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LIVING
THE DREAM

The artistic heritage of the Iban of Sarawak, Malaysia, has often
been overshadowed by tales about their head-hunting past. In the
old days, though, the most talented women of the tribe attained
just as much respect as the warriors through their weaving.
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“I have to dream my designs before | can start weaving,”
says Fiorita Sylvester. “Once I've had the dream | must
check with a shaman as to whether I'm qualified to weave
the particular motif. If it is a design with powerful spiritual
motifs, | must also make offerings before | start.” Sylvester
is one of the few remaining Iban women who know how to
weave the intricate pua kumbu textiles that have always
been a sacred part of life for the people once known as the
Sea Dayaks of Sarawak. The finest pua kumbu might take
up to two years for awoman to complete since the threads
are painstakingly tied before they are woven.

“You can’t fake the dreams,” Sylvester continues,
“because only if the idea for the design has truly been
brought to you by the spirits will you ever have the strength
to finish the textile.” As she sits at her backstrap loom,
an enamel plate under the threads bears traditional
offerings: betel leaves to appease the ancestors and a
single iron nail to give the weaver the strength of steel to

protect her from dangerous spirits during the weaving
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At Ngemah Ulu longhouse in Sarawak, Malaysia, an Iban woman
works on a sleeping mat of rattan and bamboo (opposite). Plastic

strips are now used along with natural materials to make baskets
(below). A woman wearing traditional Iban regalia (right).
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of her dream. Motifs include the curling strands of
jungle ferns as well as members of the animal kingdom.
Many ancient textiles are decorated with serpents and
crocodiles, and some of the greatest feature Kumang, the
Iban equivalent of Eve and the epitome of womanhood.

The Tun Jugah Foundation Museum & Gallery, in
Kuching, is arguably the best place in the world to see
pua kumbu textiles. Curator Janet Noel is a mine of
information on the taboos involved in traditional Iban
weaving. “A crocodile shouldn't be tied into a design until
its prey, such as a fish, is included — otherwise it will
be hungry and dangerous for the weaver,” she explains.
“And if you start to tie the mouth of a crocodile you must
complete it in the same sitting. You can’t leave a crocodile
overnight with its mouth open, for obvious reasons.”

The Tun Jugah Foundation is working hard to promote
the tradition of Iban weaving, but these works of textile art
are so incredibly intricate that very few members of the

younger generation are willing to invest the time needed.
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A young Iban man receives a hand-tapped tattoo, which he says will
stand as a proud reminder of his people’s beliefs and traditions (left).
In head-hunting times, tattoos were marks of prestige for warriors.

LONGHOUSE LIFE Ngemah Ulu longhouse, southeast of
Kuching on the Lemanak River, remains one of the few
relatively unspoiled timber longhouses in the area. The
covered hardwood ruai that runs along the front of the 15
family homes is raised on stilts about 2m above the jungle
floor. The ruai, or “main street” of the longhouse, is where
the social life of the community takes place.

When | arrive, the women are working on beautiful
baskets and finely woven rattan and bamboo sleeping
mats. “There are none of the legendary pua kumbu
weavers left here now,” the headman’s wife tells me, “but
then the headhunters too are a thing of the past.”

In Iban life, the duties of men and women have always
been strictly separated. Only women could produce pua
kumbu, but only men were allowed to carve the giant
hornbill sculptures. Ornately decorated with human
figures and animals, the sculptures were seen as symbolic
weapons. Once complete, they would be set outside
the longhouse and pointed toward the enemy. These
days, there are stories of hornbills being used to curse
a neighboring longhouse that has recently won the local
soccer cup (the idea being that hornbills will peck out the
eyes of the enemy, causing a serious handicap in soccer).

“l learned basketry from my mother,” says one of
the longhouse women as she eyes the tangled mass of
bamboo strips in front of her, “but the young girls are less
interested in producing fancy mats these days, and the
young boys don’t care about hornbills unless they are on
tattoos.” These days, everything is expected to be more
durable, and some baskets are made with colorful plastic
strips to reinforce the corners.

Itis a central tenet of Iban art that designs can evolve:
Just as the carved hornbills often feature soccer players
on their backs and the baskets are partly plastic, the pua
kumbu are also evolving. After all, nobody can dictate the

dreams of the weaver. & Textand photographs by Mark Eveleigh
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GETTING THERE

There is a plethora of daily
flights from Kuala Lumpur to
Kuching, the capital of Sarawak,
which along with Sabah state
comprises Malaysian Borneo.
Kuching is fairly compact, with
most of the attractions near

or along the Sarawak River, so

it is possible to get around on
foot. Diethelm Travel (www.
diethelmtravel.com) offers visits
to a traditional Iban longhouse.
Community life in Ngemah Ulu
longhouse (a four-hour drive
from Kuching and an hour by
longboat) has changed little over
the years, and the 15 families
who live under this one extended

roof are among the most
hospitable and friendliest people
you will ever meet.

WHERE TO STAY

The Village House (www.secret-
collections.com/villagehouse) is
a member of Secret Retreats, a
collection of small experiential
hotels, lodges and cruises
around Asia. Located at the foot
of Mount Santubong, 35km north
of Kuching, it offers beautiful
double rooms with a tropical
feel. The public lounges and
restaurant — a virtual museum
of Sarawak art — boast a
particularly fine collection of
Iban ceremonial hornbills. In
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Kuching, Batik Boutique Hotel
(www.batikboutiquehotel.com)
is a chic, modern hotel that is
just a short walk from the river.
Citadines Uplands Kuching
(www.citadines.com) offers one-
bedroom executive suites.

WHERE TO EAT

Kuching’s restaurant scene
includes outstanding Malaysian,
Chinese and Indian restaurants,
but the place to try traditional
dishes of the Iban and other
Sarawak tribes is The Dyak, just
off Jalan Simpang Tiga. Tasty,
affordable fare can be found

at one of the many kopitiam
(Malaysian-style coffee shops).
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WHAT TO SEE

The Tun Jugah Foundation
(www.tunjugahfoundation.org.
my) is probably the best place
in Sarawak to see pua kumbu
textiles and antique beads. The
original building of Sarawak
Museum (www.museum.
sarawak.gov.my) was built in
1891 to display artifacts from
the dozens of Dayak tribes. It
has numerous departments,
including the Textile Museum,
which occupies three floors of a
beautiful colonial-era building.
If you do not have time to visit

a Dayak community, consider
visiting Sarawak Cultural Village
(www.scv.com.my).





