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Fig. A: Blade of a bronze ceremonial axe, Dong-Son style, W: 17 cm, Drawing by 

Alex Copeland after fig. 2 in Islands and Ancestors Indigenous Styles of Southeast Asia
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Before Western colonization of Island Southeast Asia (ISEA) began 500 
years ago, we would have encountered a world as lively, spirited and 
engaging as it is today. Islands at long distances were sailed to for trade and one 
language, pasar Malay (literally market Malay), would have been spoken to bridge the language 
barriers. Where these contacts occurred, local establishments would have been affected, for these 

contacts came into being only because of the products these islands yielded and the absence of the 

goods desired. Mutual dependency is the key to a certain degree of the welfare and concomitant 

profit that benefitted certain families. All of these trade networks started in a wealthy centre, a capital 

or subsidiary settlements, which had the means to build ships and to provide them with capable men 

to sail out to the periphery. What all these islanders had in common was at least that their languages 

belonged to the same language family, Austronesian.

In prehistoric times, during the Neolithic period, a vast 
migration wave set out from mainland Southeast Asia, 
to disperse over a vast area that eventually brought 
descendants to the shores of Rapa Nui (Easter Island). 
This dispersal of people who spoke an Austronesian 
language took place between 5,000 and 1,000 years 
ago. More in line with several research results, though, 
we should speak of migration waves that took place in 
several directions within the West Pacific. They were the 
progenitors and originators of the multifarious societies 
that inhabit this vast Pacific area. These agriculturalists 
brought new crops, introducing rice and millet, pottery, 
weaving, husbandry (pigs and chickens) and dogs, 
which were all to a large extent unknown in the West 
Pacific.1 Thanks to a knee-shaped adze with a polished 
sharp stone blade and skilful application of the tenon 
and mortise technique, these people were able to build 
stilted timber houses and to put to sea outrigger canoes 
with sails. Along the way, entering different worlds, they 

1 Bellwood 1999: 10-11

settled and lived, as was the case in Melanesia, on nearby 
smaller islands off the coast of larger islands. Exchange 
relationships were more often than not a viable means 
for establishing trade networks that persisted over a long 
period of time. One such trade network, Lapita, was 
revealed by archaeologists and named after the site in 
New Caledonia where certain pottery shards were found.  
This Lapita culture, which originated in the Melanesian 
world, is closely linked to the Austronesian dispersal, and 
is known for its incised and dentate- stamped red pottery 
in horizontal registers of various ornaments including 
human faces, the latter being a prehistoric source for the 
study of motifs and styles in this geographic area. The 
late Lapita culture was coincident with the manufacture 
of bronzes, named after a site in present-day Vietnam, 
Dong Son. The distribution of these bronzes, some 
imported, the others made locally, reached as far as 
West New Guinea. Although Lapita pottery and so-called 
Dong Son bronzes share some decorative features, it 
is the latter that elucidates decorative patterns found 
on objects of various ISEA cultures and cultures of the 

West Pacific until quite recently. These bronzes, with 
their structured geometric patterns and a preference for 
depictions of human activity seen on bronze kettle drums 
in particular, show some affinity with rock paintings found 
on cliff-edge shelters facing the sea associated with a 
later Austronesian diaspora and coined the Austronesian 
painting tradition (APT).2 What characterises these 
objects, drums and axe heads in particular, and rock 
paintings is that they were found on the islands bordering 
the sea. Excavations have revealed that most of the 
Austronesian settlements with stilted houses were built 
near the sea, a prerequisite for outward-bound trade. The 
Austronesian speakers did venture to travel far distances; 
they therefore had the means and the products to trade 
for commodities which were wanted on the island 
communities they settled in. Wherever they went, these 
migrants adapted to new ecological systems, brought 
along their knowledge and eventually brought about the 
introduction of their language which was adopted on 

2 Ballard 1992: 98;  O’Connor et. al. 2015: 194

most of the islands except for some enclaves in eastern 
Indonesia and inland New Guinea. Admixing with older 
extant communities, the Austronesian dispersal gave rise 
to new cultural interaction spheres and geographically 
scattered differentiation of culture patterns that were 
maritime oriented.

Through time, new societies came into being which 
combined local traditional belief systems with those of 
the Austronesian-speaking peoples. A socioeconomic 
and religious cultural pattern pervaded the island 
cultures of ISEA and parts of western Melanesia. In a 
cosmological sense, the world was seen as divided into 
an upper world and lower world, the upper world being 
the heaven where the ancestors and godly creatures lived 
and the lower world was represented by aquatic animals 
or reptilians (snakes, amphibians, lizards), symbols of 
fertility. In between these worlds man had to deal with the 
spirits of nature, which could be harmful or benevolent. 
Dealing with the ambiguity of nature required personal 
charms and amulets. 

