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Summary of findings 

This talismanic scroll was previously part of the collections of the Koninklijk Kabinet van 

Zeldzaamheden (KKZ), a national museum that was established in 1816 and closed its doors in 1883. 

In 1883 the scroll was transferred to Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden. The provenance research did 

not provide information about how the scroll was collected in Indonesia and entered the collection 

of the Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden. Possibly the scroll was donated by Johannes Adrianus 

Wilhelmus van Ophuijsen (1820-1890), resident of Palembang, in 1864. Examination of the scroll 

established its origin as Minangkabau, but neither an exact geographical location nor a previous 

owner could be established. 
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Reconstruction provenance  

After 1800 - before 1883 

 Manufacture, Minangkabau region 

? - 1883 

Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden 

Inventory book Royal Cabinet of Curiosities (copy). Archives of the Museum of Ethnology, NL-LdnRMV-A3-17. 

NL-HlmNHA, 476 Rijksmuseum en rechtsvoorgangers te Amsterdam / Archief van het Koninklijk Kabinet van 

Zeldzaamheden, (17e eeuw) 1815-1883, 476 inv. no. 856. 

1883 - present 

‘s Rijks Ethnografisch Museum (today NMVW Volkenkunde) 

 Inventory card RV-360-9543a, digitised in TMS. 

 

Introduction and context 

The scroll was transferred from the Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden (KKZ) to the Museum 

Volkenkunde in 1883. The KKZ was a public museum founded by the Dutch King Willem I in 1816, 

and it was consecutively housed in various buildings in The Hague.1 The holdings of the Royal 

Cabinet came from a variety of sources: a collection of objects relating to important events in Dutch 

history transferred from the Rijksmuseum; donations made to the Cabinet by private donors and 

private collections, including royal collections such as the curiosity collection of Stadtholder Willem 

V; and newly made acquisitions. A substantial part of the collection consisted of objects from Japan 

and China. Indonesia was poorly represented in the Cabinet until the 1860s, when acquisitions 

driven by colonial rule in the region began to pour in.2 

The KKZ was dissolved in 1883. Most of its collection of around 15,000 objects was divided between 
two museums: the ‘ethnographic’ objects were given to Museum Volkenkunde (Museum of 
Ethnology) in Leiden, the European objects as well as objects relating to ‘comparative decorative 
arts’ (vergelijkende kunstindustrie) were donated to the Nederlandsch Museum voor Geschiedenis 
en Kunst, which was housed in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. Most of the approximately 1,100 
objects from colonial Indonesia present in the KKZ, i.e. 987 in total, found its way into the collection 
of Museum Volkenkunde.3 71 Indonesian objects arrived to Museum Volkenkunde two decades 
later; they were first assigned to the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden (National Museum of Antiquities) 
but transferred in 1903 when the museum decided to deaccession its non-European collections.4  
  

                                                 
1 Wikipedia. 2021. “Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden.” https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koninklijk_Kabinet_van_Zeldzaamheden  
2 Rudolf A.H.D. Effert, ‘The Royal Cabinet of Curiosities and the National Museum of Ethnography in the Nineteenth Century: From the 
Belief in the Superiority of Western Civilization to Comparative Ethnography,’ in Museale Spezialisierung Und Nationalisierung Ab 1830: 
Das Neue Museum in Berlin Im Internationalen Kontext, ed. Ellinoor Bergvelt et al., Berliner Schriftenreihe Zur Museumsforschung 29 
(Berlin: G+H Verlag, 2011), 156; Susan Legêne, ‘Ethnography and Colonialism after 1815: Non-Western Culture and Dutch Cultural 
Heritage,’ in Tales from Academia: History of Anthropology in the Netherlands, ed. Han F. Vermeulen and Jean Kommers, vol. II 
(Saarbrücken: Verlag für Entwicklungspolitik, 2002), 627–45. 
3 This figure is not precise, because (in 1883) objects that never arrived were also assigned numbers, inflating the Museum Volkenkunde 
figures. Many objects got lost between 1883 and the present day. Currently, 742 Indonesian objects that were once part of the KKZ 
collection are kept in the collection of the National Museum of World Cultures. 
4 These objects are part of series RV-1403 of the National Museum of World Cultures. 

https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koninklijk_Kabinet_van_Zeldzaamheden
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The Rijksmuseum collection, by contrast, today only counts 10 Indonesian objects originating from 
the KKZ.5 
 
 

Object information 
 

A long scroll (210 x 8.5 cm) with handwritten texts on both sides. The scroll was made using several 

strips of paper that are glued together to form a scroll. 

