark, 
 Emma and Ernst Hofmeister-Rau and 
Heinrich Ferdinand Rott, all of whom 
were killed. The death of Andreas Jacob 
only appears in the marginal vignette 
on the far right.
cf. p. 35

Last photograph of Demang  
Lehman following his capture

cf. p. 27 

“When I arrived [in Martapura], 
Major [Christoph Fredrik] Koch was 
just hanging three traitorous Dayaks, 
and an hour later, a foreman severed 
the dead men's heads. The heads 
were impaled on bamboo poles and 
displayed by the river, within sight  
of any passing jukong [rowing boat]. 
It was said to be by no means rare 
for Major Koch to present his calling 
card to the Dayak in this manner.  
It was a necessity, because they not 
only cut off the heads of any of their 
countrymen who had sided with us, 
but also those of our own people 
whenever they managed to catch 
one.”

A. Prell, Erinnerungen,  
published in 1904



  
The Banjar War: 
Situation at the Outset

The Banjar War: 
What Happened When?
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 Late 1858: growing signs that an uprising is imminent.

 5 February 1859: The Governor General in Batavia (Jakarta) dispatches a steamship  
  to Banjarmasin to establish whether the rumours are well-founded. 
  The civil regent, Count Bentheim-Tecklenburg, plays down the issue.

 26 March 1859: Following a warning by Hidayat, the manager of the Pengaron coal mine  
  mentions the impending uprising in a letter.
 
 Probably 28 April 1859:  Antasari, other leaders and their warriors attack the Pengaron coal mine,  
  lay siege, kill locals and Europeans.

 29 April 1859:  Colonel Augustus Johannes Andresen arrives in Borneo and suspends 
  the Resident, Count Bentheim-Tecklenburg. He dispatches the previous 
  military commander, Captain Leopold Ullmann, upriver to Fort Martapura.

 30 April 1859:  Attack on Gunung Jabok mine. At least seven people killed. 

 1 May 1859:  Attack on the Julia Hermina and Banyu Irang mines in Kalangan.   
  At least 21 people killed.

 May 1859:  Several Dutch posts and mission stations in the interior are overrun;  
  the (generally civilian) residents are killed.

 Mid-June 1859:  Reinforcements arrive in the form of several Dutch warships.

 23 June 1859:  Tamjidillah is deposed as sultan and goes into exile on Java.

 30 June 1859:  Demang Lehman attacks Martapura fort but is repelled.

 September 1859:  Hidayat has himself appointed sultan by local leaders.
  Major G.M. Verspijck is appointed Resident; the Dutch attack 
  Demang Lehman's positions. 100 insurgents killed.

 13 November 1859:  Verspijck issues an ultimatum and calls on Hidayat to surrender.

 26 December 1859:  Scuttling of the Dutch steamer Onrust. The 90-strong crew are killed.

 1862:  The Dutch offer large bounties for the heads of Antasari, 
  Demang Lehman and other freedom fighters.

 January / February 1860:  Verspijck orders several punitive actions.
 
 January 1862:  Negotiations between Hidayat and Verspijck fail.

 March 1862:  Hidayat surrenders and spends the rest of his life in exile.

 11 October 1862:  Antasari dies of smallpox.

 21 February 1864:  Demang Lehman arrested.

 27February 1864:  Demang Lehman publicly executed.

 1905:  Muhammad Seman, Antasari’s son and acting sultan, is killed by 
  Swiss mercenaries. The decades-long conflict is over, but not resolved.Orderly Terror

Depiction of the search – a “punitive expedition”  
or “chastisement” – of a Bornean village 

Military Might and Hero Cult
Portrayal of the attack on Tongka Fortress in 
November 1861 by the Dutch major and painter 
Justus Pieter de Veer. The fortress was considered 
impregnable. After repeated attempts, colonial 
troops and allied Dayak units finally succeeded  
in storming Antasari's stronghold.

The Sultanate of Banjar and the Dutch colonial power have concluded a truce. 
In 1825, the Dutch help Sultan Adam to take the throne. He then declares 
himself a Dutch vassal. Sultan Adam dies on the 1st of November 1857, and the 
question of the succession gives rise to unrest.

The colonial power installs the son of the late heir to the throne: Tamjidillah, 
who promises not to limit exploitation of the coal deposits. Adam's legitimate 
son Anom is arrested, escapes several times and finally goes into exile. 
Antasari is a scion of a disempowered line and battles to restore the old line  
of royal succession. Sultan Adam’s grandson Hidayat also lays claim to the 
throne. 
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Causes and Preconditions  
 
of the Banjar War
A guest contribution by historian Mansyur, Banjarmasin

The Banjar War is one of several wars of liberation fought in Indonesia during 
the 19th century, like the Padri War in Minangkabau, Diponegoro’s War on Java 
or the Aceh War in northern Sumatra. It lasted from 1859 to 1905 and quickly 
spread to take in the entire Kingdom of Banjar, from the Barito region (Muara 
Teweh) in the north to Tabanio in the south, from Pulau Petak in the west 
(Kuala Kapuas region) to Sebuhur in the east. Those involved in the war 
included the Banjar kingdom’s royal circles, the nobility, Islamic scholars, 
leading figures among the population, and farmers from within the kingdom  
as well as the surrounding areas.

Although the Kingdom of Banjar was abolished shortly after war broke out, 
popular resistance continued. The Dutch colonial government had thousands 
of soldiers at its disposal as well as access to 22 small warships and dozens of 
temporary fortifications.

The reasons for the outbreak of war were many and varied. A study by the 
government of the Dutch East Indies had shown plentiful coal deposits in the 
Riam Kanan area. Although that region was part of the apanage granted to the 
Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Banjar, the Dutch succeeded in concluding  
a lease agreement. The Oranje Nassau coal mine was subsequently opened  
on the 21st of September 1849. An additional objective was to take control of the 
mining area of Pengaron and Martapura, although this could only be achieved 
later, following the death of Sultan Adam. The Dutch pursued a strategy of 
fostering relationships with Sultan Adam's successor and persuading him, 
wherever possible, to side with them. 

But the Dutch also interfered in the Kingdom of Banjar’s succession. Sultan 
Adam Al Wasik Billah died on the 1st of November 1857. Two days after the 
funeral, the Dutch colonial government crowned Prince Tamjidillah as sultan 
without the knowledge of the crown council. However, as the son of a concu-
bine, Tamjidillah was not considered the rightful heir. On the other hand, Prince 
Hidayat, the son of the queen and hence the true heir to the throne, was only 
appointed prime minister. This angered the nobility, since it was in contraven-
tion of both palace tradition and the late sultan’s last will and testament. 
Moreover, Tamjidillah's conduct was disliked among the nobility and the people 
of Banjar.

Dissatisfaction with Sultan Tamjidillah and anger at Dutch interference led to 
public unrest. The Muning Movement emerged, a social movement involving 
farming communities that formed the nucleus of the Banjar War. The war broke 
out on the 18th of April 1859, when forces led by Prince Antasari attacked the 
Oranje Nassau coal mine in Pengaron.    / M. 

Drawings of Martapura Kraton (palace), 
in 1858 (top) and 1859

The Banjar War – a colonial war on 
Borneo that lasted more than 40 years 
– is virtually unknown in Europe. 
Mansyur, historian and lecturer at the 
Department of History Education at 
Lambung Mangkurat University in 
Banjarmasin, has summarised the 
events and their causes

The Sinking of the Onrust
A guest contribution by historian Mansyur, Banjarmasin

The Onrust was a Dutch steamer and warship that sank on the Upper Barito 
River in December 1859, during the Banjar War. It was scuppered by warriors 
linked to Tumenggung Surapati, a supporter of Prince Antasari, the foremost 
leader during the Banjar War.

Previously, Prince Antasari's troops had held talks with various war leaders.  
The gathering came to the conclusion that Prince Antasari himself should not 
participate in the attack, since the Dutch side was planning to capture him.  
So Tumenggung Surapati was appointed as war leader and head negotiator.  
He was to attempt to buy time, so that troops could be provided and a war 
strategy prepared.

The raid on the steamer took place at midday on the 26th of December 1859. 
Tumenggung Surapati went aboard the Onrust, followed by his son and  
15 retainers, as well as hundreds of his men and warriors. The crew of the 
Onrust comprised ten officers, 40 trained seamen and 43 other members. They 
included the commander, a Lieutenant J.C.H. van der Velde, accompanied by 
Lieutenant C. Bangert, Lieutenants van Perstel and Frederick Hendrik, officers 
Van Der Kop, Braam, Waldeck, Johannes Torre, J.B.F. Destree, Josef den Breg 
and Medical Officer Dilg.

When Tumenggung Surapati went aboard the Onrust, Commander van der 
Velde escorted him on an inspection of the cannon. Van der Velde hoped to 
convince him not to oppose the Dutch, but to support the capture of Prince 

Battle on the Kahayan River
The Dutch steamship Celebes firing at a “floating fortress”, i.e. a Dayak artillery platform, August 1859.
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The Oranje Nassau coal mine  
 
in Pengaron
A guest contribution by historian Mansyur, Banjarmasin

The Pengaron region is located in the Riam Kiwa river basin and is adjacent  
to the Riam Kanan basin to the east. To the west, it borders the Banjarmasin 
region, and to the north and south, two further river basins, that of the Alalak 
and the Riam Kanan respectively. Pengaron is part of the Papagaran Moun-
tains, flanked by two rivers, the Riam Kiwa to the north and the Little Mania-
pun to the south. 

The area was part of the apanage of Prince Mangkubumi Kencana, who was 
Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Banjar during the reign of Sultan Adam Al 
Wasik Billah (reigned 1825-1857). The apanage territory was leased by the Dutch 
East India Mining Company for 10,000 guilders annually to set up a coal mine. 

The Oranje Nassau coal mine itself is in the present-day municipality of 
Pengaron in the sub-district of the same name in South Kalimantan province.  
It is the oldest coal mine opened on the territory of the Banjar Kingdom by  
the government of the Dutch East Indies.

Apart from Pengaron, there were also coal deposits in the Kalangan and Banyu 
Irang regions, which resulted in the Dutch colonial power attempting to gain 
control of both areas. In the early 19th century, the Dutch had switched to using 
steam-powered merchant and military vessels, so a supply of coal was required 
to fuel them. The colonial power subsequently pressured the then ruling Sultan 
Adam to authorise the opening of coal mines in the areas named.

On the 29th of September 1849, Governor-General Jan Jacob Rochussen wrote  
a confidential letter to Resident J.G.A. Gallois in Banjarmasin. In the letter, 
Rochussen stated that the Dutch would remain friendly to the Sultan, assisting 
and protecting him, provided he fulfilled his obligations and did not hamper 
coal production.  
It would be very desirable, Rochussen added, to purchase the area in question 
from the Sultan, as well as Martapura, and turn both into Dutch territory.

As a result of skilful lobbying, the Dutch succeeded in obtaining permits to mine 
coal in Pengaron, Kalangan and Banyu Irang. The Pengaron mine was inaugu-
rated by Governor-General Rochussen in 1849. It was given the name Oranje 
Nassau and was managed by the Dutch East Indian government via the 
privately owned NV Oost Borneo Maatshappij. The mine in the Banyu Irang 
region, which was named Julia Hermina and began operating in 1853, was also 
run by the Dutch East Indian government. The Delf pit in the Kalangan region, 
by contrast, was in the hands of a private company.

Antasari. Surapati’s entourage was also invited to look around the warship.  
The Dutch soldiers were unsuspecting and unarmed. Only van der Velde had  
a sabre at his belt. Surapati's men were impatient, and when one of their 
followers came alongside the ship in a small boat, Surapati's son Tumenggung 
Ibon, having witnessed one of his fighters being shoved by a Dutch sailor, could 
no longer restrain himself.

Tumenggung Ibon drew his mandau and uttered a war cry, the signal to begin 
the assault. Ibon's mandau hit Lieutenant Bangert, who went down. Tumeng-
gung Surapati was still on the upper deck with Lieutenant van der Velde, 
negotiating and drinking, when he heard the war cry. He also drew his mandau 
and sliced open Lieutenant van der Velde's chest. The lieutenant was able to 
defend himself by stabbing Tumenggung Surapati with a smallsword and 
wounding him in the forehead. The ensuing close-quarters fight ended with 
van der Velde's death.

All 90 Dutch officers and soldiers were killed, and the warship Onrust was 
scuttled. Only a negotiator for the Dutch side called Haji Muhammad Taib 
survived and reached Banjarmasin five days later. There, he reported what had 
happened on board the Onrust. He also stated that he had warned Lieutenant 
van der Velde to be cautious and told him he needed to consider the possibility 
that if Tumenggung Surapati turned up with so many men in canoes and open 
boats, a betrayal might be likely.

The sinking of the Onrust was the greatest loss suffered by the Dutch in the 
Banjar War. The warship, including its armament and crew, was scuttled to lie 
at the bottom of the Barito River.    / M. 

Pengaron Fortress, probably 
drawn by a German soldier 
pre-1860
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War and Culture of Remembrance
Marko Mahin is the founder and chairman of Lembaga Studi Dayak 21 (the 
Institute for Dayak Studies-21) in Palangka Raya in southern Borneo’s Central 
Kalimantan province. The institute was founded in 2004 and aims to study the 
Dayak societies of South Borneo and ways to empower them. In this interview, 
Marko Mahin explains how present-day societies in Borneo view the colonial 
system and the Banjar War.

The Dutch colonial rulers found an existing system of “pandelings“, i.e. 
debt slaves, and took advantage of it to have access to cheap labour. What 
kind of a system is it?
In the language of the Ngaju-Dayak, there is a word for “pandeling” or “debt 
servant”. It is “jipen” and means “to become property of the lord / master”  
[cf. “serf ”, according to the original translator, A.L.]. Slaves had to address their 
master as “my tempung,” which means “my owner.” The missionary August 
Hardeland (1814-1891), who worked in Borneo for the Rhenish Missionary 
Society from 1849 to 1858, apparently perpetuated this traditional system by 
redeeming slaves: not to grant them their freedom, but to use them as slaves 
himself. In the past, many people shied away from becoming Christians for fear 
of being enslaved by missionaries.

