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Summary of findings 
 
The three human skulls from Borneo that are presently in possession of the OSG Graaf Engelbrecht 
school in Breda are part of a larger anatomical and natural historical collection. Although former 
teachers assume that the skulls were already in possession of the school before the Second World War, 
the earliest confirmed year is 1963. With regards to Skull B (‘Dajak’), physical anthropological analysis 
indicates that it “probably” concerns a male with a biological age at death between 18 and 34 years. The 
text inscribed on the cranium gives important indications where the victim came from, the village Telang 
in today’s Kabupaten Barito Timur in Kalimantan Selatan. Yet, without additional information it is not 
possible to connect Skull B in Breda to a single event or individual in this context. 
 

Reconstruction provenance 
 
< 1963 - 2020 

 OSG Graaf Engelbrecht in Breda and predecessors 

Wil Mathijssen, “De Rijks-HBS, een terugblik,” 34. 
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Visual information 
 
Dr. Raphaël Panhuysen (ANTHRO.NL), who conducted physical anthropological research on the skull 
commissioned by PPROCE, concludes that it concerns an intact skull with a fitting mandible. It 
“probably” concerns a male with a biological age of death between 18 and 34. “The exterior surface of 
the skull was treated with a resin, possibly shellac. The resin was unevenly applied or possibly displaced 
during episodes of higher temperature, causing an uneven yellow discoloration of the skull.” Moreover, 
the skull shows no signs of decapitation or trauma.1 In recent decades, a small blue rectangular sticker 
has been glued to the left side of the cranium, on the temporal bone, and on the jawbone. On the 
frontal bone of the cranium, a Dutch text is written in black ink. Part of the inscription is damaged and 
vague, and the name of the kampung is difficult to read. The text reads: 
 

 Dajak van kampong Tellang 

 / Tamiang Layang / 

 / Sihong / 

 2 

In translation (K.S.): 

 Dayak from kampung Tellang 

 / Tamiang Layang / 

 / Sihong / 

 2 

 
Provenance report 
 
The recent history of Skull B in Breda ran largely parallel to the history of Skull A, although former vice-
headmaster Wil Mathijssen remembered that Skull B was placed in the headmaster’s office, in the 
former science cabinet at the Nassaustraat.2 
 
With regards to the older provenance history of the skull, the text suggests that this skull was not taken 
as a war trophy, as was Skull A, but collected in the emerging tradition of ethnography and physical 
anthropology. In their attempt to partition the human race into subgroups, physical anthropologists 
considered the populations of the Indonesian Archipelago particularly interesting because they lived at 

                                                 
1 Physical anthropological analysis was conducted by Raphaël Panhuysen on 10 February 2022, in presence of PPROCE-researchers Jona Mooren 
and Klaas Stutje, Laurens de Rooy of Museum Vrolik and a representative of the school. The conclusions can be found in the research report 
“Physical anthropological report of three skulls in the biological collection of the Graaf Engelbrecht Highschool, Breda, The Netherlands” by Dr 
Raphaël Panhuijsen, ANTHRO.NL, February 2022. Please note that this report will be available via the documentation folder of Museum Vrolik 
in Amsterdam UMC. A research account is included at the end of this document. 
2 The author wishes to thank Mr Mathijssen for his valuable information. Interview W.F. Mathijssen, retired vice principle, 4 December 2020. 
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the geographical crossroad between (the peoples from) the Indian Ocean and the Pacific, and between 
mainland Asia and Oceania. For scientists in this tradition, the individual’s name or history was less 
important than the place of origin and the ‘race’ group to which he or she was said to belong. In 1891, 
Lindor Serrurier (1846-1901), the director of the Ethnographic Museum in Leiden, wrote a manual for 
the collection of scientific data, and biological, zoological, and human material. In the booklet, which 
was directed to amateur collectors in Dutch colonies, he also encouraged the collection and preparation 
of skulls. It was important, according to Serrurier, to inscribe on the skull a number, corresponding with 
an inventory list, the place of origin, and if possible also the sex and age of the victim.3  Whenever a skull 
came in as a couple or larger group, oftentimes a man and a woman, the skulls were marked and 
separated with a simple letter or number.  
 
As pointed out in relation to Skull A, several collectors used different systems of inscription, and most of 
the skulls were not inscribed at all but labelled with an information tag. In the case of Skull B in Breda 
the handwriting, which is much more neat than on Skull A, suggests that the skull was inscribed by an 
experienced collector.  
 
The text itself refers to a village, “kampong Tellang,” near the town of Tamiang Layang in the Siong-
region, which can be identified as the village of Telang in today’s Kabupaten Barito Timur. Number 2 
suggests that the skull originally belonged to a couple or a group of skulls and got separated from the 
other(s) over time.  

