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Although the Dutch today perceive their eighteenth century as one of
decline after their Golden Age, it was a “century of the orangutan” and a

Dutch one at that.!
the least known animals in the eighteenth
century was the “Orang-Utang,” a generic name
for apes then known, i.e. the chimpanzee and the
orangutan, and everything that resembled them
in some degree (the gorilla was unknown still).
The anthropoid ape sat at a pivotal reference
point, whether on the Chain of Being (scala
naturae) in Enlightenment debates about what
defined a human being or in the constant
corrections of Galen’s anatomical works. The
most reliable accounts of apes in early modern
Europe were published by Dutch physicians and
natural historians.

The Histoire naturelle of Georges Louis
Leclerc de Buffon (1707-1788), the most
popular text at the height of the natural history
fashion, could not keep up with the Dutch data.2
Professor Jean Nicolas Sébastien Allamand
(1713-1787) of Leiden contributed 41 articles
on mammals, which were not, or only
insufficiently, treated by Buffon, in Amsterdam
editions of Buffon’s Histoire naturelle, many of
which reappeared later in the 1776 and 1782
supplements of Buffon’s Paris edition.>

The governors of the Dutch colonies in both
the east and west sent rare species to the
menagerie on the outskirts of The Hague, called

One of the most discussed and at the same time one of

Figure 1. “Oecrang oetang uit de
dierentuin van stadhouder Willem V, een
appel plukkend,” 1777. Painting of Het
Kleine Loo Orangutan, plucking an
Apple, and a Springbuck by Tethart
Philip Christian Haag (1737-1812),
originally German, Prince William’s
court-painter. Royal Cabinet of
Paintings, Mauritshuis, The Hague, The
Netherlands. The original, 174 x 110.5
cm, is in color. The scene with an ape
eating strawberries from a plate with a
fork, depicted on the wall, is based on a
1776 painting by Haag, since 1795 in the
Herzoglichen Museum in Braunschweig,
Germany. The original drawings of Het
Kleine Loo orangutan by Haag are in the
Artis Library, University of Amsterdam.

* Miriam C. Meijer is a staff member at Montgomery College in Takoma Park, MD. She published Race
& Aesthetics in the Anthropology of Petrus Camper (1722-1789) (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1999).
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“Het Kleine Loo,” near Voorburg (not to be confused with “Het Loo,” the
ancestral palace near Apeldoorn). The menagerie of the Prince of Orange,
Stadholder William V (1748-1806), surpassed that of Louis XVI because it
had animals that had never been seen alive in France.

For many years Arnout Vosmaer (1720-1799), the Director of the
Stadholder’s Menagerie and also of his Natural History Collection, tried to
get a living orangutan for Het Kleine Loo.4 In 1776 Vosmaer learned that
he would get a surviving orangutan from Indonesia via the Cape of Good
Hope (both under Dutch control). George Forster (1754-1794) saw her on
the Cape during Captain James Cook’s second voyage:

We were likewise favoured with the sight of a live ourang-

outang, or ape, [in Cape-Town] from the island of Java, of

that species which has the honour to be adopted as a near

relation by several philosophers. ... This animal has, I am

told, been since brought over to the menagerie of the Prince

of Orange, at the Hague.5
The first orangutan to arrive alive in Europe
was brought to The Hague on 29 June 1776
after a one-year voyage. Vosmaer lodged the
young female in his own house but, as crowds
of the curious constantly grew, he was forced to
move his guest to Het Kleine Loo. Thousands
had the pleasure of seeing her, including Dr.
Petrus Camper (1722-1789), the Dutch artist
and anatomist.°
The little infant orangutan loved parsley and
strawberries, ate with a fork from a Blue Delft
saucer, and drank from a silver cup. When she
became sick in November, Amalia von
Figure 2. “Oost Indische Orang-Outang”  Schmetten, Princess von Gallitzin (1748-
Drawing by T.PC. Haag sketched from life,

engraving by Simon Fokke (1712-1784), 1806), obtained the Stadholder’s promise that
reproduced as plate XV in Arout Vosmaer,

o . ; > she would receive the animal, in the event of
Description de l'espece de singe aussi .
singulier que trés rare, nommé orang-outang, death, to send to her friend Petrus Camper for
de lisle de Borneo (Amsterdam: Meijer, . l d . Th d h
1778). Library of Congress, Prints and anatomica 1ssection. € next ay the
Photographs Division, Washington, DC. orangutan died and the “Orangutan War”

erupted.’

