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ANNA-KARINA HERMKENS 

 

How can unwritten histories of gender, and in particular colonial histories, be recovered 

from oblivion? As scholars such as Ann Stoler have shown, histories of gender can be 

discerned and explored by unravelling their implicit threads in colonial documents and 

other texts.1 In this article, however, I emphasise unwritten but equally materialised traces 

of history. Instead of concentrating solely on texts and images produced by various 

European colonial agents, my focus is on objects made by Papuan women - in particular a 

type of bark cloth, called maro. These cloths were and are still being produced in the 

Humboldt Bay and Lake Sentani area in Papua, a former colony of the Netherlands and 

now the easternmost province of Indonesia.2 

 In 1996, while doing fieldwork in the Lake Sentani village of Asei, I encountered 

Agustinus (Agus) Ongge, a male artist who claimed to be the best bark cloth painter in 

the area. In his opinion, women should and could not paint since this activity was the 

prerogative of men who innately possess the necessary ability. Indeed, today it is mainly 

men who draw elaborate designs on the cloth and have consequently become renowned 

for their skills. Many women and children make smaller pieces of decorated bark cloth by 

using stencil techniques. However, this gendered differentiation is not uncontested. 

 When confronting Agus Ongge and some women with colonial sources that stated 

that in earlier times the manufacturing of bark cloth was a women’s task, the women in 

attendance enthusiastically agreed.3 Yet their confirmation created a tangible unease 

because it placed Ongge in an awkward position. How could he as a man be engaged in a 

female activity? Trying to legitimise his involvement, he fiercely replied that ‘women can 

and may beat the cloth, but they are not capable of drawing designs on it!’, whereupon all 

the women fell silent. 



  

 In everyday practice, women do make drawings on bark cloth. During my stay, I 

obtained a piece of bark cloth from Maria Pepuho who had applied her own design. But 

none of the contemporary male artists were willing to acknowledge Pepuho’s or other 

women’s work as valid pieces of maro. Their attitude is paralleled by Western scholars 

and museum curators who only describe and exhibit works of male artists and attribute 

both past and present manufacturing of bark cloth to men.4 When one takes into account 

that in former times bark cloth was not only exclusively produced and decorated5 by 

women, but also predominantly used by them, this denial of the women’s past and 

present status as artists becomes all the more significant. 

 Until the beginning of the 20th century, pieces of bark cloth were worn 

exclusively by women.6 In Humboldt Bay, girls had to wear a maro as soon as they were 

initiated.7 The loincloth consisted of a rectangular piece that was wrapped around the 

waist and tightened by a piece of rope, covering the body from hip to thigh.8 Sometimes 

women wore a decorated piece of bark cloth over one or more undecorated pieces.9 These 

decorations consisted of shells stitched onto the fabric10 or of regularly drawn black 

figures.11 In Lake Sentani, women habitually wore smaller pieces of painted bark cloth 

during festivities.12 The next rite of passage during which a woman would receive a new 

and different custom-made maro was her marriage. ‘On the day the bride is led towards 

her bridegroom, she wears a petticoat of prepared bark, which reaches one turn and a half 

round her waist, here supported by a girdle, and hanging down below the knees’.13 She 

was to wear this garment until her death and even in her afterlife, as she was buried 

wrapped in it, while her grave was decorated with a painted piece of bark cloth, 

signifying her sex and gender.14 If a woman was widowed, she had to wear a special kind 

of maro, often painted in dark shades. This was a very heavy and long variety of bark 

cloth, in which it was difficult to move about. After one month of mourning, the widow 

had to discard the cloth and go unclothed again, just as before her marriage.15 

Nowadays these practices have changed entirely. Pieces of bark cloth are no 

longer used as female garments but have become commodities readily purchased by 

tourists and church organisations alike. Bark cloth designs feature on national 

(Indonesian) monuments and are printed on pieces of cotton fabric, which are generally 

referred to as ‘Batik Irian’.16 When arrested for conspiracy against the Indonesian state on 



  

29 November 2000, the flamboyant Sentani chief and Papuan leader Theys Hiyo Eluay 

wore a striking example of this novel kind of maro, a cotton lap-lap with Sentani batik 

designs. By wearing the lap-lap, Eluay, who was widely regarded as a champion of 

Papuan independence, underscored not merely his roots and status as a Sentani man, but 

first and foremost his Papuan identity.17 

 The enticing question under scrutiny here is how the maro changed from a 

female-gendered object and product into a male-associated commodity that no longer 

visualises and enhances the fertility and status of women, but instead has been 

appropriated as a symbol of Sentani and moreover Papuan identity. In elucidating the 

colonial history of maro, this article will trace the ways in which maro were collected and 

how they and Papuan women have been represented in European texts, images and 

museums. As will become apparent, museum collections can provide an insight into 

social relations, both past and present.18 Aspects of the gendered dynamics of colonialism 

will come into view while simultaneously light will be shed on ‘the colonial project’ 

itself. But first I will briefly describe the context in which the collecting activities in Lake 

Sentani and Humboldt Bay occurred. 

 

Collecting in a Colonial Context 

The period from 1858-1930, during which the objects discussed here were collected, was 

characterised by a boom in Dutch nationalism and colonialism, with the latter deployed in 

various ways to strengthen the nation state. Colonial expansion and its representation in 

national and international exhibitions became one of the main means for inducing 

feelings of nationalism.19 The colonial project was brought to the Dutch public by 

displaying colonial objects as well as subjects, that is, people indigenous to the Dutch 

territories. Simultaneously, these objects and subjects caused the Dutch and other 

Europeans to confront their own way of living: Europe’s vastly increasing 

industrialisation and the resulting social unrest collided with the ‘natural’ ways of the 

colonies and their peoples. 

 Towards the end of the 19th century, colonial territorial expansion came to a halt 

and in its place, due to a growing need for capital in the ‘mother country’, a more 

intensive exploitation of the colonies commenced, especially of the Dutch East Indies.20 



  

Dutch New Guinea at first was exempted from this intensification of colonial production 

because the Dutch had not yet been able to explore their most remote and least penetrable 

territory.21 Only after 1880, when the Dutch government established an administration on 

New Guinea, thereby making the area safer, did Europeans start to travel into the 

Humboldt Bay and subsequently the Lake Sentani area. 

Ethnology became an important tool for comprehending Dutch New Guinea. The 

mounting desire for scientific knowledge about this remote region resulted in a 

systematic collecting of artefacts.22 Scientific and military expeditions sought to gain as 

much information as possible regarding the political systems, languages, cultures and 

habits of the inhabitants, their ecological and geographical surroundings, as well as the 

presence of mineral resources.23 This information helped the Dutch government 

determine New Guinea’s value for future exploitation and the advisability of establishing 

settlements and administrative facilities. Moreover, the Dutch deemed the acquisition of 

this knowledge essential for their efforts to keep pace with British and German 

expeditions and their findings. Hence, collecting was part of a process of knowledge 

production, as exemplified in the Nova Guinea Expedition between 1902-1903, which 

entrusted the military medical doctor G.A.J. van der Sande with the anthropological and 

ethnological task of examining the peoples and cultures of northern New Guinea.24 

The objects gathered by expedition members, colonial officers, missionaries and 

other collectors ended up in the Netherlands’ new museums, which served as educational 

centres. The museums of Delft and Leiden were involved in the training of civil officers 

for the West- and East Indies.25 Military personnel were familiarised with colonial 

subjects through the ethnographic collection of the Royal Military Academy in Breda, 

which had its own museum, whereas the collections of, for example, Steyl and Berg en 

