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ten colonial sources, such as letters 
exchanged between collectors about 
their collecting activities, documen - 
 ta tion from museums founded in 
Europe and literature penned by 
European academics. As a result, such 
research presents a predominantly 
European perspective that may leave 
other in sights neglected. 

By focusing on a small, silver 
vajrasattva from Java, now in the 
collection of the Rijksmuseum in 
Amsterdam (fig. 1), I want to show how 
much historical provenance research 
into this figurine tells us about its 
colonial collectors, about the meaning 
of collecting within a particular social 
group and about the development of 
knowledge in Western society about 
the colonized population’s cultures, and 
how that perspective ignores other 
points of view. 

The Silver Vajrasattva and the
Loudon Family

The silver vajrasattva is not a large piece: 
the figurine, which is now dated to the 
late tenth or early eleventh century ce,2 
is only 13.5 centimetres tall and is 
mounted loosely, but secured by a pin, 
on a beauti fully tooled bronze base. The 
Buddhist vajrasattva is a bodhissatva, 
which is someone who seeks ‘bodhi’, 
awareness or awakening. The little 
figure sits on a lotus throne and wears a 
loincloth around its hips, while its arms, 

< P rovenance research into various 
colonial objects, as undertaken  

in the Pilot Project Provenance 
Research on Objects of the Colonial 
Era (pproce), endeavours to map the 
entire lifetime of an object, from its 
creation to its present existence. The 
aim of such investigations is often  
to determine whether an object has 
changed hands unlawfully. 

 In the mid-nineteen-eighties, the 
anthropologist Igor Kopytoff pointed 
out that a biographical approach to 
objects – with the idea that, like people, 
objects have a life story – provides 
insights into the social relationships 
and historical social contexts in which 
their production, exchange and use, 
and hence the giving of meaning to an 
object took place.1 Such an approach 
reveals something about the meaning of 
the object, and also about the functio n-
ing of those societies and the relation-
ships of people in which those meanings 
came into being. 

Research into the provenance of 
colonial heritage consequently offers 
more insights than the answer to that 
one question about the legality of the 
acquisition alone. At the same time, it 
has its limitations – certainly when it 
focuses exclusively on historical source 
material. After all, the sources on which 
people have traditionally largely relied 
in order to map that provenance were 
produced by Europeans; they are writ-

 Fig. 1 
Vajrasattva , East 
Java, c. 975-c. 1025. 
Silver statuette with 
a bronze pedestal, 
13.5 x 7.7 x 6.5 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam, inv. no. 
ak-rak-1970-2.

•  c a r o l i n e  d r i e ë n h u i z e n *  •

t h e  r i j k s
m u s e u m

b u l l e t i n

The Provenance of a  
Silver Vajrasattva and  

the Loudon Family 
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ankles, ears and neck are adorned with 
jewels. The hair, in which a tiara has 
been placed, is gathered up. The eyes 
are lowered as though they are looking 
at the right hand which is held before 
the heart. The left hand rests on the hip. 

Iconographically, a vajrasattva is 
usually depicted with a vajra (bolt of 
lightning) in its right hand and a ghanta 
(bell) in its left. This is not the case here. 
As we note later in the article, various 
reasons have been put forward for their 

absence over time; it may have to do 
with the changing art-historical and 
cultural-historical meanings that the 
figurine has undergone in a Western 
context. 

There is no consensus about the 
original function of figurines of this 
kind: some scholars believe that they 
were used for private devotion,3 others 
maintain that they were for use in 
monasteries and temples.4 It is also 
unclear why countless figurines like 

 Fig. 2
Ghanta , handbell 
or priest’s bell, 
Central Java,  
c. 800-c. 900.  
Bronze, 18.5 x 8 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam,  
inv. no. ak-mak-314.
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this one were removed from social inter-
course and often ended up below ground. 
It has been suggested that the objects 
may have been buried during wars 
between 1500 and 1800, but too many 
of them have been found in too wide  
a variety of places for this to be true.5 
Pauline Lunsingh Scheurleer in 2005, 
then head of Asian Art at the Rijks-
museum, believed that the objects may 
have been interred over the course of 
time as pusaka, sacred heirlooms of 
ancestors, but we cannot be certain 
about that either.6 