Either from carelessness or because he was caught by surprise by the

ape’s sudden death, the Prince had neglected to give Vosmaer orders. As was
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customary with the deceased exotic animals, Vosmaer ordered the ape to be
stuffed for the Royal Cabinet of Natural History. Consequently, the
taxidermist damaged the animal for dissection. Reproaching Vosmaer for
not having given him immediate notice, the Prince ordered the carcass to be
sent to Petrus Camper in Friesland.

The ape affair quickly became a cause célebre. Many angry letters were
exchanged between highly-placed persons in The Hague society split
between Vosmaer’s and Camper’s claims on the ape body. Vosmaer sent
Camper a defensive letter. He had followed orders or the lack thereof to the
best of his abilities. He had preserved the ape’s entrails in alcohol. He could
not believe that Camper wanted to dissect it, ranking his [the latter’s]
“private pleasure above the interest of the Royal Cabinet.” Vosmaer was
surprised that Camper had not mentioned anything about it when he had
been with him a few days carlier, and also that Camper wanted the
orangutan, since Vosmaer had already sent him “the same animal” (in 1773)
a few years before in alcohol, which had been dissected by him, even though
the entrails had been missing. He reminded Camper that he had already
sent him a dead elephant and another orangutan (both in 1774) in alcohol.
It was not his fault that the entrails of that one had been decayed. Finally,
he ended his letter saying that, since the waters were frozen, the present
orangutan would have to go by cart which could harm the bottle.

Nine days after the orangutan’s demise, the bottle reinforced in a
soldered lead container packed in hay in a wooden crate was sent off on a
morning wagon. Crate #23 departed by ship from Amsterdam on 4 March.
On 9 March Camper sent this letter from Franeker, paraphrasing Vosmaer
sarcastically:

This morning I received the crate with the lead container,
completely closed and undamaged, in which I found the
body with the legs sawed off up to the joints of hands and
feet, and sawed-broken-off at the second cervical vertebra,
with a piece of the first vertebra, hanging in front of the
neck, the tongue with the larynx. 1 have the honor to call
myself...8

Suspecting that Vosmaer had wanted to be personally asked for the
orangutan’s body, Camper recalled that when Claudius Galenus (A.D.130-
201), the Emperor’s physician, asked for the heart of a big elephant killed in
second-century Rome, he sent one of his best friends to the Emperor’s cooks,
who had taken the heart, with the respectful request to give it to him. In
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contrast to Vosmaer, they immediately gave the heart to Galen’s friend. If
the Prince had promised Camper the orangutan, he did not have to ask the
“servant’s’ permission.”

The ape’s demise sparked opposing strategies for the study of the
orangutan. Camper was a scientifically-trained anatomist, whereas the
study by Vosmaer, a talented but self-taught man, did not go beyond looking
into habits and lifestyles. One wanted to keep the orangutan in the
collection, the other wanted to dissect it thoroughly. While Camper was
unhappy with the state of the preparation sent to him, Vosmaer resented the
pressure placed on him. The different outlooks accounted for the
“Orangutan War.”19 As the animal that most resembled humanity, the
orangutan was the most valuable prize in the Prince’s collection.

Chimpanzees and orangutans still confused together, the generic term
“Orang-Utang” used for both species referred to a human-like, bipedal, lewd
creature equipped for speech. The foundation for this Orang-Utang “myth”
originated with Jacob de Bondt (1592-1631), a Dutch doctor who lived at
Java for a number of years before he died there:

This amazing monster with its human visage ... does exist
... I saw several of each sex walking erect and in particular
one female Satyr of which I give an illustration here, hiding
her face with great shyness from strange men ... The
Javanese say that they can speak, but do not choose to do
so lest they be compelled to work, but that is ridiculous.
They are called Orang-outang which means man of the
forest, and it is said that they are born of the lust of women
of the Indies who mate with apes and monkeys to satisfy
their detestable desires.!!

