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reat art and great drama can sometimes 
pass almost unnoticed when they occur 
in remote parts of the world. This is truly 

the case in the remote village of Hilimondregeraya 
in the southern part of Nias Island, located in 
the Indian Ocean about 120 kilometres west 
of Sumatra. The aristocratic tribal culture of 
the island developed in relative isolation from 
mainstream Indonesian culture.1

The architecture of South Nias is among the 
most extraordinary artistic achievements in all 
of Southeast Asia. Nowhere else in Indonesia are 
the buildings as elaborate, large and structurally 
audacious as in Nias. In the social realm, the 
completion of a chief ’s house also marks the 
culmination of communal and artistic possibilities. 
It can only be constructed for the highest-ranking 
noblemen (si`ulu) and only after he has mastered 
the complete cycle of feasts expected of a person 
of the highest rank. His house is a showpiece 

that occupies the most prominent place in the 
village plan. When the size of the building and 
quality of its artistic decoration go beyond its 
basic qualifications, it becomes a matter of special 
prestige in a society that is obsessed with social 
standing. 

There are special words that describe the 
distinguishing features of a true chief ’s house 
and make it different from all others. First, it 
is most commonly called the big house (omo 
sebua). By definition it must be the largest house 
in the village. Then it is called lasara  – the name 
of a mythical composite monster that protects 
the highest-ranking royalty. Carvings of three 
of these creatures adorn the façade of all omo 
sebua. However, the lasara signifies more: each 
one requires a human head (binu) to be truly 
apotropaic. Likewise, it stands for all the heads 
that are required to construct the chief ’s house. 
This includes one under each of the corner pillars 
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2. This information comes from my own field investigation. Others 
have mentioned some of these terms but this is the most complete.

3. For a detailed construct of how this might have happened, see 
Jerome Feldman, “Dutch Galleons and South Nias Palaces”, Res 
(1984), 7/8: 21-33.

4. Agner MØller, letter to the author, 4 November 1974.

5. See Jerome Feldman, “The Design of the Great Chief ’s House in 
South Nias, Indonesia”, in Jean-Paul Bourdier and Nezar Alsayyad 
(eds), Dwellings, Settlements and Tradition: Cross Cultural 
Perspectives, (Berkeley, CA: Centre for Environmental Design and 
Research; London: Lanham, 1989), 240-42; E. B. Kielstra, “Onze 

bemoeingen met Nias onder general van van Swieten”, Indisch 
Militair Tijdschrift, 21 (1890): 81-103, 125; Willem Adriaan van 
Rees, De Pionniers der beschaving in Neerlands Indië, verhall eenige 
Krijgstogten op de buitenbezittingen, (Arnhem: D.  A.  Theime, 
1866), 71.

6. This is the Nias term for Rajah or King. According to informant 
Nata`alui Duha, fondrekhe lasara is the title (töi sebua) and not 
the personal name of the house builder (Bente Wolff, e-mail to 
the author, 13 January 2008).

7. My informant is Bazanalui Fau of Bawömataluo, 1974. See also 
Wolfgang Marschall, Der Berg des Herrn der Erde (Munich: 
Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1976), 50-51.

and many more at the top rafters of the house. 
The pillar heads are dedicated to the underworld 
deity Lature Danö, and the rafter heads are 
offerings to the upper world god, Lowalani. This 
type of house therefore is a cosmic model where 
humans dwell between upper and lower realms 
of a greater cosmos. The heads are so essential to 
a chief ’s house that the house is also called omo 
nifobinu  – the house with headhunted heads. 
The last term for the chief ’s house is omo nitauro 
aro: the house that is entered from below. In an 
ordinary traditional house (omo hada), one enters 
the house by means of a ladder at the side of the 
house, whereas the omo sebua always has the entry 
from the front, over a wooden planked bridge that 
runs from front to back. Midway down the bridge 
a ladder leads sideways and upwards to the front 
room.2