The first documented reference, 
securely traceable to this figurine, dates 
from 1919, when the Dutch archaeolo-
gist N.J. Krom (1883-1945) described 
the collection of antique Javanese 
statuettes owned by the engineer and 
oil magnate Hugo Loudon (1860-1941) 
in Wassenaar in an article in the 
magazine NederlandschIndië Oud  
en Nieuw. Krom mentioned that the 
vajrasattva was in this collection, as  
was an antique Javanese handbell or 
ghanta,7 renowned at that time, now 
also in the Rijksmuseum (fig. 2).8 

Krom maintained that Hugo (fig. 3) 
had acquired his collection from his 
uncle Alexander Loudon Jr (1822-1868).9 
This ‘Alex’ was named after his father 
(Hugo’s grandfather) Alexander Loudon 
(1789-1839), a Scot who had travelled 
with Thomas S. Raffles to Java in 1811 
during the British rule. There, Alex mar - 
ried a Dutchwoman, Susanna G. ‘Santje’ 
Valck (1801-1828), and they made their 
permanent home in the colony, which 
had meanwhile reverted to the Dutch. 
Alex Jr and his younger brother, James 
Loudon (Hugo’s father, 1824-1900), 
went on to forge impressive careers in 
the Dutch colonial service thanks to 
their parents’ Dutch-English networks 
and their Dutch schoo ling. Just before 
his untimely death, Alex Jr (fig. 4) was 
appointed vice-president of the Council 
of the Dutch East Indies in Batavia 
(present-day Jakarta) and James (fig. 5) 
became gov er nor-general between 1872 
and 1875.

 Fig. 3
Portrait of  
Hugo Loudon , 1909, 
by Philipp Alexius  
de Laszlo. 
Private collection. 
Oil on canvas,
92 x 73 cm.

 Fig. 4
Tomb of Alexander 
Loudon Jr in former 
Batavia, present-day 
Jakarta (now in the 
Museum Taman 
Prasasti). 
Photograph: author

Photograph:  
rkd – Netherlands 
Institute for Art 
History/ib, image  
no. ib00119604
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 Fig. 5
Portrait of  
James Loudon, 
Governor-General 
1872-85, by Andries 
van den Berg. 

The Loudons were members of the 
Euro pean elite in colonial Indonesia, 
who often surrounded themselves with 
Indonesian antiquities and ethno graphic 
objects.10 Alex Loudon Jr also appears 
to have been a collector: from the 
minutes of the Batavian Society of Arts 
and Sciences, the scholarly society that  
had been founded in the colonial 
capital in 1778, we know that between 
1861 and 1863 he had gifted five stone 
‘Hindu statues’ and a manuscript from 
the regent of Sumedang about the 
history of the Preanger to the society’s 
museum.11 Perhaps he had been inspired 
by his uncle, Frans Gerardus Valck 
(1799-1842), resident of Yogyakarta 
from 1831 to 1841. During that time 
Valck had amassed a famous collection 
of antique figurines, bells, bracelets and 
the like,12  and from historical sources 
we know that Alex’s brothers, like 
James, had spent a lot of time in their 
uncle’s house.13  

We do not, though, know from the 
surviving archives precisely how or 
what Alex Loudon collected. There is 
no clear mention of Indonesian antique 
collections or collecting in letters in 
the family archives (fig. 6). The Dutch 
archaeologist A.J. Bernet Kempers 
(1906-1992), and later Pauline Lunsingh 
Scheurleer, suggested that the photo g-
rapher Isidore van Kinsbergen  
(1821-1905) collected objects for Alex 
Loudon Jr.14 Van Kinsbergen was a 
collector as well as a photographer.  
In 1864, for example, when he travelled 
to the Dieng Plateau in Central Java to 
take photographs of the ancient ruins 
there, Van Kinsbergen and his un -
named Indonesian assistants not only 
looked at buildings but also un earthed 
objects (fig. 7). It is certain that Alex 
Loudon Jr and Van Kinsbergen knew 
one another well.15 