How are the events of 1859 remembered on Borneo?
For the predominantly Muslim population of South Kalimantan in particular, 
the Banjar War of 1859 is regarded as a holy war against the infidel colonial 
rulers. Only a few people are rational enough to realise that the war had to do 
with defending the interests of the Sultans of Banjar, whose power had been 
disrupted by the arrival of the Dutch colonial rulers. Some Dayak groups that 
took part in the Banjar War in 1859 saw it as an act of heroism against white 
people coming from outside.

Does the culture of remembrance differ in the Muslim, Christian and Dayak 
communities respectively?
Actually, there are differences in the way the events of the Banjar War of 1859 
are remembered. Banjar Muslims see it as a holy war against infidel invaders. 
Dayak groups that supported the sultan in the Banjar War see it as an act of 
heroism against whites coming from outside. And also as an opportunity for 
headhunting, especially given the myth that the heads of white-skinned people 
[“palefaces”] were most valuable and fetched the highest price. And as for the 
Christian Dayak: the Banjar War destroyed their villages, schools and churches, 
so they were forced to flee to places of safety and build new villages.   

The Oranje Nassau coal mine, the first ever in the Dutch East Indies, was 
regarded as state of the art. It carried out deep mining and was producing 
300,000 tons of coal a year by 1849. The pit remained in operation until 1884. 

To ensure the continuity of coal mining in Pengaron, the government of the 
Dutch East Indies appointed personnel to carry out the administrative and 
operational work associated with the mine. The staff consisted of an engineer 
who acted as director, top ranking supervisors, 2nd and 3rd rank technicians 
and employees, and local foremen. These were joined by administrators, 
clerical staff, hospital managers, prison guards, native mandors (overseers) and 
minders. Some of these indigenous employees worked exclusively in mining. 
When mining operations began in Pengaron, the situation of the Javanese and 
Bornean chained convicts who carried out forced labour improved at no 
additional cost to the government, thanks to the companies in the Dutch East 
Indian territory.    / M.

The empowerment of local groups is 
an important mainstay of the work 
carried out by the Institute for Dayak 
Studies-21.

Marko Mahin is the director of 
Lembaga Studi Dayak 21 (the 
Institute for Dayak Studies-21) and 
project partner of the Stiftung Schloss 
Friedenstein Gotha on Borneo..

Martapura Fort
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must have been out in the open for quite a while before the soft tissues were 
stripped off and the skull prepared: several days, if not weeks. *

After the skull had been passed to the military officer and cartographer Leopold 
Ullmann, he wrote his signature on the forehead in black ink: “Kapit. Ullmann”, 
followed by the mark signifying his rank. He also signed and numbered the 
following three skulls in ink straight on to the bone. *
. *

Anang
The name recorded in the Gotha inventories, “Anang”, is unlikely to have been 
this man's real name. In southern Borneo, “Anang” or “Nanang” is a term of 
endearment for young boys, similar to “kiddo” or “laddie”. That explains why 
several fighters called “Anang” are known from the early days of the Banjar War 
alone. 

The man whose skull is in Gotha was from southeast Borneo, from a village 
called Bukit Cubul, not far from Banjarmasin and Martapura. He is said to have 
been a follower of Pambakal Ali Akbar, one of the rebel leaders. When Anang 
died, he was 30-45 years old and had apparently been involved in one of the 
major events of the Banjar War: the attacks on the Pengaron coal mine and the 
subsequent siege in April and May 1859, and the killing of one of the war’s first 
civilian casualties. A slip of paper with writing in Dutch, which must have been 
glued to the surface of the skull no later than ca. 1860, refers to him as the 
“moordenaar van Andreas Jacob” – that is, the “murderer of Andreas Jacob”.

The man named on the label as "Andreas Jacob" was a secretary at the Kalangan 
coal mine. As the son of a Chinese man and a Dayak woman, he had lost one 
parent at an early age and been raised in a German missionary family along 
with a brother. Later, he worked as a missionary and a teacher. His final job was 
at the Kalangan coal mine – one of the first targets of the rebellion. Apparently, 
Andreas attempted to escape by boat, perhaps to bring reinforcements. He was 
recognised by a group of insurgents near Sungai Raya, between Pengaron and 
Martapura. Faced with a choice between professing the Islamic faith and dying, 
he is said to have replied: “I am a Christian and I wish to remain a Christian.”  
At that, he was murdered. A local eye-witness later described the events for  
the record and gave a date of the 28th of April 1859.

The Rhenish Mission printed a commemorative leaflet in memory of victims 
who lost their lives a few days later, on the 9th and 10th of May 1859. In the 
centre of the flyer are seven portraits of missionaries who were killed – both 
men and women, all Germans. The flyer’s border is decorated with edifying 
scenes from the Bible, e.g. the sermons of John the Baptist, the archangel 

Four People
 
Who were the people whose skulls have been lying in Gotha’s museum depot 
for 150 years? How did they live, how did they die, and what caused their 
deaths?

Some information about these people‘s names, their alleged ethnicity and the 
circumstances of their deaths was provided by the consignors themselves. 
Other details have been reconstructed or deduced during research carried out 
in European and Indonesian archives. 

As examples, we would like to introduce Tsing Ho, Anang, Intje Dongar and 
Tjimat. Their skulls were the first to arrive in the collection, and their presence 
in Gotha can be traced back to September 1862. The military officer and 
cartographer Leopold Ullmann brought them back when he was on home leave 
and handed them over to the ducal collection’s curator.

Tsing Ho, Anang, Intje Dongar and Tjimat were probably insurgents who had 
fought in the Banjar War after 1859 and most likely been executed as a result. 
This is what we have been able to find out:

 
Tsing Ho

At the time of his death, Tsing Ho was 22-25 years old and gravely ill. He was 
suffering from scurvy, i.e. long-term vitamin C deficiency. In the advanced 
stages of the disease, haemorrhages into the bone tissue occur, and these are 
still detectable on his skull 150 years later. They are so extensive that it is 
reasonable to assume Tsing Ho was no longer able to walk by the time he died.* 
His final months must have been marked by extreme deprivation. 

A hand-written note in the Gotha records refers to him as a “convict”. So he was 
probably inadequately fed during a long period in prison. Since he was an 
insurgent in the Banjar War, he may also have been in hiding and inadequately 
nourished beforehand.

Tsing Ho was probably executed. After his death, his head must have been 
severed from his torso, since there are three punctures made by a sharp object 
on the underside of his skull, each approx. three millimetres deep. The severed 
head may well have been impaled on a sharp object and displayed. *

In the nasal cavity, sinuses and auditory canals, scuttle flies (Megaselia scalaris) 
subsequently laid their eggs, which developed into pupae. So the severed head 

The first four skulls were received into 
the collection as "zoological objects"

Detail of Rhenish Mission’s commemo-
rative leaflet, vignette on right: 
Andreas Jacob 
cf. p. 25

cf. pp. 39-41

cf. pp. 57-58

cf. p. 38

cf. pp. 51-52
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Intje Dongar
Intje Dongar came from far away. He was born around, or shortly after, 1830  
in a Dayak community in Pontianak on the west coast of the island, some  
1,200 kilometres from where the events later took place. One of his front teeth 
had been filed down and blackened with a paste made of charred nut shells and 
oil or sap – a practice common in Dayak societies.

The setting for his story was again the storming of the Kalangan coal mine  
on the 1st of May 1859. Like Anang, Intje Dongar's skull also bears a paper label 
in Dutch, apparently written by the same hand. In translation, it reads:

"Intje Dongar. From Pontianak; watchman employed by Wijnmalen; he lowered 
the Dutch flag that Sunday, led the Kalangan sailors against the Europeans, 
and, according to one witness, is the man who murdered Doctor Reuisinger."

So Intje Dongar appears to have risen up against his employer and become the 
leader of the workers. The above-mentioned sailors were not seafarers in the 
strict sense, but locals who operated small boats in the coal mines. Some were 
armed, but they belonged to the lowest class of mine workers.

The mine-owner, Rupertus Johannes Willem Pieter Wijnmalen (b. 1821), had first 
had a career in the Dutch colonial administration and then gone into the coal 
industry. The mining concession had been granted by Prince Hidayat, who also 
helped to recruit workers for the mine: debt slaves that Wijnmalen had 
purchased from their masters and now employed in the coal mine. The practice 
was widespread. *

Director Wijnmalen, his wife and his eldest son were among the first to die  
on the 1st of May 1859. Among the many further victims was the local doctor,  
a German by the name of Carl Wilhelm Ludwig Heusinger. The Dutch East India 
Almanac lists the 1st of May 1859 as the date of his death, and it is likely that he 
was murdered by Intje Dongar. The “Doctor Reuisinger” mentioned on the label 
was probably the same “Carl Wilhelm Ludwig Heusinger” for whose murder 
Intje Dongar was executed eighteen months later.

If Intje Dongar was also the watchman mentioned in the Java Post report,  
he was hanged at the same time as Anang. However, that point is not entirely 
clear, either. On the 26th of April 1861, six months after the above-mentioned 
execution, the Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant reported the execution by 
hanging of another insurgent who was also said to have been “Mr Wijnmalen’s 
watchman (oppasser)”, and “murderer of Wilhelmus Pieter Boodt”, another 
Kalangan victim. Was there more than one watchman at the coal mine?  
Or was it a case of mistaken identity? Were Anang and Intje Dongar victims of  
a miscarriage of justice, and were the actual perpetrators only executed five 
months later, when Ullmann had long since left the country? It will be virtually 
impossible to establish the facts.

Michael slaying the dragon, Jesus preaching a sermon on the Sea of Galilee. One 
of these vignettes represents Andreas Jacob’s death: a warrior with a headdress 
and a long spear stabs a man dressed in the European style who is walking 
along a riverbank, whereupon the man appears to fall backwards into the 
water. Beneath the image, it reads: “Andreas, first martyr”. However, despite 
this dramatic imagery, most sources fail to mention Andreas Jacob’s violent 
death, and the commemoration of the victims focuses on the German or 
European dead.

On the 12th of December 1860, roughly a year and a half after these events, local 
newspaper The Java Messenger reported on an execution:

“On the 26th of November at Martapura, five mutineers were hanged, two  
of whom were involved in the murder of Mr Jacob at Pengaron. Another,  
a former watchman of Mr Wijnmalen’s, was the first to lower the Dutch flag  
at that establishment. Now everything here is quiet and peaceful.”

One of those executed may have been Anang. To date, the identity of the 
second insurgent involved in the murder is not known. Clues to the watchman 
who lowered the flag are provided by the third skull brought to Gotha by 
Leopold Ullmann in September 1862. It was that of a man called Intje Dongar.

But there is more to the story of the convert Andreas Jacob’s murder. On the 
20th of March 1861, a Dutch unit managed to arrest six rebels who had been 
hiding in a village in the Bornean rainforest. Among those arrested was a man 
named Poe Said, who was described not only as Ali Akbar's brother, but also as 
“the murderer of Mr Jacob”. As if to prove the point, the murdered man’s hat was 
found with the rebels. However, by this time, Leopold Ullmann had long since 
departed for Germany.

 

Biographical information on the cranial roof 
“Anang, born in Bukit Cubul above Sungai Raya,  
murderer of Andreas Jacob and participant in two attacks 
on Pengaron, loyal follower of the mutineer Pambakal  
Ali Akbar. Banjarese.”

Paper label on the skull of Intje Dongar

Java-Bote, 12th Dec. 1860

cf. p. 33
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Who was Captain Ullmann?
Two neatly drawn parallel lines, with three dots between them. Several skulls 
bear this strange mark. What does it mean?

A glance at the inventories provides clarification: all the skulls with that mark 
were brought to Gotha by the same man: Leopold Ullmann, a captain in the 
Dutch armed forces who served in the Dutch East Indies. He was apparently 
proud of his rank, because the symbol with which he marked "his" skulls was 
actually the stylised rank insignia of a captain.

The Soldier
Leopold Ullmann, born 1813 in the Bavarian town of Pirmasens, joined the 
Dutch military as a volunteer at the age of 18. Initially, he fought against 
Belgian independence. At the age of 28, he was transferred to the Southeast 
Asian colony of “Dutch East India”, present-day Indonesia.

He married in 1852, aged 39. In 1857, he was promoted to captain and command-
er of the South and East Divisions of Borneo, a large administrative unit in  
the south and east of the island. He was stationed in the town of Banjarmasin 
when the Banjar War broke out shortly afterwards. Ullmann had links to local 
informants and was “in the know”. He gave timely warnings of an impending 
uprising, but was muzzled by the civil regent, the Count of Bentheim-Tecklen-
burg. On the 1st of May 1859, he took a boat to Fort Martapura, 30 kilometres 
away. The Banjar war had begun. Ullman recorded his personal observations:

“Some 2 hours downriver of Martapoera, badly mutilated corpses of Europe-
ans were drifting in the water, while a [...]native woman passed us on  
her flight [...] and called out that Pengarong (Oranje Nassau) [coal mine]  
no longer existed and Martapoera was under arms [...]; so we prepared for  
a hostile reception.”

The uprising caught the colonial power largely unprepared. The central 
government in Batavia (Jakarta) responded by ousting Bentheim-Tecklenburg. 
Ullmann was relieved of his duties and obliged to serve under a younger officer, 
so he suffered two severe humiliations. Having fallen seriously ill, he requested 
an honourable discharge from the service, but all his requests were ignored.

