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Media release 
For immediate release 

THREE NEW PERMANENT GALLERIES HIGHLIGHT SOUTHEAST ASIA’S GLOBAL 
IDENTITY THROUGH INTERCONNECTIONS BETWEEN CULTURES, COMMUNITIES, 
AND GENERATIONS  

!  

Singapore, 27 November 2018 – Set at the heart of global maritime trade routes 

between West and East, Southeast Asia has long been a region where different peoples, 

ideas, and art influenced each other. Profound interconnections between its many 

cultures and traditions have existed throughout history. With the opening of three new 

permanent galleries – Christian Art, Islamic Art, Ancestors and Rituals – along with newly 

rotated objects in the Trade galleries and a new series of museum trails, Singapore’s 

Asian Civilisations Museum (ACM) greatly increases the Southeast Asian art on display in 

its thematically arranged galleries.  

The three new galleries complete Level 2 of the ACM. Themed collectively as Faith and 

Belief, the second floor galleries tell stories of how systems of faith and belief spread 

across Asia, and show how traditions of religious art adapted as a result. This opening is 

one of the highlights for the museum’s ongoing Year of Southeast Asia. 
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Mr Kennie Ting, Director of the ACM, said: “Southeast Asia has an incredible diversity of 

indigenous and migrant peoples, cultures, and faiths. It is a region that has played a 

pivotal role in global maritime trade and the spread of systems of faith and belief across 

Asia. Visitors to our new galleries will be treated to displays of many exquisite forms of 

decorative art, sacred art and ethnographic material from across the region.  Launching 

these new and refreshed permanent galleries under the theme “Southeast Asia in the 

World” is also a nod towards the heritage of Asian Civilisations Museum itself. The core of 

the museum’s collection was and continues to be the Southeast Asian ethnographic 

collection that previously belonged to the former Raffles Library and Museum (today’s 

National Museum of Singapore) and which was collected during the colonial period. 

With these new and refreshed galleries, ACM places Southeast Asia squarely at the heart 

of our museum’s overall curatorial narrative.”  

Christian Art 

"  

A highlight of the gallery, this impressive sculpture of the Virgin Mary is a striking example of cross-

cultural artistic exchanges between Asia and Europe. The Asian features of the face of the Virgin hint 

that it might be carved from a Chinese Artist. The tucked-in robe at the back, called a “suksok”, is a 

sign that it was made in the Philippines. The painting and gilding on the robes is typical of 17th-century 

Mexican decoration found in sculptures.  Image courtesy of Asian Civilisations Museum 
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ACM’s Christian Art gallery is the first permanent museum space in the world dedicated 

to showcasing Christian works of art from across Asia that were made in or used in Asia. 

Christianity came to Asia as early as the 7th century, but its spread accelerated greatly 

in the 16th century, when Catholic missionaries travelling with European traders 

disembarked at port cities, including Goa, Malacca, Manila, and Nagasaki. This gallery 

highlights Christian artworks produced by skilled Asian craftsmen from the 16th through 

19th century. The display attests to the cross-cultural artistic exchanges between Asia 

and Europe, and reminds us of the historical religious tolerance amid diverse faiths.  

Islamic Art 

  
The pages of this Quran measure nearly 40cm tall and 25cm wide. It is an ornate and elaborate work of 

art made in Terengganu on the Malay Peninsula. The use of red and yellow (or gold), with only a little 

black, and reserved spaces of undecorated paper is characteristic of the “Terengganu style”. Because 

of its size and exquisite decoration, it was probably commissioned for a royal patron. Image courtesy of 

Asian Civilisations Museum 

The gallery showcases ritual, secular, courtly, and scientific objects that reflect Islamic 

values and sensibilities, inviting visitors to explore the rich variety and beauty of Islamic 

art. Exquisite works of religious art produced by and for Islamic faithful across Asia, with a 

main focus on Southeast Asia, show how global notions of Islamic art were adapted 

across the region to create unique visual forms that reflect indigenous influences. 
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Ancestors and Rituals 