Dal were used in training missionaries and associated with propagandist missionary 

goals.26 The general public could become acquainted with the colonies through displays 

at the large ethnographical museums in Leiden, Rotterdam and Amsterdam.27 In addition, 

objects from Lake Sentani and Humboldt Bay featured at other national exhibitions and at 

international world fairs open to citizens of all classes. Artefacts such as bark cloth, 

loincloths, wooden spears, arrows, pottery and ancestral sculptures, visualised a 

purportedly earlier stage of human evolution,28 thereby legitimising colonialism.29 Not all 



  

collections, however, directly served the state’s and missions’ colonial project, for many 

objects, especially those accumulated by collectors of primitive art, went to private 

collections, often becoming ‘conversation pieces’.30 

 In the Lake Sentani area, various types of collectors and modes of collecting can 

be discerned. First, some collectors can be called ‘mobile’, others ‘stationary’.31 

Expedition members, ethnologists, and collectors of primitive art are representatives of 

the former type, while colonial officers, missionaries and other residents, such as traders, 

schoolteachers and plantation owners, represent the latter. Furthermore, O’Hanlon 

distinguishes among ‘primary’, ‘secondary’ and ‘concomitant’ collecting.32 With regard 

to maro, although different types of collectors and forms of collecting overlap and 

crosscut each other, the goals and perspectives of various collectors differed substantially, 

reflecting distinctive ‘cultures of collecting’.33 As I will argue, these various goals, the 

collectors’ interactions with local people and their mutually constructed visions and 

imaginations are reflected in the maro that were collected and brought to Europe. 

 

Collecting the Cloth 

When entering the permanent Oceania exhibition in the Museum of Ethnology in Leiden, 

the visitor’s eye is immediately caught by two decorated pieces of bark cloth. Agus 

Ongge painted one in 1996, while the other was collected 138 years earlier during the 

first Dutch colonial expedition into Humboldt Bay in 1858.34 A drawing of a Humboldt 

Bay couple by the expedition’s artist depicts the cloth and its customary application: a 

bare-breasted woman, standing behind her husband and carrying a bundle of firewood on 

her head, is adorned with a decorated piece of maro that is wound around her loins. 

Although this image and various textual sources indicate that women both used and made 

these maro, this is not acknowledged in the accompanying museum information, which 

instead states, in line with Agus Ongge’s artisanship, that it is men’s role to design bark 

cloth. 

 The old maro on display is among the first that were collected, but several years 

would pass before other pieces were brought to Europe. Large military expeditions to the 

north coast of Dutch New Guinea in 1887 and 1903 returned with only a few undecorated 

pieces.35 One could conjecture that painted maro were very scarce, hidden from European 



  

sight, difficult to collect, or perhaps that the military expeditions had little interest in 

maro. According to Nicholas Thomas, ‘artefacts produced by women were often 

neglected by the early collectors, and subsequently by the tribal art market, partly because 

they were classified as craft rather than art'.36 He notes nonetheless that bark cloth ‘has 

long aroused the interest of Europeans’, and, consequently, has been collected 

abundantly.37 Yet this was not the case in Humboldt Bay and Lake Sentani. Only after 

maro became known in ‘primitive art’ circles did an interest in collecting maro arise. 

 From the 1920s, more was written about painted maro. The Swiss ethnographer 

Paul Wirz, who visited Lake Sentani in 1922 and 1926, collected about 300 items, 

ranging from sacred objects to artefacts for daily use like string bags and stirrers.38 Two 

pieces of decorated bark cloth were included, one of which, collected in 1926, is a grave-

cloth. In 1929, another Swiss traveller and collector Paul de Rautenfeld collected a 

similar cloth in Lake Sentani, as did the Dutch colonial officer N. Halie who, between 

1926 and 1930, was stationed near Humboldt Bay and Lake Sentani at Hollandia, the 

administrative centre and capital of Dutch New Guinea. 

 Probably encouraged by Wirz’s findings and photographs, several collectors of 

primitive art began to visit Lake Sentani and Humboldt Bay. In 1929, three years after 

Wirz’s last visit, the French screenwriter Jacques Viot made a journey through the area.39 

Viot was less interested in ethnographic data than in ethnographic artefacts, as it was his 

aim to amass a large number of objects for French art-dealer Pierre Loeb. In addition to 

collecting many wooden sculptures in Lake Sentani, Viot collected 50 pieces of bark 

cloth in the Humboldt Bay village of Tobati. The sculptures and cloths were sold to 

museums and private collections the world over, attracting especially ‘modern’ artists and 

connoisseurs of primitive art. One or two years after Viot’s visit, an American couple, the 

Fleischmanns, sailed into Humboldt Bay. They bought 41 pieces of maro that had been 

collected by W. Stüber, a German planter who had settled in Yotefa Bay, adjacent to 

Humboldt Bay, in 1917.40 

 When comparing the older maro with those from the late twenties and early 

thirties, the general shape and layout of the cloth and paintings had clearly changed. 

Instead of the oblong shape, necessary to wind the bark cloth around the hips, most of the 

later cloths are square-shaped. Additionally, the decorations tend to be centred, whereas 



  

in the earlier elongated variety they were oriented to one of the shorter sides. Possibly 

collectors had been seeking grave-cloths, which are somewhat square, but it seems more 

likely that these transformations in design, shape and size reflect the changing function of 

the maro. Starting as a female loincloth, whereby the undecorated part would be wound 

underneath the decorated part, the entire maro soon became a piece of decoration and as 

such ‘primitive art’. Thus the primitive art market, in combination with changing clothing 

habits and a local increase in production,41 had evidently stimulated a change of purpose 

and design. 

After the Second World War, collecting activities declined and the tradition of 

making maro almost disappeared. In the fifties, Galis recorded that items made from bark 

cloth were rare in the Humboldt area.42 C.M.A. Groenevelt, commissioned to gather 

objects for the museums in Amsterdam and Rotterdam, could collect only one painted 

bark cloth in west Lake Sentani during his first year of residence in Hollandia from 1951. 

In the 1960s, the former Dutch colonial officer and collector Jacques 

Hoogerbrugge reached a similar conclusion. ‘I had shown Kooijman’s book The Art of 

Lake Sentani, with photographs of eight selected bark cloth paintings … in most of the 

Sentani villages, inviting the villagers to find me a man capable of making a maro smo 

[painted bark cloth]…’.43 Although Hoogerbrugge offered attractive rewards, locals were 

slow to respond, claiming as their common ‘excuse’ that ‘the preparation of the cloth was 

a woman’s affair’.44 When he returned to the region in the early 1970s, Hoogerbrugge 

visited Nafri in Humboldt Bay and after asking around again, two old men claimed to be 

accomplished ‘old-style’ bark cloth painters. One, after lengthy discussions with his 

female relatives who would have had to make the cloth, produced four painted maro.45 So 

it appears that Hoogerbrugge’s search for male artists encouraged men to make the 

paintings. He thus triggered a ‘revival’ in bark cloth painting, this time however executed 

by men. By the late seventies the two artisans had died and Hoogerbrugge feared that 

with their passing, the art of maro painting had disappeared forever.46 However, when he 

returned 20 years later, he noticed that this art was very much alive. 

 Agus Ongge confirmed this history of maro, stating that before the early seventies 

people scarcely made any bark cloth paintings. When he started painting in the seventies, 

he had to ask his parents and other people about the meaning and depictions of particular 



  

designs. While some contemporary artists have developed their own style of bark cloth 

painting, Agus has held on to a more ‘traditional’ Lake Sentani style, often copying from 

photographs that depict old maro designs. To Agus, these designs no longer refer to 

women’s dress, status and gender, but instead represent symbols of knowledge and 

identity, which he tries to control and commodify. 