These elaborate chiefs’ houses evolved from 
simpler versions transplanted from the homeland 
of Nias culture in Central Nias. Thanks to an active 
slave trade in the seventeenth century and earlier, 
the southern rulers became outrageously wealthy 
and the culture that already emphasised ostentation 
needed bigger and finer houses and megaliths for 
the exalted rulers of confederations of city-states.3 
The chief ’s house in Hilimondregeraya was likely 
built in the 1870s.4 Fifty to a hundred years earlier, 
two omo sebua were built to new standards of sheer 
size in the villages of Orahili and Bötöhösi. Both 
of these were burned during the Dutch invasion 
of 1863. The present chief ’s house in the village 
of Bawömataluo was completed in the late 1880s 
as a replica of the Orahili house.5 This means that 

the house in Hilimondregeraya, although not 
nearly as big as these other houses, could occupy a 
special category in the history of Nias architecture 
as the finest and most elaborate building of its day. 
This fact will play a part in the strange history of 
this building. 

It is a tradition in South Nias to mark the 
completion of an omo sebua with a special 
ceremony whereby a pig (bawi nigulu) is sacrificed 
by being rolled off the ridge of the house and 
crashed to its death on the stone pavement in the 
front of the omo sebua. It was with this ceremony 
that the strange fate of the Hilimondregeraya house 
began. The ruler who built the chief ’s house, Rajo 
Siwalowalani of Hilimondregeraya, was so jealous 
of the artistic quality of his house and also perhaps 
worried that the great sculptor might be hired 
by the powerful ruler, Laowo, in Bawömataluo, 
that he substituted the master builder (fondrekhe 
lasara) for the bawi nigulu.6 It is believed in South 
Nias that this sacrifice of the artist caused the 
ultimate ill fate and impoverishment of the ruling 
family.7 This was the first of many strange and 
tragic events that surround the history of this fine 
house.

The house was located at the end of a stone 
paved village street that consisted of rows of houses 
on either side (Fig. 1). It occupied the highest 
elevation in the village. At the opposite end of the 
street were the stairs that formed the entrance of 
the village. The rank of the home owners and the 
elevation of the street rise as one approaches the 
chief ’s house. One euphemism for a poor family is 
that they live at the door (stair end) of the village. 
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8. For a discussion of village plans, see Alain Vairo, Urbanisme et 
architecture traditionnel du sud de l’ile de Nias (Paris: UNESCO, 
1980).

9. My description is of the village plan at the time the house was 
described and drawn by Møller. For the plan of Hilimondregeraya 
over time, see Petra Gruber and Mia Melcher, “Reconstruction 
of Tradition: New Records for a Comparative View of the 
Architectural Development of the Village of Hiiimondregeraya in 
Nias, Indonesia”, in Lehner et al. (eds), Insular Diversity, 241-50, 
fig. 5.

10. Thomas Thomsen, “Hili Mondregeraja og dens Høvdingshus”, 

Fra Nationalmuseets Arbejdsmark, 2 (Copenhagen: Gyldendalske 
Boghandel – Nordisk Forlag, 1929): 51-62.

11. See Jerome Feldman, “The Seat of the Ancestors in the Homeland 
of the Nias People”, in Barbier and Newton (eds), Islands and 
Ancestors, 33-49.

12. Møller’s Nias collection at the Nationalmuseet consists 
of approximately 800 objects and 250 photographs. See 
J. Kurt-Nielsen “Danmark og Nias Kulturvarelse og 
museumssaamarbejde, Tidesskriftet Nomos 1, 2 (2003), 36. I 
found a few images from this source in the storage collection at 
the American Museum of Natural History, New York.

This is also considered to be downstream whereas 
the nobility live upstream. In the heavy monsoonal 
rains this is literally true and consequently is a very 
important reflection of social status.8 The village 
plan at Hilimondregeraya closely resembles that of 
another isolated village of South Nias, Hilinawalö 
Mazingö.9 At the left side by the entrance there 
was a small bale or council house. The village was 
also very narrow at this point and the houses are 
zoned to be small and poor. The space between 
the two rows of houses gradually widened and 
the village street (ewali) sloped uphill with several 
terraces towards the omo sebua at the far end of 
the village. The terrace in the foreground and 
large, non-traditional house in the centre of the 
village are more recent and not part of the original 
plan.10 A large stone bath (hele) located behind 
the omo sebua is an unusual feature of this village 
plan. This would have served for the convenience 
of the ruling family.

