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Summary of findings 

According to the inventory card of Museum Volkenkunde this musket had belonged to the collection 

of the Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden (KKZ). In a KKZ inventory book of 1879 we indeed find 

two muskets under numbers 5859 and 5860, which we were able to relate to an anonymous sale in 

1836-1837 . However, the style and measurements of the weapons in the inventory book do not 

match with weapon number RV-360-5859. This is probably the result of an erroneous replacement 

with one of the other weapons in the collection of Museum Volkenkunde. The hybrid style of the 

weapon and lack of an alternative donor or seller makes it difficult to provide an alternative region 

of origin. 

 

Reconstruction provenance 

 [< 1916] - today 

Rijks Ethnografisch Museum (today NMVW Museum Volkenkunde) 

H. W. Fischer, Catalogus van 's Rijks Ethnographisch Museum, X Midden-Sumatra (Leiden: E.J. Brill 1916) 148. 

 

Object information 

This musket of 1,70 meters is a flintlock rifle, with a long octagonal silver barrel and wooden ramrod. 

The long wooden butt-stock and woodwork are undecorated. The barrel and metal lock parts have a 

subtle forging pattern of a hybrid style. The upper part of the barrel contains, from lock to mouth, a 

lotus flower (often seen in Borneo), an ornamental leaf, ‘Chinese’ geometric patterns, ornamental 

flowers and patterns often seen in Aceh. The metal lock parts also contain decorations of various 

kind. This hybrid style is not surprising because firearms were traded throughout Southeast Asia, 

with large weapon producing centers in Negara (Kalimantan Selatan), the Strait Settlements and, 
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until the beginning of the nineteenth century, Sirukam in West Sumatra. Locally, weapons were 

reassembled, repaired, and decorated according to various traditions. According to John Klein 

Nagelvoort, the weapon is likely a Malay-Sumatran product, but very distinct from the often seen 

matchlock Padri rifles of the beginning of the nineteenth century and flint or percussion lock 

blunderbusses of Negara and Aceh.1 

 

Provenance report 

According to the inventory card of Museum Volkenkunde, this musket had belonged to the 

collection of the Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden.2  In 1816, this cabinet was established by 

the Dutch King William I (1772-1843) and contained the old stadtholder’s collection. In the course of 

the nineteenth century, the 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 subdivided over several Dutch museums. The 

ethnographic collection of the Netherlands Indies was assigned to the Rijks Ethnographisch Museum, 

Volkenkunde’s direct predecessor in Leiden. 

When the cabinet was established in 1816, its first director Reinier Pieter van de Kasteele (1767-

1845) kept archive of correspondence regarding incoming donations and acquisitions. His son and 

successor Abraham Anne van de Kasteele (1814-1893) was less meticulous. After this director had 

neglected the KKZ’s archival system and inventory for years, his successor David van der Kellen 

(1827-1895) attempted to retroactively register the cabinet’s acquisitions. He made this 

reconstruction on the basis of archival documents and correspondence of decades.  

In Van der Kellen’s inventory books, the musket was registered under number 5859 as “a large, 

beautiful Sumatran rifle, 1,84 [meter].” The next inventory number, 5860, was registered as a “idem, 

somewhat smaller, 1,79”.3 An archival comparison shows that Van der Kellen copied these 

descriptions from a sales list that can be dated around the end of 1836-beginning 1837, and which 

was sent to the KKZ by an anonymous resident.4 On this sales list, the two rifles are described as “a 

large, beautiful Sumatran rifle which is used by the Padri’s, fl 100,--” and an “idem – idem somewhat 

smaller, fl 75,--".5 The Padri were Wahhabi warriors who were engaged in an anticolonial war against 

the Dutch and local aristocracy in West Sumatra between 1803 and 1837. 

Both the sales list and inventory book explicitly mention the fact that one of the rifles is larger than 

the other, namely 1,84 meters and 1,79 meters. This raises confusion. In the 1916 catalogue of the 

