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Photo: Collection Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen.  
Coll.no. TM-1772-406 

Custodian NMVW Tropenmuseum 

Current possessor Dutch State 

Inventory number TM-1772-406 

Material/technique Volcanic rock 

Measurements Approximately 36 x 18 x 
27cm 

 

Summary of findings 
 
Statue number TM-1772-406 is a lion-figure, a singha, from Java. Neither its age of creation nor its 
region or temple of origin is known. The figure was carved out of the jaws of a makara, which is a 
mythological sea creature often used in classical South and Southeast Asian architecture. Until 1939, 
though legally until 1994, the statue was in possession of (the family of) Georg Tillmann, who fled from 
Nazi-persecution. According to Tillmann’s own information, he had acquired the piece from Kunstzaal 
van Lier in 1936, before which it had been in possession of the Vereeniging van Vrienden der Aziatische 
Kunst (VVAK). The VVAK bought the object in 1923 or 1924 from an unknown collector or art dealer. 
Provenance research has not resulted in additional information about its provenance, region of origin, 
or circumstances of acquisition. 
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Reconstruction provenance 
 
[no date] – [no date] 

 […] 

1923/24 – [no date] 

 Vereeniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst 

“Jaarverslag no. 4, vereenigingsjaar 1923-1924” (Vereeniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst 1924), 8. 

[no date] – 1936 

Kunstzaal van Lier 

NMVW Tropenmuseum, collection cards of Tillmann, nr. 06152. 

1936 – 1994 

Tillman(n) family 

Van Brakel, Van Duuren, and Van Hout, A Passion for Indonesian Art, 8. 

1994 – today 

 Tropenmuseum Amsterdam (today NMVW Tropenmuseum) 

 

Object information 
 
Statue number TM-1772-406 is a lion-figure, a singha, which is 36 centimeters in height, and presumably 
from Java. Its age is unknown: the period between 750 and 1550 AD that the NMVW Tropenmuseum 
uses as its period of creation roughly comprises the Early Classical and Late Classical periods in Hindu-
Buddhist art history. This was the period that most of the famous temples of Java were constructed. One 
of the statue’s previous owners, Georg Tillmann (1882-1941), was a bit more precise in his estimation 
and dated the statue between 900 and 1000 AD.1 It is also not possible to specify its region of origin on 
the basis of its features and style. The singha, like many other statues and sculptures on Javanese 
temples, is made of volcanic andesite stone. In a regular seated position, the statue has large round 
eyes, pointed ears and horns that curl down along the head. From the jaws of the singha hangs a cord of 
pearl strings, and three rows of curly manes garland his head. 
 
According to the singha’s inventory card, the figure was carved out of the jaws of a makara.2 A makara 
is a composite mythological sea creature, that is often found in classical South and Southeast Asian 
architecture. Often in combination with a kala, a monstrous head above an entrance, gate, window, or  

                                                 
1 NMVW Tropenmuseum, collection cards of Tillmann, no. 06152 
2 NMVW Tropenmuseum inventory card TM-1772-406; see also NMVW Tropenmuseum, collection cards of Tillmann, no. 06152. 
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niche, makara habitually frame the gateways and doorposts, or flank the flights of steps leading up to 
temples. As mythological sea creatures, makara in South Asian art are often recognizable as stylised fish 
or crocodiles, but in the Indonesian Archipelago, makara typically consist of an elephant head with an 
upward curling trunk. The large jaws often enclose an animal (a lion or bird) or human bust.3 Makara, 
with or without singha, are extremely common in Hindu-Buddhist architecture: the Buddhist temple of 
Borobodur alone has hundreds of them, as decorations of gargoyles, door frames, gate posts, and along 
stairways.4 The singha, in literature sometimes called çārdulā5, is also quite common. It is found 
incorporated in makara sculptures or as independent statues. Sometimes these lions have a lifted 
forepaw, and they can carry several types of horns. 
 

