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Had it not been for the Galleria Gottardo’s and the Museo delle Culture Extraeuropee’s most 

welcome initiative to stage this important exhibition, I would never have imagined that the 

beautiful city of Lugano, which is rightfully famous for several other reasons, held such an 

outstanding Borneo collection. We may never know why, some day, one Lugano resident, the 

artist Serge Brignoni, decided to bequeath his collection to the Museo. Yet, unfortunately, for 

over twenty years, that collection remained in the Museo’s depot, leaving us, Borneo 

aficionados, totally unaware of its existence.  

 

This sort of chance occurrence of private persons’ bequests and donations, of course, must 

lead one to suspect that other museums, in other Western towns and cities, with no special  

historical connections to Borneo, or to Asia more generally, might hold similar treasures, 

awaiting an opportunity to be ‘discovered’ and exhibited. Therefore, Professor Francesco 

Paolo Campione’s present endeavor is to be highly commended. Also, I would like here to 

acknowledge Junita Arneld’s and Paolo Maiullari’s dedication to and expertise in the arduous 

task of identifying and making sense of the pieces of this collection. 

 

On Collecting 

 

Indeed, one major problem with such collections is with the almost total dearth of information 

regarding the pieces’ origins and functions. Serge Brignoni’s is an artist’s collection, based on 

an artist’s unique approach and specific criteria. It is a very personal selection of pieces that 

appealed to him, presumably for aesthetic reasons having little to do with an ethnographer’s 

or an anthropologist’s concerns. Serge Brignoni was not, we may expect, particularly eager to 

investigate which ethnic group of which region of Borneo had manufactured them and for 

what reasons, or what functions they served or what meaning they carried. Moreover, such 

information probably was not forthcoming, as these pieces were procured, along the years, 

from primitive art galleries and public auctions in European capital cities. Why Serge 

Brignoni collected Bornean statuary and, more broadly, Indonesian and Oceanic art, rather 

than, say, African art, as quite a few other famous artists did, may remain a matter for 

conjecture. 

 

Although no information as to the places of origin of these carvings came with them, it is 

clear that Serge Brignoni had an artist’s sure eye for and fine taste in Bornean art. The 1920s 

and 1930s, when he gathered his collection, saw several exhibitions, held in Banjarmasin and 

Batavia (Jakarta), of Borneo artefacts made for the already blooming antique trade (see, e.g., 

Schophuys et al. 1939), and it is not that uncommon to find ‘old fakes’ in pre-war (and even 

older) collections, yet Serge Brignoni’s flair did not fail him, and his collection clearly does 

not include such made-for-the-trade pieces. One thus may assume that he exercised the same 

discrimination in selecting objects from the wider Indonesian and Oceanic area for his vast 

collection, and one would just hope that those objects are also presented to the public soon. 



 

This Bornean collection, however, does reflect a few standard features, which to this day have 

remained widespread among collectors of and dealers in primitive art, be it African or 

Bornean. Firstly, most often these persons are partial to ‘noble’ materials – metal, stone, and 

hard wood. Art works made of such materials are readily recognized as art; otherwise, they 

often barely qualify as handicrafts (see Sellato 1995). Among carved hard wood works, 

anthropomorphic figures are generally favored, and even more so when they come in large 

sizes. Serge Brignoni’s Borneo collection comprises principally large-sized anthropomorphic 

figures made of hard wood – along with the occasional war shield or baby-carrier. 

 

Secondly, collectors and dealers have a marked bias towards the ‘antiquity’ of primitive art 

pieces. While it is well known that wooden artefacts, even those made of hard wood, or the 

imputrescible iron wood, usually do not survive very long in the humid tropics, collectors and 

dealers are always quite eager to convince themselves (or their customers) that a given object 

can be ascribed to the “late 19
th

 century” – and the earlier, the better – as if the label “mid-20
th

 

century” would lessen its artistic value (it would, I suspect, somewhat moderate its market 

value). Ideally, art pieces should be ‘pre-contact,’ that is, with Westerners, based on the 

assumption that they would then be more authentic, as if no other contact, or cultural 

influences, had ever occurred prior to Western interference. In turn, I believe, this rests on 

some vague notion that ‘primitive’ cultures have somehow remained static till the arrival of 

their Western discoverers. Furthermore, one must be aware that such period ascription very 

often is more a matter of marketing strategy than of scientific analysis.  

 

Associated, to some extent, with age is, for collectors and dealers, the ‘patina factor,’ one that 

is obviously of no relevance to the people who created the objects. The patina, usually amply 

described in catalogues, seems to bear heavily on an object’s market price. Therefore, it is 

often made to undergo a delicate process of cosmetic ‘improvement’ at the hands of experts, 

which is quite difficult to detect. Such sophisticated doctoring is performed not only by 

primitive art specialists in European capitals, but nowadays also by manufacturers of fake 

Dayak statues in Borneo’s coastal cities, as well as in Bali and other places. 