 

Gendered Sites of Exchange 

Questions arise from the previous overview as to the how, where and who of exchange 

relations in the collecting of maro. How did the European collectors obtain the painted 

bark cloths? Did they purchase them and if so, what did they give in exchange? Where 

did these exchanges take place - at the European settlements or in the villages? And 

finally, with whom did the Europeans enter into these exchange relations - with local men 

or women? The answers to these questions illuminate the interaction between local 

people and Europeans. As I will outline, the process of collecting maro was limited not 

only by the availability of the cloth, but also by the particular character of exchange, as 

well as the gendered site of its transaction. 

 The majority of Humboldt Bay and Lake Sentani objects appear to have been 

obtained through friendly interaction. Europeans collected both opportunistically and 

selectively, while Humboldt Bay and Lake Sentani people were keen to acquire Western 

goods, most notably beads, axes and knives. This mutual interest in each other’s ‘things’ 

created the space for a very lively exchange. As the Dutch missionary Bink, who 

collected in a random fashion, recalls: ‘As soon as they knew that I was willing to buy 

some of their curiosities, people would gather in front of my window all day to offer me 

new items’.47 Other Europeans had more specific wishes and occasionally had even to 

beg to get what they were after. However, not just indigenous artefacts aroused European 

interest. A Dutch colonial officer, Horst, who visited Humboldt Bay with a few 

Dutchmen and Indonesians in 1886, remarked that the girls standing in the canoes were a 

likely additional cause for the exchange of goods to be so very lively. As Horst notes, due 

to these girls being dressed ‘in their birthday suits’ (or ‘in Eve’s costume’, as the Dutch 

expression has it) ‘even those [men] who did not care about ethnographic objects 

beforehand, now seemed very eager to collect and exchange objects’.48 



  

 Colonial officers, missionaries and ethnographers also searched for rare, sacred 

and secret items, sometimes attaining the objects of their desire with the aid of kind 

persistence, at other times force. In one particular case, colonial officer J.A. Wasterval 

‘dismantled’ a Humboldt Bay temple in 1912, partly at the missionary F.J.F. Hasselt’s 

request.49 Simultaneously he collected various temple objects that the National Museum 

of Ethnology acquired in 1922.50 Paul Wirz likewise managed to collect items from this 

particular temple’s inventory, which eventually found their way to other European 

museums. Legêne has labelled this the ‘paradox of colonial process’ in which ‘religious 

symbols and systems were attacked and even destroyed on location, to reappear - out of 

context - in European showcases’.51 It should be added that Lake Sentani people on 

occasion willingly abandoned, burned or handed over sacred objects, thereby making a 

statement and convincing missionaries of their religious conversion. Papuans were 

interested in European consumer goods, but also in schooling and the church, and were 

eager to gain access to these assets. 

 The specific locality and space of the collecting activities played an equally 

significant role in the manner in which exchanges would take place. The maro in the 

collections studied were not collected on neutral ground. The spaces of transaction were 

both racialised and gendered. Initially, exchanges mostly occurred on expedition boats 

and in colonial settlements, which were white and Malayan male sites. From 1900, 

European and Malayan traders, members of colonial expeditions and civil servants settled 

on Metu Debi, a tiny island in Humboldt Bay.52 Traders had settled the island first, 

attracted by the trade in birds-of-paradise, and bought massooi (sea-cucumbers) and 

mother-of-pearl shells from the local people who collected these especially for the 

merchants.53 The Nova Guinea Expedition set up camp there in 1903. According to 

Wichmann, the camp, consisting of a house, storeroom, kitchen and bathroom, was of 

great mental and physical importance to expedition members who, when returning from 

explorations, could feel at home, and work and rest in peace and quiet.54 

 One might expect that local women especially would hesitate to set foot on this 

island of foreign men, but this was not the case. Both Humboldt Bay men and women 

would enter the camp to trade.55 In this spatial arrangement, where foreign and native life 

were separated by a stretch of sea, indigenous people could evidently decide whether they 



  

wanted to interact with the foreigners or not, and more specifically what objects they 

were willing to bring to the trading ground. In this respect the role of indigenous people 

in the formation of colonial collections cannot be overlooked. Another important aspect 

of this spatial arrangement is that women would prepare for the encounter, that is they 

chose to dress. In 1903, van der Sande remarked that the girls coming to the expedition 

house (out of curiosity, for barter or medical advice, or because they laboured as cargo 

carriers) always wore a small petticoat, ‘except for the very little ones’.56 Since in the 

villages unmarried girls did not wear maro, this bodily adaptation to foreign male sites 

and eyes becomes significant. 

 Later, a new trading ground emerged on the mainland of the bay. The village of 

Tobati had great appeal for collectors. Situated next to Hollandia and near the harbour 

with its regular shipping service by the Royal Packet Navigation Company (KPM), 

Tobati was the main village in Humboldt Bay and had alliances with smaller villages in 

the vicinity. Villagers at Tobati had become familiar with foreign visitors and were used 

to accommodating them. In contrast, Lake Sentani was somewhat difficult to reach and 

attracted fewer travellers and collectors. 

 The few collectors who actually stayed in any of the Lake Sentani villages usually 

slept in temples, which were off limits for women, or men’s houses.57 This might suggest 

that the Europeans and local women had no immediate access to each others’ domains. If 

European collectors crossed certain boundaries, as when entering a village or specific 

dwellings, the women reportedly ran away. Wirz referred to them as shy and ashamed, 

while other visitors described both Sentani and Humboldt Bay women as lingering 

‘modestly’ in the background and, thus, hardly visible to European men.58 

 This representation of women contrasts sharply with the description of their role 

during at least two expeditions. The missionary Bink records his first encounter with a 

person from the Lake Sentani region, a woman married into a Humboldt Bay family. 

Accompanied by a small group, including her husband, she escorted the missionary on 

his short trip to Lake Sentani. Her skills as a translator and her explanations of his white 

presence to her kinsmen enabled him to visit two Sentani villages59 and she solved many 

problems for Bink during his three-day stay. On the second day, for instance, Bink and 

his companions were not offered food, most likely because he had not paid enough on the 



  

previous day. It was due to this particular woman’s intervention that Bink was again 

offered a meal. Another incident on the last day sheds an intriguing light on the active 

role of women. When Bink wanted to return to Humboldt Bay, a Sentani woman refused 

him her canoe unless he ate her sago-porridge, for which she expected to receive a knife 

and some pearls. Bink was ‘forced’ to eat at her place and give her the desired goods in 

return, before he was able to leave in her canoe ‘manned’ by several women.60 

 Similarly, the Nova Guinea Expedition of 1903 received substantial support from 

a very wealthy and influential woman on Lake Sentani. Not only did she provide the 

expedition with local guides and information, but she also cautioned them to avoid 

certain hostile villages.61 Thus this expedition too was influenced by the actions of 

women. While narratives dealing with individual women (and men) are rare, it is obvious 

that in contrast to general remarks concerning local gender relations, particular women 

exercised authority and contributed substantially to the success of several expeditions. All 

things considered, the possibilities for European men to collect painted maro must have 

been fairly limited and must have depended in part on women’s willingness and 

initiative.62 As Schindlbeck states, collectors were not free agents ‘but constrained by 

local processes and rules’.63 In addition, they were bound by the gendered nature of the 

exchange sites as well as their actors. 