In 1630, the first living anthropoid ape to reach Europe was presented
to the Prince of Orange, Frederik Hendrik, from Angola in Africa.’2 Dr.
Nicolaas Tulp (1593-1674), a distinguished Dutch physician, published a
description. Unable to dissect the corpse, Tulp centered on the animal’s
sexuality because he was convinced that the chimpanzee was probably the
lustful satyr described by the classical authors.!3

In 1698 the second anthropoid specimen to appear alive in Europe was
an immature male Angolan chimpanzee in London. Dr. Edward Tyson
(1650-1708), the leading anatomist in England, became the first to dissect a
chimpanzee. Relating 48 morphological likenesses, and only 34 differences,
Tyson proclaimed that his ape “so much resembles a Man in many of its
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Parts more than any of the Ape-kind, or any other Animal in the World, that
I know of.”4 Tyson’s book became a model for comparative anatomy but it
also created a persistent “Orang-Utang” paradigm.

Tyson erroneously believed that his chimpanzee was a biped. He
thought that the ape had adopted the posture of “walking on its knuckles”
only because of being ill and he had him drawn with a stick or rope for
support.!> Tyson had heard the chimp cry like a child, but never speak, yet
he could not find any physiological reason for the ape’s muteness.’6 He also
found the brain to be as large in proportion to his body as in the case of the
human.17

The image presented by Tyson, and his predecessors, of a sensual,
bipedal animal with speech organs challenged eighteenth-century attempts
to redefine humanity in secular terms as part of nature.’ Traditionally
humanity was a specially created being apart from the rest of Creation. The
first since Aristotle, Carolus Linnaeus (1708-1778) incorporated the human
into the animal kingdom. Although Linnaeus seemed not to have known
Tyson's work, Buffon disseminated Tyson’s conclusions in his highly
influential Natural History (1766, v. 14).19

Buffon defined the ape as “an animal without a tail, whose face is flat,
whose teeth, hands, fingers, and nails resemble those of man, and who, like
him, walks erect on two feet.” He observed a live chimpanzee in Paris, but,
from Tyson’s influence, believed him to be a true biped.

The orang-outang which I saw, walked always on two feet,
even when carrying things of considerable weight. His air
was melancholy, his gait grave, his movements measured,
his dispositions gentle, and very different from those of
other apes [monkeys].20

The two-year-old chimpanzee owned by the Sieur Nonfoux survived
one summer in Paris but died by winter in London.

Signs and words were alone sufficient to make our orang-
outang act ... I have seen this animal present his hand to
conduct the people who came to visit him, and walk as
gravely along with them as if he had formed a part of the
company. ... All these actions he performed, without any
other instigation than the signs or verbal orders of his
master, and often of his own accord.?!

Buffon agreed with Tyson that this upright ape could not speak.22
Although he reduced Tyson’s category of differences between human and
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ape, Buffon argued that the human qualities of the ape had been
exaggerated. The human-like actions of apes were not due to “spontaneous”
imitation but were simply the “forced” result of similar physical structures.23
Tyson’s claim that the principal difference between human and ape was the
latter’s inability to make use of its speech organs supported Buffon’s
Cartesian dualism:
Can there be a more evident proof than is exhibited in the
orang-outang, that matter alone, though perfectly
organized, can produce neither language nor thought,
unless it be animated by a superior principle?24
It was the lack of thoughts that prevented apes from speaking.?5

Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752-1840) agreed that “speech is the
work of reason alone ... that other animals, although they have nearly the
same organs of voice as man, are entirely destitute of it.”26  While Tyson,
Buffon and Blumenbach saw the ape as mute because it lacked reason, others
like Linnaeus,?” Lord Monboddo?® (1714-1799), Jean-Jacques Rousseau?®
(1712-1778) and Julien Offray de la Mettrie3® (1707-1751) wondered if the
ape could learn to speak.