 
 

The iconography of makara, with the elephant’s head and opened jaws, was important for early 
twentieth century Dutch archeologists and orientalists like J.L.A. Brandes (1857-1905), W.F. Stutterheim 
(1892-1942) and Th. van Erp (1874-1958).6 Already in the nineteenth century they were interested in 
the reconstruction of the development and spread of cultures and civilisations across the globe, 
analysing languages, architectures, and artistic traditions. In their comparative method, they had found 
out that makara in the shape of an elephant was one of the architectural features that distinguished 
Javanese Hindu-Buddhist structures from Hindu-Buddhist temples in South and mainland Southeast 
Asia. What is more, makara of this kind were specific to the Early Classical (or Central Javanese) Period 

                                                 
3 A.J. Bernet Kempers, Ancient Indonesian Art (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press 1959) 32; Jan Fontein, The Sculpture of Indonesia 
(Washington DC: National Gallery of Art 1990) 235. 
4 N.J. Krom and Theo van Erp, Beschrijving van Barabudur; Tweede deel, Bouwkundige Beschrijving (’s-Gravenhage: Martinus Nijhoff 1931) 379. 
5 For instance in ibidem, 381. 
6 See for instance: J.L.A. Brandes, “Een fraaie variatie van het olifant-visch- of Makara ornament,” Notulen van het Bataviaasch Genootschap 
van Kunsten en Wetenschappen 39 (1901), cix-cxvi; W.F. Stutterheim, “The Meaning of the Kala-Makara Ornament,” Indian Art and Letters 3 
(1929) 27-52; Theo van Erp, “Hindoe-Javaansche Steenplastiek in het Stedelijk Museum te Amsterdam”, Maandblad voor Beeldende Kunsten 
11-9 (1934) 262-268. 

Photo: Stone makara sculptures with 
singha between the jaws, at the Candi 
Kalasan near Prambanan. H. Bongers, 
1928, Collection National Museum of 
World Cultures, inv. no. TM-10015966. 
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of architecture on Java, i.e. before the tenth century A.D., and were rarely seen in architecture of the 
Late Classical  
(or East Javanese) Period. In that sense, makara (with or without a singha in its jaws) were important 
markers of the Early Classical Period of Javanese architecture, and thus wanted for collection.7  
 

Provenance report 
 
Georg Tillmann collection  
 
This Singha statue in NMVW Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam is part of a large collection of more than 
2400 objects (TM-1771 and TM-1772 series) assembled by Georg Tillmann (1882-1941). The collection 
originates mostly from Indonesia, but also contains objects from other regions in Asia and Oceania, and 
a few from Africa and South America. It consists of a variety of objects, including Hindu-Buddhist 
antiques, ethnographic objects, keris, jewellery, and a unique collection of textiles. In 1996, Koos van 
Brakel, David van Duuren, and Itie van Hout published a book about Georg Tillmann and his collection on 
the occasion of a special exhibition of textiles in the Tropenmuseum.8 
 
Georg Tillmann was born in 1882 in Hamburg, Germany, the son of a family of bankers and leather 
merchants. In 1911, Tillmann became a partner in his father’s bank, which lasted until 1931, when the 
family decided to liquidate the bank. This was just in time to avoid the German banking crisis of that 
same year. With an increasingly anti-Semitic atmosphere in Germany, Tillmann, who was of Jewish 
descent, decided to move to the Netherlands. Already in Germany, Tillmann had started collecting art, 
gold coins, and stamps. In the Netherlands, he continued his activities as a collector and developed an 
interest in Indonesian art. Between 1933 and 1939, he collected some 2000 objects from that region, 
including 600 textiles.9 On the basis of this collection, he also started to publish about Indonesian art, 
most notably about textiles, in journals such as Maandblad voor Beeldende Kunst and Cultureel Indië. 
 
In these years, Tillmann was in close contact with B.J.O. Schrieke (1890-1945), who was director of the 
Department of Ethnology at the Koloniaal Instituut, today the NMVW Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam. In 
August 1936 and November 1939, Tillmann exchanged (“ruilgift”) textiles with the museum, in 1937 he 
donated a magic bowl, and in January 1939 he sold six golden Hindu-Buddhist jewels.10 In November 
1939, under a growing concern over a Nazi invasion of Western Europe, Georg Tillmann decided to flee 
the continent and, after two years in the United Kingdom, move to the United States, where he had 
lived for a few years in his twenties and where he had met his wife Dorothy Wolf. On his flight, Tillmann 
could only take 23 golden jewels with him, and in a verbal agreement with Schrieke the other objects 
were discretely deposited in the depots of the Koloniaal Instituut. In December 1941, the collection was 
registered in the “register of new acquisitions” as a ‘gift’ with numbers 1369 and 1369a, with the note 

                                                 
7 For a good example for such an analysis, see: Van Erp, Beschrijving van Barabudur, 381, 395-401. 
8 Koos van Brakel, David van Duuren, Itie van Hout, A Passion for Indonesian Art. The Georg Tillmann (1882-1941) Collection at the 
Tropenmuseum Amsterdam (Amsterdam: Royal Tropical Institute 1996) 12-15. 
9 Van Brakel, Van Duuren, and Van Hout, A Passion for Indonesian Art, 12-15. 
10 See NMVW Tropenmuseum TM-1127-*, TM-1061-*, TM-1278-* and TM-1319-* series. 
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“Do not mention the name. Register as NN.”11 At a later period, probably in 1947, this note was crossed 
out and Tillmann’s name was added, with a new reference number: series 1771 and 1772. 

