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2 Pua ku mbu

Cotton

Wa rp i kat

'1,97 cm x 92.5 cm

No heads ore better than one. Decapitated

corpses, such as these lively figures, ore a

mork of real rarity.

For scenic variety, jung[es have much in common with deserts.

The Borneo rainforest offers occasionaI sightings of a wi[d

orchid or a tree aflame with firefLies; more [ikel.y is the flash of

a rich-hued cockroach cleaning up the [onghouse. The jung[e

dweL[er's response to the visuaItedium of his habitatis the

same as the desert dweller's - add some colour.

WhilstthetribaI rugs of Iran and Central.Asia are among the

most treasured of a[[ texti[es, the tribaI weavings of Borneo

take up considerab[y less wa[[ space in the great museums of

the world. The subject of this exhibition is pua kumbu, the

supreme examp[e of Bornean loom artistry. As a collectab[e

item, the name itsel.f provides the first step towards a credibi-

Lity problem. "B[anket" is the usuaItranslation, and somehow

the dignity of a b[anket is easy to overlook. If there were a word

which combined the roles of sacred re[ic, icon, wdLL partition,

chasub[e and story book, this woul.d be a better description of

the pua kumbu, or pua as it is usua[[y ca[[ed. A short word for

a n item so bea utifu [, powerfu I a n d usefu [.

The masters of pua manufacture are the Iban peoples of

Borneo, now mostly settled in the East Malaysian state of

Sarawak. Not a[[ of the many trave[[ers to this enormous is[and

have Liked the Iban. Victorian opinions of them varied between

idl.e charlatans and quick-witted warrior heroes, although

a[most every chronicler has agreed on Iban supremacy in two

fieLds: weaving and headhunting. Taking heads has not been

practised much this century, apartfrom an assortment of

bespectacled Japanese sku[[s that have been hanging from

[onghouse rafters since World War II. Collectors might hope

that a peacefuI Sarawak means more time for the Iban to let

rip with their looms. This is notthe case, as weaving has always

been an entirely fema[e pursuit. In addition, the entire culture

that culminated in headhunting has decayed.

A pua that does not reflect the Iban way of Life is no more

than a b[anket. In fact, bLanket wouLd be a generous term for

many of the minuscuLe display items that now emerge from the

production [ine. Contemporary designs wou[d aLso cause

dismay among an otder generation of weavers who believed in

the magic of their work. In the past, to depict a headLess corpse

was to tamper with forces so dark that on[y ancient women with

a [imited expectation of [ife wou[d take the risk. The current

output often features enough human wreckage to put a

Malaysian news editor fu[Ly at his ease.

The contents of this exhibition fo[[ow the traditiona L concept

of a pua, the mostimportantfeatures of which are the dyeing

and weaving techniques. Ikatis the term used for textiLes that

are resist-dyed before bei ng woven. The pattern appea rs on the

warp threads in the case of Bornean ikat, often with bewitder-

ing complexity.To achieve this from memory, rather than

pattern books, makes the who[e operation impressive enough

to have won the admiration of 19th-century Western travetlers.

These Victorians, famiLiar with the mechanised marvels of

Bradford and Manchester, gave grudging praise to the sophis-

ticated products of Iban [ooms.0n this primitive equipment,

described by the itinerantThomas Chapman as "picturesque[y

clum sy" , doughty [onghouse maidens wove the shortest skirts

and the longest b[ankets. The size of a pua varies considerab[y,

with typicaI examples measuring 6 or7 feet [ong by 3 or 4 feet

wide. They are always made in two ha[ves, sewn together.

278.5 cm x1,49.5 cm

Engkaramba spiritfigures ore omong the

animated motifs to be found on puo kumbu

This cloth is unusual both for its large size

and for the vigour of its subject matter.
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Pua designs were more symbol.ic and less exp[icit

before mass-tourism reached Borneo. Despite

abstraction bei ng the way of the weaver, some pictor-

iaI elements are sti[[ recognisab[e on older pua. The

crocodil.e, for examp[e, is hard to miss but might.!e

mistaken for [and-bound cousins such as the monitor

[izard.Spiritfigures are a[so easyto spot, and c[ose[y

resemb[e the first generation of computer-game

characters.Other motifs make more demands on the

viewer's imagination. A white shrew on a bangkitfruit

or a bird in the body of a spider can [ook so simi[ar

that on[y the weaver herself wouLd be ab[e to distin-

guish them. Since many designs were the property of

their creator, intellectual" copyright was a keenty

contested matter. These designs were handed down

from mother to daughter or sometimes so[d for a fee,

usuaLLy a jar, al'though this never appl.ied to standard

designs, such as crocodiles. The closest we are [ikeLy

to getto an artist's signature is where the motifs of

certain virtuoso weaving fami[ies can be seen.