 There is also the possibility that 
Alex Loudon Jr acquired antiquities  
by way of his timber production forest  
in Blitar, on East Java. Loudon had 
acquired the exploitation rights after 
the death of his younger brother, 

 Fig. 6
Impression of the 
Loudon family 
Archives in the 
National Archives  
in The Hague. 
Photograph: author

Oil on canvas,  
134.5 x 97.5 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. sk-a-3807.
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William B. Loudon (1827-1864), and 
we know from William that previously 
he (or his employees) had ‘found’ a 
stone Ganesha in that forest, which 
eventually found its way into the collec - 
tion of the museum in Batavia.16 How-
ever we do not know whether Alex 
Loudon Jr, like his younger brother, 
also found objects in the forest. It is 
equally unclear whether Van Kinsbergen 
provided Loudon with objects, or 
Frans Valck inspired his nephew  
Alex or provided him with objects. 

The only thing we know for certain is 
that in 1919 Hugo Loudon stated that he 
had inherited his collection of Javanese 
antiquities from his uncle, Alex Loudon 
Jr, who had died more than half a 
century earlier in Batavia. Where did 
the vajrasattva go after it had come 
into Alex Loudon Jr’s hands and what 
did the collection mean to the family?

It is possible that after his relatively 
early death in 1868, Alex Loudon Jr  
left all or part of his collection, which 
may have contained the vajrasattva,  
to (among others?) his brother James 
Loudon. An inventory drawn up around 
1916 suggests that this may have been 
the case. James died in 1900. When his 
wife, Louise de Stuers (1835-1915, fig. 8), 
died fifteen years later, an inventory 
was made of the contents of their man-
sion in The Hague. It shows that the 
interior reflected a long history of a 
distinguished life in colonial Indo - 
ne sia as well as in Europe. Alongside 
paintings by Hague Romantics like 
Weissenbruch and Schelfhout, an 
enormous collection of Delftware 
(inherited twenty years earlier from 
James’s other brother John Francis 
Loudon (1821-1895, fig. 9), first admin-
istrator of Billiton (Belitung), a statue 

 Fig. 7
The point of a lance 
and a bronze bell 
from Tjiboeroej, 
Limbangan. 
Photograph of 
objects that were 
collected by Isidore 
van Kinsbergen  
on Java between 
October 1863 and 
April 1864.  
Stichting Nationaal 
Museum van Wereld-
culturen, inv. no. 
rv-1403-3790-39.
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from the Borobudur (near Yogyakarta) 
in the garden and antique colonial 
furniture, probably from Louise’s 
family, there were also ‘twenty-six 
Hindu statues’ (on payment of  
130 guilders) and an ‘Indonesian bell’ 
(valued at five guilders) in the ‘upper 
salon’ (fig. 10).17  

The ‘Indonesian bell’ in the inventory 
may have been the famous ghanta.  
If so, it makes it more likely that the 
vajrasattva was among the unspecified 
twenty-six statuettes (described by a 
journalist in 1916 as an ‘entire collec-
tion of Buddha statuettes in bronze, 
gold and silver’).18 In his article written 
in 1919, after all, Krom stated that the 
ghanta and the vajrasattva were part  
of the same collection that had come 
from Alex Loudon Jr. This would  
mean that James had inherited not  
only the collection of Delftware from 
his brother John Francis (a collection 
which would be donated to the Rijks-
museum by the heirs), but also (part 
of?) his brother Alex’s collection of 
Javanese antiquities. 

This may have been how Hugo 
acquired his uncle Alex’s collection:  
as an inheritance from his mother, 
Louise. It is in any event certain that he 
inherited part of the interior describ ed 
in the inventory,19 because various 
historical chairs bearing the arms of 
the Hooft and Van den Graeff families, 
and a painting from Louise Loudon-de 
Stuers’s inventory, could be found in 
Hugo’s house in Wassenaar in 1937.  
If the vajrasattva followed a similar 
route, the object had been cherished by 
the family for at least two genera tions 
as a precious inheritance and a tangible 
reminder of the family history in 
colonial Indonesia and in the Nether-
lands.