Eastof 
Borneo –
 Power, Prestige and Potency – By Arnold Wentholt



Fig. B: Design from Lapita pottery vessel (detail), Drawing by Alex Copeland after 

fig. 3 in Islands and Ancestors Indigenous Styles of Southeast Asia
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Although figurative amulets are not uncommon in 
ISEA and West Melanesia, they are ubiquitous in 
communities with a strong wood-carving tradition, i.e. 
the Dayak along the Mahakam River, the communities 
in the southeast and southwest Moluccas and the lower 
Sepik River basin, to name but three geographical areas 
covered in this catalogue. These could take the form of a 
spirit, demonstrated by certain anomalies, an ancestor 
or an animal.  These amulets, in a narrow sense were 
safeguards, for which purpose the Dayak along the 
Mahakam River make them (cat. nrs. 5-12), whereas the 
amulets of the lower Sepik-Ramu area (cat. nrs. 37-39) 
also had the function of charms, a coaxing faculty.

A peculiar amulet consisting of two male figures, their 
bodies united and only a left and a right arm visible, 
reminds of the two brothers, cultural heroes, who in the 
mythical past enabled mankind to live by slaughtering 
the giant. It hails from Tanimbar, one of the easternmost 
islands of the Moluccas, an area with historical ties to New 
Guinea, where myths of the brothers abound and have 
been recorded.3 These small amulets, called wandrar, were 
carried in bags by hunters and warriors and represented 
distant ancestors who were successful hunters.4 

Prestige goods as emblems of power were not only 
items for which the best artists of the community were 
commissioned, they also served as markers of the clan of a 
community. In order to enhance the power or the potency 
of a commissioned object, these items could be fashioned 
from imported and thus rare material. Such an item is 
cat. nr. 33, a knife handle from Lake Sentani. According 
to Hoogerbrugge knives, tamehembu (tame, “brought by 
strangers”, mehembu, “a tool”), came in two sizes, small 
ones up to 25 cm. and larger ones up to 50 cm., both of 
which were daily utensils. The latter ones were also used 
in carving smaller objects, whereby the tip of the handle 
was vised in the armpit to carve the object in the round. 
Designated tamehembu, because metal was brought by 
strangers from overseas, the larger sized knife could be 
adopted as a prestige emblem, in which case, the handle 
was carved with a standing anthropomorph and used 
only for special purposes with a ceremonial character.5

3 See Peltier, Schindlbeck & Kaufmann 2015 cat. nr 58 for a Papua 
example of the Sepik-Ramu area.
4 De Jonge & Van Dijk 1995: 99.
5 Hoogerbrugge 1967: 78-79.

Ancestor worship is a strong feature in all ISEA and 
Melanesian cultures. Every lineage counts several 
ancestors, historical and distant. Commemorative 
statues of ancestors and cultural heroes, erected in 
clan houses, men’s cult houses or in the open, express 
myths and (recent) history, aligning community 
members to their common past. In the Sepik basin, 
ancestor and spirit figures of larger sizes were 
concealed in cult houses and were not to be seen by 
the uninitiated. Smaller items of medium size were 
kept in houses, whereas amulets for personal use 
were kept on the body or attached to the bilum bag.

Without the ancestors, life was not possible, 
for they brought the adat, the traditional set of 
rules to abide by and by honouring them through 
statues, the community was safeguarded.  Ancestor 
figures are carved in various positions, but the squatting 
and the standing positions are most prevalent. The Dayak 
statues of the upper Mahakam region, cat. nrs. 16 and 
17, show a similar rendition of the body composition as, 
for instance, the statues of the Sepik-Ramu area (cat. nr. 

41): a relatively large head on a narrowing downwards 
torso flanked by arms akimbo, hands firmly placed on 
the hips and strong muscular legs. The countenance 
is in several cases heart-shaped, which could hint at a 
common cultural background or that it was adopted for 
its considered efficaciousness (for an example see cat. 

nr. 42 for a canoe mask of the middle Sepik).

In eastern Indonesia, the squatting figure is omnipresent 
in the rendition of ancestral figures. Cat. nr. 30 shows 
a small ancestor figure in this position, complete with a 
receptacle for offerings, carved separately. Male ancestors 
on Leti were generally rendered in a squatting position with 
arms crossed or with the right arm resting on the left, in 
both cases resting on the knees. The face shows alertness 
with circumlined eyes and an opened mouth- as if it 
wants to communicate. Topped by a Western headdress, 
it is a typical example of the colonial era combining 
traditional concepts and attributes from overseas. 