 

Representing Dress, or the Absence of Dress, in Texts, Bodies and Museum Displays 

From the earliest expedition onwards, the lack of clothing in the area caused upheaval 

among Dutch colonial officers, travellers and collectors. The region was even referred to 

as ‘Papua Telandjang’, meaning naked Papua.64 This preoccupation with clothing, or 

rather, the lack thereof, focussed in particular on local women and reflected European 

notions about clothing in relation to themes such as civilisation, morality, sexuality and 

the position of women.65 Viewed within colonial contexts, women’s bodies and their 

sexuality became central to representations of colonial dominance.66 This is not to imply 

that colonialism itself can be regarded as a sublimation of sexuality, in which places such 

as Lake Sentani and Humboldt Bay were construed as sites where desires repressed in 

Europe could be released.67 Further, as shown in Manderson and Jolly’s volume, the male 

colonial gaze does not exist, but in fact is fragmented and coloured by factors such as 



  

race, gender and class.68 This becomes very clear from the various representations that 

featured Humboldt Bay and Lake Sentani women and their dress. 

 Intrigued why only married women were dressed while the rest of the Sentani 

population went naked, van der Sande pondered: 

 

The question therefore arises, why, of all persons constituting the society here, 

only one category is wearing dress, which one would feel inclined to understand 

as a form of public covering. It can hardly be imagined that this dress was 

introduced at the desire of the women themselves. ... The maiden herself has 

certainly no voice in it; for girls have nothing to say in this society. The social 

order is ruled by the apprehensions of the male population and it is therefore very 

improbable that the men, who themselves give no indication of possessing the 

sexual feeling of shame, would formulate an instruction for the dress of married 

women, which would be connected with a feeling of propriety.69 

 

It is clear that while trying to formulate an explanation, van der Sande found himself 

wedged between incongruous Papuan and Western notions relating to sexuality and 

clothing. From a Western perspective, the function of clothing was to protect the body 

against environmental hazards, and to cover the private parts, thereby associating dress 

with sexual feelings. These functions did not seem to apply to maro and van der Sande 

found the people’s nakedness ‘sexually purer than many a western dress’.70 The penis-

gourds used by men in adjacent areas were far more shocking since these explicitly 

attracted attention to the genitals. Despite the nudity in Humboldt Bay and Lake Sentani, 

‘improper sexual emotions’ were never noticed.71 So van der Sande remained puzzled 

why only married women wore a loincloth 

 According to van der Sande, it was due to one of Otto Finsch’s illustrations that 

the situation in Humboldt Bay changed and naked girls started to hide or cover 

themselves entirely when sighting foreigners.72 Finsch’s early pictorial representation of 

the ‘Damen von Humboldt-Bai’ (Ladies of Humboldt Bay) displays two women, one of 

whom is wearing a painted maro whilst the other is naked. This image contributed to the 

erotic representation of Humboldt Bay women and their bodies; and Finsch’s statement 



  

that Humboldt Bay appeared to have the most beautiful women of all New Guinea did not 

go unnoticed.73 In fact, it was made public to a broad audience by the Handleiding bij de 

beoefening der Land- en Volkenkunde van Nederlandsch Oost-Indië, (‘Notes and queries 

for the ethnology of the Netherlands East Indies’), an extensive work issued by the Royal 

Military Academy.74 There it was stated that: ‘On the whole, the Papua people of 

Humboldt Bay are larger and bigger, and have a slightly lighter skin colour then people 

elsewhere in New Guinea; this is especially true for the women who, with their 

expressive eyes, white teeth and regular features, are quite attractive’.75 Since this 

guidebook was written especially for cadets and officers heading for the colonies, it could 

be assumed that this description of Humboldt Bay women was intended to ease the men’s 

anxieties of their impending relocation to the Dutch East Indies. Almost certainly, this 

representation must have appealed to persistent ideas of ‘exotic and barely dressed … 

attractive, dark bodies’.76 

 In Lake Sentani, contacts between foreigners and local people were less frequent. 

Girls and unmarried women seldom found themselves confronted by foreign visitors and 

so still went about ‘quite naked’.77 This custom changed due to an incident in the village 

Ayapo, triggered by van der Sande himself, after which women covered themselves when 

subjected to the gaze of male Europeans. 

 

Thus an adult girl of Ayapo was encouraged by a promise of tobacco to be led 

before the photographical apparatus that was set up for anthropological purposes. 

During the preparations however, the men standing around raised some objections 

and at their instigation the girl suddenly ran away, after which there was no 

further chance of taking photos of undressed women, no doubt as a consequence 

of the men’s sanction.78 

 

 Stoler has argued for greater awareness of the ways in which European narratives 

of the female ‘other’ have impacted on local perceptions.79 In Humboldt Bay and Lake 

Sentani, while missionaries and civil officers also contributed to a ‘re-making’ of the 

female body, resulting in local women (and men) being healed, cleansed and clothed,80 



  

the incidents above show how the activities of collecting and the production of images 

and imageries likewise altered local bodily perceptions, conduct and dress. 

 Indeed, sites of collecting were arguably ‘sites of desire’, in which not only 

objects, but also modes of sexuality were cross-culturally exchanged.81 This implies that 

colonial interactions with local people were not one-directional but actually resulted in 

what Douglas calls ‘countersigns’. She argues that ‘interactions and representations were 

not entirely determined by preconceptions derived from received knowledge and 

prevailing discourses’, but that ‘indigenous behaviour and demeanour left latent 

countersigns in the language, tone and content of such travel literature and art’.82 Some of 

these countersigns in van der Sande’s and other texts, illustrating the agency and power 

of local women in dealings with European men, have already been highlighted. Van der 

Sande moreover clearly denounced the pornographic fantasies and precepts of primitive 

‘promiscuity’,83 which so strongly coloured the representations by Finsch and others. 

Nevertheless, the influence of prevailing discourses and political stance cannot be 

underestimated. 

 Changing attitudes of the Dutch towards their least known and most distant 

colony, as well as outright opposition to the colonial project, clearly informed differing 

representations. When the Dutch missionary Bink ventured into the Humboldt Bay and 

Lake Sentani area, he portrayed the inhabitants as kind people, living in harmony with 

their environment.84 However, 30 years later, when Dutch interest in their colony was on 

the rise, another missionary, Bijkerk, pictured the same people as sick and 

underdeveloped victims of their environment, and urged civilising both the land and 

people .85 It went without saying that Christianisation and colonisation were the only 

means for doing so. 

However, this ‘modernisation’ was notably contested by certain non-Dutch 

citizens. The Swiss ethnographer Wirz and French art-collector Viot portrayed the 

Sentani as timeless ‘noble savages’ whose ‘natural’ and harmonious lifestyle was 

threatened by Dutch colonial interference. Wirz’s and Viot’s representations reveal a 

strong opposition to colonialism and the change and destruction it entailed.86 As Viot 

reflected on his journey to New Guinea: ‘There is only one way of colonizing: against the 



  

natives’.87 This particular position was not only represented through texts, but also 

through photography. 

 Both Wirz and Viot spent considerable time photographing the people and 

environment of Lake Sentani and Humboldt Bay. According to Peltier, Viot’s 

photographs show ‘his love for the people and his hatred of colonialism’.88 By mainly 

photographing naked men and bare-breasted women in traditional dress, at a time when 

both women and men had begun to adopt western-style clothing,89 Wirz and Viot 

constructed a pre-modern image of the Sentani people. Both Wirz’s and Viot’s 

photographs express nostalgia for the vanishing, enchanting world where ‘primitives are 

the last saints’. As Viot concluded his reflection: ‘they go naked ’.90 This style of image, 

in which dress and absence of dress were focal points, affirmed established western 

representations of Naturmenschen.91 Thus, while Finsch and others inscribe female 

bodies in particular with erotic desire and sexuality, van der Sande, Wirz and Viot 

represent bodies devoid of sexuality. Instead of sexual desire, they embody another kind 

of desire: the desire to escape modernity and live in a distant paradise. 