The house was set upon a high platform 
consisting of a series of terraces (Fig. 2). On 
the second highest terrace there is a row of 
megaliths. On one of the vertical stones, there is 
a relief carving showing a figure holding a sword. 
This is one of the very rare stone human figural 
sculptures in South Nias. Since the vertical stone 
(batu wa’ulu) commemorates a feast, the figure 
probably portrays the war dance held during the 
course of it.

Although rather small by the standards of 
chiefs’ houses at the time (the house measured 
only 21 by 9 meters), it was extraordinary for 
its elaborate sculptural treatment. The most 
outstanding features on the facade are the three 

lasara carvings (Fig. 3). These are unique in that 
they have complete bodies, including four legs and 
a tail (Fig. 4). This is quite different from the heads 
or serpentine versions found on all the other omo 
sebua. The tail is also unusual in that it forks and 
becomes two fern-like scrolls. Otherwise, the 
composite hornbill (gogowaya), deer (mböhö) and 
long-toothed monster, perhaps a combination of 
crocodile (buaya) with tiger’s teeth (ifö harimao) 
with a protruding tongue, is very typical for South 
Nias. The entire conception however is very 
reminiscent of the osa’osa stone seats in the village 
squares of Central Nias.11 The carving is deeply 
undercut and boldly sculptural. 

The façade of the house is otherwise not very 
distinctive. As in all South Nias traditional 
houses, the façade cantilevers outward in a 
stepwise fashion. Underneath one of those steps 
called the farachina, there are low relief designs 
showing golden hair ornaments (rai) alternating 
with patterns of concentric circles, the meaning of 
which is not known. There is no remnant of the 
painting usually seen here but this may be due to 
fading and the generally weathered condition of 
the building at the time it was photographed.

The plan of the house has been preserved 
by Dr Anger Møller, the Danish medical 
officer who ‘collected’ the house for the Danish 
Nationalmuseet, and who is discussed at the 
end of this essay (Fig. 5).12 The names recorded 
for the front and back large rooms are different 
from those usually found in South Nias. The 
front communal meeting room, tawolo, is here 
called ulu (high) and the back room is labelled 
batö sebua instead of faroma. The entrance to the 
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13. Thomsen, “Hili Mondregeraja”, 60.

14. The same type of house-bower is in the omo sebua in Bawömataluo 
where it is called malige. See Jerome Feldman, “The House as 
World in Bawömataluo, South Nias”, in Edward Bruner and 
Judith Becker (eds), Art, Ritual and Society in Indonesia, (Athens, 
OH: Ohio University Press), fig. 15.

15. The harefa serves as an armrest when one looks out on the village 
square through the trellis window.

16. The crocodiles’ rear haunches face the wrong way, a trait that is 
common in tribal Indonesian art.

17. For a comparison with the example at Hilinawalö village, see 
Feldman, “Fertile Land”, 41.

house is by way of a bridge, ete, that runs front 
to back under the house and a ladder roughly in 
the centre to the left of the midpoint leads to the 
front room. When viewed from the front room 
towards the midpoint, the communal hearth is 
on the right and the passage to the back room is 
on the far right (Fig. 6). Above the open entrance 
door, there is a shutter that permits the women of 
the household to view the proceedings from an 
elevated room located behind the wall (Fig. 7).13 
On the plan, this room (called bari) is at the centre 
of the house and the portion of the room facing 
the rear of the house that appears faintly at the top 
of Figure 8. This appears to be modelled after a 
miniature house front. Window slats (zarazara) 
are barely visible and below that there is a curved 
vertical strip (ta’io danedane), characteristic of 
South Nias houses.14 The rear hearth is exactly 
opposite the front one. The edge of the hearth is 
visible at the left in figure 8. Behind the wall on 
the right is a room (bari), presumably for the Rajo, 
and behind that is another bari. A small subsidiary 
structure mbarombaro has been added to the side 
of the house. 

