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Custodian  NMVW Museum Volkenkunde 

Current possessor Dutch State 

Inventory number RV-360-5268 

Material/technique Human skull, decorated with tin, 
wood, mica, rope, paint and 
feathers 

Measurements H 22 cm; B 14.5 cm 

 

Summary of findings  

Based on its decorations, the Austrian anthropologist Markus Mally concludes that this human skull was 
decorated by the Kanayatn Dayak group in the Sanggau area of West Kalimantan. According to its 
inventory card, the skull was part of the collection of the Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden (KKZ), 
which was transferred in 1883 to the Rijks Ethnographisch Museum, Museum Volkenkunde’s direct 
predecessor. It was donated on 19 February 1859 by Adriaan Maarten Montijn (1792-1864), mayor of 
the town of Oudewater, to the Dutch King William III (1817-1890). We have found no indication that 
Montijn travelled to the Netherlands Indies himself, but he operated in a social network with many links 
to colonial trade. Lack of archival resources around Montijn’s acquisition makes it difficult to determine 
who brought the skulls to Europe and under what circumstances. Originally, the skull, reportedly of a 
man, was registered with another similarly decorated human skull, reportedly a woman, with two 
accompanying hats. In May 1890, the Rijks Ethnographisch Museum exchanged the other skull with E.H. 
Giglioli (1845-1909) in Florence.  
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Reconstruction provenance 

[no date] - 19 February 1859 

 A.M. Montijn 

 Museum Volkenkunde, inventory card RV-360-5268. 

1859-1883 

 Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden 

Museum Volkenkunde, inventory card RV-360-5268. 

1883 - today 

Rijks Ethnografisch Museum (today NMVW Museum Volkenkunde) 

Museum Volkenkunde, inventory card RV-360-5268. 

 

Information about the skull itself 

This overmodelled human skull was, according to the inventory card of Museum Volkenkunde, of a man 
and has been decorated in more than one round. In a first instance, the neurocranium was decorated 
with incised motifs of a lotus flower, so-called ‘cup-shaped flowers’ and red paint. Later the facial area 
and frontal part of the neurocranium was overlaid with tin foil which was again incised with a lotus 
flower and with abstract arches. The nose, eyes, and ears were reconstructed with wood, and the 
eyebrows with small feathers. The eyes were recreated with yellow mica plates. Such ‘open’ eyes are 
uncommon, as most tin foiled skulls have ‘closed’ eyes formed by cowrie snail shells.1 One of the ears 
and the left side of the mandible are damaged. On the top of the skull a cord is attached with coloured 
shells and beads.  

Based on the double decoration of the skull, the Austrian anthropologist Markus Mally concludes that 
this particular skull was decorated on separate occasions and most probably by different artists.2 A not 
uncommon reason may have been that the already decorated skull was passed on to another group, and 
initiated by craftsmen with different decorative traditions. 

This skull is not the only tin foil covered skull that was brought to Europe. In an article about 31 
decorated trophy skulls from Borneo, Mally documented at least 12 skulls in European collections that 
were decorated with tin foil, five of which are in the NMVW collection.3 Moreover, based on historical 
documents we can add five other tin foiled skulls. Two are mentioned in the catalogue of Joseph 
Barnard Davis (1801-1881), a British physician and craniologist who around the mid-nineteenth century  

  

                                                 
1 Markus Mally, ‘Decorated Headhunting Trophies of Borneo: A Forgotten Ritual Art’, Borneo Research Bulletin Vol. 46 (2016): 135-171, there 
150. 
2 Ibidem, 162-3. 
3 Ibidem. The other tin foiled skulls in NMVW collections are numbered RV-427-22; RV-3600-3381; TM-A-5286; TM-A-5287. 
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had the largest private collection of human skulls in the world; one in the 1865 catalogue of the Vrolik 
collection in the Netherlands; and one in an article from 1861 by craniologist C. Swaving (1814-1881).4 
Finally, our research indicates that another tin foiled skull was exchanged with the Real Museo di Fisica e 
Storia Naturale in Florence, Italy. 

