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This book is a study of ‘collecting’ undertaken by Joseph Antoine 
Bruni d’Entrecasteaux and his shipmates in Tasmania, the western 
Pacific Islands, and Indonesia. In 1791–1794 Bruni d’Entrecasteaux 
led a French naval expedition in search of the lost vessels of La 
Pérouse which had last been seen by Europeans at Botany Bay in 
March 1788. After Bruni d’Entrecasteaux died near the end of the 
voyage and the expedition collapsed in political disarray in Java, its 
collections and records were subsequently scattered or lost. 

The book’s core is a richly illustrated examination, analysis, and 
catalogue of a large array of ethnographic objects collected during 
the voyage, later dispersed, and recently identified in museums 
in France, Norway, the Netherlands, Switzerland, and the United 
States. The focus on artefacts is informed by a broad conception of 
collecting as grounded in encounters or exchanges with Indigenous 
protagonists and also as materialized in other genres—written 
accounts, vocabularies, and visual representations (drawings, 
engravings, and maps). 

Historically, the book outlines the antecedents, occurrences, and 
aftermath of the voyage, including its location within the classic era of 
European scientific voyaging (1766–1840) and within contemporary 
colonial networks. Particular chapters trace the ambiguous histories 
of the extant collections. Ethnographically, contributors are alert 
to local settings, relationships, practices, and values; to Indigenous 
uses and significance of objects; to the reciprocal, dialogic nature of 
collecting; to local agency or innovation in exchanges; and to present 
implications of objects and their histories, especially for modern 
scholars and artists, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous. 
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CHAPTER 10

Zeeuws Museum, Middelburg

CAROLINE VAN SANTEN



The Koninklijk Zeeuwsch Genootschap der Wetenschappen (Royal Zeeland Society 
of Arts and Sciences), established in Zeeland province in the Netherlands in 1769,1 
comprised a group of well-to-do people who, as a pastime, were engaged in the 
emerging natural sciences. Membership was only attainable on the recommendation 
of an existing member and was rather exclusive. It also brought obligations, like the 
compulsory donations of objects to enlarge the society’s collection of natural history 
specimens, historical objects, and curiosities. Director Aarnout Matthias van Citters 
donated three Tongan clubs on 6 January 1808.2

The Dutch in India
Aarnout Matthias van Citters’s surname suggests a well known family from the 
province of Zeeland in the Netherlands. However, Aarnout was born on 18 October 
1780 in Surat, on the west coast of India, to Cornelis van Citters and Julia Dorothea 
van Wermelskirchen. Originally from Middelburg, his father came to India as a junior 
merchant for the Chamber of Zeeland of the Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie 
(Dutch East India Company, henceforth VOC). Julia was born in Colombo, Sri Lanka, 
and met Cornelis in 1773 in Cochin in southern India where she was living with her 
stepfather Adriaan Moens, then director of the VOC district of Malabar.3 At the time 
of Aarnout’s birth, his father worked as a storehouse manager for the VOC in Surat. In 
1784, the family moved to Bengal in northeast India. They lived first in the trading post 
of Patna and later in Chinsura, where Cornelis successively held the posts of merchant, 
head of the trading post, and chief merchant. Like the other VOC employees, the Van 
Citters family was well established in local European society. Despite the fact that the 
different nationalities—British, Dutch, Danish, and French—were trading competitors, 
their representatives maintained relations with one another, both professionally, with 
official visits to each other’s trading posts, and privately, by attending each other’s 
informal dinners and sometimes very lavish parties.4

In 1791, Cornelis van Citters became the director of the VOC district of Bengal. He 
held this position until the British took possession of all Dutch trading posts in India 
in 1795.5 A year later, he repatriated to the Netherlands, probably taking passage on a 
British ship. This was unusual since VOC employees were expected to travel on VOC 
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vessels. Yet, due to organizational and financial problems within 
the VOC and also to the French occupation of the Netherlands, 
VOC shipping was very irregular from 1792 onwards. Whether 
the Van Citters family travelled to the Netherlands as one party 
is unknown. A letter book of VOC officer Johannes Cornelis 
Heijning contains several draft responses to letters he had received 
from Cornelis van Citters. Heijning’s correspondence refers only 
to Van Citters himself and his travels home via St. Helena and 
London.6 However, in a letter to Jan Pieter Baumgardt, Isaac 
Titsingh mentioned that Van Citters travelled together with his 
wife.7 It was not unusual for the children of VOC employees to 
be sent to Europe without their parents, to live with relatives in 
order, for example, to receive proper education. No references to 
Aarnout Matthias have been traced so far but Titsingh recounted 
in letters to his brother Jan that one of Aarnout Matthias’ younger 
sisters was supposed to travel to the Netherlands via England on a 
British ship at the end of 1791. However, her voyage was delayed 
or perhaps even postponed because of severe burns she sustained 
a few weeks prior to the intended departure.8

The Van Citters family settled in Cornelis’s place of birth, 
Middelburg, but whether Aarnout attended the same Latijnse 
School (Latin School) there as his father is unknown.9 However, he 
eventually went to the University of Leiden to study law. In July 1804, 
he graduated with the presentation of his judicial dissertation,10 
after which he established himself as a lawyer in Middelburg. On 6 
February the following year, on the recommendation of president 
Nicolaas Cornelis Lambrechtsen of the Zeeuwsch Genootschap 
der Wetenschappen, Aarnout van Citters was appointed the 
society’s director.11 Later that year he married Digna Johanna van 
der Houte but the marriage remained childless. At the beginning 
of 1811, for reasons unknown, Van Citters resigned as director of 
the society, having already donated the three clubs.12

