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Matters of perspective
Local visual expertise and natural history drawings

in Java, 1820-1850

Andreas Weber and Sylvia van Zanen

ABSTRACT

This essay examines how local draughtsmen using their visual expertise shaped 

 

plants was a challenging endeavour. Despite detailed instructions from Europe 

local visual and natural expertise, this essay offers readers glimpses on a cross-
cultural learning process which, in the long run, reshaped the visual repertoire 
on which taxonomic and biodiversity research has since then built on.
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INTRODUCTION 
Natural history museums and herbaria in Europe owe much of their authority 
to specimen and drawing collections brought together in former colonial 
areas.1
of the largest natural history museums in Europe, houses tens of thousands of 
plant and animal drawings produced in the former Dutch colonies in Indonesia 

of the plants and animals depicted have since been threatened by deforestation, 

However, instead of reading such visual representations of insular Southeast 
Asian nature only as valuable source of taxonomic and other biodiversity 

in-depth analysis of various animal drawings produced in early-nineteenth-

visual expertise and colonialism became closely entangled.  

during a journey through the Preanger Regentschappen in the hilly hinterland 

was the case with other European expeditions in the late-eighteenth and early-

1 Parts of the third and fourth sections of this essay are a revised text from an introductory 
Kunstenaar op Java, originally published in Dutch in 2021. They are adapted 

versions of this essay.
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made extensive journeys in the region and brought together a world-wide 

collections have recently been made publicly available on the Internet as an 

 2 This also includes many of 

2 See here: https://dh.brill.com/nco/.

Figure 1. Entrance to a cave near the volcano Mount Gede in the Preanger region. 

Ho and is thought to have been made by the latter during their journey through 
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published papers and ongoing research, this essay is limited to a preliminary 
3

Ho and the training they received as draughtsmen of natural historical objects. 
Along the way, readers will also learn more about the political context in 

interactions during their journey through the Preanger region in 1831 and 

draughtsmen reproducing Southeast Asian nature. As did many other colonial 
draughtsmen, Pieter van Oort became entangled in a cross-cultural process 
of learning and experimentation which, in the long run, reshaped the visual 
repertoire on which taxonomic and biodiversity research later built. 

DRAWING PLANTS AND ANIMALS IN THE PREANGER REGION (MARCH 1831/
NOVEMBER 1832)

4

centre and point of departure for longer journeys into the Preanger region in 

to establish coffee plantations since the end of the eighteenth century, the 

3

4

light on this.
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 Ultimately the caravan consisted 

colonial administrators and owners of large tracts of private land in Preanger 
to assist the party on its journey. 

Etappenkaart 
van Java. Samengesteld door luitenant-kolonel der genie W. Brouwer in opdracht van de min. 
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8

The low social status of draughtsmen in the former Dutch colonial world 

discontinued. The colonial government probably felt some responsibility towards him when, 

8
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visual representations of colonial Indonesia cannot be disconnected from a 

has also included non-European draughtsmen in their analyses. In 2013, Peter 

are interesting since they highlight the negotiated character of natural history 

offer important leads for a better understanding of how local and European 
artists interacted in the Dutch colonial world in insular Southeast Asia. 

individual animals and landscapes. For some of his pencil drawings, Tsing 

large natural history objects in a linear perspective, as will be explained in 
more detail below.10

copying drawings was certainly also part of their conversations. During their 

10
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TSING WANG HO: A CHINESE DRAUGHTSMAN IN JAVA

information about his origins and training are scarce. However, since his name 
is transliterated into Dutch from Mandarin, we can assume that he was one of 

and early nineteenth century.11

use of this extraordinary concentration of artistic talent in one city. Reeves 

control of a guild system and therefore the training of young artists followed 

– for instance, a painting – passed through the hands and under the eyes of 

for the colouring. Motifs were often copied from already existing drawings 

drawing techniques such as perspective and chiaroscuro. To do so, they often 
also learned to handle western drawing implements and paint. It is therefore 

11
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be assumed that he had been trained in producing drawings in the so-called 
gongbi xieyi
the gongbi style allowed draughtsmen to produce naturalistic drawings of 
plants and animals which overlapped with the aesthetic interests of European 

gongbi style usually 
studied manuals such as the Mustard seed garden manual of painting, which 

editions of this immensely popular manual came off the presses in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

taught that perspective was not optical but, as Guan puts it, axonometric. 

of a three-dimensional object meet, axonometric drawings depict objects in 

into a learning process of how to produce perspective drawings of plants and 
animals. The production of perspective drawings was a complex technique 

the early-nineteenth century is offered by a manual which Herman Schlegel 

 over de vereischten van natuurkundige afbeeldingen (Treatise on 

specimens. Naturalists in Europe who had not been able to observe animals 

an essential role. Only if animals were drawn in linear perspective, could 

nature of colonial areas.
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In his treatise, Schlegel offers draughtsmen a clear step-to-step routine 
setting out how to produce perspective drawings of animals large and small: 

actual specimen. Such objects could be best depicted from a distance of 20 to 

the draughtsmen to depict details accurately while also being able to relate 

of the entire object.

draughtsmen needed to place one or two wooden frames (depending on the 

Each of the frames had to be sub-divided into rectangles by wires running 

additional visual guidance to be able to represent three-dimensional objects 

greater distance than the aforementioned 20 to 120 centimetres. Then they were 

paper if they had been depicted them from nearby as perspective drawing. 
Moreover, this technique also prevented the foreshortening of parts which were 
further away from the eye of the draughtsmen. Alternatively, draughtsmen 
could also use a large piece of glass with rectangles drawn on it. Glass had the 
advantage that the outline of the object could be directly drawn onto the glass 
and then later be copied onto paper.
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The extent that perspective mattered is also revealed in a brief comparison 
of two drawings of an Indian hare (

in the left-hand drawing. Secondly, the draughtsman put more emphasis 
on lines than did the draughtsman of the right-hand drawing. Thirdly, the 
drawing on the left is less detailed than the drawing on the right. The differing 
rendering of the fur presents a really good example. This and some other 

period of time. Probably the left-hand drawing was made either during or 

who made the drawing on the right, the draughtsman of that on the left made 
careful use of colour. It is not surprising that European naturalists were often 
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PIETER VAN OORT: A DUTCH DRAUGHTSMAN IN JAVA 
Pieter van Oort was born in Utrecht in the Netherlands in 1804 and had (as had 

paintings for rich individuals and institutions such as the municipal theatre. 