After the Second World War, the Koloniaal Instituut was renamed the Indisch Instituut and tried to 
reconstruct the conditions and intentions of the 1939 verbal agreement between Tillmann and Schrieke. 
This was not easy: in November 1941, Tillmann had passed away in New York from cancer, and Schrieke 
and Wolf had also died in the war years. In 1947, the new Director of the Department of Ethnology, C.T. 
Bertling, contacted Tillmann’s son and only heir, W.[Wolf] T. Tillman Jr., who lived in the United 
Kingdom.12 In 1947, they agreed that the transfer of 1939 was to be considered a donation and that the 
collection could stay in the museum, with the exception of a few objects that the Tillman family wished 
to keep “for sentimental reasons.”13 However, this settlement was never formalised, and only in 1994 
was an official transfer act signed, effectuating the donation.14 
 
Tillmann himself never visited the Indonesian Archipelago. A planned journey to the region was 
cancelled because of threat of war. Tillmann established his collection by buying objects at auctions and 
galleries in the Netherlands, and via intermediate collectors in the Indonesian Archipelago, most notably 
C.M.A. Groenevelt (1899-1973). Tillmann was rather atypical because, unlike most other contemporary 
private collectors, he kept a meticulous registration of the objects in his collection. He documented not 
only art-historical details, which he used for his own publications, but also information about where he 
had acquired the objects in the Netherlands, and sometimes where and how the objects were acquired 
in the Netherlands Indies.15 
 
With regards to the Singha statue, which Tillmann numbered 06152 and which was renumbered in 1947 
as 1772-406, the documentation card notes: 
 

Java; Hindu-Javanese; 06152 

Lion (Singa) […] 

Hard stone, sculpted. Brown-grey patina. Lion with extended and stylised tongue, sitting on a flat, heart 
shaped pedestal. Piece likely carved out of a Makara. Ca. 900-1000 AD; Period of the temples of 
Prambanan. Formerly, the piece was in possession of Vereeniging der [sic] Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst, 
Amsterdam.  

Van Lier 36 ecx.”16 
 

                                                 
11 Register nieuwe aanwinsten, serie 988-1832 (10.08.35-sep.1948), nos. 1369 and 1771-2. ‘geschenk’; ‘Naam niet vermelden. Inschrijven als 
NN [no name]’.  
12 Tillman Jr. had dropped the second ‘n’ in his family name. 
13 NL-HaNa, KIT Koninklijk Instituut voor de Tropen, 2.20.69, inv.no. 2214, letter of W. Tillman to C.T. Bertling, dated 27 August 1947; copy of a 
response letter of Bertling to Tillman, no date; minutes of the advice committee of the Department of Ethnology at the Indische Instituut, dated 
23 September 1947.  
14 Van Brakel, Van Duuren, and Van Hout, A Passion for Indonesian Art, 8, 25-26. For the history of the Tillmann collection, see also Denise 
Frank, Cultuur onder Vuur. Het Tropeninstituut in oorlogstijd (Amsterdam: KIT Publishers, 2012), 14. 
15 NMVW Tropenmuseum, collection cards of Tillmann (two brown boxes ‘Tillmann originelen’). 
16 NMVW Tropenmuseum, collection cards of Tillmann, no. 06152: “Java; Hindo-Javaans; 06152; Leeuw (Singa) […]; Harde steen, 
gebeeldhouwd. Bruin-grijze patina. Leeuw met uitgestrekte gestileerde tong, zitten op een plat hartvormig voetstuk. Het stuk waarschijnlijk 
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From this documentation card we learn that Tillmann bought the singha from Kunstzaal van Lier in 1936. 
This gallery in Amsterdam was opened in 1927 by art dealer Carel van Lier, who exhibited and traded in 
contemporary art, as well as in African and Asian ethnographic art and antiques.17 Tillmann was a 
regular buyer in Kunstzaal van Lier. On the basis of Tillmann’s own documentation system, the object 
registration system of NMVW indicates that 108 objects in the Tillmann collection (in total more than 
2400 pieces) were bought from Van Lier in the years between 1933 and 1939. Among these were 
several Hindu-Javanese bronzes and stone sculptures.18 Some of these sculptures can be retraced in the 
sales books of Kunstzaal van Lier, which are held in the Carel van Lier archive in RKD Netherlands 
Institute for Art History.19 In April 1936, for instance, Carel van Lier sold a “Sculpture from Java” 
[“Plastiek Java”] for one hundred guilders. However, the archive is too fragmented to establish a secure 
link between Van Lier’s sales books and individual objects in the Tillmann collection, and due to a lack of 
surviving purchase books we were also not able to tell when Van Lier acquired singha number TM-1772-
406. 
 