Cenderawasih Bay in Indonesian West New Guinea is 
another area where ancestor figures, korwar, were abound 
and  were fashioned either in the squatting or in the 
standing position. The korwar in the present collection, 

cat. nr. 34, hails from the small and remote Ayau Atoll, 
to the north of Waigeo in the Raja Ampat Archipelago. It 
was acquired in the 1930s as a result of several ‘cargo cult’ 
rituals and the search for a future paradise (koreri) which 
at that time was every day’s business.6 Korwar figures were 
in certain circumstances needed as vessels for the dead to 
be reunited with.  This observation links the Cenderawasih 
Bay, for instance, to the Murik Lakes, where the people 
perceive the human body as a canoe, in which a person’s 
soul journeys during one’s lifetime.7 The canoe was the only 
means by which to travel over distances and both areas are 
known for ventures on the sea, using rigged-up outrigger 
canoes, most likely not that different from the Austronesian 
boats that sailed the Pacific more than 2,000 years ago. 

The West Pacific, including the smaller Melanesian 
islands and coastal areas of larger islands in Melanesia, 
traded with the new migrants from overseas, who brought 
new products, knowledge and  different sociocultural 
and religious concepts, which over time amalgamated 
into new societies. A cultural patchwork pattern was 
the result of interrelated trade networks. The boat as a 

6  Corbey 2017: 102-103.
7  Howarth 2018: 53.

symbol for the community designating various parts 
to male and female spheres is a strong metaphor for 
Austronesian-speaking societies or the communities 
who were economically dependent like, for instance, the 
Murik Lakes people. This dualistic perception pervades 
all Austronesian rooted cultures. In a sociopolitical sense, 
one can observe a hierarchal pattern from which ensues 
feasts of merit, a strong sense of reciprocity to balance 
things out with ancestral spirits, trade and marriages. 

Last but not least I would like to draw attention to the 
Western perception of Austronesian and Melanesian, 
what we call, works of art. Without knowledge of the place 
where an object was acquired, we can merely ascribe that 
dataless object on a formal ground to a style area. But 
style is a Western concept that is versatile in the cultures 
concerned. An object of a different culture of, say, tens 
of kilometres away can be adapted in another society by 
applying different attributes to fit into a new context.8 

Not only do icons change hands, they are appreciated for 
their efficacy, beauty and/or power. This is what we all share.

8  Peltier, Schindlbeck & Kaufmann 2015: 114
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Aso – the dragon-dog
Like the Nias lasara and the Batak singa, the aso is a 
Dayak composite mythical animal associated with the 
underworld and applied on several objects to ward off 
evil, to protect the wearer in his undertakings and as a 
safeguard for the community when applied on dwellings. 
It is omnipresent in Central Borneo, along the Mahakam, 
Kayan and upper Kapuas river basins. The female dragon 
is the keeper of the underworld and as such the symbol of 
fertility. Creatures living in the waters, crocodiles, lizards, 
snakes and frogs are regarded as various representations 
of this fertility symbol.

Aso appear in different guises and depending on medium 
can be worked out in various ways.

The motif originates likely from the dragon found 
on Chinese jars with looped ears which traditionally 
were highly appreciated by the Dayak as heirloom jars, 
tempayan. The jar is an allusion to the primeval life-
giving waters and bestowed on humans by the gods 
with their wives as intermediaries. Here we see another 
manifestation of the female power to give life. This 
concept is likely of Indian origin where in the iconography 
of religious complexes we encounter a similar creature, 
the makara, from which mouth a lotus, a tree of life 
issues. In the course of time the image of the makara 
changed into several aquatic animals with one remaining 
feature the elongated upper jaw and short under jaw. Like 
the makara, the aso is an ambivalent creature that finds 
iconographic expression in vegetative elements and 
demonstrates the ability to metamorphose.

Cat. Nr. 1

Cat. Nr. 3

In the sculptural ornaments applied to building 
constructions the aso is frequently found. The head 
aside, which is a product of imagination but also in 
various applications a rendering of a typical Indonesian 
motif which is composed of two opposing vegetative 
elements, the body and limbs in many cases display a 
rather natural representation of an animal, in particular 
an accurate observation of felines and dogs. (cat. nrs. 

1 and 3) Both works of art also demonstrate a similar 
carving technique of sinuous lines and square surfaces 
that confer these carvings a special power. These sharp 
edged surfaces are not applied at random as they result 
in an ingenious concept. If, for instance, we turn the 
head of cat. nr. 1 around, we recognize a crouching 
spooky figure with large eyes and a diamond-shaped 
mouth. The underside could be interpreted as another 
squatting figure. This configuration not seen at first sight 
is an element not easily found in other areas and shows 
the ingenuity by which some artists of the Kayan-Kenyah 
complex once were endowed.  