 

Finally, another factor, and a crucial one on the primitive art market, is the aesthetic value 

credited to a given object. Let me, at this point, remark that this value, in principle, should be 

independent of the object’s absolute antiquity or the material used, and even, to some extent, 

its size, but in practice it is not. While this is not the place to discuss the legitimacy of the 

process by which Westerners project their own grid of aesthetic values upon artefacts created 

by other cultures, which has been viewed by some as a new form of colonialism, I should at 

least stress the very subjective and culturally biased nature of such an aesthetic evaluation. 

 

Likewise, a subjective assessment of an object’s ‘power’ partakes in this evaluation. In a 

‘powerful’ object, this encompasses, in a strange mix, both the aesthetic strength that it 

possesses to trigger emotions, and the magical potency that it is supposedly endowed with. 

Minute traces of blood (or egg yolk) as could be detected – or imagined, or carefully added –  

are viewed as testifying to the object’s use in ritual sacrifices and, consequently, to its 

accommodating some sort of supernatural entity, which, in turn, is viewed as guaranteeing its 

authenticity. Supposed supernatural attendance in a carved figure may be regarded at will by 

its owner as either benevolent, and thus bound to ensure the protection of the home, or 

malevolent, and liable to radiate danger – only slightly so, because the owner only half 

believes in it, but a little shudder is always so pleasurable. And, of course, a spiritually laden 

object generally can command a higher market price. 



 

In this process of evaluating an artefact’s aesthetic quality, near-total ignorance of its cultural 

context is nowadays trendy. Everyone has heard certain self-styled primitive art experts 

discoursing ad nauseam, with the appropriate emphatic gesticulation, on an object, with 

complete disregard for its significance in the culture that produced it. Fortunately, the present 

exhibition pays no heed to what for some is now the cool thing to do, and serious efforts have 

been made to restitute, when possible, the objects’ cultural context, particularly regarding 

their identification and interpretation. 

 

On Identifying 

 

Unless an artefact has been collected in the field, in its traditional cultural context, and 

information relative to its name, use, function, and meaning has also been gathered through 

interviews with knowledgeable participants in that particular culture, the tasks of identifying 

and interpreting this artefact seldom are easy ones. The first problem is with identifying its 

region of origin and the ethnic group that produced it. In this process, one must deal with the 

notion of ‘ethnic styles,’ actually a rather hazy one. In turn, through a study of the available 

scientific literature, this identification may allow for a tentative interpretation of the artefact. 

 

Ethnic styles, however, are not unambiguously recognizable. Insofar as Borneo is concerned, 

only a small number of significant ethnic groups have become familiar, in terms of their 

‘styles,’ to collectors and dealers. The epithet ‘significant’ here refers, obviously, to their 

prominent position on the primitive art market, not their population numbers or their political 

importance. These groups include, e.g., the Bahau, the Modang, the Ngaju. This is so, 

principally, because these groups, among lesser known others, have produced large-sized 

carved figures in hard wood, in which collectors and dealers recognize an (aesthetic) strength 

and/or (spiritual) potency comparable to that recognized in the carved works of certain 

African, Melanesian, or Pacific groups, and also because their respective productions, in 

terms of ethnic styles, seem relatively easy to identify. 

 

Collectors and dealers, therefore, have been prone to, first, view these few, particular ethnic 

styles as ‘boxes,’ strict and discrete categories, and, second, include in these boxes, that is, 

identify to these recognized styles, all sorts of artefacts of diverse, more or less unrelated 

origins. One reason for this stance is commercial, as an object qualified as Modang fetches a 

higher price on the market and, concomitantly, this contributes to strengthening the position 

of Modang art, which therefore becomes increasingly sought after. In fact, a substantial part 

of the authentic pieces labeled as Modang are not Modang, while there are many more fake 

Modang than there are fake Rembrandt. 

 

Ethnic styles, like ethno-cultural groups, are not tight, foolproof categories. Along with 

objects, techniques, and ideas, styles have circulated widely, from time immemorial, and 

reached far away across the island. For example, the area of diffusion of parang ilang, the 

peculiar straight sword of the Kayan, has spread out to many other groups, cutting across 

mountain ranges and ethnic boundaries, to reach even the Iban, who have a tradition of curved 

swords. And Kenyah dances, and especially their inspiriting lute music, have become popular 

across large portions of the eastern Kalimantan and Sarawak regions. 