Firsthand experience with primates was available to Dutch naturalists
because they either lived in Dutch colonies or were privileged with
specimens from their contacts there.3! In 1770 Camper became the first to
dissect the genuine orangutan. His father, Florentius Camper (1675-1748),
observed a living orangutan when he was Minister of the Dutch Reformed
Church in Borneo (1702-1713), an event published by his companion:

Also Orang Hoetans, or forest people, are found here, a
kind of rare ape, that walk erect, and in all parts have the
shape and habits of a human, only speech is lacking. I have
seen two alive, the last with Mr. Camper, the Seigneur of
Ouwerkerk aan de [Jssel, who still has the specimen in his
possession, now in a jar in spirit at his home in Leiden.3?

Originally Petrus Camper focused on the rare orangutan as a medical
doctor out of zeal to track down the anatomical sources of the great Galen,
but he increasingly became angered with his contemporaries who
anthropomorphized the ape, whether intentionally or innocently. Camper
began to campaign against the ape’s supposed abilities to breed with humans,
evolve into humans, walk like humans, speak like humans, and physically
resemble humans in the head.

Why one would ask with reason, did Tyson, Buffon and
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various others draw their orangutans and jockos [chimps]
with straight human knees? Certainly to make little men of
them without paying attention to the fact that they not
only mislead others by their authority, but humiliate and
short-change the sublimity of the human being above all
creatures: It is not only ignorant travellers and amateurs
who relate and embellish strange things from far-off lands,
but also the directors of the first naturalist cabinets of
Europe, who through their poorly stuffed animals keep
alive the foolish illusion [that they] were not really
[animals]!33

Camper’s crusade was theologically motivated. Convinced of a strict
separation between humanity and beast, he believed that science was
perfectly capable of confirming theology—an assumption that defines him
as a classic eighteenth-century physicotheologian.

In 1768, before he had ever received his first orangutan, Camper had
demonstrated in the Anatomy Hall of Groningen that only people enjoyed
the advantage of erect posture. He questioned Enlightenment
“philosophizing” rhetorically:

One cannot read without astonishment what great pains
Rousseau, De Buffon, and Linnaeus took to convince us
that human beings really walk erect only by having learned
this art, while apes do it so naturally.34

Without having recourse to metaphysics, Camper distinguished six
physical proofs for humanity’s natural and unique bipedal capacity based on
the mathematics of the human skeleton alone.35 In physicotheology, unique
characteristics have purposeful ends.

The grand corporeal advantage enjoyed by man is, that he
can walk, and even sit, in an erect attitude. I may also add,
that man alone is able to repose upon his back; and that, by
the centre of motion being placed in the middle of his
body, he is enabled to turn himself, to bend his body in a
great diversity of manners, and to walk with peculiar
facility.36

By 1770 it was not difficult for Camper to demonstrate that for the
same morphological reasons the orangutan could not be but a quadruped.

Concentrating more on the structures directly involved in locomotion
and with posture than had Tyson, Camper became convinced that the
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orangutan could not reasonably be expected to walk erect.

I venture to add that it is impossible that orang-outangs can
walk naturally in this way, for then the center of gravity of
the whole body would have to be in the movement of the
hips. They then ought to have a spinal column which, like
ours, had the form of a Roman ‘S’ and the sacrum would
have to be formed in quite a different way, circumstances
which are true only for us and for which Desaguliers?” as
well as Borelli38 have shown the reason. If I were to enlarge
on this, esteemed listeners, I could show you from the thigh
muscles that they cannot walk erect; and ... from the
attachment of the muscles to the tibia that, if they
sometimes walk erect at all, they then walk, like rats and
other animals, with crooked or bent knees.??