In January 1860, a little over six months later, a Major Gustave Marie Verspijck 
took command, and Ullmann was assigned to carry out “punitive and retalia-
tion campaigns” – military operations that were in part directed against the 
civilian population. He played an important role in capturing a fortress in the 
interior. Ullmann only left Borneo for Java in late December 1860, and in January 
1861, he received permission to go on home leave. He subsequently remained in 
Europe until the end of 1862. His first donation to the Gotha collection occurred 
during that period.

Pambakal Tjimat
Tjimat was a Pambakal, i.e. the leader of a village community on the Kahayan 
River, north-west of Banjarmasin. Many of the insurgents in the Banjar War 
were from that region.

Tjimat also died young, aged no more than 30. A glance at his discoloured teeth 
reveals extensive consumption of Paan, a mild drug made from betel nuts 
(Areca catechu seeds), slaked lime and the leaves of sireh (Piper betle), which 
leaves a reddish stain on the teeth when chewed. *

The entry for his skull in the Gotha inventory suggests a story no less gruesome 
than those of the three other skulls that also arrived in Gotha in 1862.

“[Skull] of Pambakal Tjimat, a Dayak chief from the Kahayan district who played 
a major part in the murders of Europeans in Bandjarmassing.”

Tjimat was apparently also involved in the attacks and clashes in the spring of 
1859. It is striking to note the almost identical inventory entry for two tradition-
al Bornean weapons that were also supplied by Ullmann in September 1862.

The kris and the spear allegedly "both belonged to a priest from Mecca", [i.e. an 
individual from Banjar who had completed the haj and returned from Mecca] 
who “played a major part in the murder of the Christians at Banjarmasin in 
1859.”

After Tjimat's execution, his head was severed from his torso, and the base of 
the skull was pierced with a large, sharp object about 5 cm wide. * Tjimat's skull 
was also most likely displayed for several days or weeks. As a Pambakal – a 
village headman – he was considered a figure of respect. So that measure may 
have had a significant deterrent effect.

No fly pupae were found on Tjimat's skull, in contrast to that of Tsing Ho. 
However, the former’s skull appears to have been subjected to more powerful 
bleaching. It is paler in colour, and that more intensive treatment may also have 
eliminated any insect infestation. However, there is no doubt that the skull was 
impaled and displayed.
/ A.L. / C.K.  / Translation from Dutch into German: A.L.

Ullmann’s signature under his letter  
of vindication, including his “mark”. 

Ullmann’s entry in the military register

cf. p. 61

cf. pp. 51-52
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months [living] in the midst of uncivilised, mistrustful, deceitful peoples, some 
of whom […] were in revolt, how he had to make his way through wilderness 
areas, ravines and rivers, exposed to the hazardous influence of the climate, 
without protection from heat, rain, insects, etc.; how he was often deprived of 
the necessities, and always lacked that which can render life pleasant to others; 
how, far from all intercourse with civilised nations, he was, as it were, 
excluded from life, and was furthermore obliged, if he were to attain the 
government’s objective, to place himself on an equal footing with the popula-
tion of those areas, so that distrust, prejudice, and ill-will might give way to 
trust, understanding, and affection.”

The Donor and the Recipient
Leopold Ullmann made donations to the Gotha collections on at least four 
occasions. 

In September 1862, as his home leave was coming to an end, Ullmann submit-
ted the first skulls from Southeast Asia to the collection.* He had also brought 
back 43 other ethnographic and natural history objects, weapons and maps, 
including a rare ceremonial lance trimmed with peacock feathers, a carved 
wooden Dayak statue and the personal kris and spear of a "priest" (hajji from 
the Banjar War).

In 1865, by which time Ullmann was back in Borneo, he donated the skeleton  
of a wild ungulate. In November 1867, after Ullmann had permanently returned 
to Europe, he delivered five more human skulls to Gotha, along with several 
animal skulls, antlers and ethnographic objects. Further natural history 
specimens follow in 1871.

“A handsome ethnographic collection from Borneo, along with several 
interesting natural history objects, was recently bestowed upon the Schloss 
Friedenstein museums in Gotha by Captain Ullmann, and a work written by 
him on the Dajakk people of Borneo will appear in the journal Petermann's 
geograph[ische] Mittheilungen [Petermann’s Geographical Notes, PGM] ….”,

… to quote the announcement of his first donation to Gotha. In keeping with 
the customs of the period, Ullmann was generously rewarded for his gifts.*  
In September 1862, he was awarded the Knight’s Cross 1st Class of the ducal 
Saxe-Ernestine House Order, followed in January 1869 by the Commander's 
Cross 2nd Class. For the captain, whose honour as a military man had been 
impugned, both no doubt provided great satisfaction.    / A.L. / C.K.

From February 1863 to August 1867, Ullmann was again in the Dutch East Indies. 
After the clash with Bentheim-Tecklenburg, which cost him his honour as a 
soldier, he struggled for rehabilitation. In the end, he secured an honourable 
discharge and a pension of 1,600 guilders.

Having permanently returned to Europe, Ullmann lived for another ten years  
in Frankfurt/Main, the Palatinate and Rhine-Hesse. After his death on the 28th 
of April 1877, his wife moved to the village of Vihula in the north of Estonia.

The Naturalist
The training of prospective officers traditionally included the systematic 
exploration and mapping of an area. Ullmann appears to have displayed a 
particular talent for both. Some years after his arrival in the Dutch East Indies, 
he was entrusted with cartographic work. From 1846 to 1848, he was detailed 
to take part in a “Secret Borneo Mission”. Along with a Lieutenant von Kessel 
(also German), he mapped large areas of Borneo’s interior. Later, Ullmann and 
von Kessel also surveyed the west coast of Sumatra and the region around 
Palembang in the south of the island. In the 1850s, Ullmann surveyed Bangka 
Island and more regions of Borneo’s interior.

Alongside the map series, he also wrote essays on ethnology and cultural 
history: topics included Hindu statues on Sumatra, traditional legislative texts 
on Borneo, the Dayak festival of the dead and an 850-page illustrated account 
of the island of Bangka, only parts of which were published. Today, the Dutch 
National Museum of Ethnology in Leiden numbers the illustrated manuscript 
among its special treasures.
 
In 1855, at the age of 42, Ullmann was admitted to the Royal Dutch Academy  
of Sciences (KNAW) in Amsterdam. He became a member of the Senckenberg 
Natural Science Society (Senckenbergische Naturforschende Gesellschaft)  
in 1862. Six years later, in hopes of regaining his position following the dispute 
with Bentheim-Tecklenburg, he wrote a letter of vindication. In an effort to set 
the record straight, he described himself and his work in the third person, 
assuring the Dutch Minister of the Colonies:

“... that such undertakings can only be crowned with a good outcome through 
enthusiasm, perseverance, thousands of privations and overcoming the 
greatest dangers, and so he [Ullmann] will not indulge in retelling his experi-
ences during the 13 long years of his peripatetic existence; how he often spent 

Ullmann's map of Bangka Island between Sumatra 
and Borneo, printed in the Melvill van Carnbee atlas.

Cabinet of Art catalogue no. 142,  
p. 90.
In the right-hand column: "All items 
from 191 to 235 were placed at the 
disposal of His Grace the Duke  
by Captain Ullmann of the Royal 
Netherlands East Indies Army, who 
spent twenty years in Borneo and Java, 
and were subsequently transferred  
to the Cabinet on 4 Sept. 1862."

Chin dimple, high forehead, unremark-
able nose. The photograph matches 
Ullmann's personal description in the 
military register ("stamboek").

The Number
19
was the number of appendices Ullmann 
enclosed with his letter of vindication  
in 1861, in which he detailed his conflict with 
Bentheim-Tecklenburg to the Minister  
of the Colonies in The Hague and demanded 
rehabilitation.

cf. pp. 34-38

cf. pp. 43-44
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The Ducal Saxe-Ernestine  
House Order
... was jointly awarded by the three houses of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha,  
Saxe-Altenburg and Saxe-Meiningen. Established in 1833, it served Ernst  
of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha as “currency” when he was amassing his museum 
collections.

Adolf Bube
(1802-1873)
Archivist, 
Director of the 
Cabinet of Art

Hugo Friedländer
(1828-1904)

1867: 1  skull
1869: Knight’s Cross 2nd Class 

Rupius  
(personal data 
unknown)
Merchant

1869: 1  skull
1869: Knight’s Cross 2nd Class

Christiaan Philip Karel von Winckel 
(1842-1884)
Lawyer, later private secretary to Ernst II.

1876: 3  skulls
1878: Commander’s Cross 2nd Class

Felix Peter Joseph Cassalette
(1819-1867)
Owner of an auction house

1865: 1  skull
1866: Cross of the Order of Merit

Dirk Peereboom Voller
(1811-1887)
Military and municipal 
physician in Batavia

1864: 10  skulls
1865: 7  skulls

1865: Knight’s Cross 2nd Class

Willem Stephanus Cramer
(1832-1890)
Military and civilian physician

1867: 6  skulls
1869: Knight’s Cross 2nd Class

Ernst II. von SachsenCoburg und Gotha
* 1818   † 1893 

reigned 18441893

KarlJoachim 
Marquardt
Director of the 
Collection

A. Hellmann
Curator, Grand Ducal 
Collection, Natural 
Curiosities

Carl Knopp
Opera singer, 
Weimar

re
je
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ed

M. van der Wal
(1835-post- 1888)
Assistant preacher

1878: 1  skull
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“donor” or consignor of skulls 
Thuringian employee

Purchased Gifts 
The Gotha Court, the Human Remains and the Orders

1 x Friedrich and 2 x Ernst
The inception of Gotha‘s collections can be traced back to the mid-17th century, 
which makes them almost as old as Friedenstein Palace itself. Duke Friedrich 
the First, son of Ernst the Pious who built the palace, established the founda-
tions of an extensive Cabinet of Curiosities, an all-encompassing, universal 
collection that was to depict the entire world in miniature. Nothing less would 
do!

Then two dukes named Ernst II come into play, and they must not be confused. 
The first Ernst II descended from the Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg line and was the 
son of Duchess Luise Dorothea. He lived during the Enlightenment and the 
French Revolution, promoted the arts and sciences and systematically expand-
ed the ducal collections. He also supported the naturalist Ulrich Jasper Seet-
zen’s expedition to Egypt with 2,000 Reich thaler. Seetzen promptly dispatched 
“17 boxes and a large parcel” from Cairo to Gotha. The contents included four 
mummies.

Several dynastic entanglements and a number of decades later, the second 
Ernst II was in residence at Friedenstein. Descended from the Saxe-Coburg- 
Gotha line, he also favoured the arts and sciences and wanted to expand the 
princely collection ... not least with skulls. With that in mind, he, like many 
sovereign rulers, had a trump up his sleeve: his own currency! The Saxe-Ernes-
tine House Order was an eminently prestigious honour jointly awarded by the 
Houses of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, Saxe-Altenburg and Saxe-Meiningen. Originally 
confined to family members, it was ultimately awarded to commoners who 
had rendered special service in the civil or military field.

Fair Exchange 
From the mid-19th century onwards, merchants, members of the military, 
missionaries, officials and medical doctors working in the colonies brought 
collector’s items back with them to Europe and offered them to both scientific 
and princely collections. From the Dutch East Indies, ethnographic objects, 
captured weapons, exotic animals like tigers and rhinos ... and human skulls 
arrived in the ducal city of Gotha.

As a rule, these souvenirs served as gifts, so there were no costs for the ducal 
administrators to enter into the ledger. In a very small number of cases, they 
apparently covered the transport costs. Otherwise, it was clear that the 
mementoes brought back from the colonies were gifts.

However, a study of the museum records regularly reveals a kind of aristocrat-
ic-academic ritual. Shortly after the objects are added to the collection, 

October 1878:
The undersigned M. van der Wal [...] 
takes the liberty of offering His 
Highness the following as a gift for 
the museum. …

donated

aw
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Leopold Ullmann 
(1813-1877)
Officer, cartographer

1862: 4  skulls
1867: 5  skulls

1862: Knight’s Cross 1st Class

1869: Commander’s Cross
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recommended

recommended
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museum director Hellmann suggests to the duke that the donor be admitted to 
the ducal Saxe-Ernestine House Order. The duke graciously agrees, admits 
them and makes the award. The consignors of natural or ethnographic objects 
and/or human skulls usually receive the Knight's Cross 2nd Class. Repeated gifts 
to the ducal collection occasionally result in an award of the higher-ranking 
Commander's Cross.

The consignors honoured in this way are conscious of the distinction. But it is 
also clear that these awards are neither a pleasant surprise nor even a coinci-
dence. The consignor correspondence reveals actual negotiations about which 
donations might lead to the bestowal of which award.

Adrian Linder sums up: “Thousands of examples of the House Order were in 
circulation. The awards were in great demand and were an effective and 
inexpensive means of expanding the scientific collections, since their bestowal 
increased the ducal collections and saved having to make costly purchases. 
Even the material value of the crosses and medals was not lost. After all, in the 
event of a death, the orders had to be returned by the heirs ... and could be 
re-awarded.”

“Acquisition by Gift, Purchase or Exchange”
For both the ducal collections and the consignors, most of whom had a military 
background, this gift and reward system was a fine thing, a win-win situation: 
coveted collection items in exchange for prestige. However, anyone who failed 
to see through this arrangement, or even demanded money, was out of luck.

Take Carl Knopp, for example: in 1864, the Weimar chamber singer offered to 
sell Friedenstein Palace a ragbag of expedition objects: human skulls, mummi-
fied crocodiles, Chinese padlocks, opium pipes, weapons and other curiosities. 
Karl-Joachim Marquardt, then director of the Gotha Collections, declined:

“Dear Sir,
Following receipt of your letter of the 7th inst., I have discussed your proposal 
with the directors of the individual collections involved in the planned 
purchase, and we are unanimously of the persuasion that no further negotia-
tions for the benefit of our collection are possible at the prices you have set. 
Given the direct connections we ourselves enjoy, we are able to acquire objects 
of this kind at a much lower price. A very handsome collection of human-race 
skulls arrived straight from Java via Rotterdam a week ago, without our 
having to pay anything other than the transport costs. In these circumstances, 
I regret that I must forego the purchase in the interest of the collections, and 
by enclosing the letter sent to me, and assuring you of my special esteem,  
I remain, 

Most respectfully,

Dr. Marquardt, Director of the Ducal Collection at Friedenstein Palace”.