Another manifestation of the dragon-dog show cat. 

nrs. 4 and 5 in a style in which the S-shape prevails. The 
amulet is carved in such a way that upper and lower body 
are rotated 180 degrees, a simple but effective way to 
express the otherworldliness of this creature. This to a 
certain extent unassertive representation seems at odd 
ends with the former, but viewed from close range one 
may detect in the opened muzzle an alert creature, ready 
to unwind and attack when necessary.

In summary, based on the aso sculptures hailing from 
the Kenyah-Kayan complex published in this catalogue, 
we may tentatively conclude that they comply with the 
following characteristics,

A predilection for expressive forms by application of 
- rotation; 
- semi- or pseudo-mirrored images; 
- constructive use of negative space;  
-  configuration of natural and mythical elements 
establishing metamorphosis; 

Cat. Nr. 4 Cat. Nr. 5
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 1 ~ Aso

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th century or before 

Length: 20 ½ inches / 52.1 cm 

Wood

  Provenance: Alain Schoffel, Paris
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 2 ~ Aso

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th century or before 

Length: 9 ¾  inches / 24.8 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Francois Coppens collection, Belgium 

New York collection, acquired from above 

in the 1990’s
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 3 ~ Aso

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th century or before 

Length: 12 ¼   inches / 31.1 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Francois Coppens, Belgium 

New York collection, acquired from above 

in the 1990’s
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 4 ~ Aso

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th century or before 

Height: 22  inches / 55.9 cm 

Wood

 Provenance: Ron Nasser, New York
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Cat. Nr. 13

Dayak 
amulets
From various published sources that appeared in the past 
decades, most prominently Corbey (2018) who did an 
in-depth study regarding the attribution and distribution 
of amulets and charms, it appears that most of these 
were found in the Luangan, Barito and Kayanic ethno-
linguistic regions. These peoples live in the eastern, 
south-eastern and central northern part of Borneo, 
along the river basins of the Mahakam, Barito and upper 
Kapuas. Since there were many migrations, due to raids, 
crop failures or the search for new lands for agriculture, 
and intermarriages, it is difficult to assign certain styles 
of carving to one particular ethnic group. Subgroups 
might borrow certain elements for their power of effective 
design or adopt objects which belonged to powerful 
persons. The potency was furthermore enhanced by 
ritual application of plants, flowers, anointment of 
blood or water, depending on the area and certain 
rituals for which the amulets were used. In the Luangan 
ethno linguistic region effectiveness of a certain amulet 
depended on the wood associated with a certain spirit.

 

Amulets are considered divine gifts, serve various 
purposes and may assist shaman-priests in their healing 
and mortuary ceremonies where the priest invokes 
certain spirits for assistance or protection. In the latter 
case he may invoke ancestors. Shaman-priests wore, 
and in some places they still do, a necklace during 
ceremonies, consisting of various amulets associated 
with different spirits and which reflect the spirit world in 
the surrounding nature.

Individuals may need protective devices for dangerous 
undertakings such as head-hunting and long journeys 
or need them in vulnerable situations. These amulets 
may consist of bundles of different materials wrapped in 
a piece of cloth. They are usually made of wood and in 
rare cases of bone, such as the Melanau fishing amulets 
(cat. nr. 13). In the latter case we speak of a charm, for 
its function was to entice, to have luck in attracting fish.

Without knowledge of origin and the type of wood from 
which these ritual objects were made, it is near impossible 
to determine the iconographic details. Although we 
cannot determine the knowledge with which these 
magical objects once were imbued, on a formal basis 
we may appreciate the unrestrained expressive richness 
nowhere else to be found outside of Borneo. 



 5 ~ Aso Amulet Figure

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 3 ¾ inches / 9.5 cm 

Wood

 Provenance: Philip Goldman collection, London

  Published:  The Divine Gifts, 1975, fig. 76 

Dayak Amulets: Miniature Sculptures from 

Borneo, 2016, fig. 40.
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 6 ~ Amulet Figure

  Bahau, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 3 inches / 7.6 cm 

Wood

 Provenance: Old collection from The Netherlands
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 7 ~ Amulet Figure

  Tunjung, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 2 ¼ inches / 5.7 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Fred ten Houten collection, 

The Netherlands, (1916-1995). 

Inventory # TH941 

Gerrardus Museum van der Leeuw, 

Groningen, The Netherlands
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 8 ~ Amulet Figure

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 3 ¼ inches / 8.3 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Fred ten Houten collection, 

The Netherlands, (1916-1995). 

Gerrardus Museum van der Leeuw, 

Groningen, The Netherlands 
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 9 ~ Amulet Figure

  Tunjung, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 4 inches / 10.2 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Fred ten Houten collection, 

The Netherlands, (1916-1995).  

Inventory # TH1032 

Gerrardus Museum van der Leeuw, 

Groningen, The Netherlands 
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 10 ~ Amulet Figure

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 3 inches / 7.6 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Fred ten Houten collection, 

The Netherlands, (1916-1995).  