Luckily, Tillmann’s own documentation system indicates where Van Lier (or theoretically, an 
intermediate dealer) had acquired the singha: it had been “in possession of Vereeniging der [sic] 
Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst, Amsterdam.” 
 
Vereeniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst 
 
Vereeniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst (Society of Friends of Asian Art, VVAK) was established in 
1918 as an association of art collectors, antiquarians, and archeologists, with good connections in circles 
of politics and business.20 Many of the orientalists and archeologists who were described above in 
relation to the interest into makara sculptures played a role in the VVAK. The association aimed to 
promote the study and interest in Asian art to a wider audience, with exhibitions, publications, and 
meetings. After 1922, it also strived to establish a permanent exhibition space or museum, and an Asian 
art collection of its own. 
 
Unfortunately, we have not been able to find the moment the VVAK sold or exchanged the singha 
to/with Kunstzaal van Lier, despite the fact that the archive of the association, held in the Rijksmuseum, 
is relatively large and well preserved. It contains correspondence and administration of sales and 
acquisitions.21 It is surprising that the VVAK appears to have sold the singha. According to experts of the 
VVAK William Southworth and Pauline Scheurleer, pieces in the VVAK collection were rarely sold 
outright as this might disturb the members. It is possible, however, that the object was exchanged for  

                                                 
uitgehakt uit een Makara. Ca. 900-1000 n. Chr. Periode van de tempels van Prambanan. Het stuk vroeger in bezit van de Vereeniging der 
Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst, Amsterdam. Van Lier 36 ecx.” 
17 B. Van Lier, Carel van Lier, kunsthandelaar, wegbereider 1897-1945 (Bussum: Thoth, 2003). 
18 See for instance inventory nos. TM-1772-392 until -408. 
19 NL-HaRKD, 0108 Archief Carel van Lier, Inv.no. 363, verkoopboek 1934-1942, april 1936. 
20 In 2018, the VVAK was granted the designation “Royal.” 
21 Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, Archief van de Vereniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst (1903) 1918- 1964 (1972). Unfortunately, a number of 
possibly relevant inventory numbers could not be traced by the staff of the Rijksmuseum archive and KVVAK, among which inventory number 
277, concerning a “donation of art objects” in 1936 by Tillmann. This probably concerns a Hindu-Javanese ear jewel: inv.no. 16, concept 
jaarverslag 1935/1936. 
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another object. After the arrival of a number of big Javanese sculptures in 1932, the singha had perhaps 
become a surplus object in the VVAK collection.22 
 
We know a bit more about how the singha entered the VVAK’s collection. In the VVAK’s annual report of 
1923-1924, it is stated that in these years, “Mr. A. Capadose, The Hague, enabled us to buy a silver, very 
fine T’ang mirror […] and a beautiful Hindu-Javanese little stone lion. The little lion, which is 30 cm in 
height, must have been placed in the opened jaws of a Makara.”23 The text is accompanied by a photo 
(fig. 5) that undoubtedly shows singha number TM-1772-406. The report indicates that the singha was 
among the first objects of the VVAK collection. “These gifts are the first of our own collection. If our 
collection grows further through gifts, a core [of objects] can be formed that can serve as the foundation 
to establish a public collection of Asian art.”24 In these years, prominent members of the association 
were debating the best way to establish a new collection: by asking members and sympathisers to 
donate and loan objects that would attract other gifts, bequests, and special offers, or alternatively, by 
asking members for financial support and buy objects on the art market.25 This singha was apparently 
bought with financial support of Abraham Capadose (1858-1929). Capadose was a founder of the Schill 
and Capadose bank, and for more than three decades served as a commissary of the Koninklijke 
Nederlandsche Maatschappij tot Exploitatie van Petroleumbronnen in Nederlandsch-Indië (Royal Dutch 
Company for the Exploitation of Petroleum in the Netherlands Indies, a predecessor of Shell plc).26  
 