The programme of decorated pillars, wall 
panels and sculptures in an omo sebua is fixed by 
the canons of South Nias architecture. The extent 
and refinement of these elements, however, is a 
tribute to the wealth of the ruler and his ability 
to command the best artists. So it is no surprise 
that the front room at Hilimondregeraya had the 
most interesting sculpture in the house. Starting at 
the front, immediately behind the trellis window 
(bawaduhasa), the horizontal plank called 
harefa,15 had high relief carvings of monkeys 
(ba’e) on it (Fig. 6). The monkeys symmetrically 
approach each other and grasp a large phallus 
which probably belonged to the forked image 

attached to a vertical post (füso danedane). This 
phallus sockets into a stick used to hold open the 
roof flap (lawalawa) (Fig. 7). The function and 
meaning of this image is not known but given 
that the stick that holds the lawalawa is called the 
gasömatua (the male beam), this suggests that it is 
the male genitalia of the house. In the repertoire of 
meanings attributed to the omo sebua, the entire 
house can symbolically represent the figure of an 
ancestor. The legs are the pillars, the torso and 
head are the dwelling level, and the roof structure 
is the headgear. 

Near the ceiling farther back, a mat board 
(batöwenali) is stretched across connecting the 
right and left walls of the front room, and is 
supported by the front decorative pillar called 
khölökhölö. The mat board is decorated on its 
underside with two confronting crocodile carvings 
that boldly swallow two human beings.16 There is 
no doubt that given their location, just behind the 
open trellis window, the crocodiles are ferocious 
defenders. The sculptor made it abundantly clear 
that the crocodile’s teeth have penetrated the body 
of the human figures (Fig. 11). 

 The two khölökhölö in this house were not 
just finely made, they were especially elaborate. 
The front one had, in addition to the usual hooks 
and curvilinear ornaments, two very high relief 
carvings of monkeys. They climb down the pole 
and munch on some sort of edible plant. There is 
also a stylised bird perched on the leg of one of 
the monkeys. The theme of monkeys picking fruit 
relates loosely to the relief panels at Hilinawalö 
village.17 The second khölökhölö had a much 
simpler post, without hooks but a more finely 
carved disc (ni’o telau gazi) than in other chiefs’ 
houses (Fig. 12). The disc had minutely carved 
bands of spiral ornament, dentates and a unique 
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18. A singular example from Central Nias is in the Vereinigte 
Evangelische Mission Museum, No. R 5. See Walther Gronert et 
al., Nias Tribal Treasures: Cosmic Reflections in Stone, Wood and 
Gold (Delft: Volkenkundig Museum Nusantara, 1990), 121, fig. 
44.

19. For a list of the village genealogy for Hilimondergeraya see 
Johannes M. Hämmerle, Famatö Harimao Pesta Harimao- 
Fondrakö- Börönadu dan Kebudayaan Lainnya di Wilayah Maena 
Mölö- Nias Selatan (1986), (Medan: Abidin, 1986), 247.

20. The term omo nadu was applied by Yoshihiko Yamamoto in “A 
Sense of Tradition – an Ethnographic Approach to Nias Material 
Culture”, unpublished PhD thesis, Cornell University, 1986, 293.

21. Thomsen, “Hili Mondregeraja”, 59.

22. The term ‘spirit ladder’ is a concept extensively explored in 
Tribal Indonesian architecture by Gaudenz Domenig, Religion 
and Architecture in Premodern Indonesia (Leiden: KITLV, 2014), 
6-7. Although Domenig barely mentions Nias, this clearly fits his 
definition.