 
Collecting in the Colony in the 
Last Half of the Nineteenth 
Century

In short, we cannot conclude from 
historical sources how, what, when 
and why Alex Loudon Jr collected.  

We can get a rough idea if we look  
at what other historical sources tell  
us about the context of collecting by 
Europeans in colonial Indonesia in 
the same period. When the colonial 
authorities, probably prompted by legal 
and constitutional considerations,20 
began to record archaeological finds 
more systemati cally in the course of 
the nineteenth century, we can get a 
clearer image of what kind of objects 
and how many of them were found on 
Java and how they were collected.

 After the middle of the nineteenth 
century, the period when Alex Loudon 
Jr was collecting, reports of similar 
discoveries increased. There could 
have been several reasons for this. At 
that time the population of Java was 
growing. More land had to be developed 
for agriculture than before. The Dutch 

 Fig. 8
Portrait of Louise 
Loudon-de Stuers , 
1909, by Philipp 
Alexius de Laszlo.  
Oil on canvas, 
75 x 55 cm.  
Private collection. 
Photograph:  
rkd – Netherlands 
Institute for Art 
History/ib, image  
no. ib00016812
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colonial government encouraged the 
cultivation of land: commercial farm-
ing became more and more important.21 
Secondly, by contrast, a great deal of 
infrastructure was being developed by 
the colonial government in this period. 
During the excavations this entailed, 
farmers and workers found many an -
ti quities, especially in Central and East 
Java.22 And thirdly, financial rewards 
for the finds meant that more objects 
could be collected by European private 
individuals and the museum in Batavia. 
Collecting antiquarian objects was a 
business. The Batavian Society paid the 
finder if it decided to include the object 
in its collections. Before long there  
were networks of travelling dealers 
who earn ed their living from selling 
anti quities to European collec tors: 
they were the so-called langganans or 

 Fig. 9
Portrait of John  
Francis Loudon , by 
Raden Saleh, portrayed 
on the island of  
Billiton (Belitung),  
with Chinese workers 
employed by the 
Billiton Maat schappij 
co-founded by  
Loudon searching  
for tin in the back-
ground, 1855.  
Material unknown,  
87 x 71 cm.  
Private collection. 
Photograph:  
lm Publishers 

 Fig. 10
Page from the inventory 
of the household effects  
of Louise Loudon-de 
Stuers , with references 
to ‘hindoubeeldjes’  
and an ‘Indische bel’, 
1915-16.  
Haarlem, Noord-
Hollands Archief, 
Rijksmuseum and  
legal predecessors  
in Amsterdam (476), 
inv. no. 1082.
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kelontongs (hawkers, fig. 11). Among 
other things, they profited from im-
poverished Javanese families who 
offered their family heirlooms for sale.23 
Commis sioner-General Leonard du 
Bus de Gisignies (1780-1849), for 
example, remarked that European 
ladies were able to obtain jewellery for 
a song from members of the court of 
the sultan of Yogyakarta, who had 
been ruined financially by the Java War 
(1825-30).24  Finally, we must acknow-
ledge the fact that after the middle of 
the nine teenth century awareness of 

the cultural (and financial) value of such 
antiquities, leading to the colonial 
legislation regarding Indonesian 
antiquities in this period,25 caused 
Europeans to start collecting more  
and more, and more objects surfaced. 
There were even Europeans who un-
scrupulously dug in proven archaeo - 
lo gical sites like the Borobudur or the 
Prambanan Temple near Yogyakarta 
(Central Java) in search of gold and 
silver objects.26 Smaller metal anti qui-
ties like the vajrasattva were mainly 
encountered in sacred places like these.27 