Despite the fact that we know the name of the financier, and a period of acquisition (1923-1924), we 
have not been able to trace the collector or art dealer who sold the singha to the VVAK. Possibly, its 
acquisition was related to a research and acquisition trip to the Netherlands Indies by VVAK board 
member Taco Bernhard Roorda (1874-1937) in 1923. Roorda was temporary curator at the Rijks 
Ethnographisch Museum, an expert in Hindu-Buddhist art, and the archivist of the VVAK.27 According to 
the minutes of the VVAK board, Roorda travelled to Java to attempt to “wrangle a few objects” from the 
Oudheidkundige Dienst (colonial archeological service) for the future VVAK collection.28 Also in this 
period, Thomas and Anna Resink-Wilkens, who had established a famous Javanese art collection in 
Yogyakarta and were well embedded in the art network of Central Java, travelled to the Netherlands 
and paid a visit to the VVAK.29 During their stay, they assisted and facilitated the VVAK in acquiring 
Javanese antiquities, but because they are mentioned in the annual report of the VVAK in a separate 
section, it is less likely that they also sold the singha to the association.30 

                                                 
22 Email William Southworth, curator of Southeast Asian Art in Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, 23 July 2021. 
23 "Jaarverslag no. 4, vereenigingsjaar 1923-1924” (Vereeniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst 1924), 8: “De heer Mr. A. Capadose te ‘s-
Gravenhage stelde ons in staat een zilver-kleurige, zeer fijn gemodeleerde T’ang spiegel (fig. 8) en een fraai Hindoe-Javaansch steenen leeuwtje 
(fig. 5) aan te koopen. Het leeuwtje, dat 30 cm. hoog is, moet zich oorspronkelijk in den opengesperde ben van een Makara hebben bevonden.” 
24 Ibidem: “Deze schenkingen vormen een eerste begin van eene eigen verzameling. Indien onze collecte zich door verdere schenkingen 
uitbreidt, kan allengs een kern worden gevormd, die als grondslag zou kunnen dienen tot het vormen van eene openbare verzameling van 
Aziatische kunst.” 
25 Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, Archief VVAK, inv.nr. inv.nr. 28, copy of a letter to H.K. Westendorp, author unknown, dated 12 September 1923.  
26 "Begravenis van Mr. A. Capadose,” Het Vaderland: staat- en letterkundig nieuwsblad (24 May 1929). 
27 Rudolf A.H.D. Effert, “J.P.B. de Josselin de Jong: Etnologie Versus Schoonheidsbeleving”, Aziatische Kunst 46-1 (Juli 2016) 6. 
28 Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, Archief VVAK, inv.no. 1, minutes of a meeting of the huishoudelijk bestuur of the VVAK, 6 January 1923. 
29 C.A. Drieënhuizen, ‘Koloniale collecties, Nederlands aanzien: de Europese elite van Nederlands-Indië belicht door haar verzamelingen, 1811-
1957’ (Dissertation University of Amsterdam 2012) 227-291. 
30 "Jaarverslag no. 4, vereenigingsjaar 1923-1924” (Vereeniging van Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst 1924), 9; Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, Archief 
VVAK, inv.nr. 28, copy of a letter of H.F.E. Visser to the directors of the Stoomvaartmaatschappy Rotterdamsche Lloyd, dated 23 March 1923. 
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Without further documentation about the acquisition of the VVAK in 1923-1924, it is difficult to trace 
the provenance of the statue further back to the Indonesian Archipelago. A further specification of the 
regional origin of the singha on the basis of a stylistic analysis is also a difficult endeavor. Distinctive 
features, such as the shape of the makara’s trunk or cords of pearl strings, are not visible in this isolated 
singha, while the specific form of the thick curls of the lion’s manes is not indicative. As William 
Southworth and Marijke Klokke have pointed out with regards to another makara with singha in the 
collection of today’s KVVAK (AK-MAK-247 and -248), there was a large degree of stylistic variation in the 
creation of these statues and ornaments, with hardly ever two exactly identical sculptures.31  
 

Suggestions for further research 
 
Unfortunately, a number of possibly relevant archival files in the archival collection of the KVVAK could 
not be traced by the staff of the Rijksmuseum archive, where the archive is kept. Among these files is 
inventory number 277, concerning a “donation of art objects” in 1936 by Tillmann, which is around the 
period of acquisition of the singha by Tillmann from Kunstzaal van Lier. 

                                                 
31 Marijke Klokke and William Southworth, “Tracing the History of Makara AK-MAK-247 in the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam,” Aziatische Kunst 44-3 
(2014) 20. 