23. The term laso sohagu comes from Bawömataluo informants. 
In much of the literature, the term hagu laso is used. The likely 
source for this is perhaps the most important book on Nias by 
E. E. W. Gs. Schröder, Nias, ethnographische, geographische en 
historische aanteekeningen en studiën, 2 vols. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1917), 117, Plate LXXXV, Fig. 162. Although Schröder says that 
the term comes from Bawömataluo village, my informants from 
there insist that he was mistaken.

pattern of interwoven forms between the rows of 
dentates near the edge. Above the disk, a system of 
hooks connects with the second disc and a crudely 
carved forked protective image was placed against 
the post between the disks.

A series of long hooks with stylised ferns at 
their tips extended in the rafters between the 
two khölökhölö. On the centre hook a figure has 
been lashed and socketed into position (Fig. 13). 
It may be a representation of the clan founder 
of Hilimondregeraya. This sculpture’s left hand 
holds a cup, while its right hand holds a betel 
nut cruncher, and the beard indicates that it is an 
elder. The extraordinarily high and complicated 
headdress is unique among the known examples 
of South Nias sculpture.18 Normally the uppermost 
ancestor would be commemorated by a seated 
image with its throne on the right wall of the front 
room. This figure, placed high in the rafters and 
bearing its especially tall headgear may even be a 
progenitor (probably Mölö) from the homeland in 
Gomo district of Central Nias. 19

Other ancestral images, adu zatua, were kept 
in the house-like altar (omo nadu) on the right 
wall (Fig. 14).20 The figures photographed at the 
time the house was removed were in Central Nias 
style and are documented as not being the original 
figures from this house.21 The altar-house has very 
stylised house beams; sikhöli and lagolago beneath 
the roof. The profusion of hooks around the altar 
are for hanging offerings and provide a place to 
suspend various family heirlooms. Below this 
ancestral house there is a naked figure presumably 

representing a slave supporting the deceased si’ulu 
on the altar.

Above the omo nadu panel there is a wall beam 
that slants downward towards the front of the house 
(top of Fig. 14). At first it appears to be another 
wall beam like the lagolago and sikholi below it. Ete 
de`u means ‘mouse bridge’. When offerings are left 
for the ancestors, mice come down this beam from 
the ceiling rafters to nibble the morsels. Cats who 
live in the rafters kill the mice and as they climb 
about in the tower-like roof structure, they bring 
the offerings to the gods and ancestors above the 
living world to the upperworld part of the house. 
This is, in effect, a kind of ‘spirit ladder’ where the 
cats and mice act as the transport vehicles for the 
ancestors and the spirit of the upperworld God 
Lowalani.22

Special golden head panels, laso sohagu, adorn 
prominent traditional houses in South Nias.23 
There are four laso sohagu in the Hilimondregeraya 
house (Figs 15-18), two more than are considered 
necessary for an omo sebua. The two in the front 
of the communal room are extremely elaborate. 
The one on the right side shows two female figures 
with a set of gender-specific gold ornaments (Figs 
9, 15). A treasure chest (tabola gana`a), elaborately 
decorated with symmetrically arranged plant 
motifs, lies between the two female figures. Above 
this very orderly area is an elaborate profusion 
of animal life. A monkey is shown with his feet 
twisted over his body as he as he climbs between 
the hooks. Above the large coiled fern, ni’o wöliwöli, 
the theme of the fertility of the land is evident. A 
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24. Feldman, “Fertile Land”, 41-43, figs. 13-15. 25. Bente Wolff, e-mail to the author, 13 January 2008.

bird eats a worm, while a serpentine creature with 
a fish-like tail and a head consisting of two large 
jaws and a protruding tongue looks as if it is about 
to bite the head of the bird. 

The laso sohagu on the left side of the front 
room is for male golden ornaments (Fig. 16). It has 
a similar theme but without any representation of 
human forms. The undulating surface under the 
saita and ni`owöliwö is difficult to interpret but 
could possibly represent the sea. Between the 
hooks there is a monkey in a similar position 
to the one on the right panel, only here a lizard, 
perhaps a crocodile, is about to bite the monkey’s 
tail. To the right and left of the saita there are 
quadrupeds (perhaps deer), attacked by serpents. 
Below the hooks and large curving fern designs 
there is an undulating sea-like form which is the 
same as on the right panel, although here the 
undulations terminate at both ends in bird heads. 
These heads nip at the fins of two fish who are in 
turn biting mouth-to-mouth with two other birds. 
These lower birds have no body, but gradually 
merge into a mass of foliage.