 Fig. 11
Javanese sellers of 
antiques in Batavia , 
present-day Jakarta, 
nineteen-thirties. 
Private collection 
Ploos van Amstel, 
Gouda.
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To Alex Jr’s uncle, Frans Valck, collect-
ing seems to have been a way of display-
ing his own insights and worldly wis-
dom in a hitherto largely unknown 
area, and in so doing gaining prestige: 
‘Among the bronze statues in my col-
lection are many which I have not found 
depicted anywhere before’, wrote Valck 
in 1840 in an article about his collection, 
stressing his unique knowledge and 
objects.28 His expertise and stature 
were endorsed by others. The linguist 
C.J. van der Vlis (1813-1842), for in-
stance, wrote that Valck ‘occupies a 
prominent place’ as an expert and 
collector ‘in the interest of the arts’.29 
Valck and Van der Vlis did not doubt 
the legitimacy of collecting. To them  
it was a scholarly activity to show that 
the current Javanese population ‘once 
stood on a tier of civilization, arts, 
sciences, and above all of mechanics, 
which far exceeds our imagination and 
comprehension’. Collecting was neces-
sary because the Javanese population is 
‘little concerned with the promotion  
of scientific knowledge’,30 it is only 
‘immersed in deep ... ignorance’.31  

We gain little more than this rough 
impression of private collecting in a 
colonial context between the middle 
and the end of the nineteenth century 
from European archive material. In the 
best cases the locations of the finds and 
the finders of the objects sent to the 
Batavian Society were mentioned, so 
this information has survived. How-
ever, this did not always happen.32 And 
despite the fact that after 1840 more 
and more found objects ended up in 
the museum of the Batavian Society, 
countless objects like the Loudon 
family’s vajrasattva remained in private 
ownership, constantly changing hands. 
Not only were collections like these 
rarely described in detail, the geo-
graphical and social provenance and 
circumstances of the objects were not 
recorded.33 Alex Loudon Jr’s uncle, 
Frans Valck, did talk about the objects 
he had collected and where they came 
from, but mainly in general terms: 

‘they come from various regions’.  
In order to be a little more specific,  
he added that ‘they were unearthed in 
this Residence, the Kadoe, and Ledok, 
… in the more easterly Residences of 
Madioen and Kedirie’.34 Valck went  
on to say that the objects were mainly 
found there by Javanese agricultural 
workers while working their land, 
felling a forest or digging wells.35 It  
was no more precise than that. 

Collectors like Valck or Loudon 
collected with a feeling for the culture 
and history, but with the colonial 
distance to the population that was 
normal at the time. Rarely was atten-
tion paid to the contemporary signifi-
cance of the objects for the Javanese.  
In the best of cases, the focus on the 
people of Indonesia was restric ted to 
the names of the finders. More often, 
the population of that time was dis-
missed, as Valck did, by characteri zing 
the Javanese as ‘ignorant’ and alienated 
from the heritage of their ancestors.  
A ‘colonial gaze’, in which people and 
places were reduced to a decorative 
background, typifies this approach by 
colonial collectors.

In short, apart from this general 
outline of the collecting of antiquities 
by Europeans in the colonies, in which 
socio-historical context we can place 
Alex Loudon’s collecting, nothing is 
known about how, where or why the 
vajrasattva came into Western hands 
and what meaning the object has had 
for the Javanese population over the 
centuries. In fact, we are not even  
sure from historical documentation 
whether the vajrasattva actually ever 
was in Alex Loudon Jr’s hands. 

The Vajrasattva and the  
Dutch Appreci ation of  
Asian Art, 1915-70

Most of what we know about the 
vajrasattva can be related to the rise  
of Western art-historical interest  
in Asian arts and cultures around  
the end of the nineteenth century.  
It was with good reason that Krom 
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found Hugo Loudon’s collection  
of Javanese figurines so worthwhile 
that he de  scrib ed it in the magazine 
NederlandschIndië Oud en Nieuw in 
1919. Krom stressed that the collection 
had to be understood as art and was  
not a collection of rarities from all 
kinds of origins. It was not, he wrote, a 
‘mishmash, thrown together by chance 
… a confused mass’. The Loudon 
Collection was ‘a whole, of very good, 
in part excellent, pro ducts of Hindu-
Javanese bronze art’.36 The vajrasattva 
in the collection was ‘worked with the 
greatest care’ where the artist had done 
his utmost ‘in all respects … to give the 
best and richest he was capable of.’37 
Krom’s judgement mirrored a broader 
trend: during this period, for the first 
time, objects like the vajrasattva, which 
had previously been publicly exhibited 
alongside utensils and modern works 
of art from the colony as impressions 
of colonial societies, were considered 
separately and exhibited as ‘art’. 