  

One of the most spectacular carvings by Sarawak’s Iban community, the Hornbill represents the vital 

life force that sustains all beings. It is regarded as the chief of birds and believed to be a messenger to 

the deities of the upper realms. Hornbill images like this were carved for the sacred ceremony of Gawai 

Kenyalang, originally associated with fighting, raiding, and headhunting. Today it still exists as a 

thanksgiving celebration. Image courtesy of Asian Civilisations Museum 

Manifested in various traditions and rituals related to food, fertility, family, and safety, a 

reverence for ancestors binds diverse Southeast Asian civilisations. Ancestors and Rituals 

examines the ancestral and ritualistic beliefs of traditional societies, including some of 

the most remote communities in Southeast Asia. The objects on display include some of 

ACM’s oldest collections – originally in the old Raffles Library and Museum. 

Christian Art, Islamic Art, and Ancestors and Rituals galleries are part of the museum’s 

continuing refresh. New galleries are organised thematically, instead of by geographical 

region. The story of Trade in Asia is explored across the first floor galleries; the spread and 

adoption of Faith and Belief systems across Asia on the second floor galleries. Along with 

the three new galleries, newly-rotated objects are on display in the Trade galleries on 

Level 1. 

Southeast Asia in the World opens 1 December 2018, with a newly launched series of 

museum trails curated for families and adults to encourage exploration of Southeast 

Asia’s role in the world. Admission is free for Singaporeans and Permanent Residents. For 

more information, please visit www.acm.org.sg.  

http://www.acm.org.sg
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Annex A: Christian Art Gallery highlights  

Annex B: Islamic Art Gallery highlights  

Annex C: Ancestors and Rituals Gallery highlights  

- END - 

About the Asian Civilisations Museum 

ACM fosters understanding of the diverse heritage cultures of Singapore, their 

interconnections and connections with the world. Our galleries are organised 

thematically rather than by geographical region, with an emphasis on networks and 

flows rather than borders and boundaries. 

On the first floor, we tell the story of Trade in Asia, beginning with objects from a 9th-

century shipwreck recovered in Indonesian waters south of Singapore. The second floor 

shows how systems of Faith and Belief spread and adapted across Asia. The third floor 

galleries exhibit comprehensive collections of Chinese ceramics, and will soon include 

spaces dedicated to Asian jewellery and fashion. These themes draw from Singapore’s 

nature as a cosmopolitan, multicultural, multi-religious port and trading city.  

Special exhibitions bring magnificent objects from around the world. Signature 

programmes like the annual ACM After Dark, Saturdays@ACM, and Lunchtime Concerts 

encourage visitors to connect more closely with culture and the arts. For more 

information, visit www.acm.org.sg.  

For media queries, kindly contact: 

Amanda Phua 

Tate Anzur 

6568 9147 

amanda.phua@tateanzur.com 

Sarah-Marie Teo 

Tate Anzur 

6568 9154 

sarah-marie.teo@tateanzur.com 

mailto:amanda.phua@tateanzur.com
mailto:sarah-marie.teo@tateanzur.com
http://www.acm.org.sg
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ANNEX A: CHRISTIAN ART GALLERY HIGHLIGHTS 

The Virgin Mary 
Philippines, Manila; decorated in Mexico, 
mid-17th century 
Ivory, painted and gilded 

The Asian features of the face of the Virgin hint 
that it might have been carved by a Chinese 
artist. While such a work may have been carved 
in Macau or elsewhere in China, the tucked-in 
robe at the back, called a suksok, is a sign that it 
was made in the Philippines in the 17th century. 

This impressive sculpture was shipped from Manila 
to Mexico. The painting and gilding on the robes 
is typical of 17th-century Mexican decoration 
found in sculptures, for example, in Mexico 
Cathedral in Mexico City. 