 The texts associated with Finsch’s illustration ‘Ladies of Humboldt Bay’ show 

how European travellers evaluated Papuan women according to the aesthetic criteria they 

applied to their own kind with regard to bodily and facial features, as well as skin colour. 

After all, ‘without perceptions of similarity, no desire ... was possible’.92 Yet these 

representations show how externalisation was equally essential for depictions of the 

other, as Lake Sentani people were portrayed as ‘saints’ living in a rapidly vanishing, pre-

modern world. These colonial politics of desire, as both mimesis and externalisation,93 

were not mere reflections of a pre-existing ‘colonial discourse’, but also subjective and 

localised products, as well as producers, of European power hierarchies.94 The ensuing 

question is why perceptions and valuations of female bodies played such an important 

part in colonial rhetoric? 

 As Thomas argued, ‘the degradation of women was a measure for the 

degeneration of a society and enabled it to be mapped against others in a region’.95 

Within New Guinea, Humboldt Bay women were judged relatively appealing. However, 

when set against Polynesian women, Papuan women, and Melanesians in general, were 

described in negative terms. Whereas Polynesians were represented as beautiful, the latter 



  

have generally been portrayed as dark, dirty, ugly and sexually sequestered.96 Bodies 

were thus inscribed with racial hierarchies.97 

 

The Politics of Display: Women and Maro in Museums 

The tendency to inscribe female bodies with hierarchies of race is also apparent in 

museum displays. In these settings, female dress, or rather its absence, was used as a 

marker of civilisation. The materialist emphasis in evolutionary thought implied that 

technologies, such as dressmaking, were unequivocally correlated with cultural 

development. Because of their virtual lack of clothing, Humboldt Bay people were 

portrayed as one of the most primitive Papuan tribes, and moreover, as one of the most 

uncivilised ethnic groups in the Dutch colonies.98 

 By contrast, however, French and American art galleries, influenced by surrealist 

discourse, did not display maro as a type of female dress, thereby invoking socio-cultural 

ideas about archaic bodies, but as primitive art. Only in the late 1950s and 1960s did 

Dutch and other ethnographic museums finally do likewise, and abandon the colonial and 

evolutionistic connotations surrounding ethnographic objects.99 As the anthropologist and 

former curator of the National Museum of Ethnology in Leiden, Simon Kooijman 

observed in his introduction to the 1959 Art of Lake Sentani exhibition: 

 

… but at first there was little if any aesthetic appreciation of them on the part of 

the Europeans. It was not realised at the time that this was the first sight of an art 

style that half a century later, within the framework of New Guinea art in 

particular and so-called ‘primitive’ art in general, would take its place beside the 

classic art styles of the European, Asiatic and American cultures.100 

 

Kooijman ascribed the growing aesthetic appreciation to the recent European and 

American interest in primitive art.101 I argue instead that this shift by especially Dutch 

museums with respect to items such as maro was due less to budding aesthetic 

appreciation - after all, French and American art circles had been interested in maro from 

the 1920s - than to significant changes in colonial relationships. 



  

After the war, the Dutch were confronted with Indonesians fighting for 

independence. In 1949, the new nation of Indonesia was formalised, but excluded the 

territory of Dutch New Guinea which the Netherlands retained in the face of Indonesian 

opposition. The Dutch began preparing the Papuans for their independence, planned to 

take effect in 1970, but due to Indonesian and subsequent American intervention, the 

Dutch were compelled to relinquish their last colony. In 1963, Indonesia established itself 

as the new colonial power in former Dutch New Guinea. These changing ‘coloniser-

colonised’ relations impacted upon the ways in which Dutch institutions represented 

Papuans. 

The altered attitude of the Dutch towards their former colony figured most 

significantly in a 1966 exposition in Amsterdam, entitled ‘Papuan Art in the National 

Museum’. The fact that New Guinean objects were put on display in this national 

museum with its collection of 17th century Dutch art, while the former colony was no 

longer part of the Dutch nation, indicates the political debates at the time. Not by chance 

did the institutionalised aesthetic appreciation and nostalgia for these objects, which 

‘conversely now have often lost their meaning and significance in the cultures from 

which they originated’, as Kooijman noted,102 coincide with these changing colonial 

relationships. The exhibited objects not only represented Papuan ‘treasures’ of ‘art’, they 

also visualised what was lost and would not come back again: the colonial Dutch New 

Guinean past. This plainly exemplifies how both collecting and display are crucial in the 

formation of Western identity.103 

What is striking in the various texts, images, and museum displays is the 

structural denial of female agency. Both local and European men as well as Western 

museums and galleries have repeatedly appropriated women’s objects, their rights and 

even history, thereby effectively silencing and marginalising Papuan women.104 

 

Objects and the Embodiment of Gender Histories 

In this article, colonial politics of collecting, as well as its postcolonial legacies, have 

been elucidated through the history of one particular category of objects, painted bark 

cloths. As has been indicated, maro, like all other objects, give information on a range of 

histories.105 From approximately 1858, when encounters between Europeans and 



  

Humboldt Bay and Sentani people were first documented, a continuous exchange of 

objects commenced. Both groups had their own objectives in the barter. The majority of 

Humboldt Bay and Sentani objects collected by Dutchmen at the end of the 19th century 

ended up in newly established ethnographic museums in the mother country. 

The habitually viricentric and, as such, gendered collecting by Dutch and other 

European men led to an under-representation of women in the collections and displays of 

Dutch museums, as exemplified in maro. Collectors such as Wirz, Viot and Groenevelt 

were mainly focussed on artefacts used in male ceremonies and rituals. The reason for 

this preoccupation with male artefacts was two-fold. First, collectors of primitive art 

often associated women’s objects with crafts, rather than with ceremonial objects and 

therefore deemed these objects less valuable. Second, women’s domains were less 

accessible and many written sources of that period report the bashfulness of Papuan 

women and their withdrawal from potential encounters with European males. 

Missionaries also contributed to this gendered way of collecting by focussing on artefacts 

used in male dominated rituals - the very same objects and rituals they urged the people 

to discard. Yet all collectors, incuding missionaries, depended upon local people with 

regard to what was offered to them. 

 Bronwen Douglas, amongst others, has demonstrated that colonial representations 

register indigenous countersigns and are shaped by indigenous presence and agency.106 

The historical sources for Humboldt Bay and Lake Sentani women reveal how some 

women and male foreigners interacted. In contrast to general representations of Humboldt 

Bay and Sentani women as shy and dominated by men, in particular instances women 

played an important part in dealings between white men and Papuans. Women actively 

traded with them, guided and translated for them. On occasion too women denied 

services to Europeans, causing problems that could only be resolved by the latter ‘giving 

in’ to the women’s stipulations. These accounts of female agency are, however, quiescent 

histories, hidden in travel accounts, ethnographic reports, and ethnographical collections 

like maro. 