The text is divided in sections. Some of these sections include only text; other sections are filled with 
ornamentation or mystical numbers, symbols, or letter combinations, sometimes placed in 
geometric designs. The contents of the scroll are related to Islamic protection, and include many 
prayers and invocations of God and the Prophet Muhammad. The Indonesian term for such Islamic 
inscriptions and designs is rajah. A number of sections contain circular diagrams symbolizing the seal 
of prophethood (muhr al-nubuwwa), the mark which Muhammad is said to have borne between his 
shoulders, accompanied by descriptions of the seal. Probably the descriptions refer to the seal found 
on different parts of the Prophet’s body, and each carrying different protective powers, as is a 
common feature on similar talismanic scrolls.6  
 
 

 

 Photos:  Collection Nationaal 
Museum van Wereldculturen. 
Coll.no. RV-360-9543a 

 
 
Three sections of the scroll contain ornamentation of floral motifs in red ink. The ornamentation 
directs to the Minangkabau region as the place of origin.7 According to Dr Annabel Gallop, lead 
curator Southeast Asia at the British Library and an expert on Malay manuscripts, Minangkabau 
illumination is quite hard to define, although the floral scrolls are quite distinctive — often rather 
dense and convoluted, with bunched foliate fronds. The palette in Minangkabau illumination is also 
distinctive: a primary focus on red, reserved white and black ink, with addition of yellow and/or blue 
as secondary colours. However, the Minang realm where such illumination was made covered a 
large geographical area. The centre was West Sumatra, but also Central Sumatra and Minang-
influenced manuscripts were also made in Jambi and Kerinci. That makes it difficult to demarcate 
narrowly the region of origin. 

                                                 
5 Email Bas Nederveen Pieterse (Rijksmuseum collection information) to author, 16 December 2020. 
6 British Library, Asian and African Studies Blog, “The Seal of Prophethood: Malay prayers for protection,” https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-
african/2017/01/the-seal-of-prophethood-malay-prayers-for-protection.html 
7 Email Dr Annabel Gallop to author, lead curator Southeast Asia at the British Library, 18 March 2021. 

https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2017/01/the-seal-of-prophethood-malay-prayers-for-protection.html
https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2017/01/the-seal-of-prophethood-malay-prayers-for-protection.html
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 Photos Collection Nationaal 
Museum van Wereldculturen 
Coll.no. RV-360-9543a 

 

 

 

 
The scroll is incomplete: the paper is torn at the top. Here a small part of a floral motif is visible, 
suggesting that the scroll continued beyond this point. It is therefore possible that the scroll included 
more text. 
 

 
 

(Photo author) 

 
The text on the back of the scroll consists of a few lines. Here too, it is clearly visible that the scroll 
contained more text above the now visible lines, which is missing because of the incomplete state of 
the scroll. 
 

 

 Photo Collection Nationaal 
Museum van Wereldculturen 
Coll.no. RV-360-9543a. 
 

 
  

 
The scroll form is quite rare in the Malay world and is generally only used for two types of content — 
sermons or divinatory and protective amulets (containing mantras and prayers), like this scroll.8 
From the contents of the scroll is apparent that the scroll indeed was used for protective purposes.  

                                                 
8 Email Dr Annabel Gallop to author, lead curator Southeast Asia at the British Library, 18 March 2021. 
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Such amulets and talismans were known as jimat (and variations of this term) in Indonesian 
languages. The talismanic inscriptions and designs were thought to contain great power that may be 
utilised to affect the intended purpose of the user.9 Scrolls like these were wound, so they could be 
placed in clothing on the upper body or in headgear, where they would protect the wearer. 
 