Rijks Ethnographisch Museum of the Central Sumatra collection both rifles are measured as 1,70 

meters. This measurement is copied in the Rijksmuseum Volkenkunde’s inventory cards of 1947 and 

in today’s registration system.6 

                                                 
1 Email John Klein Nagelvoort, curator Museum Bronbeek, 6 May 2021. The author wants to thank John Klein Nagelvoort for his help in 
analyzing the style and ornamentation of the weapon. 
2 Museum Volkenkunde, inventory card RV-360-5859. 
3 NL-LdnRMV-A3-26 t/m -67, handwritten inventory books of the Rijks Ethnographisch Museum, nos. 5859: “Een groot fraai Sumatraansch 
geweer. 1,84”, “een dito, iets kleiner, 1,79”. See also NL-HaNA, BiZa / Kunsten en Wetenschappen, 2.04.13, inv.nr. 1962, inventory KKZ, nr. 
5859. 
4 NL-HlmNHA, 476 Rijksmuseum en rechtsvoorgangers te Amsterdam, inv. No. 839, sales list and draft receipt notes, no author, no date. 
5 “Een groot fraaij Sumatra’s geweer hetwelk door de Patries gebruikt wordt, fl 100,--”, “Een dito – dito iets kleiner, fl 75,--”. 
6 H. W. Fischer, Catalogus van 's Rijks Ethnographisch Museum, X Midden-Sumatra (Leiden: E.J. Brill 1916) 148; we have verified the length 
of the rifles ourselves and measured RV-360-5859 at 1,68.5 cm and RV-360-5860 at 1,69 cm. 
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Moreover, whereas rifle number RV-360-5860 was indeed recognised by later7 and present day 

experts8 as a Badil Satengga, a matchlock rifle that was typically made in the West Sumatran town of 

Sirukam and used during the Padri wars (1803-1837), this was not the case with rifle number RV-

360-5859. Its flintlock mechanism, longer stock and lack of brass casted lock parts deviate from the 

typical Padri Satengga. This explains why curator H.W. Fischer (1864-1918) in 1916 did not register 

the rifle with the other firearms from Sirukam but indicated that he could not specify its region of 

origin.9 In 1947, curator A.A. Gerbrands (1917-1997) suggested Aceh as its region of origin, but with 

a question mark.10 

Probably, the rifle that was registered by Van der Kellen as number 5859 was erroneously replaced 

with another rifle in the collection of the Rijks Ethnographisch Museum. This was not uncommon. 

There were at least three pairs of rifles that arrived in the museum in 1883, all of which measured 

between 1,66 and 1,84 meters and were stored in a “niche” in the “weapon storage”.11 Today, they 

are registered as RV-360-5859 and 5860, RV-360-1616 and 1617, and RV-351-26 and 25. Rifle 

number RV-360-1617 was not registered in the catalogue of 1916. Rifle number RV-351-25 is missing 

today.  

Another rifle with a questionable registration, which matches the description of weapon number 

5859 in 1836-1837, is rifle number RV-B2-0-40. It is part of a permanent loan of 1889-1890 from J.C. 

Heesterman (1859-1911), who collected objects from Karo and Toba Batak groups as a tobacco 

planter in Deli, North Sumatra. Today, rifle number RV-B2-0-40 is a Padri gun with a matchlock and it 

was described as such by H.W. Fischer in 1914, but when it arrived in 1890 in the Rijks 

Ethnographisch Museum it was registered as a flintlock rifle.12 We do not know its length upon 

arrival but today it measures 1,85 cm, almost the same length as the 1,84 cm rifle that was 

registered in KKZ in 1836-1837. Were these two rifles confused with one-another? Even though the 

puzzle could not be solved in the context of this research, it is clear that rifle number RV-360-5859 is 

not the same as the one that was acquired by KKZ in 1836-1837.  

 

Suggestions for further research 

A systematic comparison of the measurements and characteristics of all rifles in the Museum 

Volkenkunde collection in relation to archival records and historic inventory lists will help to correct 

mistakes in attribution and probably lead to new scenarios. 

                                                 
7 Ibidem; Museum Volkenkunde, inventory card RV-360-5860. 
8 John Klein Nagelvoort in correspondence with the author, 6 May 2021. 
9 Fischer, Catalogus van 's Rijks Ethnographisch Museum, 148 
10 Museum Volkenkunde, inventory card RV-360-5859. 
11 See for instance Museum Volkenkunde, inventory card RV-360-5859: “Nis”, “Wapenkamer” 
12 NL-LdnRMV-A1-14-187, forwarded letter of J.C. Heesterman to Rijkmuseum Amsterdam, dated 28 February 1889; NL-
LdnRMV_A03_094_SB002, ‘lijst der 8 juli 1890 ontpakte verzameling Batak-voorwerpen’, nos. 38-40; H. W. Fischer, Catalogus van 's Rijks 
Ethnographisch Museum, VIII Bataklanden (Leiden: E.J. Brill 1914) 107.  