 This article has demonstrated how various European agents used these objects and 

images for different political purposes. Some employed them to advance nationalistic and 

imperial culture, whilst others used the same objects and imagery to advocate against 



  

imperialism. Both invoked the nakedness and sexuality of Papuan women to substantiate 

their arguments. According to some, the absence of clothing in Humboldt Bay and Lake 

Sentani exemplified Papuan degeneracy and sexual promiscuity. Consequently both 

missionaries and the colonial government were keen to dress the Humboldt Bay and Lake 

Sentani people, especially the women. The overt sexual interest in naked female bodies 

by explorers contributed to changes in local ideas about sexuality and dress. This was 

greatly regretted by those ethnographers who perceived the nakedness of both men and 

women as asexual. To them, their nudity was pure and demonstrated a natural, if 

primitive state of being. 

 By describing, drawing and photographing Papuans, ‘the physical mapping of 

body and culture’ took shape.107 Through this mapping, ‘objective’ observations could be 

made and scientific knowledge concerning racial differences gained.108 In all these cases, 

it was chiefly the female body that was scripted with colonial and evolutionary ideas 

about sex, gender, and racial hierarchies, causing local clothing and bodily deportment to 

change. 

 However, the conflicting scientific and travellers’ discourses were equally subject 

to local resistance. By refusing to be photographed in the nude and changing their 

clothing habits, Papuans contributed to the production of somewhat nostalgic imageries 

concerning ‘a past’ wherein Humboldt Bay and Sentani women would linger naked. 

According to many sources, this idyllic state had been altered by dealings with male 

foreigners who projected feelings of shame and sexuality onto naked female bodies, thus 

precipitating another paradox of colonial collecting. While women of Humboldt Bay and 

Lake Sentani assumed the habit of dressing for interactions with Europeans, they were 

subsequently undressed by the same foreigners, not only for reasons of collecting their 

painted loincloths but also to represent both women and their cloths in political and 

gendered ways. 
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ABSTRACT 

How can unwritten histories of gender, and, in particular, colonial histories, be 

recovered? In this article, emphasis is placed on unwritten albeit materialised traces of 

history. Instead of concentrating solely on texts and images produced by diverse 

European colonial agents, the focus of analysis consists in objects made by Papua women 

- the pieces of bark cloth or maro that were made and used as loincloths by Humboldt 

Bay and Lake Sentani women. As a dress for initiated and married women only, maro 

was strongly associated with ideas about the female body. For European travellers and 

collectors, its presence as well as its absence, was linked to prevailing European notions 

about sexuality and civilisation. Yet bark cloth also reveals a localised dialogue between 

colonised women and men in interaction with predominantly male Europeans. This 

article will thus show how a gendered colonial history is embodied in things. 
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Leeuw in Groningen (all in the Netherlands) and in the Museum der Kulturen in Basel 

(Switzerland). 

1 The topic of gender and the Dutch colonial state has been central to several recent 

analyses, which mainly focus on colonial and colonised women in Indonesia. See, e.g., 

Ann Laura Stoler, ‘Carnal knowledge and imperial power’, in M. di Leonardo (ed.), 

Gender at the Crossroads of Knowledge: feminist anthropology in the postmodern era 

(California 1991), 51-101; Julia Clancy-Smith and Frances Gouda (eds), Domesticating 

the Empire: race, gender, and family life in French and Dutch colonialism (London 

1998); Elsbeth Locher-Scholten, Women and the Colonial State: essays on gender and 

modernity in the Netherlands Indies 1900-1942 (Amsterdam 2000). Danilyn Fox 

Rutherford addresses colonial constructions of gender in Dutch New Guinea, illustrating 

the shifting place of gender in colonists’ textual portrayals of New Guinea in ‘Trekking to 

New Guinea: Dutch colonial fantasies of a virgin land, 1900-1942’, in Clancy-Smith and 

Gouda, Domesticating the Empire, 255-271. 

2 Lake Sentani is situated between the Cyclops Mountains and the northeast coast of 

Papua (southwest of Jayapura, the capital of this Indonesian province). The Sentani 

people share a common language and culture. Trade and marriage relations between Lake 

Sentani and the nearby Humboldt Bay have historically been of great importance, and 

still are. As a result, many of the social, material and religious traits show substantial 

similarities, including the manufacturing and painting of bark cloth. 

3 By confronting Ongge and the women with historical accounts about the gendered 

division of labour in the past, I do not suggest that historical claims have more validity 

than those made today. Obviously, historical documents are just as much constructions of 

perceived realities as contemporary statements are. Both are the result of particular, often 

gendered, agendas. 



  

4 Scholars who have written about maro and focus solely on male artists include Jacques 

Hoogerbrugge, ‘Maro Paintings of Lake Sentani and Humboldt Bay’, in S. Greub (ed.), 

Art of Northwest New Guinea (New York 1992), 127-140, and Michael Howard in his 

articles ‘Irian Jaya’s bark cloth revival’, Arts of Asia, 26 (1996), 114-124, and ‘Maro 

paintings of Irian Jaya’, ART Asia Pacific, 18 (1998), 54-61. Even Robyn Roper, who has 

made an elaborate overview of the dynamics of contemporary Sentani bark cloth 

paintings and the development of local artists, concentrates on male artists such as Agus 

Ongge in ‘Traditional arts, contemporary artists: a study of influence and change in Irian 

Jaya, Indonesia’, MA thesis, University of Victoria (Canada 1999). 

5 See: G.A.J. van der Sande, Ethnography and Anthropology: Nova Guinea 3 (Leiden 

1907); Jacques Bijkerk, Naar Sentani (Oegstgeest 1924), 42; Paul Wirz, Beitrag zur 

Ethnologie der Sentanier, Holländisch Neuguinea: Nova Guinea 16 (Leiden 1928), 291; 

Philippe Peltier, ‘Jacques Viot, the maro of Tobati, and modern painting: Paris-New 

Guinea 1925-1935’, in Greub, Art of Northwest New Guinea, 170. 

6 See H.D.A. van der Goes, ‘Aantekeningen nopens de Humboldts-baai en hare 

bewoners’, in ‘Nieuw Guinea, ethnographisch en natuurkundig onderzocht en beschreven 

in 1858 door een Nederlandsch Indische commisie’, Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en 

Volkenkunde van Nederlandsch Indië (hereinafter BTLV) 5 (1862), 172; G.L. Bink, Drie 

maanden aan de Humboldtsbaai. Offprint from Tijdschrift voor Indische Taal-, Land-, en 

Volkenkunde 39 (Batavia 1896), 50; van der Sande, Nova Guinea 3, 38, 234. 

7 K.W. Galis, Papua’s van de Humboldt-baai (Leiden 1955), 25. 

8 Van der Goes, ‘Aantekeningen nopens de Humboldts-baai’, 172. F.S.A. de Clercq, De 

West- en Noordkust van Nederlandsch Nieuw-Guinea: proeve van beschrijving volgens 

de mededeelingen en rapporten van reizigers en ambtenaren en naar eigen ervaringen. 

Offprint from: Tijdschrift van het Koninklijk Nederlandsch Aardrijkskundig Genootschap 

(Leiden 1893), 1010. 

9 F.S.A. de Clercq and J.D.E. Schmeltz, Ethnographische beschrijving van de West- en 

Noordkust van Nederlandsch Nieuw Guinea (Leiden 1893), 47; Galis, ’Papua’s van de 

Humboldt-baai, 92-93. 

10 De Clercq, De West- en Noordkust, 1010; H.A. Lorentz, Eenige maanden onder de 

Papua’s (Leiden 1905), 2; Galis, Papua’s van de Humboldt-baai, 93. 