Although the texts on the scroll, at first glance, seem to feature prayers and invocations only, it is 
possible that they contain some information hinting at the scribe or commissioner. To be certain, 
translation of the Malay text is required. 
 
 

Provenance report 

The scroll was transferred from the Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden to the Museum 
Volkenkunde in 1883. The archives of the KKZ are part of the National Archives and the Noord-
Hollands archives in Haarlem (Rijksmuseum archives).10 In both these archives, correspondence is 
kept related to the acquisitions of the museum. Most of the correspondence relates to individual 
donations; there are no documents for several large collections, such as the ‘curiosities’ collection of 
King Willem III, which was added to the KKZ collections in 1855. For a significant number of objects 
from the former KKZ collections there is no documentation in the archives.  
 
The reasons for the gaps and disparities within the KKZ archives are to be found in the lack of proper 
management. The KKZ’s first director Reinier Pieter van de Kasteele (1767-1845) ran the 
administration of the museum in accordance with the practice of the times. After his retirement in 
1840, he was succeeded by his son Abraham Anne van de Kasteele (1814-1893), under whose 
directorship the KKZ’s organisation was neglected. Valuable documents and correspondence related 
to the acquisition of the collections were lost in this period.11 The next director, David van der Kellen 
(1827-1895), who was appointed in 1876, made an attempt at an overview of the collections. The 
inventory books of the KKZ, drawn up in 1879, counted 10,090 objects,12 but, as they were based on 
archival documents rather than physical presence, they also included objects that in reality never 
had been part of the collection. The inventory books are currently housed in the National Archives in 
The Hague, while copies are held by the Museum Volkenkunde and Rijksmuseum archives.13  
 
After arrival in the Museum Volkenkunde, the objects were renumbered by adding serial number 

360 to the original KKZ number, and in 2014 the abbreviation RV was added to the numbers, to 

indicate that the objects were historically part of the Rijksmuseum Volkenkunde (RV) collection. 

Therefore, object RV-360-9543 corresponds to inv. no. 9543 of the KKZ collection. The KKZ inventory 

describes the object as “a dito, dito” referring to the previous number (9542), which has the 

following description: “a scroll with writing (almanac?), here and there with red characters” (een rol 

beschreven papier (almanak?), hier en daar met roode karakters).14 No place of origin, date of 

acquisition or donor is mentioned. 

                                                 
9 Farouk Yahya, Magic and Divination in Malay Illustrated Manuscripts, Arts and Archaeology of the Islamic World (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 90. 
10 NL-HlmNHA, Rijksmuseum en rechtsvoorgangers te Amsterdam / Archief van het Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden, (17e eeuw) 
1815-1883, 476. https://hdl.handle.net/21.12102/2422AD00C789442FAE99779C81E66552  
11 Rudolf A.H.D. Effert, ‘The Royal Cabinet of Curiosities and the National Museum of Ethnography in the Nineteenth Century: From the 
Belief in the Superiority of Western Civilization to Comparative Ethnography,’ 160. 
12 Rudolf A.H.D. Effert, Royal Cabinets and Auxiliary Branches: Origins of the National Museum of Ethnology 1816-1883, CNWS Publications 
159 (Leiden: CNWS, 2008), 226. 
13 NL-HaNA, Inventaris van het archief van het Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken: Afdeling Kunsten en Wetenschappen, 1875-1918, 
2.04.13, inv. nos. 1961 and 1962. 
14 Inventory book KKZ (copy). Archives of the Museum of Ethnology, NL-LdnRMV-A3-17. 

https://hdl.handle.net/21.12102/2422AD00C789442FAE99779C81E66552
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The KKZ numbering does not seem to indicate the date of acquisition; rather it seems that Van der 
Kellen grouped objects of the same kind together when he created the inventory and numbering 
system. Less often, groups of objects were numbered together based on acquisition. The talismanic 
scroll is preceded (9542) and followed (9543b and 9544) by similar scrolls, which also seem to 
originate in Indonesia. Inventory numbers 9545 and 9546 are almanac scrolls from Ottoman Turkey. 
Inventory numbers 9547 to 9549 are paper talismans from (probably) North Africa, of which one is 
also a scroll.15 For none of these objects a provenance is known with certainty, and for none the KKZ 
inventory book mentions a place of origin. The current indications of origin were made after arrival 
at Museum Volkenkunde. 
 