In 1776 Camper found his mechanical analyses to be confirmed by the
living orangutan’s actions. She crawled around Het Kleine Loo, or as close
as possible near the heater, on all fours; and sometimes used one hand to
shove herself forward. When she did occasionally stand up, which she
mostly did when she first arrived, was still strong and could defend herself,
her legs were bent. Her habit of hanging on the bar of her little room for
hours verified Camper’s anatomical conclusion that the orangutan was built
to grasp on to tree branches like birds. This fit with his teleological view of
nature that form followed function. The orangutan’s destiny was to live
daily in trees; hence its foot was shaped differently from the human’s, with
longer feet, longer toes, resembling a hand.40

Camper’s conclusions pointed out the absurdity of illustrating the
animal upright with a walking stick. This popular iconography may have
started from the exotic animal’s original pilgrimage context (the Crusades)
or have continued from the classical pose of satyrs with staffs. In 1778
Vosmaer published that observing the orangutan alive made the human
characteristics commonly ascribed to the ape disappear, yet, he succumbed
to sensationalism and had Het Kleine Loo orangutan stuffed standing up in
the Prince’s Cabinet. Camper sketched this pose in a ridiculous manner in
his private diary.4 For his book Vosmaer chose drawings of the living
orangutan by the court painter, T. P. C. Haag (1737-1812), instead of the
naturalistic representations by Aart Schouman (1710-1792) who otherwise
drew most of Vosmaer’s exotic animals, sketched from life for the first time.
Haag seemed to emphasize the ape’s human characteristics.4? Otherwise
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Vosmaer’s book was superior to the others of his time because his plates were
mostly drawn from life rather than from museum specimens.

Camper’s monograph on the natural history of the orangutang appeared
in 1782. From 1770 to 1777 Camper had examined a total of eight
orangutans (not counting the one in his father’s collection), and was able to
dissect five of them. They were all of the same shape, the same color of hair,
very young and small, and the “country they all came from was Borneo,
from which island they are first sent over to Java, and so to Holland by the
Cape of Good Hope.”# Distinguishing the orangutan as a distinct species
from the chimpanzee, Camper suggested that the original Malay name of
orangutan be used exclusively for the Asian species.44

None of Camper’s specimens had their brain preserved, but the speech
organs of Hoffman’s, Hope’s, Van Hoey’s, and Vosmaer's two orangutans—
including Het Kleine Loo specimen—were in good enough condition for
him to dissect. In his monograph Camper explained the problem of
speech in its broadest context:

Since so many great travellers and famous authors regarded
the highly extolled Orangs found in Africa as well as in Asia
almost as human beings; and their muteness or failure to
speak was considered by many people as a political
principle, in order that they should not be made slaves and
be forced to labor, rather than as a real defect of the speech
organ, it was a matter of great importance not only to
natural history [Natuurkunde] but also to anthropology
[Menschkunde] to know whether apes, and in particular the
Orang-utans, kept silent, that is did not speak, in order to
outwit the civilized nations or from an imperfection in
their structure and organic system?46

Camper’s predecessors were divided between two opinions concerning
anthropoid speechlessness, both sides assumed that the vocal organs were the
same in human and ape. A physicotheologian like Camper could not accept
the idea of redundant design by the Divinity. The Supreme Being would
never have created superfluous or useless organs. Fortunately for him, the
orangutan has laryngeal pouches (whereas the chimp does not) which
Camper argued constricted the passage of air from the lungs when the
animal exhaled.” There was no possibility of language because the vocal
organs of the orangutan were not suited to the utterance of words; the
definitive evidence that homo sapiens alone had the physical capacity for
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speech. As it was, Camper’s explanation of the process of speech formation
was incorrect, but it remained a plausible theory until the work of Georges
Cuvier (1769-1832).48 Puzzled by the difference between the vocal organ he
dissected and that described by Tyson, Camper suggested that Tyson may
have observed carelessly. Nor did Camper discuss the chimpanzee’s
incapacity to walk upright from the reports by Tyson or by Buffon’s
anatomist.# This may appear out of character for Camper’s professed
cautious empirical approach, but it typified his tendency to leave subjects
incomplete once a burning question had been resolved for him.5

Finally, Camper criticized Tyson’s work as
incomplete as far as the genitals were
concerned, for “that is where indeed the
greatest difference should be, if one may rely
on Galen, who dissected Apes or animals of the
Monkey Species only.”s!  The greatest
difference between the human and the
orangutan was in the male reproductive organs;
the orangutan had a bone in the penis like the
canine species. The variety of reproductive
methods in nature testified to the Creator’s
desire to separate the classes of animals.5?

