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it becomes eternal after death, in the hereafter,
which is located in the heavens. Up there, the
dead, having passed from the visible to the
invisible world, lead an existence similar to their
earthly life. All these spirits together form the
marapu, which exerts magical authority over all
human beings. These spirits are therefore
feared and must be honoured on a regular
basis. That is why our informant first prayed to
obtain the protection of these powerful
ancestors, as well as their permission, before
revealing to me secret information about the
spinning wheel. I had to promise to divulge it
only for cultural purposes. Point taken.

The spinning wheel is called ndatar or ndtaru in
the local language.4 This word also designates
the sexual act and procreation, and we will
come to understand why. Affixed to the spinning
wheel is a human figure that combines female
attributes, such as breasts and vulva,
symbolizing the female ancestor Miala Ratu
Nggela, and a protuberant element in the shape
of a phallus, evocative of the male ancestor
Mamu Ratu Ngguku, which also serves as the
axle for the spinning wheel (fig. 1). In this hybrid
form it is a representation of the first human
couple, the originators of the clan.
That complementary (male-female)
relationship is a fundamental aspect of Sumba
thought, which conceives unity as a
combination of masculine and feminine
elements.5 The omnipotence of that ancestral
couple is described in the ritual discourses:

Kadu uma tandai kabihu   We, ancestors
                                               of the clan
Hita ilu ngiaraya                 We see everything
Hita ita pata                        We feel everything

The phallus (kahuanga todung, a term that also
designates the pestle used to grind rice in a
mortar) emerges from the statue’s lower
abdomen. When the kahuanga todung on the
spinning wheel is rotating, the instrument
becomes the symbol for copulation, hence its
name: ndatar. The result of the copulation will
be the big belly of the statue, which becomes
pregnant. Completing the analogy between
procreation and textile production, in Sumba 

Tamu Rambu Yuliana is said to have received it
in the 1940s from her great-grandmother. 
This instrument was used to spin cotton, hence
to produce threads called benang pintal in
Indonesian. Every princess was duty-bound
before her marriage to produce these threads in
order to weave a traditional men’s garment
(hinggi) and a traditional women’s garment
(lau). These cloths were subsequently given by
the bride-to-be’s family to the future groom’s
family, within the context of the lengthy
negotiations and exchanges of gifts associated
with the traditional marriages of the noble
families of East Sumba.

In Prai Yawang village on 26 February 2005, in
the traditional house of the andung (skull tree)
clan, I was able to question Umbu Lili Litiata, 
a specialist in the local marapu religion,3 about
this spinning wheel. Marapu is still very
influential in the region of the Rindi and Pau
domains, even though the eastern part of
Sumba is largely Christianized. For its followers,
human life on earth is only temporary, whereas

The domain of Rindi (Rende) and, more
particularly, its ritual centre of Prai Yawang
village, where noble families, including the raja,
once resided, is one of the major textile
production hubs in the eastern part of the island
of Sumba. It is there that one of the great
weavers of the second half of the twentieth
century lived: Princess Tamu Rambu Yuliana,
whose life and funeral ceremony I described in
a previous article.1 In the 1980s the princess,
still unmarried, decided to sell a century-old
spinning wheel to an Indonesian antiques
dealer. He then sold it to an American art dealer,
who resold it to the collector Anthony F.
Granucci, a specialist in the study of objects
from the cultures of the Lesser Sunda Islands.2

After Granucci’s death, the spinning wheel was
purchased by the Asian Civilisations Museum in
Singapore and is now part of its permanent
collections (fig. 3).

This spinning wheel, which must date to the
nineteenth century, belonged to the princesses
of Rindi, who passed it on to their descendants.
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Fig. 1. The large hermaphroditic figure on 

the spinning wheel (detail).

Fig. 2. The small female figure on the spinning

wheel (detail).
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a pregnant woman’s big belly is compared to
the mbualakanai basket in which the textiles
are stored.

Once, in the remote past, the ancestral couple
dropped from heaven to earth the first cotton
yarn, which was red (kombu), symbol of blood
and bravery. That first yarn was used by
Princess Rambu Ana Nai, who turned it into a
cloth for her husband, Umbu Ana Nai. It can
therefore be assumed that the little statue to
the right of the large one (fig. 2) represents the

first weaver. It is characterized by breasts and a
large vulva, which was traversed by a wooden
axle, now lost, onto which the cotton thread was
wound after being hand spun (fig. 3). A circular
cotton cord drove the spinning wheel and came
out of that vulva, showing once again, and in a
realistic manner, the link between procreation
and textile production in the Sumbanese
worldview. ■

Notes
1. Breguet 2006.
2. This spinning wheel has already appeared twice in the
literature, first, in an image in Breguet 2002, 15, and then
in another image, accompanied by an analysis, in Granucci
2005, 116–117.
3. Originally from the Uma Bara house in the domain of Pau,
this informant was fifty-six years old at the time. He was
considered a major spiritual figure in the marapu religion.
He is now deceased.
4. Kambera, an Austronesian language spoken only on the
eastern part of the island of Sumba.
5. Adams 1969, 169.
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Fig. 3. Spinning wheel. Rende. East Sumba. 

Wood and rattan. Former Anthony F. Granucci 

collection. Asian Civilisations Museum. 

Singapore. Photo Scott McCue.
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