The selection of tin foiled skulls described by Markus Mally all originate from North West Borneo. More 
specifically, Mally and Antonio Guerreiro ascribe the tradition of decorating skulls with tin foil to the 
Bidayuh group (indicated in Dutch colonial sources as ‘land Dajak’) living on the border of southern 
Sarawak, Malaysia, with northern West Kalimantan, Indonesia.5 Yet, according to Mally’s informants, the 
Bidayuh had no tradition of engraving skulls. Probably, he suggests, the double decorated tin foiled 
(Bidayuh) skulls were engraved by another Dayak group, the Kanayatn, who lived in close interaction 
with the Bidayuh in the Sanggau area of West Kalimantan. The Kanayatn often embellished trophy skulls 
of other groups and decorated them according to their own traditions.6 This hypothesis seems to be 
confirmed by the skulls described by Davis and Swaving. These latter skulls were ascribed to “Sango, 
Sambas Kapoeas” and to the region around Gunung Niut respectively, both near the Sanggau area.7 
More importantly, this hypothesis also explains the presence of three mandau tangkitn swords, unique 
to the Kanayatn people, in the collection in which the skull entered Koninklijk Kabinet van 
Zeldzaamheden (see below).8  

 

Provenance report 

According to an inventory card of Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden (today part of the National Museum 
of World Cultures), this decorated human skull was registered in 1883, with the transfer of the collection 
of the Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden (KKZ) to the Rijks Ethnographisch Museum, Museum 
Volkenkunde’s direct predecessor. The KKZ was established in 1816 in The Hague by the Dutch King 
William I and consisted of the old stadtholder’s collection. In the course of the nineteenth century, this 
collection grew considerably with historical and ethnographical objects from all parts of the world, 
mainly from Japan and China, but also from the Netherlands-Indies. In 1883, KKZ was disbanded and its 
collection was divided between various Dutch museums. Thousands of objects were transferred to the 
Rijks Ethnographisch Museum in Leiden, and the decorated skull was moved to Leiden as well.9 

The inventory card states that the skull was a donation of A.M. Montijn to the KKZ. Archival documents 
in the collections of the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden in Leiden provide more context for this donation. 

                                                 
4 J. B. Davis, Thesaurus Craniorum: Catalogue of the Skulls of the Various Races of Man, in the Collection of Joseph Barnard Davis (London, 
Printed for subscribers, 1867) 291 (nr. 284) and 296 (nr. 1406); J.L.Dusseau, Musée Vrolik; Catalogue de la Collection d’Anatomie (Amsterdam: 
W.J. de Roever Kröber, 1865) 113, nr. 256-2; C. Swaving, ‘Eerste bijdrage tot de kennis der schedels van volken in den indischen archipel’, 
Natuurkundig Tijdschrift voor Nederlandsch Indië, XXIII (1861), pp. 241–289, there 286-287. 
5 Mally, ‘Decorated Headhunting Trophies of Borneo’, 144-146; Antonio J. Guerreiro, ‘À propos d’un crâne gravé de Bornéo au Musée des 
Confluences de Lyon’, Archipel 84 (2012): 83-106, there 91. 
6 Mally, ‘Decorated Headhunting Trophies of Borneo’, 144-146. 
7 Davis, Thesaurus Craniorum, 291 (nr. 284); Swaving, ‘Eerste bijdrage’, 286-287. 
8 This concerns swords numbers RV-360-5281; RV-360-5282; RV-360-5283. 
9 Museum Volkenkunde, inventory card RV-360-5268. 
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In December 1858, Montijn, corresponding with the Minister of Interior Affairs, offered two decorated 
skulls and a collection of 19 objects from the Netherlands Indies to the Dutch King William III. To find a  

suitable location for the collection, the Minister first approached Conrad Leemans (1809-1893), the 
director of the Museum van Oudheden in Leiden. The reason for approaching Leemans first was that the 
Montijn collection contained a 57 centimeters high West Javanese Hindu-Buddhist statue of a goddess, 
which would suit the collection of Asian antiquities of Museum van Oudheden. On 27 January 1859, 
Leemans visited Montijn and after examining the skulls and the objects he advised the Minister to bring 
the Javanese statue to the Museum van Oudheden, and to donate the rest of the collection to the KKZ 
because it contained items that belonged to contemporary ethnography.10 And this happened.11 