Inventory # TH1022 

Gerrardus Museum van der Leeuw, 

Groningen, The Netherlands 
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 11 ~ Amulet Figure

  Tunjung, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 6 ½ inches / 16.5 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Mia and Loed van Bussel collection, 

Amsterdam, inventory # I 064
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 12 ~ Amulet Figure

  Tunjung, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 5 ¼  inches / 13.3 cm 

Wood, glass trade beads

  Provenance:  Mia and Loed van Bussel collection, 

Amsterdam, inventory # I 063
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 13 ~ Fishing Amulet

  Melanau, Monkar, 3rd Division, Sarawak, Borneo 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 3 ¾ inches / 9.5 cm 

Deer antler

 Provenance: Karob collection, Boston

  Published:  Squatting Figures of Borneo, Orientations, 

January 1981, fig. 11. 

Art of Tribal Indonesia: A Private Collection, 

2015, fig. 40.
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DAYAK 
STATUES
In 1931 a Dutch army officer in colonial service, J.M. Gijzel, 
put his experiences he encountered during a military 
campaign in the 1920s on paper. He was assigned to 
end the skirmishes between Kenyah and Bahau along the 
upper Mahakam. Upriver, in the Bahau area, the patrol 
arrived at a high cliff, Batu Tenebang, with several small 
caves. ‘In this cliff are graves at a height of 70 meters. 
The cliff is steep and to crawl up against the wall is 
impossible. The Bahau told, that they bury their dead 
there to prevent theft of the goods accompanying the 
dead on their journey to the after world. In the early days 
it was customary to give, besides decorative weapons 
etc., the grave old tempayans1 of high value. Furthermore 
the Bahau told me that they were able to bring the coffins 
up that high by binding tree trunks together with rattan 
and put them against the rock and carve steps in them. 
When some men had crept in the rock cave, the coffin 
was hoisted by means of long rattan. Once up, the cave is 
provided with scaffolding on which the coffin and goods 
are tied up. Afterwards people don’t care anymore. After 
some time, it happens many times that the ties break 
and the coffin with corpse and goods fall into the river. 
A Dayak coffin is a dugout tree trunk on which a neat 
fitting lid is placed of which the seams are stopped up 
with resin. Consequently it takes a long time before the 
corpse decomposes. The coffins of the aristocrats are 
sometimes elaborately carved with a sitting male figure 
(complete) on both ends and made of one piece of wood.’2

1 Stoneware jars imported from mainland Southeast Asia.
2 Gijzel 1931: 42-43. Translation from Dutch by author. Cat. Nr. 24 Cat. Nr. 16

What we may gather from this report is that in the 1920s 
the Bahau people still knew how to bury a corpse in a cave 
and that elaborately carved coffins with anthropomorphs 
on both ends for the wealthy was still practiced.3 The 
Bahau, at least until the early 20th century, were known 
for their carvings of anthropomorphic figures which are 
characterised by edged concave heart-shaped faces with 
disc-shaped eyes and a rhombic mouth showing two 
rows of teeth, muscular limbs, the hands akimbo and a 
predilection for negative space. (Compare cat. nr. 24 

for an early 20th century item in this style). Cat. nrs. 

16, a male and 17, a female figure belong to a corpus of 
works consisting of no less than seventeen statues and 
two architectural fragments showing a similar concept.4 
Details may vary due to several generations of artists who 
worked in this canon of representing the human body.5 
Usually these statues have one or more small projections 
on the elongated head and a cylindrical pole below, from 
which we may assume – the watchful stance and bared 
teeth also apply to this - that they were erected near or in 
front of mortuary structures like shrines, sanctuaries or 
ossuaries.6 It is possible that this design, which survived 
for a long time, pertained to these mortuary purposes 
only. An example to substantiate this is the coffin lid, cat. 

nr. 15. Two anthropomorphic figures in mirrored images 
in which the artist made a compelling use of negative 
space, watch over a diminutive crouching figure, placed 
in between with raised arms – an old Indonesian motif, 
which rarely appear on Dayak carvings from a later date.7 

Whether the Bahau were the original creators of this style, 
we do not know. Due to migrations, intermarriages and 
assimilations, they may have borrowed the style from a 
group no longer existent. What remains is a corpus of 
art works that awaits further exploration in the context 
of World Art.