Pieter probably also attended lessons run by Kunstliefde, a local artist society 

and growing circulation of perspective manuals in the Netherlands in the 
late-eighteenth century shows that the production of perspective drawings 

artists involved in Kunstliefde. 

century, Europe had witnessed a growing demand for draughtsmen who 
were able to depict plants, animals and landscapes in the growing colonial 

even in Utrecht. 

the time when the veterinary school opened its doors to students, educational 
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who were interested in the position were examined to demonstrate their 

Amboina box turtle (Cuora amboinensis

requirements formulated by the museum. However, a brief comparison of 

Cuora amboinensis
Name on paper: Emys curo.

 Erpétologie de Java
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Chloropsis 
cyanopogon Nyctibus javanicus

the bird was drawn from the side in a sitting posture. Fourthly, the drawing 
represents the entire species, not just one specimen. Individual features (for 

drawings show characteristic features of the species, such as the claws and 

hours and on paper which was as white as possible. 

the animal, which is active at night, was depicted in a room which was only 
partially lit. This improved the artistic quality but did not anything for the 

Chloropsis cyanopogon
colour on paper. Name on paper: Phyllornis cyanopogon. Drawn by Pieter van Oort 
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was impossible for naturalists in Europe to understand and reconstruct the 

such as the head. 

natural phenomena such as sunrises he observed. He also used his diary 

emotions, reading and learning about nature, culture and society. For many 
parents in the early-nineteenth century, it was an established educational 
routine to read the diaries of their offspring regularly and comment on them 

Nycticebus javanicus
Name on paper: Stenops kukang
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is still of enormous use to historians in improving our understanding of the 
interaction between different visual cultures in the Dutch colonial world in 

donkergraauw; kleine planten op denzelven, schoon warmgroen; boomen donker warmgroen
Pencil and pen on paper. Drawn and annotated by Pieter van Oort, 14 November 
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was an essential activity of every naturalist in the early-nineteenth century. 

that period made major efforts to safeguard that already available drawings 
were reproduced and sent to Europe. 

COPYING DRAWINGS FROM JAPAN IN THE PREANGER

As well as drawing orchids and other plants, animals and landscapes in the 

change the content of the collections, the following section introduces some 
nuances into that picture.

protected by metal boxes, other specimens needed to be dried and otherwise 
treated. Moreover, the collection also included more than a hundred drawings 

draughtsmen while they were travelling through the Preanger region. A close 

time-intensive endeavour of copying drawings, this quote reveals that previous 
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the proper use of lines. Figure 11 shows an example of a water-colour drawing 
of a decapod produced on Deshima in the early-nineteenth century.  

Figure 11. Drawing of a decapod (
draughtsman on Deshima in the early-nineteenth century, probably Kawahara Keiga. 
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Fauna Japonica

in Naturalis and the publications based on them, are valuable sources of visual 
information for taxonomic and related research. 

perspective did not, or at least to a much lesser extent, matter in the process of 

have formed a recurring topic in their exchanges. In which language, or more 

sign-language and a basic command, and understanding of Malay by both, this 
was probably also an issue of mutual learning through experimenting, not only 
with perspective but also with colours, lines, shapes, and composition (Figures 
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CONCLUSION

Firstly, it discusses very literally how perspective drawings of plants, animals, 

centrepiece of this essay are the water-colour drawings executed by Tsing 

As well as analysing such visual evidence, this essay also depends heavily 

Europeans of that period – remained largely silent about his local helpers, 
his diary offers glimpses of the role of local draughtsmen in producing visual 

than a year, both draughtsmen engaged in a cross-cultural process of learning 
and experimentation in which different views on how to produce perspective 
and other forms of water-colour drawings were exchanged. In the long run, 

other colonial areas in Asia, gradually reshaped the visual repertoire on which 
taxonomic and related biodiversity related research later built. 

intensify the study of an often-invisible group whose expertise was essential 
to the success of natural history expeditions in the nineteenth century. Often 
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as assistants of the naturalists with whom they were travelling. In the case 
of Pieter van Oort, we are in a fortunate position. Owing to his preserved 

Asia. Not only in Europe, but also more often in colonial areas, the life and 

instance, did not leave an extensive diary and additional visual and archival 
evidence is scarce.

However, this essay has shown that, even in cases for which there is 

analyses of how cross-cultural encounters shaped visual culture in Indonesia 
in colonial times. Many of the drawings discussed in this essay display a cross-

gongbi style offered both draughtsmen a solid basis for their collaboration and 

sceptical. As soon as an opportunity arose, the colonial government replaced 

interactions between European and local draughtsmen. This attitude generally 
adopted by the colonial government was a common feature at the time. In 

200,000 persons their lives, the colonial government was hesitant about 
prolonging collaborations between European colonial administrators and 

approached from a cultural historical perspective, they are material sediments 

European natural history and colonialism were inextricably interwoven.
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