This is one of the largest solid ivory figures known 
from the Philippines, which would seem to 
indicate a prestigious commission. 

"
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Baby carrier with image of a mother and child 
and Marie Biscuit tin logo 
Indonesia, Java, Pekalongan, around 1910 
Cotton (batik) 
Gift of Lim and Tan Securities Pte Ltd in memory of 
Johnny and Nancy Lim. 

The mother and child on this batik cloth evoke 
thoughts of mother goddess images in many 
cultures. They relates to the Christian Virgin and 
Child and the Chinese “child-giving” Guanyin. 

Probably produced by mixed Chinese Indonesian 
artisans who would have been familiar with both 
images, the cloth might have been made to 
appeal to both Buddhists and 
Christians. The amusingly misspelled biscuit logo 
references an imported European treat. 

Archangel Michael vanquishing Satan 
Northern Vietnam, 19th century 
Painted wood, iron, glass 

The archangel Michael, clothed as an ancient 
Roman warrior, stands in victory over Satan, who 
is described in the book of Revelations in the Bible 
as a dragon. Michael probably once held a 
spear and a balance, to weigh souls at the Last 
Judgement. 

Christian missionaries arrived in Vietnam as early 
as the 17th century, but large-scale conversion 
didn’t peak until the French colonial period 
(1887–1940). Painted wooden figures of Christ, the 
Virgin, and various saints decorated churches. 
Some were imported from France but many, like 
this figure, were made by local artists.

"

"  
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Gable panel (pandilati) 
Indonesia, Sumatra, Lake Toba, around 1930s 
Wood, natural pigments 

In the late 19th century, Lutherans of the Rhenish 
Missionary Society from Germany began to 
attract converts among the Toba Batak people. 
After Indonesia became independent in 1945, 
Catholic missionaries also arrived in the area. 
Today a majority are Christian. 

This panel would have decorated the gable of 
an ancestral house. The top features a traditional 
protective mask in the shape of a lion’s head. The 
cross with two kneeling winged angels would 
have been a clear statement of the religious 
affinity, as well as overt piety, of the family of the 
house.

Christ Child, Saviour of the World 
Philippines, Manila, mid-17th century 
Ivory 

Christ is depicted here as “Saviour of the World”. 
He makes the gesture of blessing with his right 
hand. There is close attention to anatomical 
details like the folds of flesh associated with 
babies, and the deeply carved curls of hair. 

This sculpture was probably made by one of the 
Chinese ivory artists from Fujian who settled in 
Manila. Their work was highly prized, and much of 
it was sent via the Spanish galleon trade to 
Mexico, and to the rest of Latin America and 
Spain. 

"  

"
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Virgin and Child 
Timor-Leste, 19th century 
Wood 

This sculpture is an example of how a Southeast 
Asian artist interpreted a Western source. The 
composition was probably copied from a 
Western print or book illustration of the Virgin 
Mary with the Christ Child on her lap – a favourite 
Christian subject. 

But the two-dimensional image of Christ on the 
lap of the Virgin might have confused the carver. 
His solution was to place Christ, standing, on a 
small mound or stone in front of Mary.

Cross 
Vietnam, 19th century 
Rosewood, mother-of-pearl 
Gift of Pedro Aguiar Branco 

Vietnam produced a variety of wooden objects 
delicately inlaid with mother-of-pearl. These 
products included furniture for Southeast Asia as 
well as Christian objects like these. "

"  
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ANNEX B: ISLAMIC ART GALLERY HIGHLIGHTS 

Set of doors 
Java, Jepara or Kudus, early 20th century 
Wood, pigments, gilding  
Inscriptions: top lintel panel: Quran 48:1–2 (Surat 
al-Fath, The Victory); right: Quran 66:1–4 (Surat at-
Tahrim, The Prohibition); left: Quran 22:49–54 
(Surat al-Hajj, The Pilgrimage) 

These doors would have been part of an 
elaborate partition, called a gebyog, that 
separates private areas from social spaces in a 
traditional Javanese house. Traditionally, the 
carved reliefs contained Hindu-Buddhist motifs 
such as the swastika and the lotus flower.  