There are two scrolls carrying inventory number RV-360-9243 (there is an a and a b number). 
Possibly the b scroll was inside the other scroll and the museum later decided to give them separate 
numbers. Although the scrolls show similarities (in particular the width) and both are incomplete, 
they seem to be written in different hands and on different paper, diminishing the chance that it was 
one scroll that has been torn in two pieces. The four consecutive scrolls, RV-360-9542 to 9544, are 
all written by different hands, but show similarities in content and style. They feature similar 
geometric designs, Malay text, and in each scroll the muhr al-nubuwwa plays an important role. 
Therefore, it seems possible that the four scrolls may have been acquired together. 
 
The Museum Volkenkunde inventory cards of numbers RV-360-9542 to 9544 describe the scrolls as 
originating from the “Padangsche Bovenlanden?”, a term used in the colonial period to indicate the 
Minangkabau culture of West Sumatra.16 The museum documentation does not give information 
about why curators catalogued the objects as West Sumatran, and the question mark suggests 
doubts about the attribution.17 Moreover, there are three inventory cards available for RV-360-9543, 
made in different time periods. The oldest card, probably dating to the late nineteenth century, 
describes the origin of the objects as “Arabia”. The Indonesian origin of the scrolls is likely to be 
deduced from the presence of Malay texts and the attribution to Indonesia appears to date from 
1916; the catalogue of the Indonesian collections at Museum Volkenkunde, volume 10 (1916), 
describes the scroll as originating from the Padangsche Bovenlanden.18 Furthermore, it describes the 
scrolls as calendars (kalender), like the preceding objects (als boven). 
 
The inventory cards as well as the 1916 catalogue refer to two publications by botanist and 
ethnologist Alfred Maass, dating from 1910. These publications discuss a kutika (divinatory) scroll 
from the Minangkabau of West Sumatra.19 While the referred kutika is also a scroll with Islamic texts 
in Malay and Arabic, the contents are entirely different. However, Maass’s publications are likely to 
be the source of the attribution of scroll RV-360-9543 to West Sumatra and its description as a 
calendar. Based on the illumination, such as the use of palette and floral motifs, three of the four 
scrolls (RV-360-9542/43a and b) are indeed from the Minangkabau region.20 
 

                                                 
15 The archives make mention of a donation of three written talismans by Jean Emile Humbert (1771-1839) in 1825. Humbert was a military 
engineer, who worked in Tunis and collected antiquities and other artifacts (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean_Emile_Humbert). It is likely 
that these correspond to RV-360-9547/48/49, which indeed contain Arabic script in Maghrebi style. NL-HlmNHA, Rijksmuseum en 
rechtsvoorgangers te Amsterdam / Archief van het Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden, (17e eeuw) 1815-1883, 476 inv. no. 854. 
http://noord-
hollandsarchief.nl/bronnen/archieven?mivast=236&mizig=210&miadt=236&miaet=1&micode=476&minr=2198110&miview=inv2  
16 Wikipedia. 2021. “Padangsche Bovenlanden.” https://id.wikipedia.org/wiki/Padangsche_Bovenlanden 
17 Inventory cards RV-360-9543, digitised in TMS. 
18 Hendrik Willem Fischer, Midden-Sumatra (Sumatra III) (Leiden: Brill, 1916), 185. 
19 Alfred Maass, ‘Wahrsagekalender (kutikå) im Leben der Malaien Zentral-Sumatras’, Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 42, no. 5 (1910): 750–75; 
Alfred Maass, Durch Zentral-Sumatra, vol. Bd. 1. (Berlin: Süsserot, 1910), 493. 
20 Email Dr Annabel Gallop to author, lead curator Southeast Asia at the British Library, 18 March 2021. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean_Emile_Humbert
http://noord-hollandsarchief.nl/bronnen/archieven?mivast=236&mizig=210&miadt=236&miaet=1&micode=476&minr=2198110&miview=inv2
http://noord-hollandsarchief.nl/bronnen/archieven?mivast=236&mizig=210&miadt=236&miaet=1&micode=476&minr=2198110&miview=inv2
https://id.wikipedia.org/wiki/Padangsche_Bovenlanden
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Finally, the collection system (TMS) mentions that RV-360-9543 was probably donated to Museum 
Volkenkunde by F.P. Rawlins in 1883. This information was entered in 1999 by Nico de Jonge, a 
researcher-cataloguer working for curator of Indonesian collections Pieter ter Keurs. It is not clear 
which sources this information is based on, but it seems to be incorrect. The only F.P. Rawlins 
connected to the museum was an individual from London, who sold a series of Indian bronzes in 
1922 (series RV-2040), and the scroll is proven to originate from the KKZ in 1883. Furthermore, there 
is no mention of the gift of the scroll in Museum Volkenkunde’s yearly report of 1883, which 
definitely would have been the case if an individual like Rawlins made the donation.21 
 