Hugo Loudon actively promoted 
this art-historical development. He was 
able to do this because of the wealth he 
had amassed, gained from being one  
of the founders of Konink lijke Olie, 
which later became Royal Dutch Shell, 
and cultural baggage. His cultural out-
look contributed to his interest in Asian 
art and collecting activities. He and his 
brothers were formed by a life and 
family history in both Indonesia and the 
Netherlands: his brother John Loudon 
(1866-1955, fig. 12), for example, a 
diplomat and the Dutch Minister of 
Foreign Affairs between 1913 and 1918, 
gave his copy of the Javanese drama 
Minta raga to the writer Frederik van 
Eeden (1860-1932) as a gift.38 

 In 1918, four years after the possible 
acquisition of his collection of Javanese 
antiquities, Hugo Loudon joined the 
board of the Vereeniging van Vrienden 
der Aziatische Kunst (Society of Friends 
of Asian Art, the present-day Royal 
Asian Art Society of the Netherlands) 
which was set up in that year. He 
donated a couple of thousand guilders 

for purchases39 and in 1922 entered the 
vajrasattva and the ghanta along with 
five other statuettes for an exhibition 
staged by the society, which was still  
in its infancy. For the first time in the 
Netherlands this exhibition made a 
distinction between art and ethno-
graphica.40  

The catalogue showed what was 
understood in the Netherlands as art 
from Indonesia: centuries-old Hindu 
and Buddhist statues from Java like  
the vajrasattva, modern Balinese  
wood carvings (like the palace doors 
which had been removed by the artist 
W.O.J. Nieuwenkamp (1874-1950) 
during the puputan in Badung) and 
sculpture.41 Islam, the dominant reli-
gion on Java and Sumatra since the 

 Fig. 12
Portrait of John 
Loudon , 1920, 
by Philipp Alexius  
de Laszlo. 
Drawing, dimen -
sions unknown.  
Private collection. 
Photograph:  
rkd – Netherlands 
Institute for Art 
History/ib image 
no. ib00119607
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sixteenth century, was conspicuously 
absent from the exhibition. This was 
common practice in the Dutch view  
of Indonesian culture and history: 
for a long time, Islam was largely 
marginalized for politico-cultural 
reasons and condemned as having 
an ‘influence that has killed art for 
centuries’.42 

As a result of the exhibition the 
figurine rose further in art-historical 
prestige. In 1926, the vajrasattva  
was included in W.F. Stutterheim’s 
reference work Cultuurgeschiedenis 
van Java in beeld and ten years later, 
in 1936, it was exhibited again. There 
were even cast copies in circulation 
which would ultimately find their way 
into the collections of Dutch museums 
like the Amsterdam Tropenmuseum.43 
In 1947 H.F.E. Visser, a member  
of the board of the Society of Friends  
of Asian Art, said that the vajrasattva 
and a statue of Avalokiteshvara, like-
wise from Loudon’s collection, were 
‘the most beautiful and impor tant silver 
“Hindu-Javanese” figures in Western 
collections’.44 The uniqueness and 
originality of the figurines cited by 
Visser and Krom made them art in their 
eyes. From being seen just as an example 
of ‘old monuments’,45 remnants of 
earlier art and science – in other words 
heritage – in Valck’s time, the vajrasattva 
had become auto nomous art that had 
even become part of the Dutch canon 
of Javanese antique sculpture. 