Although there is no field information available 
on the meaning of these two panels, a comparison 
with the themes portrayed at Hilinawalö village 
shows that the subject matter is related. At 
Hilinawalö the dominant concept is the fertile 
land of the ancestors. This is portrayed in terms 
of fruitful trees and sexually aroused monkeys 
devouring fruit.24 At Hilimondregeraya the theme 
is animals devouring animals. It incorporates 
animals of the sea, land and sky, along with rich 
foliage. The monkeys eating fruit on the front 
khölökhölö and the pair on the harefa who grasp 
an erect phallus also illustrate the concept of the 
fertile land. 

Along the right wall, further towards the back of 
the room is another laso sohagu (Fig. 17). It is in very 
poor condition, but shows golden head ornaments 
that can be worn by both men and women. The 
gender of the golden ornaments follows  that of 

traditional Nias jewelry; and while  two panels 
have distinctly female jewelry, the other two are 
indistinct.  All other known omo sebua laso sohagu 
have jewelry that is clearly male or female.  Hence it 
is surprising that at Hilimondregeraya only female 
ornaments are distinctly recognisable. The most 
obvious differentiating trait is that one earring is 
male and two earrings are only for women. This 
panel, like the front one on the left wall has no 
earrings or other distinctly gendered features. 
Three golden combs can be seen on the upper part 
of the panel. These can be worn by either sex. The 
lower part of the panel shows what appear to be 
birds biting stylised worms. These are under an 
odd waving form seen in the other panels. One of 
the large hooks has completely rotted away.

The fourth laso sohagu has two earrings and is 
therefore female (Fig. 18). It also shows a woman’s 
breastplate surrounding the monkey in the centre. 
It was placed in the rear of the house, an unusual 
place for such a panel. It lacks the complex, 
somewhat baroque imagery of the other three 
and fits more closely with the straightforward 
design of laso sohagu in other South Nias houses. 
In fact the complicated and unorthodox style 
of the panels at Hilimondregeraya raise a very 
interesting question. Their style and composition 
is closer to the interior decorations of houses 
in Central Nias. According to Nata`alui Duha 
from Hilimondregeraya, the artist of this house 
was from “Aramö close to Gomo”.25 Gomo is the 
legendary homeland of the Nias people. However, 
Aramö is also the place most frequently cited by 
Nias informants as the neighbourhood where 
they did most of their headhunting. When we 
realise that the artist was sacrificed as part of the 
consecration of the omo sebua, this may have 
served as justification for his execution.

 Immediately to the right of the front right laso 
sohagu in figure 15, there is a siraha or forked 
sacrificial protective image, 171 cm. tall (see 
also Fig. 9). This large, obviously male image is 
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26. Agner Møller, “Beitrag zur Beleuchtung des Religiösen Lebens 
der Niasser”, Internationales Archiv für Ethnographie, 32 (1934), 
129, fig. 10.

27. Møller, “Beitrag”, 127-31, Figs. 2-8, 10, 13-16

28. Thomson, “Hili Mondregeraja”, 59.

29. The field photographs in this essay were all taken by Ho Teng Lin.

30. Informants in Bawömataluo claim this led directly to the 
downfall of the royal family of Hilimondregeraya since the house 
is considered an ancestor and should not be for sale.

intended to secure fertility and prosperity.26 These 
themes are certainly consonant with the nearby 
laso sohagu. On the floor immediately in front of 
the siraha there is a large carving of a head. This 
sculpture is actually part of an oblique post, driwa, 
which extends through the floor and rests against 
the sichöli (Fig. 19). There is no information as to 
why this head is carved in this peculiar way, but 
it is apparent that the top of the head is flattened 
into a kind of platform. Its juxtaposition with the 
tall siraha indicates that it was used for offerings. 
The carving of a head in this position suggests that 
human heads (binu) were offered here. Since the 
driwa is a post under the house and that area is 
symbolically the Underworld, the offering might 
be dedicated to the appropriate god, Lature Danö.

