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A RARE ENGGANO ISLAND , INDONSIA WOOD SCULPTURE IN TH EFORM OF A HUMAN HEAD

DARK PATINA WITH PAINTED EYES
19TH CENTURY 

SIZE : 17 CM HIGH X 9 CM WIDE

 
LITERATURE

ENGGANO ISLAND IS SITUATED SOUTH WEST OF SUMATRA IN THE INDONESIAN ARCHIPELAGO. IT IS SURROUNDED BY A
CORAAL BARRIER REEF OFF WHICH MANY SHIPS HAVE BEEN WRECKED. THE ART OF THE PEOPLE OF ENGGANO IS THE

ONLY EVIDENCE WE HAVE TODAY OF A CULTURE THAT HAS DISAPPEARED.
THE MAIN EXAMPLES OF ENGGANO ART ARE IN THE FLORENCE MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY AND WERE COLLECTED

BY THE EXPLORER ELIO MODIGLIANI WHO VISITED THE ISLANDS IN 1891. AS WELL AS ETHNOGRAPHIC MATERIAL HE
GATHERED INFORMATION ABOUT THE CUSTOMS AND CULTURE OF THE ISLANDERS AND ALSO STUDIED THE FAUNA OF

WHICH HE BROUGHT BACK SPECIMENS THAT HAD PREVIOUSLY BEEN UNKNOWN. 
ENGGANO MEANING 'THE ISLAND OF NAKED PEOPLE' FIRST APPEARS ON 16TH CENTURY MAPS BY CORNELIUS DE JODE

AFTER A VOYAGE BY A DUTCH NAVIGATOR IN THE SERVICE OF THE PORTUGUESE. IN 1596 ANOTHER NAVIGATOR WAS
PREVENTED FROM LANDING ON THE ISLAND BY THE HOSTILITY OF THE INHABITANTS.

WHEN ELIO MODIGLIANI VISITED IN 1891 THE NUMBER OF INHABITANTS HAD BEEN SO REDUCED BY DISEASE AND SOCIAL
CHANGE THAT THEIR WILL TO OPPOSE OUTSIDERS HAD BEEN ALMOST EBTIRELY ERODED.

THE ISLANDERS LIVED IN 'BEE HIVE' HOUSES THAT NO LONGER EXIST, AND THE CENTRAL POST JUST UNDER THE FLOOR
OF THE HOUSE WAS DECORATED WITH A SMALL HUMAN FIGURE WITH ARMS OUTSTRETCHED TO SYMBOLICALLY

SUPPORT THE FLOOR. THESE, MODIGLIANA BELIEVED WERE WAR TROPHIES, CARVED IN IMITATION OF SLAIN ENEMIES
WHOSE HEADS THEY HAD SEVERED.

THIS WOODEN HEAD HAS BEEN DETACHED FROM ITS LOWER PART: IN FACT SAWN OFF IN THE 19TH CENTURY. THERE
ARE FOUR THAT WERE COLLECTED BY MODIGLIANI, AND NOW IN FLORENCE, THAT BEAR GREAT SIMILARITIES TO THIS

HEAD.



THEY WOULD HAVE SERVED THE SAME PURPOSE OF A POTENT TROPHY FOR THE ENGGANO HEADHUNTER, AS THE
PROUDLY DISPLAYED HEADS OF THE ENEMY HAD ONCE DONE.

IT HAS BEEN REMARKED THAT THE ART OF ENGGANO BEARS SIMILARITIES TO THAT OF HAWAII, NEW ZEALAND, AND THE
MARQUESAS ISLANDS, BUT SO LITTLE ANTHROPOLOGICAL RESEARCH HAS BEEN CARRIED CARRIED OUT IN THIS AREA

NO ONE CAN SAY ANYTHING WITH CERTAINTY. PERHAPS THE ISLANDERS' ART WAS INFLUENCED BY THAT ON THE
SHIPWRECKED BOATS THAT THEY WOULD RAID ONCE THEY HAD SUNK.

 