There may also have been a connec-
tion between Western art-historical 
appreciation and the time and place 
that Western scholars assigned to the 
figurine’s origin. From 1919 until well 
into the twentieth century, the origin 
of the statuette was regarded as Central 
Java around the eighth century ce. 
Later East Java was proposed. The 
dating shifted, too: after 1985, some 
time between the tenth and eleventh 
century ce became more accepted as 
the date of its creation. Central Javanese 
and East Javanese styles became 
dominant one after the other, so this 

determination should perhaps be re-
garded not so much as an indication  
of where the figurine was found, but 
rather more as a reference to the period 
in which it was made and in which a 
particular art-historical style was 
prevalent.46 No stylistic underpinning 
for this change in origin or recognition 
that the statuette had previously been 
classified differently is given in the art-
historical descriptions of the piece. 
This shift may well lie in the fact that 
these Javanese styles were described 
differently. Remarkably, the Western 
art connoisseurs who treated the 
figure, such as Stutterheim and Krom 
in the nineteen-twenties, regarded the 
East Javanese style after the tenth 
century ce as ‘more Javanese’ and 
‘more indigenous’, because it was 
supposedly less influenced by Indian 
art.47 In Western eyes, was this style 
perhaps ‘more authentic’, ‘more 
special’ and ‘more original’ than the 
different style in an earlier period? 
This line of reasoning may have in-
fluenced the ongoing discourse about 
the piece, in which the idea that it 
belonged to the East Javanese style gave 
it greater cachet. Even in the nine teen-
eighties, archeaologist A.J. Bernet 
Kempers was still arguing that the 
figurine, lacking the attributes of the 
ghanta and vajra, had to be a special 
Javanese representational form of 
vajrasattva.48 A few years later, the art 
historians Susan L. Huntingon and 
John C. Huntington argued that the 
statue’s tall pedestal was perhaps ‘an 
indigenous Javanese innovation’.49 
These remarks appear to have 
reinforced the ‘(more) authentic’ 
Javanese character of the object. 
Bernet Kempers’s view was soon  
called into question: in 1992 the art 
historian Jan Fontein maintained  
that the missing attributes were cast 
separately and had simply been lost.50  
Further research is needed to establish 
exactly which art-historical factors 
played a role in the changed attribution 
of the vajrasattva, but in terms of the 
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reception history of the statuette it  
is remarkable that its increased art-
historical appreciation coincides with 
the changes in the attributed style.

We see the increased art-historical 
appreciation of the vajrasattva in the 
prices for which the heirs sold the 
vajrasattva and other objects from  
the Loudon Collection after Hugo 
Loudon’s death in 1941 and the death 
of his wife Anna van Marken (1874-
1953) in 1953. The vajrasattva, together 
with various other objects from the 
collection, was sold for 3,000 guilders  
by the auction house Mak van Waay.51 
The ghanta was purchased for 760 
guilders by the Society of Friends of 
Asian Art. If the ghanta was indeed 
the same ghanta from the household 
effects of Louise Loudon-de Stuers 
that was sold in 1953, there had been  
a massive price increase in thirty- 
seven years: from five guilders to 760 
guilders.52 The price of the vajrasattva 

also rocketed: in 1953 it was purchased 
by the collec tor Cornelis Gerardus Rieff 
(1900-1982) for 3,000 guilders, and 
seventeen years later, in 1970, was sold 
to the Rijks museum in Amsterdam  
for 45,000 guilders, along with other 
objects, among them a Chunda statuette 
that had also originally come from the 
Loudon Collection.53 

The huge price rise may have been 
fuelled by the increasing post-war 
prosperity in the Netherlands and  
the country’s growing art-historical 
appreciation of antique Javanese art, 
and the vajrasattva in particular – an 
appreciation that had started in the 
first decades of the twentieth century 
and had only escalated. The vajrasattva 
was at the forefront of this develop-
ment and eventually appears to be one 
of the key works in it. 

 After the Rijksmuseum’s purchase 
of the statuette in 1970, it was further 
canonized and exhibited in the more 