A letter of 19 February 1859 from Leemans to director of the KKZ A.A. van de Kasteele (1814-1893), in 
which the former announced the assignment of Montijn’s donation to the museum of the latter, 
contained a list of the skulls and objects – minus the Javanese statue – donated by Montijn.12 We 
recognise this collection as the NMVW inventory numbers RV-360-5268 until RV-360-5287. Apart from 
the two decorated skulls with accompanying hats, it comprised a necklace, two garments, and two bags 
that were ascribed to South Kalimantan, three shields, four spears, and four machetes (mandau tangkitn 
swords) ascribed to West Kalimantan, a sash ascribed to North Sulawesi, and a bag that was probably 
mistakenly ascribed to Western Africa. One spear, shield, and machete can no longer be located in the 
NMVW collection under their original numbers.13 More importantly, Leemans’ list describes two skulls 
with accompanying hats; a man and a woman. Only the male skull is present in the NMVW collection, 
with an accompanying hat under number RV-360-5268a. The inventory number of the female skull, RV-
360-5269, only contains the hat that had belonged to it. 
 

  

Photo 1: Hat of the male skull, Collection 
Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen. 
Coll.no. RV-360-5268a 

Photo 2: Hat of the female skull, Collection 
Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen. 
Coll.no RV-360-5269 

                                                 
10 Archief Rijksmuseum van Oudheden (NL-LdnRMO), Verzonden brieven 1818-1906 (17.01.01-15), 1859, Letter of A.M. Montijn to C. Leemans, 
dated 23 January 1859; Ibidem, Letter of C. Leemans to A.M. Montijn, dated 24 January 1859; NL-HlmNHA, 476 Rijksmuseum en 
rechtsvoorgangers te Amsterdam, inv. nr. 854, files 53-57. 
11 ‘Museum van Oudheden te Leiden’, Nederlandsche Staatscourant (6 March 1860): 3. 
12 NL-HlmNHA, 476 Rijksmuseum en rechtsvoorgangers te Amsterdam, inv. nr. 854, files 53-57. 
13 It concerns objects numbers 5274, 5277 and 5284. 
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The handwritten inventory books of the KKZ that were created in the beginning of the 1890s indicate 
that the female skull was “exchanged with Prof. Giglioli in Florence”.14 Enrico (Henry) Hillyer Giglioli was 
a British-Italian zoologist and director of the Real Museo di Fisica e Storia Naturale in Florence, Italy, 
today part of the Museo di Storia Naturale dell’Università in the same city. In the 1890s he was in close 
contact with the directors of the Rijks Ethnographisch Museum in Leiden, L. Serrurier (1846-1901) and 
J.D.E. Schmeltz (1839-1909), and he often contributed to its journal Internationales Archiv für 
Ethnographie. In the period between 1887 and 1890 and in 1909, a total number of 137 objects from 
Giglioli’s collection arrived in Leiden in the context of an exchange. The correspondence archive of the 
Rijks Ethnographisch Museum, now Museum Volkenkunde, indicates that the female skull was sent to 
Florence on 31 May 1890, in direct exchange with a decorated human skull from the Andaman Islands, 
registered in 1890 under number RV-787-3. When asked for additional information about the skull, 
Serrurier wrote Giglioli that it was an “ancient piece from West Borneo which had never been 
determined with precision.”15 