                                                 
3 L. Serrurier, De Pionier: Handleiding voor het verzamelen en waarnemen op natuurkundig gebied, inzonderheid in tropische gewesten (Leiden: 
De Breuk en Smits, 1891) 124-125. 
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The Siong region [or Sihong] was significant to the Dutch. The region was mainly inhabited by the Siong 
group of the Ma’anyan people, a sub-ethnic group of the Dayak people. The leader of the Siongs was 
Suta Ono (1822-1894), who was loyal to the Dutch long before and after the Banjarmasin War. Under his 
leadership, the Siongs became one of the most favoured and trusted of the Dutch allies, for which they 
received privileges and tax exemptions in return. Before the Banjarmasin War broke out, the region was 
a centre of evangelisation by the Rheinische Missions Gesellschaft. During the war, Suta Ono’s fortified 
compound in kampung Telang often served as a stopping place and strategic position for Dutch troops in 
their fight against the armies of Antasari (1797-1862). Suta Ono delivered ancillary troops and 
participated in expeditions against Montallat. In return, a permanent garrison of twenty to thirty Dutch 
soldiers helped to defend kampung Telang against attacks of revengeful Dayak groups.4 The grave of 
Suta Ono can still be visited today. 

                                                 
4 Van Rees, De Bandjermasinsche Krijg II, 43, 95, 174; Sjamsuddin, “Fighting Dutch Rule,” 220-221; Hadi Saputra, “Telaah Historis-Teologis 
Terhadap Kepimpimpinan Karismatis Suta Ono,” Pambelum: Jurnal Teologi 8-2, June 2019, 98-100. 

Kampong Telang, near the town of 
Tamiang Layang in the Sihong-
region. Extract from map in G.B. 
Hooyer, De krijgsgeschiedenis van 
Nederlandsch-Indië, van 1811 tot 
1894, part II (Den Haag: De Gebr. 
van Cleef 1895) map no. 24. 
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From the Dutch literature it seems that Suta Ono and the Siong people were actively engaged in the war 
throughout the 1860s. At various instances, Siong fighters and villagers were decapitated by enemy 
troops, and decapitation was often also the fate of opponents who fell in the hands of Suta Ono.5 Yet, 
without additional information it is not possible to connect skull B in Breda to a single event or individual 
in this context.  
 

Suggestions for further research 

As mentioned in relation to Skull A, the collector who inscribed the skull can probably be identified by 
comparing the handwritings and information on similar skulls from the Indonesian Archipelago. The 
level of detail of information written on the skull, for instance, reminds of skulls collected and inscribed 
by J.G.X. Broekmeijer in the collection of Davis.6 
 
An interview with experts from the region of South Kalimantan may provide additional information 
about the Siong region.  

A cross-national investigation and inventorying of the skull collections in various European museums, 
universities, and institutions may provide more details about the collection practices and distribution 
patterns of skulls from Borneo. 

                                                 
5 For instance, Van Rees, De Bandjermasinsche Krijg II, 75; Van Rees, De Bandjermasinsche Krijg Nader Beschouwd, 112. 
6 Davis, Thesaurus Craniorum, 292-295, nrs. 1242, 1243 and 1246, but 1244 and 1245 bear striking similarities. 

Suta Ono, in Van Rees, De 
Bandjermasinsche Krijg, part II, p. 52-53.  
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Research account 
After the OSG Graaf Engelbrecht school in Breda contacted the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam about the 
Indonesian skulls in its possession, the skulls were included in the selection of the PPROCE provenance 
project. The PPROCE researchers have sought advice from Susan Legêne, the co-author of a book about 
human remains in the Tropenmuseum, on the ethics around this type of research.7 The research has 
focused on finding information about the identity and regional origin of the skulls, anticipating further 
steps, including the possibility of the repatriation of the skulls.  
 
Aware of the short-term necessity of finding a more appropriate environment and better technical and 
organisational facilities to accommodate the skulls, the school and the PPROCE researchers agreed to 
involve Amsterdam UMC Museum Vrolik. This museum has experience in the safeguarding, research, 
and repatriation of human remains. Laurens de Rooy of Museum Vrolik has advised the school about the 
conservation of the natural historical and anatomical collection at large. Museum Vrolik also agreed to 
accept the Indonesian skulls on loan from OSG Graaf Engelbrecht, with the intention and expectation 
that the research and storage facilities and management experience of the museum in relation to (the 
repatriation of) human remains will help to secure a more ethical and dignified future for the skulls.  
 
The physical anthropological examination of the skulls was conducted on 10 February 2022 by Raphaël 
Panhuysen, ANTHRO.NL, in the presence of PPROCE researchers Jona Mooren and Klaas Stutje, Laurens 
de Rooy of Museum Vrolik, and a representative of the school. This kind of examination was deemed 
necessary because an analysis of the age of death of Skull A could confirm or reject the hypotheses that 
were made on the basis of archival research. During the research, the skulls were photographically 
documented, and studied by using standard physical anthropological methods. No invasive or 
destructive methods were applied and no samples have been collected. After examination the skulls 
were carefully packed in specially developed acid free cardboard boxes, provided by Museum Vrolik. The 
research report, entitled “Physical anthropological report of three skulls in the biological collection of 
the Graaf Engelbrecht Highschool, Breda, The Netherlands” will be made available via the 
documentation folder of Museum Vrolik in Amsterdam UMC. 

                                                 
7 David van Duuren, Mischa ten Kate and Susan Legêne, Physical Anthropology Reconsidered: Human Remains at the Tropenmuseum 
(Amsterdam: KIT publishers 2007). 