 

Inter-ethnic contact, intermarriage, and trade have induced cultural exchange and cross 

influences, and created broad buffer zones straddling ethnic limits, where styles are typically 

métis. Among the Iban, one may find straight-bladed parang ilang fitted with an Iban-style 



hilt and sheath. And Kenyah dances, as rendered by other, neighboring groups, no longer are 

truly Kenyah. Styles, therefore, are not discrete categories, but rather form a constellation of 

continuous variations overlapping ethnic boundaries. Stylistic continuum is the norm, while 

stylistic isolate is an exception. And in many cases, ascribing with precision a given artefact 

to a given ethnic group is found to be mission impossible. 

 

Moreover, within a given ethnic group and notwithstanding outside influences, there is broad 

local variability in space and time. From one village, and from one generation, to the next, 

local styles change or evolve. Within one single village, wood carvers have each their own 

personal manière, and the spectrum of idiosyncrasy at village level may be found to be just as 

broad as it is at the ethnic group level. Apart from this, specific technical constraints – for 

instance, a strangely shaped piece of wood – may give birth to a largely unconventional object 

out of line with the local style. Finally, impromptu local innovation may also lead to strikingly 

outlandish types of art work. So, identification is all but an easy task. 

 

On Interpreting 

 

Once an artefact has been identified with a high enough degree of reliability – let us note here 

that standards of reliability vary widely – interpreting it poses yet another challenge. When it 

comes to interpretation, it appears that collectors and dealers have consistently displayed a 

marked propensity to label virtually any anthropomorphic figure as an ‘ancestor figure.’ 

Whereas this may, to some extent, be true of such figures from other Southeast Asian islands, 

it is a gross oversimplification regarding Borneo (see, e.g., Sumnik-Dekovich 1985, Feldman 

1994; see also Sellato 2002). Some such figures, as among the ‘Kayanic’ groups (Kayan, 

Bahau, Modang, Kenyah, and related groups), are not ancestor figures at all and have no 

connection whatsoever with the dead and funerals. Furthermore, although many large 

anthropomorphic statues, especially in the set of ethnic groups described as the ‘Barito 

Complex’ (Ngaju, Ot Danum, Luangan, Benua’, Tunjung; see Sellato 1989 and 1992), were 

indeed erected in the course of funerary rituals, they do not necessarily represent ancestors. 

Generally, as Nicole Revel (1988: 70) rightly noted: “[...] these large anthropomorphic statues 

found on Borneo have many and diverse functions [...]”.  

 

I tend to believe that the word ‘ancestor’ has a certain appeal to collectors and dealers, and 

this for several reasons. It is evocative of traditional, ‘pagan’ rituals and, as such, it suggests 

that the figure dates back to pagan times, that is, prior to the period of Western contact and/or 

Christian conversion, and at the same time, that it may be inhabited by some potent spirit. All 

of this, evidently, should grant it extra (market) value. 

 

Therefore, as regards the functions and meanings of the large carved figures from Borneo, a 

brief cautionary note is called for. Over-interpretation and ‘wild’ speculation have long 

plagued otherwise interesting exhibition and public auction catalogues, as well as some other 

publications. This is, I believe, quite a natural inclination. For sentimental reasons, a collector 

wishes to have an appealing story attached to, for instance, a carved figure. An object with a 

(his)story is always more engaging and, thus, closer to the collector’s heart, as well as more 

liable to be attractive to his visitors, than an object with no such elaborate background, which 

somehow, being ‘silent,’ remains remote. Dealers, too, are tempted to make up such a story, 

for commercial reasons.  

 

The collector, then, may either buy the story, at a price, with the object, or choose to construct 

one for himself or herself, post facto. Therefore, through this process, otherwise ‘silent’ 



objects are made to talk. And ‘talking’ objects are more valuable, sentimentally or 

commercially, even more so if their story endows them with assumed spiritual or magical 

potency. Interestingly, this penchant runs counter the aestheticist trend of disregarding the 

object’s cultural context, as observed in certain museums. However, it brings on a situation 

that parallels, somehow, that of a ventriloquist and his puppet. 

 

Whenever identification of an artefact’s origins (area and ethnic group) is too ambiguous and 

its ethnographic context is too poorly known, such a ventriloquist act amounts to wholesome 

fiction, and even allegedly ‘informed’ speculation as to function and meaning may prove ill-

advised. The figure’s ‘persona,’ then, is but that fancied by its owner. Anyone has the right to 

indulge in his/her own ‘interpretation’ of a favorite object; nevertheless, s/he certainly should 

refrain from peddling it to customers or proposing it to the public. 

 

In the most favorable cases, a thorough review of the relevant literature, along with 

meticulous comparisons with other, properly documented artefacts, may permit a reasonably 

reliable interpretation of an object’s function and meaning. In other cases, with inconclusive 

evidence, exercising scientific vigilance should lead one to admitting one’s ignorance – and 

there is no shame to be attached to this – instead of building up a fairy tale. I am happy to 

congratulate Junita Arneld and Paolo Maiullari who, with appropriate circumspection, have 

done a magnificent job of presenting as much information as was convincingly possible. 
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