The recently arrived “human-race skulls” were probably the ten skulls collected 
in hospitals in Batavia (Jakarta) by the military & municipal physician Dr Voller 
and presented to Gotha at the end of May 1864. Dr. Voller was awarded the 
Knight's Cross 2nd Class the following year, 1865.
/ A.L.  / C.K.

“Gift from Medical Officer of Health  
Dr. Voller”

Zoological Objects? 
Re-contextualising: Cabinet 
of Natural History or Cabinet of Art 
Adrian Linder is head of the Gotha research project. He studied ethnology, 
linguistics and theology, and his work over the past 40 years has included 
topics associated with Indonesia and its people. He has lived and worked on 
Java and Borneo as well as in North America and Switzerland. He is an associate 
researcher at the University of Bern. For the Gotha project, he has visited some 
half dozen countries, combed through archives and set out on the trail of the 
European donors.

Mr Linder, this is not the first time you have dealt with provenance 
research over the course of your career.
I first became involved in provenance research almost 50 years ago, when 
members of the North American First Nations called for the Bern Historical 
Museum (Bernisches Historisches Museum) to return a pipe that once be-
longed to the famous chief Sitting Bull. At the time, I served as mediator 
between the museum and the Lakota spokesperson – sadly without success.

What was your job during the years you spent on Borneo and Java? 
In West Java, I worked for a project run by the Swiss National Science Founda-
tion (Schweizerischer Nationalfonds SNSF). I investigated the history, econo-
my and cultural traditions of blacksmiths and the female woodcarvers linked to 
them. As a result, some of the weapons in the Gotha collection are very familiar 
to me. In one remote border region of Borneo, my work involved advising a 
Dayak church and specifically establishing the ethnographic basics. The church 
leadership, which consisted of members of a Dayak group that had migrated 
from the mountains, was quite unfamiliar with the language, culture and living 
conditions of many members of the church in the inaccessible river areas. I was 
increasingly able to provide my wife Margrit Linder with research data. She had 
built on her work with rattan weavers and gone on to discover the Agabag 
women’s rich material and spiritual culture and even document it in films.

So Borneo was not an unknown quantity when I received the request from 
Germany, even though the current work deals with completely different regions 
and cultures on that vast island.

The administration of the Dutch East Indies, meaning the colonial territory 
at the time, was not solely in the hands of colonial officials from the 
Netherlands. Why were so many Germans and Swiss in the Dutch East 
Indies?
At first, I myself was surprised to see how high the proportion of German and 
Swiss mercenaries in the Dutch East Indies was. In 1859, at the start of the 
Banjar War, Switzerland was even ahead of the Netherlands in providing the 
largest contingent of recruits. Thousands of German mercenaries also fought 
against the insurgents, some in leading positions, such as Captain Ullmann, 
who was so crucial to the Gotha collection. *

… at the Gotha state archive

Adrian Linder …

A Successful Deal
The lawyer C. P. K. von Winckel was  
not only a proud bearer of the ducal 
Saxe-Ernestine House Order; he was 
also appointed as private secretary  
to Ernst II.

cf. pp. 39-41

The Number
37
guilders was the cost to the state 
treasury of the award of an Order 
of Chivalry 2nd Class..
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Historians have determined that the membership of the KNIL, the Royal Dutch 
Indies Army (Koninklijk Nederlands Indisch Leger), roughly broke down as 
follows: more than half of the soldiers were locals, mainly Javanese and 
Moluccans. Of the European soldiers, only a quarter were from the Nether-
lands. Otherwise they were German, Belgian, Swiss, Luxembourgian, French 
and even African.

The proportions make sense if you consider that the Netherlands is a very small 
country that lacked sufficient manpower and thus had to recruit volunteers 
from neighbouring countries. At the same time, they demonstrate that the 
colonisation of the Dutch East Indies was not a genuinely Dutch project, but 
rather a pan-European one involving many nationalities.

Incidentally, anyone who decided to serve in the Dutch East Indies had to sign 
up for at least six years. That turned the volunteers – to quote the Dutch 
historian Martin Bossenbroek – into “living tools of empire”.

Some of the skulls owned by the Schloss Friedenstein Gotha Foundation – 
and probably also some of the collection’s ethnographic objects – are from 
“punitive expeditions” carried out by German and Swiss mercenaries. What 
kind of operations were those?
That is a euphemism for acts of war that we would call terror tactics used 
against the civilian population. These purported "punitive expeditions" were 
usually retaliation campaigns directed against unruly subjects, insurgents or 
even entire villages and regions suspected of harbouring and supporting rebels, 
or even just supplying them with food. They included killing at least the male 
population, burning down all the dwellings and destroying basic food resourc-
es, stockpiles and fields, and looting valuables and cultural goods. These 
measures were virtually identical in all the various war zones, whether they 
involved the French, the Germans, the English, the Portuguese or the Dutch. 
After all, people were taught about “punitive expeditions” in textbooks and at 
the academies, so those campaigns all followed the same pattern. There is a 
book by Götz Aly called “Das Prachtboot”, roughly The Magnificent Boat, which 
deals with conditions in German New Guinea. They are similar to what we 
know of people who took part in the Banjar War in Borneo, right down to the 
details. In the Dutch colonies, these campaigns were called “tuchtigingen”, 
“chastisements”. 

Some of the skulls are from military hospitals and were brought to Gotha, 
e.g. by a doctor who worked there. What would those hospitals have been 
like?
So far, we don’t know in detail what conditions in the hospitals were like, but 
we do know that the hygienic conditions in which the sick lived or vegetated 
there were terrible. Some of the hospitals were linked to prisons or jails, and 
even hardened European colonial officials shuddered when they went to those 
places. At the time of the Banjar War, the hospitals on Borneo were hopelessly 
overcrowded, which is why many of the sick were moved to Batavia (Jakarta).

We know of one dispute. A renowned doctor in Batavia and friend of the skull 
donor Dr. Peereboom Voller was accused by his assistant of indulging himself by 
undertaking craniological investigations and decapitating as many of those 
who died in the hospital as possible. Many of the heads from hospital fatalities 
subsequently made their way into European collections.

Bronbeek Trophy Gallery

In Gotha, the skulls were initially included in the Cabinet of Art collection 
and only transferred to the Cabinet of Natural History a few years later. 
Why? What can we conclude from that reclassification? 
As the various collections became more specialised and more professionally 
managed, it appears there was an effort to streamline the holdings. Moves in 
the opposite direction took place at the same time, with objects classified as 
“ethnographic”, i.e. worked on by humans, being transferred from the “Cabinet 
of Natural History” to the “Cabinet of Art”. The detailed biographical informa-
tion on some of the skulls demonstrates that there was initially some interest 
in the individuals concerned, at least in the colony. They were enemies known 
by name, whose heads were brought home as trophies to provide proof  
of victory. After all, the government paid very high bounties for the heads of 
wanted rebels.* For example, at Bronbeek military museum, those trophies 
were presented to an astonished public in elaborate arrangements, surrounded 
by the captured weapons, flags and art objects. In Gotha, which was not 
directly involved in the Banjar War, there seems to have been less interest in the 
identities of the dead. Even Ullmann offered the skulls as “zoological objects”, 
and only a fraction of the existing historical information was included in the 
catalogues, in clichéd form to boot. When the “collection of quadrupeds” in the 
Natural History Collection was finally completed by the donation of a group of 
“human-race skulls” from the hospital physician Peereboom Voller in Batavia, 
 it seemed an apt moment to incorporate the four former trophies from the 
Cabinet of Art into that collection as examples of "Malayans" or "half-Chinese". 
By being re-contextualised in this way, the skulls lost their historical human 
individuality and became scientific types of "homo sapiens".

In the course of the research project, 33 skulls were identified. But the 
inventories list 42 donated skulls. What about the nine skulls that have not 
been found?
In the case of two skulls, there may have been transcription errors when new 
registers were set up. Other skulls may still be at the depot, but in the wrong 
place, or they may have been lost. In Gotha at least, we have no evidence that 
they were deliberately “disposed of ”, as occurred in other German collections. 
However, it is worth noting that most of the missing skulls apparently came 
from Java. The head of a “Philippine pirate” is also missing. 

cf. pp. 23-24
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The Basics 
of an Anthropological Investigation
Dozens of skulls in a storage cabinet. Empty eye sockets, missing teeth.  
For a layperson, it is a shocking picture. For anthropologist Kristina Scheel-
en-Nováček, it is a familiar sight. She approaches the investigation with an 
expert eye and professional skill. But what exactly does she do? And what does 
she find out? This is her report on her fascinating work:

First Steps
At the start of an anthropological investigation, the basic biological data are 
assessed. Was the person in question a man or a woman? How old were they 
when they died? How tall were they? And from which part of the world did they 
or their ancestors hail? All this can be determined from the skull – at least 
approximately.

One finding is immediately evident: the Gotha skulls were never buried. While 
bones that have been in the ground for a long period of time turn dark due to 
humic acids, the Gotha skulls are somewhere between cream and ivory in 
colour. A few also show traces of bleaching. 

Excluding Sources of Error
Secondary information, such as possible inscriptions on the skulls, or informa-
tion in the inventory registers, should not be consulted at this stage, given that 
it might be wrong or inaccurate. For example: most of the Gotha skulls are 
mounted on inscribed wooden stands, a feature probably dating back to the 
late 19th or early 20th century. However, some do not have a stand, while 
others have been switched, so that, e.g. skulls of European origin are on a stand 
with an inscription referring to an Indonesian origin. To exclude such sources of 
error, the anthropological work initially focusses solely on the preserved bones 
– in this case, the skulls.

Collect Basic Data: Sex ...
The first step is to determine the biological sex. Men and women look different, 
and that is also evident from a skeleton. Ideally, one should examine the pelvis, 
because that displays the most significant difference. Women give birth, men 
do not. But the skull can also be used to determine sex. Sometimes, simply 
looking at it from the side provides the first clues: In men, the forehead usually 
recedes more sharply, and the brow ridge is more pronounced. That is because 
on average, men’s sinuses have a longer growth phase, just as the growth 
phase in men takes longer overall. Moreover, the musculature is usually more 
pronounced in men – not only on the limbs, but also on the skull. A further 
determination can therefore be made by examining the insertion and origin 
marks of the masticatory or neck muscles.

In the case of the 33 people we are dealing with here, it quickly became 
obvious that they were almost exclusively men. 17 skulls have very clear male 

characteristics. 15 others have predominantly male features. Only one skull  
is clearly different from the others. The person was much smaller and was  
a woman.

AgeatDeath ...
There are also several ways of establishing the age at which a person died. 
Unfortunately, the closure of the cranial sutures and dental abrasion usually 
only provide a very inaccurate picture and are highly dependent on individual 
and cultural factors, e.g. on a person’s diet and the resulting level of dental 
abrasion during their lifetime. That can vary significantly from one cultural area 
to another.

The maxillary sutures, i.e. the area at the top of the mouth where the two 
palatal plates meet, are more suited to determining age-at-death. They fuse 
gradually over the course of a lifetime, so the condition of the maxillary sutures 
can be used to determine the point in time at which development ceased. 
Determining the age-at-death via the maxillary sutures is a method often used 
in forensic contexts.

At the base of the skull, where the head rests on the neck, there is another 
growth plate: the sphenobasilar junction. It only begins to close at puberty. 
That process continues until roughly the mid-twenties.

It proved possible to establish that most of the 33 individuals died between the 
ages of 20 and 30. A small number may have been up to approx. 40 years of age. 
Only one man may have exceeded the age of 40 by several years.

Stature ...
Even if only the skull has been preserved rather than the entire skeleton, it is 
still possible to determine the person’s original stature. Every human skull has 
an opening that is about the size of a two-euro coin: the foramen magnum, 
through which the central nervous system with the spinal cord connects with 
the brain. Surrounding the foramen magnum, there are some 20 defined 
measuring sections. Their values can be transferred into an equation that can in 
turn be used to estimate height. The height of the human beings studied varied 
between approx. 1.58 and 1.65 metres. That agrees well with height measure-
ments carried out on male individuals living in the Dutch East Indies during the 
19th century. 

Origin ...
Men and women look different, as do adults and children. And so do people 
from different parts of the world. One of the ways in which this can be quanti-
fied is by using forensic databases capable of comparing the measurements  
of hundreds of thousands of human beings, taking in people from a wide range 
of different regions who are alive today as well as archaeological finds. These 
programmes are used to identify anonymous bodies or victims of crimes.

The outlook for the Gotha skulls was good. In 75 per cent of cases, the measure-
ments indicated a Southeast Asian origin – an astonishingly accurate result for 
such a database. Other groups of skulls of known origin whose measurements 
were also entered into a forensic database only yielded a hit ratio of approx.  
50 per cent. That is where the limitations of this method become apparent. 
Human anatomy is not as easy to determine as is often assumed ... or as 
portrayed in many crime series. No serious anthropologist, working solely from 
skull measurements, could say that a person came from Germany, let alone 

MEASUREMENTS
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Hat Brim, Cervical Vertebrae  
 
and Occipital Condyles
Anthropologists are not coroners. Livor mortis, symptoms of poisoning or 
strangulation marks do not fall within their remit. They work with the bones, 
and nothing but the bones. And yet many things can be identified and  
reconstructed from the bones ... if you know how to interpret the signs.

Kristina Scheelen-Nováček: “In the case of the Gotha skulls, I was able to 
identify two types of injuries or traumas. Firstly, what anthropologists call 
’antemortem‘ traumas – injuries sustained during life – and secondly, injuries 
that occurred around the time of death: ’perimortem‘ traumas.”