3 Id. 43 ‘Nowadays most of the Bahau bury their dead in the earth’
4 De Grunne 2015: 7
5 Id. : 7-8 Four of these statues have been C14 dated resulting in 
a wood age estimated at 500 – 1200 years BP.
6 Schefold & Alpert 2015: 138-139 for a Bahau-Saa or Bahau Busang 
for a repository supporting figure in the Dallas Museum of Art.
7 Id. : 140-141 for an age-old panel with three likewise squatting figures.Cat. Nr. 17 Cat. Nr. 15



 Coffin Panel ~ 14

 Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

 19th century or before 

 Length: 17 inches / 43.2 cm 

 Height: 8 ½ inches / 21.6 

 Wood

 Provenance: Private collection, New York
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 15 ~ Coffin Cover
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 15 ~ Coffin Cover

  Bahau, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th century or before 

Length: 39 inches / 99.1 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Jack Sadovnic, acquired in the 1980’s 

Private collection, New York, acquired 

from above in 1990’s
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 16 ~  Male Guardian Figure, 
hampatong

  Bahau, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th century or before 

Height: 46 inches / 116.8 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Rusdy Chatib, Jakarta 

Munir Djody, Jakarta 

Karob collection, Boston, 

acquired from above in 1981.

 Published:  The Voice of the Spirits, 

Boston College Art Gallery, 1989, I-149 

Art of Tribal Indonesia: 

A Private Collection, 2015, pg. 19, fig. 23. 

Dayak 2 from Borneo, 2015, pgs. 42-43, fig. 16.
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 17 ~  Female Guardian Figure, 
hampatong

  Bahau, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th century or before 

Height: 45 inches / 114.3 cm 

 Wood

  Provenance:  Rusdy Chatib, Jakarta 

Munir Djody, Jakarta 

Karob collection, Boston, 

acquired from above in 1981.

  Published:  The Voice of the Spirits, 

Boston College Art Gallery, 1989, I-150 

Art of Tribal Indonesia: 

A Private Collection, 2015, pg. 19, fig. 23. 

Dayak 2 from Borneo, 2015, pgs. 42-43, fig. 16.
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Cat. Nr. 24 Cat. Nr. 23 Cat. Nr. 22

Tools
In the traditional world one had to protect himself against 
spirits which could be harmful. Protective devices, each 
in the local style reflecting the status of its owner and 
identifies him as belonging to a certain ethnic society, 
were applied to all kind of objects, whether for practical 
or religious use. Decorated items not only safeguard 
the owner, they may be considered more appropriate/
effective when in use. 

Capable carvers were commissioned to apply 
their skills and knowledge on powerful 
and therefore dangerous designs invoking 
strong but ambiguous spirits. Members of 
the aristocracy,  experienced elders and 
ritual specialists were considered capable.1

The awl handle, cat. nr. 22, is reminiscent of the mandau 
hilt, cat. nr. 28, and shows a spirit head with diminutive 
aso motifs along the flanks. Cat. nr. 21 is an awl handle 
with the characteristic rhombic mouth with two rows of 
teeth, which can be found in the upper Mahakam and 
is alternately assigned to various tribes in East Borneo. 
It shows a configuration of figures in which we discern 
various aso elements. This is not so easily manifest in 
the handle with a spiral shape which seems to imitate 
a special form found in nature. A small band in a rather 
graphic design is a Kenyah-Kayan signature of the dragon-
dog. Configuration is once again visible in the totem-like 
cat. nr. 24. The Bahau handle shows an anthropomorph 
standing on top of a kneeling figure. The scene is carved 
in such a way that at the back of the lower figure a spirit 
figure appears with a notched countenance, its hands with 
four digits being the feet of the kneeling figure in front and 
holding a spherule. Could this be a Dayak translation in 
one image to the ambiguousness of the surrounding spirit 
world? This well worked out handle would have topped an 
implement of some importance, likely for ritual purposes.

1 Sellato 1992: 23-24 Cat. Nr. 21



 18 ~ Bowl

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th century 

Length: 12 ½ inches / 31.8 cm 

Wood

 Provenance:  Private collection, New York, 

since 1990
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 19 ~  Lid from a Heirloom Martaban 
Ceramic Jar

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th -early 20th century 

Height: 10 ½ inches / 26.7 cm 

Wood, fiber, glass trade beads and buttons

  Provenance:  Galerie Bernard Dulon, Paris 

Private collection, New York
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 20 ~  Suspension Hook for hanging 
Trophy Heads

  Bahau, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 12 ½ inches / 31.8 cm 

Wood, Boar tusks

 Provenance:  Francois Coppens, Belgium 

New York collection acquired 

from above in the 1990’s
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 21 ~ Awl Handle

  Bahau, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 3 ½ inches / 8.9 cm 

Deer antler, buffalo horn

 Provenance: Private collection, New York, since 1990
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 22 ~ Awl Handle

  Bahau, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 3 ¼  inches / 8.3 cm 

Deer antler

 Provenance: Private collection, New York, since 1990
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 23 ~ Tool or knife handle