Apes, therefore, did not threaten the
sanctioned status of humanity. The first to
dissect the genuine orangutan, Camper did not
have much difficulty in determining that it was
a mute quadruped and disproving the theory gf‘t‘;ilﬁ"‘\'/‘:;:;‘yc I;,“ﬂ:‘::ﬁc‘fu‘é ;{‘c;‘z‘:
of apes as potential humans. He adamantly 1777”1 Seprember 1777, p. 59. University of
denied any affinity between the human being Ny i S
and the anthropoid ape for a dozen different
reasons. The titillating ape images were
deceitful, apes could not walk on straight legs, could not speak, could not
have sexual relations with humans; they had no lips and no nose, their eye
sockets were too close together, their facial angles differed by twelve
degrees,53 their jaw was right-angled, and, like other animals, they had an
intermaxillar bone.

Nevertheless, Het Kleine Loo orangutan was a “dissection manquée” for
an intact orangutan with a still-preserved brain.5* Camper was never able to
compare this significant part with Tyson’s chimpanzee.5> He contended that

71




New Perspectives on the Eighteenth Century

his thorough dissection of the recently deceased orangutan would have done
the public more good than her display in the Prince’s Cabinet of Natural
History. An anonymous contemporary who agreed with his view wrote this
poem entitled “Consolation to the Very Learned Master Petrus Camper:”
The hope of all Dutchmen eager for knowledge ceases

when, Sir, your noble desire came to naught,

for while your dissection was to have taught

About the orang’s brain, Vosmaer cut it to pieces.

Thus from time to time it is to be understood

that the target of stupidity is of the kind,

which, when allying with evil, prevents the mind
From reaching well-earned fame, for the common good.

Have courage, the orang’s bridegroom lives for tomorrow,
but, since her loss gives his suffering heart much sorrow,
He will soon decease due to mourning and grief.

We will finally find hope when your wish is fulfilled,
when you are able to examine the body by sadness killed,
You'll find within the bridegroom’s head an orangutan
brain.56

Vosmaer did not mind emphasizing the ape as humanlike if such
sensationalism enhanced the prestige of the Prince’s Cabinet, whereas
Camper was dead set on dehumanizing the animal.5” The “OrangutanWar”
illustrated the gap between the “cultural elite” and the “vulgar” or common
people.’® The public could visit the Royal Cabinet three mornings every
week whereas only the learned could read Camper’s zoological publications
with understanding.

Neither Tyson nor Camper knew adult anthropoid apes. The great apes
undergo great changes in maturing which radically reduce their
morphological resemblances to the human species. Only in 1779 was a large
orangutan finally captured on Borneo by a Dutchman. More large
orangutans started to reach the Netherlands. When Camper received the
skull of an adult orangutan in 1783, he concluded that it was another new
species. The confusion between the young and mature orangutans was
cleared up only after his death.

In conclusion, Camper tried to stop the humanizing embellishments of
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his colleagues toward the great apes by his endeavors as anatomist, artist, and
physicotheologian, and in demanding more accuracy in both observations
and representations. His monograph served as a standard far into the
nineteenth century. However, neither Vosmaer’s stuffed orangutan nor Het
Kleine Loo itself survive in the Netherlands today. The century, which the
Dutch disdain, was an exciting one for orangutan science in which they
made the major contributions. In 1795 the French plundered the
Stadholder’s specimens from Africa and the East Indies that they knew only
from the publications of Dutch naturalists, among them the skeleton of the
“large orang-outan described by Camper.” While Cuvier and Etienne
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire (1772-1844) published several papers on the “Pongo
of Wurmb,” it is the Dutch who are still active in orangutan conservation
and research today.

Miriam Claude Meijer Montgomery College
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