Antemortem 
Five of the 33 individuals had injuries that had healed – actual scarring on  
the bone. One of the men, for instance, had suffered a broken nose during his 
lifetime. That fracture had healed but remained visible on the bone.

The other traumas were all located relatively high up on the head: either on the 
forehead, above the orbital roofs, or right on the top of the skull. In all these 
cases, they were above what is known as the “hat brim line”, the line that a hat 
would describe on the head. And that is interesting, because injuries are not all 
equal. The location above that imaginary hat brim indicates that the injury was 
very probably caused by interpersonal violence, i.e. fighting among individuals. 
That is not hard to imagine. If someone is injured in a fall, they tend to fall  
on the part of the skull that juts out the farthest, in other words, exactly on,  
or slightly below, the hat brim line, or alternatively, on to their face. Traumas 
above that line, however, are more likely to be due to violence such as blows.  
In forensic science, this is aptly referred to as the “hat brim rule”.

An exception to this rule, however, are falls from a great height, e.g. down a 
flight of stairs. That can cause trauma to the entire skull. But in the case of the 
Gotha skulls, there is a lot of evidence supporting the theory of violence. The 
healed injuries generally had an elongated or irregular roundish-oval shape, 
which suggests blunt force. One can even draw conclusions about the shape  
of the objects that caused those injuries. Sticks, for example, leave elongated 
marks; stones, clubs and slingshot projectiles leave irregular rounded impres-
sions. So, without too much speculation, the observed healed traumas can  
be read as signs of combat situations, physical confrontations or injuries during 
combat training.

Perimortem
Some bone injuries display no signs of healing – these are known as perimor-
tem traumas, injuries that occurred during, shortly before, or shortly after,  
the time of death.

from Northern Germany, and was of this or that descent. At best, it is possible 
to establish the approximate origin at the continent level. There are no “human 
races”.

Moreover, male and female morphological characteristics on a skull are more 
distinctive than those related to origin. A European woman’s skull usually 
resembles the skull of an Asian or African woman more than that of a European 
man.

Conclusion
After several weeks of working on the skulls, it was clear: these were almost 
exclusively men who had died at a relatively young age and who came from  
the Southeast Asian region. But what had they died of? How had they died? And 
what happened to them afterwards? The most important questions remained 
unsolved. In the articles on the following pages, we will be providing answers 
to those questions.    / K.S.N  / C.K.

Kristina Scheelen-Nováček  
transferring measurement data  
into a forensic database

Biogeographical origin can only roughly be determined within general areas. 
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En Route to Europe: 
the Skulls’ Fortunes Post-mortem
After the individuals had died and their heads had been severed, the story was 
far from over. First of all, the heads (which were still on the Indonesian islands) 
were prepared. Skin, hair, muscles, tendons, the brain – all soft tissues prone  
to decay had to be stripped, and the bone degreased.

Defleshing
If sufficient time is available, it is possible to work very cleanly and effectively  
by using certain insects, e.g. larder beetles (Dermestes lardarius). In the case  
of the Gotha skulls, however, defleshing was carried out more rapidly. Most of 
the soft tissue of the head was cut away by hand. Blades and scalpels have left 
fine cut marks on the surfaces of the skulls. Typically, these are mainly found  
at the insertion and origin marks of the muscles, where removing the tissue  
is more difficult. The skulls were then either given a lengthy soaking or boiled  
in a soap or detergent solution. That served to remove any remaining soft 
tissue and degrease the skulls. In some instances, this was done carefully, while 
others were dealt with rather carelessly. As a result, several skulls still contain  
a large amount of fat in the bone tissue, which in some cases even promoted 
mould infestation. And depending on how well the degreased skulls were 
washed, there are often remnants of soap or detergent in inaccessible places – 
e.g. in channels and openings for vessels and nerves. These traces were 
discovered during the anthropological examination.

The skull specimens then almost certainly made their way from Batavia 
(Jakarta) to Rotterdam by sea, most probably in the luggage of their owners, 
i.e. the people who would soon be offering them to museum collections.

Newspapers
Once in Europe, the skulls were mounted on black bases. To fix them in place, 
an iron rod was passed through the foramen magnum and secured to the base. 
To ensure a close fit between the rod and the bone, it was driven through a cork 
roughly four centimetres in diameter. If the cork was too small, it was wrapped 
in several layers of newspaper, which increased the diameter and absorbed any 
remaining fat. These pieces of newspaper have only come to light now, during 
the anthropological examination.

These are Dutch-, French- and German-language newspapers, which – as far as 
could be established – date from 1860 and from May 1862. They include reports 
on the French intervention in Mexico, stock market prices, theatre and concert 
programmes and birth announcements. They were obviously randomly 
selected and used only as filler material. One Belgian newspaper, for example, 
had been ripped into several pieces and was found inside three different skulls.

In the inventories, the skulls containing these scraps of newspaper had 
consecutive numbers and were supplied by the physician Dr. Dirk Peereboom 

For example, on the forehead of one individual, there is an instance of sharp 
trauma in the form of an almost vertical slash mark. It was probably caused  
by a bladed weapon, although it only penetrated the bone by a few millimetres. 
Another person had no fewer than five such sharp force traumas on his face.  
He had suffered two stab wounds as well as two slashes on the right-hand side 
of the forehead, where the slightly curved shape of the blade is still clearly 
recognisable. An equally sharp, thin blade – possibly the same one – had struck 
him in the right cheek. It had severed the crown of one of his rear lower molars, 
penetrated the right lower mandibular branch and become jammed there.

Especially striking and shocking, however, are the traumas found on two men 
who were evidently executed. Their skulls also bore traces of a violent impact 
by a sharp, tapering object. However, these traumas were located low down on 
the skull: on the posterior base of the skull, which is actually protected by the 
neck and the cervical spine. So those injuries must have been inflicted after the 
heads had been severed. They would be anatomically impossible otherwise. 
And indeed, one of the skulls displays fine incision marks on the right occipital 
condyle – an indication that the skull was severed from the first cervical 
vertebra. The heads were probably severed shortly after death – within a few 
days. 

In the case of one of the two individuals, three shallow notches are visible. They 
are only approx. three millimetres deep and are located on the outer surface of 
the cranial base. A large, pointed object was thrust into the base of the skull 
from behind at a shallow angle of about 30°. However, these multiple punc-
tures did not completely penetrate the cranial base. At that point, the skull still 
retained its soft tissue, and the remains of the cervical spine were perhaps also 
still attached, which may have partly obstructed the thrusts. *

The other individual has a deep notch on the cranial base which completely 
severed the sphenobasilar junction. It was most likely caused by a large, 
pointed object, e.g., a lance or spear, being thrust forward into the skull from 
behind at a relatively steep angle of approx. 80°. *

Both the location and the type of trauma indicate that in both cases, the 
severed head was impaled, perhaps for the purpose of public display. This 
assumption is indirectly confirmed by finding pupae of phorid flies (Phoridae) 
inside the cavities of one of the skulls. Phorid flies are typical necrophages that 
take up residence in the moist environment present during the first phase of 
decomposition. They had apparently infested the head, which had been on 
display for a fairly long period of time. They were not completely removed 
during subsequent processing, and they are still visible with the naked eye 
today.    / K.S.N. / C.K.

A pupa of the necrophagous phorid fly 
under a reflected light microscope.

A precise fit! The scraps of newspaper 
found inside several skulls all came 
from a single page. So the skulls  
in question were clearly mounted  
on their bases at the same time.

cf. p. 38

cf. pp. 34-35
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Wasting Syndrome
They suffered from anaemia, scurvy and tuberculosis: although most of the 
people studied died more than 150 years ago, evidence of several diseases can 
be found on their skulls.

They all have one thing in common: they were sick as a result of great poverty 
and hardship; they suffered from infectious diseases such as tuberculosis or 
from deficiency diseases that had developed due to prolonged nutrient deficien-
cy, e.g. scurvy or anaemia. From our current point of view, these are avoidable 
diseases that could have been eliminated after brief treatment or with vitamin 
supplementation. But in the 19th century, they were part of many people's 
everyday lives. Because the whole situation resembled a snowball effect, with 
the first deficiency disease often triggering another. 

Kristina Scheelen-Nováček was able to reliably diagnose the three diseases 
presented below.
 

The Problem with Husked Rice
Fatigue, concentration problems, headaches, shortness of breath, dizziness 
and tachycardia – anyone suffering from chronic anaemia does not have an 
insufficient volume of blood overall; instead, they have a lack of haemoglobin 
– red blood pigment.

Anthropologist Kristina Scheelen-Nováček explains what happens: “If the 
haemoglobin concentration in the blood drops, or there are not enough red 
blood cells, the level of oxygen supplied to the body becomes inadequate.  
The body compensates by increasing the heart rate. Blood is pumped faster 
through the circulatory system, because you want to take in enough oxygen 
when you breathe. That means you become very short of breath, the heart is 
overworked, and in severe cases it can even lead to heart failure. To be able to 
absorb more oxygen, the body has to produce more red blood cells. These are 
formed in the bone marrow of the skull, the spine and thorax, among other 
places, or more precisely, in the red bone marrow. In severe anaemia, the body 
tries to increase production by forming more red bone marrow. If there is  
an excessive increase in blood formation over an extended period of time, this 
stress condition leads to thickening, and in extreme cases, porosity of the bone. 
Symptoms of anaemia can be identified with a fair degree of certainty on at 
least five of the Gotha skulls.”

Voller. However, they only entered the collection in 1865, in other words, three 
and five years after the newspapers had been published. Could old newspapers 
have been used when the skulls were being mounted? Perhaps even the same 
newspaper pages in which the skulls had been wrapped for shipping? Or had 
the skulls been in Europe for some time before they were offered to the Gotha 
collection? To date, these questions remain unanswered.

Name Tags
Other skulls had a handwritten label attached to them after they arrived in 
Europe, or possibly even before they left the Dutch East Indies. These labels 
were usually glued in place just above the forehead and are now in very 
different states of preservation. They give the person’s name, sometimes also 
the date of their death and their ethnicity as defined by the donors. In the case 
of the skulls presented by Leopold Ullmann in 1862, the labels were sufficiently 
detailed to provide important clues that helped to reconstruct the individual’s 
biography. * Many skulls bear handwritten notes in ink or pencil, some legible 
and others now faded. These may include a name, date of death or ethnicity, 
but also personal remarks by the consignor. *

Teaching Resources
Two skulls were processed into anatomical specimens, most likely after they 
arrived in Gotha. To that end, they were sawn apart, either by opening up the 
skull sagittally, i.e. in a line from front to back, or transversely, i.e. by removing 
the top of the skull. Today, there are small, typewritten adhesive labels inside 
the skulls indicating the anterior, middle and posterior cranial fossa or the 
foramen magnum. It is not known who used these specimens for teaching 
purposes, or where and how that occurred.     / K.S.N.  / C.K.

 

Stock market news, wedding and 
concert announcements. Scrap of 
Belgian newspaper dated 28 May 1862

cf. pp. 36-37

cf. pp. 39-41
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Scurvy – not just a Seafarers’ Disease
“It is terrible: their mouths became so foul and the gums so rotten that all  
the flesh fell off even to the roots of their teeth, which almost all dropped out.  
The disease spread so widely on our three ships that by the middle of February, 
of our company of 100, not even ten remained in good health.”

Seafarer Jacques Cartier in around 1540, describing the mysterious disease  
that had taken hold among his sailors. “An unknown disease began to spread 
among us in the harshest fashion ever heard of or seen. Some lost all their 
strength and were no longer able to support themselves. Then their legs 
became fat and swollen. [...] Their nerves contracted and turned black as coal. 
[...] Their mouths became so foul and the gums so rotten that all the flesh fell 
off even to the roots of their teeth, which almost all dropped out.“

For centuries, scurvy – or scorbutus – inspired fear as a disease of seafarers. 
After a few weeks at sea, it would start with fatigue, dizziness and joint pain. 
Wounds no longer healed; there was subcutaneous haemorrhaging, depres-
sion, hallucinations, high fever and finally death. According to estimates, more 
than half of all seafarers died from scurvy.

Whitish New Bone Formations
Even though their owners were definitely not seafarers, some of the Gotha 
skulls show clear traces of severe scurvy: whitish, finely porous new bone 
formations, especially in the areas of tendon or ligament attachment marks. 
Having examined the skulls, anthropologist Kristina Scheelen-Nováček 
explained: “The whitish, finely porous new bone formations are the remains of 
haemorrhagic activity, i.e. bleeding under the periosteum. The formations were 
found in areas of high mechanical stress, e.g. at muscle insertion and origin 
points, around the dental alveoli – which are exposed to pressure whilst 
chewing – and in the area of the bony cerebral blood vessels. Collagen forma-
tion is disrupted and oozing bleeds occur. These are all symptoms of scurvy. 
Also, since haemorrhaging did not occur at all sites simultaneously, different 
stages of healing were observable. Based on this typical combination of 
symptoms, I concluded that it was scurvy.” 

For scurvy to leave such substantial marks on the bone, the deficiency must 
have existed for weeks or even months. At that stage, people were probably  
no longer able to walk unaided, their skin would have been covered in bruises,  
they would have lost their sight and must have suffered great pain. 

Captain Cook and the “Sour Krout”
The cause of scurvy – a chronic lack of vitamin C over a lengthy period of time 
– had still not been established even in the 1860s and ’70s. Nevertheless, the 
first possible routes to a cure and prevention had been found. James Cook’s 
scheme of serving sauerkraut (choucroute, pickled cabbage) to his crew on his 

As to the causes of the anaemia suffered by the people whose skulls display 
these alterations today – we can only speculate. 