During the provenance research no correspondence in the archives of the KKZ could be linked with 
certainty to scroll RV-360-9543. The most relevant document is a letter from Johannes Adrianus 
Wilhelmus van Ophuijsen (1820-1890), resident of Palembang, dated 9 March 1864, in which he lists 
seven objects and sets of objects he donates to the KKZ.22 Historian Elsbeth Locher-Scholten 
describes Van Ophuijsen as man “driven by academic curiosity,” who had “a passion for ethnography 
and linguistics.”23 He is best-known as a collector of manuscripts. He donated a collection of 
manuscripts concerning adat and popular culture to the Ministry of Colonies in 1864 (currently part 
of the collections of Leiden University) and eight coins to Museum Volkenkunde in 1874 (series RV-
147).24  
 
J.A.W. van Ophuijsen worked from 1841 as a civil administrator in various regions of Sumatra.25 This 
included positions in West Sumatra: in 1849-1852 he was inspector (controleur) in the XIII Kotta’s, 
then civil administrator of the XIII and IX Kotta's (east of Alahan Panjang), in 1854 he was appointed 
assistant resident of various regions in West Sumatra and in 1856 he was assistant resident in Agam. 
After 1857 he was appointed to various positions in Bengkulu and Lampung. In 1862, Van Ophuijsen 
went for two years of sick leave to the Netherlands and in 1864 he sent his donation from 
Amsterdam. The first objects on the list with his letter are “3 djimats (talismans).” Van Ophuijsen 
descibres the three talismans as follows: “these objects originate from the Padangsche 
Bovenlanden, S.W.K. [Sumatra’s West Coast], the natives wear them in headgear and then they 
consider themselves invulnerable” (deze voorwerpen zijn afkomstig uit de Padangsche Bovenlanden 
/ s.w.k. / worden door de inlandsche bevolking gedragen in de hoofddoek en beschouwen zij zich als 
dan onkwetsbaar te zijn). Van Ophuijsen does not mention how he acquired any of the objects of his 
list.  
 
The description in the list fits perfectly with RV-360-9542/9544, which were originally considered to 
be three scrolls instead of four. However, Van Ophuijsen’s gift corresponds with numbers RV-360-
5319 to 5345 of the Museum Volkenkunde collection (some of the objects have been lost). The 
objects range from weapons to manuscripts and sets of women’s clothing and jewellery. So, even 
though they belong to different object types they were given consecutive numbers in Van der 
Kellen’s numbering system. The talismans were numbered 5319/5321, but these numbers were 
excluded when the collection was transferred to Museum Volkenkunde, presumably because they 