 Fig. 13
Newspaper cutting 
(Trouw, 28 May 1988) 
about the Goddelijk 
Brons exhibition  
with the vajrasattva 
from the Loudon 
Collection as one  
of the illustrations. 
The Hague, kb – 
National Library of 
the Netherlands.
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important exhibitions of Javanese art 
in the Western world in the twentieth 
century. In 1954, for example, it featured 
in the exhibition ‘Oosterse schatten’  
in the Rijksmuseum, and in the news-
paper Trouw in 1988 the statuette  
was described as one of the icons for 
the ‘Goddelijk Brons; Indo nesische 
Bronzen van 600 tot 1600’ exhib - 
it ion staged by the Rijksmuseum in 
collabora tion with the Society of 
Friends of Asian Arts, which was 
celebrating its seventieth anniversary 
(figs. 13, 14). Only a few years later,  
the vajrasattva went on a long tour 
through the United States: first appear -
ing in the travelling exhibition ‘Leaves 
from the Bodhi Tree: the Art of Pa- la 
India (8th-12th centuries) and its 
Interna tional Legacy’ between 1989 
and 1990, before featuring a year  
later in the American exhibition  
‘The Sculpture of Indonesia’ which 
was subsequently brought to the 

Netherlands by Lunsingh Scheurleer 
as ‘Het godde lijk gezicht van Indonesië’ 
and staged in the Nieuwe Kerk in early 
1992 (fig. 15). 

In short, the art-historical apprec i- 
a tion of the vajrasattva at the beginning 
of twentieth century shows how Dutch, 
overwhelmingly male, scholars, with 
their interpretations and rejections of 
other possible opinions, determined the 
place of the vajrasattva in a Western 
‘art culture’ system, with accompanying 
classifications and hierarchies, and 
how that appears to have made itself 
felt well into the twentieth century and 
probably also into the twenty-first.54 

Conclusion
The provenance of the vajrasattva, 
reconstructed here on the basis of 
historical source material, and with the 
different meanings accompanying it, 
has demonstrated what information 
research like this can reveal and what 

 Fig. 14
Pamphlet of the 
Goddelijk Brons: 
Indonesische  
Bronzen van 600  
tot 1600 exhibition, 
Rijksmuseum, 1988. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-ob-100.770.
Photograph: 
Vincent van Baar 
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knowledge has remained hidden. The 
statuette’s collecting history showed 
how members of the European elite 
like Frans Valck and Alex Loudon Jr 
collected within Dutch colonial, socio-
cultural relationships and contexts. 
The varying contexts and relationships 
alongside the changed meanings of the 
vajrasattva unveiled how objects such 
as this shaped prestige and status with -
in certain social groups, how family 
memories could crystallize in objects, 
how the scholarly interest in such 
objects developed and what all this  
has to say about the functioning of 
the colonial society and Dutch society 
as a whole. The development of the 
meaning of the vajrasattva from family 
property and heritage to art, for 
example, made clear that it was not 
exclusively, but mainly colonizers  
who determined the past, what was 
science and art and who had authority.
However, the meanings of and the 
practices surrounding the object for 
the Javanese population, then and now, 

remained unknown, as does the role  
of that same population in colonial 
collecting and their knowledge and 
agency. Other disciplines such as 
anthropology or Javanese literature 
might be able to offer a viewpoint  
on this. Nevertheless, as long as it is 
mainly Western historical source 
material that continues to be used in 
provenance research, a one-sided 
viewpoint will dominate and, as in this 
article, the insight we gain will almost 
exclusively be into the functioning of  
a still dominant group, the European 
colonial elite. The Loudon family, with 
its powerful position within Dutch and 
colonial industry, mining and politics, 
is a prime example of this.

 Fig. 15
Impression of  
Het goddelijk gezicht 
van Indonesië: 
Meesterwerken der 
beeldhouwkunst 
700-1600 exhibition, 
Nieuwe Kerk, 
Amsterdam, 1992. 
Photograph: 
Fridtjof Versnel, 
Architectenbureau 
Jowa Amsterdam
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ab s tr ac t Using historical source material to reconstruct the origin and collecting history  
of a statuette of a vajrasattva owned by the Loudon family, now in the possession  
of the Rijksmuseum, gives us insights into the function of such objects within 
particular social groups such as the European colonial elite in Indonesia (to which 
the Loudon family belonged), the functioning of Dutch (colonial) society and the 
development of cultural knowledge about the colonized population. This is, how-
ever, a limited perspective. It ignores other points of view: it largely excludes the 
knowledge and insights of the local population, the meanings the object has had for 
them in the past and present, and people’s agency in these European collecting and 
knowledge production processes.  
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