Chronic nutritional iron or protein deficiency can lead to anaemia, though 
probably in a much milder form that leaves little or no alterations on the 
skeleton. More likely, in the case of the Gotha skulls, is a parasite infestation  
of the intestinal tract in the form of worms, or a malaria infection. A chronic 
deficiency of thiamine, vitamin B1, is another possible cause. This would 
coincide with a well-known historical development. In the second half of the 
19th century, when these individuals died, the practice of husking rice was 
adopted across Asia and carried out in large rice mills. So people were suddenly 
eating mainly polished rice. This industrial processing was doubly harmful. 
Firstly, the nutrients contained in the husk were lost; and secondly, the husked 
rice was susceptible to mould. The result was the spread of vague disease 
patterns known collectively as beriberi. What they all had in common was 
chronic thiamine deficiency. 

Wobbly Gait and Trembling Knees
Kristina Scheelen-Nováček: “Beriberi doesn’t have a uniform clinical picture.  
On the one hand, it causes severe neuropathy, starting with numb hands and 
feet and culminating in a characteristic wobbly gait – in fact the disease is 
sometimes known in German as “Schafsgang” – sheep’s gait. But cardiopathy 
can also occur. There are two major types of beriberi, wet and dry. The dry type 
is associated with severe emaciation, pain and impaired consciousness. People 
rapidly lose weight. The wet type is just the opposite: people suffer from 
breathing difficulties, heart failure and, as a result, from massive oedema, 
which causes the limbs to swell. Both types quickly lead to death if left untreat-
ed. In the 19th century, beriberi was very widespread in Southeast Asia.  
So I think it may well have triggered the anaemia noted.”   / K.S.N. / C.K.

Jacob de Bondt
was the first medical doctor to describe beriberi. The Dutch physician had 
come to Batavia (Jakarta) with the Dutch East India Company. In around 
1630, he observed sick people on Java who were so weakened that they could 
only walk with an unsteady stagger. He gave this phenomenon the name 
“beriberi”, which is supposedly derived from a Javanese dialect word for 
“sheep”.

This patient was suffering from the dry 
type of beriberi.

Grapefruits, lemons, oranges 
Vitamin C would have overcome the 
mysterious disease.
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Tuberculosis – Consumption –
White Plague 
Tuberculosis was without a doubt one of the major social topics of the 19th and 
early 20th centuries – as witness the fashionable sanatorium guests in Thomas 
Mann’s “Magic Mountain”, the sobbing “Lady of the Camellias” (originally by 
Dumas) and even an emaciated Franz Kafka. The selfless sacrifice of a consump-
tive courtesan moved generations of readers and opera-goers to tears, and 
Hans Castorp's descent into death made cultural history.

But despite the aesthetic re-framing of the disease, we must not forget that 
before effective antibiotics were developed the 1940s, tuberculosis was 
regarded as incurable and claimed countless lives. In Europe and the United 
States, roughly one in every seven deaths was due to this lung disease.

Mycobacterium tuberculosis
Being infected with Mycobacterium tuberculosis does not automatically mean 
that the disease will develop. But if the bacteria encounter a weakened 
immune system, they can trigger inflammation in the lung tissue; destroy that 
tissue, cause chest pain, loss of appetite and a cough producing bloody 
sputum. They can spread throughout the body via the bloodstream or, more 
rarely, the lymphatic system, and affect the organs, bones and brain. Tubercu-
lous meningitis is usually fatal.

Six of the 33 individuals examined suffered from tuberculosis that had spread to 
the brain, triggered meningitis and left traces on the skull: lesions, i.e. irregular 
rows of tiny impressions on the inside of the base of the skull.

"Fingerprints" inside the Skull
These may be linked to an increased occurrence of what is known as “impres-
siones digitatae”, i.e. “finger-shaped impressions” observed on the skulls. 
Kristina Scheelen-Nováček explains their origin: “Over an extended period, 
meningitis can increase the pressure inside the skull, e.g. if the cerebrospinal 
fluid (CSF) can no longer drain properly. That leads to an increase in the 
impressiones digitatae, i.e. the imprints of the cerebral convolutions on  
the inside of the cranial roof, which resemble impressions left by fingers.  
In advanced cases of tuberculosis affecting the brain, increased intracranial 
pressure may lead to neurological deficits, coma and often ends fatally even 
now.”

Interestingly, three of the six skulls displaying signs of tuberculous meningitis 
had been opened using a horizontal incision. Obviously, autopsies had been 

second voyage to the South Seas is legendary. When no-one wanted to eat the 
revolting rabbit food, he himself eagerly devoured it  ... and found enthusiastic 
imitators. Because anything the captain enjoyed, had to be good! On his return 
to England in 1775, he proudly noted in his logbook that he had lost only four 
men during the entire three-year voyage – and not a single case of scurvy 
among them!

Before James Cook came along with his sauerkraut trick, there had been studies 
by a Scottish M.D. called James Lind. He had systematically tested treatment 
methods, and treated comparable groups of test subjects with different acidic 
foods. In the group given lemons and oranges, the symptoms disappeared  
after a few days. But lemons and oranges were expensive and difficult to store, 
so the sailors switched to a different acidic food... and were lucky. Although 
sauerkraut has significantly less vitamin C than citrus fruits, it had enough  
to see Cook's crew through three years of dietary deprivation.

Living Conditions
At first glance, it is surprising that people from Java and Borneo, i.e. a tropical 
region, suffered from vitamin C deficiency. Kristina Scheelen-Nováček points  
to the biographical backgrounds of the people involved: "If you think about  
the circumstances in which these people died, it may provide some level of 
explanation. Some of them were executed. No doubt they spent time in prison 
beforehand, months perhaps, and their diet was probably vitamin-deficient. 
That may be one reason. And if these people were insurgents, they may have 
had to remain in hiding for a long period of time, and there again, they would 
have been unable to eat a sufficiently vitamin-rich diet. It is also conceivable 
that they were already weakened by another illness, and if they did ingest 
vitamin C, their body may have been unable to metabolise it adequately.  
There are often interactions between different wasting diseases."

It is no longer possible to determine the cause, circumstances and origin of 
scurvy in these people with precision; only its symptoms are still recognisable.

Incidentally, neither the physician James Lind, nor the navigator James Cook, 
nor the 19th century colonial rulers were aware of what really caused scurvy – 
the lack of vitamin C. It was not until the 1920s that biochemists succeeded in 
isolating a crystalline substance from lemon juice, orange juice or white 
cabbage: ascorbic acid, the “anti-scurvy vitamin”.    / K.S.N. / C.K.

Another remedy. 
The leaves of lesser celandine (Ficaria 
verna) are also high in vitamin C 

Haemorrhaging into surrounding 
tissue, shown in an early 20th century 
textbook 

“He studied the marks and 
lines, the black ripples in the 
inner chest cavity, while his 
fellow observer never tired of 
looking at Joachim's sepulchral 
form and skeletal remains,  
that stark frame and spindly 
memento. Devotion and terror 
filled him.”

Thomas Mann, 
The Magic Mountain

X-ray of a tuberculous lung
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Dental Evidence
Tooth enamel is the hardest substance in the human body. And dentists and 
archaeologists are not alone in being aware that teeth tell us an astonishing 
amount about a person’s way of life. Signs of wear, plaque, mechanically 
induced changes ... examining the teeth of the Gotha skulls has been quite 
revealing.

Six of the 33 People had their Teeth Artificially Altered:
The anterior surfaces of the incisors, and in some cases also of the canines, 
were filed into a concave shape. In some cases, the visible hollows are painted 
black – a very eye-catching intervention that makes the otherwise white teeth 
appear dark. One person had incisors and canines that were mechanically 
shortened, i.e. filed down.

31 of the 33 People had Red Deposits on their Teeth:
In large parts of Southeast Asia, the nuts of the betel palm (Areca catechu)  
are chopped up, mixed with spices and slaked lime, wrapped in the leaves  
of the betel vine (Piper betle) and then chewed. The effect is similar to that  
of cigarettes. Chewing betel is relaxing and suppresses feelings of hunger.  
It stimulates the flow of saliva and stains the teeth dark red. However, the lime 
in the mix affects the gums, and the increase in saliva production leads to more 
calculus formation. Hence the traces of distinct periodontitis in the majority  
of the skulls examined. According to WHO estimates, 600,000 million people 
still regularly chew betel.

14 of the 33 People had False or Transposed Teeth:  
Many of the teeth, especially the front teeth with their single root, had fallen 
out over the past 150 years. However, in the case of the Gotha skulls, something 
odd had happened. In nine skulls, teeth were in the wrong tooth sockets. Some 
teeth had been glued back in – frequently back to front. Often, those teeth 
were from other individuals. In five skulls, missing teeth had been replaced with 
copies made from suralin, type of modelling clay from GDR times that is cured 
by applying heat. To make the teeth look “genuine”, even the dark red plaque 
from chewing betel was recreated.    / K.S.N.  / C.K.

performed on them. These patients would certainly have had neurological 
deficits at the end of their lives, and perhaps that led to the decision to open the 
skulls, in order to establish a more precise cause. Perhaps those involved also 
wanted to remove the brain, because at the time, brains were collected as well 
as skulls and other body parts."

TB has not been Overcome
Although it hardly poses a threat in the wealthy countries of the 21st century, 
tuberculosis remains one of the most dangerous bacterial infectious diseases  
in the world. It has been endemic in Southeast Asia since the 19th century.  
The WHO currently gives an incidence of 300 to 500 per 100,000 inhabitants 
for the Indonesian archipelago.    / K.S.N.  / C.K.

« Je ne cesse de cracher le sang. 
Oh ! Je vous ferais peine si vous 
me voyiez. »

"I have been spitting blood all 
the time. Oh, you would be 
sorry for me if you could see 
me!"  

Alexandre Dumas fils,  
La dame aux camélias

Betel nut palm (Areca catechu)

The Battle against Tuberculosis
 
 1822 Robert Koch describes the causative agent of tuberculosis,  
  Mycobacterium tuberculosis.

 1904  Lydia Rabinowitsch detects tubercle bacilli in raw milk. 

 1921 A vaccine developed by Albert Calmette and Camille Guérin  
  is used on humans for the first time.

 1943 The antibiotic streptomycin enables active treatment  
  of the disease.

 1952 The drug isoniazid is developed and used in combination  
  with streptomycin.

  1960ff Following the development of the antibiotics  
  ethambutol and rifampicin, tuberculosis becomes less 
   terrifying. However, the effort to eradicate the disease  
  is unsuccessful.

 1996  The WHO declares the 24th of March to be World Tuberculosis 
   Day. Even now, almost 1.5 million people die of tuberculosis 
  every year, mainly in countries of the Global South.
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Measurement Sense and Nonsense  
Methods of Anthropology

Kristina Scheelen-Nováček is a biological anthropologist and hence one of the 
most important members of the project team. She examined the 33 skulls and 
discovered a great deal about the circumstances of those people's lives and 
deaths. Here, she reports on unusual observations, special methods and her 
very specialised profession.

Ms. ScheelenNováček, you’ve been part of the research team at the 
Schloss Friedenstein Foundation for a year. You’ve worked in Göttingen 
and now live in Weimar – and this is not the first time Gotha has played  
a role in your life...

Yes, indeed, there has frequently been a Gotha connection to my work. 

At the University Medical Centre Göttingen, I spent several years working on  
a project that involved investigating some of the skulls from the Blumenbach 
Skull Collection. Johann Friedrich Blumenbach hailed from Gotha, and the 
collection is probably one of the oldest and most important anywhere in the 
world. My work focused on the collection‘s oldest skulls, specifically those given 
to Blumenbach in the 1780s by Baron Georg Thomas von Asch, surgeon general 
to Catherine II, “the Great”. Blumenbach established the fundamentals of 
anthropology as a scientific discipline, based in part on those skulls, and is now 
referred to as the father of anthropology and of comparative anatomy.

My first scientific assignment from Thuringia was also linked to Gotha. The 
Museum of Pre- and Protohistory of Thuringia in Weimar commissioned me  
to carry out a lifelike facial reconstruction of the Merovingian warrior known  
as “Herr von Boilstädt” – the “Lord of Boilstädt”. His richly equipped grave was 
discovered during building work on a new Gotha-Boilstädt bypass. The silicone 
rubber model, which reconstructed the soft tissue of his face, can be seen in 
Weimar as part of the museum's permanent exhibition. 

And now, just a few years later, my work on our project has again brought me 
to Gotha. 

And how did you proceed in terms of method? How did you examine the 
skulls?
For the examination, I applied methods drawn from forensic anthropology as 
well as from paleopathology. I started by closely examining the skulls visually, 
e.g. to determine the sex and age-at-death, but also to detect traces of 
diseases or injuries. If a feature was conspicuous, e.g. because it was not in line 
with the normal anatomical and physiological range of variance in humans, 
and hence suggested the presence of a pathological process, that area of the 
skull was examined in more detail, e.g. with a magnifying glass or a reflected 
light microscope. The latter was also used to examine the teeth and look for 

possible traces connected to the preparation of the skulls. An endoscope might 
be used for a closer examination of the inside of the skull and the ear canal.  
I also took certain measurements that were intended, e.g. to estimate the 
individuals’ stature and for use in forensic databases.

But you didn’t use any invasive methods?
In fact, no samples of any kind were taken from the bones or teeth for further 
investigations. Although those would be of great interest scientifically, e.g. for 
clues to the genetic origin of the people involved, or even in order to examine 
stable isotopes, which can provide information on diet and geographical origin, 
among other things. One could also make a more precise determination of 
many diseases by drawing on genetics, or by examining thin sections of bone 
with an optical microscope. However, some might see sampling, and hence 
deliberately damaging the skulls, as offensive, and it might also violate religious 
rules and sensibilities. So we deliberately refrained from the practice.