The multipLication of individuaIfeatures into one

cohesive picture of the Iban worl.d is what makes pua

so specia[, and so confusing. The pioneer work on

interpreting the detai[s was started a century ago by

Al.fred Haddon, and a[most everything that has

followed borrows extensive[y from his research. In

addition to analysing pua designs, Haddon had a lot

to say about co[ours. His conclusion, a[ong with every

later commentator, was that a rich red co[our is the

supreme accompl.ishment of the Iban weaver. 0n[y

1,97 cm x 9 2.5 cm

Traditional lban weovers were as

concerned with the cycle of life as with the

dynamics of death. This design follows

the metamorphosfs of a bug on its journey

to fullinsecthood.

divine[y inspired artists have the expertise to do this,

and the rites involved in dyeing thread to exactly

the desired shade might go on for days. Like much of

the weaving process, superior dyeing technique is

tied to the worl.d of dreams and instructions from the

deities who dwett there.

Writers have genera[[y avoided association of the

preferred red co[our with an essentiaI element of Iban

Life; pua had a starring ro[e as receptacles for fresh[y

taken heads. There were, of course, ffidny other

apptications more in keeping with current norms of

texti [e usage: to decorate the [ong house for big festi-

va[s; to create an enclosure for shamans conducting

sacred rites; or for draping over the shoulders of

individua[s in need of spirituaI protection at poetry

recita[s and dyeing ceremonies. Unl.ike other status

objects, such as jars and gongs, pua are usefuI as

we[[ as being decorative.

Iban weavings are an astonishingl.y bril.l'iantand

beautifuI record of a society with no written

[anguage. They provide a unique reflection oflban

betiefs and aesthetics. The changing ways of a peop[e

in transition were noted by Redmond 0'Hanlon in

his 1983 journ ey Into The Heart of Borneo. An Iban

blan ket, dyed a rich red-brown co[our, hung outside a

[onghouse, "and beneath the [arge-headed figures

of the spirits at its base were woven four glasses, fu[[

of Guinness Stout".

Lucien de Guise



1,75 cm x 91.5 cm

0n lban textiles, less is often more.

The empty space in the middle of this

example is associated with those cloths

thot took on the sacred role of receptacle

for captured heads. The accompanying

spiritfigures create on extra dimension

of sanctity.

222.5 cm x L08.5 cm

Menogerie in mocrocosm. The energy ond

complexity of Ibon textiles can disguise

the presence of o generous slice of

Borneo's abundant plont ond wild life.

Pioneers of pua studies in the late 1gth

century concluded that identification of

porticulor motifs is a somewhot arbitrary

matter. Little has chonged since then.



'J,75 cm x 9L.5 cm

0n lban textiles, less is often more.

The empty spoce in the middle of this

exomple is ossociated with those cloths

that took on the sacred role of receptocle

for captured heads. The occompanying

spiritfigures create an extro dimension

of sanctity.

222.5 cm x L08.5 cm

Menogerie in mocrocosm. The energy and

complexity of Iban textiles con disguise

the presence of a generous slice of

Borneo's abundont plant ond wild life.

Pioneers of puo studies in the late 1gth

century concluded that identification of

porticular motifs is a somewhat arbitrory

motter. Little hos changed since then.
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21.2 cm x 104 cm

The seemi ngly chootic look so admired

by Iban weovers has been avoided in this

exomple. The neatness of carefully orranged

rows of motifs is emphasised by on unusual

degree of horizontol symmetry. Because

puo kumbu ore woven in two halves, they

frequently do not quite match.



21.3 cm x 98.5 cm

The intricacy that is possible with o basic

backstrap loom is clear in this depiction of

the rainforest at its busiest. An exquisite,

highly stylised view of the surroundings that

used to shape every aspect of lban life.



248 cm x 109.5 cm

The pua at its most enigmatic.

Thi s extraordi n ary exa m p le com bi n es

elements of traditionallban design with a

central pattern that must have made its

way to Borneo via the Mediterranean and

Islamic worlds.

234.5 cm x 103.8 cm

Colour is crucialto Iban weavings.

In an artform where reds and browns

predominate to the exclusion of almost

anything else, these purple tones stand out

as a testimony to the dyer's originality.

The use of large, undyed triangular motifs

displays 0n equally bold opproach to design
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22 B Jalan Tanran LT-Thant tel: 60 3 - 2+5 1262

(Errtrance at 10 Jalan Maclge) fax: (r0 3 - 2+5 126:l

55000 Ktrala Lrrnrpur vu'illie @ poprnail.asiaconrtect.coln.rll\/

Malavsi a http : //u'ww. asiacotrnect. corn . tnv/vu'art

1st Floor., 17 Jalan Telawi il

Bangsar Bartr

59100 Ktrala Lurnpul'

Malervsi a

Southeast Asion Pointing..s & Work,,s of Art

This exhibition will,be openecl by

YB Dato' Shaht'iz,at Abdtrl Jalil on 1+th Mar, 1997.

arrcl u.ill encl on 2+th Mav 1997 .


