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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 the cranium of Skull C (‘kettingganger’), physical 
anthropological analysis indicates that it “probably” concerns a female, aged between 15 and 35. The 
tag that is attached to the cranium is very difficult to decipher, and provides no indications for further 
research to establish the identity of the person, or to connect the skull to a single event or location. 
 

Reconstruction provenance 
 
< 1963 - 2020 

 OSG Graaf Engelbrecht in Breda and predecessors 

Wil Mathijssen, “De Rijks-HBS, een terugblik,” 34. 
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Information 
 
Dr Raphaël Panhuysen (ANTHRO.NL), who conducted physical anthropological research on the skull 
commissioned by PPROCE, concludes that it concerns “the sawed off parts of the frontal bone and the 
right and left parietal bones of an adult skull. The cut surface is typical for an autopsy. The white colour 
of the bone support the impression this skull cap was stored after an autopsy.” Panhuysen also writes 
that the surface of this skull is treated with a resin. The superior surface shows a darker colour, most 
likely because of exposure to dust.” With regards to the age and sex of the individual, Panhuysen 
concludes, based on only a few available indications, namely “the presence of marked tubera parietalia 
and the thicknes of the skull,” that it “seems plausible” that this was the skull of a female, aged between 
15 and 35.1 On the frontal bone of the cranium, a tag is attached with a Dutch text that is very difficult 
to decipher. The text reads: 

 *van* Borneo *roe [baroe?] 

 *ohan 

 kettingganger 

In translation (K.S.) 

 *from* Borneo *roe [baroe?] 

 *ohan 

 Chain gang labourer  

 

Provenance report 
 
The recent history of Skull C in Breda ran largely parallel to the history of Skulls A and B. 
 
With regards to the older provenance history of the skull, the text on the tag provides too little 
information to establish the identity of the person, or to connect the skull to a single event or location. 
First of all, it was not uncommon that collectors prepared the heads of convicts and prisoners. Secondly, 
the deployment of forced labour gangs by the colonial government throughout the Indonesian 
Archipelago was widespread. From early modern times onwards, colonial courts sentenced the large 
majority of Asian offenders to perform labour in local public works projects, which included the 
construction and maintenance of infrastructure and government buildings, and the collection of 
garbage. People convicted to longer sentences were sent to coal mines in Kalimantan and Sumatra or 
were used as carriers in scientific and military expeditions.  
 
                                                 
1 Physical anthropological analysis was conducted by Raphaël Panhuysen on 10 February 2022, in the 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. 
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Also during the Banjarmasin war (1859-1863) the colonial army in South Kalimantan deployed convicts 
as soldiers and carriers from all around the Indonesian Archipelago. For instance, the colonial army that 
attacked the benteng of Ramonia on 28 September 1861, during which the flag in Rijksmuseum with 
number NG-1977-279-15-1 was conquered, consisted of 200 soldiers, and 120 convicts and contract 
labourers.2 Convicts were also active in the Oranje Nassau Coal Mine in Pengaron. However, if it indeed 
concerns a female individual, as suggested by Panhuysen, it is more likely that she was a local convict, 
deployed in local public works, than a severely punished chain gang labourer in the colonial army or 
mines.  
 

Suggestions for further research 

As mentioned in relation to the other two Indonesian skulls in the school in Breda, the collector who 
attached the tag on the skull can probably be identified by comparing the handwritings and information 
on similar skulls from the Indonesian Archipelago. 
 
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. 
 

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.3 The research has 
focused on finding information about the identity and regional origin of the skulls, anticipating further 
steps, including the possibility of 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 

                                                 
2 G. Luchtmans, “Militaire Geneeskunde, a. Verslag van den togt der kolonne van Vloten, in de Karrauw-landen, Zuider en Oosterafdeeling van 
Borneo, van den 17en September tot en met den 14en October 1861,” Geneeskundig Tijdschrift voor Nederlandsch Indië X (1863), 15. 
3 David van Duuren, Mischa ten Kate, and Susan Legêne, Physical Anthropology Reconsidered: Human Remains at the Tropenmuseum 
(Amsterdam: KIT publishers 2007). 
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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. 