And you resorted to an unusual method, i.e. black light. Why? What does it 
help you to see?
By using black light, a.k.a. UVA light, you can detect traces of optically active 
substances that are invisible to the naked eye. For instance, I was able to 
identify residues of soap or detergent that had been used to degrease the skulls 
during preparation. I found them in the existing saw marks on several skulls 
that had been opened horizontally. So we can assume that the skulls were most 
likely cut open before they were prepared, probably during autopsies or when 
the brain was removed. The writing on the skulls, which had been carried out  
in ink and some of which was very faded, was much easier to see under black 
light. That meant I was also able to assist in reading and deciphering the 
inscriptions on the skulls. 

As you mention, many of the skulls are labelled or have writing on them. 
Donors or former collection staff left handwritten notes. Some skulls even 
have labels glued to them with closely written remarks. Is this a common 
finding for an anthropologist? Do you see this often?
It depends. Most of the skulls I usually examine come from excavated old 
graves, from battlefield fatalities or from forensic contexts. Grave goods or 
personal objects provide additional information. Sometimes you find an inscrip-
tion on an existing gravestone, or in the case of fallen soldiers, their identifica-
tion tags. Human remains from forensic contexts tend not to be labelled. 
Unfortunately, the perpetrators rarely do us that favour.

In museum collections, tombs or ossuaries, on the other hand, it is common 
to find inscriptions on the skulls themselves. For example, in Hallstatt in Upper 
Austria, there is an ossuary where the skulls of former villagers are on display. 
These are decoratively painted with flowers and vines, and also bear names and 
birth & death dates. In Sedlec, in central Bohemia, there is a chapel in which 
all the interior furnishings and decoration are made from the human bones 
of medieval plague victims. There is even a plaque with information about the 
man who created it all, with the letters made up of small bones. Even relics 
were often modified in quite interesting ways. 

The labels I saw in Gotha were unusual, because even in old collections, you 
rarely come across such detailed information written directly on to the skulls. 
The skulls in the Blumenbach Collection in Göttingen, for example, often have 
the inventory number and a few individual words, mostly giving the ethnicity 
as defined by the donors at the time. It is extremely rare to find names and 

Kristina Scheelen-Nováček

Sunglasses required:  
examining the skulls under black light
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dates of death (common on the Gotha skulls). And if you do find them, it is 
more probably in the respective inventory lists or catalogues. In at least two 
cases in Gotha, there are closely written labels affixed to the skull, stating the 
reasons for the execution of the person whose skull it was. That is something  
I had never seen before. 

As an anthropologist, you measure human dimensions and proportions 
and draw conclusions from the data. But is measuring human beings in 
this way ethically justifiable? Doesn’t it amount to thinking in terms of 
“human races”?
No. On the contrary! First of all, measuring as such is surely not ethically 
questionable. Numbers, letters and formulae are neutral and do not involve  
a value judgement. What may be ethically questionable, however, is what can 
be made of them as a result of erroneous, tendentious interpretations, a lack  
of background knowledge and bad intentions.

To give an example of why measuring makes sense: a great many of the 
measurements I take are for the purpose of estimating stature. Often, it’s also 
to do with physical proportions, which are crucial, e.g. in industry or crafts. 
Think of the size and shape of shoes, clothing or seats on trains – all areas 
where you need anthropological measurements. But when it comes to 
measurements that can be used to determine facial anatomy and serve as a 
way to assess biogeographical origin, you need to take a more differentiated 
approach. 

... because they may suggest a tendency to think in terms of races?
Not for anyone who knows anything about the issue. As you find out more 
about human variability, you gain a clearer insight into how similar we all are. 
Scientifically speaking, applying the term “race” to human beings is simply 
wrong. A race – we would say breed – is a deliberately bred group of physically 
similar individuals of the same species, e.g. dogs, cats or horses. It is precisely 
because of targeted breeding that the gene pool of these groups of animals nar-
rows, so that certain features appear more frequently, or undesirable ones are 
“bred out”. This procedure is ancient – people have been deliberately breeding 
animals since the Stone Age. But, as we now know, selection and breeding also 
lead to occasionally serious consequences: overbred dogs that are prone to 
certain diseases and die young, have various physical and mental limitations 
– all consequences of the gene pool being too small.

If you are aware of this background, you cannot speak of  “races” in humans.  
It is simply not possible. We would have died out long ago. In the 19th century, 
of course, little was known about the genetic fundamentals. But the concept of 
“races” provided an apparently scientific justification for discriminating against 
certain people or groups of people, which was socially or economically desira-
ble or deemed to be necessary. And it is precisely in relation to that purpose 
that the concept burdens and haunts us with its ugliness to this day.

But human beings do look different.
Absolutely. But those differences are not associated with “races”. For example, 
take any European population. The range of variance within that and ultimate-
ly any human population is much broader than the supposed differences 
between “peoples” that still at least subliminally float around in many people's 
minds even now. At this point, we are only talking about the biogeographical 
basics. They tell us nothing about how individual human beings identified 
themselves and how they were influenced by their culture. Assigning people to 

Kristina Scheelen-Nováček  
at a microscope

Red spots around the nose, mouth, beneath the eye sockets and on the zygomatic bones. Certain findings on the skulls  
are recorded on standardised charts.
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a certain “ethnicity” – to the extent that the concept is at all useful – cannot 
work solely based on biological data. I find it appalling when people with clearly 
limited background knowledge get biological, cultural, geographical or even 
linguistic attributes mixed up and confused. That does happen, and unfortu-
nately, it has often happened in order to justify particular political goals.

You mean during the era of colonialism?
Among others. Some 19th century scientists more or less actively supported 
colonialism by portraying light-skinned people as supposedly superior. By doing 
so, they provided pseudo-scientific justification for why, in dealing with the 
supposedly inferior human being, the supposedly superior human was allowed 
call the shots. And yet, even in those days, science was well aware that the 
existing differences in appearance between various groups of humans did not 
justify that kind of distinction. Nevertheless, some scientists stubbornly 
refused to accept that, even as the 19th century was coming to a close. They 
continued to claim that the size and shape of the brain, which can be deduced 
very accurately from the skull, was linked to a person's intellect and mental 
abilities. “Craniology” was the term they used. That is why many novels from 
the period, including the “Sherlock Holmes” stories, use phrases like “the 
beetling forehead, the sunken animal eyes and receding forehead of a typical 
criminal”. Not to mention “Goethe's lofty brow” here in Germany. And – who 
would have believed it possible! – the features common to Europeans were 
more likely to be associated with positive traits by those same mostly European 
scholars.

Pretty transparent. Has that kind of thinking changed?
Yes and no. As neuroscience evolved, it was discovered that neither the shape 
nor size of the brain had any influence on its ability to function. With that, you 
might have thought the whole concept would have died a death. But to some 
extent it persists to this day: in language, in the portrayal of stereotypical 
figures in the film industry, in politics. Or in xenophobia. During the Third Reich, 
we had a terrible demonstration of where a misreading of scientific data can 
lead. At the time, it had long been known that there was no link between 
external measurements and a person's intellectual or other abilities. It was also 
known that no measurement in the world could distinguish between the 
supposed “races” of human beings. Nevertheless, European scientists ultimately 
provided the rationale and the justification for the slaughter of millions of 
people.

Against this historical backdrop, any benefits of skull measurement soon tend 
to be disregarded, unfortunately. But they do exist. Forensic databases, to 
which these measurements can be added, and facial soft tissue reconstruc-
tions, which are also based on measurement data, are extremely useful. They 
have enabled countless unknown victims of war, accidents or crime to be 
identified and criminals convicted. Families whose relatives have died as 
refugees in the deserts or oceans of this world can be informed. Anthropologi-
cal measurements are crucial to such identifications, as are genetic and dental 
investigations. But to carry them out, you need reference values, as many data 
points as possible, and preferably from all over the world. That is why we still 
carry out measurements. 

The Number
4
months was the time it took to travel from Batavia (Jakarta) to Rotterdam by sea in the 19th century.
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A CHANGE OF PERSPECTIVE 

The Female Voice 
 
Swiss artist Olivia Abächerli speculates on the life of Ibu Silla, a forgotten 
woman 

The Return of Borneo Louis
When Captain Alois Wyrsch, a.k.a. Borneo Louis, returned to Switzerland from 
Banjarmasin in 1832 with two of his non-white children, he was a wealthy man. 
As a military and civilian governor for the Dutch army, he had suffered a facial 
wound and received 1,000 guilders annually from the Dutch colonial state 
– equivalent to more than 150,000 euros today. After his return, he embarked 
on a political career. He served as chairman of the Canton of Nidwalden 
government and ultimately represented his canton on the commission that 
drew up the Swiss Federation’s new constitution in 1848. An important figure 
for modern Switzerland. 

His daughter, Constantia Wyrsch, received a good education, was married (in 
keeping with her rank) to a man from another leading Nidwalden family and 
was a stage performer. His son, Alois Wyrsch junior, was meant to return to the 
colonial territories after completing his education. But he remained in Switzer-
land and followed his father into politics. In 1860, he was elected to the 
National Council and became Switzerland’s first Member of Parliament of 
Colour.

A Fragmented Family History.
So where was the children’s mother? She had been left behind in Southeast Asia 
with the third child, the youngest. Two more children appear to have died in 
infancy. Alois Wyrsch’s diaries, which run to 200 pages, are now in the Canton 
of Nidwalden‘s state archives. An entire life in books. And yet they only provide 
limited information about Wyrsch's Bornean family. In many places, the records 
have been censored. Passages have been crossed out to the point of illegibility, 
or been carefully cut out with a small pair of scissors – specifically, wherever 
there is mention of the indigenous Southeast Asian woman Ibu Silla (or 
“Johanna van den Berg”, or “Belle”).

Silence, Gaps and Speculation
The way history is written, the decision about what is mentioned and what is 
not – all that is an expression of the balance of power in matters both small and 
large. That also holds true of the balance between Alois Wyrsch and Ibu Silla, 
who was probably his “nyai”, his housekeeper. Quasi-marital unions between 
colonial masters and their (often enslaved) “housekeepers” were tolerated. 
Neither the women nor the children from these unions were granted legal 
status.

But after all, Alois Wyrsch did acknowledge two of his children. On the baptis-
mal certificates issued shortly before their departure for Europe, they bear the 

“In my work, I try to understand 
contexts, including contexts across 
time – in other words, history. Why 
are we shaped by racism or sexism, 
how did that come about? In my 
search for specific stories, I came 
across the life of Ibu Silla.”

Olivia Abächerli

Diary pages with deletions and gaps
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“What is my role as a white woman, 
when I tell the story  
of this indigenous woman?”

Olivia Abächerli

names of his own parents, Constantia and Alois. But why were Ibu Silla and  
the younger sibling left behind in Southeast Asia? What kind of life did they 
lead? And what language can we use to speak of it today?

The Swiss artist Olivia Abächerli grapples with her country’s colonial history 
and with the gaps in the historical record. She has attempted to recall a life  
of which there is no memory. The result is a video work called “IBU SILLA 
presented by Olivia Abächerli”. In this piece, she produces drawings at great 
speed, using something like a scribing technique, and those drawings gradually 
reveal what lies beneath – the censored diary pages. 

Abächerli's method involves association and speculation. She follows the 
“critical fabulation” method of story-telling developed by the African-American 
literary scholar Saidiya Hartman. The artist questions and invents a biography 
of the censored woman, giving her at least options for a history, a fictional 
testimony to her former existence.

Abächerli imagines Ibu Silla as a seafarer, for example, as a cartographer or 
surveyor of her own country, as a powerful woman and an achiever who does 
not shy away from conflict with Borneo Louis. All pure speculation, of course.
But by doing so, she adopts a questioning attitude. We know that we know 
nothing. She poses conjectures as processual questions. What does it mean for 
each of us when we speculate about Ibu Silla?

Our history?
Olivia Abächerli searches for connections. Because what happened in history 
shapes the present. Her works strive to create political and social contextualis-
ation: where are we, how do I act, and why?

Switzerland is like many other countries in that there is the mistaken belief 
that one’s own country was not a colonial power and therefore had nothing to 
do with colonialism. However, as a result of mercenarism, of missionary work 
and of the trade in goods (which was influenced by colonialism due to power 
politics and included considerable involvement in the slave trade), capital 
flowed into the nations of the European colonisers for centuries, although only 
a few profited from those dealings. 

For Olivia Abächerli, drawing is a process of thinking in pictures, of speculating 
and imagining. As she draws, she creates new spaces of the imagination and 
integrates the viewer into her own associations. Where are the diversions, the 
dead ends, where are we going off track? What do I even recognise, and where 
am I in all that? After her work on Ibu Silla, Olivia Abächerli agreed to illustrate 
this present booklet. Feel free to go on a journey with her!     / C.K.

More on the topic at:  
oliviaabaecherli.ch

Still from “Ibu Silla presented  
by Olivia Abächerli”

While doing research on European mercenaries in the Dutch colonial service, the historian Bernhard C. Schär 
tracked down Ibu Silla’s expunged life. He discovered the censored diaries in the state archives in Nidwalden and 
analysed them. In December 2020, he published an open letter addressed to that unknown woman in the online 
magazine republik.ch: “Wie eine Frau aus Borneo die Gruendung der Schweiz prägte” (How a woman from 
Borneo shaped the founding of Switzerland). 
Bernhard C. Schär is professor of history at the University of Lausanne. The main focus of his work, in addition to 
colonial history, is Anti-Romani sentiment and the ‘68 movement.

Applied provenance research 
Anastasia Yurchenko and Adrian Linder 
in front of a showcase displaying 
objects from Indonesia. Presentation 
on the occasion of Museum Night 2021 
at the Ducal Museum Gotha.

Provenance Research: 
History, Injustice and Responsibility
Provenance research is a fairly young discipline at German museums. And it 
concerns itself with more than just the holdings that came into the collections 
during the colonial era. Anastasia Yurchenko, provenance researcher at the 
Schloss Friedenstein Foundation in Gotha, explains the many facets of her 
discipline.