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 5 inches / 12.7 cm 

Deer antler

 Provenance: Private collection, New York, since 1990

bruce frank primitive art – new york



 24 ~ Tool handle

  Bahau, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 6 ¾ inches / 17.1 cm 

Wood, metal

 Provenance: Old German collection
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Cat. Nr. 24

Cat. Nr. 27

Cat. Nr. 29

Cat. Nr. 22

Mandau 
and 
handles

The mandau of the Dayak, also known as parang ilang, is an 
easily recognised sword and due to the fact that most inland 
people made use of this weapon, there are many around. 
Iron blades were traded by societies in whose area iron ore 
deposits were found. Length of the sword generally does not 
exceed 70 cm. and were used in raids.  Worn horizontally 
above the hip, they can be divided into two classes. Both have 
one thing in common and that is the one-edged hardened 
iron blade with a straight back, a pointed tip and convex-
concave sides. The handle is usually carved of deer horn 
or wood and the wooden two-piece scabbard with rattan 
bindings with a separate usually palm leaf small scabbard for 
a long-hilt knife, attached to the back. More distinguished 
items reflect the prestige of nobility found in more stratified 
societies (f.i. Kenyah and Kayan).1 Not only the blade can be 
embellished with forged curls along the back side, it may 
be encrusted with copper, brass or silver. These blades are 
longer than the common ones. Correspondently sheaths 
have finely engraved patterns in wood or horn, intriguing 
rattan bindings, glass beaded girdles with several precious 
accessories attached to the noose of the girdle. In the 
more prestigious category of swords the hilt belongs to the 

1 Nieuwenhuis 1904: 147 states that these more elaborately 
worked out pieces were not used in battle or raids.

category of most elaborated pieces of workmanship. In the 
five examples shown here (cat. nrs. 25-29) one is amazed 
by the intermingling of motifs dealing with the Dayak cosmos. 
All these small art works are carved in the round using the 
long-handled knife as tool, the handle secured by the armpit 
to concentrate on the fine details. The handle of cat. nr. 

25 has an elaborate maze pattern into which a standing 
spirit figure with almost insect-like countenance appears. 
The next item, cat. nr. 26 is another fine example to show 
a cosmological scene where different mythical – among 
which half-human-figures vie in an intersecting pattern 
around whirlpools. Cat. nr. 27 with braided silver cuff and 
hammered and granulated collar seems on first sight an 
ordinary item. Seen from nearby one detects the fine carved-
out details of aso, crocodile, boar and double spirals. In the 
following item the hilt shows a spirit’s head in which the 
carver made use of the natural grooves with opened mouth 
devouring a not specified species. In the last item the antler is 
carved with an aso eye represented as a circle with tentacles 
or squid’s arms issuing. It is a powerful pars-pro-toto amidst 
finely notched lines in combination with aso-derived motifs 
and as always on these hilts serve as a protective means.

Cat. Nr. 25



 25 ~ Mandau

  Bahau-Modang, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Length: 30 inches / 76.2 cm 

Deer antler, wood, metal and rattan

  Provenance:  European collection, painted in white, 

on the scabbard, inventory # 732048. 

Private New York collection acquired 

from above in 1992.
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 26 ~ Mandau Handle

  Bahau-Modang, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Length: 4 ½  inches / 11.4 cm 

Deer antler

 Provenance: Private collection, New York, since 1990
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 27 ~ Mandau Handle

  Bahau-Modang, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Length: 6 ½ inches / 16.5 cm 

Deer antler, silver

 Provenance: Private collection, New York, since 1990
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 28 ~ Mandau Handle

  Bahau-Modang, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Length: 5 ¼ inches / 13.3 cm 

Deer antler, rattan

 Provenance: Private collection, New York, since 1990
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 29 ~ Mandau handle

  Kenyah-Kayan, Dayak, East Borneo, Indonesia 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 7 ½ inches / 19.1 cm 

Deer antler, rattan

 Provenance: Old French collection
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 30 ~ Ancestor Figure

  Leti, Indonesia 

19th century 

Height: 6 inches / 15.2 cm 

Wood

 Provenance:  Collected between 1903-1907 by Dutch Navy 

officer, G.J.H. Verbeek, (1884-1957), During his 

first voyage to the Netherlands East Indies. 