Adriaan Maarten Montijn 
 
The donor of the skulls three decades earlier, Adriaan Maarten Montijn was born as the son of the 
mayor of Oudewater, a small town near Gouda. In 1833 he succeeded his father and became mayor of 
Oudewater and vicinity until 1855. In this period he had various official public functions in and around 
Oudewater. Between 1850 and 1853 he was member of the Provinciale Staten, the provincial 
parliament of the province of Zuid-Holland, and he also established an insurance company.16 We have 
found no indication that Montijn travelled to the Netherlands Indies himself, but he operated in a social 
network with many links to colonial trade. Historically, Oudewater was a center of rope producing 
industry, with dozens of factories supplying colonial shipping companies in Rotterdam and Amsterdam 
with ropes and nets. Montijn’s brother, Samuel Justus Montijn (ca.1790-1845), had a rope factory.17 
Two of his sons, Jan Adriaan (1821-1905) and Pieter Marie Montijn (1822-1911), started a tobacco 
factory in Oudewater in 1846.18 Furthermore, the Montijn family was closely related to other families of 
local notables, such as the families De Jongh and Schouten. These families not only circulated positions 
of authority but also objects and curiosities. The local weighing house, where two nephews of Adriaan 
Maarten Montijn were chief weighers, housed a cabinet of curiosities, and in 1835 the town hall, two 
years after Montijn assumed office as mayor, hosted a temporary exhibition of ethnographic objects 

                                                 
14 NL-LdnRMV-A3-26 t/m -67, handwritten inventory books of the Rijks Ethnographisch Museum, nrs. 5268 to 5287. 
15 See correspondence between H.[E.]H. Giglioli and L. Serurrier in NL-LdnRMV-A1-15, Correspondence 1890 and NL-LdnRMV-A1-201, Register 
1890, especially NL-LdnRMV-A1-201-269/271a, copy of a letter of L. Serrurier to H.H. Giglioli, dated 26 July 1890: “[…] il provient de la parti 
occidentale de Bornéo, c’est une pièce ancienne, qui n’a jamais été determine avec précision […]”. 
16 See also his personal archive: Regionaal Historisch Centrum Rijnstreek en Lopikerwaard (NL-WdRHCRL), Stukken betreffende A.M. Montijn in 
zijn diverse functies 1810 -1863. 
17 Stadsmuseum Geschiedkundige Vereniging Oudewater, Johannes Justus Montijn, accessed 27 April 2021, 
https://geschiedkundigeverenigingoudewater.nl/mensen-van-oudewater/beroemde-inwoners/johannes-justus-montijn/ . 
18 Stadsmuseum Geschiedkundige Vereniging Oudewater, Sigarenfabriek Gebr. Montijn, accessed 27 April 2021, 
https://geschiedkundigeverenigingoudewater.nl/gebouwen-van-oudewater/monumenten/sigarenfabriek-gebr-montijn/ . 

https://geschiedkundigeverenigingoudewater.nl/mensen-van-oudewater/beroemde-inwoners/johannes-justus-montijn/
https://geschiedkundigeverenigingoudewater.nl/gebouwen-van-oudewater/monumenten/sigarenfabriek-gebr-montijn/
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from Southern Africa and the Caribbean.19 In other words, there are many possible routes via which 
Montijn could have acquired the two skulls, but concrete archival evidence has not been found. 

European head-hunting 
 
The lack of archival evidence around Montijn’s acquisition makes it difficult to determine how these 
particular skulls were acquired and why they were transported to Europe. As indicated above, several 
similar tin foiled trophy skulls from West Kalimantan ended up in European museum collections. In 
general, three categories of skull collecting from the mid-nineteenth century Borneo can be discerned. 
Firstly, human skulls were acquired and shipped out of Borneo to be placed in the cabinets of medical 
officers, biologists and ethnographers in the emerging tradition of physical anthropology and racial 
sciences. Secondly, a small category of skulls found their way to Europe as war trophies of subjugated 
Dayak, Chinese, and Banjarese fighters, taken during the colonial wars of conquest in different areas of 
Borneo.20 

Finally, there was an increasing interest from western ethnographers in locally decorated skulls and 
talismans comprising human material, such as the tin foiled skulls of the Bidayuh group. These were 
produced and cherished in honour of deceased ancestors or, in the case of the tin foiled skulls, as 
trophies of conquered enemies.21 This practice was common among Dayak groups in Borneo and 
predated colonial interference of European powers in the region. As Mally indicates, ‘severed heads 
were not mere trophies of valor and success in war but played important roles in the social organisation, 
the religious belief system and worldview for nearly all Dayak populations.’22 The Indonesian historian 
and expert of Southeast Kalimantan Mansyur Sammy points out that the taking and possession of a 
human skull was of importance to secure an abundant harvest, to attract supernatural powers, to 
restore family honour, and in the context of dowry giving and house construction.23 Trophy skulls were 
not only taken from enemy groups but were also exchanged between groups to foster good relations.  