  

11 Van der Goes, ‘Aantekeningen nopens de Humboldts-baai’,172. 

12 Bijkerk, Naar Sentani, 42; Wirz, Nova Guinea 16. 

13 Van der Sande, Nova Guinea 3, 38. 

14 In the 1920s, Wirz reported that large painted pieces of bark cloth decorated women’s 

graves, while men’s graves were decorated with animal carvings. See Nova Guinea 16, 

296. Missionary Bijkerk mentions this custom too, though he does not specify whose 

graves are decorated with maro. See Naar Sentani, 43. 

15 In addition, Wirz also mentions that if a woman was too old to remarry, she kept 

wearing the bark cloth. See Nova Guinea 16, 259, 297. 

16 See also Roper ‘The bronze Asmat warrior: contemporary art in Papua is about new 

and contested identities’, Inside Indonesia, Jul.-Sept. (2001) 

(http://www.insideindonesia.org/edit67/roper.htm; accessed 6/02/07). 

17 After having represented Papua in the Indonesian parliament during the Suharto era, 

Theys Eluay subsequently dedicated himself to finding a solution to the Papuans’ 

requests for the recognition of their historic and human rights. He was Chairman of the 

Papua Customary Council and Chairman of the Papua Presidium Council until he was 

murdered in November 2001 (http://www.converge.org.nz/pma/cra0025.htm; accessed 

17/10/2006). 

18 Chris Gosden and Chantal Knowles, Collecting Colonialism: material culture and 

colonial change (Oxford 2001). 

19 Maria Grever, ‘Reconstructing the fatherland: comparative perspectives on women 

and 19th century exhibitions’, in M.Grever and F. Dieteren (eds.), Een Vaderland voor 

Vrouwen/ A Fatherland for Women (Amsterdam 2000), 13. 

20 J.B. Avé, ‘Ethnographical museums in a changing world’, in W. van Gulik, H.S. van 

der Straten and G.D. van Wengen (eds), From Field-case to Show-case: research, 

acquisition and presentation in the Rijksmuseum voor Volkenkunde, Leiden (Amsterdam 

1980), 11-12. 

21 Jan Pouwer, ‘The Colonisation, decolonisation and recolonisation of West New 

Guinea’, The Journal of Pacific History (hereinafter JPH), 34 (1999), 161. 



  

22 Raymond Corbey, ‘Etnografische verzamelingen: retoriek en politiek, Koloniaal en 

postkoloniaal’, in A. J. J. van Breemen (ed.), Denken over cultuur: gebruik en misbruik 

van een concept (Heerlen 1993), 452. 

23 Van der Goes, ‘Aantekeningen nopens de Humboldts-baai’; A. Wichmann, Bericht 

über eine im Jahre 1903 ausgeführte Reise nach Neu-Guinea. Nova Guinea 4 (Leiden 

1917). 

24 Wichmann, Nova Guinea 4, vii-viii. Before joining the expedition, van der Sande 

received training in anthropology and ethnology in Zurich. 

25 Corbey, Etnografische verzamelingen, 452. 

26 Corbey, Tribal Art Traffic: a chronicle of taste, trade and desire in colonial and post-

colonial times (Amsterdam 2000), 25-26. 

27 Ibid. 

28 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: twentieth century ethnography, literature 

and art (Cambridge 1988), 228. 

29 Tim Barringer and Tom Flynn, ‘Introduction’, in T. Barringer and T. Flynn (eds.), 

Colonialism and the Object: empire, material culture and the museum (London 1998), 5. 

30 For examples of how objects may function as conversation pieces, see Corbey, Tribal 

Art Traffic. 

31 Michael O’Hanlon, ‘Introduction’, in M. O’Hanlon and R.L. Welsch (eds.), Hunting 

the Gatherers: ethnographic collectors, agents and agency in Melanesia, 1870s-1930s 

(New York/Oxford 2001), 15. 

32 Ibid., 12-13. 

33 John Elsner and Roger Cardinal, ‘Introduction’, in J. Elsner and R. Cardinal (eds.), 

The Cultures of Collecting (London 1994), 1-6. 

34 Van der Goes, ‘Aantekeningen nopens de Humboldts-baai’. 

35 De Clercq, De West- en Noordkust; De Clerq and Schmelz, Ethnographische 

beschrijving; 

van der Sande, Nova Guinea 3; Wichmann, Nova Guinea 4. 

36 Nicholas Thomas, Oceanic Art (London 1995), 132. 

37 Ibid. 



  

38 Wirz, Nova Guinea 16; Wirz, Bei liebenswürdigen Wilden in Neuguinea (Stuttgart 

1929). 

39 Jacques Viot, Deposition de Blanc (France 1932); Peltier, ‘Jacques Viot, the maro of 

Tobati’; Philippe Peltier, ‘Aus der Südsee’, in W. Rubin (ed.), Primitivismus in der Kunst 

des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts (München 1996), 108-133. 

40 S.L. Meyn, Black Island Paradise: life in Melanesia (Cincinnati 1982). 

41 Hoogerbrugge, ‘Notes on the art of bark cloth painting in the Jayapura area, Irian Jaya, 

Indonesia’, in D. Smidt, Pieter Keurs and A. Trouwborst (eds), Pacific Material Culture 

(Leiden 1995), 175-178. 

42 Galis, ’Papua’s van de Humboldt-baai, 116. 

43 Hoogerbrugge, ‘Notes on the art of bark cloth painting’, 167. 

44 Ibid. 

45 Ibid., 168. 

46 Ibid., 169. 

47 Bink, Drie maanden aan de Humboldtsbaai, 9. All translations from the Dutch are my 

own, unless otherwise indicated. 

48 D.W. Horst, ‘Rapport van eene reis naar de Noordkust van Nieuw Guinea’, Tijdschrift 

voor Indische Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 32 (1889), 249. 

49 Galis, ‘Papua’s van de Humboldt-baai, 15; J.A. Wasterval, ‘Een en ander omtrent 

godsdienst, zeden en gewoonten bij de bevolking in en om de Humboldtbaai’, Tijdschrift 

voor Indische Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 61 (1922), 499-507. 

50 Dirk Smidt, ‘Rijksmuseum voor Volkenkunde, Leiden’, in Greub, Art of Northwest 

New Guinea (New York 1992), 193. 

51 Suzanne Legêne, ‘Nobody’s objects: early-19th century ethnographical collections 

and the formation of imperialist attitudes and feelings’, Etnofoor XI (1998), 36. 

52 Wichmann, Nova Guinea 4, 154. 

53 Bink, Drie maanden aan de Humboldtsbaai, 7-8; Pamela Swadling, Plumes from 

Paradise: trade cycles in outer Southeast Asia and their impact on New Guinea and 

nearby islands 1920 (Boroko/Queensland 1996), 213. 

54 Wichmann, Nova Guinea 4,150-151. 

55 Van der Sande, Nova Guinea 3, 37. 



  

56 Ibid. 

57 The missionary Bink slept in temples, whereas van der Sande and Wirz slept in men’s 

houses. 

58 Wirz, Bei liebenswürdigen Wilden in Neuguinea, 18; Bijkerk, Naar Sentani, 20; De 

Clercq, De West- en Noordkust, 1010; P. Van der Crab and J.E.Teysmann, ‘Verslag eener 

Reis naar de Maccluers-, Geelvink-, en Humboldt- Baaien in Nieuw Guinea, van Agustus 

tot november 1871’, in P. van der Crab, J.E. Teysmann, J.G. Goorengel, A.J. Langeveldt 

van Hemert, P. Swaan and P.J.B.C. Robidé van der Aa, Reizen naar Nederlandsch 

Nieuw-Guinea, ondernomen op last der regeering van Nederlandsch-Indie in de jaren 

1871, 1872, 1875-1876 (s’Gravenhage 1879), 122. 