Possible acquisition routes
Van Citters’s gift of the clubs lacks background information. In the 
society’s register of donations, the clubs are described as ‘Three pieces 
of wooden armaments of Indian savages’.13 This brief description is 
quite uninformative. Objects about which scant information was 
available were often referred to either as coming from China or as 
‘Indian’—the latter term could signify American provenance but 
was also widely used in Europe as a general synonym for ‘native’.14 

Figure 10.1. Tongan pakipaki, paddle club, in the Koninklijk Zeeuwsch 
Genootschap der Wetenschappen collection at the Zeeuws Museum 
(3600-BEV-Z-80).
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Since the three clubs are definitely Tongan, the question arises of 
how Van Citters might have acquired them. His family’s ties with 
the VOC and with Bengal are the most likely source. Archived 
letters from colleagues of Cornelis van Citters, like Isaac Titsingh 
and Johannes Cornelis Heijning, reveal extensive contacts 
between officers and between relatives based in the different 
posts throughout the VOC region. Besides sending letters to one 
another, they also looked out for each other’s investments and 
sent packages to and fro.15 There was also an interest in science 
in the Van Citters household, since Aarnout’s father Cornelis 
was a member of the Bataviaasch Genootschap van Kunsten en 
Wetenschappen (Batavia Society for Arts and Sciences) from 
1790.16 It is very possible that some objects from the Bruni 
d’Entrecasteaux expedition might have found their way into the 
household via such channels.

However, the close links with other Europeans in Bengal 
must also be considered. The British in particular might 
have contributed to Van Citters’s acquisition of the clubs. 
Commander John Hayes, who led a voyage funded by Calcutta 
merchants to Australia and New Guinea in 1793 and 1794, in 
part unintentionally followed Bruni d’Entrecasteaux’s route.17 
In May or early June 1794, he stayed briefly at Surabaya, where 
on arrival he saw the ships Recherche and Espérance which had 
been taken by the Dutch. In Surabaya, Hayes gathered much 
information about the French expedition from, amongst others, 
Hesmivy d’Auribeau who had taken command on the death of 
Bruni d’Entrecasteaux in July 1793. Since they shared information 
and compared notes, it is possible that they also exchanged 
gifts.18 Shortly afterwards, Hayes left for Batavia where he met 
a British squadron from Bengal which had been looking for 
French cruisers and had stopped at Batavia for provisions and 
repairs. Instead of being allowed to return to Calcutta directly, 
Hayes was ordered to proceed first to Canton in China.19 There 
he met with the aforementioned VOC officer Isaac Titsingh, a 
friend of Cornelis van Citters and his predecessor as director of 
the VOC district of Bengal.20 It is likely that Titsingh gave Hayes 
letters for his former colleagues in Bengal. So, back in Bengal, 
where Hayes arrived on 5 December 1794, other exchanges 
might have taken place, perhaps including pieces from Bruni 
d’Entrecasteaux’s expedition such as the three clubs that ended 
up in the Zeeuws Museum.21

Figure 10.2. Tongan apa‘apai, club, in the Koninklijk Zeeuwsch 
Genootschap der Wetenschappen collection at the Zeeuws Museum 
(3600-BEV-Z-81).
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The clubs
The three Tongan ‘akau, club, in question are each of a different type and 
most likely had different makers, but they have in common extensive 
decoration. The first is paddle-shaped (3600-BEV-Z-80; Figure 10.1). 
This 114 cm long club has a lenticular cross-sectioned head and is 
an extremely well balanced and easy-to-use piece. A modern Dutch 
martial arts expert recently demonstrated these qualities to me. The 
club has a surface decoration throughout, with triangular and frieze 
zoning, filled in with several different geometric patterns. On one 
side, a whale ivory inset has been made in the shape of a four-pointed 
star. It seems to be a later addition since the inlay slightly interrupts 
the engraved patterns. According to the early 19th-century English 
castaway William Mariner, clubs that had ‘done much execution’ might 
be decorated in this way.22 Such usage could explain signs of damage 
along the top ridge of the Zeeuws club.

The second club is an apa‘apai and has a head with a rhomboidal 
profile (3600-BEV-Z-81; Figure 10.2). It is 79 cm long with a knob 
at the butt and closely resembles one engraved in the Atlas of the 
naturalist La Billardière.23 This club’s surface is also completely 
decorated with mainly rectangular zones and friezes filled in with 
various geometric patterns. The latter are somewhat more coarsely 
carved than those on the first club. However, the second club is 
adorned on both sides with anthropomorphic and zoomorphic 
figures spread over the zoned engravings. From top to bottom, each 
side has two broad dovetailed pigeon forms and a broad-legged male 
with enlarged genitals, most likely due to elephantiasis. Below these 
figures, on one side of the club, are two two-legged walking birds 
with their beaks towards each other and, on the other side, one two-
legged walking bird with its beak towards the right.24

The third club has a rather unusual form since it is a stellate 
‘akau (3600-BEV-Z-82; Figure 10.3). The shaft has a decoration 
of spiralled lines with, at the butt, a zone with a geometric pattern 
all round. The upper part of the club has eight longitudinal ridges, 
which are either smooth or serrated. The decoration of the upper 
part of this club is not quite finished. Some of the serrated ridges 
have leaf-like carvings on one or both sides, with serrated points as 
the top of the leaves, whereas other serrated ridges do not have this 
decoration. Moreover, on one of the smooth surfaces a start has been 
made towards the creation of a geometric pattern, which has been 
left unfinished. It is as if the visitors from Europe arrived before the 
carver could complete his work.25

Figure 10.3. Stellate Tongan ‘akau, club, in the Koninklijk Zeeuwsch 
Genootschap der Wetenschappen collection at the Zeeuws Museum 
(3600-BEV-Z-82).
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