Numerous other figural sculptures were 
collected with this house. These have been 
described in some detail by Møller.27 Some of the 
small crude siraha are visible against the wall in 
figure 16. Additional unidentified images can be 
seen to the left of the entrance. A tremendous adu 
si hönö bawa, an image intended to ameliorate 
the bad karma from headhunting, was probably 
placed on the left side of the communal room 
although its exact location is unknown.

Directly above the lagolago beam along the 
right wall of the communal room there were 
three carved human busts (Fig. 20). A fourth was 
located in another, unknown part of the house. 
These figures are unique in Nias art. Their hand 
gestures are very peculiar: one points to its eyes, 
another to the ear lobes, the third has its hands on 
its jaw and a fourth touches its back. They clearly 
indicate the senses. Three have iron rings attached 
to them that were used to suspend oil lamps.28 The 
effect of the flickering light on these faces must 
have produced an interesting gargoyle effect.

The roof structure of this house has a peculiar 

innovation. The driwa batö (oblique roof supports) 
begin at the lagolago and continue to the centre 
first support beam of the roof structure füso batö. 
This means that the driwa batö start below the rest 
of the roof structure and are longer and heavier 
than those in any other recorded omo sebua. 
Above the füsö batö, the second set begins from 
the centre and goes out the edge of the building. 
This pattern is then repeated for each level. It is 
not known how many levels the roof structure 
had. Nevertheless, this pattern is found in several 
Central Nias houses.

******

The drama that marked the opening of the 
Hilimondregeraya house begins again in the early 
twentieth century. The obsession with its art, 
conveyed by the sacrifice of its artist and builder, 
found expression once again with Dr Agner Møller 
in the 1920s. At that time the house was in a sad 
state of semi-ruin. It would probably not have 
survived another ten years. As part of his duties 
with the Dutch government administration and 
his connection with the Danish Nationalmuseet, 
Møller observed the building and was so taken 
with its extraordinary artistic qualities that he 
decided to attempt to save as much of it as he could 
by shipping it to the Nationalmuseet. He hired a 
talented Chinese photographer, Ho Teng Lin, to 
photograph the house and this served as a basis 
for his application for funds from the museum 
in order to bring its remains to Copenhagen.29 
To accomplish this, he had first to purchase the 
house from its royal owner. Unfortunately the 
owner had recently passed away and the title 
went to his infant son. Two deaf-mute brothers 
of the late owner somehow arranged for the sale 
of the house – something that must have been 
problematic to the villagers.30 Meanwhile, Møller 
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31. This discussion is a brief summary of the complete documentation 
by Jesper Kurt-Nielson, “Collecting and Photographing on Nias 
from 1925–2003 for the Nationalmuseet of Denmark”, in Petra 
Gruber and Ulrike Herbig (eds), Traditional Architecture and Art 

on Nias, Indonesia (Vienna: IVA/ IRCA, 2009), 130-37. Other 
information was gleaned from reports on the museum website 
that have now been removed but which are summarised in Kurt-
Nielsen, “Danmark og Nias Kulturvarelse”, 33-40.

had separated from his Danish wife and married 
Zoeri Saroemaha, teenage daughter of the late 
chief. This caused charges of bigamy in Denmark 
and consequently alienated Møller from the Dutch 
authorities. He brought Zoeri back to Denmark 
where she was hospitalised due to mental illness. 
Møller worked at the same hospital. Since Zoeri 
could not speak Danish, Møller, who spoke south 
Nias dialect, became her only contact with other 
human beings, and her seclusion was aggravated 
by Møller’s retirement. Zoeri passed away, 
completely isolated, in 1972.31 

In retrospect, had Møller not transported the 
important parts of the house, it would have surely 
passed into oblivion. Today nearly all the parts for 
the front room are stored at the Nationalmuseet. 
It remains the only house to retain many of its 
original figural sculptures. I was very fortunate to 
see it in 1973 before my first stint of fieldwork in 
Nias. I hope that some day it will be reconstructed 
at the museum so that others can admire its beauty 
and wonder about the story behind it all.
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Fig. 1. Plan of Hilimondregeraya, drawn by Agner 
Møller. Courtesy Nationalmuseet, Denmark.
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Fig. 2. Omo sebua, Hilimondregeraya in deteriorated condition on its high platform, early 
1920s. Photo: Ho Teng Lin. Courtesy Nationalmuseet, Denmark.