59 Bink, Drie maanden aan de Humboldtsbaai, 45-46, 48, 52. 

60 In Lake Sentani, women prepare the food and own the earthenware in which it is 

served. Furthermore, they own the larger canoes. 

61 Lorentz, Eenige maanden onder de Papua’s, 92. 

62 Many collectors mention that the bark cloth they collected was used by women or 

displayed on women’s graves. For example, civil officer Halie collected a bark cloth that 

had belonged to an influential woman. See D.A.P. van Duuren, ‘Tropenmuseum, 

Amsterdam’, in Greub, Art of Northwest New Guinea, 210. However, the only one who 

specified the gender of a person making maro was Viot, describing how an old woman 

made an elaborate design on a piece of bark cloth, which he then bought from her. See 

Peltier, ‘Jacques Viot, the maro of Tobati’. 

63 Marcus Schindlbeck, ‘The art of the head-hunters: collecting activity and recruitment 

in New Guinea at the beginning of the twentieth century’, in H. J. Hiery and J.M. 

Mackenzie (eds), European Impact and Pacific Influence: British and German colonial 

policy in the Pacific and the indigenous response (London 1997), 39-40. 

64 D.A.P. Koning, ‘Eenige gegevens omtrent land en volk der noordoostkust van 

Nederlands Nieuw Guinea, genaamd Papua Telandjang’, BTLV 55 (1903), 250-80. 

65 See, e.g., Aileen Ribeiro, Dress and Morality (Oxford 2003), which provides a history 

of moral commentary on dress in England. 

66 Stoler, ‘Carnal knowledge and imperial power’, 54. 



  

67 Stoler, ‘Educating desire in colonial Southeast Asia: Foucault, Freud, and imperial 

sexualities’, in Lenore Manderson and Margaret Jolly (eds.), Sites of Desire, Economics 

of Pleasure (Chicago 1997), 32-33. 

68 Manderson and Jolly, Sites of Desire, Economies of Pleasure. 

69 Van der Sande, Nova Guinea 3, 38. 

70 Ibid., 38-39. 

71 Ibid., 39. 

72 Ibid., 37. 

73 Otto Finsch, Neu-Guinea und seine Bewohner (Bremen 1865), 137. Finsch, 

Samoafahrten. Reisen in Kaiser Wilhelms-Land und Englisch-Neu-Guinea in den Jahren 

1884 u. 1885. An bord des Deutschen Dampfers Samoa (Leipzig 1888), 362. 

74 The ‘notes and queries’ were chiefly based on experiences and reports from officers of 

the Etna expedition and De Clercq who, in contrast to accounts written by Finsch (ibid.) 

and Horst, ‘Rapport van eene reis naar de Noordkust van Nieuw Guinea’, 248-49, do not 

make such explicit remarks about the sexual attractiveness of Humboldt Bay women. 

75 J.J. de Hollander, 1895-1898. Handleiding bij de beoefening der land- en volkenkunde 

van Nederlandsch Oost-Indië, ed. R. van Eck (5th edn, Breda 1895), 420. 

76 Finsch, Samoafahrten, 355. 

77 Van der Sande, Nova Guinea 3, 37-38. 

78 Ibid., 38. 

79 Stoler, ‘Rethinking colonial categories: European communities in Sumatra and the 

boundaries of rule’, Comparative Studies in Society and History 31 (1998), 135. 

80 Processes in which missionaries re-made or re-fashioned local bodies are described by 

Kathryn Rountree for Maori women in ‘Re-making the Maori female body’, JPH 35 

(2000), 49-66. Richard Eves describes these for Methodist missions in the Pacific in 

‘Colonialism, corporeality and character: Methodist missions and the refashioning of 

bodies in the Pacific’, History and Anthropology 10 (1996), 85-138. Chloe Colchester 

(ed.), Clothing the Pacific (New York/Oxford 2003) addresses similar processes. 

81 Manderson and Jolly, Sites of Desire, Economies of Pleasure. 

82 Bronwen Douglas, ‘Slippery word, ambiguous praxis: “race” and late 18th-Century 

voyagers in Oceania’, JPH 41 (2006), 1. 



  

83 Stoler, ‘Carnal knowledge and imperial power’, 52-53. 

84 Bink, Drie maanden aan de Humboldtsbaai. 

85 Bijkerk, Naar Sentani. 

86 Wirz, Bei liebenswürdigen Wilden in Neuguinea; Viot, Deposition de Blanc. 

87 Viot, Deposition de Blanc in Peltier, ‘Jacques Viot, the maro of Tobati’, 159-160. 

88 Peltier, ‘Jacques Viot, the maro of Tobati’, 160. 

89 Hoogerbrugge, ‘Maro Paintings of Lake Sentani and Humboldt Bay’, 128. 

90 Cf. Viot, Deposition de Blanc in Peltier, ‘Jacques Viot, the maro of Tobati’, 161; 

Wirz, Bei liebenswürdigen Wilden in Neuguinea; Andrea Schmidt, Paul Wirz. Ein 

Wanderer auf der Suche nach der “wahren Natur” (Basel 1998). 

91 Cf. Wirz, Bei liebenswürdigen Wilden in Neuguinea; Schmidt, Paul Wirz. 

92. Stoler, ‘Educating desire in colonial Southeast Asia’, 31. 

93. Ibid., 45. 

94. Ibid., 33. 

95. Thomas, Colonialism’s Culture: anthropology, travel and government (Princeton 

1994), 102. 

96. Jolly, ‘From Point Venus to Bali Ha’i: eroticism and exoticism in representations of 

the Pacific’, in Manderson and Jolly, Sites of Desire, Economies of Pleasure, 118. 

97. Colonial discourse inscribed not only racial, but also gender hierarchies on Papuan 

bodies. Colonists’ texts of the 1920s and 1930s devoided women’s bodies of sexuality 

and agency by describing women as naked and dirty slaves of their husbands, while men 

were described as lazy and feminine. See Rutherford, ‘Trekking to New Guinea’, 264. 

98. J.C. Lamster, Gids in het Volkenkundig Museum. Nieuw Guinee (Amsterdam 1930), 

16. 

99. For example, the Musée des Colonies in Paris was reorganised into the Musée des 

Arts Africains et Océaniens in 1960. The Museum of Primitive Art in New York was 

opened in 1957. See F. Konijn, ‘A universal language of art: two exhibitions of non-

Western art in Dutch museums of modern art’, in H. Leyten (ed.), Art, Anthropology and 

the Modes of Re-presentation (Amsterdam 1992), 25. 

100. Simon Kooijman, The Art of Lake Sentani (New York 1959), 7. 

101. Ibid. 



  

102. Ibid. 

103. Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, 220. 

104. This gender blindness and appropriation of women’s objects are also intimately 

intertwined with the histories, institutional structures and practices of disciplines such as 

anthropology, history and archaeology in general. See, e.g., K. Hays-Gilpin and D.S. 

Whitley, (eds), Reader in Gender Archaeology (London and New York 1998). 

105. Barringer and Flynn, Colonialism and the Object; Gosden and Knowles, Collecting 

Colonialism. 

106. Douglas, ‘Encounters with the enemy? Academic readings of missionary narratives 

on Melanesians’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 43 (2001), 37-64; Douglas, 

‘Slippery word, ambiguous praxis’, 1-29. 

107. E. Edwards, Raw Histories: photographs, anthropology and museums (Oxford 

2001), 8. 

108. Ibid., 132. 