It is a matter of debate how and under what conditions Europeans interfered in this inter-Dayak 
production and exchange of skulls. Around the mid-nineteenth century, European collectors started to 
show interest in such skulls, fascinated as they were with ‘head-hunter cultures’. Some European 
historical sources suggest that human skulls were sold to European collectors. For instance, in 1867, the 
earlier mentioned Joseph Barnard Davis wrote that “skulls are now considered to be of great value by 
the Dayaks. A good skull is regarded to be worth as much as a slave, i.e. about £25 of our money.”24 
Other European sources indicate that Dayak groups in North-West Borneo were unwilling to give their 
skulls away.25 Alternatively, skulls could have been conquered or gifted in the context of war and 

                                                 
19 Correspondence between J. Mooren and N. Stoppelenburg, Het Utrechts Archief, June-October 2020; NL-WdRHCRL, O002 Gemeente 
Oudewater, 1813-1939, inv. nr. 4, minutes of the city council, 4 August 1835. 
20 See the provenance reports of the two skulls from Breda as examples of skulls of the first two categories. 
21 Guerreiro, ‘À propos d’un crâne gravé de Bornéo’, 100. 
22 Mally, ‘Decorated Headhunting Trophies of Borneo’, 139. 
23 Mansyur Sammy in correspondence with the author, 22 June 2021. 
24 J. B. Davis, Thesaurus Craniorum: Catalogue of the Skulls of the Various Races of Man, in the Collection of Joseph Barnard Davis (London, 
Printed for subscribers, 1867), 291. See also R. Verneau, Les races humaines (Paris: J. B. Baillière et fils, 1890), 703; Sysling, Racial science, 27; 
Guerreiro, ‘À propos d’un crâne gravé de Bornéo’, 85. 
25 P.J. Veth, Borneo's wester-afdeeling, geographisch, statistisch, historisch, voorafgegaan door eene algemeene schets des ganschen eilands, 
Vol. 2 (Zaltbommel: Joh. Noman en Zoon, 1856), 295. 
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diplomacy. North-West Borneo in the 1840s and 1850s was subjected to two Dutch military expeditions 
in the area around Sambas and to military conquest by the British privateer James Brooke in the area 
around Kuching, both not far from the Sanggau area of West Kalimantan. 

In relation to the skull in the NMVW collection it is remarkable that the skull and the two accompanying 
straw hats show little signs of usage.26 According to Markus Mally ‘[t]his points towards a careful  
smoke-, soot-, and dust-free storage of the overmodelled skulls after their finalisation. Alternatively, 
they were probably only finished shortly before being given away to the Europeans.’27 This hypothesis 
could not be verified from the archival information. 

 

Suggestions for further research 

Firstly, it is still unclear if the second female skull, that was exchanged in 1890 with E.H. Giglioli in 
Florence, is still in the Museo di Storia Naturale dell’Università. Several efforts of the author to reach 
museum curators were fruitless. Secondly, the author has not yet succeeded in retracing Montijn’s letter 
to King William III, in which he offers the latter his collection. This letter was reportedly sent on 24 
December 1858 and may contain information about the provenance of his collection.28 Finally, 
historians and cultural experts of North West Borneo, or representatives of the Bidayuh or Kanayatn 
groups and the Sanggau area of West Kalimantan may be able to provide information about the cultural 
and spiritual function and value of the skull. 

                                                 
26 Correspondence between K. Stutje and H. van de Bunte, 15 April 2021. 
27 Mally, ‘Decorated Headhunting Trophies of Borneo’, 148n7. 
28 NL-LdnRMO, Verzonden brieven 1818-1906 (17.01.01-15), 1859, Letter of C. Leemans to A.M. Montijn, dated 24 January 1859. 