Fig. 3. Façade of the omo sebua. Photo: Ho Teng Lin in P. Wirz, Nias/Die Insel der Götzen, 
(Zürich: Orell Füssli Verlag, 1929), Fig. 14. 
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Fig. 4. Lasara from the façade of the omo sebua. 75 cm long, 24.8 cm wide. Courtesy Nationalmuseet, Denmark. C.3482.
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Fig. 5. House plan, drawn by Agner Møller. Courtesy Nationalmuseet, Denmark.
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Fig. 6. Rear of the front room (ulu). Photo: Ho Teng Lin. Courtesy Nationalmuseet, Denmark.

Fig. 7. Bower for noble women (bari). Photo: Ho Teng Lin. Courtesy Nationalmuseet, Denmark.
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Fig. 8. Hearth, bower and laso sohagu. Photo: Ho Teng Lin, Courtesy Nationalmuseet, Denmark.

Fig. 9. Right wall, front room. Photo: Ho Teng Lin, Courtesy Nationalmuseet, Denmark.
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Fig. 10. Centre front of the front room. Photo: Ho Teng Lin, Courtesy Nationalmuseet, Denmark.

Fig. 11. Detail, one of two crocodile carvings under the mat board confronting the front pillar. 936 cm long.  
Photo: J. Feldman, 1973. Nationalmuseet, Denmark. C.3527.



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

© BREPOLS PUBLISHERS 
THIS DOCUMENT MAY BE PRINTED FOR PRIVATE USE ONLY.  

IT MAY NOT BE DISTRIBUTED WITHOUT PERMISSION OF THE PUBLISHER. 

[72]

ILLUSTR ATIONS TO JEROME FELDMAN

Fig. 12. Main pillar front room. 
216 cm long. Photo: J. Feldman, 
1973. Nationalmuseet, 
Denmark. C.3529a.

Fig. 13. Figure of distant ancestor. 183 cm high.  
Photo: J. Feldman, 1973. Nationalmuseet, Denmark. C.3535.

Fig. 14. Main ancestral altar (omo nadu). 66 cm high, 48 cm deep. 
Photo: J. Feldman, 1973. Nationalmuseet, Denmark. C.3554 a. 
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Fig. 15. Laso sohagu front right wall. 114 cm wide, 183 cm high.  
Photo: J. Feldman, 1973. Nationalmuseet, Denmark. C.3538.

Fig. 16. Laso sohagu front left wall. 106.5 cm wide, 183 cm high.  
Photo: J. Feldman, 1973. Nationalmuseet, Denmark. C.3537.

Fig. 17. Laso sohagu towards the rear of the right wall, front room. 
114 cm wide, 183 cm high. Courtesy Bente Wolff, Nationalmuseet, 
Denmark. C.3539.

Fig. 18. Laso sohagu rear room. 114 cm wide, 183 cm high. 
Courtesy Bente Wolff, Nationalmuseet, Denmark. C.3840.
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Fig. 19. Offering head (in figure 9) with its house pillar (driwa) base.  
99 cm long, 29 cm diameter. Photo archive Columbia University,  
Courtesy Nationalmuseet, Denmark. C.3552.

Fig. 20. Gargoyle figures, possibly for holding oil lamps. From left: C.3550, 85.5 cm long. C.3546, 84 cm long. C.3547, 75 cm long.  
C.3549, 69.5 cm long. Photo: J. Feldman, 1973. Nationalmuseet, Denmark.