Provenance research – what exactly does that mean?
That is a straight question to which, paradoxically, there is no straight answer. 
Every provenance researcher understands the profession in their own way. For 
some, it is more a matter of reconstructing a sequence of owners or ownership 
of an artwork that is as complete as possible, i. e. a matter of tracing the 
“biography” of a work of art or an object in a collection from its creation to the 
present day.

Other colleagues give greater priority to the ethical aspects of provenance 
research and try to compensate for the injustices that have occurred over the 
course of an object’s history. I see provenance research as an honourable task, 
where one is always on the side of the weaker party, whether in researching 
colonial contexts, Jewish-owned assets or war-related displacements. Prove-
nance research seeks to support those who have suffered injustice.

But how exactly does that work? Do you sit in archives and pore over thick 
books?
Yes and no. Our task is to reconstruct the history and trace its continuity, based 
on the files we have access to. A piece of the puzzle is missing here, a piece of 
evidence or a document is missing there. Of course, the sources include 
inventory lists and catalogues, but also diaries, memoirs, personal letters, 
photographic bequests ...  . All these pieces of the mosaic must be found and 
brought to light.

The ethical component is really important to me. Provenance research is not 
limited to the factual, neutral study of documents; it is about people and their 
often dramatic fate. It is poignant. That is why we have chosen an agent-cen-
tred approach for the Human Remains Project, i.e. an approach that focuses on 
the people involved and is designed to scrutinise them. So provenance research 
is not a dry subject at all. It is really work that involves people and is for people.

And work that involves history?
Absolutely! Of course, the question is: Who makes history? People? Or are they 
just parts in the machinery of history?

I set great store by establishing what happened to people and breaking up the 
black-and-white narrative. You often hear things like: at the end of the Second 
World War, the evil Soviet trophy brigades robbed German museums. But it's 
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Anastasia Yurchenko knows that the 
backs of the works are equally 
interesting. That is where she often 
finds evidence for her work.

not that simple and not that clear-cut. There was a genuinely complex dynamic 
involving various agents, including art historians and restorers who were trying 
to support German museums and salvage the works of art that had suffered 
war damage. History is a motley web of different threads. And as provenance 
researchers, we have to pick up all those threads and hold on to them – to 
ensure that those threads – taken all together and interwoven – are turned into 
cloth. That cloth must be resilient and take account of every source, naturally! 
But at the same time, new angles are always opening up, so every single 
investigation develops its own specific character.

Provenance research reflects our common history, from which we cannot cut 
ourselves off. By gaining a better understanding of our past, we deliberately 
create and shape our present. So for me, provenance research means restoring 
continuity and accepting personal responsibility.

But what responsibility can any individual have today?
A lot of people ask themselves: What has shaped me, and what would it be like 
if I lived in another place or in a different time?

This self-interrogation starts with the colonialist terminology. Why do we talk 
about “foreign” cultures? Isn't that a rather Eurocentric position, one that 
pushes everything “foreign” away from oneself? Why don't we say: we live in  
a varied and multi-faceted world, we are all human beings.

The same applies to the actors in our research: they moved within fixed 
contexts such as the Nazi regime, the war, the colonial era, etc. But individual 
people had room for manoeuvre, which they utilised in one way or another.

So provenance research is always about changes of location or ownership 
and clarifying those changes?
Yes, exactly. But that doesn't just apply to the colonial era. For example, after 
the Second World War, the Soviet trophy brigades removed many works of art 
from Gotha to the Soviet Union. Many were returned as early as 1958, but some 
have remained in Russian museums. 

Since 1998, a law we refer to as the “Duma-Gesetz” has been in force: the 
“Russian Federal Law on Cultural Valuables Displaced to the USSR as a Result of 
the Second World War and Located on the Territory of the Russian Federation”. 
Under this law, all works of art that were removed from enemy collections in 
around 1945-1946 and deemed to be “compensation” are now the property of the 
Russian Federation. The law prohibits the return of these works of art, and staff 
at Russian museums are obliged to act accordingly.

That has created facts on the ground. So why do we still need provenance 
research – if restitution is now out of the question?
It is not primarily about restitution. In such cases, provenance research remains 
possible at a scholarly level. These works can and should be searched for, 
identified, documented and hence made visible. And that is where complex 
lines open up. Each object has had its own fate that must be investigated.

Our declared goal is this: the items that originally belonged to the Gotha 
collection are not to be lost for a second time as a result of being forgotten. The 
Schloss Friedenstein Foundation Gotha has therefore launched a cooperative 
project with the Pushkin Museum in Moscow and the Hermitage in Saint 

Petersburg, a collaboration among scholars which will involve jointly conduct-
ing research and tracing the history of the works in question. *

But how will these works and their history be made visible?
The Schloss Friedenstein Foundation Gotha has set up a vast digitisation 
project, which is designed to make the holdings accessible to a wide audience. 
Beyond that, we are planning joint publications and research with our Russian 
fellow scholars, even a joint exhibition where works that are still considered 
lost can be presented. So provenance research is not an academic exercise. It is 
work involving passion, the desire to make the world a better place and to bring 
past injustices to light.

What made you want to become a provenance researcher?
Well actually, I wanted to become a forensic pathologist. This was in Moscow, 
in the years following the collapse of the Soviet Union, when the crime rate  
was high. Crimes and shootings were commonplace. When I was seventeen,  
I attended a study advice session with the director of the Institute of Forensic 
Medicine. He just looked at me and said, “Girl! Go away! I don’t want to see you 
here. You have no idea how dangerous this work is now! Every day, our experts 
are blackmailed and threatened, it’s not a suitable career for you!” So I changed 
my mind and studied art history as my main subject and criminology as my 
second subject. An odd combination. But criminology has enhanced my toolkit 
and given me a sharper eye.

And provenance research may well be the perfect synthesis of art history and 
criminology. You need curiosity, intuition, perseverance, expertise in art history 
and a good instinct about people. And it is not just a matter of finding answers, 
but of constantly asking new questions.

What part can provenance research play in the current debate about the 
repercussions of colonialism for our museums?
A major one! Now and in the future. Not just for our museums, but for society 
as a whole. I would like this debate to make people curious and encourage 
them to change their views or raise their awareness. Where am I in history? And 
what can we do now? And how can I take responsibility as an individual? I am 
convinced that each and every one of us can take action at any time, even 
proactively, and by doing so, promote a culture of responsibility.

Because we live with the consequences of our history, but we also have 
opportunities to change the way that history continues. The future depends  
on us.     / A.Y.  / C.K.

 

*  The conversation took place in 
January 2022, before Russian troops 
invaded Ukraine. The Schloss Frieden-
stein Foundation Gotha condemns 
the attack on Ukraine in the strong-
est possible terms. All contacts with 
Russian official bodies have been 
suspended and will remain so until 
further notice. The Schloss Frieden-
stein Foundation Gotha supports 
Ukrainian academics and creatives 
who are in peril and have fled due to 
the war. It equally supports Russian 
opposition academics and our fellow 
scholars and scientists, who are 
suffering persecution due to the 
current political situation in Russia.
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Indonesia in Gotha
A Long History

Gotha's dukes and curators have not just been interested in Java, Sumatra and 
Borneo since the 19th century, when colonial officials were submitting their 
gifts. Well before that, in the 1650s, the first inventories of the ducal Kunst-
kammer feature objects from Southeast Asia, e.g. an Indonesian kris, a weapon 
resembling a dagger with a wavy blade. We would like to introduce you to three 
men and their Indonesian connections:

Caspar Schmalkalden: a Thuringian on Sumatra
Friedenstein Palace was still under construction when Caspar Schmalkalden 
(1616-1673) arrived back in Gotha in 1652. He had spent ten years in the service of, 
first, the West India Company and subsequently, the East India Company. 
Between 1646 and 1652, he travelled across Java, Sumatra, Formosa (pres-
ent-day Taiwan) and Japan. From his travels, he brought back measuring 
instruments, curiosities and the skin of a greater bird of paradise, which he 
handed over to the ducal collections. Unfortunately, due to improper storage, 
the creature soon fell victim to the larvae of the larder beetle.

However, Schmalkalden’s hand-written travel report is still preserved at Gotha’s 
Research Library. He describes the places he saw and the people he met in  
a tone that is both matter-of-fact and entertaining. Here’s a sample:

“Description of the Malayans

The Malays are not so tall of body, but somewhat shorter, and darker brown 
in colour than the Javanese.

Their costume is a blue cotton cloth wound around the hips and hanging 
down to the calves. Then a loose blue cotton shirt, somewhat shorter than  
the undergarment, with wide sleeves (which are not gathered or folded at the 
hands). Over this shirt, they further gird themselves with a long veil or bands 
around the body, into which they thrust the kris, or dagger. In place of a hat, 
they wear a band around their head, which is simply a twisted length of cloth, 
wrapped around the head and tucked under on one side. [...]

As to their religion, they are mostly Mohammedan, for which reason there are 
two large temples at Achem [Aceh on the north-western tip of Sumatra], 
which no Christian is permitted to enter. They do not need bells to assemble in 
their mosques or temples, but instead have a copper instrument (called gunam 
locally), like to a large copper basin. But in the middle, it has a round bulge, 
upon which it must be struck if it is to drone.

This instrument hangs on a strap quite freely, so it does not touch anything. 
[...]

In October, they celebrate a great festival, during which they fast by day  
for the whole month and do not eat until they see the stars in the sky of  
an evening. In 1647, this festival began on the 28th of September, when the  
new moon appeared, and concluded on the 28th of October, when that moon 
ended and the next one appeared.”

Caspar Schmalkalden returned to Gotha a wealthy man and subsequently lived 
in a grand house in Schwabhäuser Strasse. Duke Ernst the Pious invited the 
eloquent traveller to Friedenstein Palace and employed him as a chancery clerk. 
A few years later, when the ramparts in Ohrdruf, south of Gotha, were due to 
be rebuilt, Schmalkalden's cartographic skills came into play. He oversaw the 
reconstruction of the fortifications. He married, became the father of three 
sons, and finally died in Gotha in 1673 at the age of 57.

Almost Like in London: East Asian Objects in the “Chinese Cabinet”
A little more than 200 years later, in the early 19th century, Duke August  
of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg (1772-1822) had the collections of the East Asian 
Kunstkammer augmented and the presentation updated. The famous Chinese 
Cabinet was created in Friedenstein Palace’s west tower.

A “cabinet”? This was a collection of more than 2,200 objects that occupied 
seven rooms of the palace, equal in size and importance to the collection of 
East Asian objects in London. The exhibits came from China, Japan, India, Persia 
– and from the Indonesian islands. Today, the Chinese Cabinet is regarded as 
one of the earliest ethnographic museums in Europe.

In the mid-1820s, the cabinet was expanded to include the collection of 
Lieutenant General Carl Heinrich Wilhelm Anthing (1766-1823), who had been 
born in Gotha. Anthing had forged an impressive military career, having served 
in every military conflict since the 1780s and been elevated to the rank of baron 
by Napoleon. At the end of his career, he was appointed Governor General of 
Batavia (Jakarta) and Commander-in-Chief of the Netherlands colonial army.  
In 1816, he took over the administration of the island of Java from the British. 
Since his health was far from good, he returned to Europe just three years later 
and settled in his home town. He died on the 7th of February 1823. 

His East Asian collection included natural history objects such as a stuffed 
orangutan, the skins of birds, butterflies, reptiles, conchylia moths and what 
was termed “East Indian curiosities” from Borneo: headgear, woven baskets, 
poison arrows, a lance and an oar. Shortly after Anthing’s death, Duke Frederick 
IV acquired the collection from his widow and incorporated it into his Chinese 
Cabinet. Unfortunately, some of the objects are no longer present.

Drawings from  
the Caspar Schmalkalden manuscript 

Purchases of “East Indian curiosities from the widow of the late LieutenantGeneral Anthing”.  
From the 1824 collection inventory:

A finely woven basket decorated with human hair, in which the natives of Borneo use to put the heads of their 
slain enemies: 20 thalers

A powder box made from a coconut woven into a basket: 3 thalers

A cap of a Bornean chief decorated with feathers and shells: 8 thalers.
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Raden Saleh: a Painter at Court
In the middle of the 19th century, a distinguished guest was received in Gotha: 
Raden Saleh Syarif Bustaman (1811-1880) was not merely a scion of the Javanese 
aristocracy and a good friend of Duke Ernst II of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha; Raden 
Saleh was, and still is, Indonesia’s leading academic painter.

He had travelled to Europe at the age of 19, studied in the Netherlands and  
lived in Dresden and the eastern Ore Mountains. At the time, European art was 
revelling in Orientalism, and Raden Saleh catered to this enthusiasm – with 
romantic landscapes, ferocious hunting scenes and finely crafted portraits. 
Thanks to the good offices of Duke Ernst’s younger brother Albert, the Prince 
Consort, he sold his paintings even in faraway London, to Queen Victoria,  
no less.

A folding screen and a wall-hanging made of silk and two paintings in the  
ducal collection bear witness to the painter’s lengthy sojourns at Ernst's court 
in Gotha and Coburg. The ethnographic collection also gained some new 
additions thanks to Raden Saleh, for example, a complete set of riding gear 
that was received into the collection in 1858. It was only attributed to the 
illustrious donor thanks to some recent research.    / A.L.  / C.K.

Ernst II of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha and his wife 
Alexandrine, painted by Raden Saleh  
in the year of the duke’s accession. Ernst,  
in riding boots, has just returned from the 
hunt and presents his wife with the bag. 
He has already handed his hat and saddle 
blanket to his “court moor”, Maximilian 
Leon Wilhelm Philipps, seen in the 
background on the right. Ernst’s father, 
Ernst I of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha had taken 
Philipps in from a travelling menagerie.

The Number
5,100
kilometres is the longest distance  
in present-day Indonesia, from Banda 
Aceh to the border with Papua New 
Guinea. That is roughly equal to the 
distance from Gotha to the equator.
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