By descent to his grandson
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 31 ~ Ancestor Figure

  Leti, Indonesia 

19th century 

Height: 5 ¾ inches / 14.5 cm 

Wood

 Provenance: Herman de Vries, The Netherlands

 Published:  Maluku, Arte y Ritual, 1997, fig. 1 

Eloquent Silence, Archaic Animistic Cultures, 

2015, fig. 95.
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 32 ~ Amulet Figures

  Tanimbar, Indonesia 

19th century 

Height: 4 ¾ inches / 12.1 cm 

Wood

 Provenance:  Mia and Loed van Bussel collection, 

Amsterdam, inventory # I 004 

Acquired in 1963
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 33 ~ Knife Handle

  Lake Sentani, West New Guinea 

19th century 

Height: 10 ¼ inches / 26 cm 

Wood, rattan

 Provenance:  Collected by Jacques Viot in 1929 

Emile Bouchard, Paris 

Marcia and John Friede, New York

 Published:  Art of Northwest New Guinea: from Geelvink Bay, 

Humboldt Bay and Lake Sentani, 1992, pg. 92, 

fig. 53.
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 34 ~ Korwar Figure

  Ayau Atoll, Raja Ampat Islands, 

West New Guinea 

19th century 

Height: 8 inches / 20 cm 

Wood, glass trade beads

 Provenance:  Collected on Ayau Atoll by F.C. Kamma, 

in the 1930’s 

On loan to the Wereldmuseum, Rotterdam, 

between mid 1930’s and the mid 1970’s, 

Inv. No. 28839. 

Mia and Loed van Bussel collection, 

Amsterdam, inventory # Z 011

 Published:  Korwars and Korwar Style, 1968, pg. 73, fig. 64 

Raja Ampat Ritual Art: Spirit priests and ancestor 

cults in New Guinea’s far West, 2017, pg. 104, 

fig. 56A.
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 35 ~ Korwar Neckrest

  Geelvink Bay, West New Guinea 

19th century 

Height: 7 inches / 17.8 cm 

Wood

 Provenance:  Ernst Heinrich collection, 

Stuttgart/Bad Cannstatt 

By descent to his daughter 

Mia and Loed van Bussel collection, 

Amsterdam, inventory # Z 117.
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 36 ~ Mortar

  East Sepik Province, Lower Sepik River region, 

Murik Lakes, Papua New Guinea 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 5 inches / 12.7 cm 

Wood, pigment

 Provenance: Old German collection
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 37 ~ Amulet Figure

  East Sepik Province, Lower Sepik River region, Murik 

Lakes, Papua New Guinea 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 7 1/8 inches / 18.1 cm 

Wood, pigment and fiber

 Provenance:  Marcia and John Friede collection, New York 

Private collection, Paris

 Published:  Powerful Magic: Mininature Sculptures from 

the Sepik River Region, 2013, fig. 2.
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 38 ~ Amulet Figure

  East Sepik or Madang Province, coastal region, 

Sepik-Ramu estuary, Papua New Guinea 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 11 3/8 inches /  28.8 cm 

Wood, pigment including Rickett’s Blue laundry 

bluing, plaited fiber.

  Provenance:  Marcia and John Friede collection, 

New York 

Private European collection

 Published:  New Guinea Art: Masterpieces from 

the Jolika Collection, 2005, fig. 67. 

Powerful Magic: Miniature Sculptures 

from the Sepik River Region, 2013, fig. 16.
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 39 ~  Hair Pin or Arm Amulet Figure

  East Sepik Province, Lower Sepik or 

Ramu River region, Papua New Guinea 

19th – early 20th century 

Height: 8 ½ inches / 21.6 cm 

Wood, pigment

 Provenance:  Jacob Michiel Ydema, The Haag, sold in 1961 to 

the Nijmeegs Institute for Cultural Anthropology 

at the R.K. University. 

Painted in white are the museum’s inventory 

numbers 792. 
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 40 ~ Dance Mask

  East Sepik Province, lower Sepik River, 

Keram River, Papua New Guinea 

19th-early 20th century 

Height: 13 inches / 33 cm 

Wood, pigments

 Provenance: Old German collection
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 41 ~ Male Figure

  East Sepik Province, lower Sepik River, 

Keram River, Papua New Guinea 

19th century 

Height: 26 ¼ inches / 66.8 cm 

Wood, pigment

 Provenance:  Collected by Pierre Langlois in 

Korogopa village in 1960. 

Galerie Kamer, 1966 

Marcia and John Friede collection, New York

 Published:  Galerie Kamer, New York, 1966. Fig. 4 

New Guinea Art: Masterpieces from the 

Jolika Collection, 2005, fig. 115
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 42 ~ Canoe Prow Mask

  Middle Sepik River region, 

Chambri Lakes, Papua New Guinea 

19th century 

Height: 13 ¼ inches / 33.7 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Harry A. Franklin Collection, 

Beverly Hills, acquired by the 1960’s

 Published:  Oceanic Art: A Celebration of Form, San Diego, 

2009, pg. 106, fig. 87.
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 43 ~ Female Figure

  Yiman people, East Sepik Province, middle Sepik River; 

upper Karawari River, Papua New Guinea 

19th century or before 

Height: 18 inches / 45.7 cm 

Wood

  Provenance:  Marcia and John Friede collection, New York 

Private European collection
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