With the advent of Islam, motifs were renewed. 
The jasmine flower replaced the lotus. Faithfully 
reproduced verses bearing themes of humility, 
faith, and following the straight path established 
the religious identity and piety of the homeowner. 
Gebyogs are usually unpainted. These doors were 
coloured red and gold probably to echo the 
Islamic tradition of illuminating the Quran as the 
word of God.   

"
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Quran 
Malay Peninsula, Terengganu, 19th century  
Paper, ink, coloured and gold pigments, cotton, 
leather binding 
Inscriptions: Quran 1:1–7, Surat al-Fatihah (The 
Opening Chapter); 2:1–4, Surat al-Baqarah (The 
Heifer)  

Based on its large size and the lavish use of gold, 
this Quran was probably commissioned for a royal 
patron. With multiple decorative frames within 
frames, this “Terengganu style” is dense and 
elaborate. The use of red and yellow (or gold), 
followed by black, “reserved” white (the natural 
colour of the paper), and green is characteristic 
of Terengganu, and is the preferred colour 
scheme throughout the Nusantara.  

al-Buraq 
Philippines, Mindanao, Lanao del Sur, early or 
mid-20th century 
Wood, paint 

Every 27th of Rajab (7th month in the Islamic 
year), Muslims mark the Prophet Muhammad’s 
miraculous journeys from Mecca to Jerusalem, 
and to the heavens. These are known as the Isra’ 
and Mi’raj. According to tradition, the Prophet 
rode on the Buraq, “a white animal, half-mule, 
half-donkey, with wings”, as he ascended the 
heavens in a single night. 

Sculptures of the creature are popular for display 
at important feasts and festivals in Muslim 
communities in the southern Philippines. The 
nature-inspired motifs on the headdress and tail 
are characteristic of the Maranao people’s 
artistry.  

"

"



1 Empress Place 
Singapore 179555 
www.acm.org.sg

  

Sarong with camels and tents 
Northern Java, early 20th century  
Cotton, dyes  
Inscription: Bendera Radja Mekkah (“Flag of the 
King of Mecca”)  

The lively procession of camels suggests both a 
trade caravan and a hajj journey. Turbaned men 
in sarongs, however, carry flags with slogans. The 
composition of a triangle and three stripes refers 
to the flag of the 1916 Arab Revolt against the 
Ottoman Empire, led by the sharif of Meccawho 
received support among the Hadhrami Arabs.  

The Hadhramis, who hail from Yemen, claim 
direct lineage to Prophet Muhammad. The 
majority of Arabs who settled in Southeast Asia 
are descended from Hadhrami families. Among 
their traditional businesses were the batik 
workshops along the north coast of Java, where 
this sarong was probably made. They also worked 
as agents who organised travel arrangements for 
pilgrims from this region.is a finial inspired by the 
sword of ‘Ali. 

"
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Saucer 
Riau-Lingga Archipelago, around 1900  
Silver 
Inscription: “This is Tengku Long Jiwa’s saucer”  
  
The inscription possiby refers to the second wife of 
Sultan Syarif Kassim (reigned 1864–89) of Siak, on 
Sumatra. Both mainland and island Riau 
sultanates have shaped local cultures, from east-
central Sumatra to Singapore and Johor.  

Malay silverware was traditionally produced in 
royal workshops only. Motifs and patterns from 
the courts then served as standards for other 
artisans. In line with an Islamic preference for non-
figural art, the dish features vegetal patterns, but 
with localised motifs, such as leaves and flowers 
of the bitter gourd plant depicted along the 
outer rim. 