                                                 
21 Museum of Ethnology, ‘Jaarverslag ’s Rijks Ethnographisch Museum’, in Verslagen omtrent ’s Rijks verzamelingen van geschiedenis en 
kunst (’s Gravenhage: Martinus Nijhoff, 1883). 
22 NL-HlmNHA, 476 Rijksmuseum en rechtsvoorgangers te Amsterdam / Archief van het Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden, (17e eeuw) 
1815-1883, 476 inv. no. 856. http://noord-
hollandsarchief.nl/bronnen/archieven?mivast=236&mizig=210&miadt=236&miaet=1&micode=476&minr=2198112&miview=inv2 
23 Elsbeth Locher-Scholten, Sumatran Sultanate and Colonial State: Jambi and the Rise of Dutch Imperialism, 1830–1907 (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 2004), 133–34. 
24 J.A.W. van Ophuijsen, ‘Catalogus der verzameling handschriften en opstellen door den Hoofd Ambtenaar J.A.W. van Ophuijsen op den 
10. Februarij 1864 aan den Minister van Koloniën ten geschenke aangeboden’ (1864). 
25 NL-HaNA, 2.10.36.22 Inventaris van het archief van het Ministerie van Koloniën: Stamboeken Burgerlijke Ambtenaren, 1836-1936, inv. 
no. 900 https://www.nationaalarchief.nl/onderzoeken/archief/2.10.36.22/invnr/900/file/NL-HaNA_2.10.36.22_900_0045  

http://noord-hollandsarchief.nl/bronnen/archieven?mivast=236&mizig=210&miadt=236&miaet=1&micode=476&minr=2198112&miview=inv2
http://noord-hollandsarchief.nl/bronnen/archieven?mivast=236&mizig=210&miadt=236&miaet=1&micode=476&minr=2198112&miview=inv2
https://www.nationaalarchief.nl/onderzoeken/archief/2.10.36.22/invnr/900/file/NL-HaNA_2.10.36.22_900_0045
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were lost. In the copy of the KKZ inventory books, there is a note next to these three numbers 
stating that the objects are missing (ontbreken).26 
 
The question is: could the three talismans have been separated from the other objects of Van 
Ophuijsen’s donation and given new numbers? A possible answer is affirmative: it could be that this 
is one of many inconsistencies in the KKZ inventory books. Another possibility is that the three 
talismans 9542/9544 do not belong to Van Ophuijsen’s donation and were acquired by the KKZ on 
another occasion, of which the correspondence has been lost. 
 
Even though there is uncertainty about the acquisition of this scroll, it is possible to make some 

general remarks about the acquisition of this type of object. The Dutch gained control over all of 

West Sumatra in 1837. Between 1837 (the end of the Padri war) and 1883 (the latest possible date 

of acquisition) there was relatively little military aggression in the region. Nevertheless, the Dutch 

authorities displayed a general distrust of the Minangkabau people, because they were seen as 

intensely Islamic. Dutch activity aimed at undermining Islamic influence, in particular Wahhabi-

inspired or emanating from the Sufi orders, of which the Naqshbandi and Shattariyya orders were 

most prominent. This type of Islamic amulet is more likely to be connected to the Sufi realm. It was 

generally custom-made by a dukun (healer), a kyai or another Islamic specialist. The effectiveness of 

talismans, like this scroll, was dependent on secrecy. It was of utmost importance not to open such a 

jimat or reveal its contents to the outside world for it to remain effective. This meant that they were 

not turned into commodities for a European clientele, due to their secrecy but perhaps also due to 

low interest and demand. If Van Ophuijsen was indeed the donor of the scroll, it is certainly possible 

that he acquired the scroll in his position as civil administrator. The collection of the National 

Museum of World Cultures contains around 200 of such Islamic amulets on paper from Indonesia 

(but only a handful of scrolls). In most cases the provenance is not known. However, most of the 

talismans of with known provenance entered the museum through involuntary acquisition, i.e. as 

war loot or material confiscated by the police or judicial forces (from 1872 the possession and sale of 

talismans was prohibited by law). Some have been donated by civil administrators after they were 

confiscated during suspected acts of  

 

resistance against the Dutch colonial authorities (this was mostly after 1860) and a few were 

donations from Indonesian rulers. Thus far no nineteenth century sources have appeared which 

indicate that objects like this scroll were made for Europeans or sold to them. 

 

                                                 
26 Inventory book KKZ (copy). Archives of the Museum of Ethnology, NL-LdnRMV-A3-16. 