"
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Prayer chart 
Singapore, mid-20th century 
Wood, paint, metal, chalk 
Gift of Haji Mohd Amin bin Abdul Wahab, 
Singapore 

This chart was used at the Wak Sumang Mosque 
in Punggol until 1995, when the mosque was 
demolished. It shows the five Muslim prayer times, 
known in Malay as: subuh (dawn), zuhur (when 
the sun is at its zenith), asar (late afternoon), 
maghrib 
(sunset), and isyak (after moonrise). As the precise 
timings are affected by the lunar 
and solar cycles, a schedule written in chalk and 
clocks with movable hands give daily updates. 

A sixth clock indicates imsak, which only applies 
during the holy month of Ramadan. Drawing from 
the Hadith (prophetic traditions), imsak is usually 
set at a time before dawn prayers, and serves as 
a signal for Muslims to stop eating and drinking in 
preparation for the day’s fast.  

The last row on the timetable indicates syuruk, the 
start of sunrise and end of dawn prayers. Muslims 
are not permitted to carry out prayers during 
sunrise and sunset. Historically, this was to 
distinguish Muslims from followers of religions that 
embraced sun worship. 

"
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Quran chest 
Myanmar, early 20th century 
Lacquered wood, glass, metal, gold leaf 
Inscriptions: the shahada on each side 

The gilded, relief-moulded design with glass inlays 
is characteristic of a Burmese lacquerware style 
known as hman-zi shwei. Produced especially in 
Mandalay, it is technically difficult and expensive. 
Sized to a Quran folio format, the chest design is 
probably derived from the longer, rectangular 
chests used for storing palm-leaf manuscripts of 
Buddhist scripture. 

There are several Muslim communities in 
Myanmar, including Chinese (known as Panthay), 
South Asian, and Malay Muslims, whose varied 
histories include arrivals at different moments 
before, during, and after the British colonial 
period (1824–1948). One of the first contacts with 
Islam took place in the early 15th century, when 
the king of Arakan, Narameikhla, returned from 
exile in Bengal with Muslim followers. 

Zoomorphic kettle 
Brunei, 19th century 
Brass 

Brunei Darussalam (“Abode of Peace”) has been 
an Islamic sovereign state since the 15th century. 
It was a renowned centre for ornate brassware 
during the 16th century, with trading links to the 
Middle East and China. Brunei brass work draws 
from the techniques, forms, and decorations of 
those regions. This kettle exhibits strong Chinese 
influence, as seen in the use of animals with 
symbolic meanings – dragons, frogs, fish – on its 
exterior.  

"  

"  
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ANNEX C: ANCESTORS AND RITUALS GALLERY HIGHLIGHTS 

Ancestor figure  
Indonesia, Nias Island, 19th century 
Wood, cotton, pigment 

Large figures that represent an illustrious village 
founder, or the most ancient ancestor, are called 
siraha salawa. They sit or squat, and always hold 
a cup. The large pointed crown is another 
distinguishing feature, here decorated with red 
ribbons. 

While a house might have many smaller ancestor 
figures there would be only one siraha salawa. 
Sacrificial offerings to it secured protection for the 
household. Before the Christian era (until about 
1916), every home would have possessed one, 
usually passed down from previous generations.  

Hintha-bird vessel 
Myanmar, Mandalay, late 19th or early 20th 
century 
Lacquered and gilded wood, inlaid glass, mirrors 

Burmese lacquer makers excelled in building up 
high relief with applied decoration, as seen on 
this rare, bird-shaped offering vessel. A lacquer 
putty mixture called thayo was freely modelled or 
moulded, then stuck onto the surface and 
embellished with gilding. Semi-precious stones, 
glass, and mirror pieces were inlaid to add value 
and sparkle, and in accordance with the taste in 
Mandalay. 

"

"  
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Entryway panels 
North-central Java, dated 1822 

Entryways are key points, often decorated for 
spiritual as well as physical protection. This 
entrance invokes the powers of both the natural 
and supernatural world, and reflects the diverse 
cultures that have influenced Java.  

The ferocious tiger conjures up the brute strength 
of nature, while fierce raksasas (mythical giants) 
invoke powerful supernatural forces. The 
magnificent bird image probably represents 
Garuda, a powerful mythological creature. 
Human guards in hybrid Dutch-Javanese colonial 
style uniforms demonstrate the cross-cultural 
nature of Javanese court culture.  

While the major courts of central Java, at 
Surakarta and Yogyakarta, developed a refined 
and lavish style, smaller courts were typically 
more unsophisticated. This entryway is believed to 
have come from the home of a minor noble or 
official, probably from around the Surabaya or 
Semarang area. 

Warrior’s headdress 
Philippines, North-eastern Luzon, Cagayan Valley, 
Nueva Vizcaya, 19th century 
Monkey skull, rattan, gold, metal, cloth 

This headdress has a monkey skull attached to it. 
Hornbill casques (decorative growth on the top 
of the bill) were often used as well. The Illongot 
people of the Philippines conferred the honour of 
wearing headdresses like this on warriors who 
were successful in headhunting.   

The idealised strong personality, the “Big Man”, 
and his corresponding female counterpart are at 
the centre of traditional societies across 
Southeast Asia. The Ilonggot, among many other 
communities, required an individual to succeed 
in an important achievement, such as 
headhunting, before they could be considered a 
full and adult member of the community.

"  

"  
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Betel box on pedestal 
Myanmar, late 19th century 
Silver 

This large box is a traditional type of vessel used 
for presenting betel chewing paraphernalia on a 
ceremonial occasion. The high-relief designs with 
fine engraving, typical of Burmese silver, depict 
scenes from the Jatakas (stories of the Buddha’s 
previous lives) set amidst scrolling foliage and 
mythical serpents. The elaborate cover and stand 
with an openwork flange around the top is similar 
to the decoration of European silver of the late 
19th century. 

Hornbill 
Sarawak, Sarebas River, early 20th century 
Wood, pigments 

Depictions like this of the rhinoceros hornbill 
(kenyalang) are among the most spectacular 
carvings produced by the Iban people. For them, 
the bird represents the vital life force that sustains 
all living beings. The Iban believed it was the chief 
of the birds, and had an important role as a 
messenger to the deities of the upper world.  

They also believed that they could invoke the 
hornbill’s help in warfare – carried on high ahead 
of headhunting parties to weaken the enemy. 
They were carved for the sacred ceremony of 
Gawai Kenyalang, originally associated with 
fighting, raiding, and headhunting, but today a 
thanksgiving celebration. A fig is held in its beak, 
the ovoid shape resembling a trophy head, 
alluding to the traditional ceremony. 

"

"
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Makara palanquin ornament  
Malay Peninsula, Pattani, 18th or 19th century 
Jackfruit tree wood, zinc, brass and copper 
plates 
Acquired with the funds from Friends of 
ACM through Gala Dinner 2003 

The makara is the vehicle of the Hindu river 
goddess Ganga. It is a composite creature with 
features of a crocodile, fish, goat, and elephant. 
The form harks back to the Hindu-Buddhist past of 
the now-Muslim communities along the 
northeastern coast of the Malay Peninsula. It is still 
seen as a water spirit symbolising fertility.    
  
This one is a rare surviving example of an 
ornament for a palanquin used in village 
ceremonies revolving around the circumcision of 
young boys. Prescribed by Islamic law, but 
embellished with local customs, male 
circumcision is regarded as a rite of passage 
among some Southeast Asian cultures. A 
common ritual element is the parade and 
presentation of circumcised boys to the 
community.  

"
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Gunpowder holder  
Toba Batak  
Northern Sumatra, 19th century 
Water buffalo horn 

Gunpowder holders like this contained just a small 
amount of powder. They were decorated with 
protective figures and motifs to help ensure an 
accurate shot. 

The Batak obtained guns through trade with 
coastal communities perhaps as early as the 16th 
century. They made their own gunpowder from 
sulphur, charcoal, saltpeter, and other materials.  

"  


